
CHAPTER 13 

Voicing Dissonance 

Teaching the Violence of the Civil Rights Movement in 
the U.S.A. 

ALEXANDRA BINNENKADE 

Teachin;< is a peifomwtive act. 
-Bell Hooks, Teaching to Transgress 

In the course of my in-depth fieldwork1 on the U.S . East Coast spanning 
three years and involving a range of methods, from observations and inter­
views to close textbook analysis, it became clear that notions of violence

2 

are at the core of the currently dominant narrations of the Civil Rights 
Movement in the U.S.A., no matter whether I talked to curators, museum 
educators, a textbook editor and one of her authors, a film director, students 
or teachers, observed classrooms and exhibition visitors - or whether I ana­
lysed textbooks, curricula and websites or simply read the daily newspapers. 

Knowing this past and particularly the different forms of violence -

structural, cultural, physical, symbolic3 
- that black people have been sub­

jected to informs the way in which many people contextualize news and 
political decisions today, such as the verdict in the Trayvon Martin Case,

4 

or the Supreme Court decision on the Voting Rights Act, both in 2013, as 
well as issues of their everyday life such as, for example, school choice. This 
knowledge about the national past has many sources, particularly for young 
people today.5 One important social space where the past gets narrated and 

explained, learned and contextualized is the classroom.
6 

For many reasons it matters how teachers impart the story of the Civil 
Rights Movement. It is a difficult and sensitive topic, since the represented 

Notes for this section begin on page 273. 
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violence occurred on U .S. soil and within this society; as one of the teachers 
said, it 'hits too close to home'. 

Whenever 'difficult knowledge'7 needs to be presented and explained 
in pedagogical contexts like schools, museums or other heritage institutions, 
multiperspectivity plays a pivotal role. 8 In a booklet he wrote for the Council 
of Europe in 2003, Robert Stradling discussed the notion of multiperspec­
tivity for historians and teachers. 9 Since it was edited by the Council of 
Europe it is an influential paper: many educational programmes are devel­
oped through and for the Council and many teachers and scholars utilize this 
material for their own purpose. Stradling builds on a definition of the term 
that Ann Low-Beer had published earlier, which describes multiperspectiv­
ity as the process of 'viewing historical events from several perspectives'. 10 

In the classroom, multiperspectivity means that a teacher uses sources with 
the intention of making history more pluralistic, inclusive, integrative and 
comprehensive. Findings in post-conflict education 11 and critical historical 
thinking clearly show that particularly in post-conflict situations, multiper­
spectivity is a very useful pedagogic strategy, and it is rightfully applied to 
the Civil Rights curriculum in many U.S. classrooms. 12 All the teachers I 
talked to

13 
as well as the teachers in training, 14 brought an impressive range of 

sources into the classroom: music, photographs, fictional and non-fictional 
texts, maps, statistics, film, exhibits and exhibition catalogues. Students 
could grapple with what KKK members said, the stances of Democratic 
and Republican politicians, reports from eye witnesses ranging from random 
spectators to journalists and activists ofboth races, from the North and South, 
East and West coasts, cities or rural areas. 

As Bruce VanSledright advocated, students were presented with a nar­
ration that 'reveals the blemishes, leaves rough edges intact, and eschews 
cosmetics' .

15 
When I observed classrooms I saw how much energy, profes­

sional thought and love teachers invoked to make the past not only come 
alive but also, as one of the teachers said, make it 'more complicated'. Still, 
when I listened to them as well as to teachers in training, I heard that many 
of them shared a similar problem: there was always a visible number of stu­
dents who seemed to be reluctant 16 to engage in the topic of the Civil Rights 
Movement and the burning questions that lay behind it: questions of race, 
racism, identity and violence. 

The more I watched, the more I listened, the more I understood that this 
was not a problem of particular teachers or classes. The difficulties stemmed 
from the topic and were linked to the way in which teachers employed 
multiperspectivity in order to address historical violence in the classroom. 

