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Introduction

Let the Words Flow…  Trust In Myself To Find Appropriate Structures On The Way

As I start to write this transfer paper for the umpteenth time, I have promised myself that I will not start again. This will be it. I will pull all my thoughts together and let the words flow. I have an idea of what I would want to write, so as I await the replacement regulations I will focus on what I would like to consider in this paper. I have to say that I feel somewhat uncomfortable, particularly as I do not have a structure in place, as I would like, to give the appropriate consideration to the many pathways that I have had to travel since commencing CARPP 7. Despite this though, I sense that now I have made that decision to start and this will be it, then what I will write, will be all right. I feel now, that no matter how I write and what I want to say and consider is structured, it is the writing, saying and the considering that is of importance, at this point in time. I will trust myself to find appropriate structures on the way. I will see what structures emerge as a result of my writings, sayings and considerations. 

I hear myself saying, “that does not sound very academic”, and I remember Jack. “Value your embodied knowledge; engage in purposeful living inquiries and illicit your own standards of judgement; and in the context of the academy, appreciate that you may have entered as a student, but view yourself now as a knowledge creator.” 

“Yes”, I say to myself, “that sounds better” and now more confident in the process with which I am involved, I begin to summon up my thoughts and direct them to considering the reasons for my undertaking the Centre for Action Research in Professional Practice 7 journey at Bath University.

A very close friend, Eden Charles, CARPP 5, had made the recommendation to me. He considered that I could benefit from the experience, given his own experiences and felt too that I could make an important contribution to the programme, given how he had experienced my ideas, thinking, practice and being. That I wanted to do a PhD was of importance in making my application for participation on CARPP 7, but just as important for me was I did not want to undertake another course of study that would neglect the quality of my past experiences, be remote from current practice and meaningless to future practice.

However, I could not have known prior to commencing on the programme how relevant the programme would be nor would I have known what I could contribute to the programme. I felt though that I should apply on the basis that I would appreciate an opportunity to study my practice and seek ways of improving my practice through “action research”, with which I felt I had some familiarity, as a result of collaborative inquiries with Eden at the Sankofa Learning centre and working with him on management programmes that utilised action learning strategies. Furthermore, I considered that much of my life and working experiences had involved the utilisation of participative methods of inquiry and that the opportunity to give consideration to the theoretical frameworks associated with ‘action research” may be of relevance. 

My concerns relating to the relevance of the programme to my experiences were shared at the interview and though I am not sure I heard any words to avert my concerns, simply being back in academia had proved exciting. I had also found the journey to Bath most pleasant and picturesque. On arriving at the University the pleasant feel that was held in my consciousness did not diminish the pleasant feel that was held in my consciousness. Even, the journey back to London contributed to the warmth of the experience, for I had the opportunity to accompany and be accompanied by a colleague, with whom I had collaborated previously, who was also applying to participate on CARPP 7. The journey back passed quickly.

Yet, as I write now, I am thinking, “You know what! Bath had already been sold on you”. And you know what! I have to admit that this may well have been true.

I am thinking that I really had been predisposed to view involvement at Bath University in a positive light. This had been due, to the encouraging words, shared by my close friend, Eden. I held his views and continue to hold his views with much respect. I could also trust his judgement.  This is important, for although we have had a relationship of some longevity, my respect for and trust in him, is really a qualitative judgement on my part, as a result of the positive personal, professional and political experiences, which undergird our friendship.

This predisposition to view participation at Bath University positively has been maintained and followed through to this moment, for I was offered a place which I accepted. Yet, I began the CARPP 7 journey really not knowing what to expect or what I would have to do. I felt somewhat disorganised. Of course, I knew I wanted to follow the programme that would lead to completion of the PHD, but what I would I have to do to get there was unclear. It appeared though, as if there was sufficient time to sort this lack of clarity on my part. However, as I now prepare this ‘transfer paper’, it seems but a moment since I commenced the programme, particularly as a result of illness I lost some time. So, I remain unclear, in a formal sense, of what is required of me. I do have some ideas though, and will use them in presenting my case for the development of a self-study focused on “the makings and unmakings in the making of me – affirming and improving the professional practices of the African Storyteller”. I hope that this matches up with the regulations.

I am thinking again and I am saying to myself, “Hold up! How did I get here? How did I get to ‘the makings and unmakings in the making of me – affirming and improving the professional practices of the African storyteller in me”?

“Hmm! I inhale and then exhale, recalling how initially I wanted to focus my studies simply on improving my professional practices at the Sankofa Learning Centre, without any obvious thought about self-inquiry or sharing perspectives. The focus on self-study and sharing though would come into dramatic effect, when at the outset of the CARPP 7 journey, each participant had to present and share collages depicting who they were and what they did. I remember having to look deep inside of self, to conjure up images that would depict something about who I am and would be characteristic of my life involvements. Values relating to self, family and community were central to the visual offering that I shared.

As a result of these early on-course experiences I began reconsidering the appropriateness of the focus of my intended studies. Nothing obvious came immediately to mind. However, further on-course experiences presented opportunities for new areas of investigation through the exploration of new concepts or old concepts in new ways. I became familiar with embodied knowledge, embodied values and standards of judgement. I also became familiar with first person inquiry, second person inquiry and third person inquiry. Further to this, I became familiar with living theories, living values and living contradictions.  

Of importance here though, were the on-course conditions being created, within which I could share in the way that I share and for others to share in the ways that they share. As a result of these conditions we reached for higher and higher levels of inner conversations and collaborations relating to who am I, the values that I hold and the influences on self. It is my view that the collaboration of tutors and students on the CARPP 7 programme, is in no small measure, responsible for the positive conditions created for meaningful self inquiries and the sharing of the content of those inquiries. It is also my view that it is in these conditions that I have been able to blossom. I feel that I have been able to be myself and in doing so share aspects of self, values, experiences, vision and sense of being. I have also been able to share in the way that I share - the things that I have wanted share – and feel that what I have shared has been heard, listened to and received. I have also heard, listened to and received from what others have shared of themselves, their values, their experiences, their visions and their sense of being. 

It is in this context that the inner recall of events and life stories emerged. It is in this context too, that the story, “Create Your Own Dance”, which was shared initially in my tutorial group, emerged and has to be understood. The story was the first step in modifying the thrust of my studies and gave further insights into the values which I held through focusing on a life event. That life event was critical in the making of me. However, it also contradictorily held the portent for my unmaking – a living contradiction? Hence, the story emerged within me as a direct response to my inner conversations, on-course experiences and interestingly the concept, “living contradictions”. 

Living contradictions, a concept introduced by Jack Whitehead, in an early tutorial session on CARPP 7, held much importance for me. This was so, because I had felt at the time that I understood what Jack was talking about when relating on strategies for living your values as fully as you can in your life and work. Jack shared his meaning of the term, “living contradictions”, and I found some affinity with how the concept had been shared. This was particularly so, as in the past I had often made statements, such as, there are contradictions in everything, there can be no change without contradiction and that in order to find true peace - wholeness, humankind had to attend to the contradictory relationship that we have with nature. Each of these statements rang true for the notion that had been presented. 

The story, Create Your Own Dance, went like this….

  

Chapter One

Create Your Own Dance

"I know the answer"! "I really, really do know the answer"! I shouted excitedly in my mind, as my left cheek crimped, in the producing of an anxious smile. Yet, no other movement I could make. My whole body had stiffened. I could not raise my hand, in response to the teacher's question, directed at the class. Thirty-one and a half pupils were present. The half was Michael Robinson, sound asleep, two desks away, to the right of me.

It was a Mathematics class and the teacher had been explaining fractions. She had asked the class, "what is a one third times one eight". It was not a difficult question, not for me at least and I knew the answer. I knew my three times tables and for that matter my eight times tables. Yet, I could make no move to demonstrate my knowledge, or to attract the teacher's attention to me. I did manage though, to shift my head somewhat rigidly, and saw that no other pupil had raised their hand. I felt self-assured momentarily, but that moment was soon lost, as assuredness gave way to a solicitous demeanour. I became wary of my surroundings, distrustful of my environment and lost in my thoughts.

However my absorption with my thoughts was severely ruptured, when the teacher, intent on scolding the whole class exploded. "What have I been doing with you for the past three weeks"? She then deliberately, pushed herself and chair backwards, and then stood up slowly. She smoothed the crumpled pleats on the front of her dress, stretched her arms and rested them to her side, as if in completion of an aerobic exercise.

Then, in full voice, she blasted, "My efforts are wasted on you lot. This is the top class in Grade 7. My God! Pity the rest in the other forms. "Joseph", she shouted, she did not say another word, but the whole class knew, from her stern questioning look that she wanted an answer from him. Joseph bowed his head embarrassingly, he had made his response. "Stephanie", the teacher bawled, this time sounding even sterner, than when she had called Joseph. Stephanie too bowed and with her almost the whole of the class, as if in sympathy with her, offered a half bow. This half bow, however, was attempt by pupils to become invisible. They did not want to be called. 

However, in rapid succession the teacher shouted the names of Alexander and Alexandra, the twins, their half bow were immediately transformed into full bows. Then even more quickly, she called Ingrid Semester, Pauline Michaelis, Everard Everington, Anthony Clarke, Perceval Singleton, Sheila Templeton, Michael Robinson, then paused angrily and sat brusquely. Not a word was uttered from any of them, but the teacher in her seeming heightened anger, evidenced by her calling of pupils by both firstname and surname, did not want to be answered. The question that she had earlier posed, in her mind, had become a distant memory. Her objective now, was in amplifying the embarrassment of the class. She certainly did this. The disgust with which she peered over her spectacles and the sneer that permeated the intonation of her voice was heard and felt by all pupils.

This included Michael Robinson who had been aroused out of his slumber, when his name had been called. The teacher reserved some of her most choice words for Michael as he sat at his desk bemused, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. "Look at him", she said, as if inviting the other pupils of the class to undertake some special investigation. "Look at his face ... is there a hint of intelligence there? He comes to my class, deposits himself at the rear and promptly and most disrespectfully determines that in my Mathematics class that he should go to bed". Here, the teacher's invitation to investigate Michael stopped, as she proffered her findings in most strident terms, lambasting him with “You indolent, slothful, supine, lackadaisical, pathetic, good-for-nothing, listless, feeble excuse for a human being. How dare you come to my class and sleep? This is an ed ... ed... educational institution, not your f.. f.. flaming bedroom, she stuttered. She was now rocking passionately, but steadied through re-seating herself in the chair at her desk. As she sat, she took a deep breath and sighed resignedly.

My name had not been called, but in no way did I feel exonerated. I felt with the other pupils the embarrassment, the shame. At first my head was not bowed, now it was, particularly after the teacher's tirade against Michael, and him being only two seats away to my right. I felt exposed and open to attack, as the teacher appeared to be marshalling her resources anew, as she sat tapping her fingers with determination, readying herself, to recommence her annihilation of 7J.

I knew the answer. I really, really knew the answer. Yet, even after all that had gone on I still could not move. I wanted to raise my hand, but the hand would not move. I wanted to shout the answer, but my lips were frozen and my tongue tied. I just could not move. Something was holding me back. I was not sure what this "something" was, but as I became somewhat lost in myself once more, I began to have a sense of being afraid. Of being frightened. Uncertainty had gripped my imagination and forced an inner conversation that led along many paths.

Why am I afraid? Why could I not raise my hand? Why my tentativeness? Is it to do with a lack of confidence? Did I really know the answer? Was I afraid of being wrong? Why had my whole body been immobilised, except for furtive glances around the classroom? Why had I not been able to open my mouth and utter the words that would offer a release, not only for me, but the whole class, from the embarrassing situation into which we had been placed? Why? Why? Why?

Then I thought, probably it was because I was the new boy? After all, I had been in England only six weeks and this was just my second week in my new school. I had arrived from Trinidad, very disappointed in having to leave, but not too unhappy, in being in England, now that I was here. I was again with my Mother and elder brother, an association that had been broken for nearly seven years. The passing years, however, had not impaired our family relationship. The re-association rekindled the warm glow, so evident in families, where interactions are positive. I did however leave many friends behind in Trinidad, among whom Dexter and Loretta were most special. Dexter was a true soul mate. There was hardly anything that we did not do together. Every story he knew, I knew. Every story I knew, he knew. We talked to each other about everything. Loretta was my girlfriend, so called, because she gave me my first and second kiss. I missed her and yearned to be in conversation with Dexter. I thought too about my school friends, especially Carlyle Sheppard and Wayne Ferreira. We were intense rivals when it came to tests, but we had a healthy friendship and always shared and helped each other with our school work. 

In Trinidad, I thought I would have no problem answering teachers' questions. I had always been considered and recognised as being bright and invariably was able to proffer right answers. However, I would not have been the only one. Carlyle, Wayne and I would race to stand and raise our hand to inform the teacher that we had an answer to offer. Experiences of school in Trinidad were certainly different, than had been my early school experiences in England. 

In school in England, I most certainly remained bright. I had no doubt about that. At my interview for entering the school, the headmaster had remarked just that, after my completion of the English and Math tests in quick time and getting very high scores. Furthermore, on commencing school, I found that the content of many lessons amounted to nothing much more, than revision. The only class which had posed problems was Art. Still life drawings, proportional representations and imaginative painting were alien concepts. I had had problems too with relating to my new peers in school. The only words that did not need repetition were the usual salutations of  "Good Morning" and "Good Bye" and the term "Pardon", which when said with furrowed eyebrows, was an indication that one had not understood, what had been said and what had been said, had to be repeated. Communicating, I thought, at most times was frustrating. 

However, as I continued musing, about how frustrating had been my experiences with verbal communication, it dawned on me, as to the possible source of my immobilisation. The more I thought, the clearer the picture became. I was then able to visualise the very moment. Then, as now beads of perspiration eased through the pores on my forehead and ran down my cheeks. However, what I had then, but not now, was the freshness, the confidence, the courage to answer teachers' question. I remembered the moment. Then as now, I knew the answer. I really, really knew the answer to the question posed by the teacher to the class. It was an English class and he had asked, "How many parts of speech are there”? I as if I was in a race with Carlyle and Wayne, jumped up, and as I raised my hand, politely stated, "Good Morning, Mr. Brown, will you accept an answer from me”? 

There was an eerie stillness in the class. 

I looked away from Mr. Brown and surveyed my peers in the classroom. Each one seemed in a state of shock, with their glazed eyes turned on me and their mouths gaping. I returned my attention to Mr. Brown, only to see that he too appeared as if in a state of shock. 

But even before I could glean a sense of what was happening, a cacophony of laughter pierced the stillness of the classroom. I am sure I heard the irritating chuckle of the hyena. The shrill kee, kee, kee of the chimpanzee. The dangerous howling of wolves, the cackling of turkeys, the hissing of snakes, the hee-haw of the ass, the grunting of a pig, the hooting of owls and a wide variety of noises and sounds, that was evident of Pandemonium amongst the animals breaking loose in a zoo.

Then books were flying, hands were clapping, desks and chairs being shuffled. There was a general mayhem accompanied by the most raucous laughter. All this directed at me. I did not initially know the reason, but it did not take me long, particularly when the whole class stood up, with hands raised, in a seemingly practised unison, saying "Good Morning, Mr. Brown, will you accept an answer from me”? Then the laughter continued. I sat down wanting to cry, but no tears came. I felt minute. I could only look at the marks on my used desk. Etched in the right hand corner and filled in with ink was "Eric Woz Here". I thought, good for Eric, I wish I was not here. I felt empty. I felt distant. I did not want to be here. I had been ridiculed, treated as a joke, a figure of mockery, a stranger, an alien, not accepted. 

It was the school bell that saved me. It marked both the end of the lesson and the end of the day. I waited long enough for the teacher to say class dismissed, still with a grin on his face, before I headed through the door which was at the back of the class, into the school yard and out of the school gate, to the bus stop. As luck would have it, a bus I could take was just leaving and I managed to alight it before it could pick up speed. I was most pleased, that only a few children from my school would be on the bus and certainly none from my English class.

At home that evening I had no intention of telling neither my mother nor my brother what had happened earlier that day. My mother, however, has an uncanny knack of knowing when something is not quite right. As we sat down to eat she enquired politely, Ian what's up. You are most quiet to-day. My reply was almost inaudible, not really wanting to say anymore than I had to. I'm okay. "Okay" she counselled, "Okay" she said once more and continued, "You're as okay as eating an unripened orange". "What is the matter with you dear", she questioned again. I responded, somewhat testily, "I just said I was Okay". She challenged immediately with "and I just said, what is the matter with you?"

Anthony, also seated at the table, simply looked back and forth to my mother and me as we spoke, as if observing a tennis match. He had a puzzled look on his face unsure of what was happening. He knew though that mother was in her questioning mode and that in that mode she wanted answers. I knew that too and felt unable to resist her challenge. In our home our mother had an ascendancy that was not simply derived from motherhood. She was an intelligent woman, hard working, full of spirit and life. She was also a fighter, a woman of substance, who cared very much for her children. She commanded and deserved unreserved respect.

Stuttering, in high and low tones, I spluttered, "M...mom, I...I had a t...tough day at school.

"What happened son” was her gentle reply? I hissed my teeth and continued, "Mom they were laughing at me. They were jeering, howling, hissing and hooting. There was Pandemonium in the class". 

"Why my son, why"?

"Books were flying, they were clapping, desks and chairs were being shuffled and they were mocking me". They ridiculed me. I felt so alone.

"Why my son why"?

