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The fields of rhetoric and writing studies do not always have time for counterstory, but counterstory definitely has
time enough for them. In this carefully conceived and stunningly executed book, Aja Martinez demonstrates the
worth of counterstory inflected with critical race theory and functioning as method, methodology, and liberating
intervention. But more than merely illustrating efficacy, Martinez cogently articulates the necessity of her brand of
counterstory if rhetoric and writing studies are ever to deal as productively as they can with race and racism.
Counterstory, a notable emergence in a narrative lineage that includes Richard Delgado, Derrick Bell, and Patricia
Williams, is a major achievement.
– Keith Gilyard, Edwin Erle Sparks Professor of English and
African American Studies, Pennsylvania State University

– Laura Gonzales, University of Florida

Humanities scholar Aja Y. Martinez makes a compelling case for counterstory as methodology in
rhetoric and writing studies through the well-established framework of critical race theory (CRT),
reviewing first the counterstory work of Richard Delgado, Derrick Bell, and Patricia J. Williams, whom
she terms counterstory exemplars. Delgado, Bell, and Williams, foundational critical race theorists
working in the respective counterstory genres of narrated dialogue, fantasy/allegory, and
autobiographic reflection, have set precedent for others who would research and compose with this
method. Arguing that counterstory provides opportunities for marginalized voices to contribute to
conversations about dominant ideology, Martinez applies racial and feminist rhetorical criticism to the
rich histories and theories established through counterstory genres, all the while demonstrating how
CRT theories and methods can inform teaching, research, and writing/publishing of counterstory.
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I found a home in Dr. Martinez’s book, and I know that many scholars who have been fighting to speak their truth, to
be heard, and to tell their stories without hedging or justification will find a home in this book too. By illustrating how
counterstory functions as both methodology and method, and by demonstrating the connections between story,
methodology, and embodied practice, Counterstory: The Rhetoric and Writing of Critical Race Theory is a
foundational text that I will incorporate into all my writing courses. Dr. Martinez combines honest, engaging stories
with deep theoretical connections. She demonstrates how coalitional scholarship, particularly between Black and
Latinx communities, has paved the way for a much-needed reframing of our field.
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1
A Case for Counterstory
I am a big fan of counterstories. I also appreciate you trying to
do something different. One of the first suggestions I have is for
you to lay out a much better foundation to what counterstories
are. Spend some time here and don’t assume that people understand now in the field. This could be done rather easily. Unfortunately, I am willing to bet money that the majority of CCC
readers are not too familiar with CRT nor counterstories so lay
it out for these people.
—CCC manuscript reader review
I also think it is important to more explicitly define counterstory
in basic terms as a methodology early in the manuscript. While
readers steeped in CRT may be familiar with the concept, the
journal’s generalist audience could likely use more explanation
up front.
—Composition Studies manuscript reader review
Because this essay is a bit different [from] the style usually published in Rhetoric Review, which I love, I have a couple of organizational suggestions for the introduction. . . . I do think that
the article would benefit from a more explicit setup of counterstory as a methodology prior to the counterstory itself.
—Rhetoric Review manuscript reader review1
a student once asked if there is ever a point at which we (minoritized folk) will get to stop justifying the methodological choice of
telling our stories. I believe that we’ve all been telling stories all
along, but some stories are elevated to the status of theory, scholarship, and literature, while, too often, minoritized perspectives are

1
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relegated to marginalized or overlooked “cultural rhetorics” methods or genres. While I don’t know when or if these academic gatekeepers will arrive at a point of admission that all work, especially
in the humanities, is story, I do know that narrative has always been
theoretical (Cook 185). Counterstory: The Rhetoric and Writing of
Critical Race Theory makes a case for critical race counterstory as a
rhetorical research methodology and method by reviewing counterstory through its critical race theory methodological origins and
influences, while also analyzing and illustrating the methods of
Richard Delgado, Derrick A. Bell, and Patricia J. Williams, whom
I term counterstory exemplars. Delgado, Bell, and Williams are
foundational critical race theorists whose respective counterstory
methods (genres) of narrated dialogue, fantasy/allegory, and autobiographic reflection have set a precedent for other scholars (e.g.,
Gloria Ladson-Billings, Daniel Solórzano, Adrienne Dixson, Dolores Delgado Bernal, Tara J. Yosso, Daniella Ann Cook, Carmen
Kynard2). Kynard’s research is influenced by this methodology and
in turn composed by this method. Thus, counterstory as methodology is the verb, the process, the critical race theory–informed justification for the work (Delgado Bernal et al. 364), whereas counterstory as method is the noun, the genre, the research tool. While
this entire project is influenced by counterstory as methodology,
the individual chapters will review counterstory as method.
Carl Gutiérrez-Jones describes Delgado’s Rodrigo Chronicles,
Bell’s And We Are Not Saved, and Williams’s The Alchemy of Race
and Rights as some of the more exciting examples of CRT’s methodological project. He adds that these contributions engage “very
broad questions of consciousness and cultural literacy in the hopes
of enabling a broadly conceived political intervention through the
reference to, and practice of, certain kinds of storytelling” (71–73).
Cook describes counterstory as intentionally blurring the boundaries between theory and method, and she says that stories of/by the
minoritized are foundational to both (186). However, GutiérrezJones and Cook agree that greater attention to a methodological
mapping of counterstory is necessary to provide a more robust sense
of how counterstory’s tools shape and are shaped by the rhetoric of
CRT’s narrative intervention.
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As a methodology, critical race counterstory is a theoretically
grounded research approach with interdisciplinary roots in ethnic
studies, women’s studies, sociology, history, legal studies, and the
humanities. My engagement in the CRT field builds particularly
on the powerful work of critical race theorists (such as the abovementioned Cook, Delgado Bernal, Dixson, Solórzano, and Yosso)
who define critical race methodology as a challenge to “majoritarian” stories or “master narratives” of white privilege. This methodology rejects notions of “neutral” research or “objective” research and
exposes research that silences and distorts epistemologies of people
of color. Importantly, critical race methodology recognizes that experiential knowledge of people of color is legitimate and critical to
understanding racism that is often well disguised in the rhetoric
of normalized structural values and practices. A critical race methodology includes a range of methods such as family history, biography, autoethnography, cuentos, testimonios, and counterstory.
Counterstory is methodology that functions through methods that
empower the minoritized through the formation of stories that disrupt the erasures embedded in standardized majoritarian methodologies.
Counterstory: The Rhetoric and Writing of Critical Race Theory
is a methodological contribution to rhetoric and writing studies through the well-established framework of critical race theory
(CRT). This project advances counterstory by establishing a humanities-informed intervention in the field for teaching with and
composing/publishing counterstory. My scholarship to date has
crafted counterstory with central topics of antiracist graduate education and assessment, access to the university, linguistic justice,
and institutional diversity. Building on my previously published
work, which has been consistently informed by the methodological
practice of gathering and shaping data into counterstory contexts
and characters, this project further pushes and draws out theoretical
specifications of counterstory, inclusive of its histories, tenets, key
figures, methods/genres, and pedagogical implications. Shaped by
my standpoint as a scholar in the humanities, this project in critical
race methodology reviews and analyzes the rich histories and theories of CRT, crediting Delgado, Bell, and Williams for generating
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a rhetorical intervention through their narrative methods that have
come to define CRT as a movement. In an effort toward heeding
Gutiérrez-Jones’s call to map the rhetorical complexity of counterstory, this project demonstrates how CRT theories and methods
inform my—and can inform others’—teaching, research, and writing/publishing of counterstory (Gutiérrez-Jones 71–72).
Considering Kynard’s work in Vernacular Insurrections, I approach my work in counterstory with the following prompt: As a
minoritized voice, with minoritized subjectivities and perspectives,
I see it as my task to write my way into the academy through a
tracing of a revisionist history of rhetoric and writing studies with
critical race theory and counterstory as my guiding forces. I maintain that this process has paved my path into the fields and has
made me the rhetoric and writing studies scholar that I am. So,
if CRT and counterstory are the work that enables me to frame a
revisionist history of rhetoric and writing studies that includes me
and people who look like me (Kynard 12) and serves as a guiding
force for “where I enter” (Logan), Counterstory: The Rhetoric and
Writing of Critical Race Theory is my presentation of a methodology
and methods that are central to my work, identity, and past/present/future selves in the academy.
C r i t i ca l Rac e T h e o r y : A ( H i ) S t o r y

