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Introduction
Ishmael, by Daniel Quinn, is the story of a desperate young man in search of a teacher. The
teacher he finds is a lowland gorilla, who, being a member of a species entirely different from ours,
has an entirely different vision of our history and our role in the universe.

The book won the Turner Tomorrow Fellowship in 1991 for a work of fiction offering positive
solutions to global problems. It was  selected from more than 2500 entries from around the world
by a panel of judges that included Nadine Gordimer and Ray Bradbury. Since its initial publication
in English in 1992, it has been published in German, Italian, Hungarian, Japanese, Korean,
Portuguese, and Spanish and will soon appear in Dutch.  

The author was startled when he began getting letters from teachers telling him they were
assigning Ishmael to their classes. Even more surprising was the fact that they were not just
teachers of literature, who might be expected to use a novel in class, but teachers of biology,
anthropology, sociology, psychology, philosophy, history, and more. He heard from teachers in
universities, in  graduate schools, in high schools, and even middle schools. They told him how
they were using Ishmael in their classes, but they also asked if he knew of other teachers with
whom they might compare ideas and notes.  

 That’s why we put together The Ishmael Companion. The teachers who share their
thoughts and classroom activities with you in the following pages are representative of the several
hundred who have written the author over the past few years to share their classroom experience
of using Ishmael. What we found, in collecting  information for this guide is that Ishmael lends itself
to diversity. The ways teachers use the book are as different and creative as the teachers
themselves and the schools they teach in.  We hope you’ll  find their experience stimulating and
useful in your own teaching. 

Sally Helms Maher & Rennie Quinn
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Grades 6-12 Courses

Philosophy/History (Grade 6)
Rob Williams, Albuquerque
Academy
Albuquerque, NM

The course and students  This is an interdisciplinary,
teacher-driven and -planned sixth grade program with
140 students. The seven teachers have regular
meetings (every other day for 45 minutes) to plan
curriculum together and work out schedules. Students
come to the Academy from elementary schools all over
the greater Albuquerque area and are generally a bright,
creative, and articulate bunch, looking for new intellectual
challenges. Instead of the usual class section divisions,
students form villages, clans, and lodges and operate
within these groups all year. The configuration changes
according to what suits the needs of a particular course
or day’s work. (Two clans from different villages may
meet for a special math session. Then they may join
others in their village, but from different clans, for a large-
group session in history.) This structure provides an
enormous amount of flexibility for both teachers and
students.    

Why Ishmael?   We initially decided to use the book be-
cause the history teachers in the program were looking
for a foundational text that connected the various
components of the course—philosophy, geography, and
a historical look at cultures, specifically the
hunter/gatherer and agricultural modes of living. Ishmael
proved a natural selection and served the needs of our
program in a number of ways. It was the driving force for
the philosophy program for the year, but overlapped
other disciplines as well—ecology, science, writing,
geography, even computer class (when students had
papers to write).

Class activity   Over the course of the year, from
October to March (1994-95), we read the book,
interspersing it with other projects and activities. We
began the year with some dialogue about philosophy,
defined in our program as “the love of and search for
wisdom.” We then defined ourselves as a “community of
philosophic inquiry,” and, together with the students,
developed  guidelines for engaging in phil-osophic
dialogue with one another, talking first about the
importance of effective question-asking and then about
how to share ideas with one another in a constructive
and respectful fashion. (See example A at the end of this

narrative.) We always sat in a circle to facilitate direct
eye contact and equality with one another and gradually
turned over control of the class to the students, who
began to moderate discussions by asking questions and
drawing out important ideas, images, stories, and
metaphors from the book, using a set of moderator ideas
we’d developed as a guide. (See example B) By January
the students were moderating all the discussions, and I
only spoke up when points needed clarification or they
had reached an impasse that needed outside
intervention.
   We read the book slowly (some students complained
“too slowly”!) and trained them to read critically each
portion of the text, marking their books as they did so.
They looked for new and unfamiliar words, questions the
author posed, major ideas of the story, powerful images
or moments, marking them in appropriate ways (See
example C), and included any other questions,
comments, or drawings in the margin or at the end of the
section. Students who showed up for class without any
markings in their books were asked to leave the
discussion to read critically and rejoin the discussion
when finished. They soon learned the value placed on
preparing their thoughts and their text ahead of time, and
few were unprepared after the initial period of adjustment
to our system.

Skills   Questioning; developing a community of inquiry;
learning to use moderating techniques; critical reading
and thinking; writing.
 
