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M I N DFU L ANTI.OPPRESSION
PEDAGOGY

On November 24,2()14,at 8:00 p.m. Central'Iime, officials in St. L,ouis, N/lissour:i,

announced that a grand jury rvould not indict Ofticer l)ar:ren'Wi1son, a'Wirite

police ofiicer, irr the rnurder of Michael Br<xvn, an unarmed Ali-icm Atrtcricu
teenager. Outrage, ang;er, ancl clespair erupted tluoughout tire lJriired Srares. I, too,

{blt grief and fury in lhe very dept]r of my being. As a professor irr high,rr: e ,cluca-

tion, I r,vondered how I r,vrs going lo address this event in ury cortrses: rn'hat were

the best ways to ellgage in a thoughtful, critical, and caring clialogue atrouit race

relations when tensions rvere running so high throughout thr: cortntly? [t sr:t--ms

to me that these fraught moments are when our capa.city lbr srrch clialuguc scr

ofien hils us, but they are precisely the moments ,"vhen we need to learn hetter

ways of being with one another:.

i entered rny classroom the follorving rnorning heartsich anrl tur:ior-Ls. i te-'ach
'Wcrmen's Studies crorlrses a.nd $o, of cotrse, the grirnd jttryis rlelcision anc[ its irnpli-
cations were highly relevant srrlrjects fi:r our class. We htd begrrn tlic sotnester

with discussions of the events in lrerguson, and after clisr:ussins Lrort, rlifierent

bodies me raced ancl gendered in inequitable ways, it was tinre to revisll fhil sub-

jcct. I felt unpreparecl to teach that day because nry enlotiorls \vci'r-' so rtrr,r'', lrut rny

yoga and meditation practice have taught rne that oftcn such vuherabilit.l'opens e

space for arlthentic hulnan connection and deeper wisclotn. f"4y fer:rinisrn, lnean-

wlrile, has taright me that it is rrrv responsibility as a White arlti-urcist arlr,or:a.te to

couliont thesc issrres of institutionalizecl rrcisrn and gendercd violerrce in c,rder to

hclp studcuts lcrrn horv to ln:tlyze ancl internrpt them.

So I st:u tc(l cllss lry sh:rlins (hc hcavincss of rny healt anrJ asiketl ritudc:nts

rvlr:rt llrev lllt.'l'h;rt w:rs thc l);ltl('rn itt rtll l'irrtr ttf nty r,lassrcs tlrnttLg;tror,rt the

(lir\,': I ()l)(r('il uitlr.r rirrrl,l1. Irorri'st.;rrrrl rrortittrlgrtterrt:tl r'lcstriiltiotl rtl'wltat
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I was feeling and asked them how they were. Many of my studcnrs, particularly
students of color, clearly needed to express their feelings o['rrngcr, fi'ustration,
pain, and deep grief. Some students of color hollowly exprcssccl their rea.liza-
tion that "the system did not fail them because it was never clesignecl to protect
them" as people of coior. One lllack man, who rarely spokc in large group
discussions, asked the class if we thought a genocide of Black nren is happening.
A woman of color expressed her deep fear for all the Black rnen in her life and
her sense of poweriessness to protect them. In a later class, a young Black man
asked how he was supposed to dea,1 with police otficers when he has to fear for
his life in every moment of every encounter with police. ManyWhite students
expressed outrage as well.They critiqued the injustice of the verdict and con-
demned the deep pattern of racial profiling and police brutality agairrst B1ack
men. Others were notably silent, though I have learned over the years not to
assume that I kno:nr what the silence means. One White man! a. fbrmer police
officer himself, said tha.t while he felt that in some cases the injusrice was clear,
in the case of the death of Michael Brown, the facts were not so clear."If you
take race out of it," he said, "Wilson might have been truly fearing for his life."
Of course, the ibminist framework I teach in my classes insists that race cannot
be taken out of this equation, because racial and gendered dyna.mics created the
situation in the first place.

But his perspective, along with those of all the other students in rhe room,
were simply a microcosrn of what is happening in our comrnunities throughout
the United States at this historical momenr. Nothing that was said in nry classes

has not been said in the broader, public conversations about police brutaliry the
failure of the crirninal justice system, racial profiling, and the killing of Black
youth in the United States.The raw emotions and the tensions were palpable in
the classroom throughout the day.

The challenge for us as antiroppression educators is to help students learn
how to deeply and productively engage in these ha.rd conversations, unpack the
learned ideologies that produce inequalities in sociery and learn more equitable
and ernpowering ways of relating to one another. Fraught social issues such as the
killing of Michael Brown, and the long history of dea.ths ofyoung Black men that
it continues, provide relevant and necessary examples to exarnine in social jus-
tice classes. But how to do so with intellectual nuance, analytical vigor, historical
context, and empathy and compassion is still a challenge. Some students reiterate
stereotypical ideas that make the conversation even more painflul fbr those who
are firectly affected by the issue, while the pain and fierce fury of the latter some-
tirnes overwhelms and seen$ out of place to those students who are not placing
the situation within its tenchant historical context.The stakes for lerlrrirrg how
to llilvilllte thesc convcrsa.tions are high, because the stndcnts irr otrr r l;rssroouls

will bc sh;rpirrg r.xtr sttcictics firr years to c'onlL:. lltlrcy rkr nol lt',rrrr rlr rIills irr
()rrr ('oursui, I irrrr rrot srrrc wlrcrc tlrcy will lclrln tlrt'nr.
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When I was new to t.cat:lrirrc Wcrmcniq Studies collrses, i sft:ugglecl urith hcrw

to best address insta.nces likc tlris r.tnc, which are all-too*r:r)rrunon irr dirrersity

classroolns.'When stuclents incvit.lbly ru ke sta.ternents that are uninlirrtrlcd or

stereotyllical, I would eilher clnllcnge certain comlnents directly in a vr:ry that

olten shamed the stuclent into shutting clown and refuslrlg to ie;rrn ilol'e, or

I would challenge thern so inclircctly that students clid not le:rlize I w:r$ fryirl{l t(}

ffoub1e the assunrptions rmtrlc. As a cisgendercd rvoman iivtng in a sor:iery that

often shanres women, I do not find shaming to be a uselul ilt a kind pctiay,yrgical

chailenge, nor is direct conllict nry best operational rxrde (13orr1o 1996). liut dre

indir:ect apprclach was also ineflective, since stucients often urlssecl the point and

failed to deeply examine ttreir belief systems.

Over the rrext fifteen yeats, as I became more experiencetl at [ear:hing, I grew

more adept at challengirig students'deep\, held ideologlies r,r,ithor"rt;ilienatinF;them

from the lear:ning process--l balance that I believe is criticiil. ibl: ;inti"oppLession

corrrses.Too rnuch discornfbrt iind students will simply disengage, rvhich is not :t

hcipful pedagogicai sira.tegy. Ilut some discourfort is necessary, because inequali-

ties have become normaiized. It is also not enough to siurply le;rrn ,lLrrtlf oppres-

sion.'We have to literally unlearn oppression: exarnine our rr:le in it, distrrantle

deeply helcl ideologies, and create aJterria.tive, morL' efl1po\ rering, waYs oi'r:clating

to one another. In otder to achicve this outcorne, stlldents netecl to not rnerely

learn the subject ma.tter as objective content brrt ;rlsr: extndtre it as a sociiul liyslenl

irr whiclr wt: all pttrticiptrre .That participation occllrs not just at tlle level oIexternal
beiraviors trut also at the level of our internal thoughts artrl {belings atrcl in our

ways of relating to one another.This deep inqr,riry often prodrrces some ne(essilrv

discorrrfort, but in ordet for it to be ellbctive, 'uve need to oller our sturlents the

reqrrisite tor:ls with which to process through tha.t inquiry.

Thorrgh an ti-oppression p eda gogy highly values critical rieXf-rc:flectinn o{' ide-

ologies, porver, and privilege, it oftcn stops short of the deep reflec,ti,cn th;rt ntind-
fulness has to offer. Over the past {ifteen years, I have watcherctr rruny \li'r;n:t:n's

Stuilics students trecorne empowered intellectua.lly and politicall\,, orrly to still

express selidenigratirlg sentimeilts, end ttp in abusive relationships, or have dis-

ordered relationships to food and their bodies. My own ralhor locl()' path to
wholeness illustrated to rne that Ihninism, while profbtrrr<.!11' erurgrowerinui, was

not enough. It sornetitres tailecl to reach the cleepest layers r.rf sell'r>r provkle all of
the tools I neeilecl to bring r:ry fernirrist empoweilrlent [o a nrorc'intcgr.rfied level.
.l-hose tools came to me th-$uuh my yoga arcl meditatio[ p]:actico. I]ut rreither

were the nfndfulness tools alone enough, as too often in theWbstc:rn 'n'orhl tirey

rerrainccl apolitical at belst <l1' reinfbrced privilege and inequal.ity, at wLllrrirt, Iiven-

trr;rlly, I rcllizcd that. I h;rtl to integrilte feminist praxis with rrrindfillur:sii in r:rcler

r();l('(css tlrc lirll bcncflts of i:;rr:h.'l'hc cot-nbination has pror,'cr-t r.ery inr,a}tlalrle tcr

rrry soti;rl.itrstir'c tcrrclrirrs.'l'lris lrook otttlincs thosc insiqhts, ofliring a nxrde1 for

,r r r r ir r, ll i r l .tr tl i'ppl t'51i1 )r r l)( ( l,ri),( )1',\'.

1ll
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Some Foundational Definitions

Since this project hinges on several terms that are themselves worthy of their own
lengthy discussions, I will start with some brief definitions.-fhese conceprs wiil be
further developed throughout the following chapters.

By feminism, I mean an intersectional analysis of systerns of oppression that
examines how race, gender, class, ethniciry and ability, alorrg with sexual and
national id.entities, work together to position us in cornplex power dynamics
with one another. This form of feminism sees oppression as operating thtough
social institurions, such as the government, the media, the edrrcational systems,

and so on. If seeks to cultivate empowerment for members of marginalized
groups. The form of feminism I invoke here is a way of asking questions and
a set of values, rather than a. set of foregone conclusions. It does not see men
a.nd women as monolithic categories nor does it see the male,/female binary as

the only options for gender. Instead, this form of feminism addresses how other
aspects of identity (race, religion, sexualiry class, national location, abiiiry) shape

gendered experiences.

Feminist pedagogy builds on this definition of feminism to inform teaching
practices that educate the whole student.This model of pedagogy sees studenrs
and teachers as co-creators of knowledge and the classroom space as a site of
knowledge prodrrction. Self-reflection is a central feature of this fbminist peda-
gogy" Because my teaching has beerr in Women'"s Studies courses, my specific
examples will come Iiom feminist pedagogy. Howeveq throughout the book,
I argue that t}:e mindfulness model I offer can errhance anti-oppression pedagogy
in general, includirrg critica-l pedagogy, anti*racisr pedagogy, and queer pedagogy.
I will outline these different frameworks later in this chapter.

Oppression is a system of power that subordinates some groups in order to
over-empower others. It also refers to the painful and violent effects of oppres-
siorr, both on individuals and on collectives. z4 ntt-oppression will be used through-
out this book to refer to the process of unlearning the tools of oppression and
dismanding inequitable systems. For the purposes of flow, I will use rhe rerms
diversity and social justice interchangeably with anri-oppression. Obviously, all of
these terrns are more nuanced and differentiated, but tha.t discussion is beyond the
scope of this project. Classes such asWbmen'.s and Gender Studies, Ethnic Stud-
ies, LGBT/Queer Studies, Multicultural Education, and Sociology teach about
anti-oppressio1l.

l)y mindfulness,I mea.n the process by which we becorne more self*aware through
particular practices. I will refer to these activities interchangeably as either mincl-
ftrlness or contemplative practices. Some techniques are already regularly rrscd in
academic classroonrs, whilc many arc not yet widely recognizcd ls vulitl ;rr'arlcrnic

skills. In thc ftrrnrcr catcgory lie journaling, volur.ttccring, stolylcllin11, ,l;rrrt c, untl
dirrlttgrrc. Il) tltc l;lttcr catcgory lic nrerlitrtion, y()ll;t, visrr:tliz.rliorr. lrt'.tr utii lvilue'ss,
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contemplative arts, Aikido, deep listening, and centering practicers. T'hu 'l}:ee of
Contenrplative Practices desigrred by the Center fbr C)onteurplative Mind in
Sociery nicely depict{i the intel-connected array of activities thrt [111 un<Jcr the

heading of contemplatir.,e practices (see Figure 1.1). Sorne conre Ii'orn p;n:l-icula:r

religiorrs or cultural traditicxrs and, therefbre, raise questions of cr-llturLJ a'ppro*

priacion and religious belief systerns, rvhich I will discuss liu:ther in Clliaprer 6.