“Life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness” /
We fought for these ideals; we shouldn’t settle for less /
These are wise words, enterprising men quote ’em /
Don’t act surprised, you guys, cuz I wrote ’em.
				—Thomas Jefferson in
				Hamilton: An American Musical

Life. Liberty. The pursuit of happiness. These ideals, as penned by
Thomas Jefferson and declared with American independence, set
the stage for the United States’ Enlightenment-influenced liberal
context. Yet from the Declaration’s eighteenth-century inception
to our present-day raciopolitical climate, these liberal ideals have
been and remain color-blind racist abstractions. As Eduardo Bo-
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nilla-Silva has asserted, the ideology of color-blind racism relies on
four frames that function as Burkean tropes:3 abstract liberalism,
naturalization of race, cultural racism, and minimization of racism
(26; Martinez, “The American Way” 588–89). Abstract liberalism
involves Jeffersonian ideas associated with political liberalism such
as liberty, individualism, and equal opportunity in choice. Applied
in an abstract manner, these ideas are used to explain racial matters such as opposition to affirmative action policies because these
policies involve supposed preferential treatment, which under the
frame of abstract liberalism can be rationalized as a practice opposed to the principle of equal opportunity. However, this claim
necessitates ignoring the fact that people of color are and have historically been severely underrepresented in most high-ranking jobs,
schools, and universities; hence, it is an abstract utilization of the
idea of equal opportunity. Another example involves regarding each
person, regardless of social status, as an individual with choices,
while ignoring the multiple historical and contemporary structural
and state-sponsored practices preventing people of color from the
liberty of making individual life choices in pursuit of happiness.
This abstract utilization sets the contextual stage for critical race
theory’s emergence through its critique of American liberalism, specifically as it emerged during the post–Civil Rights era.
In US history courses, students are taught stories about the Civil
Rights Movement of the 1960s. Many come away from this experience with the idea that racism, as a term, is defined as isolated
blatant acts of violence or discrimination toward individuals of
color. The key word in this equation is individual, for racism is still
commonly imagined as only visible behavior from one individual
toward another (Bonilla-Silva 8). Or as Michael Omi and Howard Winant assert, racism, and the “common sense” surrounding
its definition, is “generally understood in a more limited fashion,
as a matter of prejudiced attitudes or bigotry . . . and discriminatory practices” (133). This meaning of racism forms the contemporary general understanding of what constitutes racism in the
United States, and students in our public institutions are taught
the racial progress narrative that the Civil Rights Movement elimi-
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nated racism as understood through these forms of derogatory and
segregationist behavior (Olson 211). And while it’s true that the
Civil Rights Movement dismantled racism de jure, the racisms of
systemic and institutional prejudice, discrimination, and inequities
remain intact and very much inform the lived realities for people
of color in the United States. By the 1970s, many legal scholars of
color held a deep sense of dissatisfaction with the ways liberal civil
rights discourse had lost much of its reformist vision (Mirza 112).
Post–Civil Rights era race reform in law, policy, and practice was
premised on ideals of assimilation, integration, and color blindness, all of these liberal ideals forming a “new racism” embedded
with practices that are subtle, structural, and apparently nonracial
(Bonilla-Silva 4).
In their introduction to the collection Critical Race Theory: Key
Writings That Formed the Movement, CRT scholars Kimberlé Crenshaw, Neil Gotanda, Gary Peller, and Kendall Thomas cite the legal
realist movement of the 1920s and 1930s—a body of scholarship
that made its case for legal interpretation being political and not
neutral or objective—and Oliver Wendell Holmes’s 1881 observation of the “hidden and often inarticulate judgements of social policy” as the earliest foundations for what during the Civil Rights era
would become critical legal studies (CLS) (xviii). In the 1970s CLS
scholars charged that the law is not and cannot be disinterested of
the status quo. These scholars declared that the law as established
by societal power relationships and court decisions is reflective of
bias, though hidden behind a mask of blind justice. As first an extension of CLS, and then a critique, critical race theory arose out
of the experiences of students and teachers in US law schools who
were witness to CLS and liberal civil rights ideology that failed to
address the “constrictive role that racial ideology plays in the composition and culture of American institutions” (xix).
Channeled through the intellectual underpinnings of mid-1970s
law professors and legal scholars (oftentimes referred to as “crits”
or “the crits”)—particularly then-Harvard Law Professor Derrick
Bell—CRT worked to focus legal discourse on issues of power,
race, and racism to address power imbalances, especially as these
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are racialized (A. K. Wing 4). Through the lens of this critique of
post–Civil Rights liberal race reform, founding crit Mari Matsuda
defines CRT as “the work of progressive legal scholars of color who
are attempting to develop a jurisprudence that accounts for the role
of racism in American law and that works toward the elimination
of racism as part of a larger goal of eliminating all forms of subordination” (1331). The body of work by critical race theorists such
as Bell, Richard Delgado, and Patricia Williams (among others) addresses the liberal notion of color blindness, arguing that ignoring
racial difference maintains and perpetuates the “status quo with all
of its deeply institutionalized injustices to racial minorities” (Olson
211). Their work insists that “dismissing the importance of race
is a way to guarantee that institutionalized and systematic racism
continues and even prospers” (Olson 211).
One of the earliest events cited as contributing to the development of CRT as a movement was the 1981 student protest, boycott, and resulting organization of an alternative course on race and
the law at Harvard Law School. This course was organized in reaction to the liberal white Harvard administration’s refusal to hire a
teacher of color to replace Derrick Bell, who left the institution
in 1980. Bell, one of only two African American law professors
at Harvard Law following the Civil Rights Movement, developed
and taught legal doctrine from a race-conscious viewpoint and
used racial politics as the organizing concept for scholarly study.
His course textbook, Race, Racism, and American Law (1973), and
his own opposition to the traditional liberal approach to racism are
cited by crits as central to the development of the movement (Crenshaw et al.; Delgado and Stefancic, Introduction). However, when
Bell left Harvard to become dean of the University of Oregon Law
School, student activists who demanded the hiring of a professor of
color were told by the Harvard administration that “there were no
qualified black scholars who merited Harvard’s interest” (Crenshaw
et al. xx). The Alternative Course was the crits’ students’ response to
this administrative assertion. This course encompassed a studentled continuation of Bell’s course that focused on US law through
the “prism of race” (xxi). It was the first institutionalized expression
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of CRT and was one of the earliest attempts to bring scholars of
color together “to address the law’s treatment of race from a selfconsciously critical perspective” (xxii). But, more important, the
existence of this course challenged the mainstream liberal notion
of which subjects were of enough value to include in a standardized core curriculum; it also provided the crits the opportunity to
express viewpoints on topics not traditionally privileged by mainstream law schools (xxii).
A second foundational event of CRT history is the 1987 Critical Legal Studies National Conference on silence and race. This
conference, as Crenshaw et al. state, “marked the genesis of an intellectually distinctive critical account of race on terms set forth by
race-conscious scholars of color, and the terms of contestation and
coalition with CLS” (xix). The project of CRT then became the
effort to uncover how law constructed race—“the pervasive ways in
which law shapes and is shaped by ‘race relations’ across the social
plane” (Crenshaw et al. xxv). However, instead of arguing (as did
traditional liberalism) that race was irrelevant to public policy, CLS
argued that race simply didn’t exist (xxvi). This assertion found its
basis in the notion that biological race was a myth; however, scholars of this inclination failed to note the lived material realities of
the social construct that are racial formations and racialization (see
Omi and Winant; Murji and Solomos). Crenshaw et al. see CLS
and CRT “as aligned—in radical left opposition to mainstream
legal discourse,” but the authors assert that CRT is also different
from CLS, stating that their “focus on race means that [they] have
addressed quite different concerns, with distinct methodologies
and traditions that [are] honored” (xxvi–vii).
Ever evolving, critical race theory scholarship covers a litany of
topics, among them a multitude of “energetic crit offshoots” such
as critical race feminism (CRF), Latinx CRT (LatCrit), American
Indian CRT (TribalCrit), queer CRT (QueerRaceCrit), and disability CRT (DisCrit) (A. K. Wing 5). These various trajectories
of CRT can be traced as beginning with Richard Delgado and Jean
Stefancic’s seminal collection, Critical Race Theory: The Cutting
Edge, through collections such as Adrien Katherine Wing’s Critical
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Race Feminism: A Reader and Marvin Lynn and Adrienne D. Dixson’s Handbook of Critical Race Theory in Education. Additionally,
the professional organization Critical Race Studies in Education
Association holds an annual national conference in which crits as
an intellectual and organizing community gather to share developing scholarship pursued in directions beyond the black-white binary, critical of whiteness, and informed by feminist, queer, and
disability theory.
T h e T e n e t s o f C RT