Assessment   Classroom observation of students on a
daily basis proved critical, and with the students acting
as moderators, I was free to observe the class in action,
noting which students asked intelligent questions, which
built on the ideas of others, and which seemed “out of it.”
Keeping track of students who had not read critically
proved useful, though with one or two exceptions, all
remained faithful to the process. We had students
complete two writing assignments with the book,
although having them keep a log of thoughts would have
proved useful and may be tried in the future. They also
engaged in a final two-day philosophical exercise in
which they wrote thoughtful responses to questions on
the book given to them in advance (See example D) and
identified almost one hundred new vocabulary words
from the book (See example E). On a more creative
note, we had each student choose his or her favorite
metaphor or story from the book and illustrate it by
creating a two- or three-dimensional project that
represented the story or metaphor and describing it in a
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written attachment as well. A final written reflective piece
at the very end of the year summarized each student’s
thoughts on the book and what he or she learned from
reading it in terms of both skills and content (See
example F).
   We also used the ideas in the book with two group 
simulations (the Adapt program of the Interact
Company). In this project students, in groups of four or
five, imagine them-selves first as leaders of a small band
of hunter/gatherers and then as a small village of
agriculturalists who must select a place to live on an
imaginary continent, keeping in mind geographic
variables and potential hazards of the continent.

Student response   The students generally enjoyed the
book. Initially, many felt it to be too difficult, but the slow
pace, combined with valuable classroom questioning
and reflective discussion time, allowed them to air their
concerns in a safe and supportive environment. Many
found the critical reading process to be beneficial, while
others found it too tedious. Most thought the book should
be used again in sixth grade. A typical response was that
of the student who thought the book contained too little
plot to captivate eleven-year-olds, but also felt his
thinking had been changed by the book: “Before I read
Ishmael I had an empty spot in my mind, and now I can
never imagine living without it.” Some students found the
ideas in the book to be scary, but dealing with the notion
of a society that might self-destruct if its excesses aren’t
checked is very much on young people’s minds. Every
once in a while I let students just talk about how they felt
about the book itself, rather than having them always
fleshing out the ideas. This seemed to work well. 

Summing up   I was pleased with how deeply the
students got into the book, and I would certainly use it
again in a sixth grade class. I’d have the students do
more writing (probably in a journal-type format) about
their reactions to Ishmael. I’d also hold them more
accountable for vocabulary: rather than giving them a
final vocabulary exercise, I’d incorporate the new words
into our discussions on a more regular basis. I’d
recommend balancing the critical reading component for
the philosophical sections of the book with regular
reading for the sections of plot—a technique I’ll try in the
future.
  The daily moderating process was remarkable. Sixth
graders are a creative bunch, and my students really
took the opportunity to create some engaging classroom
dialogues as moderators, using either the techniques I
suggested or the ones they created themselves. Any
opportunity to provide them with a creative outlet for the
ideas in the book proved useful. We even got the
students together with a class of twelfth graders who had
read the book, and they put together a full-length film

version of their interpretation of the book. Very cool!  
   There are all kinds of ways to spin off the ideas in the
text (ecology, media studies and literacy, ancient history,
current events, etc). I’d advise going slowly at first, and
laying the philosophical groundwork. I found that
students this young needed to be reminded continually of
their responsibilities to the text and to each other. But
they soon found that learning from one another is both
challenging and fun, and I was rewarded by realizing that
I’d empowered these students to be independent
learners—certainly a worthwhile goal. Ishmael is of great
significance in raising challenging and provocative
questions about our own culture, where we’ve been, and
where we’re headed. Thus, it’s an important book.

(In their original form, each of the following examples
was a sheet of one or more pages. We’ve condensed —
and in some cases abridged— them because of space
limitations. But because these students are the youngest
we know of using Ishmael, we wanted to give you most
of the actual material used with the class. ED.) 

 A: Student-generated Discussion Guidelines
(The class wrote these guidelines on poster board, which
we kept on display in the center of our circle as a
reminder of our responsibilities to one another.)
���$1� (1*$*('� 0(0%(5� 2)� ´7+(� 6$&5('
+223µ�����5(63(&76�WKH�LGHDV�RI�RWKHUV�����$6.6
HIIHFWLYH�TXHVWLRQV�� ���5()(56� WR� WKH� WH[W�� HDUO\
DQG�RIWHQ�����/,67(16�DFWLYHO\�WR�WKH�GLVFXVVLRQ�
��� %8,/'6� 21� WKH� LGHDV� RI� RWKHUV�� HYHQ� ZKHQ
GLVDJUHHLQJ�����/($9(6�LI�XQZLOOLQJ�RU�XQDEOH�WR
SDUWLFLSDWH�

B: Moderator Ideas Sheet
+HUH�DUH�VRPH� LGHDV�\RX�FDQ�XVH�DV�PRGHUDWRU
IRU�DQ\�GLVFXVVLRQ��LQFOXGLQJ�FODVV�GLVFXVVLRQV�RQ
,VKPDHO���)HHO�IUHH�WR�FUHDWH�\RXU�RZQ�LGHDV�DQG
DGG� WKHP� WR� WKH� OLVW�� 5HPHPEHU�� DQ� HIIHFWLYH
PRGHUDWRU� VWHHUV� D� GLVFXVVLRQ� DQG� KHOSV� WKH
FODVV�JHW�WKH�JLVW�RI�WKH�UHDGLQJ�EXW�WDONV�DV�OLWWOH
DV� SRVVLEOH�� $OZD\V� ���� VLW� LQ� D� FLUFOH�� GRLQJ� VR
IRVWHUV� H\H� FRQWDFW�� HTXDOLW\�� DQG� UHVSHFW� IRU
HDFK�RWKHU�
������ ,Q�DGYDQFH��GHYHORS�RQH�RU�WZR�RSHQ�HQGHG
TXHVWLRQV� EDVHG� RQ� WKH� UHDGLQJ��:ULWH� WKHP� RQ
WKH�ERDUG�DQG�VSHQG�WKH�FODVV�GLVFXVVLQJ�WKHP�
������ $W� WKH� EHJLQQLQJ� RI� FODVV�� DVVLJQ� HDFK
SHUVRQ�D�SDJH�RU�WZR��DQG�DVN�WKHP�WR�VHOHFW�WKH
ZRUG��SKUDVH��VHQWHQFH��FRQFHSW��RU� LGHD� WKDW� LV
PRVW�LPSRUWDQW�RQ�WKDW�SDJH��DQG�ZULWH�LW�RQ�WKH
ERDUG��7KHQ�GLVFXVV�DV�D�FODVV�
������$W�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI�FODVV��GLYLGH�WKH�FODVV�XS
LQWR�VPDOOHU�JURXSV�DQG�FRQWLQXH�ZLWK����RU���
DERYH�� ,I� \RX� KDYH� WLPH�� EULQJ� WKH� VPDOOHU
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JURXSV� WRJHWKHU� IRU� D� ODUJH� JURXS� GHEULHILQJ
GXULQJ�WKH�VHFRQG�KDOI�RI�WKH�FODVV�
����� +DYH� LQGLYLGXDOV� RU� VPDOO� JURXSV� GHYHORS
WKHLU�RZQ�TXHV�WLRQV��EDVHG�RQ�WKH�UHDGLQJ��:ULWH
WKHP�RQ� WKH�ERDUG� DQG� WKHQ� GLVFXVV� WKHP�DV� D
FODVV�
������ *LYH� WKH� FODVV� D� IHZ� PLQXWHV� WR� FROOHFW
WKRXJKWV��WKHQ�UDQGRPO\�DVN�LQGLYLGXDOV�WR�VKDUH
WKHLU� RZQ� SHUVSHFWLYH� RQ� WKH� UHDGLQJ�� <RX� FDQ
GHWHUPLQH�ZKLFK�TXHVWLRQV�\RX�ZDQW�WR�IROORZ�XS
RQ��DQG�ZKLFK�\RX�ZDQW�WR�´OHW�VLWµ�IRU�DZKLOH�
������ *R� DURXQG� WKH� FLUFOH�� DQG�� ZLWK� QR� RQH
LQWHUUXSWLQJ��KDYH�HDFK�SHUVRQ� VKDUH�D� WKRXJKW
RQ�WKH�UHDGLQJ��7KHQ��DIWHU�HYHU\RQH�KDV�VSRNHQ�
RSHQ�LW�XS�IRU�GLVFXVVLRQ�
������ ,Q� DGYDQFH�� VHOHFW� RQH� RU� PRUH� VLJQLILFDQW
TXRWDWLRQV�IURP�WKH�UHDGLQJ��:ULWH� WKHP�RQ� WKH
ERDUG�DQG�GLVFXVV�WKHP�
������ ,Q� DGYDQFH�� VHOHFW� NH\� FRQFHSWV� RU� LGHDV
IURP�WKH�UHDGLQJ��:ULWH� WKHP�RQ�WKH�ERDUG�DQG
JLYH� PHPEHUV� RI� WKH� FODVV� D� IHZ� PLQXWHV� WR
LOOXVWUDWH�WKHP��7KHQ�GLVFXVV���
������&UHDWH�\RXU�RZQ�PRGHUDWLQJ�VFHQDULR�

 C: Thoughts on Reading Critically
5HDGLQJ�FULWLFDOO\�GHPDQGV�WKDW�ZH�SD\�DWWHQWLRQ
WR�RXU�OHYHO�RI�HQJDJHPHQW�LQ�D�WH[W��5DWKHU�WKDQ
SOHDVXUH�UHDGLQJ��ZKLFK�KDV�LWV�RZQ�LPSRUWDQFH��
FULWLFDO�UHDGLQJ�UHTXLUHV�PRUH�HQHUJ\��%HORZ�\RX
ZLOO�ILQG�VHYHUDO�XVHIXO�VWHSV�WKDW�ZLOO�HQDEOH�\RX
WR� EHFRPH� D� PRUH� HIIHFWLYH� FULWLFDO� UHDGHU�
,QWHUQDOL]H� WKLV� SURFHVV� VR� WKDW� LW� EHFRPHV�SDUW
RI�\RXU�OHDUQLQJ�

$�6XJJHVWHG�)LYH�6WHS�3URFHVV
������)LQG�D�FRPIRUWDEOH�SODFH�WR�UHDG��,W�PXVW�EH
UHODWLYHO\�TXLHW�DQG�DOORZ�\RX� WR�ZULWH� HDVLO\� LQ
WKH� WH[W�� �%HGV� PD\� EH� JUHDW�� EXW� WKH\� LQGXFH
VOHHS��
������)LQG�D�ZULWLQJ�LPSOHPHQW³D�SHQ�RU�D�SHQFLO�
�+LJKOLJKWHUV�GR�QRW�DOORZ�IRU�ZULWLQJ�LQ�WKH�WH[W��
������ 5HDG� WKH� WH[W� VORZO\� DQG� FDUHIXO�� DOORZLQJ
\RXUVHOI�WLPH�WR�VWRS�DQG�UHIOHFW�RQ�ZKDW·V�EHLQJ
VDLG�DQG�KRZ�LW·V�EHLQJ�VDLG�
������ 5HDG� WKH� WH[W� DJDLQ�� ZLWK� SHQ� RU� SHQFLO� LQ
KDQG��D��'UDZ�D�ER[�DURXQG�DQ\�ZRUGV�WKDW�DUH
QHZ� WR� \RX�DQG�GHILQH� WKH�ZRUG� LQ� WKH�PDUJLQ�
XVLQJ� D� GLFWLRQDU\� LI� QHHGHG�� E�� 8QGHUOLQH� DQ\
PDMRU� LGHDV� RU� SRLQWV� \RX� IHHO� WKH� DXWKRU� LV
WU\LQJ�WR�PDNH��F��3ODFH�D�´4µ�LQ�WKH�PDUJLQ�QH[W
WR� TXHVWLRQV� WKH� DXWKRU� UDLVHV�� F�� 3ODFH� D� VWDU
QH[W�WR�GHVFULSWLYH�LPDJHV�RU�LQWULJXLQJ�SKUDVHV
WKDW� JUDE� \RX�� G�� )LQDOO\�� ZULWH� \RXU� RZQ
TXHVWLRQV�DQG�FRPPHQWV�LQ�WKH�PDUJLQ�
������ *DWKHU� \RXU� WKRXJKWV� WRJHWKHU� IRU� FODVV
GLVFXVVLRQ�

 D: Ishmael Final: Written Philosophical Exercise
*UHHWLQJV�� IHOORZ� SKLORVRSKHU�� <RX� ZLOO� EH
SDUWLFLSDWLQJ�LQ�DQ�,VKPDHO�ILQDO�WKDW�ZLOO�FRQVLVW
RI� WZR� SDUWV�� ��� &RUUHFWO\� LGHQWLI\LQJ
SKLORVRSKLFDO� YRFDEXODU\� IURP� WKH� ERRN� �RQH
FODVV������'LVFXVVLQJ�HVVHQWLDO�TXHVWLRQV�IURP�WKH
ERRN� �RQH�FODVV��� ,Q�DQ� HIIRUW� WR�KHOS� \RX�� ,� DP
SURYLGLQJ�\RX�ZLWK�ERWK�WKH�´HVVHQWLDO�TXHVWLRQVµ
DQG� WKH� YRFDEXODU\� EHORZ�� ,� ZLOO� FKRRVH� RQH� RI
WKH�TXHVWLRQV��DQG�\RX�ZLOO�FKRRVH� WZR�RI� WKHP�
<RX� ZLOO� ZULWH� RQ� DOO� WKUHH� GXULQJ� RQH� FODVV
SHULRG�� 3OHDVH� EH� DV� VSHFLILF� DV� SRVVLEOH�� XVLQJ
H[DPSOHV�IURP�WKH�ERRN�ZKHQ�QHFHVVDU\�
������ 'LVFXVV�� VSHFLILFDOO\�� WKH� YDULRXV� UROHV� RI
,VKPDHO� DQG� WKH� QDUUDWRU� LQ� WKH� ERRN�� :KDW
SKLORVRSKLFDO� DQG� PHWDSKRULFDO� SXUSRVHV� GR
HDFK�RI�WKHP�VHUYH"
������ $V� IXOO\� DV� \RX� FDQ�� H[SODLQ� ZKDW� ,VKPDHO
PHDQV� E\� ´0RWKHU� &XOWXUH�µ� DQG� ´KHUµ
UHODWLRQVKLS�WR�XV�DV�LQGLYLGXDOV�
������ ([SODLQ� DQG� GLVFXVV� WKH�PHDQLQJ� RI� 7+5((
RI�WKH�IROORZLQJ�VWRULHV��D�� WKH� MHOO\ILVK�VWRU\��E�
7KH�7DNHU�7KXQGHUEROW��F��&DLQ�DQG�$EHO�����7KH
7UHH�RI�.QRZOHGJH�RI�*RRG�DQG�(YLO�����7KH�VWRU\
RI�,VKPDHO��2OG�7HVWDPHQW�
������ $FFRUGLQJ� WR� ,VKPDHO�� ZKDW� WKUHH� VSHFLILF
LQJUHGLHQWV� PDNH� XS� D� FXOWXUH"� :KLFK� RI� WKH
WKUHH�GR�\RX�WKLQN�LV�PRVW�LPSRUWDQW"
������'LVFXVV�)285�LPSRUWDQW�GLIIHUHQFH�EHWZHHQ
/HDYHU�FXOWXUHV�DQG�7DNHU�FXOWXUHV��DFFRUGLQJ�WR
WKH� ERRN�� �<RX� PD\� ZDQW� WR� SURYLGH� VSHFLILF
H[DPSOHV�RI�WKH�WZR�FXOWXUHV�LQ�\RXU�DQVZHU��
����� ([SODLQ� WKH� KLVWRULF� LPSRUWDQFH� RI� RXU
DJULFXOWXUDO� � � UHYROXWLRQ�� DFFRUGLQJ� WR� ,VKPDHO�
+RZ��VSHFLILFDOO\��GLG�LW�FKDQJH�VRFLHW\"
������ 7RZDUG� WKH� HQG� RI� WKH� ERRN�� WKH� QDUUDWRU
VD\V�WKDW�SHRSOH�´QHHG�D�YLVLRQ�RI�WKH�ZRUOG�DQG
RI�WKHPVHOYHV�WKDW� LQVSLUHV�WKHP�µ�:KDW�DUH�WKH
VSHFLILF� LQJUHGLHQWV� RI� WKDW� YLVLRQ�� DFFRUGLQJ� WR
,VKPDHO�DQG�WKH�QDUUDWRU"

E: Ishmael Vocabulary Final Exercise
(Only five of the original fifty quotes from the book are
given here, as a sample. ED.)
'LUHFWLRQV�� ,GHQWLI\� WKH�PHDQLQJ� RI� HDFK� RI� WKH
XQGHUOLQHG� ZRUGV� LQ� WKH� VHQWHQFHV� EHORZ�� LQ� D
IHZ� ZRUGV� RU� OHVV�� 8VH� \RXU� NQRZOHGJH� RI� WKH
ZRUGV� DQG� WKH� FRQWH[W� RI� WKH� VHQWHQFH� WR� KHOS
\RX��*RRG�OXFN��IHOORZ�SKLORVRSKHU�
������ ´7DNHUV� EHOLHYH� LQ� WKHLU� UHYROXWLRQ�� HYHQ
ZKHQ�WKH\�HQMR\�QRQH�RI� LWV�EHQHILWV��7KHUH�DUH
QR� JUXPEOHUV�� QR� GLVVLGHQWV�� QR� FRXQWHU
UHYROXWLRQDULHV��´
������ ´$FFRUGLQJ� WR� \RXU� PDSV�� WKH� ZRUOG� RI
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WKRXJKW�LV�FRWHUPLQRXV�ZLWK�\RXU�FXOWXUH�µ�
������ ´$V� DQ� RPQLYRUH�� KLV� GLHWDU\� UDQJH� LV
LPPHQVH�µ
������ ´:LWK� DJULFXOWXUH�� WKRVH� OLPLWDWLRQV
YDQLVKHG��DQG�KLV�ULVH�ZDV�PHWHRULF�µ�
������ ´,W·V�DQRWKHU� FDVH�ZKHUH�GLYHUVLW\� VHHPV� WR
ZRUN�EHWWHU�WKDQ�KRPRJHQHLW\�µ