Why? Huh! Well Mom, the teacher, Mr. Brown had asked a question to the class to which I really, really knew the answer.  He had asked, "How many parts of speech are there”? So, I jumped up, and as I raised my hand, said, "Good Morning, Mr. Brown, will you accept an answer from me”? The class at first was still, before all hell broke loose in fits of laughter, mocking and ridiculing me. Mr. Brown was no help. I felt ashamed, out of place. I don't want to go back there. I really don't. The bell saved me. When we were dismissed I ran out of the class with the children's laughter ringing in my ears". I don't want to go back there. I don't Mother".

My mother straightened herself in the chair. My brother shuffled in his, staring vacantly at his meal, in which he had stirred his fork, but not began to eat. "Son", my mother began. "I know to-day could not have been easy. What you have described is a most terrible experience. I really feel for you. It must have been hard to-day. It could not have been easy. But you need to understand ... appreciate what really happened and look beyond the laughter. You're the new boy. Your classmates are going to be looking for what they see as little faults in you. You have to be patient with them. They will come around to see your special qualities. Of course they are going to find you strange, now. But you will see, they are going to be glad to be in your company. You are going to have to be brave. You have to show courage. Believe and have confidence in yourself. You won't get everything correct at first, because the school is new to you. But you will learn. Things in school are going to be different than they were in Trinidad. It will seem like if new rules are in operation and you will have to learn these new rules and adjust to them. You will learn them. I have no doubt about that".

"But ... but Mom what I experienced to day was more than that just about being new. How I see it, is that they laughed at me because I had manners. The teacher did too".

"Son", my mother interjected, "I am sure that they did not laugh at you because you had manners. They may have laughed at how you displayed your manners. But not because you had manners". The subtlety of my mother's remark was lost on me. It was lost on my brother too, as I noticed the frown on his face evidencing puzzlement. I knew that they had laughed at me because of my manners. 

My mother then, as if ending our discourse, stated with some finality, “Son listen to me. You will learn. You will learn how to deal with ridicule. You are a bright boy. You have to give yourself a chance. You can't run away from things. You have to stand up and face the music. Create your own dance. Now eat up... You too Anthony". We did.

Later that evening, as I lay in bed, recapitulating the events of the day, for the umpteenth time, my mind kept running on the words of my mother. And as I recounted her words, I smiled to myself, knowing what a wonderful Mother that I had. She had given me strength to face the next day and as I continued musing on how wonderful she was, I laughed aloud when I remembered that she told me "create your own dance". "Create my own dance", I said to myself, giggling silently. "Create my own dance. What ... the twist, the calypso rock, the ska ... what? This jocular conversation with myself was soon put to an end when Anthony, roused from his sleep on the top bunk, whispered, "Jason, you're OK.

"I'm all right", was my whispered reply. As Anthony fell back into his sleep, I could not help myself from not thinking about him. He was my elder brother, and had not seen him for seven years, until six weeks ago. He was not as I imagined him to be. He was much bigger, more muscular than I, but appeared somewhat softer, more refined, especially at play. He did not have my Caribbean impudence and spontaneity, or at least, I had not seen it. This, of course, does not mean that I did not have this softer, more refined quality, so evident in my brother's character, but this quality was there, to be brought out on special occasions. "Like in answering questions in school", I brooded to myself. I liked my elder brother though and would not have wanted him to be any other way.

As I fell off to sleep, the thought that lingered most, was my mother's words, "Create your own dance".

As I left for school the following morning, with a warm hug from my mother, and steeled with her words of "have a good-day", said with much sincerity, I felt prepared to face the music. As I entered the school gates, somewhat warily, I sensed many eyes on me. Yet very few pupils ventured to say anything to me, except "Hi". I nonchalantly replied "Hi". 

Stephanie was the only person, who ventured to go beyond "Hi". She in friendly tones greeted me with, "Hi Ian ... You're OK. Yesterday was tough on yer ... wasn't it"? 

I replied with words, at first unsure of where I had unearth them from, and still in a nonchalant mode, "I can deal with that ... I can face the music ... I'll create my own dance. You watch". 

Stephanie looked at me, somewhat puzzled, and said, "Yeah ... I'll see you later", as she moved deeper into the playground.

Soon after this, the school bell rang, signalling the commencement of the day. We lined up in forms and in an orderly fashion made our way to the assembly hall. Assembly on Tuesdays were rarely interesting, consisting mainly of notices and information on coming evens being read out by the Vice Principal. Once this was completed, we sang a hymn, said a prayer, and were out of the Assembly hall and in our classrooms for registration in quick time.

Being back in the classroom, where the previous day I had had such a "tough time", proved to be a numbing experience. During registration, I did not even hear my name called, and when nudged and informed that I should answer with regard to my presence. I remarked "Yes sir", when it should have been "Yes miss". There was a gentle ripple of laughter around the class and Miss Buckton's pensive gaze encouraged me that I should correct my reply. "Yes Miss", I said brightly.

On completing registration, Miss Buckton, went straight into Mathematics. She requested that we opened our textbooks at Chapter Three, which focused on Fractions, then proceeded to explain some of the worked examples. Miss Buckton spent about 15 minutes on the worked examples and in her effort to see whether we had comprehended what was being taught, she posed the question "What is one-third times one -eight". And I knew the answer. I really, really knew the answer.

Then, as if, coming out of a dream, I thought I heard my name being called. Then more distinctly, and unquestionably, I heard Miss Buckton's angry invocation to me. "Ian Phillips, for the third time, “What is one-third times one -eight". I raised my head slowly, realising that I had been truly lost in my thoughts. For most certainly I had not heard her two earlier requests. I stood up, looked around the class of bowed heads, and then to Miss Buckton, in her manifest anger. "Well Miss Buckton", I said confidently, not even remembering my former anxious state, "It may please you to know, that I know the answer. I really, really do know the answer." Smiling broadly, I confirmed what I knew. "Miss Buckton, the sum of one-third times one-eight is one twenty-fourth. Every bowed head cocked a glance at me. I searched for Stephanie and when our eyes met I gave her a wink, spread-eagled my hands, palms upwards, and sauntered, swaying back into my chair, as if to say, "I told you, I'll create my own dance". She smiled shyly, but did not look away from me.

Create Your Own Dance was an important story for me to write. It was also a significant story to share with members of my tutorial group, the wider CARPP 7 group and the CARPP network. In the writing of the story I wanted to record an experience that occurred in school, soon after arriving in England from Trinidad. I also wanted it to be recorded that I was in no way disadvantage, in an academic sense, as a result of my educational upbringing in Trinidad. In fact, I would have contended that in relation to the academic standards that I met in the school I attended on arrival in England, those standards would have been outdistanced by the standards upheld at Bethlehem Boys, Besson Street, Port of Spain. Furthermore, I wanted it written down that the character of relationships that I had with the friends, family and significant others in Trinidad were important associations and that travel to England in the simplest form for self-betterment, was at a price. Yet, there was never any guarantee that self-betterment would take place.

Indeed, without my mother and the loving relationships that she shared with her siblings and more, self-betterment would probably have never even got off the ground. It certainly would not have, if I had been left just to internalise the untoward experiences that had occurred whilst in school and not been able to explore alternative strategies. Thus, even tough I could not have fully comprehended my mother’s facilitation to be self-directed, what she had said was sufficient to empower and free-up my intuitiveness so that I could act to reclaim my vantage position of being the one who really, really knew the answer. 

I wanted to share this story to show how in school being ridiculed was very part of the order of things. I also wanted to share how fear had worked to prevent me from demonstrating the knowledge that I had. Furthermore, I wanted share how the ridicule of self and others had stimulated fears. I wanted to convey to my tutorial group members how early experiences in my English school impacted adversely on my way of being. How I felt out of place and strange. My tutor group was most responsive for they considered Create Your Own dance to be a powerful story and they shared their views and insights. 

The sharing of Create Your Own Dance held importance at a number of other levels too, not least, because I felt it situated me on the course. This was so, especially as I had been able to share an important life experience with members of my tutor group and explore with them the content of that experience. Members of the tutor group considered “Create Your Own Dance” a powerful story and in the exchanges I came to see more in the story than I had first realised. I felt in a real way that I gained a new understanding of how powerful a method is the story. I saw how positive experiences created self-confidence and affirmed one’s ability to create one’s own dance. I also saw the importance of my mother in the shaping of my values, and indeed her strength, her love and her powerful presence in my life.
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She Created The Rebel In Me


It is to my mother

That I give full praise

For it is to her and no other

That created most thankfully

The rebel in me

My mother placed love 

At the centre of my heart

So principled, so true, 

That doubt could find no entrance

Hate could have no chance

In man she would say, 

Lies our only hope

No disrespect to God, 

No alliance with the devil

Take life in both hands, 

Let love be your guide

Human nature is a wonder

Let love be your teacher

My Mother shaped my mind

Endowed with a will

So unbending, so strong

For care was its foundation

To yield had no approbation

To me she would say

Boy, your mind is a treasure

To be protected and preserved

For courage is never blind

It is the base from which you act

In the interest of humankind

Let injustice take no hold

Show care, be bold

My mother was the inspiration

Of the fighting spirit in my soul

She ensnared in my being 

a positive self image, self worth, confidence

In the shaping of my very existence 

Son, she would say

Let no one tell you different

Life is for living

It’s there to be enjoyed

Let your spirit be free

As all men should be

And freedom your choice

Permit your soul articulation

Emancipate your inner voice

Boy, it was from my body

That your body came forth

Miraculous, divine, unique in design

A physical entity evidencing

Wonderment in creativity

And in quiet to me

she would say

Boy, your body may only be a shell

But what a precious vessel

Care it well

For therein is your heart,

Mind body and soul

Make a wholesome unity

Expiate for Humanity

It is to my mother

That I give full praise

For it is to her and no other

That created most thankfully

The rebel in me


Chapter Two

Who Am I 

The sharing of Create Your Own Dance also encouraged me to give further consideration into who I am. In doing so, revealed were aspects of self and a range of events and connections that needed exploration. As a result of this further exploration I produced a PowerPoint presentation for sharing, entitled “Affirming the Oral Traditions –The Dynamism of Dialogue – the African in me.” This was a definite change of emphasis in my studies with regard my original intentions. However, the new empahsis did not negate the focus of my original areas of investigations - improving my professional practices at the Sankofa Learning Centre. Later the emphasis would change again.

In the PowerPoint presentation I wanted to give a snapshot of my thinking at that time and hold for a moment the who I am, give evidence of how I had become the then who I am and how that who I am had changed over time and held the prospect of change in the future. I wanted to present to who I am as dynamic and ever-changing. I also wanted create a framework within which I could explore storytelling as dialogue and dialogue as storytelling. The story Create Your Own Dance had stimulated this consideration. Furthermore, I wanted to explore how storytelling, so central in the African Oral traditions, the African World View, has importance for who I am in the world and the world in me and show that in sharing stories, lie the prospect for changing relationships between individuals, in families, in communities and amongst nations.  This was so despite the problems of storage (memories). I was energized to continue with my inner explorations and make connections.

The spider diagrams below gives an indication of where my explorations commenced, how my ideas developed and some of my critical findings relating to the question “who am I?”.

Diagram One




As can be seen from Diagram One above, there are innumerable aspects of self that can be given focus in the exploration of who I am. However, I considered that identity, values, experiences, attitudes, actions and claims were pivotal in such explorations. The series of statements below are culled from Diagram One and convey very much how I viewed myself as I entered the academy. 

· Identity
I am a black/African/Caribbean, radical, caring, professional man



· Values
My living values are influenced by Catholicism, pan-Africanism, Marxist-Leninism, holistic African-centred worldviews and the Nguzu Saba



· Experiences
I have lived in caring family and communal environments existing in oppressive conditions; I have challenged those oppressive conditions through defiance, learning and inquiring personally and with others.



· Attitude
I am professional, passionate, experimental and community oriented



· Actions
I have involvement in strategic, inquiring organizations that works democratically with children, parents and parents.



· Claims
I have a purpose for being in the world; I share loving experiences; I affirm my Africaness; I am professional; I am democratic. 



This view of self has evolved over time and is held within a framework that is best described in the following words, taken from Martin Luther King Jr.

The Measure Of A Man

The ultimate

measure of a man

is not

where he stands

in moments

of comfort

and convenience

but where he stands

at times of challenge

and controversy.

Rev. Martin Luther King Jr.
This statement had long been held as inspirational, as well as a standard from which I could be judged. I remembered how as Head of Department and part of the College Management Team, I had identified with black staff who had been disadvantaged by the processes that led to the merging of two distinct institutions and opposed to the self-interested machinations of the management team. I remembered how I had been charged with causing an affray simply for standing outside of Balham Tube Station and how I had defended myself in court and won a moral victory with an inconsequential fine. I remembered how at election times being ready for any challenge from “national front” members as I traversed the same streets, the same spaces as they did, leafleting. . I remembered how I sold political papers on the streets, and met students who I taught in school, with their parents, on those same streets. I had half expected to be abused and rejected, but received feelings of great warmth from the children and their parents. I felt that I was measuring up to be a man - where I stood at times of challenge and controversy held importance for me.

The immediate challenge for me was to self inquire to deeper levels and on-course experiences encouraged such considerations. Diagram Two gives attention to how I commenced exploration of “being in the world” and places at the centre, controversially, I have a purpose for being in the world. From this originating question, other questions are posed which enables a deeper level of self-inquiry.

Diagram Three provides answers to the questions posed in Diagram Two. However, these answers are by no means complete. They are simply a first step in this challenge for self inquiry at deeper levels. 

Diagram Two




I have a purpose for being in the world
My purpose is derived from my Individuality, Radical Spirituality and Sense of Community.



How did I find it


Life offers me challenging experiences and presents opportunities for finding one’s purpose, for relevant actions and collaborations.

 

How did I know I had found it


Through reflection I can name my purpose, affirm holistic values, reconcile with my spirit and be at peace with a fragmented self.



What is the purpose


To do good; To teach; To be Active In my Community - Advocate



How have I been with my found purpose
I am defiant in service; hold no truck with injustice. I am Strategic, Experimental, Professional and Caring in attitude and actions.



How do I assist others to find their purposes


I encourage self-directed learning, self-empowerment and collaborate with others to share stories and model ways of being.



How will I know others have found their purposes
They will be self-inquiring, have a sense of being in world, able to name their purpose and collaborate with others to tell stories and model.

Diagram Three





This first step at a deeper level of self-inquiry proved to be an important one, for it informed on the character of my being in the world. That I came up with individuality, radical spirituality and sense of community required much deliberation and focussed my thoughts on the particular meanings that I had for those terms. Individuality and sense of community I do not consider needs a great deal on explanation at this point, but radical spirituality certainly does. By radical spirituality I wanted to indicate that I am motivated from within by the thought that I can make a difference – I can be a catalyst for change. That is the character of spirit that I claim is at my core of my being. Other important claims were I could name my purpose, that I am defiant in service and that I can model new ways of being. In modelling new ways of being I focused on the storyteller. I gave recognition to that quality in me and began to consider its importance. I focused on my own stories – started to create my own dance.

Diagram Four



In focusing on my own stories I gave consideration as to whether they related to my purpose for being in the world and whether the influence of others could be identified in their content. In “Create Your Own Dance” I could affirm that both these qualities were in evidence. I was sure too, that “Create Your Own Dance” had demonstrated me acting in the world and my making an impact to change the world – if only my world. Being in the world co-creating democratic structures though, was not in evidence in the story.

This focus on my own stories also assisted me in making connections with my Africaness, particularly as I had considered that storytelling was at the heart of the oral traditions of Africa. This was affirmed when I found the following quotes:

"…it is only the story that can continue beyond the war and the warrior.
It is the story that outlives the sound of war-drums and the exploits of brave fighters.
It is the story...that saves our progeny from blundering like blind beggars
into the spikes of the cactus fence.
The story is our escort; without it, we are blind.
Does the blind man own his escort? No, neither do we the story;
rather it is the story that owns us and directs us."
--Chinua Achebe, Anthills of the Savannah (1987)
"I will tell you something about stories.... They aren't just entertainment...
They are all we have...to fight off illness and death.
You don't have anything if you don't have the stories."
--Leslie Marmon Silko, epigraph to Ceremony (1977)
Chapter Three

Oral Traditions of Africa – Storytelling – Dialogue

The Oral Arts of Africa are rich and varied and they remain living traditions that continue to survive and adapt to the challenges of the modernisation facing Africa and the Diaspora today, and have fused, in uniquely African ways, with newer creative forms and influences to enrich the global human experience and its creative expressions. 

Africans are primarily oral peoples, and their African "orature" (to use Kenyan novelist and critic Ngugi wa Thiong's phrase) is orally composed and transmitted, and created to be verbally and communally performed as an integral part of dance and music. Africans, like most peoples who are rooted in oral cultures and traditions around the world, appreciate good stories and storytellers.

That Oral African storytelling is essentially a communal participatory experience means that everyone in most traditional African societies participate in formal and informal storytelling as interactive oral performance—such participation is an essential part of traditional African communal life, and basic training in a particular culture’s oral arts and skills is an essential part of children’s traditional indigenous education on their way to initiation into full humanness. 
To get some sense of African storytelling as a participatory communal experience the "call-and-response" forms, found seemingly everywhere in Africa, should be understood. The activity entails a caller or soloist who "raises the song," as the Kpelle say, and the community chorus who respond, or "agree underneath the song" (Mutere, "African Oral Aesthetic"). In the case of the Igbo stories, the storyteller "calls" out the story in lines; the audience or chorus "responds" at regular intervals to the storyteller’s "calls" with a "sala" (the chorus’ response). 

