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- Correspondence with Laurie
— Critical Pedagogy Following 9/11 —

David A. Hough and Laurie Peterson

With contributions by students from Shonan Institute o f Technology
and Ferris Women’s University

Setting the Scene

As someone who has been trying to address issues of social consciousness
in the classroom, the events of September 11 posed a serious personal dilemma.
Given the jingoism and tyranny that followed, to what extent could I feel safe in
raising my voice — in speaking out to say that there was another view of it all? 1
was deeply concerned, even frightened. And then something happened.

About two weeks into the fall semester, I received a letter from my 22-
year-old niece, Laurie Peterson, who lives in New York. In her letter, she described
how life has not changed — how Americans have not become one —and what it is
like for the poor, the working class and people of color in the inner cities of the
US. Here was a letter that gave life to the kind of engaged critical pedagogy that
I had been striving for. I called Laurie and asked permission to share her letter
with my university students. She agreed.

[ selected four classes where I would use the letter. Two are media
communication classes at Shonan Institute of Technology (SIT), where I am a
full-time professor. The other two are classes in English as a foreign language at
Ferris Women’s University, where I teach part time. The students at Shonan are
mainly young men (about 90% of the student body is male), and mainly working
class. Few of their parents went to college themselves and many students have a
hard time making enough money to get through school. Ferris, on the other
hand, is the oldest women’s university in Japan and is very prestigious. Most
students come from very wealthy families. Students at both schools are between
18-20, with one student in her 50s.
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In class, I read Laurie’s letter in English, translated the difficult parts into
Japanese and then asked students to answer it. Because the SIT classes are not
English, I told the students they could work in groups and write their letters in
Japanese. At Ferris, I asked students to write in English but gave them time to do
it as individual homework assignments.

I wanted students to experience three things. First, I wanted them to hear
directly from someone who was about their age and could relate what it’s like to
grow up in and around the ghetto in an oppressive and exploitative environment-
-areality that is quite different from the white image of America that most Japanese
get from Disneyland, Hollywood and the mass media. Second, I wanted them to
hear a different voice regarding the World Trade Center and American terrorism
in Afghanistan. I wanted them to know that there were other voices in America..
And third, I wanted them to interact with Laurie in a way that made them active
participants in the creation of their own learning. I should add that I did not tell
the students either how they should respond or what they should respond to.
Some concentrated on Laurie’s plans to get married and her feelings about that.
Others focused on Jason, Laurie’s boyfriend. Still others addressed issues of
poverty, oppression and racism. And others?

Probably most? They responded to what she had to say regarding the WTC.
Quite a few groups responded to more than one of these things, although none of
them addressed all of the things in her letter.

Laurie’s Letter

Hey, Uncle Dave! It’s me, Laurie. What’s up? I’'m doin’ okay. Sorry
about the letter being a little later than I said. I had a little setback. I was sick,
kidney stones. But I’m fine now. I’ll live, you know.

I wanted to tell you some more about my boyfriend. Idon’t know if this is
your Kind of subject, but I love him very much and I wanted you to know a little
about him because he wants to get married, not that I don’t. It’s just that marriage
means nothing to me but a piece of paper and taxes. I personally don’t need a
paper or a fee from the State of New York to tell me how much I love someone.
But, whatever, I guess it matters to him.

His name is Jason Edward Strange. He is a 29-year-old Black man. He is
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very streets. Thugged out, as I would say. But I suppose that in average “uppity”
white American lingo, they would call him a “hoodlum.” He’s not a “hoodlum!”
He is a good man. He’s just been through a lot. He lives in the Ghetto in Mount
Vernon, constantly faced with negativity. So it’s like there’s a choice, but there
isn’t. His brother was killed, his sister died of AIDS, and people have hurt him
emotionally. Sort of like me in ways. I guess that’s why we need each other or
want each other so much. We are trying to have a better life together. Hopefully
we will make it because for someone like him, it’s hard to step outside without
his life being threatened.

Just Sunday he was robbed and jumped by some bloods and they tried to
kill him. He’s got staples in his head. Stitches from where he was stabbed. And
his ribs are bruised. I'm sure you don’t like to hear things like this, but this is
what’s in my life. T am just trying to do good and I won’t say become a better
person because there is nothing wrong with my person. I just am trying to change
my situation.

