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lose your temper.

If you’re making an effort to control your temper, do this:
over the next week or month, donate to charity the sum of (fill in
the amount) every time you express anger that is disproportion-
ate to the provocation.

As the Beginning of Wisdom notes, the sum has to be enough
to inhibit you and also should be over and above the amount of
charity you’d otherwise give; in other words, it acts as a fine.

If this technique doesn’t work, try this: Give the charity to a
cause you other wouldn’t support. If you’re a liberal Democrat,
designate the charity for a conservative cause; if you’re a rock-
ribbed conservative, to a liberal one. You might not be happy to
send your money to a cause of which you might disapprove
(this alone could cause you to exert greater control over your
temper), but at least your anger will then do something for the
canse of civility and unity within our society.

If you find this technique too expensive for your liking, there
is one approach that will cost you no money at all: Do nothing
to curb your temper. In the course of a few years, this technique
won’t cost you any money — but it might cost you your friends,
your spouse, and your relationship with your children.

It’s worth thinking about fining yourself for excessive anger.
It might cost you a lot of money, but in the long run, it’s cheap.

Day 7 — Saturday

Telling Your Children, “I’m Sorry”

IN LECTURES I give on anger and its control, I often ask
audiences how many of them grew up in households where
their parents never apologized to them, even when they did
something wrong.

Thirty to forty percent of those present routinely raise their
hands. In the discussions that follow, it quickly becomes ap-
parent that the pain of never having been apologized to often
is still fresh. People describe the humiliation of being forced
by parents to say they were sorry when they had done some-
thing wrong, but knowing that no apology would ever be ex-
tended to them when they were the victims of their parents’
unfair anger.

What an awful message parents who never apologize send
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their children: “You don’t have to seek forgiveness when you
mistreat someone weaker than yourself,” or, “Because I raise
and support you, I can treat you as [ want. [ don’t have to say,
‘I'm sorry,” even when I'm wrong.”

I once gave a lecture at which I asked the audience: “How
many of you grew up in a household in which somebody’s ill
temper had a bad effect on the household?” Present in the audi-
ence that day were two of my daughters, then aged six and four.
To my embarrassment, and to the audience’s immense amuse-
ment, my six-year-old raised her hand, and the four-year-old,
seeing her sister’s hand go up, did as well.

Later, when I spoke to my older daughter, she explained that
I often snapped at her when I was teaching her to read. I apolo-
gized for doing so (*it’s wrong of me to do that. I’mreally sorry.
I'll try not to do that in the future, and I hope you can forgive
me”). [then told her that in the future, if I became impatient, she
should say to me, “Daddy, you’re not supposed to get angry.”
Providing her with a statement to make in such a situation em-
powered her.

To do or say something unfair to your child is wrong, but
invariably we all say unfair things to the people with whom we
live. That is why learning how to apologize to your children is
important. And please don’t wait for the New Year or some
other such occasion to seek forgiveness. There are people who
do so and who then collapse their apologies into one general
statement: “T’m sorry for anything I did that hurt you.” That’s
not good enough. You need to apologize as soon as you be-
come aware of the unfair hurt you’ve inflicted, and you need to
make your apology specific (“I’m sorry that I screamed at you
last night in front of your friends”).

In the final analysis, the members of your household are the
people who know best whether or not you’re a mensch. And, as
my experience in these workshops has shown me, of one thing
you can be sure: Thirty years from now, children who grew up in
households in which their parents knew how to say, “I'm sorry,”
will feel much better about themselves and about you.

And may I wish you a week, a month, and a year of moral
imagination.
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imes. The current economic expansion is the longest in

U. S. history. Unemployment is the lowest in three de-
cades. Inflation is low and under control. The stock market has
risen from 3500 to over 11,000 in eight years. The number of
millionaires has more than doubled in the past five years to 7.1
million. The Cold War is over. The United States is the domi-
nant player in the world both militarily and economically. Our
society, obviously, is in good shape.

But every silver lining has a cloud. While basking in unprec-
edented wealth and economic growth, the U.S. has serious do-
mestic problems. Personal bankruptcies are at a record level.
The U.S. has the highest poverty rate and the highest child
poverty rate in the Western world. We do not have a proper

Fr many observers of American society this is the best of
t

safety net for the disadvantaged that other countries take for
granted. Hunger and homelessness are on the rise. Among the
Western nations, the U.S. has the highest murder rate as well as
the highest incarceration rate. Also, we are the only Western
nation without a universal health care system, leaving 44 million
Americans without health insurance.