Critical race theory is characterized by several major tenets that
function as epistemological and ontological premises. According to
education scholar Nolan L. Cabrera, these tenets “inform the ways
that CRT scholarship is conducted, especially as it relates to its activist orientation, [more than] an overarching framework for how
racism operates” (213). While a single framework describing the
function of racism is not subscribed to by each of the tenets, I will
discuss below the theories of race and racism that intersect with and
inform the tenets. The number of tenets varies, depending on how
the elements are parsed by CRT legal scholars, and/or scholars in
(primarily) education, with the most prominent tenets being
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Permanence of race and racism
Challenge to dominant ideologies
Interest convergence
Race as social construct
Intersectionality and antiessentialism
Interdisciplinarity
Centrality of experiential knowledge and/or unique voices of
color
8. Commitment to social justice (Cabrera 211–13; Delgado and
Stefancic, Critical Race Theory: An Introduction 8–11; Dixson
and Rousseau 4; Kynard, “Teaching While Black” 4; LadsonBillings, “Critical Race Theory” 37–42; Ladson-Billings,
Foreword vii–viii; Solórzano and Yosso 25–27; A. K. Wing
5–6).
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Beginning with the “permanence of race and racism”: racism is
endemic and a central, permanent, and “normal” part of US society (Dixson and Rousseau 4; Kynard “Teaching While Black” 4;
Solórzano and Delgado Bernal 312; Taylor 73–77), operating concurrently within multiple forms of social oppression (i.e., intersectionality) (Cabrera 212). As Delgado and Stefancic state, “Because
racism is an ingrained feature of our landscape, it looks ordinary
and natural to persons in the culture” (Critical Race Theory: An Introduction xvi). Edward Taylor asserts that “assumptions of White
superiority are so ingrained in political, legal, and educational
structures that they are almost unrecognizable” and that “because
[they are] all-encompassing and omnipresent, [they] cannot be easily recognized by [their] beneficiaries” (73–74).4 Ironically, the resulting color blindness and sense of white supremacy mean that
whites cannot see or understand the world they’ve made and are in
many cases quick to dismiss or deny the inherited privilege associated with whiteness.5
Bell describes a racial realism as a recognition of racism’s permanence in addition to its centrality, asserting that “racism lies at the
center, not the periphery; in the permanent, not in the fleeting; in
the real lives of . . . [people of color] and white people” (And We Are
Not Saved 198). However, people of color have experiential knowledge from having lived under such systems of racism and oppression. POC have thus developed methods and methodologies that
serve as coping mechanisms and navigation strategies, while also
serving as ways to raise awareness of issues affecting people of color
that are often overlooked, not considered, or otherwise invisible
to whites. In other words, we see you, although you do not always
(clearly) see us. Further, Gloria Ladson-Billings critiques 1944 Nobel Prize–winning social scientist Gunnar Myrdal’s “anomaly thesis” purporting that racism is simply a failure of alignment of liberal
democratic practice with theory. She instead offers Arlie Hochschild’s “symbiosis thesis,” which argues that “liberal democracy
and racism in the United States are historically, even inherently,
reinforcing; American society as we know it exists only because of
its foundation in racially based slavery, and it thrives only because
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racial discrimination continues” (“Critical Race Theory” 37). It is
symbiosis, Ladson-Billings argues, rather than anomaly that distinguishes CRT’s theory of race from other race theories (37).
In the effort to end all forms of oppression, CRT “challenges
dominant ideologies” and liberal claims of racial neutrality, equal
opportunity, objectivity, color blindness, and merit (Dixson and
Rousseau 4; Solórzano and Delgado Bernal 313). Concerning educational and institutional injustice, CRT’s second tenet questions
arguments against policies like affirmative action and interrogates
admissions and hiring practices that claim neutrality in their selection of candidates, while justifying a passing over of people of color
on the “colorblind” basis of merit and “fit.” As stated above in my
contextualizing discussion of Bonilla-Silva’s theory of color-blind
racism, the difficulty of challenging dominant ideologies resides in
the resistance met from those who invoke abstract liberal concepts
like equal opportunity—a concept not easily examined when the
ideology supporting this concept finds its foundation in white supremacist beliefs and practices of meritocracy. Further, as Solórzano and Delgado Bernal argue, racialized ideological “paradigms
. . . act as camouflage for the self-interest, power, and privilege of
dominant groups in US society” (313). This self-interest informs
CRT’s third tenet, “interest convergence,” and has been most notably discussed by Derrick Bell within the context of racial progress
discourses (A. K. Wing 5).
Bell’s theory of interest convergence argues that “white elites
will tolerate or encourage racial advances for [people of color] only
when such advances also promote white self-interest” (Crenshaw
et al. xvii), and this form of “racial progress” (and regression) is
cyclical, rather than inevitable (Wing 5–6). The most commonly
cited example of this theory is the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education case, which is generally taught and remembered as a moral
victory for African Americans, although, as Bell has pointed out,
foreign policy concerns were likely the driving force behind this decision. As Taylor recalls, this case was decided during the Cold War
era, when televised images of US racial brutality were more readily available to the world. Communist powers such as the former
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Soviet Union and China sparked international sensations by bringing forth stories and images of police brutality unleashed during
peaceful protests and Ku Klux Klan lynchings. These stories and
images effectively worked toward undermining the United States as