For the purposes of this prclject, I will be focusing on secular rnind{illncss prac-

tices that are designc:d to cultivate self-awareness, embodi.nlenl, halancc, clar:iry
and compassion. A ihrtlrer c{elineation of these techniques comes laterr' iri rhis

chapter. [;irst,though, I wili speak to the value of integrating [hese practir;r.:s inrir
the college classroom.
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Educating the Whole Student

Over the past ten years, n'rindfulness initiatives have beccxnc ntorc cotntrolt,lnoret
visitrle, and more coordinated throrighout IJ.S. colleges and uriiversities (Shapiro,

Brown, andAstin 2008).Increasingll', higher education is rccognizing the value of
integrated student learning. Sonre call it holistic educatir.rn, which, accr:r:ding to

Ron Miller, is "btsed on the premise that each person finds identity, meanirig, and

pLirpose in life through connections to the coilimunity, to the natttrel r,vor'ld, and

to siriritr.ratr values such as conipassion and pc:ace" (1997,1). Matk Nepo, author of
'l'he NewYork lrmes bestseller T'he t3ook of Awakenlng uses the tetm "transfornu-
rional educ.rtion," which is

understood as eclucating the whole person by integrating the inner and

outer lili:, by a.ctualizing indivicl.ual and global awakening, and by partici-
pating in corupassionate communities-[it] has become a quiet but stutdy

rnovement that encourages the recovery irnd develc,prnent of the academy

as :r liberating and capacity-tlriilcling environrneut.
(2010, r'ii)

'Ihorrgh eaclr concept has its nuances, all are efibrts to clevelop resiliency and

well-being in the whole stuclent. l\atirer than :rssuming that a studentls personai

lilb is separate [n:rn the acadernic portion of her college experience, this vision

of education facilitates the two componenrs working more closely togcther. As

Diana Chapman'Walsh, President Emeritus of Wellesley College noted in lrer
201)5 keynote address to fhe lnstitute on College StudentVaiut:s at Fkrricla State

University,

The issues facing the next generation globally demand that we educate

our students worldwide to use ail of their resoLlrces, not just their rnind or
their heart" The hour is late, the work is hard, and the stakes are high, but
few institutions are better posirioned to take up this work than our nation's

colleges rnd universities.
(qtd. in Nepo 2010, a)

ILather than the more raditional silo model of higher education, in which
academic study remains separate from student affairs, this trend speaks to the need

to not only intentionally integrate students'college experience but also to teach

s[rdents how and why that integration is critical to their own well-being and

that of their cornmunities (Awbrey and Dana 2006; Palmer and Zajonc 2010).

W'onreuh Studics, of c<lurse, has long recognized the need fur tlris intcgration.

Worncn',s Ccrrtr:rs, olten housecl within student afTairs at rrnivcrsitics, lruvc lirrgcd
strorrl; itrtenlcpcrrrlent rcl;rtiorrships with acirclcrrrir: Wrrrtrcrrls Sl trrlit's rlclrurttttotts.
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Sinrilar reiatioriships exisf betwcen l]lthnic Studies departments :Lnd Mult"ir:ultural

Student Services ofiices :u:rd between Queer Studies acadelttic depfirttxlex'lt$ and

l-G1l'llQ resources centers in Stucl.cntAfi)irs.T'hese muruallv supportive pilrtner-

ships provide valuable moclels firr nrore ho]istic ]righer edrication,.
'Ituly transforlllational learninq, thcxrgh, requires an eveu rirore fuiltlalnental

integration. Fenrinist scholar: bell hooks has called fbr an "cngrLged p,rclagog-v,"

which she suggests goes further tha.n either critical or feminisrt pcrlagogiir trc,rause

it eniphasizes lveli-l-.eing and calls fur "rad.ical opennessf "'discerntrient," rllrr.[ "carc

<rf the soul" (1994, 15-16;2010,8-10).'Ihis well-being involves a knon'lcrlge: of
oneself and an accountairility tbr one's actions, as well as a <let:p selFcare,, fiir lroth

students ancl plofcssors.'Ieachers, hooks argues, mLrst be self-actua.lized iNtthey are

to help emtr)ower students. Engagecl pedagogy is an education firr hr:lr, to livc in
the workl. I)iscussions of holistic learning have come rmtch filr'ther: since tlre pub-

licatiori of her groundbreaking b<tok Teaching toTiansgress iu 191)4. I-lourevr;:r, the

specifics that explairr lloru to eclucate on thc' level of mind, hody, ancl spirit are still

up for cliscussion, which is wher:c this book enters the collvLrn:satiolr.AJl cil'these

levels are critical, I argr-re, for social justice classrooms.

While there are many differerrt routes to achieving holistic ecluca.l.icm ;rrid

integrated student learriing, this book focuses on mindftilne,ss and conletr4r[ative

pedagogy as a prourising path to not only educatingJ the wlrole sti-rdc:nt lrttt.,, more

specifically, contributirrc skill sets that are particularly uital rn tliversitl, (rollrsesi.

I will first define inhat I rnean by anti-oppression pedagngy, argping tltnt nrost

forrns of emancipatoty teaching arrd learning can benefit frott coll{.*n4rXative

practices. I r,vili then discuss the benefits of mindfirlness, uutlir-re irnport*nt par-

allels berr.veerr cont,ernplative peclagoply and anti*i'rppressive lledtilogy', trrrl then

conchrcie the chapter with tips fbr integrating rnindfulness inf,r social jusrice

colrrses in order to better help students unlearn systems of oppression.

Basic Principles of Anti-Oppressive Pedagogy

Most social justic:e courses use sorre variation of what I r,vj.ll r:all mti-opples.,i{)I}

peclagogy, the most well-knowrr fbrnrs of wlrich are critir:al ped;rgogyi :t"eminist

pedagogy, inti-racist pedagogy, and cineer petiagog,v. Each li:trrr has itir tlrritlue

history ancl dimensiiotrs, but there rre sonle conilnon collrpofl.elr.ts o[- car:;h. Mv
fbundaticln is in fenrinist pe<1agogy, but i use the broadcr anfi-()pprclssion flrame-

u,ork because ndndfirlness can eflbctively be integrated into a va.rictl' ot fi:rr:rns of
c:rlrancipatorl, peclagogies. It is worth establisliing some cif"tlteir: cr:rn:rmronalities

lrrd rliflerorccs l'refirrc outlinir)g how mindfirlness can enirancr: thl:m.
( lliticrrl pcdlg<:gy sceks to br^ing raclical politics tr.r cclucatiorLnl syrlems.

l{cller'tctl nr()st l)r'()nrincr)tly i1) thc rvolk of llcru'y (}irou.:r" Michetrle l-;inc, be11

Ir,,olis, l';rolo lirlirr'. St:rrrlt'l,Alorrorvitz, rtlil l\4;txittc (lrccrt, t.l'ris pctlagoply lrr;ucs
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fbr the cmancipatr:rv potential of democr:atic learning to bcttcr tlrc situation for
disenlianchised groups. Its roots lie inJarnes 1)ewey'.s iclcas that pnrsrcssivc edu-
cation should engage cornmunity-builcling anci that irrterrrctiori rvitlr one! envi-
roriillent is pa.rt of krrowledge production (Darder, lJaltotlarro, lrrtl'ltrrres 2003,
3).'I'hese ideas were placecl rvithirl a nlore radicai franrcwor:k rvhct corlbined
with the work of Antonio Gramsci, Michel Foucar-rlt, arrcl'l'hc l'rrankfurt School
(Ciiroux 20tJ3a).'llhe first two analyzed power and knorvlcclgc; (lrarrrsci to arqre
that hegemorry is a nx:re elfective way of achieving donrinatit)rr tharr is outright
force. Throrrgh hegemony, Gramsci argued, indivicluals arc coni:litioned to adopt
the iriterests of the ruling class, even v,.hen they work against tlleir: own sell-interest
(Gramsci 1971). However, hegemony is always parrial, opening clear flssur:es lbr
resistancc: (Darcler, IJaltodano, and'Ibrres 2003, 3). Foucault (1980) cprestiorred
the "regimes rLf truth" that were leeitirnated through iristitutionirlizcd forms of
knowledge production. He, like others, recognized the edricational system as a sitc
of power krrowledge, but he dicl not see power as merely oppressive. Fcx' Foucault,
power is [Jenerative as well are repressivc; it pr:odr.rces as rvell as donrinates. More-
over, since power is everyrvhere, accordirig to Foucault, so is resistance. Critical
pedagogy alsc'r draws on the cr:itique of rational knowledge and capit;rlist produc-
tion (both urate ria.l and cultural) articulatod by The Franklurt Schor:l.

Among the other central fbr-rnders of critical pedagogy is tlre Brazilian eclucaror
Paulo Fr:eire, whose Perlr.igogy oJ the Op'presscil (1970) cenrered quesrions of culture.
powerJ and oppression r,vithin traditional models of schooling. Froire derveloped a

model of pedagogy fucused on grassroots activism, asency, and dernocratic, activc
learning.Another Brazilian,ALlgusto lJoal, situated lrreire's ideas within the con-
tcxt ol-tllcatrc lrtd pglf6r6rJr)(c to ittcorpolarc participilr)t interat tion .Lntl corn-
nrunify reflection (Darder, IJaltodano, and'Ibrres 2003, 6:13oal I 993).

T'his hetetogeneous tl'reoretical base procluced a iilw basic tenets for critical
pedagogy. first, critical pedagogy soeks to r:mpower diserifranchised groups to
dentocra.tically participate in their e<lucational process. Central to this ronsrrletfl-

zatiorr is a critique of- tire repressive nature of traditional lcarning and classroom
structures ([rreirc 1970). Many of these theor:ists argr.red that eclucatioll ltlasquer-
ades under the guise oi. objectivity and neirtrality that rnasks the underlying power
dyrranrics (Dar<ler, Baltodano, and'Iorres 2{)03, 11). By va}iclating the prersonai

experiences of nrarginalized groups alcl enablirrg nlore democratic erlrrcatioral
spaces, this pedagogy helps schools becornc sites ofstruggle over knorvledge.

Second, critical peclagogy argues that schools traclitionally r,vork agaiust the
interests of most students who are hegemonically c:onditioned t<i aclopt thc inter-
ests of thc clite r:uling r:lass.-l'his colrpol)cnt challerrges the rnyth of"eqrrrtl ()pl)()r'-

t.ttrrity to cclttculi<ln ln<l instclttl;rr1tllcs thlrt sc;lr<tols rcproducc \/irstly il)((llrit;r[)lc
r'llss lricr':rn:lrics (()ir-orrx 20Olh) ()'itit';rl pcd;rgogy rllsr, .lr'krr,,rr l, rlrr',, rlr;rt llrc
ttt:ttrli.tl ( ()tt(lili()lts ;trrrl livi',1 lxIr't ic:ttes ol'(ltr' sll(l( rt:i .rrr,l l, .1, lr, r ,lrri'i lly
.;lr.t1,r'lr,,1r ,rtrrl rylr,rl tlrr'1 r,rrr l.rr6u,,
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I\ather than seeing krrowleclge as objective "'Iruth," critical pedagogy xrgrles

that knowleclge is historically produced and culturally loc;rtctl. $tnrlerrts are thus

encouraged to situate thernselves and their experiences u,ithin hisror:icrl socio-

political power dynanrics and to understand rhose dynami<.:s rs both sociull.y pro-
duced arid changeable: (Darder,l)altodano, ancl'Iorres 2003, 12). i-his socirll agency

is practiced both by empowering students and by revealing t:he fissures, !r;il[]$r con-
tradictinns, and icleologies that are embeclcled in knowleclgr: proctuction,, t.lrereby

opening space fbr r:esistance.This critique is an orruoing process, sirice hegenlony

and tlre productiolr o{'por,ver/knowledgc' are also orrgoing pr()('rlsse!.

llhis latter component opens the door to uncertainty, lrndennining thu er:nplia-

sis on rationaiity and'Iruth that so olten pervades niore traclirional educrtion."In
opposition to traditional fheorit:s of edr-rcation that serve fo retnlbrce ctutainry
con{brilrity, and technical controi of knowledge and pow'elr, critical pedagogy

embraces a dialectical vierv of knowiedge that functions to unnr;rsk t[re connec-
tions between objective knowledge ancl tlre' cultural norms, values. ani:[ s:ranrlalds

of tlre society at large" (l)arder, Jlaltodano, and'Ibrres 2003,12).lt thrrs elnpha-

sizes the interclependence and relatiorrality of systems and ir:dil.irluals, cl,urrrination

and liberation, theory and praxis, students and teacher.

