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P R O L O G U E

By Rana Lehr-Lehnardt

“The focus of tolerance education is to deal with the concept of equality and fairness. We need to establish confidence with children that there is more goodness than horror in this world.” 

Morris Seligman Dees, Jr., founder and chief trial counsel of Southern Poverty Law Center, Alabama, USA, which is known for its civil rights work and its Teaching Tolerance program

Tolerance is the capacity for or the practice of recognizing and respecting the beliefs or practices of others that are in conflict with our own beliefs or practices. It is the lack of tolerance that fuels so much isolation, unrest, and violence in our societies. Through simple stories we hope to enable educators to include discussion of tolerance in the classroom, thus guiding students toward respect for difference.

Why stories? 

Creators of the Tolerance Stories Booklet chose to collect and prepare narratives to teach tolerance because stories are the first and most enduring literary form and they have the power to shape people’s understanding of the world and to change their lives. Ancient religious texts, including the Sutras, the Bible, the Torah, the Vedas, the Koran, the Tripikata use stories to teach principles of love, forgiveness, hospitality, tolerance, and many other concepts that can be vague and difficult to understand and internalize.
Thus, stories from millennia ago or centuries ago, or only days ago, can all be easily included, side by side, in one resource book with commentaries and questions to help guide the reader and educator with discussions regarding tolerance. The value of these stories, even those stories from long ago and about people so different from ourselves, is that we learn about ourselves from learning about others. 

Furthermore, additional authoritative power seems to emanate from the written word, as opposed to mere speaking. Children believe what they read in books; if the books they read are full of accounts of intolerance or intolerant speech, then children will be swayed toward thinking that type of behavior or speech is acceptable. But if children are given stories illustrating principles of tolerance, stories that show the humanity of all people regardless of skin tones, religion, and customs, they will learn that tolerance toward the Other and respect toward difference is acceptable, even beneficial. And as children read more and more stories of tolerance, they will emulate the heroes of these stories, and in so doing, they will influence those around them.

The Oslo Coalition on Freedom of Religion or Belief created the Tolerance Stories Project as part of its larger Teaching for Tolerance and Freedom of Religion or Belief Program. As part of the Program, members desired to include school children in creating stories of tolerance. After a worldwide competition, dozens of stories were chosen to be published and can be read in Stories on Tolerance, Oslo Coalition Occasional Papers (2), edited by Ingvill Thorson Plesner. This Tolerance Stories Booklet takes the Program one step further by creating a resource of tolerance stories and discussion topics for elementary and secondary school educators. 

It is our hope that this resource booklet will facilitate educators in elementary and secondary schools to introduce discussions of tolerance by supplying a wide array of narratives that illustrate principles of tolerance. And by so doing, enable their students to be leaders of tolerance in their homes, neighborhoods, and communities.

The necessity of a book with a collection of tolerance stories became apparent as researchers scoured hundreds of books, conducted innumerable searches on the internet and library catalogs and experienced difficulty finding thought-provoking stories of tolerance. Too often, only stories of intolerance are told.  

Intolerance is reported and written about so often, it might seem to youngsters that intolerance is a normal and acceptable part of our world. We need to offer youth and adults easy access to inspiring stories of tolerance. The Oslo Coalition’s Tolerance Stories Booklet recounts thought-provoking stories of selfless acts of humanity, the inspiring courage of those who fight against prejudice, and the benefits of a diverse society. Stories of tolerance are of infinite importance; they help individuals better understand the Other, they help individuals gain empathy, and ultimately act according to that empathy. They show that intolerance is not an acceptable response.

We searched for compelling stories of tolerance from around the globe. A global perspective on tolerance shows that the struggle for tolerance is not limited to a single country or overcoming a single problem, but that intolerance is present in every society. More stories of tolerance exist and they need to be shared with others. Encourage your students to share their stories of tolerance, thereby recognizing their experiences and emphasizing tolerance.

“We need to promote greater tolerance and understanding among the peoples of the world. Nothing can be more dangerous to our efforts to build peace and development than a world divided along religious, ethnic or cultural lines. In each nation, and among all nations, we must work to promote unity based on our shared humanity.”

Kofi Annan, former Secretary General of the United Nations

FOREWARD

By Barbara Sivertsen

Racism and Respect Explained

Racism Explained to My Daughter
By Tahar Ben Jelloun (New York: The New Press, 1999)

Introduction

Racism is but one form of intolerance. Racism focuses on physical attributes—skin color, facial features, hair type. But author Tahar Ben Jelloun uses this term in a broader sense, something more like intolerant thought, language, and action toward someone of a different group, whether race, religion, gender, ethnicity, even ideology. In this broader sense of the word, his attempt to explain this difficult and horrible concept is of great worth to students around the world. 

Excerpt from pages 38-39, 59

[The author explains that you don’t need to love everyone in order to not be racist.] 

You can’t love everyone, and if you’re forced to live with people you haven’t chosen to live with, you might not like it and pick on them, which is what a racist does. To justify his disgust, however, a racist blames physical characteristics. He might say, “I can’t stand so-and-so because he has a flat nose or because his hair is frizzy or his eyes are slanty. Deep down, racists think: “I’m not interested in knowing the strengths and weaknesses of a particular person. If he belongs to a certain group, I’ll reject him.” So he rejects someone based on physical or psychological traits.

. . . 

How do you fight [racism]? First, you have to learn respect. Respect is essential. People don’t ask that you love them but that you respect their human dignity. Respect means being considerate. It’s knowing how to listen. Foreigners don’t expect love and friendship, but they require respect. Love and friendship can develop afterwards, when you get to know and appreciate someone. But in the beginning, nothing should be predetermined. In other words, you shouldn’t have any prejudices.

[The author encourages students to look at all the students in their classes, to notice and appreciate the differences between each student.] “Every face symbolizes a life and every life deserves respect. No one has the right to humiliate another human being. Everyone has the right to dignity.” 

Questions and Discussion

What is the difference between respect and friendship? 

How can we each be expected and encouraged to respect everyone yet not be expected to be friends with everyone?

How would you explain racism to a foreigner?

Intolerance Explained

Circle of Fire 

By William H. Hooks (New York: Margaret K. McElderry Books, 1982)

Introduction 


Intolerance is based on misinformation, generalizations, and an unwillingness to go beyond the generalizations to get to know the real person. Intolerance is based on fear.

Summary
The story is set in 1936 in North Carolina, near the boarder of South Carolina, in the United States of America. Harrison, the protagonist, is an eleven-year-old white boy whose two best friends are an eleven-year-old black boy, Kitty Fisher, and his sister, Scrap. The youth come across a band of gypsies (Catholic Irish tinkers) camping on Harrison’s family property. The children overhear a local landowner named Bud, a member of the Ku Klux Klan, making plans to attack the group. The Klan despises these people they had never before seen because they are Catholic and not Baptist (both are Christian denominations). Additionally, these gypsies preferred to preserve their traditions rather than assimilate into the larger population.

The Ku Klux Klan is a secret fraternal organization comprised of racist Caucasians who believe in the inferiority of blacks, Jews, Catholics, and most other minority groups. Members of the Klan used violence to intimidate minorities and chase them from their towns. This violence was normally accomplished under cover of night and members would hide their identity under white sheets used as cloaks and white hats that also covered their faces. The group was originally organized in the South in 1866, then disbanded and reorganized several times. 

Harrison’s father welcomed the group of Irish gypsies that camped on his land. He was the type of man who was curious of others and tolerant of difference. But he also understood the violent tendencies of the Ku Klux Klan and warned his son to stay away from the gypsy camp. Harrison, like his father, judges a person for his actions, rather than for his color or religion. However, Harrison does not understand that his white skin and Baptist religion, making him part of the majority in his community, afford him both a degree of prestige and protection. He comes to understand his naivety in asking his black friend Kitty Fisher to help him warn the gypsies about the Klan’s plans to attack them. He sets out on his own to warn them, but eventually receives help from friends, his father, and law officers.

Excerpt from page 71

[Harrison, Kitty Fisher and Scrap overhear Klansmen talk about attacking the gypsy camp and about the side benefit of terrorizing the black community to ensure they continue to live in fear and refrain from demanding equality and justice. The speech of the Klansmen is filled with hatred and racial epithets.]

“We were quiet carrying the trees and the Christmas greens back to the house. I don’t know why, but the ugly things those men said had put a distance between me and my friends. I felt guilty the same way as I did in school when the teacher said, ‘All right, we’re going to sit without any talking until the guilty one raises his hand.’ Even when I didn’t know a thing about it, I felt guilty. On the silent trip home, I felt that way—only worse.”

Excerpt from pages 139-140

“Pa, will the Klan come back again?” 

“Probably.” 

“Do you think they’d hurt Kitty Fisher and Scrap?” 

“Their skin is the right color.” 

“Why, Pa, why?” … 

“… A part of it is fear—those high and might nightriders are for the most part scared little men hiding under bedsheets who need to have somebody they can bully and look down on. I reckon people have been frightened of things that are different since the beginning of time. It can be different color of skin, a different religion, or even different languages and customs. . . . 

“There’s something in all of us that wants to be top dog, that wants to keep our kind in control. Human decency doesn’t seem to be a God-given gift. It’s a precious thing you have to learn early and keep working at.”

Questions and Discussion Topics:

Harrison and his family are not racists. They have always treated the African-American community with fairness and respect. And Harrison’s best friends are black. Why, then does he feel guilty when the bigoted Klansmen spew their hatred and racial epithets?

Do we sometimes experience this same type of guilt that Harrison feels? And does this guilt inhibit us from improving relationships because it silences us and allows both sides to only assume what the other is thinking and feeling?

What does Pa mean that human decency isn’t a God-given gift?

How can we learn human decency, tolerance?

Pa says we need to learn it early and keep working at it. How do we keep working at being tolerant and decent?

Is it logical to be afraid of something simply because it is different? How can we overcome this initial feeling, if we feel it?

Failure to Accept an Outsider Deprives Society of Possible Benefits
The Country of the Blind 

By H.G. Wells (1904, full text available online)

Introduction
One benefit an outsider or Other, can bring to a society is the ability and skill to look at the same situations in a different manner. We can learn from the Other a new, better way of doing something. Too often, instead of embracing outsiders, we mistrust them, and to gain their trust, we insist they leave behind what makes them unique. We insist they become like us.

Summary
In a mountain community, completely cut off from the world, everyone is blind and has been for generations. Nunez, a man from the outside world falls into their existence—literally he is mountain climbing and falls. Members of the community do not accept him because he says he can see and they do not understand the concept of sight because all have been blind for generations. In order to be accepted by the community, he must undergo surgery to have his eyeballs removed, thus becoming blind. His difference—sight—could have been of great benefit and value for the community, but the blind saw any difference as negative and dangerous. Because of this intolerance, the community was deprived of sight, not only for the life of the Other, but likely for generations to come through the Other’s progeny.

Excerpt

A strange disease came upon them and had made all the children born to them there—and, indeed, several older children also—blind. . . . And amidst the little population of that now isolated and forgotten valley the disease ran its course. The old became groping, the young saw but dimly, and the children that were born to them never saw at all. But life was very easy in that snow-rimmed basin, lost to all the world, with neither thorns nor briers, with no evil insects nor any beasts save the gentle breed of llamas they had lugged and thrust and followed up the beds of the shrunken rivers in the gorges up which they had come. The seeing had become purblind so gradually that they scarcely noticed their loss. They guided the sightless youngsters hither and thither until they knew the whole valley marvelously, and when at last sight died out among them the race lived on. 

[Nunez falls into a valley and discovers the community of the blind. He is excited and tells himself, “In the Country of the Blind the One-Eyed Man is King.” But the blind scorn what they cannot understand—his explanations of sight.]

“Where does he come from, brother Pedro?” asked one.

“Down out of the rocks.”