I don’t mean to say this but he is the only one in my immediate life that I
care about. Not that I don’t care about or love my Mom and sisters. It’s just they
have shit on me and made me feel like crap for so long that | just don’t want to
see them anymore. I’m tired of hearing how I won’t be nothing. I'm tired of
hearing my opinion is wrong or ridiculous. I may not have went to Harvard but
I am intelligent in life and how things really are. Not this sugar-coated American
life, and you are the only one in my family that believes in the things that I say
and listens to me. Thank you.

I just wanted to get this out. America is so full of it. Since the World Trade
Center, “they” have promoted this whole “united” and we are all “‘one’ at this
time and from now on”. “American life will change” (not my words). What I
say is...

Not a damn thing has changed. Things are still the same where I am from.
And will never change. .. no matter what false-ass slogan they throw out to gullible
ears. All I have to say;is “La, La, La!! I can’t hear you...” Bullshit!

And the other thing that pisses me off is that everywhere you go you are
harassed to donate money toward the relief effort. They want to take my money
out of my struggling pockets but yet the Lotto is now 10 miltlion dollars. What
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shit! I'm not giving up a fuckin’ penny. They never had any fund-raisers for me.
And as far as stealing the money out of the working class/poor pockets when
they have things like million dollar lotteries... when our city schools are having
classes in bathrooms and closets... they can go fuck themselves. My personal
opinion — you know...
Well, I love you. Send my love to Ken, Fumiko and all. Hope to hear from
you soon. [ sent some drawings and poems. Hope you like them.
Love always,
Laurie

Responses from SIT Students

Laurie: Mass media is giving a prejudice view of the world to people. People
like you have your own knowledge of the world but the mass media tries to take
that voice away from you. Regarding the WTC and Afghanistan, the US media
and government are saying that America will win. We don’t think that the
American government will easily give up. Therefore, voices like yours are very
precious.

(Nobuaki, Suguru, Kozy, Daisuke).

Laurie: You have a beautiful person that you love and want to care for. 1 do too.
It doesn’t matter if the person is rich or poor as long as you care for each other.
(Osamu, Hitoshi, Yuhei).

Laurie: It’s wonderful to have such deep knowledge and understanding. You
shouldn’t lose your voice. Keep fighting for what you believe in. There is too
much racism and oppression in America. (Asuza, Yukie , Kana, Kuniko).

Laurie: We think it’s wonderful for you to get married if you want to. Regarding
the second part of your letter, you describe things that are very different from
what the mass media tells us about America. If your voice is weak on this matter,
you can’t blame the media or government. Of course they are in the job of mind
control and you need to understand that. If the oppressed are weak and afraid (to
organize) or express themselves, they will be unable to say or do what needs to

232

NI | -El ectronic Library Service



The Engaged Pedagogy Associ ation

be done. You have the freedom and the right to say what you want but you
shouldn’t speak unless you are also willing to take responsibility for speaking
up. If you are brave enough, you must speak up. Be brave! (Takuya, Yugo,

Yasahi, Junichiro).

Laurie: We’re all for you so long as you love him. Regarding the second part of
your letter, nothing will change unless you get organized to make it change.
(Takashi, Ryota, Yuya, Akihiro).

Laurie: From your letter we feel your warmth and love for him and that you will
do well. We didn’t know about the Lotto in New York or the condition of the
schools. We agree money should be redistributed based on need as you say. We
know that the mass media in the US is very conservative. This is our opinion, but
we think the mass media and government in Japan are the same.

(Takahiro, Yukiji, Sho, Atsuya).

Laurie: We read your letter. To be honest, it’s difficult to respond. It’s not that
we don’t understand what you’re saying but we have no experience of these
things so we don’t know what to say. What the US is doing may or may not be
mistaken. But it is sure that 6,000 innocent people died in the WT'C. We think
that the anti-terrorism campaign against other countries is justified. However,
we can’t support what America is doing. Murdering innocent people in
Afghanistan is not the answer. We have no idea how this will be resolved. Atthe
same time, we are afraid. (Kai, Jun, Kotone, Tatsuhito).

Laurie: The US government is terrorist just like the Taliban. We can’t forgive
terrorism of the Taliban but we can’t forgive the US either. The people who
suffer are always the regular people like us. (Hiroshi, Hiroyuki, Ryosuke, Yuya,
Shukei).