a model of democracy just as the country strove to position itself as
a leading force of anticommunism. The Brown decision then came
to represent not a blow to American racism but to communism and
was heralded by the Justice Department and the Truman administration as such (Taylor 76).
CRT’s fourth tenet, “race as social construct,” overlaps with and
is informed by another racial theory—most prominently, Michael
Omi and Howard Winant’s theory of racial formation. Although
biologists, geneticists, anthropologists, and sociologists agree that
race is not a biological determinant, humans nonetheless have
taxonomized and continue to taxonomize human bodies racially
(Ladson-Billings, “Critical Race Theory” 38). As social constructs,
these categories are the outcome of an unstable and “‘decentered’
complex of social meanings constantly being transformed by political struggle” (Omi and Winant 123). Further, theories of the social
constructs of race assert a permanence of race (see Tenet 1) and
describe the dimensions of race as maintained by racial projects that
function to secure race as fundamental in the structuring and representing of the social world (124). Racial formation, then, is the
theory that explains the “sociohistorical process by which racial categories are created, inhabited, transformed, and destroyed” (124).
In terms of racism, Omi and Winant (along with many more race
theorists) point to the structural features of racism in US society
as a product of “centuries of systemic exclusion, exploitation, and
disregard of racially defined minorities” (133; see also Tenet 1, particularly regarding Hochschild’s “symbiosis thesis”).
Sojourner Truth is one of the earliest US rhetors to describe the
first part of CRT’s fifth tenet, “intersectionality”—a lived reality
expanded upon as a call to action by the Combahee River Collective, and theorized as an analytic framework by crit founding
member Kimberlé Crenshaw. As Truth says in her notable 1851
speech, “Ain’t I a Woman?”:
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That man over there says that women need to be helped
into carriages, and lifted over ditches, and to have the best
place everywhere. Nobody ever helps me into carriages, or
over mud-puddles, or gives me any best place! And ain’t I a
woman? Look at me! Look at my arm! I have ploughed and
planted, and gathered into barns, and no man could head
me! And ain’t I a woman? I could work as much and eat as
much as a man—when I could get it—and bear the lash as
well! And ain’t I a woman? I have borne thirteen children, and
seen most all sold off to slavery, and when I cried out with my
mother’s grief, none but Jesus heard me! And ain’t I a woman?
In this earliest US expression of an intersectional consciousness,6
Truth calls attention to and turns on its head our society’s tendency
to organize along binaries (Ladson-Billings, “Critical Race Theory”
39). Beyond the black-white and woman-man binaries, Truth’s
lived reality demonstrates the intersecting aspects of her identities
and “how their combinations play out in various settings” (Delgado
and Stefancic, Critical Race Theory: An Introduction 51).
In their 1977 manifesto, “A Black Feminist Statement,” the
Combahee River Collective extends awareness of and reflection on
identity/status, describing their intersecting “position at the bottom” of racial and gendered hierarchies. They state, “if Black women were free, it would mean that everyone else would have to be free
since our freedom would necessitate the destruction of all the systems of oppression” (215). Rounding out this genealogy, in 1989
Crenshaw theorized and named intersectionality in her landmark
essay “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex.” Crenshaw’s examination counters the single-axis framework of binaristic racial or gendered analysis and demonstrates how this analytic
structure does not accurately account for the intersections of race
and gender, thus contributing to the marginalization and exclusion
of black women in feminist theory and in antiracist politics. Further, Crenshaw states that “because the intersectional experience is
greater than the sum of racism and sexism, any analysis that does
not take intersectionality into account cannot sufficiently address
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the particular manner in which Black women are subordinated”
(140).
Twin-skin to “intersectionality” is “antiessentialism,” the second
half of CRT’s fifth tenet. CRT denounces essentialism, countering
culturally racist assumptions that attempt to describe or explain
socially constructed racial groups as homogenous in the way they
think, act, and believe (Bonilla-Silva 76–77). For reasons of navigation, survival, activism, and social justice (none of which are mutually exclusive), there can be a sense of solidarity among cultures or
racial groups; however, individuals within groups maintain rights
to heterogeneity of perspective, experience, lifestyle, and identity
(Ladson Billings, “Critical Race Theory” 40–41). Therefore, the
crits caution against essentializing cultures and racial groups and
believe an antiessentialist method involves centering experiential
knowledge so as to better elucidate lived reality from (intersectional) rather than about (essentialist) people of color.
Interdisciplinarity, as a sixth tenet, has been historically emphasized primarily by legal and education scholars. Although interdisciplinarity is implicit and assumed in the entirety of this project,
and arguably in the field(s) of rhetoric and writing studies as a
whole, it is not an assumed premise in other fields, which explains
its inclusion and emphasis as a premise for crits from other less
disciplinarily porous traditions. Ladson-Billings has traced this history in detail:
This moving across disciplinary boundaries invokes the strategies proposed by scholars in the 1960s that offered “new studies” that came to be known as Black Studies, Chicano Studies, American Indian Studies, Asian American Studies and
Women’s Studies. In each of these new scholarly traditions
the disciplinary boundaries were made permeable. History,
literature, sociology and the arts were tapped as important
knowledge sources for documenting and conveying experiences of people. This new approach to scholarship insisted
that no one discipline could fully reveal the complexities of
human experience and thus amalgamations were deemed
necessary. (Foreword vii)