“Over the mountains I come,” said Nunez, “out of the country beyond there—where men an see. From near Bogota—where there are a hundred thousands of people, and where the city passes out of sight.”

“Sight?” asks Pedro. “Sight?” . . .

“Lead him to the elders,” said Pedro.

. . . Pedro went first and took Nunez by the hand to lead him to the houses. 

He drew his hand away. “I can see,” he said.

“See?” said Correa.

“Yes; see,” said Nunez, turning towards him, and stumbled against Pedro’s pail.

“His senses are still imperfect,” said the third blind man. “He stumbles, and talks unmeaning words. Lead him by the hand.”

[Unable to see in the blackness of the council room, Nunez falls on top of some of the elders. The elders conclude Nunez is a newly formed man, formed out of the rocks, and that he needs to be taught the wisdom of the blind. They conclude his description of sight is without reason and due to his newness, much like a young child’s rich imagination.]

[Nunez attempts to persuade the blind of the reality of sight and a world they do not understand.]

“Look you here, you people,” he said. “There are things you do not understand in me.” . . . “He spoke of the beauties of sight, of watching the mountains, of the sky and the sunrise, and they heard him with amused incredulity tha tpresently became condemnatory. They told him there were indeed no mountains at all, but that the end of th erocks where the llamas grazed was indeed the end of the world; thence sprang a cavernous roof of the universe, from which the dew and the avalances fell; and when he maintained stoutly the world had neither end nor roof such as they supposed, they said his thoughts were wicked.” 

[Nunez eventually conforms to the life of the blind because there is no way to leave the valley and no way to persuade its inhabitants of the concept of sight. He gains some acceptance in the community after admitting to being mad and newly formed from the rocks. But when he asked to marry the daughter of Yacob, his apprentice master, the elders refuse to grant consent because Nunez still talks of sight and is still an outsider. The elders want to help Nunez conform and become a good member of the community.]

“… Then afterwards one of the elders, who thought deeply, had an idea. He was a great doctor among these people, their medicine-man, and he had a very philosophical and inventive mind, and the idea of curing Nunez of his peculiarities appealed to him. One day when Yacob was present he returned to the topic of Nunez. 

“I have examined Nunez,” he said, “and the case is clearer to me. I think very probably he might be cured.”

“This is what I have always hoped,” said old Yacob.

“His brain is affected,” said the blind doctor. The elders murmured assent.

“Now, WHAT affects it? THIS,” said the doctor, answering his own question. “Those queer things that are called the eyes, and which exist to make an agreeable depression in the face, are diseased, in the case of Nunez, in such a way as to affect his brain. They are greatly distended, he has eyelashes, and his eyelids move, and consequently his brain is in a state of constant irritation and distraction.”

“Yes?” said old Yacob. “Yes?”

“And I think I may say with reasonable certainty that, in order to cure him complete, all that we need to do is a simple and easy surgical operation--namely, to remove these irritant bodies. . . . Then he will be perfectly sane, and a quite admirable citizen.”

“Thank Heaven for science!” said old Yacob, and went forth at once to tell Nunez of his happy hopes.

Questions and Discussion 

In the first quoted paragraph of the text, it describes how the inhabitants of the Country of the Blind slowly lost their sight in such a manner that the malady was almost seen as normal. Indeed, as generations passed, the limitations caused by blindness were seen as normal, acceptable, the only logical way to live, even superior to other ideas of life. Intolerance can be like blindness. Often, children are exposed to opinions, epithets, and degrading stories. As they grow with these constant steps toward intolerance (blindness), they believe the intolerant speech, actions, and thought as normal, even beneficial. What could have been done to avoid the complete lack of understanding of the concept of sight? Or was it inevitable living in an isolated community to understand anything that came from the outside world?

What faulty assumptions did Nunez make about blind people and about an entire community of blind? How did that assumption inhibit his chances of gaining acceptance in the community?

What benefits did this Country of the Blind deprive itself of by requiring the Outsider to assimilate by relinquishing his eyes and sight?

How receptive are we as individuals to experiences (the “sight”) of the Outsiders in our own societies? (Our society could be the school environment, our cities, or our countries.) 

How does the majority in our society pressure minority groups to assimilate, become like the majority? What do minority groups sacrifice to be accepted by the majority?

How is our own Country (i.e., school, city, country) blind? Consider the treatment of minority groups, religious organizations, treatment of females compared to males.

What is one area in which we individually are blind, and how can we change that blindness? 

Outsiders Can Teach Us their ways

Zen Shorts

By Jon J. Muth (New York: Scholastic, 2005)

Introduction

This picture book for children retells a few short Zen stories. The stories are strung together by the giant, cuddly, wise panda that shares them with his new neighbors.

Summary

One day, the wind deposits a giant umbrella in the yard of some children. When the children go out to investigate, they find a giant panda in the yard. This giant panda is no ordinary panda, it can speak, and it always speaks wisdom. Despite the fact that this panda is new to the neighborhood, that he does not look like the other children, that he is wise, and that he speaks with a “slight panda accent,” the children accept him and listen to his wise counsel.

Panda has a tea party with the sister who is sad she had no gift to offer the panda. He retells the Zen short story of a wise uncle who lived humbly, with few physical comforts. A thief breaks into his home and searches for things to steal. The wise uncle sees what is happening and kindly greets the thief. The uncle wants to give a gift to the thief, but had nothing to offer except for the patched and tattered robe he was wearing. The thief accepts the robe and left thinking the wise uncle a fool.  But the uncle, when meditating upon the moon and its beauty, laments that he was not able to give the beauty of the moon to the thief. Physical possessions come and go, but the beauty of nature is always present and is for everyone to enjoy.

Later, as Panda is playing with the older brother, the kite gets tangled, and the brother exclaims they were victims of bad luck. Panda tells about a peasant farmer whose horse ran away. “Such bad luck,” exclaim his neighbors. “Maybe,” he says. The next day the horse returns with two wild horses. “Such good luck,” his neighbors exclaim. “Maybe,” he says. The next day his son tries to ride one of the wild horses, falls and brakes his leg. “Such bad luck,” exclaim his neighbors. “Maybe,” he says. The next day soldiers come to forcefully enlist all young men. They pass up his son because his leg is broken. “Such good luck,” his neighbors exclaim. “Maybe,” he says. Whether an action is good or bad cannot be known without broader context, which is only known as time passes.

The youngest brother goes to Panda’s house to swim. He is in a foul mood, and instead of enjoying his swim time, he broods about the wrong done him by his siblings. As Panda helps youngest brother return home with his tower of pool toys, he retells the final Zen short story. Two monks see a wealthy woman who is about to have to walk through a puddle of water. The elder monk graciously carries her over the puddle. Instead of thanking the kind monk, the woman insults him. The monks continue on their way, the younger monk angry at the ill treatment of the elder monk. When the younger monk finally vents his anger, the elderly monk asks him why he is still carrying that heavy load of anger with him. The elderly monk explains that he left that load next to the puddle, as it was pointless carrying any negative feeling with him after depositing the wealthy woman on dry ground.

Questions and Discussion

Each of these Zen short stories illustrates an important moral that the children would not have been able to learn had they not welcomed this strange neighbor into their lives. Of course, pandas are cute and cuddly, but we should remember that new neighbors that aren’t cute and cuddly can also share their wisdom with us. Too often, when someone arrives in our neighborhoods or schools or societies, the new individual or family or group is not accepted and this new person/family/group is not given an opportunity to share her/their ideas and wisdom.

Have you ever been a new student in a class or a new neighbor in new town? How did you feel and how were you treated? Has a new family ever moved into your neighborhood? How did you feel when you saw them? How did people treat them, and why?

Each of these Zen stories shows the virtue of patience and calmness of emotions: when the thief was stealing from the wise uncle, the uncle could have easily been angry, but instead chose to be generous; when perceived misfortunes and fortunes happened to a farmer, he never rushed to distress or joy at the events, but accepted them as simple events and judged them later; and when the elderly monk was mistreated by the wealthy woman, he left any anger he could have felt next to the puddle he helped her cross. The ability to control one’s emotions is important in living among people who are diverse, from different backgrounds and espousing different beliefs. This control of emotions is especially important because when we live in close proximity with difference, actions or words that were intended to be a kindly gesture, could be interpreted as an offensive gesture. It is better, as these short stories demonstrate, to accept the situation and seek understanding before forming opinions and holding grudges.

Wisdom of Tolerance

Nathan the Wise 

By Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1779, full text available online)
Introduction


Lessing was born in 1729 to a clergyman in Germany. Although he began his university training as a theology student, he soon turned towards literature. His reputation as a free-thinker began early in his life; letters to his parents while he was at the University proclaimed that one’s religion should not merely be inherited blindly. Lessing was an open-minded individual who was great friends with Jews at a time when Jews were scorned and mistrusted. The character Nathan, in Nathan the Wise, is modeled after Lessing’s good friend Moses Mendelssohn, a Jew. They were good friends from 1754 until Lessing’s death in 1781. And it was a Jew, Moses Wessely, who loaned Lessing money when he was in financial distress. And Christians severely persecuted him for editing text that pointedly questioned certain Christian traditions. 

Summary

Nathan is a rich merchant in Jerusalem. An infant girl (Recha) is placed into his custody by a monk. The secret of the child’s identity is known only by Nathan, the monk, and Nathan’s Christian servant (Daya). Nathan raises her to respect God, but without teaching her the trappings of any religion. While Nathan is away on a business trip, Recha is rescued from death by a German knight who had come to Jerusalem as part of the Crusades. He was captured but pardoned by the sultan of Jerusalem. Recha falls in love with him. Nathan returns and tries to thank the knight, but the knight spurns him and his gratitude because he is Jewish. The knight, however, falls in love with Recha, whom he is assured is Christian. Near the end of the play, secrets unfold that transform Recha from “Jew” to “Christian” to “Muslim” within minutes. And the knight, who came as a crusader, to kill the Muslims, is transformed from Christian to Muslim, in fact, the nephew of the sultan. This play embodies one of Lessing’s greatest messages on religious tolerance. 

Excerpt

Within the play, Lessing includes the Parable of the Three Rings:

SALADIN (the Sultan): To gain instruction quite on other points. Since you are a man so wise, tell me which law, Which faith appears to you the better?

NATHAN: Sultan, I am a Jew.

SALADIN: And I a Mussulman: The Christian stands between us. Of these three

Religions only one came be the true. A man, like you, remains not just where birth Has chanced to cast him, or, if he remains there, Does it from insight, choice, from grounds of preference. Share then with me your insight--let me hear The grounds of preference, which I have wanted The leisure to examine--learn the choice, These grounds have motived, that it may be mine. . . . 

NATHAN: In days of yore, there dwelt in east a man Who from a valued hand received a ring Of endless worth: the stone of it an opal, That shot an ever-changing tint: moreover, It had the hidden virtue him to render Of God and man beloved, who in this view, And this persuasion, wore it. Was it strange The eastern man ne’er drew it off his finger, And studiously provided to secure it For ever to his house. Thus--He bequeathed it; First, to the MOST BELOVED of his sons, Ordained that he again should leave the ring To the MOST DEAR among his children—and That without heeding birth, the FAVOURITE son, In virtue of the ring alone, should always Remain the lord o’ th’ house--

From son to son, At length this ring descended to a father, Who had three sons, alike obedient to him; Whom therefore he could not but love alike. At times seemed this, now that, at times the third, (Accordingly as each apart received The overflowings of his heart) most worthy To heir the ring, which with good-natured weakness He privately to each in turn had promised. This went on for a while. But death approached, And the good father grew embarrassed. So To disappoint two sons, who trust his promise, He could not bear. What’s to be done. He sends In secret to a jeweller, of whom, Upon the model of the real ring, He might bespeak two others, and commanded To spare nor cost nor pains to make them like, quite like the true one. This the artist managed. The rings were brought, and e’en the father’s eye Could not distinguish which had been the model. Quite overjoyed he summons all his sons, Takes leave of each apart, on each bestows His blessing and his ring, and dies--

Scarce is the father dead, each with his ring Appears, and claims to be the lord o’ th’ house. Comes question, strife, complaint--all to no end; For the true ring could no more be distinguished Than now can--the true faith.

