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PART ONE:  TO THE STUDENT
Imagine a town where wealthy residents live in strong, well-built homes in the center of town, and poorer residents live in shabby shacks around the edge of the town.  Every few nights, without warning, some sort of monster or evil gang from the surrounding countryside carries off one of the residents from the homes at the edge of town.  The hapless resident is never heard from again.

Town residents are divided over what to do about this situation.  One group interprets the situation as a punishment from the gods.  Society has selfishly deviated from its religious traditions, they say, and is being punished.  Or, perhaps individuals are being punished for their own personal weaknesses.  Or it may be that the disappearance of certain residents is part of some master plan of the gods.  Since the disappearances have occurred for as long as anyone can remember, there definitely must be a reason for them, this group argues, though we as mere mortals might not be allowed to know that reason.  All that can be done, they say, is for the town to increase its sacrifices to the gods and for individuals to pray either that they might escape this tragedy or for the courage to endure whatever suffering may befall them.

Another set of town residents argues that it is each individual’s responsibility to protect themselves; there is nothing the town as a whole can or should do.  People with ingenuity and initiative will figure out a way to take care of themselves.  Those who do not figure out and implement a survival strategy are, in effect, choosing to submit themselves to the vagaries of the monster or evil gang.  Thus, while certain individuals may feel saddened by the loss of specific residents who remain vulnerable, no resident owes anything to any other resident; everyone must take care of themselves.

Still another set of residents disagrees, saying that it is too easy for the well-to-do residents of the center of the town who are not in danger to say that everyone should take care of themselves.  In fact, this group argues, the wealthy who are not themselves in danger have a responsibility to try and help those less-well-off residents who, because they happen to live on the edge of town, are more vulnerable to the monster or the evil gang.  Thus this group proposes that some of the poorer residents be brought into the homes of the wealthy each night, where they will apparently be safe.  Since there is not room enough to bring all of the poorer residents in each night, five will be selected randomly each night.  This ensures that each vulnerable resident has an equal opportunity to be protected.  It is not a perfect solution, they recognize, but it seems to be the only practical, humane, and fair one available.

A fourth set of residents disagrees with all of the others.  We should not simply endure whatever monster or evil gang is endangering us, they say.  We should go to the root of the problem and attempt to eliminate the threat.  Yes, it might be dangerous, they concede, and the unknown qualities of the monster or evil gang create a great deal of anxiety.  But denying the problem, they say, will not solve it.  Nor will protecting a few residents, no matter how fairly it is done, eliminate the threat.  The only way to do that, this group says, is to take on the monster or evil gang directly.  But where will the resources for this task come from? people ask.  Let the wealthy provide them, responds this group.  Their wealth allows them to unfairly escape the problem which equally deserving, but poorer, citizens cannot.  This injustice must be remedied so that, in addition to eliminating the current threat, the town can be restructured in such a way that no resident will have to be vulnerable to any future monsters or evil gangs.

The preceding parable illustrates the existence of differing perspectives on a given social problem.  Starting from a different set of assumptions, each group arrived at a different proposed solution.  The most important assumptions that we make are those about the nature of human nature ù that is, what we think humans are all about and why, at bottom, we behave the way we do.  Some people believe that humans are, at least in part, driven by aggressive and selfish biological urges.  Others argue that humans are rationally selfish individuals in which each action is coldly calculated to “look out for number one” – ourselves.  Still other people believe that, while people are mostly selfish, we all have at least some ability to be altruistic, or to unselfishly put the welfare of others ahead of our own well-being.  Other people would argue that humans are basically social and cooperative beings who only become selfish or aggressive when living in societies with corrupt, distorted, or dysfunctional institutions that force them to act in selfish ways.

Whatever perspective a person holds, it is important to recognize that it ultimately rests upon beliefs ù ideas that cannot be scientifically proven or disproven, but that we simply accept on faith.  Does this mean that all perspectives are equally good or bad?  Not necessarily.  There is usually one perspective that is right for us, one that fits with the basic values of important groups to which we belong.  At the same time, however, we must recognize that other people, as rational and committed as we are, have different beliefs.  Their views may be as right for them as we think our views are for us.  Recognizing this fundamental fact should lead to mutual respect as the basis for dialogue about what we have in common as well as what divides us.

PART TWO:  TO THE INSTRUCTOR
Goal:  To develop tolerance for a variety of points of view and respect for those whose perspectives differ from our own.

