
Words Matter 

 

How does it feel to be called by a name you did not choose for yourself? Over time, 
people have used a long list of names for the Indigenous Peoples of the Americas, but 
those words have rarely been what they would call themselves. 

The power and meaning of labels comes not only from the choice of words but also 
from how those words are said. Niin, an Anishinaabe woman of both Cree and 
Ojibway descent, talked in an interview about the first time in her childhood when 
someone called her an “Indian.” 

I’m not sure whether I was in grade one or in grade two; actually I think it was in 
kindergarten, because my Mom was home at that time. I remember being outside for 
recess. You know, everyone was running around, playing in the middle of the field. 
All of a sudden I stopped because I realized that a few of the kids who were in my 
classroom had formed a circle around me. They were going around and around the 
circle and I realized I was in the middle of this circle. I was trying to figure out what 
the heck is going on here? They were saying something and I started listening to 
them. They were saying “Indian, Indian, Indian.” And I was like what? I really didn’t 
understand myself, first and foremost, as an “Indian.” Right in the middle of when 
they were doing that, the bell rang and everybody just turned toward the door and 
started walking in. I remember looking down on the ground wondering, what are 
they talking about Indian, Indian, Indian? I don’t even know how that circle formed 
in the first place. I didn’t catch it. It just seemed all of a sudden they were all around 
me and I just stopped, looking at them all. The bell rang right away. I just remember 
putting my head down, walking, looking at the grass, I was really thinking about, 
what was that all about? I didn’t even remember it by the time we got to the door. 
Except for when I got home I asked my Mom. 

I remember when I went home, my mother was standing at the counter. She was 
baking something or other but she was working at the counter and I just walked up to 
her and I was watching what she was doing. I remember my chin barely touched the 
counter and I was watching her. I said, “Mom, what am I?” And she looked down at 
me and said really fast, “Were people asking you what you were?” I said, “Yes, they 
were calling me Indian.” She said, “Tell them you’re Canadian.” I couldn’t really 
figure out why she was sounding so stern and kind of angry. I just thought okay and I 
turned around but I remember that afternoon really clearly. I think why it stuck in 
my mind so much is because they were in a circle ridiculing me. And I don’t even 
know. I didn’t even take offence because I didn’t know what they were doing. Even 
though they were calling me Indian, I was still going yeah, so what? So it always 
puzzled me about why, why they were calling me Indian. And because I didn’t really 
feel any different from them, even though I knew my skin was darker, my hair was 
brown, and I had a shinier face. I really didn’t feel any different from them or feel I 
was different from them. 

I just felt we were all just kids. I think that’s when I started learning that there were 
different kinds of people. I knew that there were different kinds of people by just 
looking and seeing like different looking people but not people who are different 
from one another.  



 

Connection Questions 

1. What do you think the word Indian meant to the kids in Niin’s class? What 
factors might have shaped her classmates’ understanding of the word? 

2. Why do you think Niin’s mother told Niin she was Canadian? What did she 
want Niin to understand about herself? 

3. Considering the rest of the story, what might Niin’s mother have wanted 
Niin’s classmates to learn? 

4. Do you have a memory of becoming aware of differences? If so, what was it? 

  



Finding Confidence 

 

In the reading The “In” Group, Eve Shalen says, “Often being accepted by others is 
more satisfying than being accepted by oneself, even though the satisfaction does not 
last.” In the following passage, Cameron Tuttle explains how her need for acceptance 
shaped her experience when she was in high school and came to understand that she 
was gay. 

No one bullied me in high school because absolutely no one knew I was gay. 
Definitely not me. It took me years to figure that out. 

I was one of those squeaky clean, annoyingly mainstream, overachiever types. I got 
good grades, did student government, sang in musicals, played team sports, and 
joined lots of clubs to fatten up my college applications. But even though I was 
popular and friends with lots of different people, I felt alone, really alone, like no one 
knew the real me. 

How could they? I was trying so hard to be perfect. 

On the outside, I was a thriving, active, make-my-family-proud, successful teenager. 
But on the inside, I was emotionally numb, comatose, flat-lining. My mom had died 
of breast cancer two weeks before the beginning of ninth grade. She was an amazing 
mom, loving and supportive, and she gave me enough freedom to explore who I was 
so I could succeed or fail with my own personal style. After she died, I was 
devastated. But I was determined to prove to the world and to myself that I was okay. 

I found myself working really, really hard to be the best because I was scared. Scared 
of being different. Scared of being defective. Scared of feeling my feelings. So for 
years, I didn’t let myself feel. 

I got a lot done in high school but I didn’t have a lot of fun. And even though I wasn’t 
ever bullied by other people, I was relentlessly bullied by my own thoughts and fears 
about who I was, how I was supposed to behave, and what would happen if I didn’t. 

I actually had this pathetic idea that I would somehow let down my community—
people I barely knew in the conservative, snooty neighborhood where I grew up—if I 
ended up being a lesbian. How ridiculous is that? 