It should be noted that traditional African societies have developed high aesthetic and ethical standards for participating in and judging accomplished oral storytelling performances—and audience members often feel free to interrupt less talented or respected secular performers to suggest improvements or voice criticisms. In many of these cultures, storytelling arts are professionalised: the most accomplished storytellers are initiates (griots, or bards), who have mastered many complex verbal, musical, and memory skills after years of specialised training. This training often includes a strong spiritual and ethical dimension required to control the special forces believed to be released by the spoken/sung word in oral performances. This sense of special powers of the spoken word--as expressed in the following Bambara praise poem--has largely been lost in literate-based societies of the West:

Praise of the Word

The word is total:
it cuts, excoriates
forms, modulates
perturbs, maddens
cures or directly kills
amplifies or reduces
According to intention
It excites or calms souls.

Every human culture in the world seems to create stories (narratives) as a way of making sense of the world. Some familiar features of the folktale, a common kind of story around the world, for example, can be discerned in Tortoise and the Birds, an Igbo folktale recounted in Chinua Achebe’s acclaimed novel Things Fall Apart (1958):

· "’Once upon a time,’ she began, all the birds were invited to a feast in the sky,’" as Achebe renders the traditional Igbo folktale opening into English.
· The story explains a cause, origin, or reason for something and gives an "etiological explanation...at the end" (Obiechina, "Narrative Proverbs in the African Novel")
. In this case, for why the tortoise shell is "not smooth." 
· The story dramatises a moral: greedy Tortoise, 'full of cunning," manages to trick the birds out of all the food at the feast, but for his selfishness he is punished. Tortoise falls from the sky and "’His shell broke into pieces.’" 
· In folktale worlds, such "naughty," but not "irredeemably" wicked characters, as Achebe describes Tortoise are often restored and/or reintegrated back into society: in this case, "a great medicine-man in the neighbourhood" patches Tortoise’s shell together again. 
Despite these universal features, however, the particular narrative meanings, themes, genres, and styles of story telling around the world differ from culture to culture. Thus, while many features of traditional African storytelling may seem familiar and make sense beyond its boundaries, many others may seem very foreign and strange. To more fully understand and appreciate African storytelling traditions, one needs to study them in the context of the cultures which produce the stories.

African proverbs and stories draw upon the collective wisdom of oral peoples, express their "structures of meaning, feeling, thought, and expression," and thus serve important social and ethical purposes: "The story itself is a primary form of the oral tradition, primary as a mode of conveying culture, experience, and values and as a means of transmitting knowledge, wisdom, feelings, and attitudes in oral societies"; a central position is thus "given to the story in the oral tradition…by African writers in the shaping of their literary world and works…" (Obiechina, "Narrative Proverbs in the African Novel").

However, one cannot study African literatures without studying the particular cultures and oratures on which African writers draw for their themes and values, for their narrative structures and plots, for their rhythms and styles, for their images and metaphors, for their artistic and ethical principles. As Solomon Iyasere puts it in "Oral Tradition in the Criticism of African Literature":

"...the modern African writer is to his indigenous oral tradition as a snail is to its shell. Even in a foreign habitat, a snail never leaves its shell behind".

It is this point that Diagram Five below is responsive too. I want to consider whether I have or have not I have left my shell behind. Hence, I give focus to the whether my stories can be held within that framework of the African story as a primary mode of conveying culture, experience, and values and as a means of transmitting knowledge, wisdom, feelings, and attitudes. I also want to give consideration to the impact of the African oral tradition on self, its influence on my values and experiences and it’s determining of my attitudes, actions and ways of being. I will withhold judgement at this point for my assessment is not yet complete. 

Diagram Five



Chinua Achebe explains that a story "'does many things. It entertains, it informs, it instructs." 

"If you look at … stories carefully, you will find they support and reinforce the basic tenets of the culture. The storytellers worked out what is right and what is wrong, what is courageous and what is cowardly, and they translate this into stories". We can learn much about a culture by learning its stories.

As I thought about this last point of Chinua Achebe, “we can learn much about culture by learning its stories”, the connection between storytelling and dialogue came to the mind.  Diagram Six below sets the framework within which I began to give consideration to some of the pertinent areas. I culled the following questions for further investigation. How can dialogue be understood within an African-centred worldview? How can dialogue offer the prospect for new alliances? How can dialogue assist in creating new environments? How can dialogue attend to the problems of storage - memories? How can dialogue encourage new ways of being? 

Diagram Six



This attention to dialogue held importance at a number of levels, but significantly the considerations moved my inquiries beyond self. This advance though was not wholly obvious, particularly as on-course explorations still held my attention. I utilised the concept of “living contradictions” to develop Diagram Seven below. In Diagram Seven I viewed myself as contradictory, multi-layered and multi-phased with wide-ranging contrary quantitative and qualitative experiences, from which I had derived beliefs that had been synthesised through those experiences and through reflection over time. These synthesised beliefs underpinned my values and informed my attitude and actions, which were strategic, experimental, professional and creative. Furthermore, I claimed I shared and presented aspects of myself, my experiences, beliefs, attitudes and actions for modeling; assisted in creating inquiring, relevant organisations and encouraging self-empowerment amongst young people and adults. I felt as if I had begun a redefinition of myself. 



However, as soon as I began to give recognition to my redefinition I heard other inner voices that contended the concept, living contradictions. My thoughts cascaded to number of my heroes and heroines who were recalled to memory. I thought of Martin Luther King Junior and the good that he did. Yet there were stories of infidelity associated with him. I thought about Malcolm X and my chest heaved as his importance was remembered. Yet his early life contrasts vividly with how he was to leave his footsteps in the sand. I thought about Marcus Garvey, “Up You Mighty Race” and his vilification. I thought too of Harriet Tubman, Angela Davis, George Jackson, Huey P. Newton, Bobby Seale, Sojourner Truth, Uriah Buzz Butler, Paul Bogle, Nanny, Cudjoe, Nat Turner, Frantz Fanon, Amilcar Cabral, Toussaint, Dessalines, Winnie Mandela and Mahatma Ghandi and stopped.

Then, I thought about Nelson Mandela and suddenly ‘living contradictions” seemed not to rest easily with me anymore. I then thought about my mother, my grandmother and thought about myself and stopped again. I questioned myself. “Am I a living contradiction”, I self inquired. I could not answer immediately. I sensed feelings of resistance and in my mind sought other explanations for the contrariness in persons, indeed contrariness in self. The poem below gives evidence of focus.

I am and I am not

Origin, originalness, originality

Out of nothingness I came to be

Spirit, spiritualness, spirituality

I had, I lost, now its time to reclaim thee

Essence, essentialness, essentiality

That is so central to me

Yet its hidden – made dark

Where the bright shining light should be

Nature, naturalness, naturality

In me and part of thee

Yet there is separateness

Every time that I trample the grass

I am and I am not

I claim and reclaim

I connect

Disconnecting my non-connection

I engage with the I am

I accept my being

For I cannot be

What I am not

I am original, spiritual

In essence a natural individual

But connected to others who have these qualities

And those who have not

I am – Am I, 

I see – See I

Other thoughts then ran through my head, which posed other questions. Questions like:

· “Why is the term living contradictions feeling so personally uncomfortable?”

· “Is there some contrariness in me that I need to explore and I am resisting?”

· ” Why does living contradictions, for me, feel so much like a concept for explaining original sin?”

· “Does not living contradictions replay the dualism so central in European thought?”

· “Would not African thought present less of a schism, a more holistic view”

These questions were and are still of concern, and as can be seen, the concerns were as much about me, as they were of the concept, “living contradictions”. It is this juxtaposition of the concern with “living contradictions and self” though that has led to the focus on the ‘makings and unmakings of me.”  The discord in my thoughts though caused me to follow other pathways and the story of the Wonderful Tar Baby came to mind. I began to explore its meaning. I was not sure where it would lead and it took me in directions that I could not have suspected. That I made the exploration was of importance to self, but more importantly, it revealed a little more of me to me and in relation to the overall study it offers another building block in the platform of the importance of story, the importance of dialogue.

The story follows next, but I include the comments of a colleague with whom I shared its content. It shows how the prospect for dialogue, not only with this person, but with others has greatly increased as a result of telling and sharing of the “exploration of an intrusive thought.” The comments show too, that the story is not at an end. It simply lays the ground for further explorations, personal and collaborative.

Chapter Four 

A Building Block For Dialogue

COMMENT

You understand, don’t you Ian, that this PhD has the possibility of being a seminal work on self-inquiry generally and on race politics specifically, with it being required reading on `A’ level and degree programmes!!!!!!!!!!!



The Exploration of an Intrusive Thought

I have come to detest commencing any conversation or piece of writing with negatives. This is so, whether it is a report on a child, an appraisal of a work colleague or an organisational evaluation presented orally or through script.  Yet, in commencing this action research inquiry, focused on affirming the influence of African oral traditions on my way of being and how my way of being, shaped by these traditions, is utilised to create dialogue and advance the learning of self and others, I am somewhat perplexed that it is a story, read in my early childhood, around the age of 5 – 6, which conjures up many negatives for me that is uppermost in my thoughts. 

I am acutely aware, in the present, of its intrusion into my consciousness and sufficiently concerned about my condition and sufficiently challenged that I feel it is necessary to focus the early part of my inquiry on detailing this ‘intrusive’ story, (I wonder why this story has intruded upon you?  What was going on for you in the various aspects of your life?) exploring what meaning the story has for me and inquiring as to whether there are challenges posed in the story for self-understanding. I am hoping that by doing this that something new will emerge for me, which will add to quality to my overall inquiry. I do not know what that is, at this point, but I intend to “run wid it”.

The intrusive story, as I remember it, was entitled “Brer Rabbit and the Tar Baby”
 and was included in a series of school textbooks, called the “Nelson’s West Indian Readers”
, compiled by J. O. Cotteridge (1983) which had information relating to folk tales, geography, history, flora and fauna of the Caribbean. (This was a compulsory reader in the Caribbean.  I wonder why such a story was included?  What message/learning was intended?  Why was this text considered so important that it had to be included in a national reader?) This is the story, from which I can recall so many negatives and that remains pervasive within my consciousness. 

As I reminisce, I feel that I have never fully explored the impact of the story on me to any significant degree. However, Brer Rabbit and the Tar-Baby now, amidst my musings, appears as a confusing, troublesome irritation in my thought processes and seems to suggest that there is an aspect of self that needs to be given attention. 

To be attempting to give that attention to self now, over forty years since the reading of “Brer Rabbit and the Tar Baby”, I consider may have meaning in itself, particularly as I sense within a readiness for self-inquiry, (self-inquiry – why now?) and feel that there may be some importance for self-understanding, for life understanding, in the exploration of this story on the shaping of who I am.

It is important to note though, that in my recall of the story, the question as to whether I found it interesting or whether I liked it seemed not to be the contention. That there was interest was not in doubt. To say whether I liked it was more problematic, for the story impacted at a base level, in that, it evoked within me, identification with the “Tar-Baby”.
 I had called the Tar-Baby into my life and its personification within me presented a complex set of images. Yet the rabbit and the fox in the story were never personified to the same degree and remained within the realm of the folk tale, just like other animals I had read about in other stories that provided morals for my inculcation. 

For example: The Ass in the Lion's Skin
 - Fine clothes may disguise, but silly words will disclose a fool; The Fox and the Goat
 - Look before you leap; The Fox and the Grapes
 - It is easy to despise what you cannot get; The Hare and the Tortoise
 - Plodding wins the race; The Lion and the Mouse
 - Little friends may prove great friends; and The Wolf in Sheep's Clothing
 - Appearances are deceptive.
The story went something like this:  

One day Brer Fox thought of how Brer Rabbit had been cutting up his capers and bouncing around until he'd come to believe that he was the boss of the whole gang. Brer Fox thought of a way to lay some bait for that uppity Brer Rabbit. 

He went to work and got some tar and mixed it with some turpentine. He fixed up a contraption that he called a Tar-Baby. When he finished making her, he put a straw hat on her head and sat the little thing in the middle of the road. Brer Fox, he lay off in the bushes to see what would happen. 


Brer Rabbit and the Tar-Baby, drawing by E.W. Kemble from The Tar-Baby, by Joel Chandler - Hawthorn Books, Inc.

On reading the term Tar-Baby a chord was immediately struck with me, particularly as tar was a major produce of Trinidad, with its renowned asphalt filled Pitch Lake. I knew what tar was and needed no vivid imagination to wonder what a Tar-Baby might look like. Interestingly, though the image that I recalled was not the image in the above picture, although I am certain that the image of the Tar-Baby in the picture above was the one that I saw.  However, this image did not register. My recall is of an image pitch black, formless and abhorrent. (There’s some dialogue to be had here, I’m not quite sure what though.  I feel that you may know) Furthermore, I had no recollection of the Tar-Baby being female. This may be of significance in forming of my male view of the world, but to a great extent, I knew the treatment, (what treatment are you referring to?) without discrimination, would have been the same during slavery and the colonial period. 

Despite this concern for no recall of the Tar-Baby being female, I turned to the challenge of my recall and self-inquired as to why I would imagine the Tar-Baby to be ugly. Initially I thought that this might have been so, because of the liquidity of the tar and the difficulty of it keeping its shape. Furthermore, I mused that if the tar on the roads of Trinidad were anything to go by, then if any beauty existed at first, it would not have lasted given the pot-holed and poor conditions of the roads. 

However, I found it interesting in my musing on ugliness that the only other story with which I had had such a personal identification was the story of the ‘Ugly Duckling’.
 (I wonder if some discussion could be had here of your perceptions of self in terms of your beauty or otherwise?  What perceptions did you develop of yourself in your own right, in relation to those around you – brothers/other relatives/society etc? – I wonder here if I’m talking of the issue of colourism – I’m not quite sure) That story held some significance for me in terms of becoming, even though that becoming was from dark and ugly to white and beautiful. The Ugly Duckling seemed to offer a hope that the Tar-Baby in Brer Rabbit and the Tar-Baby could not aspire to. The Tar-Baby would always remain black and seemed to have no hope of becoming something other than what he already was. The realisation of the hope of the Ugly Duckling is clearly evident in the following excerpt of that story.

"I will fly to those royal birds," he exclaimed, "and they will kill me, because I am so ugly, … but it does not matter: better be killed by them than pecked by the ducks, beaten by the hens, pushed about by the maiden who feeds the poultry, or starved with hunger in the winter."

 Then he flew to the water, and swam towards the beautiful swans. The moment they espied the stranger, they rushed to meet him with outstretched wings.

 "Kill me," said the poor bird; and he bent his head down to the surface of the water, and awaited death.

But what did he see in the clear stream below? His own image; no longer a dark, grey bird, ugly and disagreeable to look at, but a graceful and beautiful swan… He now felt glad at having suffered sorrow and trouble, because it enabled him to enjoy so much better all the pleasure and happiness around him; for the great swans swam round the new-comer, and stroked his neck with their beaks, as a welcome.

Into the garden presently came some little children, and threw bread and cake into the water.

 "See," cried the youngest, "there is a new one;" and the rest were delighted, and ran to their father and mother, dancing and clapping their hands, and shouting joyously, "There is another swan come; a new one has arrived."

Then they threw more bread and cake into the water, and said, "The new one is the most beautiful of all; he is so young and pretty." And the old swans bowed their heads before him.

Then he felt quite ashamed, and hid his head under his swing; for he did not know what to do, he was so happy, and yet not at all proud. He had been persecuted and despised for his ugliness, and now he heard them say he was the most beautiful of all the birds. Even the elder-tree bent down its bows into the water before him, and the sun shone warm and bright. Then he rustled his feathers, curved his slender neck, and cried joyfully, from the depths of his heart, "I never dreamed of such happiness as this, while I was an ugly duckling."

On further self inquiry though, and until this very moment of my investigation, I had considered I had often articulated that my first awareness of being black related to the reading of a comic book on the life of Booker T Washington,
 which had been purchased for me by my mother, whilst in transit in Barbados, on my emigration from Trinidad to England when I was 10 years old. However, I wondered that if I knew how black peoples were treated at the age of 5 – 6, then possibly I also had information on how black peoples were depicted that could have influenced my thinking from that time. Hence, if I already had that awareness, then a conception of being black had already been shaped in my thoughts at that time. Thus, the reading of the comic book or more appropriately, becoming aware of the life of Booker T Washington had to be reassigned, (I’d love to hear more hear about your thoughts on reassignment – why reassign and it what way?  What’s the importance of that reassignment?) despite its great impact on me. 

For me this line of thought had much import, particularly as Brer Rabbit and the Tar Baby had been read some years prior to the comic book on Booker T Washington. So rather than the comic book being the first conscious moment in my recollections of being black, Brer Rabbit and the Tar Baby provides an earlier memory. There is some worry in this for me, particularly as this assignment of Brer Rabbit and the Tar Baby as an earlier memory of being black, is associated with the evocation of so many negatives related to self, since my early childhood. This is contrary to the evocation of the many positives that I derived from the reading of the comic book on the life of Booker T. Washington, which I have long considered as a defining moment in the shaping of much that is positive in my self-image. This is so, despite the caricature, in a political context, of Booker T Washington as an “uncle tom”
 figure. For on completion of the reading of the comic book I wanted to walk in the footsteps of Booker T Washington and accomplish, as he had accomplished “a great life’s work” in the interest of black peoples”.

I am now convinced though, that in attempting to place my recall of Brer Rabbit and the Tar Baby in the unfolding of my life, must now mean that if only subliminally, the notions of ‘race’ and the significance of colour had already made a mark on my consciousness, even if only at the subconscious level. How else would I have been able to make this identification with the “tar baby?”

