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Education 260: Inquiry Project

Several weeks ago I had an intense session at my field site, and I knew immediately that I wanted to use the experience for my inquiry project. This project shows my internal dialogue and thought processes as my understanding of the issues raised continued to evolve. 
In my placement at a local Latino community organization, I work with a group of women who are all Mexican immigrants. We were working on a lesson about grammar in the past tense, collectively writing a small story describing their weekend activities and using each sentence to explore how grammar and idiomatic constructions function in Spanish and English. The activity was going well – everyone was engaged, and they were generating many of their own insightful questions about aspects of English that confuse them. Then, after about an hour, one of the women asked me where I come from, as in my family history. We began talking about ethnic and racial heritages, which was an insightful conversation in its own right. As we continued talking, though, they revealed the immense racial tensions that exist in their community. 
Every woman had a story to share about an interaction with one of the area's African American residents. All expressed distrust and negative feelings towards the Black community based on personal experiences. The women differed in their reasoning: Some expressed that "la gente morena/negrita" – Black people – feel that they are better than the Mexican immigrants because they were born in this country (Wolkoff, 18 March). Others said that the area's Black residents break in to their homes and rob them on the streets because they know that as undocumented immigrants, those of the Mexican community can't claim protection from the police. One woman talked about her neighbors, who are African American, and explained that they sell drugs, neglect and hit their children, yell constantly, and are usually drunk at all hours of the day and night. It seemed like she thought that this was the norm for all African Americans. Yet another woman shared her experiences of having been screamed at in the streets to go back to her country, in addition to the hostility she had experienced in local stores owned by African Americans. A third mother shared that her five year old son has a friend from school who is Black and that he is a nice boy. Another mother acknowledged this but thought that the friendship was an exception (Wolkoff, 18 March). This discussion truly hit a nerve with the group, and all were speaking candidly and passionately from their daily experiences. In the moment, though, I didn't know how to best respond or how I could constructively address all that they said.
The experience interested me in exploring multicultural and social justice education specifically in relation to immigrant communities. In reflecting on the morning, I questioned: Can I create a structure for dialogue that could better investigate the reasons and rationale behind their beliefs, eventually shifting them? Because these women are not part of the formal education system, how can programming and education reach adult populations? 
Initial Thinking
Over the next few weeks, I began thinking about a lesson or curriculum that I could design to extend this first conversation. Immediately, I confronted a challenge: How could I tease out these social justice issues while also continuing to develop the women’s English skills? My original plans were vague - I envisioned exploring more of the women’s personal experiences with racial tensions in their Philadelphia community by engaging them in writing. Some prompts I considered included: 

· ‘Cuál es un problema en tu comunidad?’ (What is one problem in your community?) 

· Asking the women to describe their beliefs about African Americans in general 
· Asking the women to write about their specific experiences with African Americans in their community (as neighbors, shop keepers, in the street, schools, etc.)
· ‘Por qué crees que la situación/las relaciones son así?’ (Why do you think that the situation/relations are this way?)
· ‘Cómo podríamos cambiar/mejorar la situación?’ (How could we change/better the situation?)

· Asking the women to describe any knowledge that they have of African American history in the United States
Because my main goal was to spark conversation that would be as genuine and engaging as our original session, I envisioned the women writing these reflections in whatever mixture of Spanish and English felt most comfortable to them (realistically, all in Spanish). Similarly, these questions could also serve as prompts for oral discussion; for me, the writing component was secondary to the ideas that they generated. I then wanted to infuse vocabulary in to our conversation, identifying key words from their narratives and defining them in English. I wanted to actively use vocabulary in a meaningful context rather than simply passing out a list of words and translations. 

In trying to combine continuing English proficiency with this social justice exploration, I also thought about locating ‘teachable’ moments within the opinions that they had already voiced in our original conversation. With their personal stories, many implied comparisons between their community (Mexican-Americans/Mexican immigrants) and African Americans. Their words implied value judgments that I considered using to create a barometer exercise in which the women moved to a specific part of the room depending on their agreement or disagreement with a certain statement. I jotted some example statements, such as: 

· ‘La gente negra trabaja tanto como yo.’ (Black people work as much as I do)

· ‘La gente negra trabaja tanto como los mejicanos.’ (Black people work as much as Mexicans)

· ‘African Americans have the same family values that I do.’ 

· ‘African Americans respect their families as much as I do.’

·  ‘La gente negra experimenta más discriminación que yo.’ (Black people experience more discrimination than I do). 
In Spanish, all of these comparison statements use the ‘más/menos que’ and ‘tanto como’ constructions, which in English translates to ‘more/less than’ and ‘as much as…’ In addition to gaining greater insight in to their beliefs, I envisioned interweaving a grammar lesson. The idea for this activity didn’t sit right with me, though, and I worried that using statements like this – especially the ones I had drafted – would only add to the racial tensions by enforcing the ‘us vs. them’ mentality. 
I considered, too, including other prompts, based on examples that Rachel Martin gives in her book, Listening Up:

· ‘Immigrants take jobs from Americans.’

