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Reframing Globalism: Dialogue and Difference in the Classroom: Muslim Students in New York Schools
In A. C. Besley & M. Peters (Eds.), Interculturalism, education, and dialogue (pp. 356-368). New York, NY: Peter Lang.Shaireen Rasheed and Linda Welles
A noticeable feature of the Western educational system is that it is generally based on the logic of identity and sameness. Given this educational culture, otherness often gives “rise to uncertainty, even fear” (Worton, 2008, p. 241). Nowhere has this been more apparent than in a redefinition of an “American national self-protective identity” in the post 9/11 era. Since 9/11, the landscape of the United States has changed dramatically, especially for Muslims, through the Patriot Act, Guantanamo Bay detention camp, the military tribunals for Guantanamo detainees, not to mention numerous incidents of racial profiling and searches of Muslims by police, state and government officials. Michelle Fine and Selcuk Sirin’s book on Muslim youth (Sirin & Fine, 2008) systematically details accounts of how students from Middle Eastern backgrounds are negotiating their identities in a post-9/11 America, emphasizing that the current political context, in which Muslim women are portrayed as oppressed victims and Muslim men as terrorists, offers each sex different possible responses to discriminatory treatment.
Western stereotypical views offer descriptive and devalued essentialist imaginary of Islam through articles of faith, including the hijab or veil as a vehicle of oppression. And stereotypical views from an interpretation of political Islam in contrast address contemporary women’s needs and present so called “Islamically” inspired solutions through persuasion and at times coercion (Stowasser, 1987). What is being silenced in this discussion is the Muslim voice being discussed.
Unfortunately discourses around Islam are laden with stereotypical notions of women and men and their sexuality or the suppression of it. Muslim Americans are continuing to find themselves occupying a predefined role, positioned as what is referred to as the native informants from elsewhere. Their particularized agency has been taken away from them.
This article proposes that in order to facilitate a notion of a third discourse or a third space, current multicultural and postcolonial scholarship and practice must continue to reinforce a splitting that is happening within the Western and Islamic discourses surrounding Muslim identity. These images must be challenged by those of Muslim men and women as active agents in a third space. Deconstructing racist discourses, particularly those that emphasize the need to modernize traditional culture and religion, will generate a view of culture, religion, sexuality and race as interconnected, where the Muslim identity is not a homogeneous, monolithic identity but one that is shifting, changing and contradictory (Khan, 2002).
By exploring the writings of French philosopher, feminist and psychoanalyst Luce Irigary on pedagogy of difference from the point of view of education, we hope to provide the phenomenological conditions of a “third space”, under which the Muslim as Other can be heard. By putting forth an alternative phenomenological pedagogy, one that connects issues of positionality with those of an embodied epistemology of difference, it is our goal to simultaneously empower and disempower dialogue surrounding these discourses. By elaborating on Irigaray’s notion of dialogue through difference, specifically as articulated in her book Teaching (Irigaray, 2008b), we will show how in her attempt to reinvent experience against the scientific determination of existence, she proposes a pedagogy of difference as a way to respond to the culturally dominant logocentric logic of experience produced through the idea of sameness and the power relations instituted in it. Using the Vera Hill Institute of Muslim students in the Port Washington elementary school district as a case study, we hope to elucidate the successful application of Irigaray’s pedagogic theories of listening to the other, thinking as dwelling and ultimately her discussion on dialogic pedagogy of teaching as it relates to implementing a pedagogy of difference through dialogue in the classroom and the larger school community.
Methodology
A Phenomenological Politics of Location
Our research attempts to propose a pedagogical theory of Otherness that lies at the juncture of identity and difference. We attempt to provide the phenomenological conditions under which the subaltern Muslim as Other can be understood. The critical role of such a methodology will not undertake to restore a lost historical native that has been obliterated but to let her or him emerge in their difference. We are also not going to posit any judgment of how Muslim women or men should be or ought to be perceived, as that is precisely the conversation we are getting away from. Instead, what we focus on is that by critically examining issues of agency, subjectivity and embodiment as it pertains to the current discourse surrounding Muslims and Islam, how can we as educators ethically use phenomenology as a tool of resistance to deal with these dialogues of difference in our own classrooms?
Postcolonial feminists, including Chandra Talpade Mohanty (Mohanty, 1987) and Gayatri Spivak (Spivak, 1988) among others, have recognized a limitation in the politics of location. Location, they urge us, should be seen as a question of both where we speak from and which voices are sanctioned. It should allow us to acknowledge boundaries, not as mythic differences that cannot be known or realized, but as the site of historicized struggle. Despite the problematics of a politics of location, they argue, postcolonial scholars should not abandon the local, but should work in and against it (Kaplan, 1994).
Consequently, the task of such methodology within the context of education is to study the ontic meanings of a students’ localized epistemology, how they construct their different realities and objectivities, as entities, occurrences, processes, events, and facts. So that the question concerning the objectification of the Muslim student is not “who is the Muslim student?” but rather “how is it that we experience the Muslim as Other?” Although an ontological ground can never determine the outcome of a specific characteristic or trait, or even mode of experiencing, what it can and does do is to establish the directionality, or the conditions of possibility to understand different ways of experiencing (Sujay, 2004).
A phenomenological pedagogy contextualized within Irigaray’s ethics of difference develops the historical and ontological basis for letting an Other reveal to me that their world situation—different and conflictual—forms a locus from which to interpret reality. Being aware of this phenomenon on the part of educators is a central precondition of ethical recognition, namely, an ability not to treat as absolute any one perspective. Bringing teachers together in this context entails realizing that as educators we must talk across differences in a way that does not privilege one ideology over another, requiring “privilege to be unlearned” (Ajay, 2002) in the classroom. Irigaray’s pedagogy of difference calls upon teachers to find new ethical conditions of possibility in order to unsettle powerfully entrenched and institutionalized notions of individualism.