Laurie: Congratulations on your plans to get married. Don’t worry about people
who may be against you. Go your own way. Regarding the second part of your
letter, the news in Japan about Afghanistan is great. It says that America always
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wins its wars. This makes us sad. What meaning is it for the US military to kill
innocent people in Afghanistan? Unfortunately, Japan seems to be joining the
US alliance. Some people are saying we should send the Japanese Self Defense
Forces. But how can we agree to have our Japanese military involved in actions
which support American killing of innocent people in Afghanistan? That means
we become killers too. As you say, people’s thinking today is crazy. If you have
a chance, please expand on your thoughts. Unfortunately, there is little opportunity
to expand on our thoughts in Japan. The Japanese mass media controls everything.
(Teruyuki, Akinori, Yasuhiro, Tomoaki, Takamasu).

Hey Laurie: How is it going with you and Jason? What about the terrorism in
New York? We feel that America is not for equality. We understand that the
contradictions of living in the ghetto in a place like America, but hang in there.
(Naobumi, Yuuki, Akihiko, Takamasa, Muneyuki).

Laurie: How is Jason doing? Is he okay now? We were worried. We were
saddened to hear that he lost his brother and sister. Please give him our
condolences. We think that life in America must change, but we want to know
how. (Naoki, Ryoichi, Tsuyoshi, Kousuke).

Dear Laurie: Thank you for your letter. We think you are correct. America is a
counterfeit culture. Only the privileged get anywhere, even in school. Everything
is money. I’ve had a similar experience in Japan. When I was getting ready to
graduate from junior high school, my homeroom teacher tried to force me to go
to night school and bullied me in many other ways. I was hurt very much by that
teacher. It’s wonderful to be able to live and act on your feelings. It’s not right or
even human to change your values to fit others, especially people who might hurt
you. Please live a good life as a real human being. (Kenta, Yuta, Tomoaki, Yohey,
Takeru).

Laurie: It’s very wonderful to hear that you want to marry. We think your family
should understand. We don’t know for sure, but we think it may be difficult in
America for people in interracial marriages or for people from the street. Please

234

NI | -El ectronic Library Service



The Engaged Pedagogy Associ ation

don’t let prejudice and exploitation affect you. You need to have a wide view of

the world and a strong spirit. (Makoto, Yohei, Yuuma, Takashi, Shingo).

Laurie: We hate racism but know it exists. The mass media creates stories that
make people act like puppets and racists. Unless the media tells the truth about
poverty and oppression, people will just ook the other way. This is also a kind of
racism or prejudice. Despite these things, we wish you the best. We know you
can overcome these obstacles from society. (Kenichi, Yuki, Masao, Ryota).

Responses from Fexxis Univessity Students

Dear Laurie: Hi, I’'m Kozue Shimoda. Let me introduce myself! I'live in Tokyo.
I’m an 18 year-old-girl. I go to Ferris University and am a freshman. 1love to
listen to music (hip hop, R&B), and watch movies. I’ve been to L.A. When I
received your letter, I [felt confused]. Stand up for myself, I don’t know what to
say. You really seem to like your boyfriend!! And he loves you so much!! I’'m
so [envious of] you. That’s so neat. My ex-boyfriend was a loser so I dumped
him!! You boyfriend seems to like problems. But he must be a good man!! If I
were you, I would get married. And I don’t care if he were Black or white. So,

if you really love him, you should get married. With love, From Kozue

Hello Laurie: How are you? I read a letter from you. I saw that you have many
problems in your life. Your boyfriend’s situation is very hard. I know youare a
great person. You see things as they are with your own eyes. You are struggling
against discrimination with him, not fleeing. Though he wants to get married, as
you say, you don’t need a piece of paper between you and him. Love does not
need a piece of paper important to believe each other for love. I think that the
present relationship is better. Treatment against him is very terrible. Action of
America since Sept. 11 also. I have thought that America is a country of freedom,
peaceful, but now I don’t think so... Now we need one’s opinion. The best way
is that you live your life honestly with your opinion. Do what you believe to be
right! Believe yourself. Please don’t forget your family. Please remember that
your uncle worries about you very much. I always support you. Take care.
Love,Yasue Horibe