Finaily, thL"xrgli nr: less importalrtly, critical pedagogy ceflter:s r theor:,y' olresis*
tance" to explain why disentiancirisecl groups ofien do n<:t lucceecl in tr:;rditional

educational systems that rnarginalize them.'.l'his resistance also opens the possibil.-

ity [or an oppositiorral consciousness, in which students activetry resist thr:il rlehu-
ln2lnization a.nd develop colrnter-hegellrooic alternatives thrr cc:nter marfiinalized

voices (Freire 2000).'Ihese alternatives are partly made possikrle b1'the pr':,rxis that

encolrrages students to apply critique. ana,lysis, antl questioning to their u-r'*ryday

lives (Darder, Baltodana, and'lbr:res 2003).

While critical pedagogv contributes a great deal to erianciprtorv learnirrg, it
has ;rlso colne Lrnder some criticlue, nlost notably from {bminist ltrd critjr;il race

theorists.'I'he rnrijcrrity of influentiaI lounders of critical pedagc]t{y welrc: ille:n, so

some of the criticlues stelri fi'orn a sense that they only supurficially r;halielqqe the

hegemony of'patriarchy (L,uke 1992). A cleeper cr:iticisrtr surrcunds their reilica-
tion nf the Enlightenrrent privilellirrg of cognitive. rational knuil.iedge (l)arder,

Baltociano, arld'Iorres 2003). Feninists h:rve staunchly arguccl for rhe ilrpon'tancL'

of personal stories, biogrlphies, md the sitrra.ted nature of each irrLlividua.l,s knowl-
edge and experiellce (Darder, B:rltodano and lbrres 2003). Gender: rteecls tr; bc a

category of :rnalysis so tlut \\,oilren and girls are included irr br;th thc' corrtr:nt ;rnd

process of eclucation,These scholars fbcused on nonhieralclrical learnrt)S lipaces,

mrrlriple perspectives, ancl providing students with tools ltrr seli*enrpc)\N'erlnent

(}lcndtin 2014).
'l'lrc f.lrrrinist int.crst-rctiorr;rlitv fi:;rlrrcwork th;it l ldopt t.trror.rghou{. tlris br:ok

eruc'111trl irr llrc r'orrlr'.rl ol tlrr'sc rlclrrrlcs. lrrtr'r'scr:tionulity;Lr'p5rc'l lh.at l.nl,lt]:iceri of
r'.rtL', r l,rss" 1,,(rr(l('r,st'srr,rlit1,,.ur(l r),rtiorr:rl lot,rlion lct'tl lo Irf it(ldf('s$ctl, tr,.11 onlv
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to challenge c{or.ninant lirrrns of education but a.lso to celltfl" tlrc histor:ies and
perspectives of disenfranchised groups (Crenshaw 199 1). lrr f:]ct, sonlc: fbrninist
critical race theorists have a.rgued that imporrant insights calr cnrcrge from the
perspectives of- those on the margins. Patricia l-till Clollins (20(n), fbr irisrance,

ofibred the concept of "thc outsider within" to explain how pcople frcxn rnar-
ginalized groups see the extlusionary practices ofsocial institutions, because evcn

r,vhen tirey are on the "inside," they are still marginalized by thc paracligrrrs that
(Jther them. fLrose perspectives ofler invaluable insiglrts into how dominant edu-
cational systerns can be deconstruc-ted. W'ith irrtersectionality, tlrclc is a greater

emphasis on uncertainty, open-enderlncss, ar:id relational know.ledge (Lrrke and
Gore 1992).

Feminist teaching practices draw on pnrndnent fenrinist theory that argues

for sitr-rated knorvledges and exarnines the standpoint (or sitpoint) of all prerspec-

tives (I-Iarawav 1988, Flarding 2003; Garland*T'homson 2005). llecause the body
is such a central issue in fbnrinisrr:r, with a fbcrn on issues sucl: as bodv inrage

and. bea.r-rty', reprodrrctive justice, and violence against wornen. it rnakes senso that
feminist pedagogy wouLl cxamine the embodirnent of learninu, including itorv
ditfer:ent borlies are constructed in the classroom (Wilcox 2009; 'Weller 

1991).

Feminist pedagogy recognizes the power clynamics irr the ciassroorn and seeks to
share powerr between all participants (Luke and Gore 1992).

llhis form of pedagogy a]so seeks to en).power students to create social charrqe

by catalyzing their agenc,v. I'Iere, "ernpowerfirent means not only helping strldents
to understand arrd engage the li,,orld around them, but also enabling them rr>

exercise the kind of courage necessary to change the social or:cler where neces-

sary" (Mcl-aren quoted in Gore 1992,57). Ciorc- (1992) raises concerns abour
the extraordinary abilities attributed to teachers in this notion of ernpor,vermenr.

If power is something that is exercised, not a fbrti of propertl, in a zern-sunr
gafire, then empowerment in this context r.vould neeci to be cr:rntext-specific and
grounded in particular pr:actices (Gore 1992).

Critical race theorists expressc'd a sinrilar critique of critical pedagog.v, not
only poirrting ()ut that many oI the Ibunding leaders were'Wirite, but also fhat the
pedagogy failed to center thc perspectives of the subordinate gror.rps therriselves,
who were often cornmunities of color (hor:ks 1994;Allen 2006;Bonilla-Silva and
Enrbrick 2006;13rown-Jel}ey and Cooper 2011). Anti-racist pedagogy challenges

the ft>urrdati.on of theWestern educatiolral system as one histor:ically grouncled in
Whitc nrale supremtcy. It ror-rbles clairns of universality arrd detached "obierctiv-
ity" to insteacl. argue lbr histor:ically siturtecl knowledges from muitiple perspec-
tivcs. ln anti-racist perhgogy,, likc irr fbrninist poclagogy, stuclernts arc clr:rllengeil
to lc;trtt;rrtrl rtnlc:rrrrr p;rrrrtliqn:s lt dcclr i:ogrritive ancl ;rflt'r.tivc lt'vcls rvlrat
I t':tll ottr vcty st'ttsi,'ol'sr:ll'' u,lrit'h is wlry ckrcp cnrot.iols;r'('()lt( n tririrrr"rerl in
lltr'sc t-l,tsstrtorrrs (W.trlrri t 2OO'i; lll:rkc'rrey 2O()5)- IJt'r,rrrsc lr.r,lrtr,,r.rl l, .u rurl,, i\
.((11 l() ttltllotr('\lttl((llt(:r ol rlotttitt,tliolt. lltr'/)/rrr\, rrl li rlrl' 1r,,,, 1,,lltrttk

Irzlindful Anti-Oppression Pedaqoqy 1 l

critically from an anti-racist perspective is critical (Wagner' 2005; Alr-E&t; 2014).
'I'his process is made explicit, lbr instarrce, by preparinu students tt the bep;irrning

of class that d*eply helc1 ideologies will be challenged anrJ that stuclents lvrll be

asked to take risks that will likely be unsettling.Anti-racist pedagogy, lik: fi:minist
pedagogy, challenges par:ticiparrts to exanrine how their own idontities position
therrr in relation to the material ttrey are learning and to the other part,ic;ip:rutri il
the clirssroorn.

Queer pedagogy takes up some sirnilar principles by positir.rning the [clentities

of both teachers and studenI in power dyna.rnics and by ch;rllerrgiug t]rc herero-

norillativc lrarreworks of traclitional education (I-uhrrrann 1998). A qurcr: peda-

gogy expk)res gender performativity as it is relatecl to sexual i<ienrity arLd ser:s both
as lluid ancl clynar-rdc, rather than static, and challenges assitnil;rt:i,ronist llarnewcrrks

(I Ialberstam 2003). Likc the tc'rm queer itself, a queer pedagogy clcc:onsmtir:(:s the

very frameworks drrough which r,ve preslrmr: to know anctr rvorlrs tolv:lrcl urore

radical alternatives (lStitzrn:rn 1 995;Winans 2006).

T'he scholar I(evin Kurnashiro distinguishes betweerr iilur r:rajor tllr":ads of
working against oppression:"education for the Other, edr-rca.riori about the ()ther,

education that is critical of privileging and Othering, and educatic'rn tha.t r;hanges

srudents :rnd sociery" (2002,3'l ). Many of tlie rnodels of perdagogl, discussed thus

f,rr includc components of these diflerent lvays to challenge oppression, M:rnv

diversiry classes, {irr instance, include infi:rniation about rnarginalizer<l e;roups and

narra.tives told in the voicr,:s of rrrarginalized groups, so as lo nrore fir ly teacl'r

about the "Other":rrd to challerige the erasure of nrargin:rlized grorrps'r:xlreri-
enccs that so often pervade traclitionai fbrrns o1'education. When margin;ilized
grollps see thellrselves r:eflectell in the curriculum, they are validate<l in inrportant
ways. But, of course, these first two methods that I(umashifi) de$cribes hlurc their
lin:its, since they do not lbndamentally question the paradigm$ that rn*rilinalize

ancl C)ther in thc first place. Irorms of pedagogy that teach sludient$i how this privr--

leging and Othering operate ancl what its consecluences aril go fllrthcr to\ryard

disnrantling thc systenis, particularly if students are taught the tools with rvhich
to interrupt the process.'T'hey can then develop tlie skill sctri fo crLrare rltcrnurive,
more emancipatory ways of relating to one another. I argu.e th;rt miri,lluhress is

an important component of'this iast step because it rakes us bc:1'ond lhe r;tr,lqritive

into embodied transform;rtion, at [:oth the irrdividual and t]re coller:tivc: lcrvels.

T'hough thcre are in:portant difli:tences betweeri all of tlrese firrrns of'pre,Jagog1,,

they do have sr:rne b;lsic commona.lities: l.learning is politir":ized; 2. educarional

systems are rocclgriizetl as both sites of oppression :rnd sites of resistani:e;:1. sfudents

:ue tllught to apply the concepts to their everyday lives anrl rLLe srlr:i*politrical
powcl dyrLurrrics in which thcy live; 4. otrjective "'Ilruth" ciluls are r:hallerrgeti as

firrrrrs of'dortrin;tfiott;5. knowlctlllc is irrstoacl rtnderstoocl ;ts hListoricatrl[y'a.nd. c:ul-

tulrrlly slrc't ilit-; (r. tt'lrt lrels ;rrrrl slu,lcrls l)ir!'ri(-ip;rt(r in knovrlcdgc) coll.$r.nrc:tion;7.

llrr' lrroi t:s ol lr',r r)lltlt, i\ .rt r)rl)()tl,lrl .rs tlrt't ortlt'ltt ol"lcltnrrinrl, if'lroI lltorc so;
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8. denrocratic participatiorl is highly i,alued; 9. awarcness ancl cotrsr:iortsncss-raisinq

is critical; 10. rrurltiple perspectives are highlighted, ofteri ccrtttcritrs tlrc cxperi-

ences of marginalized groups; and'l 1. students are r:ncouragcd to ttsc thcir: learrr-

inq process to actively transfonn society in socially jr"rst ways. Mrrny of thcsc ftrrms

of pedagogy exarnine hor,v and where they rnay be complicit irt thc vcry systems

they are tq/illg to disrruntle. Of course, each firrrtr of peclagogy dcfirrcs sr>me of
these te nets it particulat ways and centers certain aspects of irlcrrtity in its rnission

(gender, race, class, sexuality). ln doing so, each brirrgs important clitnensions tcr

the convers;rtion.

I beiieve that nrindfrrlness olTers a vairrable contr:ibution to each of these types

of petlagogy.'l-herelbre, despite the ntranccs in eaclr lbrm disc:ussecl above, I will
use the ur"rrbrella term "anti-oppression pedagogy" to include all ol tlrerrr. Irur-

ther scholarship in this area can explore the sirecific wtys rlindftLlness can be

integra.ted in the unique strategies of each fbrrn of pedagogy. IJut as one of the

first texts in this field, this book is interestcd in establishing the torrndation of
intersections betweerr niincllulness and uiti-oppressiorr pedagow explaining how
and rvhy mindfulncss provides critical rnethods fbr stuclents to unlearn oppres-

sion, a.nd o{-fering tea.chers "action" tips fbr implementing mindflilness pr;Icticcs

in the classroorn.

