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ABSTRACT

AGAINST THE ODDS: THE MEANING OF SCHOOL
AND RELATIONSHIPS IN THE LIVES
OF SIX YOUNG AFRICAN AMERICAN MEN

By

Jeremy N. Price

My study focuses on the social worlds of six young African-American men
committed to acquiring the high school diploma and attempts to understand the
experiences of and meanings they gave to schooling, relationships with family
members, and peers in and out of school. Located within feminist and critical
traditions, the study paints complex and multidimensional images of their

experiences as they went to school.

Relatively little is known about the of young African-A
men who make the decision to stay in school. The six young African-American men,

aged from fifteen to seventeen years old, from different social class locations,

either tenth or h grade at different schools in a mid-sized city in
Michigan. From August 1992 through April 1993 | conducted conversational and
more formal, but relatively unstructured interviews outside of the context of schools

in places selected by participants of the study.



While the young men all were committed to acquiring the high school diploma,
they also critiqued aspects of their experiences in school. The critique included the
disengaging pedagogy and curriculum they experienced in classrooms and their
difficulty in forming connected relationships. Their critique of schooling differed,
however, as did their experiences in and out of school. Most were committed to
challenging dominant images about African-American men that tend to dominate
research literature and the popular press.

The study attempts to connect the images and meanings they constructed of
schooling, relationships with family and peers to issues of power arrangements and
social inequalities. | argue that these young men had different kinds of choices, could
imagine different kinds of futures for themselves, had different ideas about what was

important to know, and had different meanings of in a large

they had differential access to power and privilege and encountered inequality, and
some institutions, in very different ways. | further argue that such power
arrangements reflected patterns of privilege and penalty dynamically shaped through
interlocking and interconnected systems of race, class, and gender that shaped and

were shaped by their encounters in their daily lives.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

Over the last ten years there has been a considerable growth in the writing and
research about African-American men and their experiences in school and society. A
somber and depressing picture has been painted about the plight of black men in the
United States. Writers such as Gibbs (1988), Madhubuti (1990), and Staples

(1987) have documented the complexity of their lives. Part of the story is commonly

framed through the numerous statistics about Afri ican men. And these are
significant statistics, for they reflect complex power arrangements in United States

society. For example, Gibbs (1988) and Franklin (1991), among others, have noted

that Afri ican men, gl ing for six percent of the population in

the U.S., constitute almost fifty percent of the male prison population; between 1973
and 1987 the real earning of black men aged 20 to 29 declined by 27.7 percent; fifty-
one percent of black men living in metropolitan areas have been arrested, compared to
only fourteen percent of white men. Notwithstanding these haunting numbers about
African-American men, Duneier (1992) noted that such statistics may tell us "most of
what we know about what it means to be a black man in America, but they tell far too
little about the black man's inner strength -- his resolve, his pride, and his

sincerity" (p. 26).

By the same token there have been multiple statistics about Afri icans
students' "performance" in school, works about the ways in which African-Americans

drop out, date and resist

gh these works contribute to our
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understanding and explanations of the actions and meanings of young African-American

men in school and society writ large, we have only partial and incomplete glimpses of
the lives of these young men in and out of school.

Attempting to expand our understanding of the complexities of the lives of
African-American men and challenge seemingly unidimensional images of black men,
this study focuses on the meanings and experiences’ of six young African-American
men who stay in school. My study was shaped by an emerging central research
question: what meanings and experiences of schooling become significant to young
African-American men in their lives in and out of school? This primary research
question focuses on the meanings these young men make of their experiences of
schooling.

Guided by this focus question, | examined the experiences of these six young
men, who come from varying social class locations and attended four different schools,
and explained and unraveled their meanings of the high school diploma, their
experiences in classrooms, and their relationships with family members and peers. |

came to see

ips with family and i ips with peers inside and
outside of school as significant to the meanings they constructed of schooling. These
meanings were also integral to their emerging social identities -- their classed,
racialized, and gendered identities.