In searching my recall it appears that I have feint early childhood memories that may be of personal significance relating to stories about how much ‘white’ a black person had in them determined not only their intelligence, but also their physical and innate beauty, which may have been influences on me. It appears that by the age of 5 – 6 I had already learned that if a black person was bright (intelligent), it could only be due to the ‘whiteness’ in them. If a black person were considered beautiful, then it would be related to the complexion of their skin, the straightness of their hair and nose and the thin-ness of their lips. These were the characteristics that determined whether you were of a fair and pretty complexion or dark, whether you had good hair or ‘picky’ hair, whether you had a nice nose or a flat nose and whether you had beautiful lips or ‘rubber lips’. (where did these notions come from for you – it may be that you need to speculate, rather than calling on any conscious memory – my guess though, is that there are some conscious memories that you can call on).

These pieces of information would have been overheard in conversations between adults, told to children when their hair proved difficult to comb with implements unsuited to that purpose, communicated when marital associations were being considered and utilised by children when ‘giving fatigue’
 or in argument with peers. The information would have been shared as a matter of course and not seen as unusual. Hence, I imagined it would not have been unusual for me to perceive the Tar-Baby as being ugly. 

Thus, despite the dissonance in my image recall, in that, the image that I saw and the imaginary image that I committed to memory, one thing is certain. That is, I identified with the Tar-Baby, because the Tar-Baby was black and though not wholly grounded in the making of this association, (did you also know that you were/are beautiful or did you have a perception of yourself as ugly and why?) I had an awareness of the negatives of being black and I knew I was black. 
This awareness of being black had not only personal dimensions, for there were inferences for the wider community. That I could perceive myself as black also meant that I was part of a society within which I had begun to recognise difference, position and place and had already founded a rudimentary (or possibly more than rudimentary) identification with one of the myriad communities - the black community of African descent in Trinidad (I stand to be corrected – I believe you also have Indian in your family.  Why not also identification with people of Indian descent?). 

This recognition of difference and my ability to identify with a community is of some importance, because being able to understand one’s self-conception within the context of the wider society, at this time, meant having some awareness of colonial society. That is, a society where race, complexion and possessions determined the power relationships and inter-relationships between the different peoples that comprised the society in a hierarchical order.

This sense of community would have been found in the dynamic interpretation of the extended family and its co-relation with the appreciation of the ebb and flow of communal boundaries that would have been evident in descriptions of where one lived. For example, I could say dependent on who I was talking to and the context in which I was speaking, that I lived in Lodge Place, Laventille, Behind the Bridge, Port-of-Spain, The North, Trinidad, Trinidad and Tobago, The Greater Antilles and the West Indies. They would all be true, but each would convey a different inference and meaning. 

Conveyed too, would have been how I, as a person, an individual, was developing a premise for making sense of the world through attachment to the differing emphases in the use of the term community. I cannot say that it is with these set of words that I understood the experiences of my childhood, but I did have some sense of personal and communal difference, position and place in which the concept of power was inherent, if only in the context that black peoples were at the bottom in a hierarchical order, differentiated by race, complexion and possessions (I think it would be great to talk about how these hierarchies played out in Trinidad and also to do a comparison with the England.  It might also be a great opportunity to discuss here how the various cultures came into being in Trinidad) (I have some resources and access to resources that may be of value here – if it’s something that you are interested in exploring further!!). 

I say this because I am able to recall that the significance of complexion in my early life, in that, being white or near white conferred status. Being black conferred none. I can recall in the front room of my home too, that there was a large picture of a ‘white’ Jesus, which seemed to be in every home in the neighbourhood. In that front room too, was an arraignment of photographs that contrasted with that of the ‘white’ Jesus, which detailed the family’s history. Those family members who had died or emigrated were remembered in those black and white (and sometimes browning) captured images. One particular picture of my mother, father and elder brother in Trafalgar square remains a seemingly permanent etching on my consciousness (why this permanent etching on your consciousness – how did colourism play out in your family?– where did you fit in the hierarchy and how did/do you feel about that?. 

Furthermore, I can recall that it was a Chinese family that owned the grocery shop at the bottom of the steps, in Lodge Place, where I lived with Papa Leo, my great aunt Edna and my aunt Dora. The Scrubbs family, of African descent, also owned a shop near to where I resided in the community. It was interesting though that whereas the children of Scrubbs family played many games with their peers in the quarry, the children of the Chinese family made no such excursions. I can also recall that on my travels from Port-of-Spain to Curepe where one of my brothers resided with my Grandmother that I had come into contact with people from predominantly Indian communities, which encouraged in me confirmation of my recognition that I lived in a community of people from predominantly African descent. I also had an awareness that I had to be careful when traversing through Indian communities, because of the rivalry between peoples of African and Indian descent that seemed to be encapsulated in the ‘race’ identification of the political parties. The People National Movement (PNM) – Poor Nigger Men and the Democratic Labour Party (DLP) Dirty Little Pigs. (would be useful to the reader to have these disparaging terms explained and maybe say something about how they came about)  

My recall of interaction with white peoples at this time though, seems hazy and not as substantive as with any of the other peoples that comprised Trinidad’s population – a population that has been described as the most cosmopolitan in the universe. The most vivid recall of white peoples present in my memory is those distant white priests and nuns associated with the Roman Catholic Church, which played a critical part in generating many experiences in my early childhood.  Attendance at church for Sunday mass, First Fridays, the Holy Days, First Communions, Confirmations, Confessions and a litany of other occasions occurred with regularity. I marvelled at the pomp and ceremony of the priests as they marched through the aisles of the cathedral and took their place at their appointed positions amongst the congregation and on completion of the mass, out of sight into the vestibule. 

I liked attending church, but had awareness that it was something that I had to do, a ritual. If I did not attend it was likely that I would get a beating or be faced with doing endless chores. It was a place which created a mix of emotions. I had to ‘dress up’ to attend and this always felt good. This was in keeping with the sense of holiness that being in church seemed to evoke in the incense-burning, smoke-scented atmosphere. The height of this sense of holiness though, was in the receipt of the host at communion, the result of a miraculous event – the transformation of the bread and wine in the tabernacle into the body and blood of Jesus Christ. 

At communion I sometimes wondered why the priest drank wine and took the host, but the congregation only received the host. I wondered on occasions when feeling sinful what would happen if I went up to receive the host. I imagined that my tongue would just burn up, so I never took the chance. I felt ashamed though when I did not go up to receive the host, because everyone then knew that I was a sinner. Being a sinner was an important conceptualisation in my early life. 

The teachings of the Roman Catholic Church were important in the formation of my early religiosity. It was always perplexing though, why the mass contained so many Latin verses, which I found difficulty in understanding. I would mouth some of these phrases and obtained great pleasure in finding the meaning of some of them. However, it was not the church, but my family, community and school that ensured that I knew the Ten Commandments, the sacraments and the catechism. In fact, I learned to fear God, not through the Church, but through stories from elders, about the life of Jesus. It was from these teachings that I learned what it was to be a sinner and the consequences of committing sin created great fears within me. 

These fears were exacerbated with the regularity with which I had to make confessions. The expectation that I held was that it would have to be done at least monthly, for if I remained absent for over three months from the confessional box, it was likely that I would be excommunicated. My confessions were to a white priest in a booth in which a gauzed window obscured him. I always commenced confession with “Bless me Father for I have sinned, it is so many week/months since my last confession” and ended with the priest informing on the penalties for transgression. This was usually the saying of so many Our Fathers and so many Hail Marys
 using the beads on one’s rosary or chaplet as a counter. 

I consider that the experiences noted above must have played a part in how I interpreted the Wonderful Story of the Tar-Baby. They were not the only experiences however, for as I continue to self-inquire I am aware of another set of experiences, which stem from the recognition that though black peoples were at the bottom in a hierarchical order, differentiated by race, complexion and possessions, it was necessary to resist, despite personal and communal difference, notions of position and place based on that hierarchical order.

I remember a picture of Haile Selassie, Emperor of Ethiopia that held pride of place in the gallery over the door that led to the front room. It had been placed so that it could be viewed and revered, by Papa Leo. Family folklore held that Papa Leo was a Garveyite
 and had involvement in the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. Papa Leo though, like many of my elders did not attend only one church. Many attended both the Roman Catholic Church their own lively black Baptist congregational gatherings. 

Marcus Garvey, the ‘Black Moses’,
 was an important figure though, for he was convinced that every people had a God-given purpose, and so his call to black people was to "think with me in the hope of assuming your responsibility to be the man that God Almighty created you to be, and not the cringing, crawling creature that most of you have become without realising our place in the world."
 Garvey’s challenge to black peoples, premised on notions grounded in Christian anthropology, was that "every man who has a soul and every man who has a mind is after and in the image of his creator God. Thus man was not made to be a cringing, crawling being, he was made to be captain of his own ship, a master of his own destiny." 

Garvey also challenged the universalist presumptions of European theologians and articulated a perspective that was intentionally particularistic, and self-consciously black:

“If the white man has the idea of a white God, let him worship his God as he desires. If the yellow man's God is of his own race let him worship his God as he sees fit. We, as Negroes have found a new ideal, whilst our God has no colour, yet it is human to see everything through ones spectacles, and since the white people have seen their God through white spectacles, we have only now started out (late though it be) to see our God through our own spectacles”.

Garvey's declarations were born not from some compelling philosophical notion, but from the rebellion of a proud black man against the overbearing and vulgar imposition of Euro-Christian ideology. He articulated the incongruities that many sensed and agonised over in silence and questioned whether the faith of Christianity, with scripture that spoke of liberation and justice for the poor and oppressed, and which dramatised this in stirring narrative, could become the justification for over 400 years of degradation. What does Jesus, who reached out to the marginalised and sought to restore the outcast, have to do with a religious-cultural framework in which they were taught to hate themselves and blame themselves for having been victimised?

Avowedly anticolonial, Garveyism aimed to inculcate in black peoples worldwide a racial pride, black consciousness, black nationalism, and an acceptance of Africa as the homeland. Garvey's Pan-Africanist philosophy, which established a sense of national identity based on race, instilled in many black people the belief that their economic and political liberation could ultimately be found in a strong and unified Africa. Ethiopianism, a doctrine that glorified Ethiopia based on passages from the Bible offered the spiritual basis for Garvey’s common Pan-African identity. Ethiopia was equated with the ancient empires that flourished in the upper parts of the Nile Valley and largely through biblical references and sermons, this territory was perceived as central to the salvation of the black race.  (All of this information is powerfully informative.  Perhaps it could be linked back to perceptions of self.  Which has the greater influence on you and why – Tar Baby or Garvey?)

The references to Ethiopia in the Bible were cherished for in them black peoples were depicted in a dignified and human light within which the promise of freedom was held. These passages also informed that African peoples had a proud and deep cultural heritage that pre-dated European civilization. The summation of these sentiments was most frequently identified with Psalm 68:31 where it is prophesied, "Princes shall come out of Egypt and Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her hands unto God."
 Garvey made conspicuous use of 18th century biblical Ethiopianism in his speeches and writings. For him, it was "Every nation to their own vine and fig tree."
 

Furthermore, there was in nearly all expressions of Ethiopianism, a belief in the redemption of the race linked to the coming of a black messiah. Garvey assured his followers of the coming of a black messiah when he stated: 

"No one knows when the hour of Africa's redemption cometh. It is in the wind. It is coming. One day, like a storm, it will be here.” 
 He told black peoples to "look to Africa for the crowning of a king to know that your redemption is near."
 

The sovereignty of Ethiopia amidst European colonialism on the continent of Africa further fixed greater attention on the ancient Empire of Ethiopia itself. Ethiopia was considered by many as a black Zion. Thus, in 1896, when the invading Italian forces were defeated by Menelik II in the Battle of Adwa this served to bolster the mythic status and redemptive symbolism of Ethiopia in the eyes of Africans at home and abroad. For Garvey, the liberation of the African continent from colonialism was inseparable from the uplift of black peoples everywhere. 

However, it was the fulfilment of Garvey’s millennial expectations, the crowning of Ras Tafari Makonnen, alleged descendant of the biblical King Solomon, as the Black King of Ethiopia, as a Rastafarian observed that stirred the imaginations of an entire generation (of Africans in the Americas) and refocused attention upon ancient Ethiopia. Just as Garvey had promised, a Black man had become King. And not just King of anything, but King of Ethiopia, the oldest, and at one time the most powerful throne on earth. This single event resonated with the multiple cultural, political, and religious dimensions of Garveyism and Ethiopianism. 

Ras Tafari, who took the name Haile Selassie at his coronation, was seen as the "promised Messiah from the House of Judah"
 As Barrett concedes his crowning was seen as “a revelation from God, a fulfilment of Biblical prophecy, and a signal that it was time for redemption”.
 This importance was represented through his many titles: His Imperial Majesty, Haile Selassie I, King of Kings, Lord of Lords, Conquering Lion of the Tribe of Judah, Light of this World, King of Zion, and Elect of God. 

Since the Middle Ages, a part of Ethiopia's nobility, including the Makonnens, the family to which Selassie belonged, had perceived themselves as descendants of King Solomon of Judah and the Queen of Sheba. This was a belief stemming from biblical prophecies, including the Song of Solomon 1:5-6, which states: "I am Black, but comely, O ye daughters of Jerusalem, as the tents of Kedar, as the curtains of Solomon."
 As Chevannes points out, "if Solomon was Black, so was the Christ. Both were descendants of David. Redemption of the African race was therefore at hand."
 

This redemption had been a long time coming, but with the visit of Haile Selassie to Trinidad and the onset of Trinidad’s Independence, bringing the imminent end of colonialism, the promise of shaping a nation through one’s own endeavours and decisions, created much optimism. I remember being among the throng of African people listening to Eric Williams, who would become Trinidad’s first Prime Minister at the University of Woodford Square.
 Furthermore, I learnt about Uriah Buzz Butler, the father of trade unionism in the island and who placed poor black men on the modern industrial map. 

It was in this context that Papa Leo’s Ethiopianist perspective, which played a part in the shaping of my understanding of being black, of being African, held importance. I remember retold stories of how I sat in his lap reading stories and the newspaper, and his reading of stories to me. I remember too, the importance given to Tant Bibet and Tant Onut, my great grand mother and my great, great aunt, who family folklore upheld was real Africans. Being African held much significance, in my home. (I think the reader would benefit greatly from hearing more about the whole impact of Garveyism and Ethiopianism on you and your identity.  A lot has been said about the movements – how have these times in history impacted on you as a Black man? How have they influenced your thinking/politics?  How have they influenced your raising of two Black males? How have they influenced your relationship to the world more generally?)

The story continued … 

Well, he didn't have to wait long either, 'cause by and by Brer Rabbit came pacing down the road--lippity-clippity, clippity-lippity--just as sassy as a jaybird. Brer Fox, he lay low. Brer Rabbit came prancing along until he saw the Tar-Baby and then he sat back on his hind legs like he was astonished. The Tar-Baby just sat there, she did, and Brer Fox, he lay low. 

"Good morning!" says Brer Rabbit, says he. "Nice weather we're having this morning," says he. 

Tar-Baby didn't say a word, and Brer Fox, he lay low. 

"How are you feeling this morning?" says Brer Rabbit, says he. 

Brer Fox, he winked his eye real slow and lay low and the Tar-Baby didn't say a thing. 

"What is the matter with you then? Are you deaf?" says Brer Rabbit, says he. "Cause if you are, I can holler louder," says he. 

The Tar-Baby stayed still and Brer Fox, he lay low. 

"You're stuck-up, that's what's wrong with you. You think you're too good to talk to me," says Brer Rabbit, says he. "And I'm going to cure you, that's what I'm going to do," says he. 

Brer Fox started to chuckle in his stomach, he did, but Tar-Baby didn't say a word. 

"I'm going to teach you how to talk to respectable folks if it's my last act," says Brer Rabbit, says he. "If you don't take off that hat and say howdy, I'm going to bust you wide open," says he. 

Tar-Baby stayed still and Brer Fox, he lay low. 

By the time I had read to this juncture my identification with the Tar-Baby had moved beyond simply a matter of association through colour. This depiction of the tar bay as having no voice plucked other chords from which I derived significance beyond my self-identification with the Tar-Baby. I found that it had a meaning that not only characterised self, but also characterised the community – the people of African background, with whom I identified. Thus, at both the personal and communal levels, that the tar baby had no voice, held significance for me and represented that the black individual and the black community had “no voice”. (Is it really true that we have no voice – I mean NO voice?  What does this do to the psyche when the perception is that we have no voice?  In the writing of this paper, are you still saying that you have no voice?  What does having no voice really mean on a day to day practical level and also on a political level?  How could we gain more of a voice?)

However, alongside this recognition of the absence of a voice, there was an inner voice that struggled for emergence, wherein a defiant spirit was marshalled to question, reason and challenge the behaviour of Brer Rabbit towards the Tar-Baby. 

I took the place of the Tar-Baby (I think that this style of telling your story is so very powerful – takes away the mystery – necessarily of Tar baby and gives her a much needed voice) in the story and through inner-conversations wondered why Brer Rabbit should be astonished to see me at rest. Why did not Brer Rabbit continue on his merry way without disturbing my peace? I had no wish to talk to anyone and my parents had warned incessantly that I should be careful with whom I engaged in conversation. I had no wish to engage in idle talk about the weather and had no wish to tell this stranger or trickster how I felt. 

There was nothing the matter with me and I was not deaf. I was at peace with myself, just resting on the road. This was not unusual for it is unlikely that any vehicle would pass on this country road. Even, if a vehicle was to come along, there would be sufficient time to move out of the way. The barking of dogs would give advance warning and so too, the whirring of the vehicle’s loud engine, together with the diver’s constant tooting on his horn, to greet friends. All this would have been heard from far off in the distance. 