Parallels between Mindful Learning and
Anti-Oppression Pedagogy

Rercent eflorts in conternplative eclucation make irnportlnt stri<les toward [ulfill-
ing hooks'call to "ed.ucate the whole sluderrt" but sornetimes withorit the explicit

social justice corrsciousness that is integral to anti-oppression peclagc>gy. Horvever,

anti-crppression pedag<.lgy does not always help students IiiW emhttd.y their learn-

ing. In -Women's Studies courses, for instance, students cttitivate social awareness

ancl fbrnirrist political corisciousness,They learn how to appiv the concepts li-om

class to their own lives and the world around thern.They also develop leadership,

advoc;ac,v, and enrpowerment skills. tsut rrll of thesc' tools have their limits if stu-

dent cannot fully enhotly therri.'lb real1y integrate these lessons, they need to be

absorbed into our very seives, not merely learncd at the levcl of the intollect ot:

political consciousness.

Mindful education is one valuablc rvsy to help students fiilly integlate ancl

erirbody the lessons of anti-oppression pe<.lagclg,v. In flct, the very practice o{-mirr<l-

fi-rlness is a fundarnental r:atalyst for transfbrrnation.l,ike lbrninism, rnintlfulness is

rnorc rbout process than it is about prurduct. It, m Audre l-or:de said, "the rrusterls

tools will rcvcr disrnarrllc tlrc nilrstcr-'.s horrse," thc:n r've necr-l to lclrrtr Irclv r'vlys of'

lrcirrq irr tlrc rvolkl. Irrtcgt-;ttitrg rrrirrtllirl lcurrtirrq into;rrrli ,rgrlrtlr'r,rtr 1,i'1111rl11gy

l('ls us (l().llts( llritt. (,trrrtctrrplttlivt'pr';rr'titr's, lvltctr ittltlr,tllrl tttll tlr iollt'I,,c

, l,r',.,t,,,)nr. (,ur lrt lli sltt,lt'ttts ,lcvt l,,p tlrt' .rlrilitt' l() ( I llrr.,llr , ll r, ll' , t tlJ.rrlrr'z,tl
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and lJush 2014).'Ihey can also oller students the tools to renrain presr:rrl,---lrrrd

ernbodied-it the classroom, an iclea I will examine rnore fully in Chapmrr 12.

Clrowing research {-lemonstrates the vast benefits of mindfiilness. li]"ecent

advances in.Western neuroscierrce have supported what ancient ),o[iis ar]d rnedi-

tators have long klown: that nrindfrrlness ha.s extensive enlotiollal, pril'r:hologi-

cal, and physiological beneflts. llegular mindfulness practice strengthefls the

imurune systeln and eases stress. It can ease anxiety and depl:essicur, r,vh.il* iLtcrers-

ing corrcentration antl awarelless (Davis and Llayes 2012; .l:;ree the lvlt;wl 20tr2;
'Wadlirrger and Isaacowitz 2{.11.1; Wiilians and Pemuan 2011). },'ledita.n:ir:rt, yoga.,

and pranayama (yogic breatlung) have also been shor,vn to decrerse tli,e *llli:cts of
tra.uula and Post-'Irauniatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) (E,nrerson a.ncl I'lopprer 2{Ji.1;

Van I)er l(olk 2014).

Mindfulness, then, can enhance thc overall well-being r:i'college students. It
ollbrs students tools that they can use anytime atrd anywhere lo oase thelr ;rnxiery

and stress,which can be particularly helpful druirrg semester crurrch. Sottre stud-

ies inclicate tlut regular rnindiirlness practice increases acacleru-ic pcr'formartcc and

enhances students'ability to r:elate to c;thers (Barbezat arld.Brrsrh 2Otrll; llrown
University 2014; Shapiro et al.2011). Given the personal irler:tity cieveltiprnent

trajector:ies conlnlofi for tr<lsl, tr:a.ditionr1ly aged college studerlt$. the pnrvrln ben-

efits to cmotional intelligerrce also makes mindfirlnerss particullarly helpful in col-
lege^ It can enabie stuclents to establish healthy life ski1ls that can rir:rve them l,ong

aftcr: gracluation (Goleruan 1994).Even if the seed does not firllir takc'r'or:,r during

ttre college years, once srudents k:arn about rninclfulness, they nury tle rnore likely

to access it later in life when tircy find they are in need of its XreIre{its.

Fl<iwever, mirrdfirlrress practices are not just dropped willv*nilly int<i ,r ryllabus

br,rt are instead integrated into a pedagogl, that seeks to rleeperr intlrrsirretiotr

and inquir,v.As such, they nicel,rz compliment more traditional tuorles of'learning,

while also errhancing stuclents'deeper sclf-awareness. In fact, ttris type ol''lr:arrring

recognizes the contextrral nature of knowledge. In lrer grountlbreakirrg bool; 'flrc

I>otuer o;f Nli.n,lful Leorning, Ellen J. Langer r,listinguishes betureen Intelligt:nLr.:i: an<l

Mindful I-e;rrning (1997).'I'he forrncr, she argues, entails a liracar prccess o["stabk:

categories, objective fhcts, and learned skills that corresponil to r:eality an*l ntoves

torvard resolutions. tr\4indfirlrress, on the' otllcr hand, rralues nir;rltiple pe rstr)ectivclr,

encollrases the participarrr to expcri(-ncc control by shift.ing lbetvi,een th*le per*

spectir,-es, and sees knowledge as lluid. Skills and infbrr-rrrtiou arr: neitlierr: jinher*

critly good rx:r bad; instead, the kuolver is encouragecl lo step back ar:rl r:r:flect

on solutions and outcornc's to deternrine deeper: neaning within coutexJ (l,anger

l<)97 ,110).
'l'houuh shc is r:urcfirl trr tlistirrguish hcr cliscrrssion of. rnindful learnitLg lltrrn the

lrro;rrl*lr;rsrtl (-()rt.cnlpolirry rrsc oItltc tcrlrr urinclfitlness, her work. has hcelt influ-
t'rrri:rl irr tlr,: lii'ltl ()l'('()r)l('nrl)l;rlivr'pcrl;rgouy. L;rrgcr sllgljcsts thar nrintlhrL le;rrning

li( l)('r.tl('s 1,'r1', lr,,l,,1,ir.rl sl.rlr':i tlr,rl , tr,rl,li s,'r'i'r;rl rltr:rlitics."(l) opr"'lrrlcsli t() lii:)vclty;
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(2) alertness to distinction; (3) serisitivity to different contcxts; (4) irrrplicit, if nclt

explicit, awareness of multiple perspectivcs; (5) orientat.iorr in thc prcscnt" (1997,

23). Scholar LauraA. Rend6ri riakes a similar distinction bctlvccrr krrowledge and

wisclr:m.The lbrrneq she suEgests, values rationaliry detacficd olrjcr:tivity and flcts
aborrt tlre outer world but without opplicmktn to life.Wisclonr. orr thr' other hand,

"arises from personal cr:nrnmnion and reflection on life" (2014, 9(l). lt crnphasizes

seH-reflection on the inner lilb and cultivates sclf-awarene:ss. It bcgirrs with the per-
sonal space, but then expands to integrrte a social responsibillry (l\erd6n 2014,90).

Mincllirl learning, tl'rc,n, parallels a basic tcnet of anti-oppression pedagogy that
recognizes alJ knowledge as cultrrrally constructed anil partial.'W'ho r.l,e ar:e shapes

what lve knorv. One gr:al of anti*oppression peclagogy is to rrrakc that lens visible

and to try to step outside it. Iloth fllrms of lear:niug value the prcr:e,rs o1 inquiry
as much a.s che results. Iloth, then, allow what the poet Rainer Maria Riike cails

"living the questions." In his classic book, Lette'rs to aYourug Poer, Il.ilke writes, "l)o
riot rlow seek the ansrvers, r,vhich cannot be given you because you rvonld not
be able to live them.furd the point is, to live everything. Live the cprestions now.
Perhaps 1,ou will therr gradually, u,ithout noticing it, live aiorrg some distant day

intr: the ansv"rr" (1,993, 1,2).

Contempla.tive pedagog,v invites stucient to actively sitr-rate themselves rvithin
tlre content o[ their colrrses and apply the concepts to their owrr lives, anothcr
clear parallel rvith a:rti-oppression pedagogy.As such, it takes experientiatr learning
to a difli:r"ent level, one that irrtegra.tes the mind and body with a. more holistic

rraluc system.As Daniel P. Barlrezat and Mir:abai Rush, current arrd forrndinn direc-
tor of the Center ibr Contenplative Mind an<1 Sociery (respectively) deline it,
contemplative pedagogy has a few basic goals:

1. Focus and attention building, mainly through focusing meditation and exer-
cises that support metal stability.

2. Contemplation and introspection into the content of the course, in which
students discover the material in themselves and thus deepen their under-
standing of the material.

3. Compassion, connection to others, and a deepening sense of the moral and
spiritual aspect of edtrcation.

4. Inquiry into the nature of their nrinds, personal meaning, creativiry and
insight. (Barbezat and Bush 2014,11)

Contemplative practices focus on the present moment, helping students cultivate
clariry about their interrial experiences in any given moment.'W'hen used in an

acadernic setting, mindfulness practices have proven to increase students'croncen-

tration, deepen their understanding, increase their en'rot.ionll irrtclligcrrcc, sus*

tain crrrotiorrll rcgulation, ancl devclop thcir creativity (li;rrhcz;rt ;rrrrl llrrsh 2014,

22" 32; (lolcrrrrrn 1994).

Mindful Anti-Oppxlssion Pedaqocly l5

More and more educators are integrating various contempl.ative p!:lctlccs

irrto the university classroorn in order to hefu students cttltir,'ate presence antl

selllreflectk>n.

Contemplative pedagogy uses pl'actices that enable c1c:tlp introspe:ctioll into
meaning, ethics, purpose, and values.T'hey encourage reflection on our irrternal

experience as wefi as our interdepentlence with others. Like nntch arlti*op]]rtsbiorr

pedagogy, conternplative pedagogy chaiienges tlre objectivism arld emplriciLsm o[
traditional learning, suggesting tl:at there is rnuch ulore to learn tlLan a pr:ivileg-

irrg oi rational knowletlge and scielrtiflc lllethods allow.'Witlmut discountirtg tht:

value of the former, conterrrplativc-' pedagogy reveals rhe t:it:h poteutial ot intro-
spection that helps cultivate the depth clf our hearts with an qie toward gieater

sustainability. As lJarbezat ancl Bush write, "l(J]onleuiplativc pr:d;rg<igy r:lti*s not
supplant or detract from rigorous aualytical inquiry . . . ratlrer, t]rcy can aug;ment

ancl enharrce, and even tra.nsform, traditional mocles of teaching artd ie*rning"
(2014,84). just as traditional analytica.l education tra.ins studrnits how to rltrcstiotr

and perceive in nuanced ways, conterrtrllative peclagogy hellrs strrr"{errts cu.ltivafe a

nuanced discer:nment of their ow-n experience.When it cotues to lerunirrq about

oppression, I argue, one without the r:ther is rrltin-rately inellectire to bolh runder-

standing ho-uv oppression operates and to unlearning it.

Why Mindfulness ls Critical in Courses That Teach
about Diversity

Courses that deal with oppression and diversity can greatly htnefit from comtem-

plative practices because they can help us unlearn the conditioned respu:ses that

uphold systems of oppression. Diversity classes are not just objective studies of
content. They also teach self-reflective processes th.at invite t;tudents to err,aruirle

how systems of oppression afrect them and what their roles might [:e withirr those

systems. Femidst and other diversity classrootns counter a one-dimensionai privi-
leging of cognition to highlight a,u "embodied reflexivity" i.n which participants

learn to reflect on their own ideologies and experiences, questiorl their rruays of
thinking, and imagine alternatives (Lather 1991,,48).