bChap1-1-31-Martinez.indd 14

5/8/20 9:22 AM

A Case for Counterstory / 15

In legal scholarship, Ladson-Billings acknowledges that “the use of
other disciplinary traditions was considered heretical,” and departures from canon, such as Delgado’s, Bell’s, and Williams’s rulebreaking legal storytelling, were initially rejected. In education, the
field where CRT most prominently progressed before branching
out to other fields and disciplines, Ladson-Billings recalls a similar
battle, stating that “for much of its history, education research and
scholarship was moored to psychology. Thus ‘real’ research was . . .
only scholarship that was ‘neutral’ and ‘objective’” (Foreword viii).
In all, a premise of interdisciplinarity insists on carving pathways
for scholars from disciplines steeped in unyielding commitments
to canon. In the spirit of the 1960s activism that resulted in the
establishment of ethnic studies, CRT draws on a variety of scholarly traditions toward centralizing and making sense of experiential
knowledge.
A commitment to the “centrality of experiential knowledge” is
CRT’s seventh tenet (Solórzano and Delgado Bernal 314; Taylor
74; Delgado and Stefancic, Introduction 3). Because white people
do not often acknowledge the experiences of people of color, the
crits recognize and have developed the methodology of counterstory to relate the racial realities of people of color while also providing methods for minoritized people to challenge “the myths,
presuppositions, and received wisdoms that make up the common
culture about race and that invariably render [minoritized people]
one-down” (Delgado and Stefancic, Introduction 3). Further, as
Bell has observed, the narrative voice, the teller, “is important to
critical race theory in a way not understandable by those whose
voices are tacitly deemed legitimate and authoritarian. The voice
exposes, tells and retells, signals resistance and caring, and reiterates
what kind of power is feared most—the power of commitment to
change” (“Who’s Afraid” 907).
Of course, people of color can and do reproduce structures, systems, and practices of racism, too, but by incorporating a framework such as “hegemonic whiteness” into writing and speaking
against the oftentimes one-sided stories circulating in a white supremacist world, the crits illuminate the fact that the social world is
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not static but is constructed by people with words, stories, and also
silences (Cabrera). As one of the oldest forms of human rhetoric,
stories are meant to reflect perspective, and, as should be familiar
to rhetoricians, “underscore what the teller, audience, society, and/
or those in power believe to be important, significant, and many
times valorizing and ethnocentric” (Ladson-Billings, “Critical Race
Theory” 41–42). Although valorizing one’s story is common, it is
when this valorization and ethnocentrism are named and instituted
as objective, universal, and true “history” that the narrative of the
group in power is validated while simultaneously the narratives of
those with less power are invalidated. As a methodology and method informed by hegemonic whiteness (and in my case by the Sophists), counterstory presents a contrasting description and narrative
from a different perspective.
In reflection on what counterstory is and what it is not, LadsonBillings cautions would-be counterstorytellers, citing the crits’ use
of storytelling as a way to show, reflect on, and analyze legal principles regarding race and social justice. “The point,” Ladson-Billings
says, “is not to vent or rant or be an exhibitionist regarding one’s
own racial struggle” (“Critical Race Theory” 42). Narratives constructed with this purpose often fall short of (if they contain this at
all) principled argument, and thus a rubric for counterstory resides
in whether the story is informed by the tenets toward advancing a
better understanding of how law or policy operate. In all, the CRT
narrative recognizes experiential knowledge of the nondominant as
“legitimate, appropriate, and critical to understanding, and analyzing racial subordination” (Solórzano and Delgado Bernal 314). The
crits’ aim is to construct counterstory with a deep commitment
toward social justice and the elimination of racial oppression as part
of the broader goal of ending all forms of oppression (Dixson and
Rousseau 4).
CRT’s eighth tenet, “commitment to social justice,” is arguably
the most distinguishing characteristic for CRT’s narrative method,
counterstory. While there are many stories, and while many data are
narrativized, counterstory is distinguished from other forms of storytelling by its transparent commitment to a “liberatory and trans-
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formative response to racial, gender, and class oppression” (Mari
Matsuda, qtd. in Solórzano and Yosso 26). According to Solórzano
and Yosso, CRT and counterstory as its methodology contribute to
a vision of social justice research with the goals of
• eliminating racism, sexism, and poverty and
• empowering subordinated minority groups. (26)
CRT, then, and its methodology, counterstory, use a narrative
method to theorize racialized experience (framed by any single
one or combination of the above-named racial theories: symbiosis,
color-blind racism, interest convergence, racial formation, intersectionality, or hegemonic whiteness). And as a necessary function of
counterstory, these narratives serve the purpose of exposing stereotypes and injustice and offering additional truths through a narration of the researchers’ own experiences.
Through my years of work as a crit researcher/writer of counterstory, I’ve learned firsthand of counterstory’s potential for achieving
social justice. A question I often encounter when speaking with
audiences about counterstory at various lectures and workshops is,
Are all marginalized narratives counterstory? While there are indeed many marginal/ized narratives, the measure remains whether
the tellers and stories subscribe to CRT’s tenets, particularly in their
critique of a dominant ideology (e.g., liberalism, whiteness, color
blindness) and their sustained focus on social justice as an objective.
In other words, what are folks using counterstory to do? Expression
of minoritized subjectivity is a good starting point, but it is equally
important to include the admission of and critical self-reflection on
privilege (see particularly the counterstory method in Chapter 4)
and to use this privilege to be an accomplice (Martinez, “Responsibility of Privilege” 231). My privilege is that I am a very educated
person with the platform of this published project. The question
then is, What will I do with this platform and privilege? What kind
of project will I craft? What is my contribution and, further, as an
audience member once asked me during a campus visit, “What is
the political weight of [this] work?” I believe the answer lies in what
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I maintain as one additional tenet for CRT—accessibility (Cook
182). Derrick Bell’s exemplary counterstories are bestsellers, Patricia Williams’s work has been reviewed by mainstream presses as she
continues to write her “Diary of a Mad Law Professor” column for
the progressive magazine The Nation, and Richard Delgado’s work
is published in law reviews, yes, but has also been reworked as an
introductory text for high school students.7 Their work continues
to inspire and resonate across generations and disciplines. My own
writing process has included and always will include my family,
nonacademics, because the work is for them, is sometimes about
them, and is nearly always inspired by them. And if my work in
counterstory is inaccessible to the very people it is for—well, then
what’s the point? Why do the work if it’s inaccessible? Thus, in my
contribution to defining CRT, I advocate for the premise of accessibility, in the sense that a methodological consideration for counterstory should always envision a multiplicity of audiences beyond the
ivory tower so as “to speak with (rather than for and over) others’
communities” (NCTE/CCCC Black Caucus et al.).
W h o ’ s A f r a i d o f C RT ( a n d C o u n t e r s t o r y ) ?

At a time of crisis, critics serve as reminders that we are being
heard, if not always appreciated. For those of us for whom history provides the best guide to contemporary understanding,
criticism is a reassurance.
—Derrick Bell