Our case study research will elucidate how educators can successfully implement culturally sensitive programs in American K-12 schools that serve as an empowering tool to educate teachers, parents and students to the nuances of difference. By contextualizing the case study within the theoretical framework of Luce Irigaray’s concept of difference, our research will further explore how the case study embodies Irigaray’s treatment of difference through dialogue.
Irigaray’s Phenomenology of Difference: Theoretical Framework for the Institute

Unfortunately, an enforced silence continues to veil discourses surrounding cultural diversity as integral locations for the construction and reification of difference both in the textually defined subjects of educational pedagogy and in the actual embodied subjects who occupy the parameters of institutional schooling (Rasheed, 2007 a). Irigaray’s work on diversity treats difference as a phenomenological phenomenon, rather than simply as a problem. As Michael Worton rightly states:

For her difference is something that all human subjects need to analyze and creatively engage with, instead of seeking to marginalize it, deny it or obliterate it. Respect for the difference(s) of the other is crucial in all exchanges, whether this be linguistic or amorous. (Worton, 2008, p. 242)

Worton goes on to discuss the importance for Irigaray to move beyond “respect” towards a new and more complex mode of “living out identity” (Worton, 2008, p. 242). To use Irigaray’s terms, “identity must always be relational.” And “relational” identity is always in a state of becoming. As she states, “When I speak of relational identity, I designate the economy of relations to the self, to the world and to the other specific to women or to man. This identity is structured around a natural given and cultural construction” (Bostic, 1996). For Irigaray, to make democratic progress, it is important to locate the individual sexually, politically and emotionally within a transnational, global context, to accomplish a genuine progress towards the new vision of democracy. As she argues, “Cultivating the individual as global is necessary for humanity in order to resist globalization. And it is also necessary for humanity as humanity” (Irigaray, 2002, p. 30).
The goal of the Vera Hill Institute further supports the characteristics of Irigaray’s above-mentioned conceptual framework by reinforcing the message that difference is neither bad nor good in itself, but has the potential to bring creativity to our own becoming and to social relations. It is this approach to the challenges of globalization and of interdisciplinarity that makes the institute’s work so timely and important. It serves as an example of how we as educators can successfully implement a phenomenological methodology as a tool of resistance to deal with discourses of difference in our own classrooms.
Case Study Methodology: The Vera Hill Institute for Muslim Students