235

NI | -El ectronic Library Service



The Engaged Pedagogy Associ ation

Laurie: When terrorism happened in America, I felt commonplaceness dissolved
into coffee. When retaliation to terrorism happened, I felt I ate poisonous fruits.
I don’t know about American people’s life, but I don’t think all American people
is all “one.” And I know various opinion can’t reflect society. It is regrettable
things. But [being] in Japan, I don’t know what advice to [give] you. Sorry. Itis
difficult for me to answer. I'm very sorry. But I am going to think about hard at
these problems. — Yuka Isobe

Dear Laurie: Your letter [made me think]. I didn’t think America is so full of it.
Maybe all of the world’s life is sugar coated. [It is difficult] for all of us to live
with the lies in the news, overflown in the world. Your boyfriend is very nice!
Hang in there! —Eri Yamashita

Dear Laurie: You are very honest. You don’t try to hide yourself or to run away
but to change the world. That’s wonderful. Hang in there! —Izumi Nakamura

Dear Laurie: Hello. How do you do? My name is Tomomi Imamura. [ am
Ferris University student. Well, I read your letter. First, I suggest you think your
boyfriend over again. Your boyfriend is good but there are many boys in the
world. I suggest that you should see another boy though I can’t say a lot of it
[them?]. Two, [itis very good that you have your own opinion]. I can’t have my
own opinion so I always hear another human opinion. I think that I want to
become human like you. Your letter were a great encouragement to me. Thank
you. That’s all. Goodbye. —Tomomi Imamura

Laurie: Iagree to your opinion and want to support you. I’ve never been to the
USA, and I don’t know the fact of America. I have only knowledge got[ten]
from the mass media. So I believed “American life will change.” But since |
read your letter, I may change my opinion. I want [you] to be happy with your
boyfriend. You may get a bit of a problem but you don’t abandon and I want you
to do your best. Cheer up! Love, Sachiko Murai
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Dear Laurie: My name is Keiko Tamagaki and I am an older student of Mr.
Hough who teaches me English. Each theme is very difficult for me like
stereotypes and propaganda. In addition to that I am not good at English still
now, even though I keep studying English for a long time. However, I am happy
to write a letter for you. I had a chance to read yours last Friday. 1 was worry
about that the American army opened an attack against Afghanistan terrorists, Al
Qaeda. The reason why the Bush administration strongly protests to the world
that it is a retaliation under the justice. I have two sons who are 28 and 25 years
old. FElder son has been in the U.S. (New York, Seattle) ever since 1998, so we
talk about the American economy, presidential election, terrorism and so on. 1
would like to know what happened to Afghanistan children and refugees.
Therefore [ went to listen the lecture in Kamakura, [given by] Dr. Nakamura,
whose group has supported Afghan people for eighteen years. Finally, I have
doubts about the American justice. I really think that we have to realize the truth
from the fact. I hope you are feeling well and having fun. Take care! Sincerely,
Keiko Tamagaki

Hello Laurie! I read your spiritual letter to David. I experienced like your
experience from the racial discrimination too. My father and my grandmother
have a large sense of discrimination toward Korean people. It’s influence from
my grandfather who [went to war]. I’'m very sad and I can’t forgive that there are
persons who have such a feeling. But I can’t deny their feelings because they
had listened to a story about a war from my grandfather. However, may I allow
this discrimination? No! It is by no means what can allow. I don’t know whether
it will be a peaceful day. It is impossible for us. But wishing that forms the

source of peace. Thank you, From Hanako Itamura

Dear Laurie, Hi, my name is Junko. Your letter made me think many things. I
always thought that every American thought this war was right. I'm glad not all
Americans think that. After the World Trade Center, everyone had the American
flags and said “we are all united.” I thought that was strange, too. I also think
you are right not giving them any donations. Before I read your letter, I never
realized that. My teacher (your uncle) says you are brilliant and I agree. I hope
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you have a lifetime |of ] happiness with your boyfriend, Jason. Bye, Junko Takagi

Excexpts fxom Uncle Dave’s Response

Let me begin with a story. This goes back a couple of years to when I was
working on my doctoral dissertation and having a really bad case of writer’s
block. I was mad. I mean really mad. Almost in rage — which in a way, is my
natural state. I was mad at myself for not being able to write. 1 was mad at all the
injustice in the world and mad at myself for having copped out for so long — for
having spent twenty years of my life trying to pretend I was the white middle
class person that I’'m not so I could make it (or try to make it) in their world. I
was mad that I hadn’t been strong enough to fight back, that I felt that I had to
hide myself for so long. And mad that when I tried to hide who I really was —
which I could never really do completely or for very long — I would invariably
lash out in some emotional outburst which nobody ever seemed to understand or
be able to cope with. I was mad because there was obviously something very
wrong with me and I couldn’t seem to fix it, no matter how 1 tried.