I did not consider myself stuck up and did not feel too good to talk to Brer Rabbit or anyone else for that matter. I just wished that Brer Rabbit would be good enough just to let me be. For Brer Rabbit to say that he is going to teach me you how to talk to respectable folks and that if I don't take off my hat and say howdy, that he is going to bust me wide open, shows that I am right not to talk to him. He does not deserve my respect. I will not talk.

I knew what was going to come next and was resigned that I would get a beating. That was the order of things. However, my resignation that I would be beaten as I recalled was not from a sense of being defeated. On the contrary, it is derived from a sense of defiance. I will take my beating, but my time will come when the tables would be turned, and such beatings would no longer take place (where does this sense of defiance come from?  How important is it for your sense of dignity and survival?  I suppose the question before this last one is why defiance is important?) 

The story continued … 

Brer Rabbit kept on asking her why she wouldn't talk and the Tar-Baby kept on saying nothing until Brer Rabbit finally drew back his fist, he did, and blip--he hit the Tar-Baby on the jaw. But his fist stuck and he couldn't pull it loose. The tar held him. But Tar-Baby, she stayed still, and Brer Fox, he lay low. 

"If you don't let me loose, I'm going to hit you again," says Brer Rabbit, says he, and with that he drew back his other fist and blap--he hit the Tar-Baby with the other hand and that one stuck fast too. 

Tar-Baby she stayed still, and Brer Fox, he lay low. 

"Turn me loose, before I kick the natural stuffing out of you," says Brer Rabbit, says he, but the Tar-Baby just sat there. 

She just held on and then Brer Rabbit jumped her with both his feet. Brer Fox, he lay low. Then Brer Rabbit yelled out that if that Tar-Baby didn't turn him loose, he was going to butt her crank-sided. Then he butted her and his head got stuck. (In this instance, I am not wholly sure that Tar Baby was helpless.  Brer Rabbit became immobile because he became stuck to Tar Baby.  This was Tar Baby’s power – she had to do nothing except sit still in order to render Brer Rabbit helpless.  She was able to use her own `magic’ as power.  No matter what he threatened Brer Rabbit couldn’t win).  I’m reminded here of the words of Maya Angelou when she said you may encounter many defeats, but you must never be defeated)

This beating meted out by Brer Rabbit on the Tar-Baby impacted deeply. The inability of the Tar-Baby to voice her challenge or to retaliate to the physical assault that the rabbit waged was a double bind for me. They were real blows. What was to follow though, was even more painful, for Brer Fox who had seen the whole incident and had used the Tar-Baby his own ends, was concerned only with advancing his own interest. What was disturbing here was that not only was the Tar-Baby depicted as being without feelings, but that Brer Fox although able to explain correctly Brer Rabbit’s transgressions in relation to the Tar-Baby, Brer Fox really had no concern for the Tar-Baby’s condition. (How has the silence of others in the face of injustice against you impacted on you? How has it felt for you when people have considered you as not having feelings?  How has it felt for you when your `boys’ (sons) have experienced race injustice?  I think what would make this even more powerful are some examples from your own personal experience). It was just a big joke. This should not have been surprising for the ill-treatment of black peoples is in some quarters viewed as sport and appreciated as an activity of fun – part of the de-humanising process.

The story continued …

Brer Fox walked out from behind the bushes and strolled over to Brer Rabbit, looking as innocent as a mockingbird. 

"Howdy, Brer Rabbit," says Brer Fox, says he. "You look sort of stuck up this morning," says he. And he rolled on the ground and laughed and laughed until he couldn't laugh anymore. 

By and by he said, "Well, I expect I got you this time, Brer Rabbit," says he. "Maybe I don't, but I expect I do. You've been around here sassing after me a mighty long time, but now it's the end. 

And then you're always getting into something that's none of your business," says Brer Fox, says he. 

"Who asked you to come and strike up a conversation with this Tar-Baby? And who stuck you up the way you are? Nobody in the round world. 

You just jammed yourself into that Tar-Baby without waiting for an invitation," says Brer Fox, says he. 

"There you are and there you'll stay until I fix up a brushpile and fire it up, "because I'm going to barbecue you today, for sure," says Brer Fox, says he.

I drew from this development in the story that after the Tar-Baby’s had received her beating, she is essentially forgotten in the story, in that, her use is complete. This showed not only her marginality to the overall scheme of things, but also how little care existed for her battered condition within the overall scheme of things. This caricature, for me, mirrored symbolically experiences not of my own as such, but experiences to which I had an association through my membership of the wider black community. I had imagined that the assault of the Brer Rabbit had been on me. I had done nothing, yet I had been beaten, battered and bruised and just left hurting in on the side of the road to tend to my injured self. I could have died, but not for a purpose of my own.

Such imaginings encouraged a demeanour mirroring sorrow for myself and the internalisation of negative feelings which told me that no one cared for my condition and no one really cared for me. This was a victim’s perspective, and it is from this perspective that I have been able to hold on to the negative feelings and much of the personal despair that had been evoked on the very first reading of the Wonderful Tar Baby story.

However, this victim’s perspective, as I now recall, was not the only emotion that charged my consciousness. For from within the depths of my despair I remember saying to myself at that time that the beating that the Tar-baby received will never happen to me. I will fight back. (Why was this defiance essential to your psyche/soul/spiritual well-being?) That I subsequently did get a beating, in England some six years after my emigration Trinidad, and did not fight back though was to be an important lesson in my life development. 

The beating that I received occurred one evening soon after coming out of Tooting Broadway tube station when four or five white men attacked me. They punched, slapped and kicked me. I felt every blow that they threw as I became trapped amongst an unconcerned crowd of people. Somehow though I managed to escape and I ran and ran with the blows of my attackers impressed on body such was the weight and impact of the blows, such was the bodily pain. (Why was important for you to run away and to live to fight another day?) A much greater pain though, was the inner shame that I had felt when I had not been able to utter a word or retaliate to this attack on my personhood. Many years would pass before I would be able to voice what had happened that day to another person.  

Once more though, I vowed, on the day of my beating, that any future attack on me without my retaliation would never happen again. That they have occurred since or at least been attempted, when I have either retaliated or not retaliated has shown me that these vows are just simple gestures (I, as a reader would benefit from knowing why you feel these vows are simple gestures.  It sounds as though you are saying that these vows have no point/validity and I’d quite to know a bit more about what your thinking is on this) of defiance in response to assaults on one’s personhood. The absurdity is that one cannot prevent an unprovoked racist attack from another person or persons, when it is racism that governs much of your interaction with others in a society that is racist (useful to provide examples that you believe supports this assertion – some high profile examples would be useful – Stephen Lawrence (I’ve got a copy of this report if it would be of value to you at any point), Roland Adams, SUS, police stats on stop and search etc.). You become aware that attacks can happen at anytime, anywhere and that there is no logic to when and where it happens and why you. However, you never come to terms with it happening at either a personal level or communal level.

I am of the opinion though, that it is from the making of these futile vows, in the face of assaults, that the development of strategies for not only survival, but the shaping of alternative perspectives is derived. These vows have importance not only as personal mechanisms for saving face, but for enlivening the thought processes to give consideration to the creation of meaningful lives, in what is recognised as absurd conditions. These alternative perspectives, far removed from that of the victim’s perspective, offer the prospect of new ways of being and a different living reality springing from a ‘spirit of defiance’. (If the vows are futile, how can they have importance – strikes me as a bit of a contradiction!!!!!!!?)

This spirit of defiance can take many forms, but no matter the form, it offers an alternative way for the interpretation of events. For example, one can hold a perspective that presents that it is Brer Fox that has set-up the Tar-Baby to be abused. Of course, Brer Fox does not tell Brer Rabbit to attack the Tar-Baby, but it is Brer Fox that creates the conditions in which the attack on the Tar-Baby can be predicted. That Brer Rabbit carries out the attack as a result of the conditions created by Brer Fox, does not excuse his unjust actions. Nor can Brer Fox be excused, for though he did not tell Brer Rabbit to attack the Tar-Baby, it is he that has created the conditions that allows the injustice to take place. Brer Fox and Brer Rabbit though at odds with each other are complicit in their respective activities - the creation of unjust conditions and the undertaking of an unjust act. (I wonder if it would be possible to get into the mind of the racist, much the same way you got into the mind of Tar Baby – I’m sure that there is loads of literature that would be useful – why? Because you talk of the acts being unjust and obviously I agree with you….. the racist would see it differently and I think this knowledge would add another dimension to your paper).

That is the order of things and the imagery of the fox in the bush, unseen, but still being able to manipulate the situation, is not too far removed from how relations of power in operation of are often depicted in society. That Brer Rabbit takes on a superior attitude, speaks to the relations of power, but that he seems incapable of learning from his follies, is incongruous to his claimed superiority. His beating up on the Tar Baby is noted not only as an unreasonable act, but also exemplifies that he is stuck in his mode of thinking. He is trapped within his own prejudices and an impaired sense of justice.

It is the recognition of this incongruity between the being and action of Brer Rabbit that offers the prospect for change in the Tar Baby’s conditions. Those holding perspectives far removed from the victim’s perspective, would see this as a fissure which can be utilised to build their own position. The simplest statement that would give recognition of the fissure would be that the Rabbit is stupid. 

How can he just keep beating up on the Tar-Baby? Can he not see that each time he hits the Tar-Baby he becomes stuck? It is this stupidity that divests Brer Rabbit of his claimed superiority in the eyes of those who he considers is his inferiors and as the story unfolds one will see that a similar charge can be made against Brer Fox, who is outwitted by Brer Rabbit. Interestingly, the success of Brer Rabbit provides the prospect of success for the Tar-Baby too.

It is this prospect for success, tied to the defiant spirit, which enables the reinterpretation of the Tar-Baby’s conditions. That is, conditions, so aptly described by Richard Wright, in is autobiographical story, Black Boy, 1945, as generating feelings of being “emotionally cast out of the world, …made to live outside the normal processes of life, … conditioned in feeling against something daily, … become accustomed to living on the side of those who watched and waited”. 

The Tar-Baby “on the side of those who watched and waited” cannot be viewed as weak. On the contrary, in the taking of her beating, she remains silent, but strong. She is simply awaiting a future moment in which conditions are more favourable to strike back. The acceptance of her discard is temporal, for she knows that she will not always be so accepting of such treatment. Thus, the Tar-Baby even in her discard she is able to elicit something positive, for she recognises that in being left to her own devices, a space has been created for her to do her own thinking, find solutions and make plans for retaliation. This is derived from her own perspectives culled from an understanding of her own peculiar conditions. 

In the holding on to the perception that her condition is temporal, the Tar-Baby is able to use effectively those conditions – that of being taken for granted with no prospect for change in her lowly position - as a stimulus for self-change and for her impact in the world. The world is changing because the Tar-Baby is changing, but it is a change that Brer Rabbit and Brer Fox would have difficulty in seeing. They would continue as before as if there had been no change and this would be reflected in the maintenance of the character of their relationship. Thus, the order of the world would seemingly continue as before with the Tar-Baby marginal to the relationship between Brer Rabbit and Brer Fox. However, for the Tar-Baby the order of the world is temporal. Her marginality is temporal.

The story continued …

Then Brer Rabbit started talking mighty humble. 

"I don't care what you do with me, Brer Fox, says he, "Just so you don't fling me in that briar patch. Roast me, Brer Fox, says he, "But don't fling me in that briar patch." 

"It's so much trouble to kindle a fire," says Brer Fox, says he, "that I expect I'd better hang you," says he. 

"Hang me just as high as you please, Brer Fox, says Brer Rabbit, says he, "but for the Lord's sake, don't fling me in that briar patch," says he. 

"I don't have any string,” says Brer Fox, says he, "Now I expect I had better drown you,” says he. 

"Drown me just as deep as you please, Brer Fox," says Brer Rabbit, says he, "But please do not fling me in that briar patch,” says he. 

"There's no water near here," says Brer Fox, says he, "And now I reckon I'd better skin you," says he. 

"Skin me Brer Fox," says he. "Snatch out my eyeballs, tear out my ears by the roots," says he, "But please, Brer Fox, don't fling me in that briar patch, " says he. 

Of course, Brer Fox wanted to get Brer Rabbit as bad as he could, so he caught him by the behind legs and slung him right in the middle of the briar patch. There was a considerable flutter when Brer Rabbit struck the bushes, and Brer Fox hung around to see what was going to happen. 

By and by he heard someone call his name and 'way up on the hill he saw Brer Rabbit sitting cross-legged on a chinquapin log combing the tar pitch out of his hair with a chip. Then Brer Fox knew he had been tricked. 

Brer Rabbit hollered out, "Born and bred in the briar patch. I was born and bred in the briar patch!" And with that he skipped out just as lively as a cricket in the embers of a fire.

The conspicuous absence of the Tar-Baby in these final parts of the story is instructive, because for me the full story has not been told. I am left with what happened to the Tar-Baby, but in that same moment that defiant spirit tells me that she is not absent, she is there. She will reappear at some future date when she decides to act in her own interest. However, I am concerned that though she will know why she acts, her actions will not only be unexpected, but will not be even understood, by Brer Rabbit and Brer Fox for their manipulation, prejudices and impaired sense of justice will not allow them scope for the understanding of the Tar-Baby’s actions. The chasm in their experiences means there is no platform for meaningful dialogue and the absence of purposeful dialogue only presents the conditions for further non-understanding and explosive moments. I explode, in that moment for the Tar-Baby, feeling that through me I will let her voice be heard. Listen, hear me… 
I Explode

I am crying aloud for the Tar-Baby

Hoping that someone will hear

However, no one seems to care that she’s hurting

And it hurts her

That though she is so filled with care,

It is a care that she’s not allowed to really share

In conditions which despoils her.

I Explode

I know she will have to fight,

Take on another way of being,

And in that fight in an earthly condition

She may cease to belong … but know!

She will have prepared the ground

Sewn the seeds

For us to walk on … and flower

I Explode

In time…we’ll recapture our strong selves

That’s culled only for love

And though often submerged in despair

We’ll take hold of our ancestral qualities

Be at one with our spirituality,

And find unity… to create …and with others co-create

Till true freedom comes along

I Explode!

You don’t want to listen

You don’t want to hear

What! You’re not ready…I must wait

Wait for what and for how long

I defy you –

Pay attention

I am sharing, storytelling, dialoguing

And once more I Explode!

I Explode for the Tar-Baby

I Explode for me

Is no one listening

Is no one listening

Are you hearing

Are you hearing

This is my story too…

I Explode!

And my story will be heard

My humanity will not be denied

In this world that will die

Unless there is true caring

So I’ll keep sharing – continue storytelling

For there is a way - through dialoguing

It’s the African in me

Chapter Five

Reviewing Comments On The Exploration of an Intrusive Thought
In this story I consider that I have revealed aspects of myself in some depth. That I have shared the story in the way that I share I consider too, that the content, like that of “Create Your Own Dance”, speaks to my purpose for being in the world. However, probably more than Create Your Own Dance, “An Intrusive Thought” holds more firmly the prospect for “being in the world co-creating democratic structures”. I say this, acknowledging that Create Your Own Dance also holds this prospect. In An Intrusive thought though, the comments that are included with the story show that this process has already begun.

I found the comments attached to the story affirming, loving and challenging. They also just asked for more information, contended points of view or offered ideas on the way forward – essential ingredients in any dialogue. The comments, furthermore shows that the dialogue continues. The reader is awaiting a response. I have that the responsibility to make that response.

I say that the comments were affirming in that what I wrote I felt it was appreciated. The reader from the outset made a positive statement. There would be other positive comments throughout the story.

“You understand, don’t you Ian, that this PhD has the possibility of being a seminal work on self-inquiry generally and on race politics specifically, with it being required reading on `A’ level and degree programmes!!!!!!!!!!!”

“I think that this style of telling your story is so very powerful – takes away the mystery – necessarily of Tar baby and gives her a much needed voice”

The comments were loving in that the reader was concerned with what was happening with me. The following comments give evidence of this.

“I wonder why this story has intruded upon you?  What was going on for you in the various aspects of your life?”

“self-inquiry – why now?”

“There’s some dialogue to be had here, I’m not quite sure what though.  I feel that you may know”

The comments were challenging at a number of levels, in that, they posed questions not only for further general information, but they encouraged further self explorations. The following are examples.

“I wonder if some discussion could be had here of your perceptions of self in terms of your beauty or otherwise?  What perceptions did you develop of yourself in your own right, in relation to those around you – brothers/other relatives/society etc? – I wonder here if I’m talking of the issue of colourism – I’m not quite sure” 

“I stand to be corrected – I believe you also have Indian in your family.  Why not also identification with people of Indian descent?”. 

“why this permanent etching on your consciousness – how did colourism play out in your family?– where did you fit in the hierarchy and how did/do you feel about that?” 

“where does this sense of defiance come from?  How important is it for your sense of dignity and survival?  I suppose the question before this last one is why defiance is important?” 

“All of this information is powerfully informative.  Perhaps it could be linked back to perceptions of self.  Which has the greater influence on you and why – Tar Baby or Garvey?”

“I think the reader would benefit greatly from hearing more about the whole impact of Garveyism and Ethiopianism on you and your identity.  A lot has been said about the movements – how have these times in history impacted on you as a Black man? How have they influenced your thinking/politics?  How have they influenced your raising of two Black males? How have they influenced your relationship to the world more generally?”