Bullying isn’t just what real people in real time say to you or try to do to you. Bullying 
is everywhere—it’s in the words of fearful, judgmental parents who are trying to 
control you. (BTW: it’s also in the words of well-meaning but misguided parents who 
are trying “to protect you from being hurt.”) Bullying is in the news and in 
government policy. It’s in the imagery of pop culture. It’s in religion. And as a result, 
it gets into your head. 

How did it get better for me? Slowly. It helped that I went to college across the 
country, as far away as I possibly could go from my hometown without needing a 
passport. 
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I eventually found the guts to stand up to my inner bully, the judgmental, fearful, 
bossy voice in my head that kept telling me, You can’t . . . You shouldn’t . . . Don’t you 
dare! And then I finally found the confidence to listen to my body and to my heart 
and to be honest with myself. 

And then I moved to New York. 

When I was living there, I met tons of people who were a lot like me—squeaky-clean, 
annoyingly mainstream overachievers who just happened to be gay: former high-
school cheerleaders, homecoming kings, class officers, student leaders, star athletes. 
And I realized . . . yeah, I can do this. Yeah, I can be this. And now, I love being 
different—in my squeaky-clean, annoyingly mainstream way. 

Connection Questions 

1. How do you define “bullying”? How does Cameron Tuttle’s story add to your 
thinking? 

2. Create an identity chart for Tuttle. How might the identity chart you made for 
her be different from the one she would make for herself? What might be 
some differences between the way others see her and the way she sees herself? 

3. What did it mean for Tuttle to find her own voice? 
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Finding One's Voice 

 

How much of our identities can we define for ourselves, and how much is determined 
by other influences, such as our families, our culture, and the circumstances of our 
lives? Writer Julius Lester defied other people’s expectations on his journey toward 
understanding and defining his identity. Here, he reflects on the way violence and 
humiliation affected his childhood: 

I grew up in the forties and fifties in Kansas City, Kansas, and Nashville, Tennessee, 
with summers spent in Arkansas. The forties and fifties were not pleasant times for 
blacks and I am offended by white people who get nostalgic for the fifties. I have no 
nostalgia for segregation, for the “No Colored Allowed” signs covering the landscape 
like litter on the smooth, green grass of a park, I have no nostalgia for a time when I 
endangered my life if, while downtown shopping with my parents, I raised my eyes 
and accidentally met the eyes of a white woman. Black men and boys were lynched 
for this during my childhood and adolescence. 

Lester describes the way he survived those years as follows: 

I grew up in a violent world. Segregation was a deathly spiritual violence, not only in 
its many restrictions on where we could live, eat, go to school, and go after dark. 
There was also the constant threat of physical death if you looked at a white man in 
what he considered the wrong way or if he didn’t like your attitude. There was also 
the physical violence of my community . . . What I have realized is that on those 
nights I lay in bed reading westerns and detective novels, I was attempting to 
neutralize and withstand the violence that was so much a part of my dailiness. In 
westerns and mysteries I found a kind of mirror in which one element of my world—
violence—was isolated and made less harmful to me. 

Not surprisingly, Lester found his voice in a book. He explains: 

One of the pivotal experiences of my life came when I was eighteen. I wandered into 
a bookstore in downtown Nashville one frosted, gray day in late autumn aware that I 
was looking for something: I was looking for myself, and I generally find myself while 
wandering through a bookstore, looking at books until I find the one that is calling 
me. On this particular day I wandered for quite a while until I picked up a paperback 
with the word Haiku on the cover. What is that? I wondered. I opened the book and 
read,  

On a withered branch 

a crow has settled — 

autumn nightfall. 

I trembled and turned the pages hastily until my eyes stopped on these words: 

A giant firefly; 



that way, this way, that way, this — 

and it passes by.  

I read more of the brief poems, these voices from seventeenth-century Japan, and I 
knew: This is my voice. This simplicity, this directness, this way of using words to 
direct the soul to silence and beyond. This is my voice! I exulted inside. Then I 
stopped. How could I, a little colored kid from Nashville, Tennessee—and that is all I 
knew myself to be in those days like perpetual death knells—how could I be feeling 
that something written in seventeenth-century Japan could be my voice? 

I almost put the book back, but that inner prompting which had led me to it would 
not allow such an act of self-betrayal. I bought the book and began writing haiku, and 
the study of haiku led to the study of Zen Buddhism, which led to the study of flower 
arranging, and I suspect I am still following the path that opened to me on that day 
when I was eighteen, though I no longer write haiku. 

I eventually understood that it made perfect sense for a little colored kid from 
Nashville, Tennessee, to recognize his voice in seventeenth-century Japanese poetry. 
Who we are by the sociological and political definitions of society has little to do with 
who we are. 