One of the people on my dissertation committee was a wonderful woman
named Cynthia Lawrence-Wallace. She’s Black, a feminist, a lesbian and political
activist. More than anyone else on that committee — and they were all good
people — she understood me. Her first response to all of this was that she didn’t
think my being angry prevented me, blocked me from writing. She was sure that
I could really write when I was mad — that maybe my best writing would come
when I was mad. But more important was something else she said. She said,
David, “Not only do you have the right to be angry, you have the responsibility to
be angry!”

Nobody had ever said that to me before. It was always like getting angry
was pathological. Just like being a socialist had to be pathological — especially if
you’re white and American. There had to be something wrong with you.

Rage, you see, is an emotion that is disallowed in our service industry world
(in the 19th century I think they still called it a society of masters and servants
which is actually more accurate). Masters can get angry, servants can’t. Know
your place and behave accordingly. And if you’ve got any of them unhealthy
emotions — which you’re bound to have if you’ve been oppressed or exploited —
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then you damned well better get rid of them — or at least not show them around
respectable folk!

And to prove that something’s wrong with you, they invented psychology.
Psychology is devilish. It uses existing society as the norm with its unit of analysis
the individual and how well that individual adjusts to society — no matter how
immoral, how dehumanizing, coercive or stigmatizing the society may be. People
who do not accept this are deemed ill-adjusted, pathological. They are given
pills to ease their pain, sold self-help books or at other times they are ostracized,
one of the worst forms of which is institutionalization (including incarceration in
our jails — the largest per capita population of criminalized people worldwide!).
But even those who escape institutionalization are ridiculed and condemned.
Meanwhile, those who adjust and succeed are lauded as role models, as examples
of the American dream.

But there is more. Racism, for example, understood from a psychological
perspective is seen as part of a continuum beginning with the need to make
generalizations (something all humans need to do in order to make sense of the
world), and moving to stereotypes (which are little more than mistaken
overgeneralizations about other groups of people), to ethnocentrism (where you
see your own group as natural and possibly superior to others), and onto to
prejudice and finally racism (with its penultimate form, genocide). Because this
mentalistic method of analysis ignores the outside world, psychology is incapable
of distinguishing between the righteous anger of the oppressed and the racism
and hatred of the oppressor. Both are seen as deviant, anti-social, pathological
emotions.

The solution now takes the form of that condescending — almost always
white — smiley teacher face who looks down at us and tells us that we should all
hold hands and smile at each other, ignoring both the history and everyday lived
reality of who it is that is oppressed and who it is that is privileged. And if we
hesitate or seem reluctant (outright refusal is never an option), we are the ones
who are diagnosed as potential hate crime offenders or terrorists, and punished
accordingly. What psychology really does then is to support the status quo and
to criminalize the victim.

But then, all of the social sciences do essentially the same thing in their
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respective ways. Ditto for religion. Remember what Marx said, that religion is
the opiate of the people? Actually, let me give you the full quote: “Religion is
the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, the soul of
soulless conditions, it is the opium of the people.” Right, religion still serves that
function — along with alcohol, drugs, prostitution, consumerism and a lot of other
things that you can find on the streets and in suburbia ~ including psychology.

You notice how we’re always beating each other and the ones we love up?
And when we’re not doing it physically, we’re doing it psychologically. Go talk
to your Mom and even though she’s been oppressed and exploited all her life,
and is now in and out of being homeless because of her disability which makes
her unemployable, she’ll be the first to beat you up psychologically. So will your
sisters. That doesn’t mean, by the way, that I don’t love your sisters anymore
than it means that I don’t love your Mom. I believe that all of us have the capacity
to create something new. But this still doesn’t change the fact that we often use
very negative strategies for coping.

