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Introduction
Grappling with Differences

There is no better point of entry into a critique or reflection than
one’s own experience. It is not the end point, but the beginning
of the exploration of the relationship between the personal and
the social and therefore the political. And this connecting proc-
ess, which is also a discovery, is the real pedagogic process, the
“science” of social science. (Bannerji 1991: 67)

Questions regarding difference have long dominated the interactions of
Canadians, particularly given the multicultural character of our society.
Canada’s multicultural ideology has often framed the discourse of dif-
ference in a way that views some people as “Canadians” and others as
foreigners. The inference is that only “others” have ethnicity, race and
different cultures, while “Canadians” (read Whites) do not.

Within the past decade, the questions have become more open,
persistent, disturbing and even hostile, as individuals positioning them-
selves as the moral and cultural leaders and guardians of our society
attempt to impose their version of the values and norms that constitute
what it means to be a Canadian. Others, opposing marginalization,
negation and degradation, have challenged normative assertions that
contribute to their being viewed as “different” and to a reading of their
bodies as foreign, deviant, fragile or limited. Related to these challenges
are calls for recognition of the diversity, complexity and variance that
are part of every society, neighbourhood and group, and hence an
acceptance, and not mere tolerance, of differences that are to be found in
any group of people.

In attempts to show acceptance and/or tolerance, at times we tend
to talk about “sameness.” We have all heard the comments: “We are all
the same” and “We are all human beings.” This notion of sameness is an
attempt to obliterate difference, which ironically reimposes difference.
For if difference were not an issue, why would there be a need to assert
sameness? Often, this claim of the sameness of human beings is related
to individuals’ efforts to avoid charges of racism, sexism, ableism,
heterosexism, homophobia, xenophobia, classism and other such char-
acterizations, usually informed by the very “isms” and phobias that
individuals are trying to avoid. What might be considered non-racist
comments in fact reflect racism, as represented by the failure to ac-
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knowledge the racism which underlies the construction of difference
that prompts the original statement.

Conversely, in our liberalism and bid to embrace difference, we may
say, “Everyone is different,” in other words, that experiences of differ-
ence are common among people. Asserting such commonality implies
that there is nothing unique about the experiences of a particular indi-
vidual or group, and that one person’s experience with difference is the
same as another’s. It is assumed that in understanding the dynamics of
our own or another person’s differences (be they ethnicity, gender,
sexuality, dis/ability, race and so forth), we are able to understand those
of others. In our interactions or communications, we tend to borrow
from our experience and understanding of difference and apply it to
others. (In the same way, we borrow from our sameness, thinking that,
because we share backgrounds related to ethnicity, immigrant status,
occupational position etc., our experiences are likely to be similar.) On
this basis, we might hear one person say to another, “I get treated the
same way,” or “I have been asked the same questions by police,” with-
out giving attention to differences in social class, gender, race, ethnicity
or occupational status. Nor is context considered; that is why it is not
surprising to hear comments such as this from a dominant-group Cana-
dian: “I know what it’s like to be a minority because when I was in
Jamaica.…” Inherent in this statement is the idea that being a minority-
group member in the Canadian context is the same as being one in the
Jamaican context, and that in both contexts minority status is inter-
preted in the same way. In making such comparisons, no attention is
given to the historical, social, structural or cultural realities of the socie-
ties in question.

Difference, with all its variances, ambiguities and discrepancies, is a
fundamental aspect of our human existence. It is a reality that cannot be
avoided; neither can we avoid the messy, complicated, unpredictable
and contentious realities of human interactions. Seeing everyone as the
same, not acknowledging difference, is to deny the diversity, complex-
ity and contradictions within society, groups and, correspondingly, the
multifaceted identities of individuals. Hence, experience of another’s
difference is likely to occasion ambivalence, uncertainties, tensions and
inconsistencies—a “messy swamp,” to borrow a metaphor from
Loughran and Northfield (1996) in reference to the teaching and learn-
ing situation. They describe this swamp as “an array of interconnected
sets of events, personalities, social and intellectual abilities, individuals
and groups, all of which are seen differently depending on the time and
perspective of viewing. So to the casual observer it may appear to be a
swamp, but to the skilled pedagogue it is a kaleidoscope from which
different possibilities emerge” (1996: 51). And should there be any
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debate as to whether the swamp is an appropriate metaphor, the au-
thors add, quoting a colleague, “The swamp is a wonderfully rich and
diverse biosystem. Lots happening, lots growing, but only very slowly
evolving” (1996: 53).

