WHITE MICE STUDY GUIDE

Before Attending the Performance
It’s probably a good idea to let the students know that the play is complicated and has often been described as both intellectually and emotionally overwhelming. The discussion centres around an analysis of the construction of race and in particular the white race, tackling the basic tenants of whiteness. Since whiteness in Canada is still often considered the “norm”, it remains an assumption that is almost invisible. Talking openly about whiteness in a critical fashion may be unfamiliar terrain and could create some confusion. The students do not need to understand the whole play and feeling confused should not be seen as a bad thing. 

As an exercise to prepare the students for the show ask them to consider their family history. When did their family immigrate to Canada?  Why did their family immigrate to Canada? What kinds of cultural practices still occur within the family? What do they call their grandparents? Do they have any significant pastimes, special days of celebration, foods, or clothing?

The students may also benefit from an understanding, and, perhaps, a discussion of the following terms

Capapapitalism (also known as Capitalism): an economic system characterized by private or corporate ownership of capital goods, and by investments that are determined by individual needs rather than the needs of the community.

Cappucciniweenie (also know as Cappuccino): espresso mixed with steamed milk.  

Colonialism: control by one group of people over another for the purposes of economic and natural resource exploitation.

Exploitation: an unjust or improper use of another person for one’s own profit or advantage.

Hegemony: especially strong influence or authority especially of one nation over another.

Homogenous: of the same or a similar kind or nature, of uniform structure or composition throughout. (a culturally homogenous neighborhood) 

Objective: expressing or dealing with facts or conditions as perceived without distortion by personal feelings, prejudices, or interpretations.

Privilivilivilege (also known as privilege) a right or immunity granted as a peculiar benefit, advantage or favour.

Race: a sociological division of humankind based on physical traits. It is important to point out there is no scientific basis to the categorization of people into races.

Racism: an ideology constructed and intentionally designed to justify unequal treatment of certain groups on the basis of real or perceived biological/physical difference.

Prejudice: preconceived judgment or opinion.

Subjective: characteristic of or belonging to reality as perceived rather than as independent of mind.

Socialism: an economic system characterized by collective ownership of property and investment that are determined by the needs of the community.

Synopsis Robert and Douglas are two white-furred mice living in peacefully in downtown Toronto until Robert begins coming home with more and more information concerning the state of racism in Canada.  Eventually the two mice begin to question the function of racism, whiteness, and capitalism as they struggle to keep up with their rapidly expanding consciousness.

Points to discuss
1. Race
While the various “races” in the world appear to immutable biological categories, they are in fact, constantly shifting sociological constructions.   What is considered a “race” today, might not have been one even a hundred years ago, and what we think of as the world’s “races” today will not remain static.  In Canada the Irish, the Ukrainians, and the Italians, to name only a few, were not originally thought to be “White”.  Race shifts quickly and easily.

Questions for Discussion
· What is Race?  

· What are the different races?

· What is the difference between race and culture?

· What race is a person if their parents are of different races?

· When did your family first come to Canada?

· What kinds of stories have you heard about your family’s integration into Canadian society.

· Was your family discriminated against?  

· Are they still discriminated against?  

· Do you hang out mostly with people of your own race or do you intermingle?

Written Assignment 

What race are you?  What makes you different than other races.  What makes you the same?

Class Exercise

This exercise illustrates the similarities and differences between students and challenges some of the assumptions that some might hold about those students who are “of colour” and those students who are “white.  The class is asked to divide themselves into groups according to a variety of criteria; some frivolous, and some serious.

· Those born in Canada and those born elsewhere.  This category may challenge the assumption that people of colour are usually born elsewhere.  It may also illustrate that white people are often born elsewhere.

· Who is your favourite teacher.  This question is meant to break up the seriousness and provide a bit of fun as well as an alternative criteria for grouping people.

· Which musical genre they listen to: Hip Hop, Punk,  R’n’B, Reggae, Goth, Dance, Alternative, etc.  Again this could potentially reveal that the assumptions about who listens to which music are often incorrect.

· Those who have been asked “where are you from?”  This reveals who has had their “Canadianness” questioned.  

· What mode of transportation do you use to get to school?  This question is also meant to break up the seriousness and provide an alternative criteria for grouping people. 

· What is the most significant holiday in your family’s tradition? 