As nothing is beyond critique, critical race theory has its share
of skeptics, detractors, and naysayers—in a diversity of fields. As
Catherine Prendergast has observed, the crits “have often been noted (and often faulted) not so much for their arguments—what they
are saying—as for their departures from standard legal discourse—
how they are saying” (46). Prendergast insists critical responses to
counterstory demonstrate the crucial place rhetoric occupies in
CRT’s project, as the crits craft a “new rhetoric” making use of
counterstory genres/methods that effectively implicate the limits of
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a legal system sustained on and by a rhetoric of abstracted liberal
inequity (46).
Bell, Delgado, and Matsuda were, for example, famously the
subjects of a seventy-six-page Harvard Law Review comment by
Harvard Law professor Randall L. Kennedy. Dividing his critique
into two parts, Kennedy first took aim at CRT for accusing mainstream (i.e., white) scholars of excluding the contributions of writers of color (e.g., rejecting publications, failing to cite, failing to
include the work in course syllabi). Relying on a thesis of marketplace dynamics, Kennedy purported that “good” scholarship attracts buyers and thus naturally flows toward inclusion. As follows,
within this marketplace rationale, it is not discrimination but a lack
of quality that excludes scholarship by people of color from fieldwide recognition (Delgado and Stefancic, Critical Race Theory: An
Introduction 102–3; Kennedy 1747).
Kennedy’s second critique concerns CRT’s sixth tenet, the
unique voice of scholars of color and the necessity to centralize the
experiential knowledge of said scholars. Kennedy argues the writings of critical race theory reveal “significant deficiencies” as these
scholars “fail to support persuasively their claims of racial exclusion or their claims that legal academic scholars of color produce
a racially distinctive brand of scholarship” (1749). Bell contends
Kennedy is perhaps CRT’s most politically damaging critic because
his blackness lends his critique a “super legitimacy inversely proportional to the illegitimacy bequeathed to critical race theory” (Bell,
“Who’s Afraid” 908; Delgado and Stefancic, Critical Race Theory:
An Introduction 102). As Bell astutely observes,
when a black scholar8 at a prominent law school tells anyone
who will listen that other folks of color are deluded about being excluded on the basis of their race; when a black scholar
argues against race-conscious legal remedies or hiring policies;
when a black scholar contends that there is no hidden “white”
normativity or perspective but rather a meritocratic normativity (the companion claim to the claim that there is no minority perspective); when a black scholar says these things, all
who rarely listen to scholars of color sit up and take notice.
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And take notes. And turn those notes into more fuel for the
legitimacy debate that has always attended renegade movements. (“Who’s Afraid” 908)
Extending Kennedy’s second critique, Daniel A. Farber and Suzanna Sherry, in their 1993 essay “Telling Stories Out of School: An
Essay on Legal Narratives,” accuse the crits of hiding behind counterstory to advance their agendas while simultaneously disregarding
objective universal truth and merit. Farber and Sherry urge counterstorytellers to tell stories that are more “accurate,” that articulate (for mainstream/majoritarian audiences) the relevance of their
stories, and that include an analytic dimension by way of more traditional scholarship and dominant social science paradigms (Bell,
“Who’s Afraid” 907–08; Cabrera 213).
Illustrated through the epigraphs that begin this chapter, reviewers for mainstream journals in rhetoric and writing studies express
an interested view of critical race theory and counterstory, yet insist
my work must be amenable to mainstream standards. As Bell has
said concerning critiques of his own work, these critics
are not reluctant to tell us what critical race theory ought to
be. They question the accuracy of the stories, fail to see their
relevance, and want more of an analytical dimension to the
work—all this while claiming that their critiques will give this
writing a much-needed “legitimacy” in the academic world.
(“Who’s Afraid” 907)
Throughout my pursuit of this scholarship, beginning as a graduate
student and up to my present day “collegial” context, less politically
inclined critics have told me (sometimes to my face) that my work
“reads like bad fiction,” that it’s “not real research,” and that all I
do is write “biased tales of woe.” Delgado and Stefancic advise that
this kind of response should come as no surprise, as this review
of CRT’s major9 critiques demonstrates that this sort of feedback
is nothing original, field-specific, or new. Paradigms resist change,
and CRT, which seeks to challenge and change reigning paradigms
of liberal civil rights thought, has historically sparked stubborn re-
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sistance (Critical Race Theory: An Introduction 102). It would seem
that I’m in good company.
Education scholar and composite counterstory theorist Daniella
Ann Cook asserts that an essential challenge to dominant methodological and epistemological research canons is CRT’s nuance
of explicitly blurring the boundary between theory and method
(182). Considering the significance of this research nuance within
the context of historically persistent critiques of CRT and counterstory, Cook insists that CRT scholars’ rigorous methodological
standards matter all the more. Because meaningful race research
and high-quality research methods are not mutually exclusive,
Cook concludes that composite counterstorytelling serves as a
method to build upon “the important dialogue with others seeking
to do rigorous, high quality research that draws upon CRT as both
a theory and a method” (182), and as I will describe next.
C RT C o u n t e r s t o r y : A R h e t o r i ca l M e t h o d o l o g y

Counterstory functions as both methodology and method for minoritized people to intervene in research methods that would form
“master narratives” based on ignorance and assumptions about minoritized people. Through the formation of counterstories or those
stories that document the persistence of racism and other forms
of subordination told “from the perspectives of those injured and
victimized by its legacy” (Yosso, Critical Race Counterstories 10),
voices spoken over and buried by racist methods and methodologies become the voices of authority in the researching and relating
of our own experiences.
As a theoretical framework, critical race theory made way for
the emergence of critical race counterstory, a methodology utilized
in scholarly publications, particularly in Richard Delgado’s narrative dialogue Rodrigo chronicles (The Rodrigo Chronicles, 1995),
Derrick A. Bell’s landmark allegorical chronicles of Geneva Crenshaw (And We Are Not Saved, 1987, and Faces at the Bottom of the
Well, 1992), and Patricia J. Williams’s Alchemy of Race and Rights:
Diary of a Law Professor (1992). Delgado theorized counterstory
as a methodology in his essay “Storytelling for Oppositionists and
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Others: A Plea for Narrative” and defines a variety of counterstory
methods, including but not limited to chronicles, narratives, allegories, parables, pungent tales, and dialogues (2413, 2438). Latinx
critical race theory (LatCrit) scholars Dolores Delgado Bernal,
Daniel Solórzano, and Tara J. Yosso further theorized and extended
critical race counterstory as a necessary and legitimate methodology
of critical inquiry for minoritized scholars, particularly those from
cultures where the oral tradition is valued.
As an offshoot of CRT, LatCrit draws on the strengths offered by
critical race theory, while also emphasizing “the intersectionality of
experience with oppression and resistance and the need to extend
the conversation” (Yosso, “Toward a Critical Race Curriculum” 95)
beyond the inadequate dualistic conceptual framework offered by
the black-white binary. According to Solórzano and Delgado Bernal, LatCrit is
concerned with a sense of a coalitional Latina/Latino panethnicity and addresses the issues often ignored by critical
race theorists such as language, immigration, ethnicity, culture, identity, phenotype, and sexuality[;] [it] is conceived
as an antisubordination and antiessentialist project that attempts to link theory with practice, scholarship with teaching, and the academy with the community. . . . LatCrit theory
is supplementary [and] complementary to critical race theory
[and] at its best should operate as a close cousin—related to
[CRT] in real and lasting ways, but not necessarily living under the same roof. (311–12)
LatCrit scholars assert their commitment to intersectionality, with
counterstory serving as a natural extension of inquiry for theorists whose research recognizes that the experiential and embodied
knowledge of people of color is legitimate and critical to understanding racism, which is often well disguised in the rhetoric of
normalized structural values and practices (314).
Solórzano and Yosso assert that “majoritarian” stories are generated from a legacy of racial privilege and are stories in which racial
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privilege seems “natural” (27). These stories privilege whites, men,
the middle and/or upper class, heterosexuals, and the able-bodied
by naming these social locations as natural or normative points
of reference. A majoritarian story distorts and silences the experiences of people of color and others distanced from the norms such
stories reproduce. A standardized majoritarian methodology relies
on stock stereotypes that covertly and overtly link people of color,
women of color, and poverty with “bad,” while emphasizing that
white, middle- and/or upper-class people embody all that is “good”
(29). Whites (when critically self-reflective of their whiteness) can
and do tell counterstories, and people of color, in contrast, can
and do tell majoritarian stories (Bonilla-Silva 151; Martinez, “The
American Way” 586). The keepers and tellers of either majoritarian (stock) stories or counterstories reveal the intersections of social
location of the storyteller as dominant or nondominant, and these
locations are always racialized, classed, and gendered. For example,
Ward Connerly is African American, from a working-class background, male, and a prominent politician and academic. From his
racialized position, Connerly is a member of a minority group,
but he speaks and represents himself from dominant gendered and
classed locations. From the position of an upper-class male, Connerly crafts stock stories to argue against affirmative action and to
deny racial inequities. Alternatively, Frankie Condon’s work narrativizes embodied whiteness and individual responsibility as a white
ally. Although Condon is white, she is also a woman who speaks
from a nondominant social location, while as a white ally she uses
her dominant racialized location to craft critical race narratives that
disrupt “discourses of transcendence” often responsible for leading
audiences of white antiracists to believe they are somehow “absolved from the responsibility of doing whiteness” (13).
A C av e a t C o n c e r n i n g C o m p o s i t e C o m p o s i t i o n s