I want to address another crucial problem that our society
faces — the fragmentation of social life. Throughout U.S. his-
tory, despite a civil war, and actions separating people by reli-
gion, class, and race, the nation has somehow held together.
Will society continue to cohere or will new crises pull us apart?
That is the question of the morning. While there are many
indicators of reduced societal cohesion, I will limit my discus-
sion to four: (1) excessive individualism; (2) heightened per-
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sonal isolation; (3) the widening income and wealth gap; and (4)
the deepening racial/ethnic/religious/ sexuality divide.

EXCESSIVE INDIVIDUALISM

We Americans celebrate individualism. It fits with our eco-
nomic system of capitalism. We are self-reliant and responsible
for our actions. We value individual freedom, including the
right to choose our vocations, our mates, when and where to
travel, and how to spend our money. At its extreme, the indi-
vidualistic credo says that it is our duty to be selfish and in
doing so, according to Adam Smith’s notion of an “invisible
hand,” society benefits. Conservative radio commentator Rush
Limbaugh said as much in his response to an initiative by Presi-
dent Clinton to encourage citizen volunteerism: “Citizen service
is a repudiation of the principles upon which our country was
based. We are here for ourselves.”

While Rush Limbaugh may view rugged individualism as
virtuous, I do not. It promotes inequality; it promotes the toler-
ance of inferior housing, schools, and services for “others”;
and it encourages public policies that are punitive to the disad-
vantaged. For example, this emphasis on the individual has
meant that, as a society, the United States has the lowest federal
income tax rates in the Western world. Our politicians, espe-
cially Republicans, want to lower the rates even more so that
individuals will have more and governments, with their pre-
sumed interest in the common good, will have less. As aresult,
the United States devotes relatively few resources to help the
disadvantaged and this minimal redistribution system is shrinking.

In effect, our emphasis on individualism keeps us from feel-
ing obligated to others.

Consider the way that we finance schools. Schools are fi-
nanced primarily by the states through income taxes and local
school districts through property taxes. This means that wealthy
states and wealthy districts have more money to educate their
children than the less advantaged states and districts. The
prevailing view is that if my community or state is well-off, why
should my taxes go to help children from other communities and
other states?

The flaw in the individualistic credo is that we cannot go it
alone — our fate depends on others. Paradoxically, it is in our
individual interest to have a collective interest. We deny this at
our peril for if we disregard those unlike ourselves, in fact doing
violence to them, then we invite their hostility and violence,
and, ultimately, a fractured society.

HEIGHTENED PERSONAL ISOLATION

There are some disturbing trends that indicate a growing
isolation as individuals become increasingly isolated from their
neighbors, their co-workers, and even their family members. To
begin, because of computers and telecommunications there is a
growing trend for workers to work at home. While home-based
work allows flexibility and independence not found in most jobs,
these workers are separated from social networks. Aside from
not realizing the social benefits of personal interaction with
colleagues, working from home means being cut off from pooled
information and the collective power that might result in higher
pay and better fringe benefits.

Our neighborhoods, too, are changing in ways that promote
isolation. A recent study indicates that one in three Americans
has never spent an evening with a neighbor. This isolation from
neighbors is exacerbated in the suburbs. Not only do some
people live in gated communities to physically wall themselves
off from “others” but they wall themselves off from their neigh-
bors behaviorally and symbolically within gated and nongated
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neighborhoods alike. Some people exercise on motorized tread-
mills and other home exercise equipment instead of running
through their neighborhoods. Rather than walking to the cor-
ner grocery or nearby shop and visiting with the clerks and
neighbors, suburbanites have to drive somewhere away from
their immediate neighborhood to shop among strangers. Or
they may not leave their home at all, shopping and banking by
computer. Sociologist Philip Slater says that “a community life
exists when one can go daily to a given location at a given time
and see many of the people one knows.” Suburban neighbor-
hoods in particular are devoid of such meeting places for adults
and children. For suburban teenagers almost everything is away
— practice fields, music lessons, friends, jobs, school, and the
malls. Thus, a disconnect from those nearby. For adults many
go through their routines without sharing stories, gossip, and
analyses of events with friends on a regular basis at a coffee
shop, neighborhood tavern, or at the local grain elevator.