“(Is it really true that we have no voice – I mean NO voice?  What does this do to the psyche when the perception is that we have no voice?  In the writing of this paper, are you still saying that you have no voice?  What does having no voice really mean on a day to day practical level and also on a political level?  How could we gain more of a voice?”

“did you also know that you were/are beautiful or did you have a perception of yourself as ugly and why?”

“How has the silence of others in the face of injustice against you impacted on you? How has it felt for you when people have considered you as not having feelings?  How has it felt for you when your `boys’ (sons) have experienced race injustice?  I think what would make this even more powerful are some examples from your own personal experience.”

The requests for information had their challenges too, in that they encouraged further research. The areas though held an interest for me. Some of the requests are as as follows:

“useful to provide examples that you believe supports this assertion – some high profile examples would be useful – Stephen Lawrence (I’ve got a copy of this report if it would be of value to you at any point), Roland Adams, SUS, police stats on stop and search etc.”

“This was a compulsory reader in the Caribbean.  I wonder why such a story was included?  What message/learning was intended?  Why was this text considered so important that it had to be included in a national reader?” 

“I think it would be great to talk about how these hierarchies played out in Trinidad and also to do a comparision with the England.  It might also be a great opportunity to discuss here how the various cultures came into being in Trinidad) (I have some resources and access to resources that may be of value here – if it’s something that you are interested in exploring further!!” 

“would be useful to the reader to have these disparaging terms explained and maybe say something about how they came about”  

That the comments contended points of view that I held is also of importance, in that this really points the way to true dialogue. Some of the contentions were:

“In this instance, I am not wholly sure that Tar Baby was helpless.  Brer Rabbit became immobile because he became stuck to Tar Baby.  This was Tar Baby’s power – she had to do nothing except sit still in order to render Brer Rabbit helpless.  She was able to use her own `magic’ as power.  No matter what he threatened Brer Rabbit couldn’t win).  I’m reminded here of the words of Maya Angelou when she said you may encounter many defeats, but you must never be defeated.”

“I, as a reader would benefit from knowing why you feel these vows are simple gestures.  It sounds as though you are saying that these vows have no point/validity and I’d quite to know a bit more about what your thinking is on this.” 

“If the vows are futile, how can they have importance – strikes me as a bit of a contradiction!!!!!!!?”

Interestingly, the comments end with a direction:

“I wonder if it would be possible to get into the mind of the racist, much the same way you got into the mind of Tar Baby – I’m sure that there is loads of literature that would be useful – why? Because you talk of the acts being unjust and obviously I agree with you….. the racist would see it differently and I think this knowledge would add another dimension to your paper.”

The comments were much appreciated and the importance of story – dialogue was once again affirmed for me. “An Intrusive Thought” also affirmed for me that “I had not left my shell behind.” My stories could be placed within the framework of the African story. They could be used as “a primary mode of conveying culture, experience, and values and as a means of transmitting knowledge, wisdom, feelings, and attitudes.” That African oral tradition had made its impact on self too, for it was influencing my values and experiences and helping to shape my attitudes, actions and ways of being. The process is still not at an end though and there are further explorations to be undertaken.

I know though, that I can have dialogue and be understood in that dialogue, holding an African-centred worldview. I know too, that my dialoguing does offer the prospect for new alliances; the assisting in creating new environments; attending to imprisoned memories and encouraging new ways of being, I know these things.

Yet, I continue to explore and as I explore, I be recalling events critical in the making of me. In the next chapter I remember Granny. I wrote it in celebration of my becoming who I am.

Granny and I – Adversaries too, includes comments on which I will make no comment, at this point in time. The story and the comments, together, make its own statement. In Chapter Seven I will focus on how the term “making and unmaking” came into my thinking.

Chapter Six
 Granny and I (Adversaries)  
Very powerful……………..  I felt such a fluidity and an urgency in this piece.  On a level, I also felt a deep rage coming from you and thought of your son (I hope this is o.k. to say).

You have a very poetic, creative style of writing, the reader just wants to read on and on.  I would have wanted to meet your Granny.  It sounds as though she had a very profound impact on your life.

I’d like to read more about you and your experience with your Granny.  How did she help to make you the person you are today?

What were your fears about your Grannies judgements?

What aspects of you could she judge that you would find difficult/painful and why?

Where are you now in terms of your belief systems about God?

"Gentle Jesus, meek and mild, look upon a little child" were the words that greeted me as I came through the front door. I thought to myself oh oh granny is at it again. This, of course, was not the first time I had heard these words, but granny at prayer always did something to me. However, I could never fully understand, until much later in life, that the experience that I had considered a real challenge to my very existence was contrarily, Granny’s motivation, motivating me to exist. 

So, when granny was at prayer, I tried to make myself scarce, invisible and on this occasion I sought the sanctuary of the kitchen, after offering her the briefest acknowledgement. A slight raise of the hand, a gentle twinkling of my fingers, my eyes set firmly on the kitchen door and mind beyond this barrier, signalled my presence and disappearance, as I crept past her. My grandmother, it seemed, as if sensing my apprehension was also brief in her acknowledgement. A simple "yes son" was her welcome. I would never be sure though, whether this "sensing" was not just my imagination playing tricks on me or whether granny wholly with and in unity with her Jesus could only offer me scant attention.

When granny was at her prayers, it appeared as if some inner driving force orchestrated her every utterance and action. Prayers for granny had never been simply the mouthing of holy words. It was no passive affair. She was an active advocate of the Lord, a faithful servant in a total experience with him.  "Umba bala kum shum sha bala ... Pity my simplicity, suffer me to come to thee", pierced the sedate, and distant stillness of my thoughts. My grandmother once again, as church militant, was about to invade. Her platform had been set, her propaganda had been powerful, her incantations had made her ready to face a most deadly foe, and indeed any foe. 

Most deadly foe may seem as an exaggeration, but when one is aged twenty, on the central committee of the Black Workers Movement, one of the vanguard, and of Marxist-Leninist leanings, it really is not so difficult to see your grandmother, in her spiritualism, as the enemy. In fact, it appeared as a much more difficult task to determine who your friends were. When each person with whom you interact has to be analysed and designated, friendship is a luxury not to be afforded. One had  to be vigilant, not be side-tracked, focused on revolutionary  objectives and be prepared for the ultimate human sacrifice - death - in the interest of the poor and powerless, the masses.  

The poor and powerless, who were they? In my mind, a seemingly endless sea of faceless, mindless people, who had to be cajoled and energised into doing something about societal conditions, which  had relegated them to just bit players in an epic drama of classical proportions. A starring role awaited them. However, they had to gain an understanding of the part they had to play. The black workers movement were to be the scriptwriters and I  one of the chief authors, in preparing the masses to let rip with their talents of destruction and usher in a new chapter in  human history, when each person's life would have meaning and  being a bit player would be a museum piece, a relic of an unjust society.

Granny with calabash in hand, filled with "holy water", appeared through the door as a symbol of "piety". She was tranquillity personified. She seemed at peace in herself, and at one with her Creator, as she always did at times such as these. And she wanted to share herself and her wondrous qualities with me. It would not have been the first time, but of late, my enjoining with my grandmother had led to a great deal of self-searching and self-castigation on my part. 

The drinking of her "holy water", the receiving of her blessings, and my submission to her will was not in itself unusual. However, where as a child I remember being in awe of my grandmother's ceremonies and being terrified into being good when she was at prayer. Of late, I had become more questioning, particularly as I was armed with a philosophy which depicted religion as the "opium of the masses". 

In fact, my questioning of religion had happened much earlier. To associate the church with trickery, skulduggery and conspiracy is no easy thing, especially when one has been brought up as a Catholic. To move from faithful servant to the remonstration of the church and its members, requires a change in outlook and behaviour, which is ironically, nothing less than a miraculous. Education had been the foundation stone on which my opposition to religion had been based. It however was no overnight transformation. 

I had long been aware of how a papal act had divided the world. How a priest Las Casas had engendered the enslavement of Africans. I had learned of the gory, sordid and indecent activities of popes (who could not err) and had been aware of the "bible and gun" strategies that had led to advent of colonialism. The real change had come though, when I understood how the masses had been hoodwinked. They were encouraged to concern themselves with heaven and to forget about earth; to reject material riches and be satisfied with spiritual wealth; to accept poverty as a blessing and feel sorry for those wealthy people who lauded themselves as their superiors. And to above all,  remember their place in society for the "good lord made us high and lowly, and ordered our estate, the rich man in his castle  the poor man at his gate". 

Granny could not have had understanding of these things. She was so steeped in religion that her opiateness was not only an exemplar of classical conditioning. It was also an exemplar of operant conditioning. She needed to be demystified. She had to be told the truth. She needed to be made aware of how religion had subverted the rights of the people. Had deflected their energies and their will to fight for what was right. How the masses were being encouraged to do one thing and the church   leadership was practising something else. Granny had to know she was wrong.  

"Umba bala kum shum sha bala shhhhh, umba bala kum shum sha bala shhhhh ... Come my son". 

The challenge had been offered. My grandmother is not an easy person to deny. She stood before me as formidable as ever. This was not because she was tall or strong in a muscular sense, for her physical appearance evidenced her advancing age. Granny was seventy years old and though many people remarked on how well she looked for her age and she did, it was not her physical appearance that made her formidable.  

Formidable, how could an old woman beginning to arch, with ancient feet and  overlapping toes, the results of breaks mended through the   process of nature, bespectacled, of fulsome bosom and even more fulsome bottom, which pressured her knees into high energy  activity whenever she had to lift herself into an upright position, present any other image than helplessness? Be sure though that on her face were the imaginary etchings of real character. There were lines on which the spirits of the ancients were recaptured and in which her Africaness bore the most rich fruits.  There were wrinkles that danced across her face in her every movement which recreated patterns reminding me that her history did not commence in the recent past.  The camouflage of age though could not hide the beauty so apparent in her cultured features and embellished with her greying and long hair. Her eyes were as I remembered them, soft yet searching, smiling yet stern, cutting. She always wore earrings, but this rarely added a new dimension to her face.  They simply blended in. Her nose was truly African, so too her mouth. And it is with that mouth of hers with which I begin the description of my grandmother as a formidable being. 

Granny had always been good with words. She was articulate. She had a story for every experience. Had a parable for every message that she would wish to convey and a soothing word to temper every ache. She was a real sage. Her words were intelligent - filled with wisdom. She was a mother of mothers, a counsellor, an advocate, a preacher ... a JUDGE…a JUDGE.

Yes, a judge ...  that was it … it was her being a judge amongst her arraignment of skills that filled me with the most fear. She had known my innermost weaknesses. She knew better than I knew myself. She knew things about me that no one else did.  She held secrets that were dear to me. She could judge me. She taught me right from wrong. She encouraged me to lead a good life. 

She could judge me. 

She had always been my personal assessor. As if this was not enough, I knew she was at one with her Jesus. I had known her no other way. As long as I could ever remember, the lord had been her champion and she his. She conjured and contorted herself into such a oneness with him that she spoke in "tongues". A language, as I understood it, that only the most revered servants of the lord could not only speak, but understand. Granny could speak and understand "tongues". She was an interpreter of lesser beings dabblings with the spiritual world, a rescuer of those who had been entwined in Satan’s web and ensconced in a mental stupor. 

She was the ultimate judge. 

She decided who was on god's side and who was on Satan’s side. She decided who was on her side and who was not. She decided who was good and who was evil. She was formidable. She could enjoin me. I had in the past felt like telling my grandmother that I did not believe in god. I believed in scientific socialism and that I would be hypocritical to continue drinking of her "blessed" holy water. Somehow, it only remained a powerful thought. My grandmother always overwhelmed me, made me acquiesce to her more powerful and strident will. This time though I would be ready.  This time would be different. I could not continue being untrue to myself. I was committed to a revolutionary cause. I was committed to change.” People like my grandmother were” simply in the way. 

I had been defiant before. I remembered how in celebration of my victory in the 800 metres at my school sports day, dressed in a dashiki I had given the black power salute, mimicking Tommie Smith and Carlos at the 1970 (I thought it was 1968 – I stand to be corrected though) Olympics. I remembered too, how I had defended myself and friends in court, arguing our innocence, after being arrested for causing an affray outside Balham Tube Station. Furthermore, I remembered the march in Lewisham protesting against the National Front when the freeing of a fellow protestor being held by the police, led to the demystifying of ‘police power’. That defiance would never leave me. I did not get married in a church. I would give my children African names and determined that for them, there would be no christening. They would have to make that choice.

I had to be defiant now in confronting my Grandmother. After all, only the week before I had received a standing ovation on African Liberation Day for delivering a speech which had shown the "unity of struggle" between the freedom fighters in Angola, Mozambique and Guinea-Bissau and that of the poor and oppressed peoples that the Black Workers Movement espoused to represent. I told myself that I too was formidable. My appearance was mature, though tender in age. I dressed sombrely, looked clean and moved with a purpose. A full beard masked my innocent facial feature. However, my pulping eyes decorated with long eyelashes always betrayed my youthfulness. People had always remarked on the character of my hands. That is, its softness and its lack wear. For many of them it was a sure sign that I had not done an ounce of hard work in my life. I always dismissed them with the contempt they deserved. My hard work had nothing to do with hands. It had to do with the mind.  Those people would never be able to understand how much hard work is involved in coming to terms with the concept dialectical materialism" or "negation of the negation". I made no apologies for the softness of my hands. Today, I said to myself, I would make no apologies for telling my grandmother I did not believe in god. 

"Umba bala kum shum sha bala shhhhh, umba bala kum shum sha bala shhhhh... Huukum cha bala huukum shhhhh”, incanted my grandmother, whilst sprinkling some holy water on me. It was icy cold. I steeled myself. "Waakum smaab waakum yaweh ... Drink some of this holy water son", granny continued.

I, I, I, can-cannot dr-ink it granny was my tentative reply. 

Granny was swift and loud, as if sensing something different in our relationship, the result of my refusal to drink. Her “Yeeh challabee challabee yuukom Yahweh ... Challabee challabee”, pierced my ears.

I continued stronger and in defiance stated, yet as quickly as the word could get out of my mouth. “I do not believe in god”. 

My grandmother seemed to have been knocked out her stride. However, she was reassembling her resources. She had not been ready for my challenge. She retorted at fever pitch, in a seeming frenzy, "huukum huukum juukum, umba bala kum shum sha bala shhhhh, shhhhh yuukom Yahweh. 

Granny being ill at ease disconcerted me, but I had to get my point through. Granny I continued, I cannot be hypocritical. I do lot believe in god and it makes no sense drinking your holy water".

"Satan ... Devil". Was her immediate retort, and I was wet from head to toe. My grandmother had thrown the whole calabash of holy water over my head. She was no longer an old woman. She was now wholly spiritual and further incantations came thick and fast. 

"Huukum huukum bala, huukum juukum bala, huukum umba bala, kum shum sha bala, kum shum sha bala". My grandmother caught hold of me and spun me fast. I was no match for her. She had regained her ascendancy. She had unleashed her spiritual force to the fullest. I had not expected this and felt that at any moment I would be on fire, with my flesh burning and me being banished to hell. 

"Huukum umba bala, yeeh challabee challabee yuukmm Yahweh". 

My grandmother’s incantations appeared now more rhythmical, the connections with her source now firm. That tried and tested source of hers that I knew only too well. And as she continued to spin me, my memory was flooded with thoughts which reminded me of the full force of that source.  I remembered how at beside, as a child, I prayed to the lord for good things for others and they got good things. I remembered how I prayed for gifts and I got them. I remembered how in the confessional box I asked for forgiveness of my every sin and was cleansed. I remembered how when I wanted to pass my exams, so that, I could attend teaching college, I knelt in church and prayed long and earnestly for success and I was duly rewarded. I knew the strength of my grandmother’s source. It had been my source too. Now though, it was no longer so. My source now came from a knowledge of science. It exemplified modernity. It dispensed with the old, it had dispensed with god. 

My conviction was that man could change his circumstance. There was no need to depend on some superior being or to wait for the expurgation of the living, in order to find peace. In order to find true justice, one did not have to wait on experiences in some fantasy world, in the far and beyond. 

Man could do this on earth, if only he could rid himself of his obeisance to a god. Rid himself of those who had connived a parasitical existence at the expense of other persons. Man could exalt himself. 

Granny with all her spirutualness, with all her incantations could not remove these thoughts from my head. I had faced her full force, I had been shaken. However, I had not fallen. 

I would never know what impact I made on my grandmother. I felt though, that that day she realised I was formidable too … that I had been a real challenge. She seemed to realise also that I too stood for the "good" and though I could not believe in her god, maybe I would need more time.  

Her future smiles would communicate, to me, that she could afford me that time. 

On my part I realised just how much Jesus meant for granny. It was her lifeblood. Jesus was in her every vein. I realised that day, more than any other day, that really granny without Jesus would not be granny at all. That granny without her Jesus would most probably have died long before the time that she did fly away. 

The following day things were as they always were. However, many years later, in a most silent moment, filled with thought, I realised that if I had succumbed to granny that day, I may have died long ago (Powerful – say something about why – or it may be that the power is in letting the reader make up their own mind as to why!!!!!!!). 

To have one's beliefs made senseless and impotent is to render the belief holder inconsequential. To be of no consequence is to have not lived. 