This chapter argues about why and how multiperspectivity as a peda­
gogic tool in history learning needs to be reconsidered, particularly with 
regard to past violence that is still influencing the present. In order to show 
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the significance of my point I will start developing my argument with two 
examples. The first one illustrates the historiographical; the second one 
focuses on the emotional agenda of the current hegemonic narrative about 
the Civil Rights Movement in many U.S . classrooms. I analyse the data of 
my classroom observations against the background of cultural studies schol­
arship, and then bring the results of this cultural analysis back into pedagogy. 
My goal is to explain the difficulties the teachers reported as the effect of 
general, implicit agendas, which reinforce the individual as well as collec­
tive unease with this historical trauma instead of decreasing it - against the 
explicit intentions of the teachers. My findings suggest that there is a solu­
tion to this effect, which recasts our understanding of multiperspectivity. I 
hope to start a discussion on what multiperspectivity could mean beyond the 
definition just presented, particularly - but not exclusively - with regard to 
'difficult memory'. 

Agenda Number One: Narrative and Telos 

The history of the Civil Rights Movement in the U.S.A. is a hist01y in the 
making. It is marked by its double inbetweenness: situated between past and 
present, one will find this topic in daily newspapers and in historiography 
alike. At the same time the Civil Rights Movement is intergenerationally 
situated between personal and mediated memory. Some teachers, relatives 
or community members still recall and tell their individual Civil Rights 
experiences within a personal relationship. In this way, each narration turns 
into one of many individual voices that interweave into an open, vivid and 
polyphonic (Bakhtin) tune directed towards the next generation. All the 
while the young addressees of these heterogeneous memories learn a seem­
ingly finalized, generalized account of the same era particularly through their 
textbooks in the classroom. 

In the classroom textbooks played and still play a pivotal role with regard 
to dominant representations of the past. As Diane Ravitch has stated, in the 
mid- to late 1990s three-quarters of American social studies teachers had not 
majored or minored in history. 17 More recent data show that this is now 
the case for nearly 60 per cent of those teaching history in grades 7-12. 18 

Although many have since received training from Teaching American 
History grants, the authors of the study just quoted emphasize that even 
those teachers who majored in U.S. hist01y may not have taken a single 
course in the Civil Rights Movement.19 The textbook, therefore, must 
for many serve as the foundation of their classroom practice. Scholars like 
Michael Apple confirm this premise, noting that 'in the absence of an overt 
national curriculum, the commercially produced textbook [ ... ] remains the 
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dominant definition of the curriculum in the United States'. 20 It is therefore 
legitimate to call these texts hegemonic. 

Even though a student learned approximately the same facts about the 
Civil Rights Movement in the 1980s, 1990s and in 2010, (s)he was taught a 
different lesson about the past depending on the topical twists and turns the 
narrative took. Analysing American textbooks from 1960 to 2010,21 I found 
that the narrative of what has solidified into the three words 'Civil Rights 
Movement' has changed significantly over time. 

The consequences of this shift can best be captured in the telos, the ulti­
mate outcome of every story to which a narrative plot - here, the historio­
graphical account - implicitly points. In the following section I will identifY 
different messages the Civil Rights Movement bore over the last fifty years 
by giving a short overview of its representation in selected American text­
books. My goal is not to go deep into a discourse analysis, or to describe the 
mechanisms of how textbooks are defining and interacting with hegemonic 
knowledge, for example through their market-orientation.22 By using vio­
lence as the lens through which the unfolding narrative of the Civil Rights 
Movement is read, the ensuing analysis illustrates the fact that historiographi­
cal textbook narratives actually do change with the needs of the society 
that concurrently use and create them. Consequently, if the telos can be 
historicized, it can be considered as one of the many perspectives teachers 
could grapple with when they teach about the past (other perspectives could 
be the divergent interests and motives of contemporary actors, or analytical 
concepts like economy, gender or political structures vs. everyday life etc.). 