Contemplative practices enable students to cultivate effIotional ir:tetrligence,

learn to sit with difficult emotions, recognize deeply entrenched narradves they

use to interpret the world, cuitivate compassion for other people, and become

more intentir:nal about how they respond in any given moment.All of these abili*
ties can transfotm dialogues about power, oppression, and privilege firxn irltense

reactionary debates into more relational, empa.thic, and reflecrive experierices. By

integrating rninclfulness into our social justice courses, we can help sttrclents learn

how trl rravigatc fi"aught situations in intentional, more compimsionate ways.T'his

atrility is c:nrcial u<lt only in tlrc ;rr:rrclerrric social jrrstice classtoont hirt also itr our

llnrttlct' socicty.
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Oppression leaves its rnark on our hearts, boclies, rurtl slririts. Nutnerous

writings hy feminists, people of color, LGIIT comrmtrtitics, colorrizcd peoples,

ancl people living in poverty have attested to tlre debilitating c{L'cts o[oppression
on peopleis vel'y sense of selI. It rnarks all of us, albeit in diflcrcnt wrtys, whether
we are rnembers of dorninant grotlps or of marqinalized gnlrps. Indccd, intersec*

tional lbrninist theory te:aches us that while soire people fit ne;rtly in tl.re categclr:y

of "oppressor" or "oppressed," most o[ us hold identities across thest: diflerent
groups, so tha.t we are at times rnarginalized and at other tinres pr:ivileged.

fror those of us who are marginalized, t]re vioietrce of oppression wounds arrd

exhausts us.'We expend a great dcal of energy everyday enduring thc rnicroaggres-

sions of oppression, while the macroaggressions may lewe a povr'erlirlly trxulrutic
mark on us. Oppression can also ooze into otlt very sense ol self through the

internalization of negative cultura.l messages alrout our group.'lhe cclnsequencc's

ofoppression include depression, anxicty, low sclf*esteenr, ancl anger.
()ppression takes a diflerent toll on those in the clorninant groups.'I'hough we

do not sullbr the sarne kinds of rnicroaggressions and interna.lized oppression, we

also do not get to live inro our frrll humanity.While dominant groups certainly

benefit fi:om the privileges we reccive, we are also disconnected fiorn others by

that very privilege. Marry of my stuclents experience a certain amount of clismay

and p:rin rvllen tlrey realize tirat they accrue dailv privileges a.t the cxp,:nse of
their classrrrates and community members in rnarginalizecl groups.'l'hougli some

people, obviously, revei in their privilege, I believe that tlr nrore people would
prefer tr: disniantle systems of oppression even when they be:nefit liorn thenr.
'Ihey are oft'en unaware ol the clcep ancl dillicult u,ork this w-ill entail on their
part,but rnany of my studr:nts wAnr r lnore eqttitable world,at lcast theoret:icaliy.

'I'he trickl, part lies in the I)ct that we cannot deconstruct oppression on
rnerely theorr:tical grounds. O[ course, we have to engaEe in social transforrna-

tion at the collective, societal, ancl institutional levels, but we also havc to clo it
at the level of the individua.l.'We have to get down and dirty witir the harcl work
on ourselves ancl in our cornrnunities. Sincc oppr:ession insinuates itselfirito oul
lived experiences and otlr very sense of selves, that is where some of the work lies.

Ariti-oppression trredagogy dernands accountability for our own rolcs in systems

of opprossion, \,vhatever those roles rniglrt be. Rut I lincl that stu<lents o{tcn flel
at a loss abouf ."vha.t to do witli the iutenrie feelings that arise or hor,v to intc:mrrpt

deeply entrenched patterns in themselves and others. llccognizing thern is a first
step,hrlt I have long felt that an entire set of tools arc rrrissirrg flonr tl.re lool belts

rve pr<ivide students.

f]ortttnatcly.rrir-rdlitlncss clrr hclp fill that g;tp bv tlecpt'rrirlr', ()ttr st ll ,tu,;ttcttcss

ot't:tlt cntb<>tlictl lcvcl' [\lrtlrcr tltlttr ttrcrcly st'cil)11 l)'lll(''rr:i ()l .lrl)r(:isirrtt ilt tltc
s()t'icly ,tr<,tilt,.l lts ()t cv('l) ir) ()1lr' ('\l('ilt,tl l,r'lr:rVi,)r\. \\r' r ln l,{ i,ilr l(r r'('(()1-l-

tri'tt'ltotr tltt'\, lt,tvt'ittsitttt;tltrl lltctttstlvts itrl() lrllt ,,1,,, I'r,Llr,, trrrl',;rrrlts.!Vt'

{.[) l(,lllt l(] l(ro1,,lttzr'(ltr'r'llt,t.; itr r)llr r,rlrr,l lr,,rrl'r rl ,,rlr rlrl'rl. ('lll (l('(l)
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shame or sadness.Wb can strrt to recognize how we want to lash 
':utr 

ts a. defbnsr:

mechanism that both protects us fi:om external threats and gives us $om#tlhing to

focus on besides our pain.While there is a time and place when such larihiing out

is a necessary survival mechanisnr, with deeper reflection we miglrt fincl thlrt that

behavior does not se(ve us in every moment. Mindfulness ailows us to [:,s more

irrtentiona.l in our choices. In the rema.ining part of this clraprer, I wilX. outline

some of the most critical benr:fits that mindfulness can bring t<l anti-oppre\sion

pedagogy.

The Ultimate in Applied Learning

Anti-oppression ped.agogy centers around active and applied learnirrg. !fuowl-
edge is not a static pro<luct to be absorbed by the student but rather a tllrnamic

process in which teachers and student co-participate. The srrm of whar L:an be

created in the collective process is often greater than anything that coulcl have

been produced by any one person.While there are, of course, fu,ndamerltal con-

cepts to be studied, anti-oppression pedagogy also focuses cln the power dynamics

of knowledge production: who has historicaily been exclucled trorn tlut process,

what gaps have resulted from those exclusions, and how understanding is altered

when multiple voices are included.
Mindfulness is the penultimate form of applied lea.rning, since it cen-ttot be

understood in the abstract. It fi,utst he practiced.The richness of the learrrinti process

lies in working with whatever arises, rather than from expec:ting presrlribed or

forgone conclusions, Brown Universiry's Contemplative Studies Initiatjve calls

this skili "critical first person inquiry" or the abiiiry to experience sornerthirrg with
an open mind and then step back and study the experience (I3rown l"Jnrversity

2014).This kind of engagement recognizes that learning is not nrerely intetrlectrral

and knowledge is not something "out there," removed flom us.TThat rrrindlulness

practices can bring to anti-oppression pedagogy is a more deeply embttt{ied sense of
this process.Just as feminist thought teaches students to ana-Xyze convention$ long

taken for granted., yoga, meditation, and other mindfulness practices irwjite stu-

dents "to investigate what we assume to be true through a series of ery:erirnents,

so tha.t we may relinquish what we have been toid and come to our own lirsthand

under:st'anding about the nature of reality, the world, and ourselves" (N{iiler 2010,

23).\Yhen contempla.tive pedagogy is combined with feminist analysis, it offers

the possibility of emboclying wisdom.
Mindful iea.rning, Iike anti-oppression pedagogy, teaches sildents a.n 

{{appre-

ciation of the conditional, or context-dependent, nature of the work. and the

value of uncertainty" (Langer' 1997,1,5).ln social justice classrooms, studelrm learn

thar generalizarious nccd to be contextualized in the speci{iciry r:f idontiry ioca-

tierrs. lior irrstancc, tLrorrgh scxisrrr arrd pattilrchy absoltrtelry exist, not all rnen

Irlrvc powcl ovcr;rll w()l)lrll. Mcu ol'r'olor, lilr ittstrtncc,rrrc uiargin.a.lizrecl in ways

lllllil
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that White women are not and are often oppressed by.White women. Mindful
educa.tion encourages students to see knowledge as conditional and to examine

how difrerent perspectives offer difTerent insights. Looking at soiliething from a

variety of perspectives not oniy helps students get a more well-rounded compre-
hension of the issue; it aiso helps them see that all perspectives are partial. Each has

its place and each is incomplete.

Mindful learning also helps students learn to trust their own anthoriry
because they get to test it out and examine how well a practice or theory works
for them. As Langer (1997) suggests, when conditiona.l and context-dependent
iearning is valued, it becomes more possible to generate alternatives, because

there is a greater openness to possibility and a greater willingness to step off the

beaten path.

Cultivating the Discernment to lnterrupt Learned Storylines

Most contenlplative practices enhance clear: seeins :rnd focus, while also enabiing

an ability to think on one',s leet in the nroment.T'hey crrkivate an ability to see

things from multipie perspectives, sornc-thing that is critical irr a.llti-oppressiorr

courses. I3y developing cornpassion anii ernp;ithy, they also strengtherr mental :rrrd
eniotional health.'fhese latter aspects of conten'4rlative pedagogy ue criticai hrr
ant,i-oppression classrooms, given the emotional and psychok:gicel toll opprcssion

takes on everyone, most especially rnembers of- niarginalized groups. t-lis F{oli-
ness the Dalai Lama liirn.self- has statc,d that in "an:rlytic nreditation, one brings

about ir"rrer change thr:orrgh systematic investigation ancl analysis. Iri this way w-e

ca:r properly use our human iltelligence, our capacity lbr reason ancl ana.lvsis, to

contribute to our happiness and satisfjrction" (qtd. in l]arlrezat arid Bush 2O14,84).
'I'he combination, L suggest, crerrtes lnore empowering and sr-rstainahle tools tor
students to not only unle;rrn oppression but to cultivate lnore irturrane r,rays of
reiatirig to one another.

One of the key gifts of nindfulness is that it uncovers the niental chatter that
is always present in orrr minds. While the exact content of that chatter: dilltrs
frour person to personl most of us believe our inner nronologlres to be "'Iiuth"
anc1, therelbre, base our bohaviors ancl actions on tl-lem. Mindhrlness teaches us

to tliscern the differerrr:c betrveen our thoughts and our being.As I)aniel .|. Seiuel

writes irr his book,'lhe L'tind;ful FSrain: Re.flet:tion anilAttwteruent iu the Cnltiuation

o.flMtll-Bcin.g,

Discernment is a form of disidentification from the activity of your own
mind: as you become aware of sensations, images, feelings, and thoughts,

you come to see these activities of the mind as waves on tlrer surlhce of the

rrtental sea.

(2(X)7, 19)
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Tihis pr-ocess enables us tc'r "disentangle" ti:om "the chatter of tJre rlrind" by

recognizing that',ve are bigeer tira.rr our thoughts. Our thougirts alxl enrotit.rus are

a part of us,trut they are not the totality of us (Seigel 2007, 19).Whetl \,\re (:rr tec-

ognize that distinction, we can bring a mclre analvtical Iens tr: the clrittlel Ln our

nilnds, discern where it coures fiom, ancl make more intentional ciroii:es abcltit

how .,.ve want to be in the world. -fhis discernment helps ;reverrt prnctitiotLcrs

from drownirrg in tJre sea of their emotions.
'I'his skill becr:mes pilrticularly important for interrupting systen.$ c,f olrpres-

sion because much of otLr chatter is shaped by learnecl ider:logies. Ilelieli ;rbout

ourselves and others are socially produced, as are the pc'nver lrierarchies th;rt result

frorr thenr. For most students, these ideologies are so nornralizeti t*r;,rt rll*:y just

take theur for granted. Even those who are frour marginalized grr:ups, wtri.le they

may recognize their oppr:ession, may nevertheless lack the ;t'uvarenesili to :rcctl-

rately narne r,vhat is happening. l\4ind{illness can help stildents lealn to nrrir:Lirrrize

the damaging ellects o{'oppressive ideologies on their scnso of self and learru to

interrupt the systems at both inclividual and structural levels, Similaril,, sLur"lents

who are mernbers of dr-:minant grollps in society are tallght not to set) t;}it trrtivi-
leges they receive. Oiten they have learued a sense olsupetiority anci endrli:rnenl

that remains invisibie to thern.'fhis is how systems of oppressiiotr work: when

privileged students come to our classes unaware of the benefits the,v rcr.:eir,'e that

are denied those of marginalizecl Ercups, that is the oppre$$ive system l,r:rking
the way it is designed to work. Intersectional ferninisrn reveals this process to

be even more cornplicated, since rnany of us receive benefits in sorne rvrtl/s rnd
are oppressed in ottrers, r,vhich nranifests in simitrarly conplex clynarrrii:s in the

classrr.ront.