This anthology emerges from my attempts to navigate this messy
swamp—the complex, variable and unpredictable materiality of differ-
ence—in my own interactions, particularly in teaching situations deal-
ing with issues of equity, access and merit. Quite often in such situa-
tions, I can expect to facilitate discussions in which students’ articula-
tion of difference is premised on some form of ranking, and on asser-
tions about their own group’s position in the social structure in relation
to others, based on race, gender, class, sexuality, dis/ability, geography
and so forth. Understandably, the identities mentioned are usually ones
with which participants are familiar—their own and/or those of others
they know. The challenge then is how to facilitate discussions about
identities and differences without privileging some over others, collaps-
ing differences, essentializing people, or denigrating individuals’ sto-
ries. But more to the point, the question is: How do we navigate and
negotiate the messy terrain of difference?

I am not convinced that an anthology can or should provide such
answers. Only the source or questioner can appropriately provide the
answer, since it necessarily relates to her or his experience. My hope is
that the essays in this anthology will help stimulate discussion, eluci-
date individuals’ struggles and experiences with difference and provide
insights into living with differences so that our interactions, communi-
cations and relationships with each other are enhanced by acceptance of
differences. If we accept the view that diversity is a reality in any group,
and that freedom of choice is not a privilege but a right and entitlement
of everyone, then we can expect individuals to have opportunities to
experience themselves and participate in society without fear of reprisal
because of look, dress, physical appearance, ability and so on. It is this
desire and wish for a healthy existence that Audrey James (1999) craves
when she laments the fact that her “light skin colour” contributed to the
“imposed difference” she experienced in our society. She writes:

It seems as if I am always bombarded with questions about my
racial composition. I am still amazed when complete strangers
meet me and ask me the question, “What are you?” as if I were
some kind of alien, an aberration. In addition to being rude,
jarring and out of place, the question, repeated often, scars the
soul, injures the psyche, and ignites feelings of inadequacy and
alienation, and further contributes to feelings of being differ-
ent.… Being asked this inevitable question has become part of
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my very being and it continues to evoke a sense of despair and
ambivalence that unleashes a floodgate of emotions, and opens
up my entire soul to debate and scrutiny. Interactions with
individuals and my relations with people always seem to be
dominated by questions of race.… My identity, then, is con-
stantly being mediated and negotiated by the identity others
assign to me (both mistaken and supposedly correct).… This
hypersensitivity to things racial makes me painfully aware of
the complexities of growing up “different” as often experienced
by individuals whose racial composition is not always homoge-
neous and which often crosses racial and ethnic lines. (1999: 1)

As James points out, the painful experiences of growing up with
difference and living with difference as an adult fosters hypersensitivity
to how one’s difference is viewed and presented. Given my own experi-
ence of living with racial difference in a society where Black bodies are
read in troublesome ways, one would think I would pride myself in
having a sensitivity to difference and a willingness to learn about and
understand other people’s experiences with difference. But we can
never think of ourselves as being fully prepared for the responses we
might receive when we ask individuals to tell us about their differences.
And while I was convinced of the worthiness of this anthology, there
were times when I wondered if the project was such a good idea after
all.