SALADIN:  . . . I must think That the religions which I named can be Distinguished, e’en to raiment, drink and food,

NATHAN: And only not as to their grounds of proof. Are not all built alike on history, Traditional, or written. History Must be received on trust--is it not so? In whom now are we likeliest to put trust? In our own people surely, in those men Whose blood we are, in them, who from our childhood Have given us proofs of love, who ne’er deceived us, Unless ‘twere wholesomer to be deceived. How can I less believe in my forefathers Than thou in thine. How can I ask of thee To own that thy forefathers falsified In order to yield mine the praise of truth. The like of Christians.

Now let us to our rings return once more. As said, the sons complained. Each to the judge Swore from his father’s hand immediately To have received the ring, as was the case . . .

The judge said, . . . you tell me that the real ring Enjoys the hidden power to make the wearer Of God and man beloved; let that decide. Which of you do two brothers love the best? You’re silent. Do these love-exciting rings Act inward only, not without? Does each Love but himself? Ye’re all deceived deceivers, None of your rings is true. . . . If you will take advice in lieu of sentence, This is my counsel to you, to take up The matter where it stands. If each of you Has had a ring presented by his father, Let each believe his own the real ring. ‘Tis possible the father chose no longer To tolerate the one ring’s tyranny; And certainly, as he much loved you all, And loved you all alike, it could not please him By favouring one to be of two the oppressor. Let each feel honoured by this free affection. Unwarped of prejudice; let each endeavour To vie with both his brothers in displaying The virtue of his ring; assist its might With gentleness, benevolence, forbearance, With inward resignation to the godhead, And if the virtues of the ring continue To show themselves among your children’s children, After a thousand thousand years, appear Before this judgment-seat--a greater one Than I shall sit upon it, and decide. So spake the modest judge.

Questions and Discussion

According to Nathan the Wise, who created all three monotheistic religions? – Why is that point important?

Which religion does Nathan claim to be the true one?

What are we, as the Sultan, supposed to learn from the Parable of the Three Rings?

The Sultan insists that the three religions are different, how does the parable show they are similar?

What are some of the religions in our society? How are they similar?

Lessing was never wealthy and never held the most prominent positions in society. He died without money. (Someone else had to pay for his funeral.) And yet, his life was an example of tolerance to be emulated and his works espoused tolerance and have influenced individuals for centuries.

Who are some of the individuals you respect and whish to emulate who taught tolerance and equality?

What can you do, now and in the future, to influence those in your community to become more tolerant?

Perceiving the Beauty of an Outcast

Beauty and the Beast 

By Jeanne-Marie LePrince de Beaumont (1756, full text available online)

Introduction

This famous folktale/fairytale contrasts physical beauty and wit with virtue and simple goodness. Although there is nothing in this fairytale that specifically talks of race, religion, or specific ethnic groups, the desirable attributes of physical beauty and intelligence can symbolize each of these. The Beast does not possess whatever the majority of the society perceives to be physical beauty (skin tone, eye color, hair texture, eye shape, body shape, etc.) and intelligence (theological, political, and societal beliefs).  But Beauty sees something even better in him.

Summary 

A wealthy merchant has three daughters and three sons. The sons are not of great import to the moral of the story or of the development of the plot, but the difference between the daughters is crucial. The two older daughters are proud and contemptuous of others because of their elevated position in society. The elder sisters spent their time in idleness and play instead of helping others and improving their minds. Whereas Beauty is concerned for the welfare of others, helps the less fortunate, and reads a great deal to improve her mind.

When their father loses his wealth, the father, sons, and Beauty spend long hours working for the benefit of the family, but the elder sisters spend their time in idleness complaining of their misfortune.

While returning from a business trip, the father loses his way in a dense forest and happens upon a castle. Dinner is laid before him, a warm bed provided, and new clothing given, all without the host revealing himself. But when the father picks a rose from the garden for Beauty, the Beast appears and demands father’s life as repayment. However, the Beast allows the father to return home to see his children under oath to return, or to send a child in his place.

Upon hearing the tragic events, Beauty determines to return to the castle with her father, against his wishes. She remains at the castle in place of her father and soon learns that behind physical ugliness and dullness of mind, the Beast is virtuous, gentle, and kind. Eventually, she is able to consent to marry him and her love transforms the Beast into a handsome and intelligent prince.

Excerpt

“But, tell me, do not you think me very ugly?”

“That is true,” said Beauty, “for I cannot tell a lie, but I believe you are very good natured.”

“So I am,” said the monster, “but then, besides my ugliness, I have no sense; I know very well, that I am a poor, silly, stupid creature.”

“It is no sign of folly to think so,” replied Beauty, “for never did fool know this, or had so humble a conceit of his own understanding.”

“Eat then, Beauty,” said the monster, “and endeavor to amuse yourself in yourself in your palace, for everything here is yours, and I should be very uneasy, if you were not happy.”

“You are very obliging,” answered Beauty, “I own I am pleased with your kindness, and when I consider that, your deformity scarce appears.”

“Yes, yes,” said the Beast, “my heart is good, but still I am a monster.”

“Among mankind,” says Beauty, “there are many that deserve that name more than you, and I prefer you, just as you are, to those, who, under a human form, hide a treacherous, corrupt, and ungrateful heart.” . . . 

“Am I not very wicked,” said she “to act so unkindly to Beast, that has studied so much to please me in everything? Is it his adult if he is so ugly, and has so little sense? He is kind and good, and that is sufficient. Why did I refuse to marry him? I should be happier with the monster than my sisters re with their husbands; it is neither wit, nor a fine person in a husband, that makes a woman happy, but virtue, sweetness of temper, and complaisance, and Beast has all these valuable qualifications.”

Questions and Discussion

Each society defines beauty differently. In the capitals in South America, one can see large advertising billboards with blond-haired, blue-eyed models selling products. There are very, very few blond-haired, blue-eyed individuals in La Paz or Lima, yet this colonialist image is the face of beauty for the dark-eyed, dark-haired masses. This same phenomena of choosing the lighter skin, lighter hair and lighter eye color as the markings of beauty can be seen throughout countries of the global South that have been colonized. 

What markings of beauty does your society employ? Do these beauty markings portray what is found in the general masses or is it an ideal that very few individuals possess?

Beauty states that more important in a husband than physical appearance and quickness of mind is “virtue, sweetness of temper and complaisance.” What are the most important traits for our friends to possess? And for our political leaders?

At the end of the story, a fairy turns the wicked elder sisters (who had also plotted Belle’s death) into statues that retain the ability to think so that they could witness Belle’s happiness and goodness. This transformation, however, can be reversed if the sisters recognize and admit to their faults. The fairy concludes that she is “very much afraid that you will always remain statues. Pride, anger, gluttony, and idleness are sometimes conquered, but the conversion of a malicious and envious mind is a kind of miracle.” It is a malicious and envious mind that is intolerant of groups based on characteristics of race, religion, ethnicity, etc. How can individuals and society help bigots alter their malicious and envious minds?

Friends, despite religion and political climate
Among the Righteous: Lost Stories from the Holocaust’s Long Reach into Arab Lands
By Robert Satloff (New York: PublicAffairs, 2006) 

& 

NPR Morning Edition, A ‘Righteous’ Honor for an Arab Who Saved Jews
by Renee Montagne (April 19, 2007)

Introduction



Present-day news accounts of the strife between Israel and its Arab neighbors would lead us to believe that only animosity exists betweens Jews and Muslims and that this animosity has always existed. But such is not the case. During WWII, many Muslims took great personal risks to help their Jewish neighbors and friends.

Summary


Chapter 6 is dedicated to the story of one Jewish family saved by their Muslim friend. A Tunisian Arab, Khaleb Abdulwahab, heard German soldiers describe a beautiful Jewish woman and plan to abduct her and “have his way with her”. Mr. Abdulwahab recognized the description of the woman as the beautiful wife of his Jewish friend. That night, he warned the Jewish family and spent the night shuttling the entire family, the extended family of aunts and uncles, and two Jewish neighbor families to a safe location in the country. The safe location was his farm. These thirty individuals remained in hiding at the farm for the duration of the conflict, which continued for several months. The daughter of the Jewish parents, Nadia Bijawi, remembered the time on the farm as one of feeling safe and being well fed. 

Across the road from the farm was a German Red Cross station where wounded German soldiers were cared for. The German medics knew of the Jews hiding at the farm, but said nothing to the German authorities, instead, they occasionally brought food and medical supplies to help them. 

The daughter of Mr. Abdulwahab did not know of this act of kindness and tolerance. She learned of it when the author arrived to verify the story as told by Nadia Bijawi. Israel’s Holocaust Museum nominated Mr. Abdulwahab as the first Arab to receive the honor Righteous Among the Nations for taking actions that saved Jewish lives. Mr. Abdulwahab’s daugher, Faiza Abdulwahab, and Nadia Bijawi, first met in April 2007. Despite the political tensions between Israelis and Arabs, these two women said they immediately felt like sisters, like family.

Questions and Discussion

Why did these women, who did not know the other, immediately feel like sisters? 


Prior to WWII, Arabs and Jews co-existed peacefully in many Arab states. During WWII, many Arab leaders protected their Jewish subjects:

In Algeria, Shaykh Taieb il-Okbi cultivated close ties with the Jewish community. When he heard rumors that leaders of a French pro-fascist group were prodding Muslims to launch a pogrom against the Jews of Algiers, el-Okbi did all he could to prevent it, including issuing a formal prohibition on Muslims from attacking Jews. 

Sultan Muhammad V of Morocco (under Vichy rule) declared on the annual Throne Day with Vichy officials in attendance as well as Moroccan elite and leaders of the Jewish community, “just as in the past, the Israelites will remain under my protection. I refuse to make any distinction between my subjects.” 

Tunisian Moncef Bey and his political appointees and members of the royal court warned Jewish leaders of German plans, helped Jews avoid arrest orders, prevented deportations, hid Jews, gave special dispensations to young Jewish men so they could avoid forced labor camps, and hid Jews who had escaped from forced labor camps. The Bey reportedly gathered senior officials at the palace and warned: “The Jews are having a hard time but they are under our patronage and we are responsible for their lives. If I find out that an Arab informer caused even one hair of a Jew to fall, this Arab will pay with his life.” 

The two religions, Islam and Judaism, have not changed. So what has caused the change in attitude and affection between Jews and Muslims in the Middle East? 

How has the label “religious conflict” been used to incorrectly oversimplify and label complex social, political, philosophical differences?

Can you think of other instances where a complex conflict has been blamed on religious differences but where religion was actually just one minor player in the conflict, if a player at all?

Despising One’s Difference
A Jar of Dreams
Yoshiko Uchida (New York: Antheneum, 1981)

Introduction
This is a story of a Japanese family in the 1930s in California, USA. Rinko is the 11-year-old daughter who wants to be like everyone else in her all-white school. Her aunt comes from Japan and helps Rinko become strong, proud of her Japanese heritage, and able to dream.

The states on the West Coast of the United States were a hotbed of intolerance and discrimination toward Asians, especially Japanese and Chinese. As the United States approached their entry into World War II in 1942, hostility towards Japanese continued to increase. By 1942, 120,000 Japanese-Americans were forced to leave most of their possessions and were forcefully held in internment camps. Similarly, Canada forced 23,000 of its citizens of Japanese heritage to resettle in designated towns and the men were forced to work on farms or in road camps.

