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would press with greater and greater urgency upon Amer-
ica, that ultimately the public and not the hunger-
bureaucrats would have to make a decision, and that the
decision did not depend upon a mass of technical informa-
tion.

It is difficult to be indifferent to seeing starvation in
color. (I had shown them a graphic U.N. documentary on
the Sahel and a Bill Moyers’ special on India.) And I am
sure that some, hopefully even a silent majority, felt
vaguely guilty in their abundance and wanted to do some-
thing. But many, although upset after seeing the movies
and reading the articles, blamed the crisis on the incompe-
tence of foreign governments and the ignorance and pro-
fligacy of their citizens, and said what little could be done
must be done by our government. The article many stu-
dents responded most avidly to was one by Anthony Har-
rigan in the New York Times. Harrigan, a spokesman for a
conservative citizens group, said in effect that America had
tried food aid, that it had failed because of the mismanage-
ment of foreign governments, that we now had our own
internal problems, and that it was time these unsuccessful
countries were forced to stand on their own two feet.

The appeal of the Harrigan article is not surprising and 1
am sure it struck responsive notes around the country. It
satisfies our natural craving for simplicity and self-
vindication. [ myself, who was the supposed expert, found
and still find myself viscerally responding to Harrigan’s
confidence and pride. He says that America is a competent,
efficient country ; we did what we could to bail out those
weaker countries who were unable to take care of the needs
of their populace; they responded with incompetence and
ingratitude; now we will take care of our own problems
and force them to be self-sufficient. We are superior; we
are compassionate; however, we cannot help everyone, par-
ticularly those who do not help themselves. National pride
remains intact. Guilt is absolved. My students and the rest
of America can self-righteously banish the skeletons from
their mind.

The mini-course on hunger naturally forced me, as well
as my students, to formulate a solution and to reexamine
values. Baudelaire’s curse, “Hypocrite lecteur—mon
semblable —mon frére!” was properly in the back of my
mind throughout the debate. I felt that it was imperative

for the ideological success of the fast day to come up with
some sort of reply to Harrigan. Students like and need to

debate but they also like and need adult direction.

I started by telling them that B.F. Skinner repeatedly
reminds us that people almost automatically and naturally
ascribe their good character or success to some inner virtue
or personal effort and that they employ the same logic
when analyzing the success or failure of nations. Skinner
suggests that if we closely scrutinize our individual destinies
we will find them controlled by environment and circum-
stance. I suggested that perhaps the same holds true for the
destinies of nations. The United States was founded late

in history, with abundant land and resources, a temperate
climate, borrowing English technology and institutions,
never decimated by invasion. Furthermore, the United
States was only two hundred years old. Continued afflu-
ence and relative stability were not inevitable. Rome in
150 AD was proud, rich and invincible.

I did not want to convert my students to behaviorism
or to denigrate America’s accomplishments. However, the
history teacher should be the automatic foe of chauvinism
and can maintain, I think, that there is truth to the thesis
that some nations are the fortunate heirs of history while
others are the victims of history. Our abundance cannot
be attributed solely to great men and the American char-
acter. Once you sense the slow unseen forces of history —
and few adolescents or adults do—then your value system
cannot be the same. You can no longer confidently insist—
as many of my students did—that it is our grain, we worked
hard for it, we limited our families, and we can do with it
what we want. You are more ready, at least intellectually,
to part with some of your goods. On a personal level you
can no longer say, my father worked hard for his money;
why should he give it up to the careless, to freeloaders? To
put it crudely you are starting to think, on an interna-
tional scale, that “there but for the Grace of God go I.”
You can no longer bask in unthinking national pride but
must confront the complex requirements of social justice.

As for the assertion that we have “done all we could,”
I pointed out that the United States gives a smaller share
of its GNP for foreign aid than some other countries, that
food and other types of foreign aid had been declining the
last few years, and that much of our aid has been given for
strategic rather than humanitarian purposes. As for the
accusation of ingratitude, I asked my students to imagine
how they would feel, either personally or as U.S. citizens,
as the recipients of charity. Some envy and resentment are
inevitably directed toward the donor. That does not neces-
sarily preclude a rational and moral obligation.

Assessing the Problem

What did I hope to accomplish with a fast day and a
mini-course on hunger? I first wanted to show my students,
through pictures and statistics, suffering and deprivation on
a massive scale undreamed of in Westchester County. I
deliberately wanted to make them feel uneasy and guilty,
to remove them temporarily from their world of gossip,
tests, athletics, and romance, and to force them to question
the present world economic order. I wanted them to realize
—and I stress this in all my history courses—how unusual
and precarious our affluence is by understanding that

the actual life of most of mankind has been cramped
with backbreaking labor, exposed to deadly or debili-
tating disease, prey to wars and famines, haunted by
the loss of children, filled with fear and the ignorance

that breeds more fear. At the end, for everyone, stands
dreaded, unknown death.?