My communications with Lorna Renooy was one of the most re-
vealing. I first contacted Lorna at the office of Aboutface, a support and
information network concerned with facial difference. My attention was
drawn to this organization through an article in its monthly magazine,
Aboutface, in which singer Ani Aubin talked with Lorna about what it
was like growing up feeling “different a lot of the time because of my
birthmark” (Renooy 1999). In my initial conversation with Lorna, I
asked about the organization and requested additional information. A
week later, I received a package with a number of magazines and
photocopies of articles (mostly by Americans) about living with facial
difference. I looked for something that could be included in this anthol-
ogy but found nothing I thought suitable. I contacted Lorna again and
asked whether she had any essays written by Canadians that might be
appropriate for my project. Within two days, Lorna sent me by e-mail an
essay she had written. I read the essay and asked her permission to
publish it, and at the same time I requested that she elaborate on some
points. She agreed and promised to send me the revised essay later that
week. Soon after, I received and responded to the following e-mail.
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Friday, August 13, 1999 1:23:34 PM
From: Aboutface
Subject: Essay for book (Lorna Renooy)
To: Carl James
Dear Carl:
I think that incorporating a range of diversity issues in one book
is an exciting endeavour, and one that is long overdue. I would
like to participate in this effort and understand that you are
working under time constraints; however, I have concerns that
need to be addressed before I can feel comfortable and give
further consideration to contributing to your book.

You are interested in the experience of “growing up differ-
ent.” Through my experience in this regard, I care a great deal
about how my story and the stories of other people with differ-
ences are told. Too often people with physical differences or
disabilities have been portrayed as “heroes who have overcome
great challenges” or “victims who suffer because of their disfig-
urements.” With all due respect, I don’t know what you are
going to say about me or this issue that I live with and care so
much about. I need to see your introduction to, and writing
about, these issues, to better understand how and in what
context my essay will be used.

I have also come to understand that one of the issues for
people with physical differences is that others are fascinated by
these differences. Social norms change when you have an unu-
sual appearance; the boundaries of privacy become blurred.
Some people have expressed this as strangers “feel you owe
them an explanation.” Issues arise as to how people are in-
cluded/used by others in the world. In order to ensure that the
integrity of my writing is honoured, I want an opportunity to
review any editorial changes that will be made, and the option
to withdraw my entry.

I want to reiterate how wonderful I feel it is that you want
to give voice to these issues. I also want you to understand that
because I don’t know you (or your writing), I am not comfort-
able with the manner in which this issue of contributing has
proceeded. I feel I need a written agreement before I can allow a
piece of very personal writing to be published.

This agreement would outline:
1. Context and structure of the book (including the introduc-

tion to the book and the introduction to the chapter);
2. An opportunity for me to review any editorial changes;
3. The right to withdraw my essay;
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4. In the event the essay is published, the right to reproduce
and distribute it as I choose.
I look forward to hearing from you.

Lorna Renooy

Friday, August 13, 1999 4:58:28 PM
From: Carl James
Subject: Essay for book (Lorna Renooy)
To: Lorna Renooy
Hi Lorna:
Thanks very much for your e-mail and for sharing your con-
cerns. You are correct, there is the tendency to see “difference”
in the ways you have identified, but I have no interest in repro-
ducing this way of seeing “difference.” I respect very much
your position, and it is in that vein that I am trying to produce
this book on difference. I have not written the introduction as
yet, but I have attached the prospectus and the table of contents
in order to show you the essays and the authors.

I am very interested in honouring your integrity and repre-
senting your work in a way that respects you and represents
your political position. I see this book as an opportunity to place
before readers how their/our perceptions and understandings
of difference need to be critically evaluated taking into account
the ways in which we have been socialized to see others and
how we “other” people. Contributors are encouraged to be as
political as they wish in presenting their positions. In this re-
gard, this could also be considered a political project which
aims to bring about acceptance and social change.

As I said, the introduction has not yet been written, but
these are my thoughts, and the Introduction will be written
after I have received all of the essays. Then I will read all of the
essays and develop the introduction from there. So your input
will be taken from your essay; and I have no problem in picking
up the points you have made in your e-mail as a way of
contextualizing the book. In fact, I quite like your challenge and
feel that I am being responsible in that direction.