Cook and Dixson argue that composite counterstorytelling (CCS)
is a unique innovation of CRT methodology that adds to critical
race qualitative research in three ways:
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1. CCS provides empirical space for researchers to recount the
stories and experiences of people in politically vulnerable positions.
2. CCS as a vehicle to present counterstories necessarily requires
descriptions of rich, robust contexts in which to understand
those stories and lived experiences while maintaining the complexity of meaning. The use of composite characters turns the
focus from individual participants to the larger issues faced by
groups and deepens analysis of how race and racism affect the
lived experiences of people of color collectively within institutions.
3. CCS is the appeal (ethos, logos, and pathos) of making research accessible beyond academic audiences. (Cook 182)
Victor Villanueva has argued that narratives counter to majoritarian or stock stories provide people of color the opportunity to
validate, resonate, and awaken to the realization that we “haven’t
become clinically paranoid” in our observations and experiences of
racism and discrimination within the institution (“Memoria” 15).
In fact, as Villanueva points out, it is almost shocking to realize that
in the academic institution in which the sheer numbers of people
of color are as exceptional as they are, “our experiences are in no
sense unique but are always analogous to other experiences from
among those exceptions” (15). Kynard has theorized that offering
her “own personal experiences and stance of bearing-witness” represents more “than just one individual’s observations, but an indication of the levels of systemic racism that we do not address”
(“Teaching While Black” 4). Cook and Dixson in turn argue that
CCS aids in demonstrating the ways people of color have a shared
history with racism, discrimination, and white supremacy (1243).
Cook suggests coding potential CCS data10 for themes informed
by CRT tenets to provide the foundation for context and characters.
In many cases, composite contexts and characters are abstractions
representing cultural or political ideologies, and could mistakenly
be read as stereotyped depictions of certain ideologies and politics.
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However, in the case of Delgado’s, Bell’s, Williams’s, and my work
as well, characters represent more than just a single individual and
are intentionally crafted as composites that primarily embody an
ideology as informed by a “trensa” of personal experiences, the literatures, and hard data.
Beyond the methods/genres of counterstory outlined by Delgado, Yosso also explains these styles as generally composed in the
autobiographical, biographical, or composite genre (Critical Race
Counterstories 10). For this project, I compose my counterstories as
composite dialogues, an important feature of which is the composite character. Composite characters are written into “social, historical, and political situations that allow the dialogue to speak to the
research findings and creatively challenge racism and other forms of
subordination” (Yosso, Critical Race Counterstories 11).
Because these characters are written as composites of many individuals, they do not have a one-to-one correspondence to any one
individual the author knows (Delgado, Rodrigo Chronicles xix). For
instance, in “Storytelling for Oppositionists and Others,” Delgado
crafts a stock story on the topic of rejecting a “black [male] lawyer
for a teaching position at a major law school” (2418). The professor in charge of the hiring process, who is featured in the stock
story’s dialogue, is described as white, male, tenured, midcareer,
and “well regarded by his colleagues and students” (2418). The professor, through both his character’s description and dialogue, represents more than just a single individual. Delgado crafts a composite
character that embodies ideologies of institutional meritocracy and
racism in hiring practices. Accordingly, the stock and counterstory
characters crafted for my project involve scenarios and dialogues
conducted among composite characters who represent university
professionals, my chronicled character Alejandra Prieto, her daughter, other family members, her friends/mentors/associates, and her
students. Modeled after Delgado’s recurring composite character
Rodrigo, Bell’s Geneva Crenshaw, and Williams’s Everyblackwomanlawyer, Alejandra will play a recurring role in all of the counterstories within.
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T h e W h a t a n d W h y o f C o u n t e r s t o r y : A n A n sw e r