· ‘La gente negra es agresiva.’ [Black people are aggressive] - a direct quote from one of the women (Wolkoff, 18 March). 

· ‘African Americans take advantage of us (Mexican immigrants).’
I also considered trying to create a discussion of factors that united the two communities. I envisioned the women complicating their beliefs by considering that both Latino and African American communities valued food, music, religion, spirituality, and strong family ties [although several of the Mexican women felt that African American parents neglected their children] (Conklin). I hoped to emphasize their common experiences as women and as mothers, a theme that comes up each week at my placement. I thought that I could work against the negativity of divisive thoughts by drawing on commonalities. 
Finally, I considered developing a role playing activity, similar to the skits that we performed in class. I found this activity very productive and felt that it generated insights that we hadn’t discovered from oral discussion. Nearly every woman’s story was based on a personal anecdote, and I thought that these could prove fruitful starting points for skits: 
· Marisol talked about her experiences with African Americans in local stores. She described feeling hostility from the African American owners, especially when she struggled to communicate or to make change. She said that she resented their behavior, which she perceived as rude. 
· One woman spoke of her husband being robbed in the street of his cell phone and money by several African American men. Many other women agreed, stating that the same had happened to their husbands/cousins/brothers/friends. 
· Yet another woman spoke of African Americans yelling at her in the street to ‘Go back to where you came from.’ (Wolkoff, 18 March).
Personally, I hoped that enacting these scenarios would give me a better understanding of their experiences and the basis for their anger and beliefs. 
After thinking about these ideas, though, I realized that they all felt one-sided, in that they seemed to only re-enforce what the women already felt, rather than challenging them to critically examine why they felt that way or if their belief represented the whole truth. I also remembered reading for a sociology course that many studies confirm that increased inter-group contact and residential proximity across racial lines decrease violence and community conflict.  Obviously, with many Mexican immigrants and African Americans already living as neighbors and sharing sidewalks, store fronts, and schools, this is not the case in my placement community. I realized that any truly constructive social justice program would need to include much more than shared physical space and a superficial analysis of one party’s beliefs about the other. 
Broadening my Thinking
I realized that a discussion of racial tensions in the United States would also need to include a discussion of the women’s communities and histories in Mexico. In fact, through my research, I began to see that the conversation would need to start there. First, I needed to define the words that we were using, especially critical as these conversations took place mainly in Spanish and because I did not always understand the implications of their racial terms. The women used the words ‘negro’ and ‘moreno’ interchangeably, which I came to understand both refer to Africans – whether African Americans or otherwise. ‘Moreno,’ however, is the more politically correct term in Spanish (Vaughn 51). I became interested in understanding the women’s communities in Mexico and how people addressed racial tensions, if they existed. I wanted to ask several questions, including: 

· Are there immigrants? People of color? 

· How are immigrants treated and perceived? La gente morena (Black people)?

· Is there violence against immigrants/Black people? 

Then, I read the piece ‘The African Diaspora Through Ojos Mexicanos: Blackness and Mexicanidad in Southern Mexico” by Bobby Vaughn, which discusses exactly what it means to be ‘Black’ in Mexico. From his piece, I learned that Mexican national discourse promotes an ideology of “mestizaje,” a belief that being Mexican means being of mixed (Spanish + Indigenous) descent. This supports Dzidzienyo and Oboler’s view that in Mexico people “are prone to conceal, twist, and cover up the fact that racism and racial discrimination exists” (39). One Mexican citizen explained that there couldn’t be Blacks in Mexico because “here in Mexico we don’t have racism like you have in the United States” (Vaughn 52). This “phenomenon of denial” as a “kind of moral presumption vis a vis the United States” is “widespread,” one that even the Mexican president upholds: ‘“The government of Mexico opposes any form of discrimination, institutionalized, or otherwise, as well as the new forms of discrimination”’ (Vaughn 52). Similarly, in studying Brazilian immigrants to the United States, sociologist Marrow found that they “usually identify as ‘whites’, ‘blacks’, or ‘Latinos’ based on the meanings these labels carry for them outside the USA” (443). This demands recognition of the fact that these labels have different connotations depending upon place and that what it means to be Black in the United States is not equivalent to this meaning in Mexico. 

On the domestic front, social commentators have explained these racial tensions as the result of “competition for blue-collar jobs in a tight labor market,” “cultural disputes in changing neighborhoods,” and Latinos’ learning of “anti-black racism” (Hernandez 1). Hernandez writes, though, that these reasons alone cannot explain the magnitude of this racial violence. She instead advocates that we investigate the “effect of Latino culture and history” in creating anti-black feelings (1). She writes that anti-black racism has historically formed an integral part of Latin American ideology and that  apparently, “[w]hite supremacy is deeply ingrained in Latin American and continues to the present” (2). She also cites sociologist Zubrinsky Charles’ work, which revealed that Latinos were more likely to “reject African Americans as neighbors” than they were those members of any other racial category (3). 