Excerpt from pages 5-6


Rinko describes how she felt when an elderly white man yelled at her and her brother as they were walking past his business, “Get outta here you damn Jap kids!” 

“I hated the way I felt when [he] called me a Jap. It made me really mad, but it also made me feel as though I was no good. I felt ashamed of who I was and wished I could shrink right down and disappear into the sidewalk. There are a few white girls in my class at school who make me feel that way too. They never call me ‘Ching Chong Chinaman’ or ‘Jap’ the way some boys do, but they have other ways of being mean. They talk to each other, but they talk over and around and right through me like I was a pane of glass. And that makes me feel like a big nothing. Some days I feel so left out, I hate my black hair and my Japanese face. I hate having a name like Rinko Tsujimura that nobody can pronounce or remember. And more than anything I wish I could be just like everybody else.”

Questions and Discussion

How do we make those with differences feel inferior and insecure?

Why are differences so often seen as negative instead of positive, whether they are physical differences, different opinions, or a different way of doing something?

What can we do to embrace difference instead of shun it?

What can we do to make those with differences feel included, equal, and accepted?

EPIPHANY ALMOST TOO LATE

Rothschild’s Fiddle 

By Anton P. Chekhov (first published 1894, full text available online)

Introduction

Chekhov’s short story Rothschild’s Fiddle is famous for the themes of bitterness and intolerance turning to brotherly concern and tolerance—all on one’s deathbed. It highlights the stupidity of hatred and the loss this causes to all of humanity.

Summary

The protagonist, Yakov, is an elderly coffin maker who wastes his life in sorrow, spite, and scorn. His only joy is derived from playing the fiddle. Instead of seeing possibilities, he sees only losses.  And instead of changing his actions to turn losses into gains, he simply sits and counts his losses. He is generally a grumpy, mean-spirited old man. “For no apparent reason Yakov little by little became possessed by hatred and contempt for the Jews, and especially for Rothschild,” a Jewish man in the town who played the flute. He took to verbally berating Rothschild and threatening him with violence. 

When Yakov’s wife of 52 years takes ill, he realizes, with some shame that he never showed her affection or kindness. As he builds her coffin, he thinks of the loss of the price of the wood used. As he undertakes her burial, he is pleased that he is ale to accomplish the affair without financial cost. After his wife is buried, he enters a deep depression and wanders to the beautiful river that he hadn’t visited for 40 or 50 years. A memory of happiness and the good of humanity washes over him. He remembers a smiling wife and a baby girl that died—forgotten in his self-absorbed bitterness. 

At this lake he receives his epiphany:

“Why do people always do what isn’t needful? Why had Yakov all his life scolded, bellowed, shaken his fists, ill-treated his wife, and, one might ask, what necessity was there for him to frighten and insult the Jew that day? Why did people in general hinder each other from living? What losses were due to it! What terrible losses! If it were not for hatred and malice people would get immense benefit from one another.”

The author shows Yakov’s change as complete when Rothschild approaches the next day. Rothschild is visibly frightened of Yakov and cowers before him due to the years of verbal abuse. But this time, Yakov greets him with a friendly tone and calls Rothschild “brother.” Though Yakov had previously seen only differences he despised, he now saw the humanity of this “brother.” As a final gesture of his deliverance from intolerance and disdain for all, he bequeaths to Rothschild his source of joy—his violin.  

Questions and Discussion

Yakov asks, “Why do people in general hinder each other from living?” What are some examples in our society of people hindering each other from living?

If we all lose from hindering each other from living, why do we in societies around the world continue to hinder each other?

Yakov spent his days and nights counting his losses and bemoaning them. Because he filled his time focusing on what he lost, he was never able to make substantial gains. It is not until he allows himself to spend time wandering on the banks of the river and observing his surroundings that he realizes that he could have changed his lot in life. 

“He might have gone in fishing and sold the fish to merchants, officials, and the bar-keeper at the station, and then have put money in the bank; he might have sailed in a boat from one house to another, playing the fiddle, and people of all classes would have paid to hear him; he might have tried getting big boats afloat again—that would be better than making coffins; he might have bred geese, killed them and sent them in the winter to Moscow. Why, the feathers alone would very likely mount up to ten roubles in the year. But he had wasted his time., he had done nothing of this. What losses! Ah! What losses! And if he had gone in for all those things at once—catching fish and playing the fiddle, and running boats and killing geese—what a fortune he would have made! But nothing of this had happened, even in his dreams; life had passed uselessly without any pleasure, had been wasted for nothing,”

Likewise, it is those individuals who see their situation with clarity, but instead of lazily complaining of their situation without a plan of action like Yakov, develop multiple ideas and methods to change the status quo, whether it was fighting for civil rights in the United States of America, the end of apartheid in South Africa, emancipation for women in Great Britain, or the improved status of women under Islamic law in Morocco.

What are some issues of injustice or intolerance that need to be seen with clarity in our society? And what are some plans of action to attack this injustice or intolerance?

Action by the Majority Saves the Persecuted Minority

Number the Stars
By Lois Lowry (New York: Bantam Doubleday Dell Books for Young Readers, 1989)
Introduction

The story is set in Denmark during WWII. Denmark is occupied by the Nazis and the Danish Resistance tries to hinder the Nazi’s programs. Eventually, a high ranking German official, G.F. Duckwitz, told the Danish government that the Nazis were planning on rounding up all Danish Jews and relocating them to concentration camps in other countries. The Danish government passed the information on to the leaders of the Jewish community, thus affording almost all the Danish Jews to escape, with help from their Danish neighbors and the Resistance. 

This story demonstrates how thousands of Jews could have been saved during WWII if countries had supported and protected them, as did Denmark, Bulgaria, Tunisia, and Morocco. But more often, countries such as France, Poland and others feared for themselves and ignored the violence, torture and death that the Nazis inflicted upon Jews in the countries they occupied. 

Summary

This is the story of two young Danish friends—one Jewish (Ellen), one not (Annemarie). Annemarie’s family takes in Ellen, claiming to the Nazi soldiers that Ellen is their oldest daughter who is really dead. Annemarie’s family arranges a stay with an uncle on the coast, close to Sweden. There, the Resistance organized safe passage for Ellen and her family, as well as for many other Danish Jews, to Sweden via Danish fishermen’s boats. 

Annemarie has to face her fears when a vital part of the escape plan is left behind—a handkerchief. Jews were hid in tiny compartments under the hull of the boat, under piles of fish, but Nazi bloodhounds were able to sniff out the scent of people, even through the fish. Danish scientists concocted a powder of dried rabbit blood and cocaine to temporarily dull the dog’s sense of smell. Handkerchiefs were soaked/covered in the powder and every Danish fisherman who was ferrying Jews to Sweden carried the handkerchief in his pocket and would take it out when the Nazis and their bloodhounds boarded the boats for inspection. This handkerchief had fallen by the wayside and Annemarie had to run and deliver it to her uncle’s boat before the Nazi’s arrived with their bloodhounds. Because she was able to deliver the handkerchief to her uncle shortly before the dogs arrived, Ellen, her family, and many other Jews escaped to Sweden. 

Excerpt from page 24

[Nazi soldiers occupy Denmark and begin to target the Danish Jews.]

“Is Mrs. Hirsch Jewish? Is that why the button shop is closed? Why have they done that?”

Peter leaned forward. “It is their way of tormenting. For some reason, they want to torment Jewish people. It has happened in the other countries. They have taken their time here—have let us relax a little. But now it seems to be starting.”

“But why the button shop? What harm is a button shop? Mrs. Hirsch is such a nice lady. Even Samuel—he’s a dope, but he would never harm anyone. . . .

Then Annemarie thought of something else. “If they can’t sell their buttons, how will they earn a living?”

“Friends will take care of them,” Mama said gently. “That’s what friends do.”

Annemarie nodded. Mama was right of course. Friends and neighbors would go to the home of the Hirsch family, would take them fish and potatoes and bread and herbs for making tea. Maybe Peter would even take them a beer. They would be comfortable until their shop was allowed to open again.”

Questions and Discussion

This story combines historical facts with a fictitious narrative. Danes united to protect their fellow Jewish citizens during WWII. Other countries occupied by the Nazis allowed them to persecute the Jewish citizens. How can we follow the example of tolerance and love that the Danes provided?

One of the characters states that the Nazi soldiers want to torment the Jewish people. We can see examples of one group tormenting members of another group: Hutus mass murdering Tutsis in Rwanda, Janjaweed (nomadic Muslim tribes) targeting and killing black African tribes in Darfur. Why do societies (at different times in their history) select a group and torment them?

How can we help our communities avoid picking on the weak?

INTOLERANCE THRIVES AMIDST IGNORANCE

Peony 

By Pearl S. Buck (New York: Bloch Publishing/Biblio Press, 1948) 

Introduction

A Jewish community was established centuries ago in Kaifeng, China. This community survived for generations.  This community of foreigners—foreign both as to ancestry and religion—was never persecuted in China. Jewish descendants still exist in China, but many are not aware of their Jewish ancestry or are somewhat unfamiliar with their ancestors’ religion and traditions. These Jews were eventually accepted as Chinese, and they saw themselves as merely Chinese.

Summary

This is a story of the small Jewish community in Kaifeng, China. The narrative is from the eyes of Peony, a young Chinese bondsmaid in the house of Jews. The Jews are wealthy merchants, and though they embrace must of China and its traditions, they still consider themselves Jews and foreigners in a foreign land far from the land of their ancestors, Israel. The Chinese respect these foreigners and show great tolerance for their strange religion. They view the Jews as hard workers and welcome them in. The Jewish community struggles to remain pure (marry only Jews) and remember and respect their religion. The father, Ezra, is half Chinese. The only son wants to marry a Chinese woman. Both father and son identify more with being Chinese than being Jewish. And neither wants to leave China to return to their ancestors’ promised land, even if they could. They are mindful that Jews in other countries have been persecuted, but that they have been well treated in China.  

Excerpt from pages 102, 110-111

[Peony, a servant in the house of the Jews, talks with Kung Chen, a wealthy neighbor who does business with the Jewish family and whose daughter is admired by the Jewish family’s son.]

“Sir, have you hatred against the foreigners?”

. . . “Why should I hate anyone?” he asked in a surprise. . . . “To hate another human being is to take a worm into one’s own vitals. It consumes life.” . . .

“Would you give your daughter to a foreign house?” she asked.

. . .

“When foreigners come into a nation, the bet way is to make them no longer foreign. That is to say, let us marry our young together and let there be children. War is costly, love is cheap.”

[When Kung Chen discusses the possible marriage proposal with his wife, she displays her ignorance of the Jewish foreigners.]

“I am about to have another proposal for our Little Three,” Kung Chen said.

“Who wants her now?” Madame Kung asked. …

“The foreigner Ezra is considering her for his son, David,” Kung Chen said.

Madame Kung looked indignant. “Shall we consider him?” she asked.

Kung Chen replied in a mild voice, “I think so. They are very rich and Ezra and I have planned a new contract. There is only the one son, and Little Three will not have to contend with other sons’ wives.”

“But a foreigner!” she objected.

“Have you ever seen them?” Kung Chen asked.

Madame Kung shook her head. “I have heard about them,” she said. “They have high noses and big eyes. I do not want a grandson with a big nose and big eyes.”

“Little Three’s nose is almost too small,” Kung Chen said tolerantly. “Moreover, you know our Chinese blood always smooths away extremes. By the next generation the children will look Chinese.”

“I hear the foreigners are very fierce,” Madame Kung objected.

“Fierce?” Kung Chen repeated.

“They have religious fever,” Madame Kung said. “They will not eat this and that, and they pray every day and they have no god that can be seen but they fear him very much and they say our gods are false. All this is uncomfortable.” . . .

“Aside from business,” Kung Chen said with patience, “I do not believe in separating people into different kinds. All human beings have noses, eyes, arms, legs, hearts, stomachs, and so far as I have been able to learn, we all reproduce in the same fashion.”