I should state that my interest in difference comes from my
own identity regarding race and how I am classed as different,
but I know that difference is more complicated and complex
than that.

Certainly, authors retain the right to review editorial changes
and can withdraw their pieces at any time.

I look forward to your response.
Carl
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Lorna’s essay in this volume further reveals the challenges of growing
up different which, in turn, inform her caution and politics which I had
to negotiate in soliciting her essay.

As Lorna’s concerns illustrate, asking someone to publicly share
personal experiences and politics is likely to be met with reservations or
resistance—reservations with respect to, not only their personal, but
also their professional life. As David Mason, a contributor who writes
about being deaf, said to me, “I do not know if I can write something
personal.” Concerned about implications, some contributors debated
the merits of submitting an essay that would “expose” them. Most
likely, individuals’ comfort with recounting their experiences and dis-
closing their politics is related to their perceptions of the readiness of
others to listen, hear or deal with their experiences with difference, and
with the professional consequences of their stories. One contributor
bluntly said: “What do you want? Do you want me to come out in your
book?” Thus the personal nature of these essays varies widely.

I take the view that inviting individuals to talk about difference
based on their own experiences means that we have to be prepared to
accept their starting points. And it is very likely that some people’s view
of difference will be one about which we have given little consideration.
Kathryn Alexander, for example, wrote me an e-mail asking if I would
accept her essay about growing up as a twin—not a commonly ad-
dressed topic—in terms of dealing with the issues twins confront, and
not a topic I had considered when I was thinking of what might be
presented in this volume. I later told my colleague Celia Haig-Brown
that I myself have aunts and first cousins who are twins, and since they
are fraternal twins, occasionally when we were together, I was asked I if
were one of the twins. But that was when I was growing up, so it is not
something that I have thought about in recent years; neither have I
thought much of how the idea of twin-ness contributed to the construc-
tion of my cousins’ identities and sense of self, even among family
members. Nevertheless, I was always conscious of the fact that twin-
ness runs in my family and there are twins in my generation of cousins.
Kathryn Alexander’s contribution, then, and the “scars” she writes
about, should remind us of the variations in difference and the unique
ways in which people treat issues of difference.

Generally speaking, this anthology tries to present the various ways
in which difference is experienced, interpreted and articulated and not
to say that all these differences can co-exist comfortably. Contributors
tell of when and how they are named and/or recognized as different by
others, and of their own naming and recognition of themselves as
different. The essays show that gender, social class, ethnicity, race,
region, appearance, dis/ability, sexuality, twin-ness, age, religion and
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occupational status are experienced and lived in multiple, complicated
and contradictory ways. How the writers and others make sense of their
differences is related to context, space and interaction. Difference, then,
as the essays demonstrate, is relational, fluid, multiple and contextual,
and therefore must be thought of in complex ways.

In referring to their personal and sometimes very difficult experi-
ences, the contributors advocate a politics of difference that invites us to
question and reflect on our perceptions, understandings and articula-
tions of difference, and the extent to which we are implicated in the
process of how difference gets taken up and perpetuated. This book is
an attempt to frame the diverse ways in which identity, location, status
and other factors are identified as differences, and how structures and
conditions serve to maintain privilege for some and negation and
marginalization for others.

Contributors have written in different styles and genres, which
represent their respective voices and preferences. Through essays—
written in narrative, journalistic and academic forms, short stories,
letters, conversations and dialogues—contributors thoughtfully com-
municate their stories in ways that I hope will maintain interest and
attention, as well as facilitate an appreciation of “layered complexities”
of difference (Schuster and van Pelt 1992). Conversations with contribu-
tors sometimes served as triggers for the styles and genres they chose.
Kevin Spooner and Bina Mehta’s dialogue, for example, grew out of a
conversation with them during my visit to a class they were co-teaching.
I heard them mention their dialogue about interracial marriage, and this
unique presentation turned out to be the basis of their contribution to
the book. A conversation with my colleague Celia Haig-Brown, which
concludes the volume, was a valuable opportunity for me to reflect on
the value and implications of this book.