The study attempts to connect the images and meanings they construct to issues

of power arrangements and social inequalities. | will argue that such power

g s reflect of privilege and penalty dynamically shaped through

interlocking and i Y of race, class, and gender (Collins, 1990)
that shape and are shaped by their encounters in their daily lives. Located within
critical and feminist traditions, this study draws from a number of debates around
schooling (Apple, 1982, 1994; Weis, 1990; Connell et al., 1982; Fine, 1991), the

1 My notion of experience here and through this work is intended to capture how these young men went
about their daily life, and what and who they encountered in social institutions.
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social construction of identity, and systems of race, class, and gender oppression and

domination (Collins, 1990; Connell, 1987; Dill and Baca Zinn, 1990; Harding, 1987;
Kimmel and Messner, 1992; Smith, 1987; Weis, 1988).

In this chapter, | want to introduce the reader to some of the central theoretical
stances and issues that influenced and emerged from this study. Greatly influencing
this study have been contributions from feminist and critical scholars. These works
have forced me to challenge my conceptions of social identity and the pivotal role of
schooling in the making of race, class, and gender relations of power and privilege.

First, | will briefly situate this study about young Afri ican men

school within the currents of the national struggle over the education system. | will

then tumn to a discussion of my conception of race, class, and gender as a matrix of

1. This will be by a di ion of recent about schooling

and young African-American men.

SCHOOLING, POLITICS, AND CHANGE
As all young children go to school, we live with the hope that they can achieve

their and participate in the ic, political and social world

on their own terms and serving their own interests. But such goals are not vividly

p in most ghout the world, and are the focus of
many of the struggles. My own experiences alongside others in the struggle for
liberation in South African taught me about the need for unity, strength, and action in
challenging domination and oppression of subordinate groups in South Africa. As a

white middle-class man, | was forced to challenge my own privilege and my

and to ge my of my role as an educator in a so-called
“Colored" high school as | worked with others committed toward fundamental social
change in South Africa. | learned about the racism, sexism, and exploitation that

interwove the texture and structure of South African society. | learned about the
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Sharpeville Massacre of 1960; the Soweto uprising of 1976; the banning, detention

and imprisonment of many activists; and the death in detention of leaders such as Steve

Biko and Neil Aggett. Leaders such as Biko inspired me. In his state trial he provided a

framework for understanding racism in South Africa:
The existence in our society of white racism . . . has been institutionalized, and
also cushioned with the backing of the majority of whites. In other words, a
white child does not have to choose whether or not he (sic) wants to live with
the system. He is born into it. He is brought up within white schools and
institutions, and the whole process of racism is somehow with him at all levels,
privileges that they hold, and they monopolize these away from black society
(Steve Biko, quoted in Woods, 1978, p. 184).

Through my readings and experiences | began to critique the forms of curriculum and

pedagogy that pervaded many classrooms that saw students coming to know and

in ways that or invariably sil were their biographies and
histories, individually and collectively. United around a common thread of caring for
human life and dignity, alongside students, colleagues, parents, and members of the
larger community, | also learned about the importance of connecting action for change

in classrooms to other struggles. But the struggle in South Africa for a more

democratic and just society and system is not idi ic to the South
African context. It is connected to other struggles for and about education around the
world where education systems are often seen as representing the interests and
experiences of dominant groups in society. But schooling is more complex than this in
that schools also have the potential to be a site of emancipation for all students.

As in the context of South Africa, the history of the education system in the

United States can be seen as a struggle to develop and promote a more just and

p { ly by subordinated and oppressed groups.
Education is about politics and thus within this context of struggle, young African-
American men attending school today continue to face incredible challenges. Over

the past forty years, there have been numerous actions, programs, and
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policies? that have attempted to address the needs of African-American men, with many

reforms not being successful in meeting their needs or interests. Further, as many
writers have noted, sadly missing from discussions about change in education are

issues about power relations, about the overarching dominance of Eurocentric,

and i Key to any prog or policies focused on
African-American men are questions such as: on whose terms? To whose benefit? At

what cost? To continue to think and respond to these questions, through developing

prog policies, and p that aim at meeting the needs of African-
Americans, in part requires a close scrutiny of the lives and daily experiences of
African-Americans in and out of school. We need to understand what and how African-
American men make sense of their schooling experiences in the 1990s.