Madame Kung was interested when he mentioned reproduction. “I have heard that foreigners open their stomachs and take their children out of a hole they have there,” she said.

“It is not true,” Kung Chen replied.

“How do you know?” she asked.

“My friend Ezra and I attend the same bath house and he is made as I am, except that he has much hair on his body.” . . .

“When I receive the proposal,” he corrected himself, “I shall accept it?” . . .

“We have so many girls,” she murmured and yawned. . .

Questions and Discussion

What does Kung Chen mean when he says, “To hate another human being is to take a worm into one’s own vitals. It consumes life.”? How does intolerance and hatred hurt the person feeling these emotions?

Madame Kung, like many in the world, base their opinions of others on second hand information, which is often incorrect. How can we overcome this tendency to believe what others tell us when we do not have first-hand knowledge?

Kung Chen wisely states that the best way to make foreigners no longer foreign is for them to intermarry and produce children of mixed backgrounds. Does this mean that for foreigners to be accepted in a new society that they must assimilate with the majority?  Is a certain amount of assimilation necessary for peaceful workings between cultures living together, or can peaceful co-existence exist with no assimilation whatsoever?

I am Like my Enemy and We are Friends

The Last Spin
By Evan Hunter (1960, full text available online)

Introduction

In this short story, author Evan Hunter uses the term “club” for what we now call gangs. The two protagonists learn they joined their respective gang because it was the gang on their street, not because they liked the other members. Sometimes instead of choosing one’s friends, one is clumped together with others based on geographic location, physical characteristics, or religion.

Summary

Two rival gangs decide to solve a problem one on one instead of making war on the streets. A gang member is chosen from each gang to play Russian roulette: one person must die. As the two young men face each other “playing” this game in an empty basement room, they talk and realize they have much in common, neither is the enemy, and there is no reason to create an enemy out of either group. The young men decide to defy gang rules and meet on Sunday to hang out. Lesson learned, barrel spins, gun fires, one dies.

Excerpt

“The boy sitting opposite him was his enemy.

The boy sitting opposite him was called Tigo, and he wore a green silk jacket with an orange stripe on each sleeve. The jacket told Danny that Tigo was his enemy. The jacket shrieked, “Enemy, enemy!”

. . .

“You like the guys on you club?” Danny asked, wondering why he was asking such a stupid question, listening to the whirring of the cylinder at the same time.

“They’re okay.” Tigo shrugged. “None of them really send me, but that’s the club on my block, so what’re you gonna do, huh?” His hand left the cylinder. It stopped spinning. He put the gun to his head.

“Wait!” Danny said.

Tigo looked puzzled. “What’s the matter?”

“Nothing. I just wanted to say... I mean...” Danny frowned. “I don’t dig too many of the guys on my club, either.”

“Sure, sure,” Tigo said. “It ain’t only that, though. Like sometimes... well, don’t you wonder what you’re doing stomping some guy in the street? Like ... you know what I mean? Like ... who’s the guy to you? What you got to beat him up for? ‘Cause he messed with somebody else’s girl?” Tigo shook his head. “It gets complicated sometimes.”

“Yeah, but ...” Danny frowned again. “You got to stick with the club. Don’t you?”

“Sure, sure ... hell yes.” Again, their eyes locked.

. . .

“We could say ... well ... like we kept shootin’ an’ nothing happened, so ...” Tigo shrugged. “What the hell! We can’t do this all night, can we?”

“I don’t know.”

“Let’s make this the last spin. Listen, they don’t like it, they can take a flying leap, you know?”

“I don’t think they’ll like it. We’re supposed to settle this for the clubs.”

“Screw the clubs!” Tigo said. “Can’t we pick our own ...” The word was hard coming. When it came, his eyes did not leave Danny’s face. “... friends?”

“Sure we can,” Danny said vehemently. “Sure we can! Why not?”

“The last spin,” Tigo said. “Come on, the last spin.”

“Gone,” Danny said. “Hey you know, I’m glad they got this idea. You know that? I’m actually glad!” He twirled the cylinder. “Look, you want to go on the lake this Sunday? I mean with your girl and mine? We could get two boats. Or even one if you want.” “Yeah, one boat,” Tigo Said. “Hey, your girl’ll like Juana, I mean it. She’s a swell chick.”

The cylinder stopped. Danny put the gun to his head quickly.

“Here’s to Sunday,” he said. He grinned at Tigo, and Tigo grinned back, and then Danny fired.

The explosion rocked the small basement room, ripping away half of Danny’s head, shattering his face. A small cry escaped Tigo’s throat, and a look of incredulous shock knifed his eyes. Then he put his head on the table and began weeping.

Questions and Discussion

These two young men (too young to join the military) were thrown into several situations that seemed beyond their control: they both joined the gangs that controlled their streets, they were taught people they had never seen were their enemy, they attacked and beat people on command, and they were commanded to play Russian roulette to the death. They seemed to have no control over their lives. But near the end of the game of Russian roulette, the boys realize they do have control. They can tell their gangs that they will no longer take their orders and will no longer see a true friend as an enemy. What do you think Tigo will do with this newly discovered power over his own life?

Gangs are often created based on ethnic characteristics. Latino gangs, Asian gangs, white supremacist gangs, African gangs, Arab gangs, etc. These gangs actually perpetuate a dangerous stereotype—that people who look alike think alike and act alike. That is a dangerous stereotype often used by a majority intolerant population against a minority population. It can be hard trying to get to now someone who looks different and sounds different, but the benefits can be long-lasting.

One of the most ridiculous forms of intolerance is to dislike a person on command. And yet, in a very subtle way, citizens are strongly suggested to think in certain ways about groups of people from media sources: television, movies, books, newspapers, music, etc. 

Destroying the identity of an occupied people

When My Name Was Keoko 

By Linda Sue Park (New York: Clarion Books, 2002)

Introduction

In 1910, Japan conquered Korea. The conquerors passed many laws intended to destroy Korean culture. If the Koreans no longer had a distinguishable culture and identity, the desire to be free of their captors might decrease. Laws were passed against a Korean being the head of any organization, business, school, etc. Koreans could be vice-presidents or vice-principals, but never the president or the principal. Only Japanese citizens could be in charge—the president or the principal. All school lessons were in Japanese. Students were required to attend school and learn Japanese culture, language, literature, and history. Japanese was to be spoken in public.  And Koreans were even required to attend Japanese temples on the Emperor’s birthday. Eventually, a law was passed that required all Koreans to take a Japanese name and be addressed by this name in public.

Summary

Sun-hee is the daughter of a Korean family. Her father is the vice-principal of the local school. Her best friend is Tomo, a Japanese boy who is the son of the principal of the school. Sun-hee and Tomo remain friends despite the fact that the colonizing Japanese treat Koreans as second-class citizens. Sun-hee is able to distinguish between racist laws, colonizing military, and a simple, kind boy who happens to be Japanese. When Koreans are required to take Japanese names, Tomo disagrees with the law, but can do nothing to change it.

Excerpt from pages 5-6, 18-19

Abuji [father] reads out loud from the newspaper: “‘By order of the Emperor, all Koreans are to be graciously allowed to take Japanese names.’”

“‘Graciously allowed . . .’” Uncle says. His voice is shaking, he’s so mad. “How dare they twist the words! Why can’t they at least be honest—we are being forced to take Japanese names!”

. . .

“[Y]ou know that the Kim clan is a large and important one,” Abuji says. “Long ago, all Kims lived in the same part of Korea, in the mountains. Choosing the word for gold as their name shows what a strong clan they were. Gold was only for kings.” . . .

“[O]ur Japanese name. . . will be Kaneyama. ‘Yama’ means ‘mountain’ in Japanese, and “ka-ne” means “gold.” So the name will honor our family history.”

He turns to Uncle, “They will not know this. But we will.”

[Likewise, Abuji hides the meaning of Sun-hee’s name in the new Japanese name. Sun-hee means girl of brightness, and part of Keoko, the chosen Japanese name, means ray of sunshine.]

The changing of my name made even Tomo cross. When we played together after school during those early days of the name change, he kept catching himself. “Sun-hee—I mean, Keoko,” he kept saying.

Once, after correcting himself for what seemed like the hundredth time, he stamped his foot in frustration. “Keoko-Keoko-Keoko,” he said, as if trying to pound the name into his brain. 

“Keoko-Keoko-Keekeeko-Kekoko—” He was getting his tongue all twisted.

I giggled. “Kee-kee-ko? Ke-ko-ko?” . . .

Tomo was laughing at the silly sounds. I was laughing for the same reason, but I was also secretly pleased to be treating my Japanese name with such disrespect.

At last our laughter faded and we caught our breath. Tomo glanced at me quickly, then looked away again. “Maybe, when it’s just the two of us alone, I could still call you Sun-hee. What do you think?”

It wasn’t often that Tomo asked for my opinion. I wanted to answer carefully, so I thought for a moment. “Wouldn’t that just make it harder?” I said. “You’d have to switch to my Japanese name when we’re with other people. You might get mixed up—and forget.”

“You’re right,” he said. He flicked another glance at me. “It’s such a nuisance, isn’t it?”

And I knew this was his way of saying he was sorry I had to change my name.

Questions and Discussion

Why would it be so important for Sun-hee and her family to retain the meaning of their family name and even of their first names?

Through out time, colonizers have almost always devalued the culture and identity of the conquered people. Is it possible for a people to become an independent people if they have lost most of their value and identity? If a people has lost much of its value and identity, what can they do to reclaim it?

Often, individuals of the colonizing group (or of the majority group, or of the powerful group) do not agree with racist laws, but they do not know how to challenge them or change them. Why did Tomo tell Sun-hee that he disagreed with the name-changing law in the manner he employed? 

Sun-hee (Keoko) and Tomo are examples of how two individuals can be friends even though the populations they are part of are enemies. 

Ashamed of His White Mother

The Color of Water: A Black Man’s Tribute to His White Mother

By James McBride (New York: Riverhead Books 1996/2006)

Introduction

It is hard to be different from those around you, especially when young. We want to blend in and be accepted. Our societies have taught us to fear difference, and for this we do as much as possible to become invisible in the crowd. But when that isn’t possible for us or for a loved one, we must decide how to react—to be ashamed of the difference or to recognize and appreciate it.

Summary

A young man grows up in New York City, the son of a white Jewish-European immigrant mother and an African-American father. He struggles to understand his mother, her distrust of whites, her ability to ignore insults, and her secretiveness. In so doing, he better understands who he is.

Excerpt from pages 100-101

“Whenever she stepped out of the house with us, she went into a sort of mental zone where her attention span went no farther than the five kids trailing her and the tightly balled fist in which she held her small bit of money, which she always counted to the last penny. She had absolutely no interest in a world that seemed incredibly agitated by our presence. The stares and remarks, the glances and cackles that we heard as we walked about the world went right over her head, but not over mine. By age ten, I was coming into my own feelings about myself and my own impending manhood, and going out with Mommy, which had been a privilege and an honor at age five, had become a dreaded event. I had reached a point where I was ashamed of her and didn’t want the world to see my white mother. When I went out with my friends, I’d avoid telling her where we were playing because I didn’t want her coming to the park to fetch me. I grew secretive, cautious, passive, angry, and fearful, always afraid that the baddest cat on the block would call her a ‘honky,’ [derogative term for a white person] in which case I’d have to respond and get my ass kicked.”

Questions and Discussion

This young man lived in an-all black neighborhood with his black siblings and white mother. How might his feelings toward his mother and her whiteness have been different if they lived in a predominantly white neighborhood? Or if he lived in a racially integrated area? If it was present-day New York City instead of New York City during the 1960s when African-Americans were fighting for their equality both in the law and in society?

 Why did his mother seem to not notice skin color, especially hers, being a white mother of several black children?