F: Ishmael Final Reflection
:KDW�D�\HDU�LW�KDV�EHHQ�ZLWK�WKLV�WH[W��,�DP�SURXG
RI�\RXU�KDUG�ZRUN�DQG�HIIRUW� LQ�UHDGLQJ�VXFK�D
FKDOOHQJLQJ� DQG� SURYRFDWLYH� ZRUN�� <RX� WDXJKW
PH� PDQ\� WKLQJV�� ,� QHHG� \RXU� FRQVWUXFWLYH
IHHGEDFN� RQ� XVLQJ� WKLV� ERRN� LQ� D� VL[WK� JUDGH
SURJUDP��,Q�UHIOHFWLQJ�RQ�\RXU�UHODWLRQVKLS�ZLWK
WKH� ERRN�� SOHDVH� FRQVLGHU� WKH� IROORZLQJ�� WKH
FULWLFDO� UHDGLQJ� SURFHVV�� FODVV� GLVFXVVLRQV� LQ
SKLORVRSK\��WKH�PRGHUDWLQJ�SURFHVV��ZULWLQJ��WKH
OHWWHU�WR�'DQLHO�4XLQQ��WKH�WZR�GD\�LQ�FODVV�ILQDO��
WKH�ILOPPDNLQJ�SURMHFW��DQG�DQ\�RWKHU�DFWLYLWLHV
RU�H[SHULHQFHV�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�WKH�ERRN�
������ ,Q� UHDGLQJ� ,VKPDHO�� ZKDW� GLG� \RX� OHDUQ�� D�
DERXW� \RXUVHOI"� E�� DERXW� WKH� ZRUOG"� F�� DERXW
OHDUQLQJ"
����� :KDW� GR� \RX� IHHO� DUH� WKH� PRVW� LPSRUWDQW
WKHPHV�LQ�,VKPDHO"
������'HVFULEH�\RXU�PRVW� IDYRULWH�DQG�\RXU� OHDVW
IDYRULWH� ,VKPDHO� DFWLYLW\� DQG� ZK\� \RX� FKRVH
HDFK�
������ :RXOG� \RX� UHFRPPHQG� WKLV� ERRN� WR� RWKHU
UHDGHUV�\RXU�DJH"�:K\�RU�ZK\�QRW"�6KRXOG�LW�EH
WDXJKW�LQ�WKH�VL[WK�JUDGH�QH[W�\HDU"�:K\�RU�ZK\
QRW"

World Civilizations (Grades 7-9)

World Cultures (Grades 9-12)
Stephen Myers, Traveling School
International
Santa Cruz, CA

World Civilizations
The course and students    The school is a
comprehensive junior/senior high (grades 6-12),
nonprofit, private school averaging 35 students. We
educate students to be global citizens through travel and
international exchange programs combined with a
comprehensive academic course of studies. Most
students are highly motivated and college-track. World
Civilizations has about 10-12 students, and  we study
both past and present civilizations.

Why Ishmael?   I use Ishmael in both World Civilizations
and World Cultures because it provides my students with
a context for their study. The book challenges the
traditional point of view, which defines progress as
human beings building, controlling, and conquering
nature. Ishmael gives an alternative interpretation. This
encourages students to rethink their definitions of
civilization and of progress.  

Class activity   We read Ishmael at the start of the
course, over a period of about five weeks, using a
combination of methods. Sometimes I have them read
aloud in class and sometimes on their own or in reading
groups. I also have parents get together with a group
and read with them. (Parents come in several times a
week and work with the students. It works well, and they
all like doing it.) I’ve also used the audio tape of Ishmael.
Although it's condensed (cut nearly in half to fit 180-
minute format, ED.), it gives a good overview. Whether
or not I use the tape depends on the class. If they find
the text too daunting, listening to the tape helps them get
started. Or I might use at it the end as a summary.
   I have a group of students take a civilization and
analyze it in terms of both the contemporary, common
point of view and then from Ishmael’s point of view. 
Once they’ve read Ishmael,  they reconsider what is the
criterion of a civilized society. They discuss this in groups
and then make a presentation to the class. (A lot of what
comes out is new ways to design laws to protect the
environment and prevent growth.)
   Many of the things we do are related to what comes up
in class, what their questions are, what they’re ready for.
I structure the class to allow this and stay alert to their
interest and readiness. Each class is different. 

Skills   Critical thinking; vocabulary (I have the students
make lists of words that are foreign to them and then we
discuss them.); knowledge of history (When an event or
place is mentioned in the text I may ask students to do
some research. For example, in one section Ishmael
talks about the Tigris/Euphrates area. This opens up a
conversation with the students: Do you know what this is,
where this is, and what he's talking about? Then they
research that area.); writing (Especially dialogue.  When
Ishmael talks, he has a special tone. Sometimes it’s
condescending, sometimes compassionate, sometimes
exasperated.  We discuss what is being used to create
that kind of tone or feeling.  I then ask  students to try to
write their own dialogue creating a specific tone they
have in mind.)

Assessment   I give quick little quizzes each day to see
if they understand the content and  have them write a
couple of essays to see if  they’re getting the concepts.
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There might be a final test, usually a group test (we do
nearly everything in groups),  where they’ll have to take a
position and defend it using the book as a back-up. They
can attack or support a thesis, but they must show that
they have used material from the book. They may also
use other sources.