Our job as teachers is to help our stttdents develop ;ln il\,varene$ri of this

process so that they can learn to interrrrpt the system. lvtrlst auti-oppression

toachers rnake this the centra] tenet of our cla.sses.'We generally clo t good jol:
<if revealing ineqr"ritlble power dynamics throughout socicty a.nd the lclec,lo-

gies that firel tl-iem" But these learned icleologies operate lrr rrnore tha.n lnerely

tn intellectual level, so analytical awareness is not enough. t[)p]:rressiv,,: iclcolo-

gies insinuate themselves into our very selves, which means that they irrevitatrly

infbrrn tl'rat nrental clratter I mentioned earlier.While many writers dlscuss the

kinds of lifb experiences that infbrm our mental narratir''es, it stanctri to reason

that some of those n:Irratives are shape<l by the oppressive itleologlies that s<>

tlceply inflrrence society and the corrstruc[ion of identity.Womenh Studies crjt-
ir:s, Iirr instancc, h;tr,c long noted that ideologies of beauty and the tlel,alua.tion

trl',uvt:rrrcn hlvc dctrirriental cffect on women. Women.t Stuclies coursrls help

sll(lcr)tri r'lcvckrp rnctliir litcrrr:y:rncl unclct:stantl the eflbcts of those por[rayals

on worrrerrls scll-t'strt'rrr rurtl lrotly irrurgc.'l'his is:r critir:a.l stcp in thr: rtlilea::n.ing

l)l'()( ('\s. lirrt llrcst'irlcol,r11iL's so r['cply irrlirnr nr:ll)y w()llolr'.s irrrerna] seIf-talk.

ll t.rl..t's llrr' r,r1r,rr ilv lo rcr ()1,,ri7( llr,rt rrll;rlirt' tttt'rtl;tl (lt;ltt('t':itttl tillt. sli.illti t<t

lllli



20 Mindful Anti-Oppression Pedagogy

intcrrupt it if we are to truly unearth the seeds of opprcssiorr.'l lr:r( rrcans, lbr
Ir)o\t of 1r5, rcwot:king our vcry ri irilrg.

'I'he good news is that minclfirlness can help us clo jrrst thlt. I c;rrlirr;4 contenr-
plative neuroscientist Dr. Richard Davidson, tlieWilliarr-r.|;rurcs ;rrrilVil;rs l)rofessr:r

of Psychology and Psychiatry at the University of-Wiscorrsirt-l\4rtlison, has usecl

dcveiopments in MRI technologv to measure thc'eftects ot'rrrcrlitrrtion on the
brain. His work reveals that, unlike previously thorrght, tLrc irtlrrlt lrrlin rctually
iras a great deal of plasticity, rvhich rneans that deep cognitiv'c r:hrngcs carl still
oLrcur throlr!{lrout adultirood (Davidson and Begley 2012: l;n'r thc NIild 2t)12).
'Whilc' 

rnuch of this research Ibcuses on conditiclns such as P'l Sl) rrnd elepression,

on the one hand, or compassion and ernpathy, on the other, it rcvculs th;rt deeply
ingrained pathways that have becoure automatic can, indeed, bc intermpteri.They
can lre rew'orlced not just on a one-time basis but in more sustainablc ways.'l'his
plasticity could prove valuahle in socialjustice classcs, since oppressive ideolclgies

that infirrni practices and behaviors tre learned and deeply ingrained. Ifthe story-
lines we repeatedly ilarrate to ourselves are laced with oppressive ider:krgies-and
I argue: that t.hey inevitably art:-then the ability to pause thr:se storyliries and

even rervrite them c;rn go a long way toward creating a rnore jtrst worlcl.'lhus,
while Davidsorl and lris colle:rgues do not necessarily apply their findings about

adult neunrplasticity to issucs of opprcssion, I think tliey oflbr profbund possibili-
ties fbr our u,'ork es social jrrstice teacJrers.'Ilhis work reveals that u,'e can chr:ose

to lbed thc part of ourselves that can create rlore empowering worlcls-such as

our conrpassion and kindrresslby engagirrg in reEular mindfulness practice. Let
me reiterate here that I tw u.ot saying that we can "choose not to tle afli:ctocl by
oppression."'llhat, of course, is not possible. lJut r,ve can claim sorrre tleEree of
agency abnut how cleeply oppressiorr cr<ldes our sense of sclf and rewr:rrk hr:w our
self'relates to others.When conibined rvith structural change, these steps can take

us a long w2ry toward creating a more iust worlcl.

Deepening Self-Reflection

Ferninist and anti-oppression pedagogy mark sellreflection as a cerrr;rl ingredi-
ent tor a transformational iearning process. In this context, selflreflection usrlally
means exaurining our own positionality in society, our role(s) in power s),-stems,

ancl an c'valuation r:f how issr-res aifect our personal lives. It involves qr.rcstion-

ing how we both uphold and can intermpt power systems. The reflection that
conterlpla.tive pedagogy aliows is ln internal one that explores an inrlil'idualls
emotional, plrysiologic-al, .r,rd (rogrlitivcr responses. As such. it prr-rvides an adcled

tlinrcnsir:n to thc rnalytic;rl rntl stnrr:tutal analysis errrplrasizcrl irr rrntr*oppressi.n

pcd:rtto*y. Il strtrlcrrfs itrc to rc:rlly t'cf]ccr <lrr thcil rolcs itr svstr'rrs ol ()l)l)r'es-

sirrrr, lltty ltt'r'tl to r:ttl(irr;rtL' ll)(.' 1o(lls lirl rt't:oqrtizit)lr, ,lr(l lrr(l( r,,t.rrrlnrl, lllrir
rrl{'ttr.rl .rntl r'rlct rt.tl n.ttlion'r lo (lt,tl Jt,r-rrr,,,ilrt,,.t\\r.lrr'l('.', Irl , lr,,l,ltrtt,..r ,.llr'r:t.
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our positionaliry fiames what we ciln ancl cannot immecliately see.'llrr critical

self-reflection tools cultivatecl in ninclfulrress, cr:mbined with a fbrrrinirit ;rn;ilytical

understanding, helps us see that who we are shapes what 
"ve 

know but it ;Llso helps

u.s exparid the lens of w,hat we can see. This reflexivity helps stuclents c;sauine

hor.v their beliefi, values, and emotions affect them, enabling srtudents "to :r:ttically

analyze dorninant belief'systems, recognize how others ha.r,c in4rosed liuilting
belieG on thern, and liberate themselves trom those negative views" (1,1.r:nd6n

2014,102).
I a.rgue that mindtirlness is a critical and often missing roulponell[ in this

self-reflection. N4iriclfillness invites us to reflect not only ori what we are think-
ing but also on what we are fbeling. By teaching practitioners tr:r be rr:orrc fir11y

present in the moment, they become much lnore farliliar: witlr rheir pier:sonal

responses, feelings, anci thor.rgirrs. Mindfulness pra.ctices take a "r'arietv o[ fi:rnu,
all of which develop the introspection thlr>ush which we ror:ognize, unclu:stand,

anclbefriend ourpatterns. In doing so,we learr a great cleal about our$el'vos.We

become familiar with how rvc responcl to various ilu.tters, how those reripor:ises

feel in our bodies, and }row they tend to manit-est in orrr externaIbe]raviru:s..Just as

anti-oppression pedagclgy teaches how to recognizc pattcl'ns in societ y, rnindful-
ness teaches us how to recognizc pirttcrns in ourselves, including t.he me rrtaI tapes

that play and the embodied cflbcts tl-rey have.We begin to see nol orrly ''rrlrtr hap-

pens ln our: inteliects but alsr: how it rests in ollr bodies: what triggel:s r,rur {bars,

resentnlents, and insecurities. W'e begin to see how we respr:nd t<-r thost: ellrotiorls:

how they manifest itr our bodies (rapid heartbeat, cold sweats, panic) an<i how we

typically react to tirem (tfu we shut down or lash out?).

Mindful learninE does not assurne that studenrs will take things fbr: $rirrnted btrt

instead invites thern to ergege in experientiai inquiry. (Jontenrplatir,-e 1rl',ictices
help strrderits cultivate tbe ll/itness,which allows one to be firlly in aII exp(l'Llc'nc(:

and siruultaneously bigger than it. Il-ather than Lreing eutircly consumed by al)

experience, stuclents are invited to have an experience aricl ilren step Xrar:k and

reflect uporr it. As such, niincllulness takes the self-rellectiort tliat is at the ]reart

of feminist pedagogy a step deeper. Rather thm taking a tc'aclierii r.r<rrd firr it,
strrdents are expectecl to try it therrxelves arid see r'vhat happens.

Much like lbmirrism requires us to reflect on our own process ancl r:orusider

rvhat did and did not work, minclfi;lness reaches Lrs to work with whatevet *riscs

lbr us.'Ihere is not an ideal goal; instead, whatever resistan(e, avoic{art(B,.ltD,, q.

tlrougfrts, or pl:ooccup;rtions ar:ise as we meditate is precisely, lvhat we neecl t<r

roflcct upon.'l'hcy lerld us to the internai work we need to clo.llhe 'W"iuress ferl.chcs

us to ilcccpt orrr cniotions. bc rvith them in the present but ilso rt.cl be biggcr than

t.lrcy :rrr.:. lt t'r'*rtcs;r tlis[;rrrr-c lrctwcctr our blsic selve,s anil tr']tat.ever rve, ;rt:r: fi:el-

irr11 rrr tlre rrr()ln('r)1.'l'lrs tlis(;rrrt c is rrot. tlrc s;unc ;rs rlisassilr:iarion, because 'rve are

srill lirlly lt'r'lrrr11 ()lr r('sl)()nr(s, lrrrl u,t' ;rlso r-et ollttizc tlrlrt: tlrcy utcd u.o! Rrllsttittle us

l,r'r,trttt llt,'1' ,tt, ()lllV ,/ /)itll r)/ ll\

lJ/lli11l
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I his rtrirrtltrrl enrhodic.l lc;rrnirrg ii r trucial ('oil)pon('rt( r,' .tttti-oP|rcsrion

pedagogy because it teaches us how to meet our responseii wit.h t:l;rIity anr:l com-

passion, Only then can we begin to unlearn these decply etrrbctltlctl responses.

Creating a rnore ju.st socicty r:crluires institutional and collct'tivc chauge, but it
also requires the individual rvork of unlearning the rncss:tgcs irrtcrnalized in an

oppressive sor:iety and rele:rrning more corirpassionate ways of t:cing with our-
selves and others"rhat rvork cannot be done at a nrercly analYlit::rl lcve:l' lt MUS'I
be clorre at tho lelvel of our hearts, bodies, nnd our niinds.

Create a Gap between Reaction and Response

One of nry yoga teachets calls this tool the "holy pairse." in that pause, sttldents

can learn to accept their reactions-lvhatever tirey may be-arrcl then thr:ught-

fully decide how and r,vhether to engage them.'l'hose of us rvho teach aborrt

diversity issues have likely had the experience of'stu<lents blurting out a $tatenlent

that, interrtionally or not, teinforccs racism, sexism, hornophobia, or sonr: other
"isn-i."These outbursts occur because stuclents have lea.rned oppressivc: messages

fionr society aud may not recognize how deeply those messages shape thcil w:rys

of thirrking. Even if they do recognize the deep ideologies, they likely wlll not be

able to unlearn those heravily reinforce<l nlessages overrri.glrt. lndeed, given h<tw

eilectively systeus of oppression work, I think we should be surprised if these

moments do not occur in orir classroom, rather than discoutaged when they do.

When these outbursts lrappen, tbe other students in the room tencl to "react"

back. Strrdents might get defcnsive and lash out; they rniglrt becorne trurt and

shnt do,,vn; they might lt>ok to the teacher to "irrterrupt the nroment.""l'he level

of tr:ust arid cornmunity that has beeu established in the class will shape holr,

eflbi:tively the other students handle the sitrta.tion.'I'he teacher is in the posltion

of turning the situatir:n intn a "teachable rnomerrt" that validatcs the responses of

the stuclents who are angry and hurt but also reaches t]re stttdent who l.rlur:ted the

statemert out. I see thcse kinds of situations as key opportunities [or rnirxlfulness

to enhance anti*oppression pedagogy, because these uroments in our classroonm

also occur in our broader communities-the fi:rmer is a raicrocosni of the 1at-

ter:. I{elping stuclents learri how to navisate these mornents in succcss{tl ways in
the classroorn provides thenr with inva-luable tools they can contiutte to utilize

throughout their life.

MindlLlness lcts us Lrecon"re very sellaware of what is arising for ns antl al]ows

us the tiilc to: 1. accept what r've ar:e lbeling; 2. cliscern the sittration rvith sorne

clarily; and 3. clc'terrninc tnore interrtionally how we want to ltspond, :f'hese

arc t'nrcial stcps in dcvcl<lping nrolr- c()11)p:lssionatc- and cl'li.'r.-tivc soci;ti chanqc

cl'lirr(s tlr;rt ,trc stt-:tlc!li(' r;ttlrcr tlt:tn rc;rc:tioilltv Mirttlfillrtess ( 11';tl('s :lrl illt.crltill

st,ll-rr,llt,r'lion ll)itl (t);tl)l('s ,l l);llt:i('lrt't\vcr:il ()Ut gltt tt':tr liot|, ,tll(l olll ('\lCl'llitl

l(\l)oll\(\ ltt olllt't rvt,t,lL.,ltl \\/('l('(()1',lli/('()lll l(,1(llt'll', t',' .tl'," lrrI()lll('lll()l'('
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capable of deciding more intentionally horv we rnight wAilt tc, resporrr.l. Wlile
our automatic resporises have tl'rcir place ancl are sortretitncs IIC'cc\s;tt)'sr.Lrvival

rnechanisms, they do not ah,vays sen,e us. Mirrdfulrress can help lls Inore elTi:r:tively

choose what will ber helpful to us and to the siturltion in atr\' givcrt rtotrlotrt.