At the time these six young men in this study went to school, there were
numerous attacks and assaults against the education system from both the left and the
right. Demands for an education system that was more inclusive, that suggested
alternative pedagogy or curriculum, were often met with school reforms that had been

diluted into strategies that "add on" multicultural li and 3. Inthe

end, many of these approaches have failed to the of

the education system. Few approaches fundamentally challenge the definitions of school
knowledge from the multiple perspectives and identities of racial, gendered, and

PP and exploited groups. As Grant (1988) argued, “The
relationship of race (with the exception of the white race) to power, economics and
culture has never been a part of the core curriculum in schools, and schools are slow
to accept multicultural education or make needed changes" (p. 567). Approaches

aForuamoh Compensatory Education in the form of Head Start and Chapter 1. Oﬂmmmwlndmma
Owunl\.ndv. Education and Training Act (CETA), and the Job Training and

ia
Frameworks, that attempt to meet the needs of “all students." Many of these reforms are based on “the
problem" as being one of disadvantage and not oppression (Brittain and Maynard, 1984).
3s~smwenm(|ss7)msm.r(mm)m-nmﬂbmdimmdmvmmnad
multiculturalism that have taken root in the United States.



influenced by critical theory have also been criticized by for their ir q |

of race in the United States. Currents of critical theory (see Giroux, 1983 ; McLaren,
1989) may view schools as a site for the struggle for power and authority, yet as
Ladson-Billings (1994) noted, "The failure of these theorists to examine adequately

the special historical, social, economic, and political role that race plays in the United

States makes their

g its less than for improving the educati lives of

African-Americans" (p. 16). At the same time, writers such as Bloom (1987) and
Hirsh (1986) have contributed to the reaffirmation of a Eurocentricism in debates
over the school curriculum and educational reform. In addition, while debates about
representation in schooling abound, there are few approaches that consider the
interlocking systems of race, class and gender in critical analyses of schooling.
Further, Apple (1994) suggested that the current wave of "conservative
restoration” in the United States is hallmarked by its "unremitting attack on

education." He argued that

and greater opp nities for ‘parental choice,’'
tighter accountability and control, the marketization and privatization of
ion -- all of these prop: may be internally contradictory as a set of

‘reforms,’ but all are part of a conservative package that have been formed by
the neo-liberal and neo-conservative wings of this movement. Some of (the)
criticisms leveled by conservatives are partly correct. But, the political and
educational response of the Right leads in exactly the wrong direction . . . for
the majority of people in this society

(p-3).

And the litany of the attacks on education continue. The most recent attack includes the

passing of P ition 187 in California and the ion of "illegal immigrants'

from social services, including schooling, a trend that could spread to others states.

The are frightening. Proposition 187 cannot be disentangled from the tide
of attacks on, for example, welfare and health care, that dominated the conservative
agenda in the 1994 elections. The currents attacks must be seen as attacks on the

rights and interests of subordinate groups in the United States.
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Amidst the often turbulent currents of various political agendas, however,

many students continue to attend school. And those students who are “allowed" or who

to sustain th to and d in schools do so in contexts where

curriculum, pedagogy, and social relationships, in the main, serve to foster privilege
for some and penalty for others through a structure and culture of class, gender, and
race domination. For African-American students, absent from many of their
educational experiences are the voices and images of African-Americans past and
present who are integral to any story about the U.S., its culture and its people. Also
absent are opportunities to know and understand the world on their own terms.
Building an educational system that meets the demands, interests, and
potentials of subordinate groups is one of the enduring struggles that has faced
teachers, students, and parents for the past hundred years. The reality facing most
students of color in the United States is that they will attend a school where their
interests are not represented, where their voices are not heard, and where the
likelihood of them fulfilling their potential is slim. However, despite the attacks on
the educational system, the struggles for emancipatory curriculum and pedagogy
(Freire, 1994; hooks, 1994; Shor, 1992; Weiler, 1988) continue. And amidst these
debates and struggles many students continue to go to school. Why is it that students
who are excluded and marginalized, in the face of so much adversity, continue to go to

school? Do they wholeh dly emb i ic ideology? Do they hanker after

material wealth and prosperity, or is it more complex than that? What meanings do
they develop of their schooling experiences? What barriers or penalties may they
encounter as they pursue the high school diploma? This study is about the various
perspectives of young men who have decided to stay in school. It is about six young
African-American men who in the face of many obstacles get up each day and go to

school, attend classes and attempt to acquire a high school diploma.
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YOUNG AFRICAN MEN, SCHOOLING, AND SOCIETY