Student response    It’s somewhere between
fascination and confusion. They’re fascinated with the
ideas, and en-thralled, but they’re confused about
coming to terms with a new idea and what it might mean
for them. This group is young and some of the concepts
in the book are difficult.

Summing up   Some of the younger students get
bogged down in the reading and get more out of
listening, so I’ve considered using just the audio tape for
them. I might supplement the tape with some reading
from the book. For example, the history lessons are not
on the tape, so I might read some of those to the class.  
Our school spends a lot of time traveling and studying
different places. I find that Ishmael relates not just to
social sciences but to the way we live and relate to one
another, and it helps students understand their own
behavioral dynamics more clearly.

World Cultures
The course and students   This is a full-year course
with 10-12 senior high students. The major portion of the
class is a two- or three- month visit to another country,
usually in late winter/early spring. We stay with families
and also spend some time touring. Students attend
classes in the country  we visit, but also have class with
me at other times, and I teach classes in an exchange
program. Where we go varies from year to year.  South
Africa, Zimbabwe, Kenya, Thailand, Australia, India,
Ireland, Indonesia, England, and Malaysia are some of
the countries we’ve visited. We study the culture of the
country before we go, and read Ishmael to provide a
context for that study.

Class activity    In this class we focus more on debate
and discussion than in World Civilizations, and students
usually write four or five essays during the four weeks we
spend on Ishmael. When we read the book depends on
the class. Generally, I assign it before we travel, but the
most recent group wasn’t ready for it, so we went to
Zimbabwe first and experienced the culture. When we
returned, students were able to read Ishmael  and relate
its ideas to what they had personally seen and felt and
learned in Africa. Because they had seen Great
Zimbabwe (the ancient stone ruins from which the
country takes its name) and learned about its history
firsthand, they could write about it in relation to ideas in
Ishmael with greater understanding.

Sample: Essay Assignments:
 �����:ULWH�D�SDSHU�IURP�WKH�7DNHUV·�SRLQW�RI�YLHZ
WHOOLQJ�WKH�VWRU\�RI�*UHDW�=LPEDEZH��WKHQ�ZULWH�LW
IURP�WKH�/HDYHUV·�SRLQW�RI�YLHZ�
����� %DVHG� RQ� WKH� SURMHFWLRQV� GHVFULEHG� LQ� WKH
ERRN��ZULWH� D� KLVWRU\� RI� WKH�ZRUOG� IRU� WKH� QH[W
ILYH�GHFDGHV��0DNH�XS�HYHQWV�WKDW�DUH�FRQVLVWHQW
ZLWK� WKH� SRLQW� RI� YLHZ� \RX� DGRSW� �WKH� F\QLFV
JHQHUDOO\�DGRSW�D�7DNHU�SRLQW�RI�YLHZ��
������ <RX
UH� D� SROLWLFLDQ� WUDQVIRUPHG� E\� UHDGLQJ
,VKPDHO��:KDW�ODZV�ZRXOG�\RX�HQDFW� LQ�RUGHU�WR
WXUQ�WKLQJV�DURXQG"

Skills    Critical thinking; writing; vocabulary; debating;
un-
derstanding and appreciating cultural diversity.

Assessment   In addition to the essays and regular
exams, I give them a questionnaire to help them assess
their own work.

Student response   The students like the book, though
sometimes they think it's weird. (Older kids sometimes
have trouble buying into a telepathic ape, but they get
past that when we look at it as a lesson in metaphor.) It
validates students’ point of view about what's wrong with
the world and more or less reinforces their own idealism.
 It also sustains their motivation. Sometimes they get
annoyed because they think the student in the book is so
willingly led.  Then when they see the love that grows
between the two characters, they shift and become
sympathetic.

Summing up   I’ve been using Ishmael since 1992, and
I’ll certainly continue to do so. (It’s used in our science
department as well. The ecology teacher discusses
habitats and niches and what would happen if something
on the food chain were eliminated. So Ishmael creates a
macro view  of ecology.)  When we travel I’d like to
present Ishmael when I teach in other classes to see
how students react (in South Africa, for example). I think
it might be very different for them.   

Foundations of Civilization
(Grade 9)
Sr. Seminar on Political
Science (12)
Karen Quackenbush, Rowland Hall-
St. Mark’s School, Salt Lake City, UT

Foundations of Civilization
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The course and students   The school is a progressive
private school with highly motivated students, of whom
about 85% take advanced college placement courses.
There’s a great deal of parent support, and the school is
noted for hands-on learning (e.g. participating in an
archaeological dig). Foundations of Civilization Extended
Studies is an honors class of 15 students. The course
begins with the Paleolithic period and ends with the Fall
of Rome. It also examines modern corollaries to each of
 these periods. ( e.g. after studying the Fertile Crescent,
students would consider origins of modern conflict in the
Middle East.)
 