Understanding the Responses of Others

When we befriend and understa.nd our own responses, we have a better [i:ar^ne-

work for understanding thr:se o[ others. When niindful :r"uvareness is sitLtrtted

withirr a ferninist analysis of sociopolitical power dynamics, we have a iltote co111-

prehensive and sensitive way to understandWHY people r:esponcl the wily they

dcr.We can see their reactions as tlte iueuitable by-ltroducts t!'Iivir$ in or'r o1ttrtressive

.rorlety.'I'his understanding cloes not il1ean we excuse peoplert hrrtlirl hehrrviors,

hrrt it does heip us learn to see how systems of oppression r,vork thrciilglr and on

intlivitluals.
T'his brings a collple di{Ibrent layers r:f insight into the chssrootn. It cari prevent

the easy disrnissal of the reactions flom oppressed groups ber:ause their cla.ssitnates

r:un situate their responses."virhin histories of oppression. For instance:,uronlen Are

oftcn accused of "overreacting" to a particular: sexist comrnent, q,'hile people of
t'olor are often accused of being too sensitive i[they get angfy at i]. coil1lneilt that

thcy experietrce as racist.To the classmate who jr-ist said it, it ser:rus like a simple

(onlment tlrat is being blor.vu otlt of proportion, so they blarne the vji:tir:n and

lcduce the significance of the conrment.That situation can be re,[ramed if we as

(c;rchers help students understand that lbr the member of the rnargirializ:*d gr<iup,

tlris is the thorrsandth time such a microaggression has ocrl$rred, so it acts like

porrring lernon juice on ari open wound which never g$$ lhe clralLct-" [o heal

lrecause it keeps getting poked.

lror the menrber of the marginalized group, it can be irelpfu.l to understrrucl tha.t

rlrcir cla.ssrnate is speaking from years of accumulated acculturation irrtrl Iiystems

ol'opllression.Tha.t dtles not excuse their behaviitr, lrut it does hr:lp situate it,ll'his
li.;rlizrttion can be particularly helpful when the nricroag5;rtssiorl corllils firrm a

lrcr'son rhey considered their ally. Perhaps this person is well-inte ntioned rrnd has

,lorrc a grcat deal of wotk biiilcling trust and tryi[g to unlearn optrrl:essir"rn" Nev-
t'r'(lrclcss, they will likely reptotluce systelns of oppt'essiorr af ruJxrL- ptrirrt., albeit

rrrrrvittingly. l)cpendirrg oil ther lcvel of violence of this in{i:action, t}re nurgirial-
rzt'tl pcrsor) rrriglrr uccd t() scvcrr rehtionships with the persoll. But it ndgl:r also

l,t.Possitrlr, to lrt'ogrrizc tlrrrt tlrc irrdividrtal is rr product oIhis/her/zir: crtlture:rn<l

tlr.rr lrirr/lrcr'/zir rrrrlc;tlrrirrg pr(x'('ss is likclv :r lilclong pro(loss that'"vili irrt'r:lve a

l,.t(.rl nl:rllv trtisl;tkt's. l{lrtllt'r' tlrrrtr itltrolirlg tllc llristlkc oIt otl€r hand olri"riting
llrr.rrr oli orr tlrL'otltr.'r, rnirrtllirlrrtss,rlii'rs rtttollrc'r optittti: lrolclirig *acfr other

.rr ( r)unl,rl)l(, .rrr,l lr.rvrr1, ,r lr,rr,l , r)lr\,( ri.rti()lr .rl,r,ttl u,lty lltc rrri<'rtl:ttrgressitttt 'wt,
lrrrrtlrtl

tsllliut
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'We cannot hope to havc our allies unlearn thelr ou,'tt privilcgc if we do

not work orr unlearning ottrs.We mllst sta.rt with orrtselvcs, r1o ottr own work
(rvhatever it is), befbre we can expect others to do thcir work. At the same

tirre, however, I do not think it is helpfirl to rank oppressious. Instcad, u'e all
need to r1o the u,ork simultaneously.We can learn to havc rnorc r:ornpassion for
our: allies 

"vho 
slip and fall when rve lecognize the rnyriad ol wuys we slip and

Iall, participating in microaggressions even when we sl;rive rtot to cl.o so. As l
White,Western, middle-class wornan, there are all sorts of ways I participate in
oppression, even when I struggie claily to unlearn and irlterrupt rrry privilege.
As a queer woulan, I anr also rnargirialized in rnlny ways. I{ecognizirrg my
power, privilege, and nrarginalization allor,vs rne to do rny work and to have

more compasslon fbr otlrers who are doing theirs.When I arn nrirrdlirl of the
monlents when I inadvertently uphold oppr:ession, I have more coirrpassion

fbr those people who inadver:tently rnarginalize me.That does not rnean I do
not get angry, challenge them, or hold them accountable. But it does prevent

me fiorn dernorrizing them, because I recr:gnize that we are all in this together.
'I'his context helps us I:elate to peotrrle in nrore compassiotr.rte wlys and helps

us develotrr responses lhat neither oversinrplity nor dernonize tlre rear:tions of
clthers.

Mindfuiness, then, helps us strenglthen our capaciry fbr conipassion. l)avid-
son'.s now f rnous stuclies with Rrrdtlhist monks reveal that even when exposed

to extrerncly disturbing stirmrli, they had the abillty to activate the parts of their
brain responsible lor compassion and ernpathy (Davidson 2t)12). Further stttdies

by Drvidson arrd his team indic:ate that cornpassion meditation in particuhr can

regrllate emotinns and intentionally stimulate the parts of our brain responsible

for kindness and compassion. Studies have shown that consistency of practice is
more important thal1 length r:f practice, which mea.ns that even a daily practice

of ten to twenty minutes can provide positive results. (Moore et aJ. 2012; Ii.icard
2006).

()ne central corlponent tr: minclfirlness is a nonjudgmental acceptancel r:f u,hat

is. Practitioners learn to accept their reactions, rvhatever they may be, as a first step

to'nvard betriending oursclves. In the cotrtext of anti*oppressiorr pedagog;y, it is

importanr to note that acreltting our respor$es is ttot the same thing a.s arce'pting oppres-

-rion. Instead, it is a way of validating our own experiences and fbelirigs, rather

than perpetuating the violence <if oppression by conclen.ining onr own reactions.

Minchulness enables us to gradually understand and befiencl. our experrr-nces,

r,vhich can actually serve a.s a tool. to cot-rnter oppression."We can learn [o rreet
ourselves rvith compassion, which can help heal the deep wclurids of oppression.
'When rvc can llcet orrrsclvcs with dccp kirrt{ncss ancl conrp:issior), wc can alscr

rrolc lrrlly errrlr:rtlrizc witlr othcrs. wlrich r:ourrtcrs t.hc scprrr';rtior ;rrrtl ()t.lrcrirrg

tlr,rt uplrolrl olrlrrcssivt' sysl('nrs.

lv4indtr-rl Anti-Opprcssicin Pedaqoqy 2.$

Tips for Integrating Mindfulness into Social f ustice Courses

Sirice this book ili fircusecl on thc praxis of- integrating tttLilrdfLrhlcss into

anti-oppressiDn pedago5;y, erch ch?Ipter will include practical t.ips firr cloin5:; iio. In

this chaptcr, I rnill;rdclress sourc o1-thc responses one carr e:KIlect r,r,,herrt bcqitrrrinli

this process of integration"

1. Calleagues and Students Moy Meet These Steps with Skeptir/sm

()ur collc.agues in more traditional clisciplines r,vill likely scoll'at t-nincl{:ulness ts a

lrcdagogical tori1. Its g;rowing popularity in tlre West, r.vith rhr: scienrifir: cvi,-lenct-:

rtr)xt attests ro its benefits, is ccrtaiuly qrirnting it irrcreasing cr*ditrilit.v. Still, tn,e rnay

lind we nc'ed ti'r'Jrrstifi,"or valiclate our use of it in our classr:oom.

Sirniiar clorrbts may come frorn social justice collcagues altr:l sturlcnts, vrho sec

it rs detracting fionr the "rea.l" sociai justice rvork.-fhey rnay squirnr inrpntiently

;rs rve leacl a medital;ion or a Lrreath exercisc, wishing we .'r''ound gct to [he "nrore

inlportant" social analysis. Ile preparctl to sit with these rerai:liotrrs, expl*irl rvhat

rrrind{iilness ofibrs social.justice r.vork, ancl invite them ro gi've it a try'.

2. Social lustice Colleogues Moy Dismiss Mindfulness Procficrr.s o.r o
Way of "Protecting" Students From Doing the Hard Work of FarinE
Their Own Racism, Sexism, Clossism, or Homophobia'

As sclf-rclflc'ctive teacherri and rninclfirlr).ess practitr()riers. i( ir irnpor-trn{ lo ca.re-

Irrlly consicler these concerns. Ask ourseives honestly if minr{lir1noss prril(:ti( cs .u:c

,lt'llccting or deepeninu this work. Like any pedagogit:al tool, thev c;irl bt: usetl

rr ;r variety of r,vays, sr^xne o{trvhich are cottntcr-productive lo socill "jusl.ir:* goals.

I lowever, as r'vc r.vill see throughor.rt this book, when ttsetl in partic:trlar ivays,

rrrirrtlfulness techniqrres can he.1p students and teachers do t]rr wrirk of ttltle;u:ning

ol)l)rcssion in deeper, mote emborlied, rvays.l'hey also errlu,Ltrce crnotinnal inte['-

lillencc arid resilience fbr our stuclerrts,whic:h are crirical hcncrfltri iirr suplrorting

rlrt.rrr in cortinllir)g t.l.re rvork of unlearrrins opprcssiort loltu afl*r thr: errtl of a

,,l rlcstcr's class or even a {irur-yea.r-clegrec.

l. The Languoge of Acceptonce ond Compassion that lnfarrn*
Mindfulness Will Be ,Seen by Some Sociol lustice Colleagues as
"Wcttering Down" the lmportonce of "Fighting" ogainst Syst:ernntlc
Vi<tlence

I lr,rr,. lr,rrl rrort llr.rn ,rrr,' , ,rllt.u,,rrt' ( \l)r'css lrt'sit;tttr'c thrrt rttinidfirlness rn,i]l siinply
' ,,,,1,11t ";,r ivrl, rit',1 slrrrllnlr ,rrrrl rlisrrrisr llrt lr:rrrt ;u)(l ;ll)gct ofLtlrttgirraXizt:il stu-

,l,.rrt.. I ll{:( .ilr' l( l,,rliln.tl( ( oil( ( r,r,; tlr,rl ,rrrlotri rrtilizittll i ottlt-'tttlll;ttiVi'1rt',tctitcs

L._llt
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in lhe classroom neecls to consider. However, I woulci argllc tlr:lt, rvhen done
properly, it does precisejy the opposite. As Musial notes, "crrirrg is not ;rbout cocl-
dJing students, it is about being cornpletely present with irrdividrrals" and nreeting
then: r.vhere they are (201,2,221).1 was initially dishcartcrrcrl r,vhcn I he;rrd tliat
response fiom rny social justice colleagues, br-rt I have contc t() rr:t:cpt thrt we lnay
sin-rply clisagree about the best ways to reach a colilnot) goal. I bclievc tlrat rnind-
firlness provides a deeply needecl seecl for sustainability in ortr cfiirrts toward sor:ial

change. Mindfulness offers che tools fitr students to learrl to sr.lpport thernselves

and one a.n.other: irr. the experience of any emotion-arlqdr', tltrsti';rtion, sac{ness,

grrilt, fear-ancl can help them stay presert together as they wrxk rhrough those

complex discussions in the classroom.

