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Reading Chapter 2  
 

Why Memoirs? 
• How do we know if what we are doing as educators or social justice advocates is working? 

• How do we measure transformation, especially its speed? 

• What creates tensions between lived reality and the claims of pedagogy? 

(p.g. 23) We, therefore, cannot reclaim, revise and redefine without turning to history in order to 
establish a point of correction. As we contemplate subjectivity, narratives help us access an 
archive of experiences, which we can use to map a way forward. In this chapter, I advocate for the 
use of autobiographical material in pedagogy to think through the difficulties of enacting social 
justice education. Memoirs are useful in teaching abstract values often underpinned in social 
justice pedagogy. When oppressive and de-humanizing dichotomies are involved, how does one 
teach the difficult knowledge that leads to empathy and forgiveness? I elucidate on psychic 
processes leading to social justice by elaborating on Kristeva’s (2003) identified imperatives of 
autobiography – the cry of distress and the call to glory.  

• The answer to all of the above questions, and in my estimation to social justice in the 
classroom is Subjectivity.  

• In the previous discussion, we started to look at the teacher as Other to the subject, but 
we also stated that the teacher’s alterity is to both the leaner but also to the system and 
institutes of authority.  

• We also spoke of the child or learner as the subject of education. Subjectivity is therefore, 
a psychic state that consists of the unconscious and its realities. Subjectivity is an 

emotional state impacted by the business of learning.   

(p.g 24) Subjectivity is also not just subjection and openness to the other, but also thematization, 
thinking, and knowing, as consciousness and as ego ((Zhao 2012, p. 669). Within this paradigm 
social justice can be enacted even at the risk of losing one’s position as it is clear that the loss is 
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not finality but also a way of becoming. In other words, one must lose to gain and one gains as 
one loses.  

• Memoirs introduce a third party in the classroom, thus repositioning the teacher. The 

teacher loses their position as pedagogue to become affective partner to the student. 
This creates a dynamic in the. Teacher-student relationship that allows for intimacy.  

• As practitioners, we speak often of our “emotional labours.” Yet we forbid ourselves to 
be emotional because we do not want to disrupt the business of teaching. Beyond this 

self- or systemic- censorship is another tension. This is the teacher’s struggle to be 

good, to do the right thing, to be the right thing for the student’s sake. Such fantasies 

are the product of discursive, political, and cultural economy ideologies. 

(p.g. 27) Ramvi (2010) identifies moments of excess as re-enactments, stating that transference 
between teachers and students that manifests as power struggles is really more of an internal 
struggle the teacher has with fantasies and different conceptions they have of themselves (p. 
339). She suggests that teachers learn from these experiences to accept, tolerate, and forgive 
themselves. 

(p.g.33) When learners make use of memoirs to engage with social injustices beyond their 
personal experience they gain the opportunity to experience social justice in the form of empathy 
and forgiveness.  

Working Through. 
Who speaks? 

Who writes? 

For whom? 

When? 

Why? 

(p.g. 30) Subaltern studies have presented us with the dilemma of the subject that cannot speak 
because the legal and/or structural terms of discourse are not equipped, designed, or able to hear 
and/or give voice to her experience.   
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A Pedagogy of Value. 
(p.g. 33) The cry of distress in the memoir, easily heard, draws us to experience the emotional and 
mental catharsis that comes through reading. The learner, however, must move beyond what can 
sometimes be a superficial identification to a more intimate revolt. I label the inspired intimate 
revolt, “the call to glory.”   

• Intimate revolt is different from speech because it goes beyond what is written to a space 

where the reader returns or turns back. It is about a future that depends significantly on 

the past through its displacement and our questioning. 

• We read the past in the present and explore possibilities for the future.  

• We search for ourselves in the past; present; and future within the same moment – 

atemporality. 

• We develop empathy 

(p.g.37) Reading, as deferred action, creates empathic opportunities for social justice, which 
comes through positioning oneself to stand against a repetition of the injustices of oppression 
experienced by an other. It is not necessarily a call to aggressive or even violent action rather it is 
the decision to acquire, actively and mindfully, difficult knowledge. Britzman (2000) states, “To 
make relevant experiences beyond one’s own, indeed, even within one’s own realm, means that 
one must work through the remittances that primary identifications put in place” (p. 38).  

 
For the learner who is willing to work through the injustices, an understanding of what the 

writer experienced results; but it goes beyond what I view as a superficial empathy to a place 
where identification reveals one’s complicity in history. This in-the-present encounter with one’s 
self in the past is difficult knowledge.  
 
(p.g.38) For the learner, there is a moment of clarity, a discovery that what the writer experienced 
occurred in the same world he/she inhabits, and therefore relates to him/her. Through this 
identification the learner sees him/herself as a crucial part of the cry of distress.  Farley also states 
that Lévinas constitutes the self in others - “I am ‘in myself’ through the others,” a space in which 
we can read identification not as a narcissistic consumption of the past, but as a sign of the 
vulnerability that constitutes being as responsible for others in times and places before the self (p. 
1033). 
 

• The call to glory is a practical step in learning. It is what we label “transformed,” because 
the learner must act. 

• Forgiveness is transformational and begins when the learner accepts their role in the past 
by displacing the past, interrogating the consequences of the past in the present, and 
accepting their complicity.  
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• The learner forgives themselves, the world, the Other and others. 
 

(p.g. 41) Kristeva makes an important statement in that forgiveness is not given by another, 
rather one forgives oneself with the help of another (p. 19) just as one must finds one’s position 
within the discourse through the other. Forgiveness, therefore, could be whatever psychic 
formation ends the cycle of guilt and shame, accusation and animosity, by establishing an 
intimate identification between the writer and the learner.  
In classrooms, memoirs allow us to move into a space where forgiveness through pedagogy is 
possible. Kennedy (2011) advocates for such pedagogy that yields forgiveness, through the work 
of Arendt and Derrida:  

Forgiveness offers hope for the possibility of reconstituting sociality after a breakdown has 
occurred. Or, put differently, forgiveness affirms natality – that term Arendt uses to 
describe the capacity of each of us to act anew without being locked into the 
determinations and conceptual fixities of the past (p. 381).  
 

In other words, forgiveness is the awakening of the capacity in learners to respond to the call to 
glory. Forgiveness moves beyond political and social barriers to a collective intimate revolt against 
oppression. Unfortunately, forgiveness cannot be legislated and it cannot occur through policies 
and procedures or lesson plans and learning outcomes. Even in exercises such as the South African 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission or the recently published Canadian Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission report, we see that when the oppressed are asked to forgive it is difficult, as one 
cannot adequately express to the other the pain that forgiveness would require (Armstrong, 
2012). Tutu’s response (Armstrong, 2012) to refusals of forgiveness made it plain, forgiveness 
always comes at a price where one seeks reparation. Then, how is the cost of reparation 
calculated? How, and who, can accurately summate the cost of trauma? When one cannot pay 
the price of reparation, is the relationship between oppressor and aggressor not inverted? Once 
more, a need to go beyond the structural and economic, to the psychic, in order to move forward 
by some degree confronts us. 
 
 

• The “cry of distress” teaches empathy 

• The “call to glory” enacts forgiveness 

• This learning produces love. 

 