YYoung African-American men attending school today face incredible challenges.
It has been well documented how schools have historically ill-served African-
Americans (Lomotey, 1990; Patton, 1981). From the desegregation era of the 1960s
to the present day, schools remain and are seen as Eurocentric institutions that require
people of color to engage in the process of schooling on white terms (Ogbu, 1988).
Though there have been dramatic changes in the access and opportunities afforded
African-Americans attending school, little in reality seems to have changed (Grant,
1988). While there has been a steady decline over the past thirty years in the number
of African-American youth dropping out of school, more than one out of five black

youth in the 18-21 age group do not have the necessary skills for entry-level jobs,

app p prog! or post: y ion (Gibbs, 1988, p. 6). Atthe
same time, as Mickelson and Smith (1992) noted, while difference in educational
attainment may have narrowed somewhat among racial groups, people of color earn on

average "significantly less than their white males with comparable educational

credentials" (p. 367). Such parati tell us about Africar
youth and the racial inequities that seem persistent in the labor market. However,
what these statistics do not tell us about are the textured experiences of African-

Americans in school. These statistics do not tell us the stories of the young men of

color who the i dentials," nor do they unravel the
complicated picture of their acquisition of such credentials. But it is not just their
individual stories that | am interested in. | am also interested in understanding larger
questions about access to power and privilege, and the penalties and barriers that may
lay in the paths of young African-American men in pursuit of the high school
credential.

In thinking about these young men, and their experiences in school, | began this
study steeped in much of the literature about race, class, and gender systems. As |
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began to talk with the young men and develop analyses, | began to recognize the

complexity not only of the interconnections of race, class and gender, but of each
dimension of the dynamic. As Ng (1994) argued, race, class, and gender are not
simply categories reflecting different and separate spheres of social life, rather they

are ions that ize our p ive and

p i ivities, located in time

and space . . . they are social ions that are di in the everyday
world of experiences" (p. 50). Although an elaborated discussion of what is meant by
race, class, and gender is beyond the scope of this chapter, | will provide a sketch of

the ways in which | have come to conceptualize relations of race, class, and gender in

this study.

INTERSECTING SYSTEMS OF RACE, CLASS, AND GENDER
Much of the focus of this study is situated at the level of individual biography.
At the same time, | try to position these biographies within the context of groups and
the institutions the six young men inhabit in their daily lives. Their narratives
illustrate the complexity of class, race, and gender relations, and the ways in which

these social processes are interwoven through the experiences of the young men.

L ing the rection b y of race, class, and gender

domination is central to my analysis about these six young African-American men.

This framework has been influenced by debates and ions for the

of people of color and women (Anderson and Collins, 1992; Anthias and Yuval-Davis,
1992; Collins, 1990; Baca Zinn and Dill, 1994), where conceptions of gender and
race, and the ways they interconnect with each other and class relations, have been
challenged.

Within education discourse, Sleeter and Grant (1988), among others, have
argued for the "need to build a theory that integrates racism and sexism with class

relations, and that does not treat two of these as subsidiary to the third" (p. 149).



10
Similarly, McCarthy and Apple (1988) and McCarthy (1994) draw our attention to

1" and "nonsy y" among the dy ics of race, class, and gender. At
issue here is that race, class, and gender are not viewed as parallel dynamics, but in
fact may interact in ways that they may contradict each other. In the social sciences
more broadly, there have been tremendous advances and contributions, particularly

from critical and feminist scholars, to the debates about our ding of our

social world and the identities we construct and live out. Some of the most challenging
contributions have been advanced by feminist scholars of color who have questioned the
orientations and theories of many feminists' works and who have further questioned

explanations for the continued domination and oppression of people of color. In

parti they have d the ination of E: i about

[o! that have infil many of the images, concepts, and ideas that

inform the meanings many of us construct in our daily lives.

Axes of domination and oppression
Through these various contributions, | have come to see systems of gender,

race, and class oppression and domination as ir ing and Connell

et al. (1982) suggest that class and gender, and | would add here race (see Omi and
Winant, 1986), are "structures of power":

They involve control by some over others, and the ability of some groups to
organize social life to their own advantage. As power is exercised and contested,
social relations are organized, and come into some degree a system

... both class and gender are historical systems . . . indeed it may be better to
think about them as ing p rather than 'sy , that is, ways

in which social life is constantly being organized (and ruptured and

disorganized) through time (Omi and Winant, 1986, p. 180).