EASY RECONCILATION

We Belong to the Land: the Story of a Palestinian Israeli Who Lives for Peace and Reconciliation

By Elias Chacour (San Francisco: Harper, 1990)

Introduction

In many communities, there are schisms between religions or ethnic groups or other groupings of people. Often these schisms have existed for an extended period of time. But they can often be repaired with small sincere gestures of concern and kindness.

Summary

This is an autobiographical account of a Palestinian Israeli Christian who is the priest in a small village in the Galilee. He was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize several times for his tireless efforts to teach peace and reconciliation between Israelis and Palestinians. He started his efforts of peace and tolerance in the small village where he was a priest. Relations between the village Christians and Muslims were not warm, and had been tense for a long time.

Excerpt from pages 55-56

[The village mosque is struck by lightening and destroyed during a severe storm.]

“Abu Muhammad, I am so sorry about the mosque,” I told the sheikh when I found him moving some rubble aside. I helped him push a big block of stone out of the way.

“Thank you, Abuna Elias,” the sheikh said, pausing to wipe perspiration from his worried face with his handkerchief. “This is such a shock. Yesterday we were praying here, and today the mosque is nearly destroyed.”

“Well, why don’t you come and pray in the Melkite church?”

The sheikh looked unbelievingly at me. “What? You invite us to pray in your church?”

“Yes, why not?”

“But we are Muslims, not Christians.”

“So what? You praise God during your prayers, don’t you?”

“Yes, of course.”

“I do not pray better than you do, Abu Muhammad. You are welcome to use our church for your prayers until the mosque can be repaired.”

From that moment the relations between Christians and Muslims in Ibillin were vastly improved.

. . . 

[The Christian priest, Abuna Elias, used money raised by the Christian community to improve some of their own buildings to purchase building materials to reconstruct the mosque.]

“Thank you for your contributions to repair the Orthodox church and to build a wall around the cemetery. I still have some money left, and since I know how tolerant you are, my Christian friends, and how loving you are for your Muslim brothers and sisters, I have used it to order building materials to reconstruct the mosque.

Together the Christians and Muslims reconstructed the mosque, built a huge wall around it, and hung the main, steel gate on which is written in Arabic Allahu Akbar, God is great. 

Questions and Discussion

Although relations between the Christian and Muslim communities had been on cold in the village when Abuna Elias arrived, his simple and sincere act of offering condolences and hospitality to use his church, not to attend a Christian service, but to use it for their Muslim services changed the feelings between these two religious communities. 

Are there some relations in your society that could be improved? 

What could be done to improve those relationships? 

Is there something you can do to improve those relations?

Willful ignorance encourages racism

My Name is Not Angelica 

By Scott O’Dell (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1989)

Introduction

Slavery is one of the severest forms of racism. It is the complete dehumanization of a people based on their physical characteristics. 

Summary

Raisha was a princess of a tribal chief in Africa. She was captured by a warring tribe and sold to slave traders who transported her to the West Indies, which had been colonized by the Dutch. She was purchased as a house slave and renamed Angelica, so she would forget she was “Raisha”, an African princess. Her slave owners treated her humanely, but she and her husband wanted to be free.

Slaves continue to escape into the wild and plan a revolt. The governor of the islands passes horrible laws of torture and death for slaves who try to escape captivity or who harm a white person. When the military corner the revolting slaves, the slaves choose to jump off a cliff to their death instead of returning to slavery, torture, and execution. A few months later, laws are passed on some of the islands in the West Indies granting slaves freedom.

Excerpt from pages 56-57

Master van Prok wandered up the path with his whip. He had drunk too much and the whip didn’t crack as it usually did. Still, the slaves heard it. When he went past they were silent.

He paused and called my name. “Are you asleep in there?”

I did not answer.

He thrust his head under the crossed branches that held up the roof. “Angelica, do you hear me?” He said this with a slur. He had swallowed a lot of rum and beer. If I was asleep, he would wake me up. I sat up and said, “I hear you, Master van Prok.”

“Good. I want you to know that Governor Gardelin’s new laws don’t mean you. They are meant only for the thankless, the senseless, the scum who hae forgotten how fortunate they are. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I said, crossing my middle fingers so as to turn the word Yes into a lie.

“It’s been a hard year for us. The hurricane that leveled our fields, the terrible drought, which still holds us in its grip. Poor crops of sugar cane and therefore little rum, our livelihood. Now the runaways and the awful threat of a revolt. You can see how we are pressed against a stone wall.”

I did see. For a moment I even felt sorry for Master van Prok and his troubles. For all the planters on all the islands.

“You have read “Gronnewold’s Bible,” he said. “You know that the law of an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth was the rule in ancient times. It was successful then and it will be successful now.”

Never before had he talked to me in this way.

“We have tried everything else and failed,” he said.

I felt bolder than I had ever felt since the day I stood in the slave pen. “You have tried everything except freedom,” I said.

His shoulders stiffened. He cleared his throat.

“Freedom will come,” he said.

“When, sir?”

“When the slaves are ready.”

“They are ready now. They have had enough of the hot pinchers and whips and the hammers that crush bones.”

He stepped inside the hut and stood over me.

“Freedom,” he said. “They do not know what freedom means. Do you?”

“In Africa I was free.”

“To do what? Sleep in the sun? Eat monkey meat and dance?” . . .

“Sleep, eat, dance. That’s all you know about freedom, like the rest of the slaves, those who have sawdust in their heads instead of brains.”

Questions and Discussion

Slave owners justified their mistreatment of the Africans by dehumanizing them, marginalizing their intelligence, and stereotyping them. 

What is does “freedom” mean?

BLACK AND WHITE

Maniac Magee

By Jerry Spinelli (New York: Little, Brown and Company, 1990)

Introduction 

In most cities, there are no laws requiring racial segregation, yet individuals segregate themselves, keeping to neighborhoods that reflect their physical characteristics. This story shows how labels, such as black and white, are senseless and inhibit getting to know the person behind the label. The story also illustrates how mean, racist, ignorant people can come in every skin hue.

Summary

Jeffrey Magee was orphaned and left to the care of an aunt and uncle who no longer cared for each other and lived completely separate lives under the same roof. They refused to speak to each other and made Jeffrey the mouthpiece between the two. He hated being bounced between the adults and ran away from home.

He literally ran for months until one day he settled in a new city and made the local zoo his home. Jeffrey loved running, sports, and reading. And this is how he met the other children in this story. Important to this story is that Jeffrey is “white” and he makes a remarkable entry into a “black” neighborhood. While running, he borrowed a girl’s book; while running he caught an uncatchable football pass in a neighborhood game, scored a touchdown and kept running; in a neighborhood baseball game, he ran up to the plate, grabbed the bat slammed the ball out of the field and ran past home plate and just kept running. No one in this black neighborhood had seen this strange white boy before and the neighborhood children nicknamed him Maniac.

Besides being the best at just about everything, Maniac had another talent that was much more important. He could be friends with everyone, he was slow to take offense, and he saw people for who they really were, not for the color of their skin.

Excerpt from pages 51, 57-58

Maniac loved the colors of the East End, the people colors.

For the life of him, he couldn’t figure why these East Enders called themselves black. He kept looking and looking, and the colors he found were gingersnap and light fudge and dark fudge and acorn and butter rum and cinnamon and burnt orange. But never licorice, which, to him, was real black.

He especially loved the warm brown of Mrs. Beale’s thumb, as it appeared from under the creamy white icing that she allowed him to lick away when she was frosting his favorite cake.

He loved joining all the colors at the vacant lot and playing the summer days away.

. . .

Maniac Magee was blind. Sort of.

Oh, he could see objects, all right. He could see a flying football or a John McNab fastball better than anybody.

He could see Mars Bar’s foot sticking out, trying to trip him up as he circled the bases fo a home run. He could see Mars Bar charging him from behind to tackle him, even when he didn’t have the football.

He could see these things, but he couldn’t see what they meant. He couldn’t see that Mars Bar disliked him, maybe even hated him.

When you think about it, it’s amazing all the stuff he didn’t see.

Such as, big kids don’t like little kids showing them up.

And big kids like it even less if another big kid (such as Hands Down) is laughing at them while the little kid is faking them out of their Fruit of the Looms.

And some kids don’t like a kid who is different.

Such as a kid who is allergic to pizza.

Or a kid who does dishes without being told.

Or a kid who never watches Saturday morning cartoons.

Or a kid who’s another color.

Maniac kept trying, but he still couldn’t see it, this color business. He didn’t figure he was white any more than the East Enders were black. He looked himself over pretty hard and came up with at least seven different shades and colors right on his own skin, not one of them being what he would call white (except for his eyeballs, which weren’t any whiter than the eyeballs of the kids in the East End).

Which was all a big relief to Maniac, finding out he wasn’t really white, because the way he figured, white was about the most boring color of all.

Questions and Discussion

Maniac doesn’t see black or white skin colors, but a beautiful collage of hues. If the world would see the wide variation in skin tones, perhaps grouping and labeling people would occur less often. It is easy to remember black and white and even yellow and red. But it would be more difficult to remember café au lait, chocolate, gingerbread, pumpernickel, ivory, coppyer, whole wheat flour, buff, beige, sand dune, etc. Not only would it be difficult to remember the endless skin tones, but it would also be difficult to agree on one’s skin tone from one season to the next, not to mention the difficulty of getting a small group of individuals to agree on the name to affix to someone’s skin tone.

Maniac is “color-blind” – is this a good or bad characteristic in our society?

What makes a person black, or white, or any other color or any label?

Can we live in a colorless society where skin tone makes no difference?

Understanding the Other

The Enemy Has a Face: The Seeds of Peace Experience 

By John Wallach (Washington, D.C.: United States Institute of Peace Press, 2000)

Introduction

In enduring conflicts, the youth are taught to hate and fear the opposing side. This teaching of hatred happens in Israel and Palestine, in Kosovo, Albania, Croatia, Serbia, Cyprus, in South Africa, Sudan, and many other countries around the world where ethnic, racial, or religious hostilities simmer.

To combat this education of hatred in the Middle East, John Wallach created the Seeds of Peace program in 1993. Wallach is a seasoned journalist who had spent decades covering conflict in the Middle East. He was eager to see some hope of peace in the region. He created the Seeds of Peace Camp for youngsters in conflict areas to spend time in a neutral territory and hear and present both sides of opinions expressed in the conflict. The first camp united youth from Egypt, Israel, and Palestine. Although Seeds of Peace was created to address the Arab-Israeli conflict, separate programs have been created for youth from Cyprus, the Balkans and southern Europe.

The camp isn’t just about having a fun American camp experience filled with swimming, canoeing and such. The focus is on understanding the enemy, and to do so, campers spend time in daily sessions expressing their view of history, their feelings, their hopes and fears, and in return hear these same things from the “enemy.”

Excerpt from pages 66-67

Laith and Yoyo were two youngsters from the original camp in 1993. Both big kids and stuck in the same facilitation session, they took to arguing with each other right away. Laith had arrived consumed with anger, demanding that the Jews go back from where they came—to Europe. It was only after camp, recalled Yoyo, that Laith agreed that “we, the twenty Israelis who had taken part in camp, could remain in the country—under a Palestinian government.” The story of their relationship parallels the journey of each of our youngsters.

The turning point in Laith’s development occurred during his first summer. The Holocaust was raised during an early coexistence session. Laith said that he was taught that he was taught that only twenty thousand Jews had been killed. “I did not know it was a genocide.” He told the Israelis in the workshop that even if it was a genocide, “it does not justify taking my land, taking my home, taking my shelter, and throwing me in a refugee camp.” Elad, an Israeli, started to sob when he spoke of his grandparents who had perished in the Holocaust. “You weren’t even born when they died,” retorted Laith. “How can you cry for someone you didn’t even know? You should cry for me. I am the one who is suffering right now, not your grandfather. I am the one who sees people getting shot. I am the one who sees refugee camps.” When the argument turned to the number of victims, Laith declared, “I don’t think six million were killed.” The workshop broke up in hysterics. Tears cascaded down the cheeks of Israelis while prideful Palestinians sat in disgust. Both delegations stormed out.