In all, it is crucial to use a theory and a methodology that counter
theories and methodologies that seek to dismiss or decenter racism
and those whose lives are daily affected by it. Counterstory, then,
is both method and methodology—it is a method for telling stories of those people whose experiences are not often told, and, as
informed by CRT, this methodology serves to expose, analyze, and
challenge majoritarian stories of racialized privilege and can help to
strengthen traditions of social, political, and cultural survival, resistance, and justice. In rhetoric, composition, and writing studies,
Keith Gilyard, Victor Villanueva, Catherine Prendergast, Adam J.
Banks, Angela M. Haas, and, most prominently, Carmen Kynard
have called for greater attention in the field toward CRT in order
to better prepare as teachers-scholars-administrators and activists to
be institutionally and pedagogically antiracist. Kynard has astutely
observed that “despite everyone’s seeming incessant discussion of
critical theories from postcolonialism/decolonization to intersectionality[,] theories can become merely the stage for an academic
performance, not a way of engaging the world and oppression in
it” (“Teaching While Black” 2). Prendergast thus suggests that the
tangibility that emerges out of critical race theory for fields beyond
legal studies “is not primarily a litigation strategy but a rhetorical
strategy to revive the struggle for racial justice” (47; emphasis mine).
Following Kynard’s example, my work suggests counterstory as a
methodology and rhetorical method. This approach allows me to
incorporate CRT in humanities-oriented fields of study, as a contribution of other(ed) perspectives toward ongoing and crucial
conversations about dominant ideology and its influences on the
institution, the society, and the very humanity of people of color, a
humanity too often denied.
With particular attention to our writing and rhetoric classrooms,
John Trimbur has stated that “in a course devoted to rhetorical
education, students can learn an ethos of collaborative disagreement that casts their differences as matters of negotiation instead
of as fearfully violent” (249). And negotiating this ethos is precisely
where CRT finds its place in rhetoric and writing studies. The ideo-
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logical problem with discussions of racism is that individuals have
been socially and politically urged to view race consciousness less
favorably than color blindness (Omi and Winant 134), and that
bringing attention to difference is a cause for fear, worry, and impending attack. What CRT provides scholars in rhetoric and writing studies is an ability to bring to the foreground the workings of
racism in the daily lives of all people, and it further illustrates that
we all function within the hegemony of systems of domination and
subordination, advantage and disadvantage, structured according
to racial categories (Olson 215).
Gary Olson has suggested a race consciousness developed
through CRT to be used as an analytical tool with which to examine our own pedagogies, writing programs, and institutions—and,
perhaps, to alter them for the better (216). Olson’s specific advice is
for WPAs to introduce readings and discussions of CRT into pedagogy and training for TAs and adjuncts (208). However, I am dissatisfied with this suggestion, as it first assumes that existing faculty
have such issues covered and are not in need of such instruction
in the same way newer, more inexperienced teachers (or students!)
are. I also agree with Joseph Harris’s assertion that the field should
focus more on who has access to the writing classroom, both as students and as faculty, and that having a diverse mix of students and
instructors of color in our classes is the more pressing task (223).
This charge entails a much larger task than simply assigning readings in CRT for TA training, as it involves work at the institutional
level regarding access, retention, and success of students and faculty
from underrepresented backgrounds.
So the question becomes, “How do we change the institution
before the classroom?” My suggestion is to have a focus on, an acknowledgment of, and an incorporation of the critical race methodology of counterstory. As part of my ongoing efforts to incorporate CRT into my own pedagogical practice, I have developed
curricula (see Chapter 5 and Appendixes A–D) framed by this theory and education’s LatCrit. At the societal level, LatCrit can challenge the macro and micro forms of racism sometimes disguised, or
even reproduced, by a traditional curriculum, and mindful incor-
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poration of this theory into pedagogy and curriculum development
thus holds the potential for a more democratic representation. Additionally, honoring diverse ways of knowing necessarily ensures
expanded civic participation to include historically silenced people
and communities who can and should be recognized holders and
creators of knowledge (Yosso, “Toward” 98).
The work of counterstory as method, including the various
genres of counterstory I have composed for this project, illustrate
a rhetoric of transformational resistance. According to Solórzano
and Delgado Bernal, this form of resistance puts emphasis on “the
importance of working toward social justice” (316). The stories and
analysis within my project provide a critique of social oppression
and are motivated by an interest in social justice that moves toward
the possibility of social change (319). Instead of choosing to leave
the academy—which at this moment in my career would fall in
the quadrant of self-defeating resistance (see Figure 1)—or only
offering suggestions pertaining to the ways minoritized peoples can
better prepare themselves for assimilationist success in higher education—which would represent conformist resistance—I choose to
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Resistance
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Figure 1. Defining the concept of resistance. (Source: Solórzano and
Delgado Bernal [2001])
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resist through a project that, through counterstory, critiques the
systems in place and is founded on the belief of individual and
social change (Solórzano and Delgado Bernal 320).
Likewise, the Latina Feminist Group, a collective of Latina feminists in higher education, found it necessary to gather and “weave
testimonios, stories of [their] lives, to reveal [their] own complex
identities as Latinas” (1). As a collective, they sought to resist “systemic violence and cultural ideologies that continually repositioned
[them] at the margins,” and this transformational resistance of
theirs is pursued through theorizing experience and relying on a
methodology that allows them to narrate lived realities otherwise
silenced or censured (2, 12). In this pursuit, the Latina Feminist
Group created its collection, Telling to Live, as a space to resist, but
also as a space in which to perform painful and vulnerable disclosure safely. Previous to the creation of Telling to Live, and throughout the process of constructing this collection, many of the Latinas
involved voiced the fears they felt concerning public storytelling.
In particular, Gloria Cuádrez states, “I’ve been waiting for ten years
to feel comfortable enough to say this publicly. I may never say it
again, so I am grateful we have created this opportunity” (14).
This collective refers to their writings as papelitos guardados,
“tucked away, hidden from inquiring eyes” (1). Cuádrez and other
contributors pull from these writings to create testimonios toward
social justice. The Latina Feminist Group adopted the expression
“papelitos guardados” because, as they say, it
evokes the process by which we contemplate thoughts and
feelings, often in isolation and through difficult times. We
keep them in our memory, write them down, and store them
in safe places waiting for the appropriate moment when we
can return to them for review and analysis, or speak out and
share them with others. Sharing can begin a process of empowerment. (1)
However, if sharing stories of oppression and marginalization “begins a process of empowerment,” why do members of the Latina
Feminist Group express fear of disclosure? Many of the women in
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the collective shared stories with one another that they had never
shared with anyone before, yet some still opted to publish anonymous testimonios because of fear of and vulnerability to the “professional or political consequences for personal disclosures” (20).
Personally, I have been called “loca” (literally) for taking on this
counterstory project; I have been told to wait until I am no longer
in a vulnerable position in the academic power hierarchy. I have
also been threatened by senior colleagues who fear I may observe
and in turn write about their racist behavior. However, isn’t this
positionality and perspective exactly what makes my words necessary (Anzaldúa, “To(o) Queer the Writer” 265)? Aren’t people with
less power precisely those who create testimonios? Is there any better moment than now and any greater impetus than social justice
for minoritized folk within institutions to propel forward a project such as Counterstory: The Rhetoric and Writing of Critical Race
Theory?
Thus, what follows is a series of counterstories that weave together a narrative constituted of my own papelitos guardados combined
with data and literature gathered on each topic. The story of my
chronicled character Alejandra Prieto continues11 as the narratives
follow her and her associations through the counterstory methods/
genres of narrated dialogue, fantasy/allegory, autobiographic reflection, and dialogic epistolary. The topics covered concern perspective and rhetorical “truth,” histories of rhetoric and writing studies, access and navigation in the academy, borderlands rhetorics,
and core curricula and pedagogy in rhetoric and writing studies.
Taking up Carl Gutiérrez-Jones’s call to provide a fuller sense of
how the tools (methods) of CRT shape the rhetorical efficacy of
counterstory (76), Chapters 2 to 4 analyze the literacies and craft
of exemplars Delgado’s, Bell’s, and Williams’s counterstory methods before demonstrating each narrative method. Chapter 5 concludes this project with a discussion of pedagogical implications for
CRT and counterstory accompanied by counterstory as epistle, a
counterstory form inspired by and modeled on Bell’s “An Epistolary Exploration for a Thurgood Marshall Biography,” and Daniel
Solórzano’s “Critical Race Theory’s Intellectual Roots: My Email
Epistolary with Derrick Bell.”12
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In all, I am satisfied that the counterstory methodology and
demonstrated counterstory methods within this project put to rest
the field-specific question, “But what is counterstory?” It’s high
time that the gatekeepers of this profession get out of the way so
we as counterstorytellers can get on with the business of writing
and sharing our stories without having to repeatedly rationalize the
legitimacy of our theoretical and methodological choices. However,
this motive is not why I offer this work, and counterstory critics
and sceptics are not my audience. As Derrick Bell exhorts us,
Do not seek to justify. The work, they say, speaks for itself
and is its own legitimation. It was written to record experience and insight that are often unique and[,] prior to this new
work, too little heard. There is sufficient satisfaction for those
who write in the myriad methods of critical race theory that
comes from the work itself. (“Who’s Afraid” 910)
Thus, this work, above all, is for my fellow counterstorytellers.
In the spirit of Bell and the CRT and counterstory genealogies of
which I am part, this project is an encouraging nod and a knowing
glance exchanged with those who have always known, recognized,
and told counterstories. It is my dream that this work holds out
an inviting hand and serves as a fortifying reference for those who
would continue the story.
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