Viewing race, class, and gender as involving control, and the "ability of some groups to

organize social life to their own advantage,” allows us to see race, gender, and class as

of ion and ination that involve differential access to resources.

These forms of social division emerge historically, which suggests that these
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relationships may change, as Connell argued, “as power is examined and contested."

Within these relations of domination and oppression, on a functional level, there are
some who control, and there are others who are controlled. However, the relation is
complex in that this relation is not simply reproduced in institutions such as school,

the media or the legal system. Rather culture, social identity, and social relations are

p through a dy ic of and agency. Here, it is important to note that
relations are produced through the creation and negotiation of meaning and culture in
contexts that are dynamically shaped by structures of power relations.

The idea of hegemony is important in understanding the notion of control and the
meanings these young men give to their experiences as they construct their social
identity. Hegemony can be seen as a form of social control based on consent. Femia

(1981) suggests schooling, in tandem with other institutions, "shape, directly or

y, the cognitive and affecti y men (sic) p: ive and
evaluate problems and social reality" (p. 24). In essence, hegemony acknowledges the
tensions between groups and how these groups are formed. The depth of social
consensus about meanings, images, and relationships is important to sustain the
relationship between groups. This does not mean that there are individuals and groups

of who do not and challenge their domination. Rather, "Itis a

question of how particular groups of men (sic) inhabit positions of power and wealth,
and how they legitimate and reproduce social relations that generate their dominance”

(Carrigan. et al, 1985, p. 92).

Beyond a "natural” differences approach

Both race and gender rest on meanings, images, and representations about
apparent "natural" differences among certain race groups, and between men and
women. Gender and race formations reflect the social construction, representation,

and organization of gender and race differences. However, the representations and
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practice around, for example, gender, "are themselves not the product of this

difference but originate in social relations that include those of class and race and
ethnicity" (Anthias and Yuval-Davis, 1992, p. 112). In this way, the racialized
representations these young men make of schooling may also be simultaneously shaped
by classed and gendered interests.

So within our society, for example, we have a gender order that socially ranks
and rewards men and women. Connell (1987) suggests that such a gender order
reflects three major structures, focusing on the division of labor, power relations
between men and women, and sexuality. As we interact with others in our lives, we
learn about gendered statuses and identities through how we act and respond to others,
and thus "simultaneously construct and maintain a gender order" (Lorber, 1994, p.

32). Gender and other dimensions of the social structure are relational processes. As
Flax (1987) argued, gender both as "an analytic category and a social process is
relational . . . constituted by and through interrelated parts . . . each part can have no

meaning or existence without the other" (p. 628). Gender and race are given meaning

in relation to each other, for i le/female. But there is not one
meaning of woman or man. As we think about race-gender connections, constructs of
African-American men are "being constantly constituted" (Marshall, 1994, p. 91) in
relation to, for example, white men, and African-American women. Thus, | would
argue that there are various versions of African-American social identities within our
class-based and race-formed social order.

Debates about explaining gender as an analytic category and as a social process
are not simply about critiquing past arguments and discussions about gender. Much of
the debate is focused on the interconnections of race, class, and gender that challenge
many of the additive models of oppression and patriarchal and class forms of

domination. It is when we look at race, gender, and social class as interconnected that

we learn how the ions of and opp ion often lead to the
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marginalization of some groups and provide "unacknowledged benefits for those who are

at the top of these hierarchies -- Whites, members of the upper classes, and males.
The privileges of those at the top are dependent on the exploitation of those at the
bottom" (Baca Zinn and Dill, 1994, p. 5).

Within this relationship, the dimension of social class can be seen as a relation
of economic exploitation and domination that denotes “shared structural positions with
regard to ownership of the means of production, level of degree of autonomy in the
workplace, or the performance of mental or manual labor" (Higginbotham, 1994, p.
114). As Anderson and Collins (1992) noted, “the class system differentially

structures group access to material resources, including economic, political, and

social " (p. 50). Ur ing social class ion, however, cannot be
accomplished without understanding the ways in which gender and race are interwoven
into material relations. Anthias and Yuval-Davis (1992) rightly note that class

formation is the "product not only of the processes endemic within the sphere of
production, for it is historically constructed in relation to the history of race and of

gender. Therefore an investigation of concrete class p finds them i hed

with those social relations defined more broadly" (p. 112). Thus unraveling social

class in the lives of the young men becomes no easy task. The social class dimension is
significant in understanding the lives of the six young men who are the focus of this
study. These young men had differing access to material and cultural resources that
significantly influenced how they saw the world and the opportunities and barriers

they encountered as they went to school that cannot be explained solely through a single

lens of social class, or gender, or race 4.