In the texts under scrutiny, there was an obvious shift in textbooks that 
can be identified in the verbal use and narrative representation of violence. 
In the 1960s and 1970s, authors connected the word 'violence' invariably 
with 'negroes', attributing the term exclusively to black Americans, who 
were represented as an undistinguishable mass from which violence seemed 
to originate in an almost organic way.23 In the 1980s and 1990s, congru­
ent with more general writing preferences and changes in historiography, 
textbook authors started to zoom in on this collective body ofblack people, 
choosing individual representatives to tell their story.24 During this time the 
discursive dominance of Martin Luther King that is so self-evident today was 
established: linguistically, his name was mentioned repeatedly in the author­
texts, while in earlier texts he was not mentioned at all or only as a name 
in an image caption without further explanation of who he was.25 Visually, 
portrait photographs singled him out. His ' I have a dream' speech was now 
defined as important source material for history and social studies textbooks 
and classrooms and set apart graphically. 26 

Beginning in the 1970s, public perception split the black community 
into two sharply contrasting groups: one legitimately fighting for its rights 
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with legal and non-violent strategies, and the other using more radical means 
that jeopardized the success of the first group.27 Textbook authors tied their 
actions to notions like social unrest; and their demands and behaviour were 
analysed as flowing from the poverty and lack of education that were delin­
eated as a given structural condition for many black people in northern cities, 
as for example in the following sentence: 'As the riots demonstrated, poverty 
from which there seems to be no escape is a fertile breeding ground for vio­
lence'.28 Through this lens their struggle lost the label 'political'. It delegiti­
mized a major branch of the Movement on a national level. Black activists 
like Malcolm X, Stokeley Carmichael and Angela Davis exposed this new, 
public representation of the Movement as a subversive move in a political 
power play, a political and activist analysis that was confirmed in historio­
graphical retrospect by Howard Zinn and others.29 

Through texts and images this kind of 'black' violence was to be under­
stood as a negative force directed against national coherence, whether it was 
physical or verbal, whether a manifest reality or just a potential threat. Most 
textbooks ended and still end the era of the Civil Rights Movement with 
the assassination of Martin Luther King. The urban struggle of black men, 
women and youth beyond this date faded out of the picture mirroring its 
insignificance within the narrative - dissonant voices might speak of its nar­

rative repression. 30 

Within the Civil Rights narration, violence clearly served as a means 
to generate proximity and distance, majority and minority.31 The split into 
'violent' and 'non-violent' historical agents helped to highlight a particular 
perspective on black people and on the deeper meaning of the Civil Rights 
history. Through the Civil Rights Movement narrative of the last forty years, 
students got to know 'good' black people predominantly as non-violent 
activists and heroes, a modern version of earlier stereotypical depictions of 
black men.32 Malcolm X's narrative function is to serve as a counterweight 
to emphasize the positive aspects of the first group; the stories about him 
and the demands he verbalized, the Black Panthers, and other groups are 
not given space. 33 As such, in the textbook narratives, black people's image 
changed from trouble makers to a positive force that contributed to the 
democratic development of the U .S.A. Thanks to this shift, linguistically and 
culturally the Civil Rights Movement story could now be told from a 'we'­
perspective34 and subsequently be turned into national heritage. 35 

Present-day textbooks show yet another shift: they expose violence as 
a racist weapon which is attributed to specific white people.36 Black m en 
and women, in contrast to the 1960s and 1970s, are now introduced as 
victims of racism (particularly when, as many teachers and teaching materials 
suggest, the unit about the Civil Rights Movement opens with lynchings?7 

and consequently as Americans rightfully standing up against this injustice. 
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Students are led to empathize with the black victims of racial violence, from 
slavery to the Civil Rights Movement and at the same time meant to learn 
from the strength and perseverance of the new black civic role models. The 
current hegemonic Civil Rights Movement story stresses elements intended 
to educate students for democratic agency and racial reconciliation. Well­
founded scholarship clearly shows that the account is (and has always been) 
a 'white narrative'. 38 Furthermore, particularly since the tum of the millen­
nium, it is a narrative of democratic agency. Within both plots, violence 
plays an important role. 

Reading the Civil Rights narratives it becomes obvious that the seem­
ingly objective, seemingly consensualized narration is clearly carrying mes­
sages beyond the explicit recollection of facts. For the purpose of this chapter 
I call these messages (discursive) agendas.39 

There is nothing wrong with that, generally speaking. It is not possible 
to share any facts about the past without telling them in stories. 40 This means 
that there are always rhetorical, political and ethical implications of nar­
rating stories about the past, as Michalinos Zembylas shows in his study of 
Cypriot schools.