The Vera Hill Institute evolved out of the differences among families in the school community, often accentuated by different languages spoken in the homes of the students, which parents saw as obstacles for sharing social experiences outside of school. The first institute was actually created in response to parents raising concerns about how difficult it was for them to arrange “playdates” with children whose parents spoke a different language from theirs. Invitations to birthday parties resulted in “no shows” or miscommunication. Children were frustrated because they were developing friendships within the school that they wanted to deepen outside of school.
A group of staff members met during several lunch hours to brainstorm how to respond to this problem. If parents had an opportunity to interact with one another and learn about each other’s cultures, perhaps to begin their own friendships, the way might be eased for the children. We believe that feeling socially connected to peers at school enhances a sense of belonging and comfort with the school environment. This sense of belonging is critical to fostering learning. Could it be so simple? Just bringing people together? What kind of structure would provide meaningful conversation? What would entice parents to give the time to this effort? Childcare would have to be provided. With each group, the staff had to plan anew. Bringing Latino and non-Latino parents together was easier because the difference did not seem so great. As educators, we knew something about Latino culture, some of us had traveled or lived in Latin American countries, and some of us were bilingual in Spanish and English.
When we moved to an institute for Korean and non-Korean parents, we realized that we had to educate ourselves first. We invited Korean parents to plan with us. We were fortunate to have two Korean staff members, as well. Although the activities we planned were different, the goal of opening up communication, engaging in honest dialogue, speaking out loud our assumptions, fears, questions, and frustrations in an environment that felt safe and gave time to fully exploring ideas and feelings remained the same.
When we decided to create an institute for Muslim and non-Muslim parents, we were less confident. The staff knew even less about Islam and about the experiences the students and their families were having. The school’s Muslim population was growing. In 2004, when we began planning this institute, feelings towards Muslims worldwide included media-spawned negativity. Addressing religious differences, as well as cultural and language differences, held some risk in a public school setting. Again, we reached out to a few parents for help and we learned what was important by listening. The co-authors of this article, Dr. Shaireen Rasheed, as a Pakistani parent in the school and a professor of multicultural education, and Dr. Linda Welles, as school principal, worked together with staff to develop a plan for the institute. In addition, we had two Egyptian Muslim women working in our lunch program who wore the hijab and were presented to us as “more different”. These women truly represented “the other.” We invited them to meet with us. Since we were only available as a group during the lunch hour, we had to negotiate with the food service to release them from their obligations. For subsequent meetings, we rearranged the entire school’s lunch schedule in order to have these women participate in the planning. We tried out ideas with them and listened and watched their responses. For example, we asked if they thought Muslim women would be more comfortable at the initial session of the three-session institute if we only invited mothers, or would it be best to include the fathers right away. They assured us that “moms only” was a better approach and would be consistent with the fact that Muslim women were typically the liaison between home and school. When we described the humorous skits we had used in previous institutes to highlight everyday cultural differences and to stimulate conversation, their response was flat. We clearly needed a different approach. Another challenge was the language diversity. We had to find bilingual participants from Turkish, Egyptian, Pakistani, and Bangladeshi communities (e.g. Arabic and Urdu speakers etc).
Implementing Irigaray’s Concept of Thinking as Dwelling
One of the modalities of questioning that was used in the institute is that of opening oneself to the other. Traditionally, dialogue is an objective reality between two subjects, one who is capable of thinking and one who is learning to think. But as seen in the Vera Hill Institute, dialogue, as Irigaray states:

must be held between two different subjects who dwell in different worlds and do not share the same truth.… A dialogue has to be held between an “I” and a “you” who are different and must remain different; then the exchange between them aims to light the way of each one and to prepare a possible coexistence between two *worlds, two cultures, two truths, two places or spaces, two times. (Irigaray, 2008a, p. 236)
Learning, and more importantly thinking, within this context becomes an activity of the student’s whole being. And according to Irigaray it is the task of everyone, but most of all of a teacher to ensure that this kind of active thinking happens in the educational environment, as the teacher has to “build his or her own dwelling in order to help others build their proper dwelling. The teacher has to teach the students how to dwell and how to find and keep a way of thinking that allows each one, but also present and future humanity, to dwell” (Irigaray, 2008a, p. 235). This was achieved at our first session.
We were thrilled and surprised to find that the Muslim parents we invited had brought friends and relatives with them. They welcomed the opportunity for dialogue by being invited to school for a special meeting—just for them. We did not invite the non-Muslim parents until the second and third sessions. This evening was about creating comfort for ourselves, as staff, and for the Muslim women, some of whom we didn’t know at all. We began by asking them what they had found surprising when they first arrived in Port Washington, NY or “what did you notice that was most different for you?” We were delighted with the eagerness these women showed in relaying their feelings. Some of the responses included:

· Everyone was White—clothing was different, the food was different.
· I was sad not knowing English. I felt alone, I cried and stayed inside my home.
· In my home country, there is a call to prayer, five times I hear the call for prayer. My first time here, the day just passed without a call to prayer.
· In America there aren’t strong relationships with neighbors as there would have been in Turkey. Even if they (neighbors) did not know each other, they help—cook for each other, take care of each others’ children.