Technology also encourages isolation. There was a major
shift toward isolation with the advent of television as people
spent more and more time within their homes rather than social-
izing with friends and neighbors. Now, we are undergoing a
communications revolution that creates the illusion of intimacy
but the reality is much different. Curt Suplee, science and tech-
nology writer for the Washington Post, says that we have seen
“tenfold increases in ‘communication’ by electronic means, and
tenfold reductions in person-to-person contact.” In effect, as
we are increasingly isolated before a computer screen, we risk
what Warren Christopher has called “social malnutrition.” John
L. Locke, a professor communications argues in The De-Voicing
of Society that e-mail, voice mail, fax machines, beepers, and
internet chat rooms are robbing us of ordinary social talking.
Talking, he says, like the grooming of apes and monkeys, is the
way we build and maintain social relationships. In his view, itis
only through intimate conversation that we can know others
well enough to trust them and work with them harmoniously. In
effect, Locke argues that we are becoming an autistic society,
communicating messages electronically but without really con-
necting. Paradoxically, then, these incredible communication
devices that combine to connect us in so many dazzling ways
also separate us increasingly from intimate relationships.

Fragmentation is also occurring within many families, where
the members are increasingly disconnected from each other.
Many parents are either absent altogether or too self-absorbed
to pay very much attention to their children or each other. On
average, parents today spend 22 fewer hours a week with their
children than parents did in the 1960s. Although living in the
same house, parents or children may tune out each other by
engaging in solitary activities. A survey by the Kaiser Family
Foundation found that the average child between 2 and 18,
spends 5 and one-half hours a day alone watching television, at
a computer, playing video games, on the internet, or reading.
Many families rarely eat together in an actual sit-down meal. All
too often material things are substituted for love and attention.
Some children even have their own rooms equipped with a tele-
phone, television, VCR, microwave, refrigerator, and computer,
which while convenient, isolates them from other family mem-
bers. Such homes may be full of people but they are really
empty.

The consequences of this accelerating isolation of individu-
als are dire. More and more individuals are lonely, bitter, alien-
ated, anomic, and disconnected. This situation is conducive to
alcohol and drug abuse, depression, anxiety, and violence. The
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tonely and disaffected are ripe candidates for membership in
cults, gangs, and militias where they find a sense of belonging
and a cause to believe in but in the process they may become
more paranoid and, perhaps, even become willing terrorists. At
aless extreme level, the alienated will disengage from society by
shunning voluntary associations, by home schooling their chil-
dren, and by not participating in elections. In short, they will
become increasingly individualistic, which compounds their
problem and society’s problem with unity.

THE WIDENING INEQUALITY GAP

There is an increasing gap between the rich and, the rest of
us, especially between the rich and the poor. Data from 1998
show that there were at least 268 billionaires in the United States,
while 35 million were below the govermnent’s official poverty
line.

Timothy Koogle, CEO of Yahoo made $4.7 million a day in
1999, while the median household income in that year was $110
aday. Bill Gates, CEO of Microsoft is richer than Koogle by far.
He is worth, depending on stock market on a given day, around
$90 billion or so. Together, eight Americans — Microsoft bil-
lionaires Bill Gates, Paul Allen, and Steve Ballmer plus the five
Wal-Mart heirs — have a net worth of $233 billion, which is
more than the gross domestic product of the very prosperous
nation of Sweden. The Congressional Budget Office reports
thatin 1999, the richest 2.7 million Americans, the top 1 percent
of the population, had as many aftertax dollars to spend as the
bottom 100 million put together.

Compared to the other developed nations, the chasm be-
tween the rich and the poor in the U.S. is the widest and it is
increasing. In 1979, average family income in the top 5 percent
of the earnings distribution was 10 times that in the bottom 20
percent. Ten years later it had increased to 16:1, and in 1999 it
was 19:1, the biggest gap since the Census Bureau began keep-
ing track in 1947.

The average salary of a CEO in 1999 was 419 times the pay of
a typical factory worker. In 1980 the difference was only 42
times as much. This inequality gap in the United States, as
measured by the difference in pay between CEOs and workers,
is by far the highest in the industrialized world. While ours
stands at 419 to 1, the ratio in Japan is 25 to 1, and in France and
Germany itis 35to 1.