41nthe following chapter, | provide a more thorough account of the ways | have come to conceptualize
social class in relation to these young men's lives.



Race as an axis of social organization
Also significant to my understanding of a matrix of race, class, and gender
domination and oppression (Collins, 1990) has been the challenging work about
conceptions of race articulated by Omi and Winant (1986). They give theoretical
primacy to race as “the fundamental axis of social organization in the United States."
They argued that
The meaning of race is defined and contested through a society, in both collective
action and personal practice. In the process, racial categories themselves are
formed, transformed, destroyed and re-formed. We use the term racial
formation to refer to the process by which social, economic and political forces
determine the content and importance of racial meanings, and by which they are
in turn shaped by racial meanings (Omi and Winant, 1986, p. 61)
Their work is helpful in conceptualizing race, particularly the process by which the
meaning of race is "defined and contested" in a society. Rather than arguing that race
reflects “cultural differences," they argue that race is built into the structure of
society. As Baca Zinn and Dill (1994) argued, the problem with the cultural
difference approach as a central explanation of inequality “is the tendency to
marginalize each cultural group, to view as unique, and to imply that each differs from
some presumed standard. This often leads to blaming a people's cultural values and
practice for their subordination” (p. 4). Through focusing on race at the levels of
institutions and social practice, they argue that racial categories can be seen as always
in the making, as "race both shapes the individual psyche and ‘colors' relationships
among individuals on the one hand, and furnishes an irreducible component of

collective identities and social structures on the other" (Winant, 1994, p. 59).

of

in ur ing racial f ion is L ding that the g
racial categories may differ from one national context to then. For instance, under the
apartheid regime in South Africa, "Black" was used as a social category to define people
who spoke indigenous African languages that included Xhosa, Sotho and Zulu, and was a

separate racial category from "Colored" (of mixed race).
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Understanding race as a social construct and as a component of social structures

and practices becomes relevant in explaining the experiences of these young men as
they went to school and made sense of the world. For example, in the lives of these six
young men, while in some way they may be seen as benefiting from a gender order,
race and social class intersect with their gendered experiences in ways that they may
be privileged because of their gender but penalized because of their race, and possibly
social class, depending on their location within a system of class relations. To grasp
the ways in which these young men are privileged or penalized through systems of
race, class, and gender, we need to understand the ways in which race, class, and
gender play out in their lives. Collins (1990) argued that people resist and
experience race, class, and gender domination on three levels, namely the level of
personal biography, the group level of the cultural context, and the level of social
institutions.

Within this overlapping and interconnected framework for understanding
domination and oppression, conceptualizing the identities of these young men required
understanding their experiences among these various levels. For instance, at the level

of their personal biography it seemed that they each reflected a uniqueness that was

by their "experi values, motivati and emotions" (Collins, 1990, p.
227). By the same token, these young African-American men's individual biographies
are rooted in a variety of overlapping cultural contexts, where groups are defined by
race, class, gender, and sexual orientation as they inhabit institutions such as schools
and churches or watch TV and read magazines and newspapers.

RACE, CLASS, AND GENDER IN THE LIVES OF
YOUNG AFRICAN-AMERICAN MEN
These young men may have had different experiences at school and may have

different

PP ities and options along the way. What is important to

explore is the ways in which race, class, and gender play out in their lives in order to
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understand the barriers and privileges they encountered in their lives. This means, on

the one hand, focusing on their meanings and experiences and, on the other, providing
explanations for how they make their identities given the institutional options,

constraints, or barriers they encounter. Their narratives reflect the on-going

and mai of and cultures of dominance and resistance in
relation to their daily lives.

Scholarship or the popular press often informs us about the decrease, or
stabilization, of the number of African-Americans who drop out of or remain in school.
But these statistics tell only part of a story. Imbued with a belief that personal failure
is due to poor performance, many African-Americans continue to strive for the high

school diploma and/or for the college degree. They live with the hope that such badges

of will reap ppi and security -- and an opportunity for

social mobility, economic security, and participation in the political process.