In the quiet and stillness that surrounds us when we read a book, we are known to 
ourselves in ways we are not when we are with people. We enter a relationship of 
intimacy with the writer, and if the writer has written truly and if we give ourselves 
over to what is written, we are given the gift of ourselves in ways that surprise and 
catch the soul off guard. 

Connection Questions 

1. What barriers did society place in the way of Julius Lester’s becoming the kind 
of person he wanted to be? How did he overcome these barriers? 

2. When Lester found a book of haiku in the bookstore, why did he almost put it 
back? 

3. Lester writes that when he found the book of haiku, “I knew: This is my voice.” 
Have you ever found your voice in a work of art, music, literature, or film?  

  



Gender and Identity 

Sometimes our assumptions and expectations about others prevent us from seeing 
who they really are as individuals. Some of the most powerful expectations about 
people that we learn from our culture are about gender. A person’s sex often leads us 
to make assumptions about that person’s identity. Martha Minow, a legal scholar, 
explains: 

Of course, there are “real differences” in the world; each person differs in countless 
ways from each other person. But when we simplify and sort, we focus on some traits 
rather than others, and we assign consequences to the presence and absence of the 
traits we make significant. We ask, “What’s the new baby?”—and we expect as an 
answer, boy or girl. That answer, for most of history, has spelled consequences for 
the roles and opportunities available to that individual.  

American author Lori Duron and her husband, Matt, have two children, both boys. 
She writes about what happened the first time her younger son, C.J., got a Barbie 
doll: 

 
Schoolchildren dressed in Halloween costumes, Spiderman for boys and Hello Kitty 
for girls. 
For days after C.J. discovered her, Barbie never left his side. When I'd do a final bed 
check at night before I retired for the evening to watch reality television and sneak 
chocolate when no one was looking, I'd see his full head of auburn hair sticking out 
above his covers. Next to him there would be a tiny tuft of blonde hair sticking out as 
well. 

The next time we were at Target near the toy aisle—which I've always tried to pass at 
warp speed so the kids don't notice and beg me to buy them something—C.J. wanted 
to see “Barbie stuff.” I led him to the appropriate aisle and he stood there transfixed, 
not touching a thing, just taking it all in. He was so overwhelmed that he didn't ask to 
buy a single thing. He finally walked away from the aisle speechless, as if he had just 
seen something so magical and majestic that he needed time to process it. 

He had, that day, discovered the pink aisles of the toy department. We had never 
been down those aisles; we had only frequented the blue aisles, when we ventured 
down the toy aisles at all. As far as C.J. was concerned, I had been hiding half the 
world from him. 

I felt bad about that, like I had deprived him because of my assumptions and 
expectations that he was a boy and boys liked boy things. Matt and I noticed that C.J. 
didn't really like any of the toys we provided for him, which were all handed down 
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from his brother. We noticed that C.J. didn't go through the normal boy toy 
addictions that Chase [C.J.'s older brother] had gone through: he couldn't care less 
about balls, cars, dinosaurs, superheroes, The Wiggles, Bob the Builder, or Thomas 
the Tank Engine. What did he like to play with? We didn't worry ourselves much 
about finding the answer (a case of the second-born child not getting fussed over 
quite like the first-born); we trusted that in time something would draw him in. 
Which it did. It just wasn't at all what we were expecting. 

At about the eighteen- to twenty-four-month mark of a child's life, the gender-
neutral toys disappear and toys that are marketed specifically to boys or to girls take 
over. We didn't realize it until later, but that divide in the toy world and our house 
being filled with only boy toys left C.J. a little lost at playtime. We and the rest of 
society had been pushing masculine stuff on him and enforcing traditional gender 
norms, when all he wanted was to brush long blonde hair and dress, undress, and re-
dress Barbie. . .  

Reflecting on C.J.’s identity, Duron concludes: 

On the gender-variation spectrum of super-macho-masculine on the left all the way 
to super-girly-feminine on the right, C.J. slides fluidly in the middle; he's neither all 
pink nor all blue. He's a muddled mess or a rainbow creation, depending on how you 
look at it. Matt and I have decided to see the rainbow, not the muddle. But we didn't 
always see it that way. 

Initially, the sight of our son playing with girl toys or wearing girl clothes made our 
chests tighten, forged a lump in our throats, and, at times, made us want to hide him. 
There was anger, anxiety, and fear. We've evolved as parents as our younger son has 
evolved into a fascinating, vibrant person who is creative with gender. Sometimes, 
when I think of how we behaved as parents . . . I'm ashamed and embarrassed.  

Connection Questions 

1. What are the differences between the toys in the pink aisle and the toys in the 
blue aisle? What assumptions do the toys in those aisles reflect about what it 
means to be a boy or a girl? 

2. How do you explain the anxiety, anger, and fear Duron felt when C.J. started 
playing with “girl toys”? How did her feelings change? 

3. What are some other stereotypes about gender in your world? How do you 
respond to the assumptions people make about you because of your gender? 
To what extent do you accept or reject those assumptions? 

 

 

 