Chapter Seven

The Makings and Unmakings – In the Making of Me

To have arrived at this juncture – the makings and unmakings – in the making of me - has not been the result of a simple linear development. It is really the result of the explorations on the complex set of events shared earlier in this paper. I cannot say whether any of these explorations or events holds a greater significance when compared with another, and at this point, I do not consider that such a ranking is of importance. Suffice it to say that all of the explorations have importance and each event has its particular significance. Together, as part of my overall focus, geared to improving my professional practices they have been of much value. I begin this section though, positively. I am offering standards culled from my experiences on which I can be judged. I will make claims that are derived from personal and professional values as a basis for setting in motion strategies and frameworks for validification. I begin …

It is my love of humankind that moves me to act. That is, to do or not to do. It is love that fires the barometer within which my positive spiritual sense of being (simply articulated as there is importance in how I have lived and I am living and there is a purpose for me to be alive) is held. This is not to say that there are no other motivating or delimiting forces in my everyday living. However, I have had to recognize that it is my love of humankind, which has contributed and continues to contribute to my spiritual well-being and generates the positive energies to act for me, my family, my community and my world. 

To act for me, my family, my community and my world I know is a tall order. Yet, I have come to consider that to act in such a way is the challenge of my humanity – the emerging African in me – the essence of who I am.

I am very thankful that my journey to this moment has not been a lonely one, for along the way I have mingled and acted with others whose love of humankind have motivated them to act too. They too have had their spiritual well-being intact, (some only briefly), and have helped (were influential) in the makings and unmakings - in the making of me. I hope too, that my spiritual well-being also had influence on the makings and unmakings – in the making of them … the making of us. This mingling and acting with others with a positive spiritual sense of being continues into the present and as I am helped in the continuing process of the makings and unmakings – in the making of me, I am having an influence on the makings and unmakings – in the making of others and together we are lovingly co-determining who we are – who we are not.

That I place love at the centre of my motivations to act for self, co-determining with others and making my way in the world amongst humankind is of importance, for it is truly loving relationships that my stories address, in their focus on my mother, grandmother and myself in the tar-baby. Throughout each of the stories I have been challenged to give consideration to how ‘love’ came into to my life and how ‘love’ has contributed to the makings of me. Interestingly though, as I began this consideration of the makings of me, a recording of Curtis Mayfield, entitled “The Makings of You”, came to thought and it felt important that I should hear the song. I began singing it to myself, but felt unsure about the lyrics.
 At the time of my initial consideration of the makings of me, I was in Orlando, staying for a few days with my brother, his wife and their daughter. I was almost certain that my brother would have some Curtis Mayfield recordings, but it was to his wife that I explained my project and made my inquiry. She came up with a compilation of Love Songs by Curtis Mayfield, which included the song - “The Makings of You”. I immediately played the recording and was astonished as to how close was my memory of the song’s lyrics were – see below.

The Makings of You

Add a little sugar,

Honeysuckle and

A great big expression of happiness

Boy you couldn’t miss

With a dozen roses

Such will astound you

The joy of children laughing around you

These are the makings of you

It is true

The makings of you

The righteous way to go

Little one would know

Or believe if I told them so

You second to none

The love of all mankind

Should reflect some sign

Of these words I’ve tried to recite

They are close

But not quite

Almost impossible to do

Reciting the makings of you

The Makings of You - Curtis Mayfield

From the Album Curtis, Curtom #8005 (9/70) LPs #19

I replayed the song many times, singing along with Curtis, recalling how I had made his words my words and sought deeper meanings for those words. I recalled how I had attached much importance to the first verse, within which I considered was held the ingredients for the “makings of you” – the makings of me. I am singing again - singing about the makings of me – singing about the ingredients that are so essential in my making – sugar – honeysuckle – happiness – children laughing…Listen…

Add a little sugar,

Honeysuckle and

A great big expression of happiness

Boy you couldn’t miss

…

The joy of children laughing around you

These are the makings of you

These words of the first verse excited me. They offered a warm emotional feel and contrasted with the second verse which embraced the emotion and grounded it in the world. David Ritz, in the liner notes on the compilation of Curtis Mayfield’s Love Songs, made that exact point relating to “The Makings of You”. Ritz noted that Curtis in seeing love as “the righteous way to go”, he is placing romance in the context of “the love of mankind.” For me this is an important link and I can concur with Ritz that this is truly inspired poetry - an inspirational quality that really speaks of the man - Curtis. Ritz also noted on Curtis’ humility, which is evident in the song, when he confesses that though his own words are close to giving meaning to the mystery of the heart (love) …(it) is almost impossible to do … the words are not quite up to the “job of reciting the makings of you.”

Ritz notes however that “when singers sing of love … precious few strike the chord that resonates in the deepest part of our souls, that place where secular romance and spiritual ecstasy merge as one.” He informs though that “Curtis Mayfield is among the precious few” and asserts that amongst Mayfield’s many prodigious gifts, the ability to infuse divine energy into popular love songs is his most remarkable – a miracle.”
Listen, listen to Ritz on Curtis:

“I say miracle because much of the extraordinary legacy of African-American music is marked by a sharp division between the secular and the spiritual. I have heard it argued that this division gives the genres on both sides – spirituals and gospel on one hand, jazz and blues on the other – their rich tension. Allegory runs deep. God and Satan, good and evil, salvation and sin – these are the moral juxtapositions that have challenged artists from Duke Ellington to Sam Cooke, from Little Richard to Marvin Gaye. Each handled the dichotomy differently. But no one reconciled the two forces with more natural grace than did Curtis Mayfield.”
“Mayfield’s legacy, like Ellington’s,” suggests Ritz, is tied to his skills as a painter of broad musical landscapes. He depicted the lives and articulated the problems of his own people. His most famous songs – Keep On Pushing,” “People Get Ready – come out of the politically super-charged ‘60s yet remain gentle messages, strong but sweet. Sweetness is the great hallmark of Mayfield’s artistry… Curtis is seldom corny or trite. His sweetness is essentially spiritual, even transcendent. He deals in wonder and joy…

He wrote what he heard; he wrote what he felt; and what he heard and felt was a universe of harmony.

Don’t stop … Don’t stop … listen to Ritz:

As I played the Love Songs compilation, my mind went back to the early ‘80s, when I interviewed Curtis in a West Hollywood hotel room. “I told him how much I loved his music and how I admired him as a singer, songwriter, producer, and groovemaster.” He smiled and said, “You’re thanking the wrong person. Send your gratitude to God. These are all God’s creations. I’m merely the instrument.” In those days my own spirituality was under repair, and I respectfully demurred. “But you’re the one doing the singing and the writing,” I said. “You’re figuring out those charts, and you’re laying down those grooves. You’re the one in control.”
“Curtis’ face was framed with thin gold-rimmed glasses; his eyes smiled as clearly as his mouth. There was a benevolence about him that nullified my arguments. “I used to be in control,” he said, “but that’s when I was younger. Certain kinds of control are good. It’s good to control your copyrights, good to control your business. You sure don’t want businessmen controlling you. So I’ve worked for all that. But there’s a deeper kind of control we can never have. That’s the control of our hearts. Our hearts belong to our creator. And when our hearts are pure, we hear the pure message. The message gets through. It can be about politics, or race, or love, or the homeless. The message takes many forms, but when it comes through, you know it. You can’t control it – you simply let it take you where it will. There’s an old expression that says, ‘Get out of your own way.’ Well, that’s what I’m trying to do. I hope that makes sense.”

“Your music makes sense to me,” I said.

Then you get it. If you feel me in the songs, you feel my inspiration, the inspiration that goes all the way back to my grandmother preaching at the Travelling Soul Spiritualist Church. I heard it in the Soul Stirrers and The Dixie Hummingbirds and The Staple Singers and The Five Blind Boys of Alabama. I heard it also in The Drifters and The Dells. The inspiration was everywhere. The inspiration was simple. It was love. And it made no difference whether you were singing in church about the Lord or singing in school about your girl. Love is love. You can’t touch it, can’t butt it, can’t even figure it out. Love comes from above. It just is. You praise it, you express it, you let it flow through you. You can’t do any more than that.

These notes on Curtis really got me thinking and took me in some interesting directions. I gave consideration to the division between the secular and the spiritual, God and Satan, good and evil, salvation and sin – the rich tension, the dichotomies – the living contradictions – the makings and unmakings.

I also thought about the statements:

· “Mayfield’s legacy is tied to his skills as a painter of broad musical landscapes. He depicted the lives and articulated the problems of his own people. 

· His most famous songs – Keep On Pushing,” “People Get Ready – come out of the politically super-charged ‘60s yet remain gentle messages, strong but sweet. 

· Sweetness is the great hallmark of Mayfield’s artistry… Curtis is seldom corny or trite. His sweetness is essentially spiritual, even transcendent. He deals in wonder and joy…

· He wrote what he heard; he wrote what he felt; and what he heard and felt was a universe of harmony.

· I’m merely the instrument.” 

· .. there’s a deeper kind of control we can never have. That’s the control of our hearts. 

· And when our hearts are pure, we hear the pure message…It can be about politics, or race, or love, or the homeless. The message takes many forms, but when it comes through, you know it. You can’t control it – you simply let you take you where it will. 

· ‘Get out of your own way.’ 

· If you feel me in the songs, you feel my inspiration, the inspiration that goes all the way back to my grandmother preaching at the Travelling Soul Spiritualist Church…

· The inspiration was simple. It was love. And it made no difference whether you were singing in church about the Lord or singing in school about your girl. Love is love. You can’t touch it, can’t butt it, can’t even figure it out. Love comes from above. It just is. You praise it, you express it, you let it flow through you. You can’t do any more than that.

I knew now, after listening to Curtis and reading Ritz that I would have to focus in much greater depth on my loving relationships as I continued my self inquiries. I would also have to focus more considerably on that emerging African in me. 

That emerging African in me is a dynamic way of being in the world. It is no static concept and Kobi K. K. Kambon, writing in African/Black Psychology in the American Context: An African-Centred Approach captures much of what that dynamic way of being is to me in his proposal of the Africentric Paradigm, which has the following four key characteristics.

1. It generates the construction of an African social reality from the framework of the history, culture and philosophy of African civilisation (including its cumulative experiences across time).

2. It recognises and articulates the basic continuity of the African Worldview/cultural reality throughout the diverse African populations around the globe.

3. It recognises and articulates the basic distinctness and independence of the African Worldview/cultural reality relative to any other, such as the European Worldview. 

4. It projects the African Survival Thrust as the centre of African social reality.

For Kambon, each culture generates its own distinct approach to and experience of reality - its indigenous definitional system, philosophy of life or fundamental/basic assumptions about life, nature, the universe - its cosmology or worldview. From this point of departure he argues that there is an African Worldview - the African Survival Thrust – representing the distinct unifying cosmological, ontological, epistemological and axiological principles of the African’s natural cultural (conception) orientation, outlook or perspective on and construction of reality - the African way of being in the world.

This African Worldview, Kambon further argues, defines human-nature relations as interdependent and inseparable with positive, affirming and complementary themes determining its character. He writes:

"The fundamental assumption or ethos in African cosmology is that of ‘Human-Nature Unity’, Oneness or Harmony with Nature, including complementarity, balance and reciprocity in all existence. Humanity, or the Self, and Nature, are conceptualised as one and the same phenomenon …

“The primary emphasis is on the survival of the corporate whole of nature, which includes all living things, rather than simply advancing some special interest group or some segment apart from the corporate whole. Hence, the basic values, beliefs and psycho-behavioural modalities characterising the African worldview relate to the principles of inclusiveness and synthesis, cooperation and collective responsibility, groupness, sameness and commonality, and at the core of it all, of course is “Spirituality”.

In this African worldview of Kambon, consciousness is holistic, encompassing the person/personal or self-consciousness and phenomenal experience/extended consciousness. There is no perceptual gap between the person and experience, they constitute one continuous process. Everything is relational or holistic and the person acquires significance only within the framework of the community. 

Therefore, fundamental in the lifestyle of people of African descent throughout the world, are the intricate relationships between kinship and community, social affiliation, shared participation and communal experience, religion, symbolism and dynamic spiritual association.

 Kambon notes: 

“Whether African people are observed in Africa, North and South America, or elsewhere, these worldview features are viable and true to their African source.”

Kambon further notes that: 

“Our music, our songs, our vibrant and deeply-felt emotionality, our religious fervour), and our fundamental moral temperament all attest to the fact that there is such a phenomenon as the African cultural personality defining the natural African psychical reality of African people throughout the African world (continental and diasporan)”.

It is that “African cultural personality defining the natural African psychical reality of African people throughout the African world (continental and diasporan), which is of importance and has meaning for determining the qualities of the African emerging in me. I have no truck with Kambon’s Africentric Paradigm, or his arguments informing his justification of an African Worldview, particularly as much of what he writes assists in affirming the African emerging in me – my African worldview. 

However, that love that I claim motivates me to act and that emerging African in me needs to be given validity. I need to assess whether those qualities are grounded in my professional practices. I have to explore its operation in my life and work. I need to explore these qualities in my centres of investigations and in the next chapter I give an introduction to the Sankofa Learning Centre where I consider that aspects of this exploration can take place.

Chapter Eight

A Centre Of Investigation
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Beginning officially in September 1998, the Sankofa Learning Centre (SLC) really owes its coming into being to the courage of those individual African parents who broke away from the system of ‘schooling’ that characterised the traditional ways of educating their children. The failure of the educational system to meet the needs of black children and there is strong research evidence to support this, particularly with regard to obtaining academic qualifications and school exclusions, have meant that alternative strategies had to be found. 'Home education' has been one alternative. The development of supplementary schools and the exodus to private education have been others. Parents involved in this quality of action have been concerned essentially with the academic non-achievement of their children, but an increasing concern has been the fact their children were not receiving an education that was related to their needs as black young people in society. This has been the concern of the 'home educating' parents involved with SLC. They had concerns that their children's history, culture, social and spiritual needs were not being met in a manner that enables them to reach their full potential. 

These concerns of the 'home educating' parents were powerful motivators and they felt that they could not remain passive in circumstances evidencing the growing disaffection of black young people and conditions which depicted that a high incidence of members in black communities were suffering and 'at risk'. They considered that the failure of the educational system to meet their children needs had had disastrous consequences on their life chances and had impacted adversely on the quality of the relationships that they had with their families and peers.

These parents were initially concerned with their individual children, but recognised the benefits in sharing ideas, resources and skills. For over two years, they met in each others homes determining their children needs, programming educational activities and evaluating how best their children needs could be met. Over this period the parents held open meetings, to which other parents were invited. These meetings were always well attended and the demand for ‘relevant educational programming' constant. The parents concerns in the interest of their children were overwhelming and it was out of the aforementioned recognition and experiences that Sankofa was founded.

Furthermore, it is the commitment of those individual parents to find new paths for determining their children’s educational success and their enjoining to work together with two African-centred educational activists to create a holistic African-centred educational process that has ensured the SLC’s positive developments.

That two African-centred educational activists were involved in the SLC’s initial tentative steps into being, should in no way deflect from the purposeful actions taken by these ‘break away’ parents, for is they (the founding families) who really made the SLC happen.  The participation of the activists, though important, was essentially to ‘cooperate with these founding families in inquiring into how their children could be educated for success’ and for the activists to use their experiences and that of the parents and children, to work together in shaping the SLC’s provisions and the advancing of the collaborative mission of the SLC “to improve the nature and quality of education that children of African origin generally experience in the United Kingdom”.  
That one of the activists had a child who was a student of the SLC and the other known to the founding families, added to the authenticity of the activists’ participation in the process. However, both activists had extensive life/professional experiences in formal and informal education, at a range of levels, and personal, organisational and community development experiences within African communities in the United Kingdom and internationally, over a considerable period of time, which they utilised to build meaningful relationships with parents and children that were relevant to the SLC initiative.

At the Sankofa Learning Centre (SLC), we usually describe our provision as an educational facility that offers “children of African origin an excellent education, under the ‘education otherwise regulations’, which meets our children’s needs and the related needs of our community”. 
These words, grouped together as they are, may appear as familiar. Yet, it they may be unfamiliar. However, whether they are familiar or unfamiliar it is suggested that such a judgement is suspended, for the moment, and to let our story unfold, before making that judgement. This view is held because the form and the meaning given to the words that describes the SLC are derived from perspectives that speak to and emanate from our specific experiences as Africans living in the Diaspora, which has yet to be revealed. 

It is our view that the SLC cannot be wholly described, nor fully understood within familiar terms. For example, that we at the SLC term our provision an ‘educational facility’ (and more recently a “learning hub”) and not a ‘school’ is instructive, for we do not find the term ‘school’ useful for what we have set out to create. Hence, to simply find meaning by substituting the term ‘educational facility’ with the more familiar term, ‘school’ and fix it with such nuances would be inappropriate and would miss a pivotal starting point for understanding what the SLC is all about. 

Furthermore, there are other words contained in the statements (mission and description) above, which too cannot be taken with a sense of familiarity for they are presented with a particularity that needs also to be understood. It is only with the understanding of that particularity will pertinent self-answers be discovered to some of the fundamental questions that spring from the statements. For example, questions such as:

· What is meant by improving the quality of the children’s education? 

· Who are the children of African origin? 

· What are their general educational experiences in the United Kingdom?

· What is meant by the term “excellent” education? 

· What is meant by ‘education otherwise’? 

· How are the needs of the children and their community determined? 

From these questions, it can be seen that further questions can be raised and this is important, because the statements are both the results of former questions and the stimulus to further questions. It is this continuous questioning that characterises the processes of rigour, the processes of movement within the SLC and leads to the particularity of how we at the SLC use terms that have familiarity, but may have an interpretation beyond that familiarity. In doing so, we shape the terms to the living experiences of those individuals that comprise the SLC. However, our interpretation also goes beyond our individuality, for it is not a wholly exclusive conceptualisation. Our intentionality for action extends beyond self to the widest African family, our community operating in the world. This is of importance, for it is through an appreciation of our dynamic inter-relationships (the SLC in motion) with the world and the particularity of our interpretations that emanates from our processes of rigour, which generates the quality of our experiences that serve to direct the SLC’s educational thrust.