Obviously, while some stories provide moments to celebrate the
progress that our society has made toward acceptance of differences,
others may prompt us to question that progress. Any such debates is
healthy; I believe that discussions about equity, inclusivity and identi-
ties, however controversial, must be engaged in if we are to move
toward accepting rather than merely tolerating difference.

The essays are organized around six themes that emerged as I read
them. Grouping essays of people’s personal experiences around any
one theme is always problematic, for the ideas communicated in the
essays are diverse, but grouping them gives focus to some of the ideas
and messages.

Appropriately, we start with the early experiences of contributors.
Kathryn Alexander discusses the impact of the gendered lessons she
and her twin brother received in school and from their peers. The theme
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of gendered lessons is also taken up in Kevin Davison’s essay, which
explores the difficulties he had—as do today’s male students—“in ne-
gotiating and resisting hegemonic masculinity.” He contends that bod-
ies should be read in ways that take into account the complexities and
contradictions of identities. Similarly, in their contributions, Kai James
and Leanne Taylor, with reference to their Black racial identities, rein-
force the point about the multiple complexities, fluidity and contradic-
tions of identities. Both Kai and Leanne articulate the need to critically
reflect on our assumptions about physical appearance. This idea is also
echoed in the essay “Looking Back While Facing Forward,” by Lorna
Renooy.

In the section “Schooling and Difference,” contributors explore how
educators have responded to issues of gender, race, religion and ethnic-
ity. With reference to her experiences as a female science student, teacher,
professor and researcher, Karen Meyers examines the gendered ways in
which science at the secondary school level and beyond is presented,
making it inaccessible to and problematic for females. In my essay on
the question of role models, I assert that it is unrealistic and limiting to
expect that Black and other racialized teachers and educators will be
role models. Educators, I contend, have a responsibility to be informed
about the diversity of their student population and to be responsive to
their needs and concerns. One of the needs that teachers should be
addressing today is that of religious difference, but as Tara Goldstein
indicates, educators are still a long way from dealing appropriately with
this difference, and celebration of the Christian holiday of Christmas
continues to be illustrative of the tensions that result from educators’
limited knowledge of and inability to deal with difference. Along the
same lines, Sandra Schecter illustrates how diversity has been co-opted
as a rationale for schools’ ineffectiveness and absence of social justice.
This was evident when her son’s teacher suggested he was having
trouble in school because he was “not used to being in school with so
much diversity”—the diversity being racial and ethnic minority stu-
dents. It seems that when in doubt, blame diversity.

In modern times, the composition of the family reflects more openly
the heterogeneity, complexity and unpredictability that is evident in all
other institutions. And as the essays and conversations in the section on
family and difference illustrate, family life is one in which members are
constantly negotiating and navigating not only the expectations of soci-
ety, but also the differences within the family. As the family experiences
of Boyce, Robert and Belle Richardson reveal, adaptation and racial
difference contributes to differences in experiences and hence the ways
each family member understands and articulates his or her issues and
concerns. Kevin Spooner and Bina Mehta provide insight into how one
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interracial couple negotiate their concerns and issues. Also using a
conversational approach, Tara Goldstein talked with Chris and Chris
about experiences as parents raising their son Zak in a lesbian family.
For them, as Chris said, difference in family composition creates “new
ways of thinking about family.” That parents expect good and easy lives
for their children—lives free of barriers and hurdles—is well articulated
in the contributions. But most pointed is Kevin Wilson’s story about the
fact that his father cried when he finished university and went to work
at Chrysler.