Learning Objectives
· To see and analyze issues from multiple perspectives.

· To be able to disagree about political analysis without dehumanizing an opponent.

· To see how oneÆs own perspective is social and reflects our identification with groups significant to us.

· To develop mutual respect and tolerance by learning how to take the role of the other.

Rationale/Background
Most Americans learn that there are two subjects that one never brings up at parties, reunions, or other social occasions: religion and politics.  Why?  Because (1) they are controversial and people tend to disagree, (2) people tend to have strong feelings about the issues, and (3) lack of empathy, strong emotion, and fundamentally different interpretations of identical concepts combine to distort communication.  The result is that people tend to “talk past one another” and become frustrated.  In part this is an inherent problems in discussing beliefs ù especially strongly-held ones.  However, in American society today there seems to be a growing insensitivity to and intolerance of others’ beliefs, accompanied by a tendency to dehumanize one’s opponent – sort of an “agree with me or die” attitude.  Consider the following examples:

· In February 1994, Hulond Humphries, Principal of Randolph County High School in eastern Alabama cancelled the prom when he discovered that perhaps a dozen students were planning to bring a date of another race to the dance.  Revonda Bowen, whose mother is black and father is white, was president of the junior class and the prom committee.  She asked Principal Humphries what, as a biracial student, she was supposed to do.  Humphries told her that her parents had “made a mistake,” and that by prohibiting interracial dating he was trying to prevent others from making the same mistake.

· In 1994 in Morocco, Indiana, a number of white students began braiding their hair in dreadlocks and wearing hip-hop clothing to their nearly all-white high school.  A series of incidents was created when white classmates began calling these students “nigger lovers,” and to suggest that they should leave and enroll in the nearly all-black schools of nearby Gary.  The principal responded by suspending the students who wore the hip-hop clothing, because “they are in the minority.”
· In 1996 five seniors in suburban Greenwich, Connecticut encoded a special message in their school yearbook.  The first letters of the captions under their names spelled out “Kill All Niggers.”  When confronted, they responded that they didn’t really mean anything by it.

· At New York’s Norman Thomas High School, several students sent a Jewish teacher a note with a swastika and the words “Kill All the Jews.”  When asked about it, the students said that they were not really prejudiced, they simply hadn’t thought about what it meant.

Intolerance is born out of ignorance.  As educators we have a responsibility to create the basis for mutual understanding and empathy.  The vitality and strength of a democratic society like the United States depends in large part upon the willingness of its citizens to engage in mutual debate of the issues.  In order to do so effectively, we must have the skills to appreciate and communicate with one another.  Likewise, in a world made ever smaller by technology, we must be prepared to deal with diverse peoples and opinions.  The United Nations Declaration on Tolerance says:  “There is no alternative to tolerance, which, while by no means solving all the problems, can enable us to tackle them in a spirit of open-mindedness, progress and peace. . . . Tolerance must be the new name of peace.”
While most would agree with this overall vision, accomplishing it is certainly a task filled with educational and political minefields.  Having students discuss their beliefs in school is potentially threatening to both students and teacher.  The key, I have found, is to emphasize that no attempt at any sort of “conversion” is taking place, but rather (1) appreciation of the intelligence and humanity of those with other perspectives, and (2) a deepened understanding of, and commitment to one’s own perspective.  Several decades ago, William Perry (see Resources below) argued that student intellectual development ideally moves through a hierarchy of four stages:  (1) Dualism, in which meaning and knowledge are clearly divided into two realms:  truth vs. falsity, good vs. bad, us vs. them, etc.  Students assume that the right answers can be unequivocally determined, and the authorities can provide them  (2) Multiplism, in which there exists a multiplicity of opinions, and only purely arbitrary distinctions can be made among them.  Students believe that all knowledge is equally valid, and truth resides only in the eye of the beholder.  (3) Relativism, in which a diversity of values, opinions, etc.is seen to exist.  Understanding of them must be qualitative ù i.e., sensitive to context.  Comparisons and contrasts can be made in this light.  (4) Committed Relativism, in which difficult decisions and commitments are made in light of, and while sensitive to, the relativistic nature of knowledge.  The student chooses a position that is right for themselves.

Sociologists George Herbert Mead and Jean Piaget emphasized the importance of learning to “take the role of the other” in the process of social and moral development.  It is by learning to cognitively put ourselves in the place of another that we learn empathy as well as the normative structure of society.  Studying perspectives readily lends itself to this kind of learning to “walk a mile in someone else’s shoes.”  The goal in this area is to get students to see how other reasonably intelligent and committed individuals could disagree with their own views and still retain their humanity.