41 
Zembylas' research is relevant to this chapter as it explores 

how discursive, political and cultural aspects define education. His book, 
The Politics of Trauma in Education, elaborates upon what is meant by these 
implications, and I argue that it is exactly from these implications that a lot 
of the trouble, i.e. student resistance, is coming from. 

Michalinos Zembylas would, first of all, identifY the experiences ofblack 
people in the U .S.A. as collectively traumatic.42 This attribution has impor­
tant consequences for the way in which I analyse my own data. Drawing 
from his Cypriot studies, the author convincingly argues that talking about 
collective trauma in the classroom is problematic, if it is done in a certain 
way which he calls 'the politics of trauma'. When teachers attempt to address 
difficult memory, very often, and not necessarily intentionally, 'memory' 
becomes equated with 'trauma'. This is delicate for two reasons: because it 
fetishizes trauma, and because it perpetuates subordination and power struc­
tures that existed at the beginning of the events leading to trauma. 43 

Thereby, first of all, the ones who suffer from trauma get othered by 
being identified as 'the ones who are traumatized'. Subsequently, they are 
colonized (Gayatri Spivak) when their experience is rhetorically used for 
a specific social goal, such as, for example, cultivating empathy with that 
'other' in order to break up social antagonisms. Ironically, this kind of 
empathy carries an inherent mechanism of devaluation, which makes real 
healing extremely difficult. This is because, as Wendy Brown puts it, 'well­
intentioned contemporary political projects and theoretical postures inad­
vertently redraw the very configurations and effects of power that they seek 
to vanquish'. 44 
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This problematic mechanism is also reinforced in the way in which the 
histoty of the Civil Rights Movement is being imparted since it has become 
incorporated into the national history of success. The present-day narrative is 
deeply biased. On the one hand, it introduces black men and some women 
as heroes and heroines of a national proj ect. On the other hand, students 
get to know black men, women, and explicitly also children as victims of 
racial violence with whom students are expected to empathize. Even though 
teachers intend to enhance multiperspectivity as a strategy to deal with the 
difficulty of the topic, they decrease it, because the stream of past voices, 
which represent different aspects of the Civil Rights Movement, is orches­
trated in such a way that they are singing just one song, even though it is 
sung in parts. In private conversations, interviews, film and public imagery, 
however, I met discernible dissonance, to use a term of Mikhail Bakhtin's 
concept of polyphony. 45 But these other voices were not heard and/or 
expressed in most classrooms for various reasons. Most of the sources teach­
ers bring into the classroom therefore inadvertently cement the previously 
mentioned prevailing narration. Teachers follow its agenda unquestioningly 
as long as the agenda itself is not understood as another perspective. 

Other than this historiographical agenda, there is also an emotional one. 
Metaphorically speaking it is a teacher's pedagogy that runs the contents of 
the different learning media (including textbooks, film, internet and objects) 
in the classroom. Pedagogy itself is another source of meaning at play in the 
classroom. By choosing the suitable didactic means needed to reach a par­
ticular objective with his or her class, the teacher establishes meaning beyond 
the rational order of facts and narrative telos. (S)he will not just impart 
knowledge and competencies, but also values and attitudes. Particularly with 
regard to violence, emotions play a pivotal role in the process oflearning. 

Agenda Number Two: Emotions and Moral 

Even though the course of the Civil Rights Movement narration has 
changed, 'violence' is still closely related to 'race' and intimately interlaces 
personal identity and national heritage. Depending on the reader or narrator, 
it concurrently brings up feelings of pride, shame, revulsion, defensiveness 
and divergent knowledge about the past, which is bound to an individual's 
community of origin.46 These mostly emotional responses make it very hard 
to mediate the topic in a classroom, where it is usually presented as a matter 
of contents, particularly since most of the time emotions are not given the 
space to be discussed, or even acknowledged. At the heart of the politics 
of trauma, Zembylas argues, lie emotions. 47 They are indicators of moral 
beliefs. And this is exactly one of the reasons why teachers use their best 
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pedagogy in order to evoke them: like invisible apparatuses, emotions should 
transmit specific values and attitudes to students. In other words: the way 
in which emotions are evoked, discussed and embodied is normative.4~ It's 
a pedagogic strategy often encountered in Holocaust education or in units 
about genocide. 