How and when difference is identified is explored in many of the
contributions. But in the section entitled “Naming Difference,” con-
tributors focus on many of the specific ways in which their differences
are engaged. For Judy Iseke-Barnes, it was having to respond to ques-
tions such as “Where are you from?” and “What nationality are you?”
These questions indicate the desire of questioners to have Judy assist
them in reading what to them appears to be an ambiguous body. Inter-
estingly, this was not the case for Denny Hunte. But while there was no
mistaking that he was a Black man, he was a member of that group of
people whose identity is difficult to differentiate from one another—
“they all look alike.” In both cases, therefore, while differences are
acknowledged, they are engaged in ways that negate the complexity
and variations that are to be found among individual group members.
Negation is also a theme that David Mason explores in his essay about
difference as applied to deaf people. This negation is a manifestation of
“audism” which, similar to racism, represents the hegemony of hearing
people and the oppressive consequences for deaf people. David chal-
lenges us to think more broadly of difference, and not only of that
related to race, ethnicity or language. Taking this inclusive approach,
particularly when you are invested in other differences, is quite diffi-
cult, as Elizabeth McGibbon informs us in her essay exploring the
learning involved in integrating social class, gender and race. She points
out that unpacking previously held knowledge and becoming an advo-
cate is pretty risky and conflicting.

The construction of differences is related to the extent to which
individuals’ characteristics coincide with the constructed norms of a
society, community, organization or group. This, therefore, speaks to the
complexity, fluidity and relational aspects of difference. Accordingly,
physical (or geographic) and social contexts play a significant role in the
identification of difference, and the possibility of movement within
difference. This theme, “Moving into and through Difference,” a phrase
used by Celia Haig-Brown, informs her essay and those of Gordon Pon
and Susan Tilley. For Gordon, moving through geographic spaces such
as his hometown neighbourhood of Ottawa, Chinatown in downtown
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Toronto and Chinatown in Markham, Ontario, revealed the complexi-
ties of being Chinese. Celia’s essay brings into focus the question of who
we become when we travel. She suggests that once we change contexts,
we lose some part of ourselves, because we interact with different
people, who through their history and experience will construct our
identity in relation to theirs—hence our acquisition of difference. For
instance, Susan Tilley acquired her difference as a Newfoundlander by
living outside Newfoundland. While in Newfoundland, that identity
never drew attention, but in other parts of the country, it prompted
comments such as “You don’t sound like a Newfoundlander.” The essay
by Carolyn Ewoldt is indicative of someone whose difference of gender
was not something she had contemplated as a hurdle or barrier. How-
ever, her move into her difference of blindness, as she puts it, becoming
“an other,” uncovered a whole new world. Cathy van Ingen tells of
confronting her difference as a lesbian and in the process confronting
her own homophobia and that of others around her.

Arguably, education is vital to the process of accepting difference.
But as Cole (1989: 13) contends, education is a meaningless process
unless it is concerned with struggle against all forms of oppression and
tyranny, whether based on ignorance, oppression, inequality or explo-
rations. The contributors to this book echo this view and articulate the
issues and concerns related to difference that must be addressed.

In the concluding section, whose theme is equity and inclusivity,
Didi Khayatt advocates the teaching of equity in the classroom and
contends that, in doing so, educators must understand, acknowledge
and address “the power relations and the politics of the classroom.”
Maxine Bramble, talking about her experience in university, maintains
that university educators must acknowledge difference and the diversity
of experiences that students bring to their post-secondary schooling.
And Fyre Jean Graveline argues for a transformation of educational
curriculum that will enable educators who resist the current educational
process to have hope, develop the ability to bring about change and
have the power to survive.

My concluding conversation with Celia Haig-Brown pulls together
themes that emerge from the essays, and we conclude that differences
cannot be lumped together, but must be understood as socially con-
structed, relational, shifting, contextual and complex. In this conversa-
tion, we reflect on some of the themes of the essays: individuals’ denial
of differences, the tendency to collapse differences, how differences
tend to be named and acknowledged, the ranking of difference, the
refusal to categorize people based on identities, the question of privi-
lege, the borrowing and uses of terms that might be considered exclu-
sive to a group, the responsibility to work with and through differences,
and the need for political action.