These experiences fuelled by our shared individual interpretations or actions, collaborative inquiries and collective actions have determined that we think, share and act, despite absurdities in the world, in an environment within which love exists, children and adults are nurtured, there is importance in caring for life and educational growth, in its widest sense is cherished. 

We are aware that the present educational system and its attendant arrangements are failing black boys and girls. It is obviously failing them in terms of academic qualifications; however that is only one way in which it is failing them. They are not receiving an education that is appropriate to their needs as Black young people in this society. Their history, culture, social and spiritual needs are not being met in a manner that enables them to achieve their potential. The failure to do so is having disastrous consequences on the life chances of Black young people. This failure is also having serious effects on the relationships they have with their families and partners. As a result the whole Black community is suffering.

Given that Black children have these specific needs then the education they receive needs to be structured in such a way as to meet them. In addition to good resources and good teachers, Black children need understanding and love. They need to be valued for who they are. Teachers need to believe that they can achieve the highest heights and operate in a manner that supports that. Black children need to recognise that they have a great history and culture, they need to see themselves and their families in a positive light, they need positive images and role models and they need to be able to contribute to building good lives for themselves and their communities.

We are aware too that as African peoples in the Diaspora, we have to think in a way that meets our needs and prepare us “to survive in the world as it actually is”.  The racism that we face cannot be counteracted simply by more-of-the-same-education. It needs an approach that specifically addresses the range of negative factors ranged against the black community in this country and worldwide. However, that approach cannot attend only to the impact of racism, that is, an appreciation of the dominant culture. We need to adopt a vision beyond racism that truly sets our agenda for action. We need to have a radical rethink about our children’s education so that the can have pride, an awareness of their history and culture and to be able success in their own terms.

It is with this vision beyond racism and an appreciation of the impact racism that the SLC is presented, for it is a response, recognising our economic reality, to meeting the widest educational needs of participating children, so as to ensure that they are given an excellent start to their adult lives. We have felt that we need to make a positive difference in their lives, particularly as the present system cannot help, because there is not a commitment to organise the education process in a manner that can meet the needs we have identified.

In order for the education process to meet our children’s needs it would need to have positive messages about the history and culture of our children, positive role models in positions of power and influence inside and outside of the school and a systematic programme to counteract the negative messages that black children receive about themselves and their culture. An important character of the process and integral to its orientation will be a developed system that unequivocally loves and values our children (and their families), believes that the pupils are capable of achieving great things and is able to instil that belief in the students. 

Parents and community integrated, and having power, as valued partners in their children's education, together with highly trained, skilful and committed teachers who share this perspective and appropriate levels of resources to make the above happen will also be important features of the process.

Furthermore, learning strategies and targets will have to be designed to meet the specific needs of black children. These specific needs include learning the skills, knowledge and understanding necessary to know how to operate successfully and have a good life in a racist society. 

Our recent history, the prevalence of racist images and practices, the economic and social realities of our condition in this society all directly affect the task that education has to face. To ignore them is to adopt the ostrich position, to stick our heads in the sands and ignore what is going on around us. Our programme sets out to replace negative content with positive. It sets out to replace disempowering processes with empowering processes. It sets out to replace low expectations with the highest expectations of life success.

Hence, our vision beyond racism and an appreciation of the impact of racism also informs the character of our “extended or holistic notion of success”, which underpins the individual and collective thinking, sharing and acting of adults and children in the SLC. We at the SLC interpret that ‘success’ in the following way:

“Success is about more than exam qualifications. It is about the type of person that our children grow up to be. It is about the development of our community. It is about our re-emergence as a people”.

This conceptualisation of success is not perceived as being static, temporal, lineal or one-dimensional, for it is motivated by the offering of an educational facility, a ”learning hub”, which is considered as being in motion, “a centre for activity and action”. There are some essential pivots on which this notion of success is grounded and the following important messages that the SLC seeks to communicate evidences these pivots.

· Parents have to take control of responsibility for their children’s education

· Parents have to transform themselves if they want to be effective partners in their child’s learning and development

· Much of what is labelled and given to us as ‘Black culture’ is part of our problem. We have to have our own sense of what ‘our’ culture is.

· A building and fancy equipment do not automatically give a good education. 

· Our children can learn all they need to be successful without going to ‘school’

We believe that Western thinking has traditionally worked on too narrow a definition of what intelligence is. We understand that 'intelligence' is about much more than the rational intellectual activity that usually takes pride of place. The number of GCSE's that a person has is neither an indication of their intelligence or of their ability to mobilise resources in order to achieve happiness in their lives. We need to remember that at the same time as we pursue the highest levels of academic achievement.

Of course, we believe that our children should achieve exam success as this is a useful way of gaining entry to employment and further education and we have developed an approach to exam success that we believe will have a dramatic effect on our children's success in this area. However, we want our children to develop their abilities broadly and our approaches recognise this in the sense that their education is about preparing them with what they will need to 'make a life' in their adulthood. What we do can be judged as a success or failure on that criterion. 'Making a Life' is about achieving happiness and success in life that meets the needs and personality of the particular individual. 

A critical part of the overall learning process in the SLC is the Preparation for Adulthood Curriculum, which has a number of interconnected elements and are taught to our children in a holistic, integrated manner in an environment that: -

· loves and values them and their culture,

· sets high expectations,

· involves their family and community,

· has content and processes that stimulate their imagination and creativity,

· has high quality human and other resources (role models who work with and inspire the pupils.)

· focuses on their specific needs and personality,

· involves them in making choices in their education (children involved in the development of their own particular learning contract).

Our approach in our Preparation for Adulthood Curriculum is not based on wishful thinking or abstract notions of what a good education should be. It focuses on the realities of our situation as Black people and sets out to systematically address them. The following are some of the key elements of the Preparation for Adulthood Curriculum. 

1. Appropriate beliefs and processes.

What we believe and how we go about organising the education of our children is critical to what we achieve. The process has to match the desired outcome. If we want proud, happy, independent Black adults who can achieve success in their lives and contribute to the development of their community then the children will need a process in which they experience positive pride, are happy and experience the benefits of membership and independence.

Indicative activities include: - Parents involved in education process, positive images in Centre, positive role models working with the children, high quality teachers, individually negotiated learning contracts, constant reinforcement of the notion that they can aim as high as they wish and collaborative working.

2. Interpersonal skills

Because it is essential that our children know how to work well with other Black people and the wider community we will 'teach' them how to do so. Some of the components of this part of the curriculum are:-

•How to 'get on' with people •effective personal, social and business communication methods •Influencing skills: How to get what you want from interactions with others •Assertion skills •Skills and attitudes for effective collaboration. 

3. Intrapersonal skills

This will include:-

•Knowing and learning what makes you happy •Learning how to set appropriate 'rich, high yield' goals •learning how to organise your thinking and behaviour in order to achieve your life goals •Learning about achieving peace in their lives. 

4. Learning skills

We believe that we should teach all children who attend the Learning Centre how to learn. An understanding of how to learn is a powerful way of the learner learning how to continue learning and developing throughout their lives. It places extra power to determine their future in their hands. To this end we will:-

•Teach accelerated learning techniques using traditional and the most recent thinking in this area. •Assist them to understand the concept of multiple intelligences. •Encourage a positive attitude to learning as an essential life skill. •Make the learning process transparent at all times; children (and their parents) will know why they are learning something and how it fits in to the bigger picture. 

5. Creativity

The problem of our position as a people is not a simple or, for that matter a complicated, puzzle. The ways in which we move forward do not have a single right piece that 'solves' the puzzle. It will need hard work and the highest levels of creativity for us to find individual and collective solutions that actually work in the real world. To that end we believe that it is essential that we teach creative thinking in this part of the curriculum. Areas we cover include:-

•Divergent and convergent thinking •Creative problem solving •African centred ways of thinking and solving problems •Integrating right and left brain approaches, the feminine and the masculine •Meditation •Creative Visualisation. 

6. African History and thinking.

We believe that it is essential to their academic and life success that the children are proud of themselves and value themselves as part of a people with a great history and culture. To this end this part of the curriculum teaches them the truth about their history, identifying the great achievements of people of African origin before the coming of European invaders and subsequently. It also introduces them to ideas from African thinking that they can use to achieve success and happiness in their lives in the world as it is today. It is essential that the children do not see African history as abstract and something that has no relevance to their lives.

7. Economic independence skills

One of the issues that most affect the quality of life of Black people in this society is our relative lack of economic power. Recognising this, the Preparation for Adulthood Curriculum encourages the development of business skills in all of the pupils. Each pupil will be assisted in developing his or her own business. It is through the act of actually setting up and running a small business that they will learn some of the most fundamental lessons in this area. They will also be taught, more formally, business skills.

We do not subscribe to that model of economic activity that is based on an individualistic approach to life. The pupils will be encouraged to view their business within the context of the wider African community. We want them to view their success as part of the success of the Black community generally.

8. Positive thinking

This part of the curriculum reinforces messages that we hope the children get from all the other parts of it. The children need to believe in themselves. They need to feel proud of who they are, love themselves and believe they are capable of achieving their goals and dreams.

9. Spiritual development

Learning that life is about more than material accomplishment; that there are other parts of their development that they need to attend to. We are non-denominational. In this part of the curriculum we cover all of the major world spiritual beliefs and ways of thinking about existence. Pupils are encouraged to choose their own paths. Our approach recognises and respects the wishes of parents and pupils.

We believe that our Adult Preparation programme is the most powerful constituent of the SLC’s learning experiences and is most significant in making a dramatic difference to the life chances of our children. We use creative learning techniques in all aspects of the curriculum as we believe children learn from how you do something as much as from what you say. Furthermore, our holistic approach means that our children develop their abilities in this area through engagement in practical activities as well as through more traditional 'lessons'. They have involvement in projects that require them to work with people in the wider community and develop their skills through a process of action and reflection. 

As a result of our children’s experiences on the range of programmes offered by the SLC, we can make the following claims:

· We are successful

· Our children are doing really well

· Parents and children and teachers work in genuine partnership for success


The story continues …..

Chapter Nine

Conclusions - Music To My Ears, A Delight To My Eyes And An Awakening My Senses

In the introduction to this paper I noted that “I did not want to undertake another course of study that would neglect the quality of my past experiences, be remote from current practice and meaningless to future practice”.

I also noted that I felt I had some familiarity, with the concept of action research, as a result of collaborative inquiries with Eden Charles at the Sankofa Learning Centre and through working with him on management programmes that utilised action learning strategies. Furthermore, I stated that much of my life and working experiences had involved the utilisation of participative methods of inquiry and that the opportunity to give consideration to the theoretical frameworks associated with ‘action research” may be of relevance.

So, with my smattering of an understanding of action research and my experience of participative methods of inquiry I commenced the course, positively, but also warily. However, I need not have worried. What I heard, read and experienced was really music to my ears, a delight to my eyes and an awakening of my senses.

I read in Peter Reason’s, Doing Co-operative Inquiry, to appear in Jonathan Smith (Ed.), Qualitative Psychology: A Practical Guide to Methods. London: Sage Publications that: 

 “… our world does not consist of separate things but of relationships which we co-author. We participate in our world, so that the ‘reality’ we experience is a co-creation that involves the primal givenness of the cosmos and human feeling and construing. The participative metaphor is particularly apt for action research, because as we participate in creating our world we are already embodied and breathing beings who are necessarily acting—and this draws us to consider how to judge the quality of our acting. 

A participatory worldview places human persons and communities as part of their world—both human and more-than-human—embodied in their world, co-creating their world. A participatory perspective asks us to be both situated and reflexive, to be explicit about the perspective from which knowledge is created, to see inquiry as a process of coming to know, serving the democratic, practical ethos of action research. (Reason & Bradbury, 2001a:6-7)”
These words of Reason and Bradbury were a delight to my sight. They offered a move away from traditional European dualist thought towards a more holistic worldview. At last, I said to myself, I was on course in which I felt included, not simply for being there, but the content of programme appeared to offer the prospect of encouraging my fullest participation. I was almost sure that it would when I read Heron’s quote below in Peter Reason’s, Doing Co-operative Inquiry.

“The methodology of co-operative inquiry draws on a fourfold extended epistemology: experiential knowing is through direct face-to-face encounter with a person, place or thing; it is knowing through empathy and resonance, that kind of in-depth knowing which is almost impossible to put into words; presentational knowing grows out of experiential knowing, and provides the first form of expression through story, drawing, sculpture, movement, dance, drawing on aesthetic imagery; propositional knowing draws on concepts and ideas; and practical knowing consummates the other forms of knowing in action in the world. (Heron, 1992, 1996). 

These words made me tingle – created an inner excitement for exploration. It was just too, much “experiential knowing, knowing through empathy and resonance, presentational knowing that includes expression through story and propositional knowing. These words, to me, appeared as reflecting the African way of being and seemed to signal that I was in the right place for the character of study that I wanted to undertake.

The words would only get better for I was brought right into the centre stage:

“Participative forms of inquiry start with concerns for power and powerlessness, and aim to confront the way in which the established and power-holding elements of societies world-wide are favoured because they hold a monopoly on the definition and employment of knowledge:

This political form of participation affirms peoples’ right and ability to have a say in decisions which affect them and which claim to generate knowledge about them. It asserts the importance of liberating the muted voices of those held down by class structures and neo-colonialism, by poverty, sexism, racism, and homophobia. (Reason & Bradbury, 2001a:9”
Donna Ladkin in Action Research in Practice: What the Books Don’t Tell You, To appear in

Clive Seale, David Silverman, Jay Gubrium, Giampietro Gobo (eds) Qualitative Research Practice, Sage Publications informs that “Action Research is grounded in the belief that research with human beings should be participative and democratic. She also informs that researchers working within this frame are charged with being sensitive to issues of power, open to the plurality of meanings and interpretations, and able to take into account the emotional, social, spiritual and political dimensions of those with whom they interact. Furthermore, she states that ‘purpose’ is also central to these methods and quotes Reason and Bradbury who in their introduction to the Handbook of Action Research (2001) writes:

“A primary purpose of action research is to produce practical knowledge that is useful to people in the everyday conduct of their lives.” (p.2)

I am appreciative of Donna Ladkin for this opening, because though I have had a concern for the devlopment of participative and democratic methods, in this early part of my research, I have given considerable weight to taking into account the emotional, social, spiritual and political dimensions of those with whom I interact. 

In this way of working I have been less interested in theoretical clarity and more interested in ‘doing’ of action research. I am not sure whether I have:

· undertaking of cycles of action and reflection

· practice of collaboration, particularly considering issues of power and politics

· developed a sensitivity to action research as an emergent process

However, I do know that I have found a presentational form to represent my action research inquiries – my own stories. This has been an important development for me. I am also aware too, of the three broad pathways to action research practices. Namely, first-person action research/practice skills and methods which address the ability of the researcher to foster an inquiring approach to his or her own life, to act awarely and choicefully, and to assess effects in the outside world while acting. Second-person action research/practice which addresses our ability to inquire face-to-face with others into issues of mutual concern. Third-person research/practice which aims to extend these relatively small scale projects to create a wider community of inquiry involving a whole organization or community. (Reason & Bradbury, 2001b:xxv-xxvi)

I have utilised first-person action research/practice skills and methods and when I commenced this paper I stated I would let the words flow. I feel that has certainly happened and I have been to inform on my self-inquiry and share perspectives relating to my values and experiences, vision and sense of being.

The stories, Create Your Own Dance, An Intrusive Thought and Granny and I –Adversaries, that I have shared has been important in this process   

Create Your Own Dance was an important story for me to write. It was also a significant story to share.  In the writing of the story I wanted to record an experience that occurred in school, soon after arriving in England from Trinidad. I also wanted to show the loving relationships that my mother shared with me. Furthermore, I wanted to show how stories presented a creative way of engaging in dialogue.

In The Exploration Of An Intrusive Thought I revealed aspects of myself in some depth and included comments from a reader to demonstrate how stories hold the prospect for “being in the world co-creating democratic structures”. 

I shared how I found the comments on The Exploration Of An Intrusive Thought affirming, loving and challenging and gave examples of those qualities.

I also stated that the requests for information held own their challenges too, and that the contentions in viewpoints were key to true dialogue. I was intrigued though, by a direction which was given in the comments that is repeated here:

 “I wonder if it would be possible to get into the mind of the racist, much the same way you got into the mind of Tar Baby – I’m sure that there is loads of literature that would be useful – why? Because you talk of the acts being unjust and obviously I agree with you … the racist would see it differently and I think this knowledge would add another dimension to your paper.”

Furthermore, “The Exploration of An Intrusive Thought” affirmed for me that “I had not left my shell behind.” My stories could be placed within the framework of the African story. They could be used as “a primary mode of conveying culture, experience, and values and as a means of transmitting knowledge, wisdom, feelings, and attitudes.” That African oral tradition had also made its impact on me, for it had influenced and continues to influence my values, experiences and way of being. I recognise though that the process is not at an end. There are further explorations to be undertaken.

In Granny and I – Adversaries which also includes comments of a reader I make no comment, as such, for I think the story, the comment and my no comment is n appropriate and pertinent statement, at this point in time. I need to explore further.

Finally, the chapters on Who Am I, The African Oral Tradition, The Making and Unmaking Of Me is an integral part of my study and offer a guide to my thinking and content of my professional practices. Chapter Eight focuses on the Sankofa Learning Centre, a possible centre of investigation relating to my professional practices.

My exploration continues…
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