2.  The Construction of Whiteness
The White race, like any race, is a sociological construction. The play argues that the idea of the White race was first suggested in America to foster false alliances between the various European immigrants in order to discourage any solidarity with the African-Americans and the Native Americans. Political leaders of the 1800s were quite explicit about the need to shore up support amongst the working class Whites against the interests of the Blacks and Natives.  

Discussion Questions
· In Canada some people were not considered white until quite recently. There were, for example, signs that declared various areas off limits to “Irish and Dogs”. The Irish were not only considered to think differently but were also considered to look different, being of a different race.  Why do you think they are now considered to be “white”.

· How does someone become “white”?

· Does money have anything to do with this process?

Class Exercise
To witness how whiteness is portrayed in the media in contrast to the depiction of people of colour it can be very instructive to create a collage using pictures from mainstream newspapers and magazines. Using the commonly understood racial categories a number of collages are made illustrating how the media constructs a “white” lifestyle, “black” lifestyle, or “asian” lifestyle etc. Having the students attempt to create a collage with First Nations images would likely be particularly challenging and instructive.

3. White Privilege
Though arguably becoming easier to spot, white privilege often remains a hidden phenomenon, occurring everyday and everywhere, but obscured by the fact that it is so much of a given; so commonplace.  The white person is not likely to have been followed suspiciously around the store by a security or guard, or have had their TTC transfer regularly scrutinized, or been rejected by a landlord based solely on their race.  The freedom that white people have is so ubiquitous yet so rarely remarked upon.  

Discussion Questions
· What is privilege?

· What is white privilege?

· Thinking about your life, what part has race played in your interactions with teachers, employers, TTC drivers, shop keepers, security guards, the police?

· What fields of study/careers do you feel encouraged to pursue?

· Make some observations about the  racial makeup of students in the following school activities:  Student Council, Sports, Band, Theatre, etc.

· A lot of effort is made by some people to modify their looks with hair straightening, skin bleaching, and eyelid surgery.  How does race factor into these beauty modifications?

· Sometime people with mixed parentage will “pass” as white.  Why would somebody want to do this?

· In the play, when Robert reveals that he was “ashamed”, were you surprised that he was ashamed of his brother and not his girlfriend?  Why would he be ashamed of his girlfriend?  

Class Exercises
· Using the school as microcosm, create a list of all the workers in the school, for example:  custodial staff, teachers, librarians, principal, guidance counselor etc.  Once that list is complete, rank the workers according to their power and status within the world of the school.  Make some observations about the racial makeup of these workers.  Apply this to the real world.  Who drives the cabs in the city, who runs the banks, who works in the kitchens, who are the police?

· This exercise is called Unpacking the White Knapsack and it will help to discover and confirm the advantages associated with having “white” skin colour in a racially divided society dominated by white people.  It also increases a practical awareness of how white skin privilege works in daily life.  The students are asked to respond to the following questions with a “yes” or “no”.  It might be helpful to create a handout with these questions so each student can take the time they need

1. I can turn on the television or open the front page of the paper and see people of my race widely represented.

2. I can, if I wish, arrange to be in the company of people of my own race most of the time.

3. I can talk with my mouth full, or be late to a meeting, and not have people put this down to my race.

4. I can go shopping alone most of the time, pretty sure that I will not be followed or harassed because of the colour of my skin.

5. When I am told about our Canadian heritage, or ‘civilization’, I am shown that people of my colour made it what it is.

6. I can go into an art gallery and find the work of artists of my race hanging on the walls.

7. I can go into a hairdresser’s shop and find someone who knows how to cut my hair.

8. I am never asked to speak for all the people of my racial group.

9. I can criticize our society without being told to go back where I came from if I don’t like it here.

10. I can be pretty sure that if I ask to talk to the “person in charge”, I will be facing a person of my skin colour.

11. If a cop stops me I can be sure I haven’t been singled out because of my race.

12. If my day, or week, or year is going badly, I need not wonder if each negative situation has racial overtones.

13. I have grown up with role models for achievement in a wide range of fields, that are members of my race.

14. I can walk onto a train, plane, cafeteria, or school room and find it easy to sit next to someone of my race.

15. I can choose blemish cover or bandages in “flesh” colour and have them more or less match my skin.

4.  Miscellaneous question

Why do you think the playwright chose to talk about mice and not humans?