Ilnrphasizitrg cornpassion and peace cioes not prec,lucle trattling opprc-ssion or
disrrraritling systems.'['tre language of cornpassion and peace I use here r:omcs

Iiorn socially engaged mindfulness activists li"orn a va.riety of traditions, ilclud-
ing theViernamese Buddhist monk'Ihich Nhat Hanh, the T'ibetan leader llis
Iloliness the Dalai I-ama, the nonviolent philosoph,v of Moiratnra Gandhi, the
feminisrrr of trell hooks and Audte l-.orde, along with centuries ot'yogi ancl medi-
tation scholars, iliany of rvhoni addr:essed the inequalities of societl,. I)rar,vinq on
both fbminist pedagogy scholars and 1,oga philrsoph_v, Jennifer Musiai ca]is it a

"Ireart-cerrtered" pedagogy (2A12,215). Lrcle ed, I an:ivecl at this approach because

it was a more sustainable for me.After years of teachirig.Women',s Str.rdies collrseii

in the aca<lenry, I lbund the approach of "fighting" oppression without t.hr: corn-
plementary ingredient of cornpassion and healing left me fleling like I was doing
rnore violence to myself and othcrs-constanlly challenging without having the
capacity to rebuild rr-Lore ecluitable and socially.just alternatives. I see social.justice,
rnirrdiirlness, and anti-oppression pedagogy as supporting each cither: as we seek to
create ernpowering alternatives and support our strrclents iri doing this work fi>r

the rest oftlieir hves.

4. Talking About Oppression Moy Be Seen os Disturbing the "Peace"
of Mindfulness Spaces

Some n-rindfillness colleagues may express frustra.tion that .vrre ale bringing cri-
ticlue and social issues into the supposedly "peaceiul" r:e:alrn o1 rneditation and
yoga.'I'hey rnight brisde at bc'ing challenged on their privilege.'I'his accusation is
nothing new lbr those of us u,'ho do this work.What is uniqrie about this con-
text is that. too often tlrcse practiccs ;trc cecn as "escapes" fi'orn lift that shouid
renuin remo',,ed fnrrn critical analysis. Whiie I do believe that therc arc sol1re

ways oIbcing thi:rt rc(lllirc ntoclcs of incpiry other: than intcllcctlr;rl r:ritirlrrc, I als<r

[rclievc th;rt rrrirrtlfrrlr)css sl)ir(:cs rrccd to :ttL'lrcss socill.justit'r' ( ()r]( ('r'ns il lJrcy urc

tt'ttly to lir,,c rlI to tltt'ir'lrotcttti:rJ. As l{t'rrrliur rvritcs,"Wlrt rr .rll rr,i rio rri lirr'us

,,ttt st ll ,t\\r.tt( rt(r;! r'r,i(lt,,ttl .t r otrr otnit,ttrl 0lil1rlt.t,;r:, ()il ',()r r rl ,,,rr',, [[r,,lt( \s ,It(l
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;rc;tion, wha.t rernains is a selflserving, individual blindrress to world. neecht" (20tr 4,
()), Iror instance, those of us who discuss racism, sexism, or hornophol:irr irr yog;r

sfirclios are ofteo accusecl of'being disruptive, as though these issues are $ot already

in those spaces and tr:o often are not na.med. The clainl thtt the ,vo$il iittxdio is

lrcoplet "escape" from the harsli realities of life cloes not hold whcn LJ.S. yoga

studios are so predomillantly Whitc, heteronotmative, and rrrirl.dle- lo-tq::pr;rlr ciass.

More and more activists, including theYoga. and IJody Imag* Conlition. tn orga-

rrization in wh.ich I am rnernlrer, are raising these conversatloris in ordel: 0o rnake

rlrose spaces more inr:iusive arrd more informed.'Ihe integration of rnimrllirlrress

:rrrcl social.justice is a dialectical arld mutually transformative proc*sli.

5. Some Students Will Dislike Some of the Practices

No mindfulness tr)ractice is a silver brrllet that will Ireet all thr: needs of everY

strrelent.'We sl'rould be skepricai o[ anything that claims oth*r"wise. It is ]rc[plrr] tcr

l)rcpare students aliead of time that sorne practices will resonate r,vith t;hern-r more

tlrln others an<l to create spaces to discuss whar did and clid nol urorh ltlr stu-

,lcrrts a.fter each practice. I-hat also means integr:rting a rango of:practictrs so that

lropcfirlly something rvill resonate with each student. Alternatively, a clrsrr rnight

locus on one or tr,vo palticular pra.ctices so as to develop deprth and consintency

tlrxxLqhorrt the semester. In thc iatter c,ise, students shoulct be iritbrruerl uf'that
r')il)cL:tation at the very beginning of the sernester, in timE firr thr:tn ttl ti::op the

, l,rss if they are r.rnablc to participate in the practices for any r(rasofl. [t is also

rrrcrrrntrent on the prcfessor to vorkwith students to make the pract.ices acressible

lol cvcryone if they are recplired fbr the class; that rnay Ineall oflering nlterrt,itives

lol sotne students.

6. The Pressure to Place Content over Pracess in Lirnited Class Time

I lris is r tricky one, often in{brrned by orrr own internalized pararJigrns irs ltachers

tlr,rt tlrc content is actually mote iinportant than tlis "ont-oF-ther-box" rrritrdful-

rrt'rs pr';rc:tice. ()ur students anrl colleagues cannot be expected to ac'cep[ t']rq vdue
,rl (lrr:sc prlctices if we doubt them ourselves (believing in their r,alue is nor the

',,rrrc tlrint as suggestillg thrrt they are silver-bullet, universai flrres), So we fill,lst try
t,) l('sist tltc rlrgc to cut niirrdlirlness practices in favor of devr:rting rnore cllss tirne

rr ) ( ( )r )t('rr[. (l r nyse lf lravc bce rr guilty clf dr:ing this, but wherr I tlo, the mindfiilness

1rr,rr I ir'rrs rlo tttrt. lt;tvc tlrcir dcsircil cflcct.)

I lrt' lrest rn;:ry ()l'r'()rurl.c|irrg tlrc r;orrt.cnt-over-pra.ctice par:ad.igln is t",;,r clearly

.rrri rrlirl(' tlrc v'rlttr' ol tlrc lrloi css itself . lixpl:ritr lvlly ancl how y-ou ur tlqing

rrrrrrrllrlrrr'ss irr tlrr'tlrrsriro()nl,rlr(l rvlry it lllirrr.ls srrt:h v;rltrlr.ble r.:on.trirhrt.ttions tcr

.,o{ l,ll llr:itir r' \\,or k. Ilr'lp stu(l( rl\ stc tlt.rl olit'tt, tltc "tr:sisl.ttttt.:c" tlt;rlt tri.scs in
rl.rrrfi tltr' 1,t,t, tii t:. i'; 1,t,', r',, 11' llti' ttt.tlt t trtl rt't ttt','tl lo 11111'li rvitlr,.'jrlsf as tllc

L=
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"resistance" tlut erises iri working against power and privilcgc olie rr lriglrlights rhe

exact power dynamics we are trving to disrnantle.'Ihc tc;lclrcr. clrr lltcilit;rter reflec-
tive cliscrlssions about the process itselI, thereby nrodelirrg thc cxpcticrrti;rl process.

Unlearnir:r.g oppression in the c:ollege cl:lssnronlusually prorhrt cs some intensc
discr-rssions, and I believe that teachers have an ctlrical rcsponsitrility to prepare)

students for the allective rawness that cirn emerllc thurgh tlris kind olpeclagogy
and ro provide them w-itlr tools to handle it. Class cliscrlssions carr flou, rnclre

efli:ctively if participants are able to recognize, uriclcrstand, rrrcl bc rrccountable

for their owr] rLractiolls. Contemplative pr:actices ollbr the totils to chr just that.
Whcn iearned ;ind practiced eilbctively, mincllirlness rrlso oflbrs ilrorc conr r.rssion-

ate alterriativss to tire ways tirat people olien engrige thc chaflengirg convers:t-

tions about tliversity. As srtch, I believe []rcy are a necessary adclition rcl diverrsity

classroorns. Neirher anti-oppression pctlagogy nor contemplativc educatiol) arc

enough on their own, but fheir intesration can provide a powcrlill rcr;ipe fbr
eurbling social transfornlation though the learning-anrl unlearnins--process.

Mindfulness Practices

Each chapter will inciude at least one specific rnindfiilness practice related.'Ihis
first nne focuses on developing more generai mindful awareness, as we first need
that before we can flrove it into the more complicated and &aught context of
anti-oppression work.

Mindfulness Check-ln

Read the directions ouerfirst beJore starting so that you do not haue to interrupt your inward

focus to read. lf it wowld ruake it easierJor you to have a guided meclitation, you can record

yourself reading the directions or use the NIPj of this meditation on my web site. Have a

notebook and pen handy for the follow-up reflection acttuity.

Find a quiet space where you can sit with minimal distraction for 5*7 rninures.
Dim the lights, Iight a candle (or use a battery operated one if candles a-re nor
allowed), turn off the music, silence your cell phone, and minimize any other
noises.

fhke a gocld seat.You might want to sit up on some blankets or a cushion so

that your pelvis tilts slightiy foward and your knees angle down.a bit. Alterna-
tively, you can sit on a chair, making sure your feet are flat on the grouncl and only
your lower spine is resting against the ba.ck of the chair,Your palms can be open
or closed, resting gently on yollr upper thighs or knees.

fhke a few deep breaths. Feel the breath move a1l the way throrrgh your lungs

ancl into yorrr belly as you inhale. llxhale from your belly thr<lrrglr your lrurgs and
out your ntrtuth.As yotr ilrcathc rhrcc or four tirlcs, irrr;r14irtc yorrr hrc;rth wiping
;rw;ry lll tltc tltorrglrts ol'tlre drry;urrl [rrirrging yolu']rllcr)lir)n t() tll('lrt'r'c;rrrrl now.
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Now let your breath l3turn to normal.

Once you feel faidy present, turn your attention inwarcl. W'hat are you *beling

right now? Can you cletect the emotions that are swirling through you? Do you

notice worry? Excitement? Anger? Joy? Fear?

Where do you notice the emotions in your body? Do they rest in yout heart?

lfour head? Tension in your shoulders? A fluttering in your belly? See if ycru can

find them in your body. Do they have color or texture? Are they cool a:rd blue

or fiery and rough?

Try to familiarize yourself with your emotions and how your bodl'hoids them.

Most irnportantly, try not to judge them.You are allowed to feel whale..'er you

Gel. At this point, we are just trying to recognize them. We'll work rn.ore with
them later.

Try not to get caught up in the storyline of thoughts.Just notice the thouglrts

and let them go,like a leaf floating by on a river.Thke note of the euir:tion behind

the thought and then let it go.

As we move toward the close of our meditation, take 4-5 deep, cleansing

breaths.'With each breath, gradually move your attention back rlufivlutt, rnaybe

gently inviting some rlovelTlent back into your fingers and toes.Wherr you are

ready, open your eyes.

fournal Reflection

Allow yourself to sit quietly for a moment, digesting your experience and refLlrn-

ing to the outer wotld.Then journal for a few minutes to record your experience.

What did you notice about your emotions: color, texture, location, I{'none r:f that

stood out to you al1d your observations were to merely name the ernotionlr, that's

OK, too,Jot that down.

Where do you tn-rink some of these emotions come &om? ttrere it is OK fbr

you to follow your thoughts. Uniike in meditation, where we w&nt to sta)r with
the visceral emotions, in your journal, it would be helpful fbr you to discertr

where some of the emotions come fn:m. For instance, if you noticecl a sml,id knot

in yorrr belly during your meditation, in your journal, you might explore vrhat is

causing that feeling.

Slmple Practices to Cultivate Mindfulness

1. Declare the classroonr a "Cell phone-free space." Studerrts are not to check

thcir cell phones during the class.'While many faculry meurbers have this rule

ilnywlly, thc purposc l.rcr'e is to prevent distractions ancl rnukitasking tlhat can

itupeilcr firll prcscncc.

2, l)irrrsc rrurl llrcltlre irr llctwe err crrr:h corrrrncut.I(ather than the Lrsual nort-sfop

tlow ol'lr t'l;rss rlisctrssiorr. irrrlllctuctrt lr "p;r(lsc ;tttd llreatlac" pllttcrn. Snrdents

hL-
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are to listen to the speaker, then turn inward, breathe, and relJect on what the
person said. Only then cail the hands go up for the next comment.

3. Journal: add a journaling piece to the previous step. I-Iave students jot
down a fbw notes about their initia.l reactions to whatever was just said.

The idea here is not for them to write down thoughts, but rather felt
sense: the emotions that arise, what is happening in their body, their gurt

reactions,
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BRINGING TI-IE BODY BACK IN

You can't dominate a people without separating them Jrom €ilfh otker ad from
themsehelThe more people get plugged back into their bodies, each other, tht more

impossible [tt] will beJor us to be dontinated and occupied.That is the work righ.t now.
--{ve Ensler (2013)
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