Empathy with the other is what - as a model for many other topics -
Holocaust education calls for. 49 In her discussion of her own experiences 
with Holocaust education as a teacher, Rachel N. Baum lays out how 
imparting the Holocaust or other traumatic events is understood as our 'duty 
of memory'. Adorno's abbreviated exclamation 'Never again!' has become 
linked to faithful remembrance. 'I believe', Baum writes, 'that we have given 
the story an almost magical power, as iflistening to the story is itself enough' . 
What kind of magic should the story perform? 'Holocaust memory is indeed 
frequently evoked in the fight against racism and discrimination'. 50 But in 
doing so, as a matter of fact, teachers actually impose a 'duty of emotions': 
we want our students to feel a certain way in order to get them to think 
in a certain way. Baum therefore speaks of 'obligatory emotions'. 51 This 
'duty of emotions' is a major problem of post-conflict education in and 
through history classes, and is one that bears emphasis. The history of the 
Holocaust, of genocide, of civil war, or, as in my example, of the Civil 
Rights Movement, is told with an agenda: on the one hand, through the his­
toriographical narrative, and on the other, by evoking particular emotions, 
neither of which is gender, race, class or politically neutraP2 

Against this background, the Civil Rights Movement serves more and 
more as a parable in the history and social science classroom, and it's the 
agenda that turns the facts - although always correct - into a story which 
is intended to change a student's heart and mind for ever. Violence, then, 
is discussed as a problematic but universal anthropological constant that can 
be observed across societies and time. Rendered abstract in this particular 
way, racist violence is excised from American society, which helps to evade 
unsettling discussions about white guilt or shame, as one interview-partner 
critically (and angrily) pointed out. 53 

Many students seem to perceive that something is 'wrong' with the 
history that is imparted. The form in which teachers and I observed this 
irritation is resistance. Teachers described moments of resistance which were 
explicitly linked to situations when they talked about and showed violence 
against black people during the Civil Rights Movement. They mentioned 
what seemed to them disinterest or disengagement, laughing, joking and 
other forms of avoidance, students walking out of the classroom, or explicit 
objection as when, for example, a group of black students petitioned the 
teaching staff to discontinue lessons on black people because they felt that 
these only focused on victimhood. 54 Even though these observations were 
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made across different schools, by experienced as well as by novice teachers, 
they follow a pattern that Michalinos Zembylas discovered in the Cypriot 
context. In The Politics of Trauma he lists and explains students' manifest 
responses when they are confronted with trauma stories in schools, as follows: 

First a sentimental reaction by students who identify with privilege and respond 
defensively yet feel uncomfortable and guilty, fearing that they will be exposed 
as immoral by refusing to bear any longer a population's collective suffering; 
second, an intense resentment by those who feel subordinated and may eventu­
ally get stuck in victim politics; and th.ird, the desensitization of the student­
spectators who get irritated by the scenes of suffering in some way, refuse 
engagement with .it or minimize its effects, misread .it conveniently, and reduce 
it to a few pedantic phrases. 55 

Terry Epstein, who analysed the reactions of black and white students to 
Civil Rights or slavery units in their history classes in U.S. schools, would 
rightfully give more nuance to Zembylas' second point. 56 But his well-sup­
ported explanations shed an important light onto an otherwise black box. 
Students' reactions are, of course, to be read in the social context of the 
classroom where adolescents get exposed to difficult knowledge and often 
socially tabooed images in the arena of their peers. However, such reactions 
are equally due to the historiographical and emotional agenda of the repre­

sented narratives. 

Transparency Deals with Agendas 

As an historian I feel very ambivalent when I see the past aligned around the 
emotional agenda mentioned above. Where are the specifics of this particular 
era in history, and what happens to historical thinking if the past turns into 
parables? As a researcher I learned from students that many of them actually 
perceive this teleology very well, a plot in which a teacher tries to connect 
past, present and future in an appealing way. Two of them - very reflective 
and well-spoken high school girls, politically aware and socially engaged -
told me bluntly that they had lost their interest in these topics in class because 
these lessons seemed 'closed' in high school. The students read their teach­
ers very well - their tone, posture, expectations and even pedagogy - and 
they complained to me that they felt 'micromanaged', which they and their 
schoolmates opposed with more or less politeness and sophistication. Their 
observations, which they explained to me over the course of four interview 
sessions, connect very clearly to Zembylas' and Epstein's analyses. 