Statistics about success or failure do not uncover the hardships, the traumas, the sense
of hope and hopelessness, not only for those who have been pushed out of the public
school system, but for those who stay in school. Further, these statistics do not

uncover the ities of the fund: | inequalities so firmly rooted in our

institutions and daily practices.

Responses to schooling

Those who remain in school remain tied to an institution where the interaction
of structure and social practice contributes to the reproduction and production of race,
class, and gender relations of domination in society. But the education system does not
do this alone. It is connected to other institutions that also reflect the interests and
activities of the dominating groups. Mac an Ghaill (1993) argued, “The education

system is part of a wider system of constraints which, often unwittingly, help to

N
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maintain blacks in a position of structural subordination. The major problem in the

schooling of black youth is not that of their culture but of racism" (p. 3).

In recent years there have been a few studies that have focused on black young
men and their relationship with school. Mac an Ghaill's (1988) study in England,
MacLeod's (1987) study in the U.S., and Solomon's (1992) study in Canada each
attempted to blend stories of black men's relationship with school with larger issues of
inequality and oppression. An additional significant contribution has been Weis's

(1985) Between Two Worlds where she provides a powerful ic account for

understanding the culture that black community college students construct.
Mac an Ghaill's (1988) Young, Gifted and Black examined teacher ideologies and
practice and black male and female students' responses and resistances at two inner-

city schools in England. He focused on how racism is mediated through the institutional

f of the ing process and students' to racist ices in

school. The black young men and women in his study experience a "different reality"
from the white population at school and in the larger society. Their responses to their
experiences, can be seen as "involving creative strategies of survival' (p. 155).
Through focusing on the ways in which class location informed different students'
experiences he argued that "class location informed the students' experience of and

response to the dominant social relations of the school and the wider society and,

through these their experi and respx to racism" (p. 138).
Mac an Ghaill explored the responses of black working-class young women, the

“Black Sisters," and argued they responded to their schooling through a strategy of

within where they ly rejected "the racist

curriculum" and highly valued “the acquisition of academic qualifications" (p. 11).

But they valued the qualification it had g beyond a vehicle for
economic survival via a job. Acquiring the credential was also seen "as a means of

social psychological and political development" (p. 35). The black males' responses to
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g, reflected in an Afro-Cari group "The Rasta Heads" and an Asian group

"The Warriors," suggested different patterns of resistance between the two groups and
to the black young women. The two male groups adopted different strategies of
resistance because they were perceived differently by teachers. The Rasta Heads were
perceived by teacher as “rebellious." These students managed and perceived this
racism through adopting a response "that was expected of them, and overtly challenged

the authority of the school" (p. 85). At the same time, the Warriors were perceived as

passive by the who imp iddle-class values upon all the Asian males,
which, Mac an Ghaill argued, helped to make the forms of responses in school seem
“invisible" compared to the visible forms of resistance adopted by the Rasta Heads.

Thus, both groups rejected formal schooling, but different ies. Together

P 9!

with the Black Sisters, they all viewed racism as a major problem in their schooling.
But their differing experiences saw the strategies of resistance of the young black men
contrast with the Black Sisters' response, a strategy of being pro-education but anti-
school. The explanations for the different responses suggests how the different
strategies reflect various patterns of gender, race, and social class interwoven through
their lives. Mac an Ghaill's study is one of the most comprehensive works that explore
the interplay of raced, classed, and gendered structures and cultural practices in the
lives of different sections of the black community that see different responses and
resistance to school emerging.

In this light, Solomon's (1991) study, Black Resistance in High School, about

West Indian immigrants in Canada, provides a well-documented account of the

of an oppositi ib-cultural group in school. He focused on a group of
young black working-class men, the "Jocks," and highlighted the institutional and

broader societal factors that give rise to the oppositional nature of the relationship

the and the authority structure of a high school. Solomon

suggested that the Jocks' culture of resistance is linked to "a history of white
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superiority and black inferiority in the slave culture followed by a black exclusion

from full participation in the economic, social, and political life [which] nurtured the
development of a black oppositional identity" (p. 106). Thus these students arrived at

school with a "pi ition to oppose the i Iture institutions they

perceive as biased" (p. 107). He argued that the Jocks were able to resist the forms of
schooling they detested and simultaneously maintain their commitment to achievement
ideology. But their response to school, that of rejecting the dominant culture of

schooling, saw them forming an oppositional culture which is not rewarded in the ways

that i cultural ices are The study is signifi on one level

because it links social responses to school to factors both inside and outside of the
school, and on another because it addresses the ways in which race and social class play
out in the lives of these young men.