Another difficulty in discussing perspectives is the tendency on the part of students to think only in individual terms, and to miss the fundamentally social nature of belief systems.  The ideas that each of us holds dear, while chosen and committed to as an act of individual will, were in fact arrived at as part of a social process.  A good metaphor for understanding and teaching this insight is through examining the acquisition and use of language.  Each individual speaks, not a language of their own invention, but one which is passed on to them by the social group into which they were born.  The individual learns, not all possible sounds, words, and meanings, but only those which reflect the cultural experience of their society and their primary groups.  These words and meanings in turn shape the individual’s approach to comprehending and dealing with both the physical and social environment.  So too with a perspective.

Suggested Learning Activities
NOTE:  My suggestion would be that each of the following activities include both a writing and a discussion component.  The specifics of each assignment can be flexibly adapted to meet the needs of a wide variety of instructional settings and students.  Writing assignments can include short in-class discovery writing papers or longer take-home essays.  Discussion formats range from pairs of students, to small groups (3 to 5 students), to large groups (6 to 12 students), to the class as a whole.

1.
Have students try to guess the perspectives expressed in the parable.  The four perspectives expressed there are:  (1) The traditional Conservative perspective, which values authority, order, and tradition.  In this view, the animalistic side of humans must be held in check by society.  (2) The libertarian perspective, in which humans are seen to be motivated by a rational selfishness –  that is, a calculus of pain and pleasure that determines our every action.  Individuals are the prime and only reality, and society is no more than the sum of the individuals that make it up.  (3) The modern Liberal perspective, in which humans, though basically selfish, can occasionally be motivated by altruism.  This provides the basis for attempting to improve society by making it fairer.  (4) The radical or revolutionary perspective, which argues that society must be fundamentally transformed in order to allow for the flourishing of the fundamentally social and cooperative human nature

2.
Have students regularly read and analyze the Opinion Page of your local newspaper.  (One way to do this is through Newspapers in Education, a program that provides each student in a course with a newspaper.)  Doing a bit of “sociological detective work,” students should attempt to figure out the perspective of each writer, showing how their guesses are based upon the assumptions implicit in each author’s argument as well as the actual argument itself.  Students can present their analysis in the form of “show and tell” reports or they can be asked to write up their analysis and discuss it in class.  Another variation would be to assign the same article or letter to different students, have them write up an analysis, then compare notes with others in class.  Have them explore the reasons for any disagreements about authors’ perspectives.  Yet another variation would be to take the students on a field trip or assign them to go independently to a meeting of a public body where differing perspectives are likely to emerge in the debate (school board, city or county council, state legislature).  Have students try to figure out the assumptions behind the views expressed.  This exercise might also be accomplished by having students watch C-SPAN on television; it may also be that local government meetings are televised on cable TV.

3.
Have students extrapolate the four perspectives to other issues.  Give them an issue like crime or poverty or drug abuse and have them come up with policies to solve it.  Student recommendations might take the form of policy “white papers,” op-ed pieces, letters to the editor of a newspaper, or oral reports.

4.
Have students learn to take the role of the other by arguing for a perspective that is not their own.  Assign students a perspective, then pick a contemporary problem.  Ask each student or group to propose a solution consistent with their assigned perspective.  Reports can be oral or written.  You might want to stage a debate or create a series of role plays in which two or more individuals with different perspectives agree to disagree while at the same time attempting to find common ground.

5.
Explain to your students that, while a perspective is experienced an individual matter, like language it develops in a social context and as part of a social process.  Ask students to reflect on the social influences for their views.

6.
To explore the consequences of intolerance, show the feature film Schlindler’s List, which can be rented from any video store.  Another excellent film is The Shadow of Hate:  A History of Intolerance in America, available from the Teaching Tolerance Project (see below).

7.
Have students debate and develop alternative responses to one or more of the incidences of intolerance listed earlier.  How should authorities have responded?  How would members of the local community holding differing perspectives respond?  What solutions would each group propose?

8.
Identify people in the community who hold significantly different perspectives.  A local college or university may be of help in identifying people.  You can also identify people yourself by following Letters to the Editor in your local newspaper.  Invite these people in as a series of guest speakers, or bring them all in at once as a panel.  Have students develop in advance a series of questions and issues for the guests to respond to.
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