The last part of this chapter is based on the expertise of the students. 
Thereby I want to give voice to those that I studied, following the ethical 
code of qualitative research Norman Denzin published in 2010.57 This last 
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paragraph will redeem my objective to not only apply cultural studies onto, 
but also to bring it into pedagogy. 

The two students gave weight to their perspective through an encom­
passing peer interview project,58 which perfectly matched my research 
question and analysis. What they found was that they and many of their co­
students lacked transparency about the agenda. 59 They appreciated getting 
to know the Civil Rights Movement from different perspectives, as their 
teachers taught the topic, even if some of these perspectives provoked dis­
comfort, which they were ready to explore more deeply. But they used the 
word 'threatening' in order to characterize the effect of how it felt 'when a 
teacher is telling you how it is'. 60 They and the peers they had interviewed 
wanted to discuss the implications of what they were told, to relate their 
thoughts to the teacher, the classmates and their community. They provided 
me with a couple of examples of how they would prefer a teacher to open 
a unit on the Holocaust. (S)he should address why the students were meant 
to learn about this topic in school. The Holocaust should be named as an 
important part of'our history' and culture, which is why students must learn 
these facts. But at the same time the teacher should also explain to them that 
many people talk about the Holocaust also because they hope that exposing 
the horrible background, the dynamics of the unfolding of antisemitism and 
its effects will prevent further racism, exclusion, even bullying, and that then 
the teacher should signal her or his openness to discuss with the class how 
that could work and whether or not it is legitimate to use the Holocaust to 
that end. 61 They admitted that it might take courage for a teacher to give 
such an introduction. On the other hand, they provided me with examples 
where middle school teachers had done just that. The students wondered 
why something they had experienced in middle school was not practiced 
in high school. The tangible intransparency and the feeling that they were 
not allowed to touch the outer frame of what they were taught is what they 
didn't like and why they remained distant in these lessons. 

Applying what they said to the Civil Rights Movement, teachers and 
students might reflect on why the history of the Civil Rights Movement 
is both in their history textbooks and on the news, and they might even 
consider the way in which it is presented to them. What are the effects of 
showing, circulating, examining the historical images of physical violence 
against black people today? What will they conclude from the fact that there 
has been an observable shift in the way the Civil Rights Movement has 
been taught over time? The students I talked to were ready to discuss how 
the Civil Rights Movement history relates to them as white, middle-class, 
urban girls. 62 They were genuinely interested in how their peers related to 
this history and wondered how their school knowledge of the Civil Rights 
Movement resonated in their and their peers' communities. 
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What the students suggested is what Michelle Fine and Lois W eis 
called for and what, according to Michalinos Zembylas, would interrupt 
the negative politics of trauma: 'counternormative work' . Teachers who 
are equipped with the awareness, the mental tools and the knowledge to 
unlock agendas like the ones described make room for dissonant voices. By 
doing so they potentially challenge hegemonic narratives, which also means 
power relations. Or, maybe, they just lay the foundation to make better 
informed, conscious choices with regard to narration, teaching material and 
pedagogy.63 All of which is effective and important, when violence is dealt 
with in the classroom. 

Transparency addresses the agendas of the topics taught, yet it will situ­
atively look different in every classroom. This means that even though the 
ultimate goal a teacher strives to is to teach transparently, the way in which 
she or he performs transparency looks differently depending on the con­
texts at stake as well as personal and pedagocical convictions. Some teach­
ers might decide that they do not want to address any of these questions in 
the classroom. They can still ask these questions of themselves and answer 
them before they teach difficult knowledge. Each time such agendas remain 
implicit, teachers risk perpetuating patterns of the politics of trauma that are 
clearly harmful. 