· Ramadan—during this time of fasting, it is seen all throughout our home country and the media. Everybody does it. There is a sense of spirit (like Christmas time spirit) when everyone is aware of this event. During Ramadan, our days are off but in America, it’s just another day—working and coming home. (It’s not recognized.)
· Shopping is different. Going to supermarket and unable to find Halal food is very challenging. Many Kosher foods are available (recognition of Jewish) but not Muslim food.
Next we asked them to write down on note cards some of their positive and negative experiences. We assured them these would be shared anonymously. We collected the cards and the staff members took turns reading them. These are the voices we heard that night:
· My feeling is some people don’t like Muslim people after 11 September.
· I remember when I lived in a different culture with a different language—I felt like a baby—I couldn’t show that I was an intelligent capable person.
· Everyone looked at me because I wore a scarf. I felt uncomfortable because I was the only person among a big group of people.
· Somebody told me that I should “Take that handkerchief (head scarf) off because you’re in America, you are not in Afghanistan”. This hurt me a little bit because it shows his ignorance about my faith, and he didn’t even know where I was from.
· When I gave birth to my second child, I felt very alone because I only had my husband to take care of my little son that day. I was by myself at the hospital. I went through all those things by myself. In my country, when somebody gives birth, all family and friends help each other.
· People assume that all Muslim women (especially veiled) are oppressed.
The women spent the remainder of the evening in small groups based on their country of origin preparing posters that they would use the following week to share their culture with the non-Muslim parents who would join them. We had provided materials to get them started. Some continued to work on these at home.
As both groups, Muslims and non-Muslims, entered the room we assigned them to different tables, where they were asked to work on giant jigsaw puzzles. This non-verbal activity enabled all participants to engage in non-communicative dialogue with one another to solve a problem. We talked later about how different people worked. Some were quick to touch and move the pieces. Others watched for a bit and then put a piece in the perfect spot. Both verbal and non-verbal interaction evolved naturally. People laughed and celebrated together when they successfully completed the puzzle.
The Muslim women who had greeted us so warmly in the first session with hugs and kisses on both cheeks repeated this greeting when they arrived. The fathers entered more quietly, but seemed pleased to be there. The puzzle project helped to break the awkwardness between the two groups. We quickly moved into the main activity, sharing information about each of the four countries. Everyone seemed genuinely interested, as each group spoke to the participants. Some spontaneous conversation occurred and continued while we had tea and coffee. Each country was identified on a world map, which also became a focal point for conversation. “How long have you lived here?” “Isn’t your son in class with my daughter?” “I’ve always wanted to travel to Turkey.” We asked each person to write questions and comments on note cards to be used to structure our final session. Plans were made to include a pot luck dinner for our final night together.
Implementing Irigaray’s concept of listening to the other
From the above examples it becomes obvious that to engage in dialogue across cultural differences requires a notion of listening that is not just limited to oral language and words. Communication within such a context requires understanding and being sensitive to the subtle nuances that often remain untranslatable into words. According to Irigaray:
The matter is one of agreeing to be questioned by a different meaning, by a world whose sense remains invisible to us but which we agree to welcome, by which we agree to be questioned and touched when listening to it. Listening, then, does not amount to grasping something in order to integrate and order it into our own world, but to opening one’s own world to something or someone external and strange to it. Listening-to is a way of opening ourselves to the other and of welcoming this other, its truth and its world as different from us, from ours. (Irigaray, 2008a, p. 232)

As Irigaray believes, we can face up to the situation by substituting “listening to” for “looking at” in any dialogue. As we saw in the examples above in the Vera Hill Institute this is not without its challenges because to listen to someone from another culture requires us to render suspect our own frame of reference and the language we use to communicate it. This is why to communicate across language barriers is for Irigaray the most important gesture for entering into multiculturalism, as it also signifies the most important difficulty we have to overcome in coexisting and sharing between cultures.
Listening, then, does not amount to grasping something in order to integrate it into our own world, but to opening one’s own world to something or someone external and strange to it. Listening to is a way of opening ourselves to the Other and of welcoming this Other, his/her truth and their world as different from ours. The last session at the Vera Hill Institute was an example of how listening to can be achieved in a phenomenological pedagogy.

