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Teaching Double Negatives: Disadvantage and 
Dissent at Community College asks whether ex-
ploring narratives that subvert dominant West-
ern paradigms of progress in classrooms ena-
bles students to re-narrate and represent their 
lives. In seven years of teaching literature and 
philosophy at Brooklyn’s only community col-
lege, Robert Cowan worked with many kinds 
of disadvantaged students—those on welfare 
or homeless, single moms and the formerly in-
carcerated, traumatized war veterans, and im-
migrants from over 140 countries. These stu-
dents had many reasons for wanting to dissent 
from the social norms that sought to define 
and marginalize them. One might imagine that 
disadvantaged students would identify with 
texts that are subversive, challenge dominant 
race/class/gender paradigms, and try to inter-
rogate the globalized systems in which we live. 
But do they? Do the philosophies of Debord 
and Heidegger, the novels of Christa Wolf and 
Jean Genet, contemporary slave narratives and 
Dead Kennedys lyrics, poetry by Aimé Césiare 
and Taliban fighters, actually speak to them? 
Can you teach dissent to the disadvantaged 
and produce a positive result?   Teaching Dou-
ble Negatives explores the responses of stu-
dents to texts from a variety of traditions and 
time-periods within the context of overarch-
ing theoretical debates about counter-enlight-
enment, globalization, multiculturalism, iden-

tification, recognition, and critical pedagogy. 
Teaching Double Negatives is an insightful col-
lection that problematizes the assumptions of 
instructors and powerfully engages the inter-
sectionality of students, appealing to readers 
across the educational spectrum.

RobeRt Cowan, Ph.D., Comparative Litera-
ture, The City University of New York, is Pro-
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