Another significant study that focuses on race and class in the lives of students
is MacLeod's (1987) study, Ain't No Making It. MacLeod explored the lives and
orientations towards school of two groups of working-class young men, an African-
American group, the "Brothers," and a white group, the "Hallway Hangers." These

young men attended the same school and lived in the same housing project, yet they

P to their ci differently. MacLeod explored the relationship

and

ideology in the lives of these two groups of young

men and argued that the Broth b d schooling b they beli the era of
civil rights had created possibilities for equality of opportunity. On the other hand,

the Hallway Hangers did not embrace school. In fact, they rejected schooling because
they saw they their parents struggling to get ahead with little success and saw no hope

for themselves. The study is impressive because it focused on differences in family,

social class, and attainment that led to the { ideology and
the Hallway Hangers rejecting such beliefs. MacLeod develops a fine-grained analysis

of the interplay of social class and race in the lives of school-going students.
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These three studies are significant because they explain the ways in which race

and social class experiences interact in the lives of young black men in school. They
also suggest that patterns of resistance may take different forms depending upon the
historical and situated circumstances of race-class groups in particular national
contexts. These studies not only focused on the lives of young black men inside school,
but also examine their lives outside of the context of school, in their families and in

peer group networks. Together with the autobiographical accounts such as Ladd

(1994), McCall (1994) and Staples (1994), these works help us understand the

and i of African-American men in U.S. society. My
study builds upon these studies and further examines schooling, family and peer
networks through trying to understand how race, class and gender are made in their

lives through the meanings they give to events and experiences.

Beyond unidimensional images

Having discussed these works, it is important to note that there are relatively

few of young Afri ican men's relationship with school, particularly
those who decide to stay in school. In fact, there is a dearth of studies that reflect the
experiences of a range of young African-American men and their relationship with
school. Those studies that focus on African-American men's experiences in or out of
school, in the main, tend to focus on the inner-city experiences. In saying this, | do

not want to minimize the importance of ting the i and

devastating consequences over time of the life experiences of young black men in the
inner-city. Rather, | am arguing that there are few accounts that reflect a range of
experiences about young African-American men's relationships with schooling.
Notably, many of these studies do not explain the multiple emerging identities of black

men through a race, class, gender lens. The relatively small number of accounts that
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represent the range of interests and struggles of African-American men and their

relations with schools is no accident. West (1993a) noted that

The modern black diaspora problematic of invisibility and namelessness can be
understood as the condition of relative lack of black power to represent
themselves to themselves and others as complex human beings, and thereby to
contest the I} types put forward by
white-supremacist ldsologles (p 16).

In noting the paucity of studies about African-American young men's
experiences in school, | am suggesting that there are few that focus on schooling
through a race, class, and gender matrix. Further, there are very few studies (see
Benyon, 1990; Measor, 1983; Solomon, 1992; Thome, 1993; Mac an Ghaill, 1994b)
that have considered the social construction of masculinities and taken gender as a
central axis of domination for understanding the gendered lives of boys and young men
attending school, let alone focus on race, gender, and class interconnections.

Many of the studies about schools as gendering contexts have focused more
extensively on girls than boys. Among the studies that focus on girls and young women
in schooling, only a few studies, notably, Brah and Minhas (1988), Fuller (1980)
and Grant (1992; 1994), have focused on race-gender connections, and there are
others that have focused on gender-social class connections (see Anyon, 1984). In the
main, studies about gendered identities have been guided by "sex role" theory, a
position that argued that particular behaviors, attitudes and attributes were associated
and seen as appropriate for men and others for women, and thereby "continued to mask
questions of power and material wealth" (Carrigan et al., 1987, p. 72). This analysis
challenges "sex role" theory that "directs attention away from larger structures and
focuses explanation of inequality on what's going on in the heads of the subordinate
groups" (Kessler et al., 1985, p. 35). As West and Zimmerman (1991) point out, we
are always doing gender. They suggest that although it is individuals who "do gender,"
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