Welcoming, delicious smells drifted down the hall as our participants arrived and contributed to the feast that was transforming our multipurpose room into a colorful and inviting social occasion. When one family arrived and felt comfortable explaining they had not had a chance to pray and could they go somewhere to do so, we felt that one of our goals had been achieved. We had created, at least for this family, a safe space in our school where they knew they were recognized and respected. A teacher quickly offered her nearby classroom, which conveniently faced east. When they returned to the group, they easily interacted with others over the choosing and describing of food dishes. The tensions that we had initially anticipated and felt from the parents had definitely begun to dissolve.
We again assigned parents and staff to different tables, covered with colorful tablecloths, to assure a cross-cultural mix. The wheels of social exchange, greased by the pleasure of sharing good food, in some cases foods never tried before, were rolling smoothly now. We structured discussion around specific questions, raised the previous week on the note cards. For example:
· What are some aspects of American culture that are difficult for Muslims to adapt to at first?
· What makes a food “halal”? What is it? Are there different interpretations about it?
· What is done in your country to promote intercultural and interfaith relationships? (This last applied, of course, to the U.S., as well.)
Conversation began in a stilted fashion, but soon evolved into more animated, interactive dialogue. After several topics were explored, we introduced the ritual we had decided to use in order to expand this work, this very personal small group experience, to benefit the larger community. We gave each person a smooth stone and rolled out a large glass bowl of water. A staff member modeled the idea of creating a ripple effect. She shared her experience of calling Iowa with her English language learners to find out if the cookies they were using for a project—and eating—were halal. The Oreo cookie folks in Iowa had never heard the term, but now they knew what it was! Linda shared that at a poetry party, and chose to share a poem written by a Muslim poet and so added to another group’s exposure to and appreciation of “the other.” We gave everyone the choice to make their ripple now or keep their stones as a reminder of this experience—to create a ripple effect in the future. Here’s one we heard about weeks later: “I came away with the feeling that I had had a real learning experience that I could share with my child.”
Another ripple involved a child from Bangladesh, a child who had previously walked sullenly through the halls. After the first institute session, he greeted the principal with a smile and said, “My mom came to your meeting!” In a fourth grade classroom, a boy from Turkey began telling his classmates about the parent meetings and proudly shared information about his religion and culture.

The structure of the Parent Teacher Association was altered to include a class parent coordinator whose job was to encourage participation of all parents in classroom and school-wide activities. Another position of class parent liaison, held by bilingual parents, who spoke a variety of different languages, was created to facilitate communication with parents who spoke little or no English. These parent volunteers participated in workshops that focused on cultural awareness. The transcendence on the part of teachers, administrators, parents and students that was revealed and worked out in this manner, creating an ethics of respect for each person’s natural and spiritual life, is more radical than the relation to genealogy.
Irigaray’s Dialogic Pedagogy of Teaching
Irigaray firmly believes that to recognize and respect the Other as Other can correspond to both a phenomenological transcendence at work in the construction of a future and the transcendence which lies in someone or something which remains irreducible to us. As she goes on to state:
Entering another relation to transcendence asks of us responsibility and effort. The task is to transform ourselves at every moment in order to respect and care about the subsistence and becoming of both myself and the other, that is two radically different subjects. The journey is now more internal and the other is no longer the one—the One—whom I have to become, even though I know that this Other is unattainable. On the contrary the Other is the one whom I must keep different from me. It is by maintaining the difference between or two subjectivities that I construct transcendence, mine and that of the other. (Irigaray, 2008a, p. 239).
It is the primacy of this ethical relation that justifies its application to education. Educators within this context must redefine relationships in terms of desire, rather than power. Education redefined as relational takes on a new meaning. The teacher still has something that the student needs, but the student/Other is what the teacher desires. To give priority to the ethical relation is to value discourse above comprehension. To approach the other, what I do not and cannot know is to be taught. Through the Vera Hill Institute we were able to rethink the role of teacher and student by prioritizing the teacher’s relation with the unknowable, and in this particular case the Muslim students’ social and cultural identity which was rethought and reinvented continuously throughout the entire process (Rasheed, 2007 b).

In conclusion, by emphasizing Irigaray’s evolution of difference as a political foundation for subjectivity and the social, what we have attempted to elucidate throughout this paper is that her attention to difference attempts to create spaces of discourse where the unutterable could be articulated, where so-called marginalized images could be represented, and where efforts could be made to rethink forms of subjectivity and relations within the oppressive confines of the always heterosexualized classroom. How to accomplish some of this while concurrently resisting the incredible pressures to instantiate and reify essentialized images of sexuality and marginal subjects that function like fixed locations on the outer perimeters of normalcy, without thereby fortifying and stabilizing dominant subjectivities and knowledge, is a project that Irigaray’s pedagogy of difference explores.
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