At the bottom end of wealth and income, about 35 million
Americans live below the government’s official poverty line.
One out of four of those in poverty are children under the age of
18. Poor Americans are worse off than the poor in other western
democracies. The safety net here is weak and getting weaker.
We do not have universal health insurance. Funds for Head
Start are so inadequate that only one in three poor children who
are eligible actually are enrolled in the program. Welfare for
single mothers is being abolished, resulting in many impover-
ished but working mothers being less well-off because their
low-wage work is not enough to pay for child care, health care,
housing costs, and other living expenses. Although the
economy is soaring, a survey of 26 cities released by the U.S.
Conference on Mayors shows that the numbers of homeless
and hungry in the cities have risen for 15 consecutive years.
The demand for emergency food is the highest since 1992 and
the demand for emergency shelter is the largest since 1994.
According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, there were
about 36 million, including 14 million children living in house-
holds afflicted with what they call “food insecurity,” which is a
euphemism for hunger.
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Of the many reasons for the increase in homelessness and
hunger amidst increasing affluence, three are crucial, First, the
government’s welfare system has been shrinking since the
Reagan administration with the support of both Republicans
and Democrats. Second, the cost of housing has risen dramati-
cally causing many of the poor to spend over 50 percent of their
meager incomes for rent. And, third, charitable giving has not
filled the void, with less than 10 percent of contributions actu-
ally going to programs that help the poor. In effect, 90 percent
of philanthropy is funneled to support the institutions of the
already advantaged — churches (some of which trickles down
to the poor), hospitals, colleges, museums, libraries, orchestras,
and the arts.

The data on inequality show clearly, I believe, that we are
moving toward a two-tiered society. Rather than “a rising tide
lifting all boats,” the justification for capitalism as postulated
by President John Kennedy, the evidence is that “a rising tide
lifts only the yachts.” The increasing gap between the haves
and the have-nots has crucial implications for our society. First,
it divides people in the “deserving” and the “undeserving.” If
people are undeserving, then we are justified in not providing
them with a safety net. As economist James K. Galbraith says:
“A high degree of inequality causes the comfortable to disavow
the needy. It increases the psychological distance separating
these groups, making it easier to imagine that defects of charac-
ter or differences of culture, rather than an unpleasant turn in
the larger schemes of economic history, lie behind the separa-
tion.” Since politicians represent the monied interests, the
wealthy get their way as seen in the continuing decline in wel-
fare programs for the poor and the demise of affirmative action.
Most telling, the inequality gap is not part of the political de-
bate in this, or any other. election cycle.

A second implication is that the larger the gap, the more
destabilized society becomes.

In this regard economist Lester Thurow asks: “How much
inequality can a democracy take? The income gap inAmerica is
eroding the social contract. If the promise of a higher standard
of living is limited to a few at the top, the rest of the citizenry, as
history shows, is likely to grow disaffected, or worse.” Former
Secretary of Labor, Robert Reich, has put it this way: “At some
point, if the trends are not reversed, we cease being a society at
all. The stability of the country eventually is threatened. No
country can endure a massive gap between people at the top
and people at the bottom.” Or, as economist Galbraith puts it:
“[Equality] is now so wide it threatens, as it did in the Great
Depression, the social stability of the country. It has come to
undermine our sense of ourselves as a nation of equals. Eco-
nomic inequality, in this way, challenges the essential unifying
myth of American national life.”

THE DEEPENING RACIAL/ETHNIC/RELIGIOUS/
SEXUALITY DIVIDE

The United States has always struggled with diversity.
American history is stained by the enslavement of Africans and
later the segregated and unequal “Jim Crow” south, the aggres-
sion toward native peoples based on the belief in “Manifest
Destiny,” the internment of Japanese Americans during World
War I1, episodes of intolerance against religious minorities, gays
and lesbians, and immigrants. In each instance, the majority
was not only intolerant of those labeled as “others,” but they
also used the law, religious doctrine, and other institutional
forms of discrimination to keep minorities separate and unequal.
Despite these ongoing societal wrongs against minorities, there
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has been progress culminating in the civil rights battles and
victories of the 1950s, 1960s, and early 1970s.

But the civil rights gains of the previous generation are in
jeopardy as U.S. society becomes more diverse. Currently, the
racial composition of the U.S. is 72 percent white and 28 percent
nonwhite. In 50 years it will be 50 percent nonwhite. The racial
landscape is being transformed as approximately 1 million immi-
grants annually set up permanent residence in the United States
and another 300,000 enter illegally and stay. These new resi-
dents are primarily Latino and Asian, not European as was the
case of earlier waves of immigration. This “browning of America”
has important implications including increased division.

An indicator of fragmentation along racial lines is the “White
flight” from high immigration areas, which may lead to what
demographer William Frey as called the “Balkanization of
America.” The trends toward gated neighborhoods, the rise of
private schools and home schooling are manifestations of ex-
clusiveness rather than inclusiveness and perhaps they are pre-
cursors to this “Balkanization.”

Recent state and federal legislation has been aimed at reduc-
ing or limiting the civil rights gains of the 1970s. For example, In
1994 California passed Proposition 187 by a 3- to 2- popular
vote margin, thereby denying public welfare to undocumented
immigrants. Congress in 1996 voted to deny most federal ben-
efits to legal immigrants who were not citizens. A number of
states have made English the official state language. In 1997
California passed Proposition 209, which eliminated affirmative
action (a policy aimed at leveling the playing field so that mi-
norities would have a fair chance to succeed). Across the na-
tion, Congress and various state legislatures, most recently
Florida, have taken measures to weaken or eliminate affirmative
action programs.