Later that day David Allyn, a facilitator, brought Laith a copy of Night, Elie Wiesel’s account of his life in a concentration camp. “David started talking to me,” Laith recalled. “The first thing he said was just listen, you don’t have to be convinced, just try to understand the other side’s point of view.” During rest hour, Laith read a few pages of Night. He started to cry. When Elad emerged from the infirmary the next day (he had developed a fever), Laith spotted him. He walked up to Elad, raised up his right hand, and gave him a high five. Only much later did we discover that Elad Wiesel was a cousin of Elie Wiesel.

A week later the Israeli delegation left for home. The Palestinians and other Arab delegations had seen them off at the Washington, D.c., National Airport and were traveling back into the District of Columbia. The chartered bus crossed the 14th Street Bridge and was apssing the Holocaust Museum. Barbara Gottschalk pointed it out to Laith, who said he would like to tour the museum. It surprised everyone. “All the guys wanted to go shopping but I had heard about the Holocaust Museum,” he said. “It’s like the best Holocaust museum in the world. You can get lots of information there.” So, accompanied by two other Arab teenagers, Laith took a guided tour. Reflecting on his experience, Laith said later: “I think everyone must go to the Holocaust Museum. I mean I think I learned something. I enjoyed it. It’s not like going to a movie but I liked going there to get information. We should learn that what happened should not happen again to any people. Even to the Israelis. If we [the Palestinians] have the power now to do things like that, I would never do it. I would just go and shake hands with them.”

After that, Laith and Yoyo became fast friends . . . Laith’s step led Yoyo to take similar risks in their relationship. He often invited Laith to go horseback riding with him and to have dinner at his Jerusalem home even though he knew his father, a wounded Israeli war hero, would retreat to the basement whenever the Palestinian came to visit. After Jericho was “liberated” from Israeli rule, Laith invited his Israeli friend to tour the West Bank town. It was illegal for Israelis to go to Jericho without special permission. But Laith’s father promised him they would be safe. As they went through the checkpoint, leaving Israeli-controlled territory, the car was stopped. “Don’t worry,” Laith’s father told the soldiers. “I’m just showing Jericho to my two sons.” Following his return home, says Yoyo, Laith amended his earlier proviso that only the Israeli campers who had been at Seeds of Peace could remain in Palestine. He agreed that “our families could also remain here.” Now, says Yoyo, “he believes in a solution comprising two states—Israeli and Palestinian.”

Questions and Discussion

This story is about a Palestinian teen-ager who slowly comes to understand Israelis and their historical views and fears. Because of this understanding, he alters his view on the future of Israel and Palestinian. There are many other stories featured in the book that show the evolution of thought of Israelis, Egyptians, 

What were the steps in Laith’s transformation?

Yoyo also had to transform. His story isn’t included here, but what could some of the immediate and long term repercussions be for befriending a Palestinian? 

Becoming Friends Through Tragedy

Smoky Night

By Eve Bunting (San Diego: Harcourt Brace & Company, 1994)

Intro

This story is set in Los Angeles during the rioting that happened after the police beating of Rodney King and the ensuing trial. It teaches us the importance of being friends with your neighbors who are not of the same race or ethnic group. 

Summary

Daniel lives with his mother in an apartment building. They are watching rioting and looting in the dark streets below. They watch as looters break into Kim Market, the market owned by their Korean neighbors Mrs. Kim. But Daniel’s mother never shops there because she says it is better to “buy from our own people.” Daniel and his mother are African-American.

Soon, the apartment building is set on fire. The tenants flee, but Daniel and Mrs. Kim can’t find their cats. Daniel and Mrs. Kim both have a cat they love. These cats do not like each other and they constantly fight. 

A firefighter rescues the cats from the building. The cats, now friends, teach the importance of overcoming past fights and differences to become friends.

Excerpt

[A firefighter arrives with two cats—Daniel’s and Mrs. Kim’s cat.]

“The two of them were under the stairs, yowling and screeching,” the firefighter] says. . . .

“The cats were together?” Mrs. Kim asks.

The fire fighter nods. “They were so scared they were holding paws.”

I grin. “No, they weren’t!”

. . .

A woman puts down a dish of milk. “Here kitty, kitty,” she calls.

Jasmine jumps out of my arms, and Mrs. Kim puts her carrot-colored cat down too. The cats drink from the same dish. . . .

“Look at that!” Mama is all amazed. “I thought those two didn’t like each other.”

“They probably didn’t know each other before,” I explain. “Now they do.”

[The room is filled with people of diverse ethnic, racial, religious backgrounds. They lived next to each other, but they are not friends with each other—they barely know each other. The room becomes silent upon hearing the inspired words of Daniel. His mother introduces herself to Mrs. Kim and invites her and her cat into her home. Mrs. Kim, perhaps somewhat taken aback by this offer of friendship from this African-American neighbor who had avoided her and who had never shopped at her store, hesitantly accepts the invitation. It is the first step in getting to know a person, rather than just the label of race and ethnicity.]

Questions and Discussion

Daniel comments that the cats no longer fight each other because they now know each other, and therefore know that the other is good. A tragedy, such as rioting and arson, can throw individuals together, but it is still up to the individuals to take steps to brake down their own barriers and reach out to befriend someone they see as an outsider. 

From the story, it seems that Daniel’s mother never spoke with Mrs. Kim, despite living in the same apartment building. Mrs. Kim was different from Daniel and his mother—she looked different, sounded different, had a different culture. Likewise, there is nothing in the story to suggest that Mrs. Kim ever made efforts to talk with Daniel and his mother—rather only to yell at the cat in with words Daniel couldn’t understand. It took strength from Daniel’s mother to introduce herself to Mrs. Kim and invite her over to her apartment. Daniel’s mother, in front of so many neighbors, was opening herself up to public rejection. And Mrs. Kim could have easily projected her anger from the financial losses of the looting of her store to Daniel’s mother, an African American, since it is very likely she saw African Americans among the looters since the riots were a direct result of the treatment of Rodney King, an African American, by police and the judicial system. Both women, however, were willing to give the other a chance and get to know the other.

Often, parents, unknowingly, teach children what is different and that difference is not desirable. One example of this is Daniel’s mother telling Daniel that it is better to buy their groceries from “our own people” rather than going to Kim’s Market that was across the street from the apartment building. Although Daniel’s mother never says anything negative about Mrs. Kim or Asians in general, she emphasizes their difference from Daniel’s “people.” 

What are some ways in which we create categories and differentiate between us and those we place in these artificial categories?

Misunderstandings

Henry and the Kite Dragon 

By Bruce Edward Hall (New York: Philomen Books, 2004)

Introduction

In New York City where neighborhoods might be only three streets in size, children from one ethnicity live next to children of a different ethnicity. This proximity could be a benefit, but often, youth create boundaries and rules about who can use the limited space at any given time. These rules are created to keep races and ethnicities apart. 

Summary

Little Italy and Chinatown are right next to each other. The children of Chinatown, New York City, love constructing kites with Grandfather Chin. They love watching him launch them and fly them, making them swoop and swoosh and chase birds. The children of Little Italy, New York City, love pigeons. They keep homing pigeons as pets on the rooftops of the apartment buildings. 

The Chinese and Italian children don’t get along and don’t know much about each other. 

One day, the Chinese children make some beautiful kites with Grandfather Chin. They fly them and make them chase the birds in the sky. All of a sudden, stones begin pelting the first kite, utterly destroying it. Another kite is made, and again, the Italian children pelt it with rocks.

Instead of fighting, Grandfather Chin encourages all the Chinese children in the neighborhood to come and make a giant dragon kite that will command respect rather than stones. Once made, the children are sure the kite will be respected because it is both giant and beautiful. But after the kite is air born and chasing the birds, the Italian children again throw stones at the kite. The Chinese children run down to confront the Italian stone throwers and find out that their kites have been scaring the pet pigeons away. 

Excerpt

Chinese kids never went into the park when Tony Guglione was there. 

But we did that day.

At first, Tony and his friends just stood with their mouths open. There was silence for a minute. Then Tony spoke.

“Ching chong, Chinamen!” Tony Guglione jeered.

“Stop it!” I yelled. “Tony—Goo-goo eyes!”

He was stunned. “Get out of our park!” he finally sputtered.

“No, you get out!” “No, you!”

“We were here first!”

We were all lined up, breathing hard, ready to start swinging, when all of a sudden, the sky went dark [and the giant dragon kite the children had helped construct swooped over their heads].

And then that pigeon flew by. The dragon darted after the little bird, as if it were going to swallow it up in one bite.

“Stop it! Stop it!” Tony screamed. “That’s my pigeon!”

“Hug?” we all said. “Your pigeon? What are you talking about?”

That’s when I began to understand. In Little Italy they kept pet pigeons—homing pigeons—in cages on their roofs. He told me that homing pigeons are specially trained to always come home. He told me how our kites scared the little birds, and sometimes they flew away and never came back.

“And that pigeon is my favorite! Make that dragon leave my pigeon alone!”

Then great big Tony Guglione actually started to cry.

[Both sides understand their wrongful actions and apologize. They even work out a schedule so that the Chinese children can fly their kites in the morning and the Italian children can fly their birds in the afternoons. The great thing about the schedule is that the Italian can admire the kites and the Chinese can admire the birds. And of course, everyone gets along much better now.]

Questions and Discussion

The Chinese and Italian children did not understand the actions and motives of the others. They never thought of talking with each other to find out why they were chasing their pet pigeons and throwing stones at their kites. Instead, they prepared for battle—to fight the others. Are there conflicts in your classroom, school, city, or country that could be resolved by dialogue rather than violence?

What would have been the likely result if the Chinese children had not listened to the Italian children when they asked to make the dragon stop chasing the pigeon? And what would the long-term effect have been if the children fought instead of listened?

The benefit of diversity in this neighborhood of Chinese and Italian was that both sides learned something new, about pet homing pigeons and how to make and fly kites. And both sides were able to appreciate a part of a culture that isn’t part of their own. What are some of the beautiful aspects of the diverse cultures in your society?

Wisdom in Age

The Wise Old Woman

Retold by Yoshiko Uchida (New York: Margaret K. McElderry Books, 1994)

Introduction

This is a Japanese fable featuring the wisdom of the elderly.

Summary

The ruler of a land declared that the elderly were useless and at the age of seventy they were to be taken high into the mountains and left there to die. A young farmer could not bare to do this to his mother, so after carrying her up the mountain, he brought her down under cover of night and hid her in the house.

Some time later, this land was about to be conquered by a very powerful warrior. He told the young lord that if he and his wisest subjects were not able to solve three riddles, then the warrior would subjugate the land and its people. 

None of the young lord’s young wise men could solve the three riddles, but the hidden elderly lady could.

The first riddle: A rope of ash. The old lady soaked a coil of rope in salt water and dried it well. She burned it, but it did not crumble, it held its shape. She solved the first riddle.

The second riddle: Thread a silk thread through a crooked log without braking the log or the thread. The old lady took a crooked log with a tiny hole running through it, put a little honey at one end of it, and at the other end of it placed an ant with a silk threat tied around it. The little ant found its way through the many internal crevices to find the prized honey. She solved the second riddle.

The third riddle: A drum that sounds without being beaten by a drummer. The old lady opened a little hand drum, placed a bee inside and resealed the drum. As the bee banged against the sides trying to escape, the drum sounded without a drummer. The solved the third riddle.