Paulo Freire, a wonderful Brazilian liberatory educator, calls this
phenomenon the “consciousness of the oppressor.” It is the competitive and
exploitative mentality that our schools, teachers, politicians, mass media, etc.,
pound into our heads so as to “save” us and prepare us to participate in our highly
stratified, patriarchal, capitalist, servant society. So that we’ll be malleable, smiling
servants. And it’s what we, in turn, pound into the heads of our friends, loved
ones, children, so that they’ll be “saved” the same way. But that doesn’t mean
that this is all we know — or that this is the only way we’re capable of behaving.
There are a lot other truly wonderful, loving, caring, sharing, collectivist behaviors
that we DO perform everyday.

The part of your letter that touched me the most and that I’'m trying to relate
to here is the part where you say, “I am just trying to do good and I won’t say
become a better person because there is nothing wrong with my person. Iam just
trying to change my situation.” That’s beautiful! I only wish I had had that
awareness when I was your age. And to that let me add what Cynthia Lawrence-
Wallace taught me: “Not only do you have the right to be angry, you have the
RESPONSIBILITY to be angry!” Because it’s behind that anger, behind that
rage — that righteous, righteous rage — that you’re going to act. That you have the
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capacity to move and change things rather than to sit and vegetate and acquiesce
and die.

And it’s also behind that rage that your humanity — all your love, your
humor, your caring, sharing, collectivist, beautiful you will also bloom. But
there’s a catch. It has to be directed. It has to be directed not just toward yourself
and bettering your own situation, but toward those around you — those sharing
your oppression — as well. If you direct it only toward yourself, and somehow do
manage to make it, you will only become a selfish, shallow core of what you
otherwise could have become.

You have already made the political and economic connections. You
understand the unjust class nature of our society. You understand where racism,
sexism and all the rest of that are really coming from. And you have the capacity
to act. Act politically!

Involve Jason if you think he’s ready. Start reading Malcolm X together.
It might be a way to share ideas, and to move beyond where you are. I realize
this is a very sensitive thing and that if he’s too thugged out, too trapped by the
negativity, by the patriarchal consciousness of the oppressor, it could backfire
and even hurt you physically. Being street-wise is very valuable. But unless you
are going to put that together with what revolutionary people — people like
Malcolm X, for example — who also came off the streets after Michigan, have to
say about their situations, then you’ll never get over that negativity. You’ll never
break out.

You’ve both got the experience, the knowledge of the everyday, lived, reality.
You know the streets, the real world. Lev Vygotsky, a Marxist psychologist that
I happen to like, believes that connecting the real world with theory is extremely
important. He calls it connecting of “spontaneous” (everyday, lived, experiential)
concepts with “scientific” (abstract, theoretical) concepts, and says that in order
to have a truly grounded understanding of the world and where we are in it we
must make a conscious effort to connect our experiences with theory. Without
that, we can do nothing to change our world, to make it better, to liberate ourselves.
Malcolm X put it a slightly different way, but it came down to the same thing. I
can’t remember the exact quote, but he said in essence that it’s not enough to
know what’s happening in your tenement building in Harlem or even on your
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block or your nei ghborhood (or Mt. Vernon or where ever), you’ve got to connect
that with what’s happening in the world out there.

You need to connect what’s happening at home with the oppression and
repression in Palestine, in South Africa, in Guatemala, in Indonesia, etc. And
you’ve also got to connect it with history! The worst thing is for you to feel
isolated. And the thing is, you're not. There are a lot of people in the city who
are getting out and getting organized and doing things. Poor, working class,
oppressed people just like yourself. So find them, get linked up with them and
get active. It will invigorate you. It will give you a life. Believe me!

I guess that’s about it, except to say that I love you and to thank you again
for your beautiful letter. I'll be in touch.

Love,

Uncle Dave

Lauzie’s Answex

I hope you’re not mad that it took me so long to get back to you. I’'m having
a few major problems right now. Let your students know that I got their letters
and I think they were great. It feels really good to know that my voice was heard
and respected — (something) which doesn’t happen too often around here. Tell
them all thank you for me. You’ll be reading from me shortly. I love you and
miss you a lot.

Love you,

Laurie
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