Reevaluating Multiperspectivity 

The notion of transparency has the potential to alter our understanding of 
multiperspectivity, first of all regarding the number or levels of perspec­
tives. Stradling reconunends a variety of sources in order to analyse the con­
struction of narrative, explanations, conclusions and judgement of historical 
significance. But his definition of multiperspectivity is past-bound: all the 
sources he suggests using were created in the past. What I think should 
be included in our analytical understanding of multiperspectivity is the 
present- particularly when we talk about difficult knowledge like violence -
by distinguishing between past and current ways of framing the past in order 
to see emotional and narrative teleologies. The latter corresponds with an 
element ofPeter Seixas and Tom Morton's concept of historical significance. 
A student's ability to understand that the meaning ascribed to an event or a 
series of events (like the Civil Rights Movement) changes over time is one 
of four ways in which historical significance can be grasped and how the 
concept becomes analytically useful.64 Secondly, multiperspectivity should 
encompass pedagogy itself as a medium and a message, looking back into the 
past as well as into the present. The concrete tool that would help teachers to 
address this perspective in the classroom is transparency. My findings suggest 
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that multiperspectivity requires the kind of transparency the students were 
talking about, which means speaking to and about the implicit agendas. In 
order to do this, teachers need to know how to decipher the narrative and 
emotional agendas and how to address them without going out on a limb in 
their classrooms. However, in spite of these potential difficulties, transpar­
ency allows teachers to open rare and yet important space for their students: 
to bring their concerns, considerations and judgement into the classroom 
and not be left with them. It will impact the relationships within a classroom 
and maybe within their community, and it potentially also provokes a deeper 
reflection about what race, identity and history meant and mean than does 
the 'magical' approach. 

Conclusion 

The Civil Rights Movement is an era in U.S. history which contains dif­
ficult knowledge that teachers and students grapple with in the classroom 
today. The difficulty stems from the historical facts about the many forms 
of violence which were manifest in the past. But it's the present that makes 
their presentation tricky, the fact that teachers and students deal with ques­
tions that arise related to their race, fanlily, class, gender, local community, 
nationality or attitude towards their shared heritage. All of this is set against 
the background of a vaguely perceivable collective culture and politics around 
the Civil Rights Movement. Many teachers commented on student resistance 
to the topic, which came up when they talked about and I or were shown 
the effects of racially motivated violence in class. This resistance was not just 
a problem of individual classes, teachers or students, and it was displayed by 
white as well as by non-white students. There are many reasons for students 
to be reluctant to engage in the topic or refuse to even look at representa­
tions of violence. Some of them are connected to identity, the peer-group, 
their personal situation or teacher interaction. I took this resistance in the 
classroom as the starting point of my analysis and have come to the conclusion 
that it is, surprisingly, also connected to the concept of multiperspectivity. 

Applying recent scholarship from cultural and postcolonial studies to 
this phenomenon, it has become clear that the students' resistance is also 
linked to the historiographical and emotional agendas conveyed by Civil 
Rights Movement narrations and pedagogy. Multiperspectivity is a peda­
gogical tool rightfully advised in post-conflict education. Many teachers use 
it when they teach the Civil Rights Movement in order to address some of 
the problems just mentioned, and also because they want to contribute to 
a peaceful civil society. Using textbook narratives as my first example, and 
pedagogical intentions as my second, I showed that multiperspectivtiy can 
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be monovocal if teachers are not aware of the effects which historiographical 
narratives and pedagogy implicitly carry. I therefore argue that multiperspec­
tivity should go further than presenting sources from different viewpoints 
in the past. Effective multiperspectivity includes present perspectives on how 
the past is dealt with. This means that teachers (in training) need the tools 
to discern such agendas and anticipate their effects. For classroom research it 
could imply that we might want to differentiate between teacher and student 

multiperspectivity. 
My transfer of the results of my research into classroom practice builds 

on the analysis of students I interviewed. These high school students demand 
more transparency about the teaching-learning process. They perceive the 
implicit objective and argue that this is what prompts their resistance to the 
topic. Therefore, they want the opportunity to discuss these agendas, par­
ticularly the pedagogical ones. Through transparency teachers would estab­
lish a space that allows for critical dissonance, reflection and connections to 
different communities - but most of all authentic learning. 
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