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WHO IS THE
STUDENT?

WHO IS THE IN
THE ROOM?

Sometimes, I’d present an idea that’s an important idea in […]
my discipline. Just seeing what people [think] who are not
primed to understand that idea as important. How does that
match, or not match your experience? Or: where does an idea
or what someone experiences as a fact come up against what
you believe? That was really interesting and being able to make
sure that didn’t create unnecessary conflict in the space. Two
twins who were from East Africa came who talked about how
someone had done black magic on them when they were
babies. I know enough about the political context that they
come from to understand and place this idea but other people
in the classroom were like, ‘What? You say you were cursed?’
[laughs] Another woman was like, ‘What if they told you that
you’d die?’ and I was like, ‘Whoa, let me try to help us hold this
conversation together.’ I get what she’s talking about, and it’s
interesting and I believe her, but I understand your response.
Mwenza Blell, quoted in Who are universities for?

WHO IS THE IN
THE ROOM?

I saw one of the people from that class recently, I just ran
into her. She really liked the class and it had been mindexpanding in that way, which made her want to study
anthropology, that she was able to come away from
something where she disagreed, with a much greater
understanding that was more important than whether or
not she disagreed with it. Seeing the way that happened and
what kind of responses people had to things was really
interesting to me from a research point of view, but seeing
we could resolve that was also really important to me as an
anthropologist. There’s a bigger question – of the possibility
of peace – that’s in my mind. When we let everybody have a
voice, can we get to a place where everybody has spoken
and we can still all live with each other?
Mwenza Blell, quoted in Who are universities for?

S: They were in a different place [than the university]. So two heroin addicts,
no, three, one was like a real East London bank robber, just got out for bank
robbery, was completely mad, and two long-term addicts. And I just showed up
with some Charles Dickens. And [we] took it from there. I developed a
structure to work within and handouts and exercises and encouraged people
to […] go and find something.
Q: And how did you know how to do all of that?

WHAT IS
SUCCESS?

S: I think 50% of it was from my own experience with literature and my
intuition with the people I was dealing with, just sussing out where they were
coming from and using my experience of literature to see what would fit with
them. And 50% of it was what I learnt at the university.
Q: So, it was a real combination of life experience and what the university
could offer?
S: Yeah, and because I was representing the university and I always had to
remember that. I was a student from Bristol University but I was also trying to
get across: “I’m just like you.” And I knew that these guys were … I knew what
they were coming with [the attitude]: “This is not for me, ah, it’s alright for
you”. Somehow, they would have seen me as different because I’m
representing Bristol University. So, I didn’t want to go in there and tell my
story like straight away, I wanted the literature to do the work, but over time,
bit by bit, I would if I had to. And I have been known to get quite excitable and
quite dynamic in a group. So, that transferred onto others in the group.

Q: So, there’s this perception that people at university are different to the likes
of…?

S: Yeah, I think there is. I think, you know, and it’s completely wrong, you know,
but I think a lot of disadvantaged communities are stuck in their own story. It’s a
poverty story, it’s a victim story, it’s a self pitier story, it’s a limited story. There’s
no examples, you know, you can’t say like “Oh he went on and changed”, nobody
changes their life.

WHAT IS
SUCCESS?

Q: And where does that come from? S: Well if you find yourself in prison over
and over and over again, if you find yourself on the streets or if you’re a girl
who’s been abused, domestic violence over and over again, it’s just part of it. You
start to believe you’re no good and, you know, which isn’t true but it can be very
wearing for them and for everybody else […] It’s like you’d ask them, “What do
you think of Bristol University?”, and they’d say: “It’s nothing to do with me”.
Q: Why is it nothing to do with them?
S: Because, again, it’s not yours, it’s not for you, you know, somehow you stand
out, you know. That’s what I felt. It doesn’t matter [now]. I can walk in there now
to … You know, I’d feel guilty at first, walking in through by the two security guys.
I’m like, “What would they do if I’m in here robbing?” or, “What’s he want?” But
that’s the experience of a lot of these guys if you ask them. They say: “Oh I don’t
belong here. Somebody’s going to tap me: ‘Can I help you?’” Well I can walk in
here now [head] held high: “Alright guys, good afternoon”. I don’t need to
explain myself. It’s my university.

The academy is not paradise. But learning
is a place where paradise can be created.
The classroom remains the most radical
space of possibility [in the academy]…
bell hooks, Teaching to Transgress

‘Democracy will realize itself, if it
does, in our whole society and our
whole culture and, for this to
happen, universities need the
abrasion of different worlds of
experience, in which ideas are
brought to the test of life.’
E.P. Thompson