Without question racial and ethnic minorities in the U. S. are
the targets of personal prejudicial acts as well as pervasive
institutional racism. What will the situation be like by 2050
when the numbers of Latinos triple from their present popula-
tion of 31.4 million, and the Asian population more than triples
from the current 10.9 million, and the African American popula-
tion increases 70 percent from their base of 34.9 million now?

Along with increasing racial and ethnic diversity, there is a
greater variety of religious belief. Although Christians are the
clear majority in the United States, there are also about 7 million
Jews, 6 million Muslims (there are more Muslims than Presbyte-
rians), and millions of other non-Christians, including Buddhists,
and Hindus, as well as atheists.

While religion often promotes group integration, it also di-
vides. Religious groups tend to emphasize separateness and
superiority, thereby defining “others” as infidels, heathens,
heretics, or nonbelievers. Strongly held religious ideas some-
times split groups within a denomination or congregation.
Progressives and fundamentalists within the same religious tra-
dition have difficulty finding common ground on various is-
sues, resulting in division. This has always been the case to
some degree, but this tendency seems to be accelerating now.
Not only are there clashes within local congregations and de-
nominational conferences but they spill out into political de-
bates in legislatures and in local elections, most notably school
board elections, as religious factions often push their narrow,
divisive sectarian policies. These challenges to religious pluralism
are increasing, thus promoting fragmentation rather than unity.
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There is also widespread intolerance of and discrimination
toward those whose sexual orientation differs from the majority.
The behaviors of gay men and lesbian women are defined and
stigmatized by many members of society as sinful; their activi-
ties are judged by the courts as illegal; and their jobs and ad-
vancement within those jobs are often restricted because of
their being different sexually. As more and more homosexuals
become public with their sexuality, their presence and their po-
litical agenda are viewed as ever more threatening and must be
stopped.

My point is this: diversity and ever increasing diversity are
facts of life in our society. If we do not find ways to accept the
differences among us, we will fragment into class, race, ethnic,
and sexual enclaves.

Two social scientists, JohnA. Hall and Charles Lindholm, in
a recent book entitled Is America Breaking Apart? argue that
throughout American history there has been remarkable soci-
etal unity because of its historically conditioned institutional
patterns and shared cultural values. Columnist George Will
picked up on this theme in a Newsweek essay, postulating that
while the U. S. has pockets of problems, “American society is
an amazing machine for homogenizing people.” That has been
the case but will this machine continue to pull us together? 1
believe, to the contrary, that while the U.S. historically has over-
come great obstacles, a number of trends in contemporary soci-
ety have enormous potential for pulling us apart. Our society is
moving toward a two-tiered society with the gap between the
haves and the have-nots, a withering bond among those of
different social classes, and a growing racial, ethnic, and sexual-
ity divide. The critical question is whether the integrative soci-
etal mechanisms that have served us well in the past will save
us again or whether we will continue to fragment?

The challenge facing U. S. society as we enter the new mil-
lennium is to shift from building walls to building bridges. As
our society is becoming more and more diverse, willAmericans
feel empathy for, and make sacrifices on behalf of, a wide variety
of people who they define as different? The answer to this
crucial question is negative at the present time. Social justice
seems to be an outmoded concept in our individualistic society.

I shall close with a moral argument posed by one of the
greatest social thinkers and social activists of the 20th century,
the late Michael Harrington. Harrington, borrowing from phi-
losopher John Rawls, provides an intuitive definition of a jus-
tice. A just society is when I describe it to you and you accept
iteven if you do not know your place in it. Harrington then asks
(I'm paraphrasing here): would you accept a society of 275 mil-
lion where 44 million people do not have heaith insurance, where
35 million live in poverty including one-fifth of all children?
Would you accept a society as just where discrimination against
minorities is commonplace, even by the normal way society
works? Would you accept a society where a sizable number of
people live blighted lives in neighborhoods with a high concen-
tration of poverty, with inferior schools, with too few good jobs?
You’d be crazy to accept such a society but that is what we
have. Harrington concludes: “If in your mind you could not
accept a society in which we do unto you as we do unto them,
then isn’t it time for us to change the way we are acting towards
them who are a part of us?” If, however, we accept an unjust
society, then our society will move inexorably toward a divided
and fortress society.
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