These readings opened a whole new set of questions that I want to ask the women at my placement. I realized that the women themselves are all of different skin tones, and I want to know how they personally understand their identities. I began to envision another dialogue, one centered on these issues. I could use the differences between the terms ‘moreno’ and ‘negro’ to open discussion of race in Mexico and what it means to be black. Vaughn explains that blackness is not the same as being Indian or native, and I realized that this dimension also relates to my group as some of the women have previously mentioned indigenous traditions or heritage (51). This could be another prompt: What does it mean in Mexico to be indigena? Do any of the women identify this way? These questions would all form part of a larger conversation on what it means to be Mexican. Based on Vaughn’s work, I would also like to ask my group whether they believe that there is racism or discrimination in Mexico. To describe Africans living in Mexico, Vaughn uses the term “afromestizo,” and I would also like to know if the women are familiar with this term and/or their reactions to it. Similarly, I am interested in knowing about the women’s perceptions of African Americans now that they live in the United States and if this perception has changed since immigrating. One woman specifically commented on her surprise in finding so many “morenos” in her new community, so much so that she exclaimed on the first day, “dónde están todos los blancos??” - where are all the Whites?? - (Wolkoff, 18 March). 

Re-conceptualizing Identity
Immigration is “the single most divisive issue between Blacks and Latinos,” as largely undocumented immigrants continue moving in to neighborhoods that were previously dominated by African Americans (Conklin 25). This captures exactly what continues to happen in my field placement community. Common sense predicts that as Latinos and African Americans are both oppressed groups who do not benefit from White privilege, they should join together and collectively support each other in advancing their rights. This view, though – a perspective that made sense to me until a few weeks ago - shows a lack of understanding of the depth and complexity of the issues that underlie these tensions. The pieces that I read by both Saucedo and Conklin illuminate one of the women’s core complaints: Gaining citizenship and becoming ‘American’ are two different processes. For Mexican immigrants (or any Latino immigrant), their main concern is that their lack of citizenship status and political rights makes them vulnerable to violence, especially from African Americans. In her study of Brazilian immigrants, Marrow revealed the same issue: Many Latinos rank Blacks both as more powerful than Latinos and as less discriminated against due to their “birthright claims to US citizenship,” a status that evades Latinos due to their image as foreign (448). Many Latinos view this birthright as conferring both “greater political power” on African Americans and a “command as full, real ‘Americans’’’ (449). This voices exactly what the women from my placement expressed: “Los negros creen que son superiores a nosotros porque nacieron aquí” - Blacks think that they are better than us because they were born here (Wolkoff, 18 March). This complicates a tension that at first appeared only racial; rather, it involves immigrant status and nationality, too.  This paints a United States native, then, as either ‘White’ or ‘Black’ – but where do Latinos fit within this distinction? Here, citizenship is the key factor in determining identity and power for Latino immigrants and for the women at my field site. 

On the other hand, Buchanan found that many African Americans feel that Latinos do not experience discrimination on par with theirs due to both their lack of Black classification and their voluntary immigration. This leads to what Conklin calls a competitive “oppression Olympics” that further divides the two communities (25). From one African American point of view, Conklin explains that immigrants have the ability to assimilate in to American culture while African Americans, always the racial outsider despite their formal citizenship, must learn to “play the game” of conforming to dominant culture while never gaining true acceptance (25).  For this reason, “many blacks resent what is seen as Hispanics leapfrogging them up the socioeconomic ladder” due to this very ability to assimilate and to avoid being classified as Black (Buchanan 2). Vaca explains that this fear should indeed feel very real as in January 2003, “Latinos officially became the largest minority in the United States,” displacing African Americans (19). As of 2011, Hispanics/Latinos formed 16.7% of the country’s population and African Americans 13.1% (U.S. Census). Similarly, the median income of Hispanic households in 2010 was $37,759 while that of African American households was $32,068 (U.S. Census). 
By working to understand the reasoning behind each perspective, I know that I cannot discount either group’s fears or claims. Hernandez writes on one side of the equation, we must work with Latino communities to address this “entrenched anti-black feeling” (3). While doing this, though, I feel a pressing need to not disrespect or discredit the very real encounters with violence and discrimination that the women and families of my placement experience. To me, this feels like a very fine line as the violence and distrust in their community is an immediate problem. Likewise, the situation does not stem only from their racial socialization – responsibility rests with both the Latino and the Black segments of the community. I now realize that these daily tensions are couched in a much larger discussion of the complexities of identity, power, and belonging, of which both race and citizenship form parts. 
Although I have not shaped this new knowledge in to a specific curriculum design as I had initially envisioned, I now feel more confident in talking about these issues as I am beginning to see their intricacies. Any educator and facilitator must pay attention to who their students or participants are and to the cultural heritages that they bring to the present. Even though I already knew this in the abstract, I will always relate to this concrete experience in my placement as I continue my journey with education and social justice work. 
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