The elderly lady’s son presented the lord with the answers to the three riddles. He was amazed, as was the warrior. When the lord found out that it was an elderly lady who had solved the riddles, he realized the great wisdom he had destroyed by sending the elderly to die. From that time forward, he and his subjects honored the elderly that they thenceforth kept in their midst.

Questions and Discussions

The elderly are revered in some societies and considered burdensome and outdated in others. How are the elderly treated in our society? By the media? By employers? 

Likewise, mentally or physically handicapped individuals are treated with love, respect, and worth in some societies whereas in others they are a shame to one’s family. How are persons with disabilities treated in your school? In society? By the media? By employers? Are pregnant women with fetuses displaying abnormalities encouraged to terminate the pregnancy? What benefits can a person with disabilities provide society?

One-dimensional Nationality

The Balkan Express: Fragments From the Other Side of War

By Slavenka Drakulic’ (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1993)

Introduction

Bloody war ripped the former Yugoslavia and left a collection of war-torn newly created states behind. People’s identities were ripped from them, and the most important identifying label was one’s nationality, which had been a distant consideration prior to the war.

Excerpt from pages 50-51

Some of my foreign friends from that time cannot understand that they and I have less and less in common now. I am living in a country that has had six bloody months of war, and it is hard for them to understand that being Croat has become my destiny. How can I explain to them that in this war I am defined by my nationality, and by it alone? There is another thing that is even harder to explain—the way the awareness of my nationality, because of my past, came to me in a negative way. I had fought against treating nationality as a main criterion by which to judge human beings; I tried to see the people behind the label; I kept open the possibility of dialogue with my friends and colleagues in Serbia even after all telephone lines and roads had been cut off and one-third of Croatia had been occupied and bombed. I resisted coming to terms with the fact that in Croatia it is difficult to be the kind of person who says, ‘Yes, I am Croat but . . .’

In the end, none of that helped me. Along with millions of other Croats, I was pinned to the wall of nationhood—not only by outside pressure from Serbia and the Federal Army but by national homogenization within Croatia itself. That is what the war is doing to us, reducing us to one dimension: the Nation. The trouble with this nationhood, however, is that whereas before I was defined by my education, my job, my ideas, my character—and, yes, my nationality too—now I feel stripped of all that. I am nobody because I am not a person any more. I am one of 4.5 million Croats.

Questions and Discussion

What does the author mean, “I am nobody because I am not a person any more. I am one of 4.5 million Croats.”

The author says she is less like her foreign friends now that she has experienced six months of war. How does war (violence) change a person? 

What does your nationality mean to you? Should one’s nationality be a defining label? It is likely that the author had more in common with many of her Serbian friends than she had in common with other Croats.

Courage to Help the Helpless

Luba: The Angel of Bergen-Belsen 

As told to Michelle R. McCann by Luba Tryszynska-Frederick (Berkeley: Tricycle Press, 2003)

Introduction

In Germany in the 1930s, the National Socialist German Workers’ Party rose to power. As its power increased, it became known as the Nazi Party and it imprisoned citizens who disagreed with its political ideals and practices. It built bigger prisons—concentration camps—and imprisoned German citizens who were not “Aryan,” or blond-haired, blue-eyed descendents of Northern Europeans). The Nazi’s especially targeted Jews, and in every country it invaded, it took steps to remove all Jews from the country—both by killing and by relocating.

Summary

This is based on a true story of Luba, a young Jewish Woman in Bergen-Belsen concentration camp. According to the author’s account, one winter night, she heard distant crying. Following the sound, she found 54 children abandoned by Nazi soldiers to die in a field in the winter cold. The soldiers couldn’t bring themselves to shoot them as they had been ordered, so they left them to die. She takes them into the work camp barracks and hides them. Many of the other Jewish women in the barracks told Luba to send the children away because if they were discovered, all the women in the barracks would be punished. But even though Luba had never before seen these children, and even though the children were not of the same nationality as Luba, she risked her life to care fore them.

She risked her life daily to find food, clothing, and fuel for the children. A Russian butcher would contribute some meat, a German cook offered leftovers, and the German guards’ wives gave old clothing. The author opined that with the passage of time, the butcher, cook, wives and soldiers likely figured out that Luba had rescued a bunch of children, but they helped these fifty-four children. 

Questions and Discussion

The Nazi guards and their wives never apologize for mistreating Jews, or for keeping Jews imprisoned in the camp, they do not recognize the intolerance and brutality of the Nazi regime, but they show a humane side to every member of an intolerant regime. Regimes can profess absolute intolerance, but individual members will see the humanity of their victims and some will react in a manner to display their own humanity.

What made Luba risk her life for children she had never seen before? What made the Nazi guards, their wives and other individuals contribute to the welfare of the children by contributing food, clothing, fuel, and safe passage for Luba to seek out these necessities?

How can we show our humanity when injustice is occurring?

 Avoiding Blanket Blame

The Suitcase: Refugee Voices From Bosnia and Croatia 

Edited by Julie Mertus et al. (Berkley: University of California Press, 1997)

Introduction

During the Bosnia war, Serbian forces set for ethnic cleansing terrorized and pushed nearly all of the Muslims out of Bijeljina by the end of 1993. The extract below is from a Muslim woman who was forced to leave Bijeljina.

Excerpt from pages 40-41

My children all left for Germany, but I stayed alone with my husband because he was sick. The came to throw me out of my house. My husband died the next day; we buried him, but I stayed on because of my mother and my brother. We stayed for two years and by then we couldn’t get out anymore.

Thankfully there is an agency in the center of our city of Bijeljina. A man named Dragas runs it, a man from outside, a man from nowhere. He just showed up and set up business. You have to go there and pay be selling your house, of course at a very unfair, low price. You sign that you are leaving everything of your own free will to the state, and then you can get out. The price per person is now five thousand German marks. Otherwise, you cannot get out o the city. Officially it is not permitted. I don’t now if it is all arranged, but it is a good thing that there is such an agency. At least one can leave safely. Everyone knows about the agency. Of course we had to use it too.

. . .

Our life in Bosnia had become impossible. There was a certain man named Vojkan who took men away during the night, to Majevica to work, and women and children were taken to Tuzla. We were afraid and that is why we left, all together: Mother, who is eighty, myself and my brother with his wife. The local Serbs were OK, but they dared not protect us. The ones from outside who came from nowhere, from places I never heard of, they were terrible. They came to take away even my brother, who was a soldier of the Yugoslav regular army. They surrounded the house and we escaped through the back door.

It would take me five days to tell you what it is like in Bijeljina: in Janja and Bijeljina there are no more old Muslims. They would just come to get you during the night and you would disappear. We had to leave because we decided not to fight on any side. What for? Whom for? That is why we decided to go to Germany, not to Turkey where we would be engaged on the other side. We left our rich and beautiful house to a man, a refugee, a wonderful man, a Serb who will take care of it.

When we left a Serbian woman came to see us off. She was my best friend and we had lived thirty-seven years together. She brought me oranges and tomatoes for the trip. My elderly mother was completely lost and I was desperate.

Questions and Discussion

Many Muslim refugees had longtime friends who were Serbian. When the Serbian forces invaded these cities and towns to force out the Muslims, most Muslims differentiated between the Serbs who were their neighbors and who continued to treat them kindly and those Serbs who came from elsewhere and who treated them horribly.

“Many refugees were helped by neighbors, often those very people who were now supposed to be enemies. As one Muslim woman said, ‘I don’t know if those were friends or not who helped us out of Bosnia, who gave us papers for foreign countries. True friends would have helped us stay in our homes alive. But for us it was a question of life or death, so we had to consider them as friends.” (p22) 

Neighbors could have had various motives for helping Muslims leave Bosnia: (1) a desire to help friends and neighbors reach safety, since Serbian forces from outside their towns would arrive and haul off Muslims, or, (2) these Serbian neighbors had an interest in helping Muslims quickly evacuate so that they could then stake a claim in their abandoned property. Even if neighbors ended up benefiting from the expulsion of the Muslims, was it still a good deed to aid the Muslims in reaching safety, rather than standing aside and watching more Muslim families separated as men and women were sent to different concentration camps, hauled to unknown destinations, and killed?

Absurdity of focusing on differences

The Sneetches 

By Dr. Seuss (Theodor Seuss Geisel) (New York: Random House, 1961, 1989)

Introduction

This story, though simple and written for children, has a complex level of meanings. It shows the stupidity of judging individuals based on their appearances. The star on the bellies could represent any physical difference: skin tone, eye color, hair type, nose shape, body shape, etc. The star can represent the latest fashions and unchecked consumerism—spending too much money on clothing the wealthy and beautiful wear on the streets of urban centers. The moral of the story is discrimination, being shunned in society and being treated as inferior members of a society based on some aspect of physical appearance. Luckily, these Sneetches learn a valuable lesson on their beaches. It is a lesson that we beach, inland, mountain, and dessert dwellers need to learn: a human is a human and it doesn’t matter what we look like or what we wear. We all require food, shelter, love, understanding, kindness, acceptance by our societies, and a warm welcome by the world.

Summary

The Sneetches are an imaginary race of yellow, long-necked, duck-billed creatures that live on beaches. The race is divided by stars—some sneetches have stars on their bellies and some have starless bellies. These stars create a deep divide between the Sneetches. The Star-Belly Sneetches are the popular Sneetches, and any Sneetch with a star is invited to all the fun parties, beach games, and other social gatherings. They hold themselves out as superior to the starless Sneetches. The starless Sneetches are pained at their exclusion.

Then one day, equality is offered by Sylvester McMonkey McBean, a type of traveling salesman. He sets up his machines and tells the starless Sneetches that for just three dollars, his machines will put stars on their bellies. They all rush in, pleased with the result, and quickly show off their new stars to the Star-Belly Sneetches and declare their equality pointing out that there is no longer any way of distinguishing between the Sneetches. 

The Star-Belly Sneetches are, of course, furious. “We’re still the best Sneetches and they are the worst. But, now, how in the world will we know,” they all frowned, “If which kind is what, or the other way round?” (p.13)

Then sly Sylvester McMonkey McBean offers to erase their stars, so as to be able to again distinguish the Sneetches, for just ten dollars. Human nature dictates the rest of the story: the Sneetches run from machine to machine, paying more and more money to have the star or not, depending on who is able to convince the others of the requirements for beauty and acceptance in society.

Eventually, all their money is spent and Sylvester McMonkey McBean packs up his star machines and leaves with a laugh. Those Sneetches had gone in and out of machines so often and so fast, that “neither the Plain nor the Star-Bellies knew whether this one was that one . . . or that one was this one or which one was what one... or what one was who.” (p21)

An expensive lesson, but it was a lesson that the Sneetches learned on the beaches that day. They learned that stars or starlessness was not important at all. Sneethces are Sneetches, regardless of appearance or apparel. They became friends with those with stars and those without.

Questions and Discussion

What are the “stars” in our society that we use, or that are used against us, to distinguish the beautiful and powerful from the less desirables?

Is there someone or something in our society that can be equated to the workings of Sylvester McMonkey McBean and his fancy machines? There is, of course, tanning lotion or anti-tanning lotion to alter skin hue. There is makeup and cosmetic surgery to alter eye shape, nose shape, lip shape, body shape. There are hair products that help minimize frizz, add volume, change hair color. There is expensive jewelry and clothing to help us gain acceptance from social groups. 

Do you know of historical events, stories, fables, folktales, or other examples of a people or peoples learning that they are the same—at least that they have much more in common than not?

In the Sneetches, the Sneetches with no stars on their bellies are shunned by the Star-Belly Sneetches. As a result, the starless Sneetches are always sad, sit around and do nothing. Why did these starless Sneetches not organize their own parties and picnics and games instead of pouting about not being invited to the Star-Belly Sneetches organizations? Sometimes the best way to advance in society is not to assimilate to the powerful elite, but to live life better than the elite is living it. Which means enjoying life more, being happy, and especially not looking to others for acceptance.
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