Why Ishmael?    As soon as I read Ishmael I knew it
was a book that would be important and useful for both
these classes. It’s a rich and unique book that teases
rather than spoon-feeds and elicits consideration of the
limits of our beliefs and life-styles. It’s ideal to get
students thinking. With my younger Foundation of
Civilization students it provided an underlying thread for
the study of past and present. In the Political Science 
seminar, with older students, it was an ideal springboard
for more involved analysis of problems we face today.  

Class activity    Pre-assignment: Before I assign any
reading in Ishmael  I have students collect, review, and
analyze images and messages offered in local
magazines and newspapers (local rather than national or
international because I want them to relate to their own
community).  They create a collage out of the clippings
and consider the priorities and values suggested by the
images. The exercise not only prepares students for later
discussion of Mother Culture (and reconsideration of
their initial interpretations) but also encourages
application of the ideas presented in Ishmael to their own
upbringing and sense of community.
   Reading assignments: Students read the entire book
before we begin discussion and analysis. I assign one of
the 13 sections each night for a couple of weeks and
give weekly quizzes. This encourages all to keep up and
provides an opportunity for clarifying questions about
things that come up in their reading, like terms and
metaphors they come across in the text (e.g. Mother
Culture, teacher, student, captivity, culture, Takers,
Leavers, certain knowledge, peace-keeping laws, the
Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil,  the airman and the
craft of civilization, and Bwana). Then, when they’ve
finished reading the book, and are equipped with their
notes and questions, we launch into a series of
discussions, using the Socratic method.

Sample: Discussion Questions
I give some background information and examples of the
Socratic method and have students point to its use by
Ishmael in his dealing with his student.

������:K\�GRHVQ·W� ,VKPDHO�VLPSO\�OHFWXUH��WHOO�WKH
VWXGHQW�DOO�RI�KLV�LGHDV�XS�IURQW�DQG�EH�GRQH�ZLWK
LW"�'RHV� WKH� SURFHVV� RI� OHDUQLQJ� E\� TXHVWLRQLQJ
HQFRXUDJH� PRUH� OHDUQLQJ� RU� IUXVWUDWLRQ"� $V� D
UHDGHU�� GR� \RX� WDNH� WKH� VWXGHQW·V� SODFH� DQG
FRQVLGHU� ,VKPDHO·V� TXHVWLRQV� IRU� \RXUVHOI"� �7KLV
GLVFXVVLRQ� RI� 6RFUDWLF� PHWKRG� FDQ� HDVLO\� EH
GLUHFWHG� WR� FRQVLGHUDWLRQ� RI� WKH� FRQFHSW� RI
WHDFKHU�RU�VWXGHQW�DQG�WKH�UROHV�RI�HDFK�� 
����� :KDW� LV� 0RWKHU� &XOWXUH�� DFFRUGLQJ� WR
,VKPDHO"�$UH�WKH�PHVVDJHV�GHVFULEHG�E\�,VKPDHO
DQG� WKH� VWXGHQW� FRQVLVWHQW�ZLWK� WKRVH� LGHQWLILHG
LQ� WKH� SUH�DVVLJQPHQW� FROODJH"� � $UH� WKHUH� DQ\
SHUFHLYHG�PHVVDJHV� LQ� RXU� FROODJH� WKDW� FRXQWHU
RU� FKDOOHQJH� ,VKPDHO·V� LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ� RI�0RWKHU
&XOWXUH"
�������6WXGHQWV�ILUVW�UHDG�D�ELEOLFDO�YHUVLRQ�RI�WKH
*DUGHQ�RI�(GHQ�DQG�&DLQ�DQG�$EHO�VWRULHV��,Q�RXU
VFKRRO�ZH�GHDO�ZLWK�PRVW�TXHVWLRQV�RI�UHOLJLRQ�DV
SKLORVRSK\��DQG�VWXGHQWV�DUH�DFFXV�WRPHG�WR�WKLV
DSSURDFK��7KXV� WKH\�GRQ·W� IHHO� WKUHDWHQHG�E\�D
GLVFXVVLRQ� RI� WKHVH� VWRULHV�� 'HVFULEH� ,VKPDHO·V
YHUVLRQ� RI� WKH� *DUGHQ� RI� (GHQ�� :KDW� ZDV� WKH
7UHH� RI� .QRZOHGJH� RI� *RRG� DQG� (YLO� DQG� ZK\
PLJKW�LW�EH�D�GDQJHURXV�LOOXVLRQ��RU�SODFHER��IRU
PDQ"� :K\� DUH� WKHUH� GLIIHUHQW� YHUVLRQV� RI� WKLV
VWRU\��DFFRUGLQJ�WR� ,VKPDHO"�:KDW�WULJJHUHG� WKH
FXOWXUDO� DPQHVLD� ZH� H[SHULHQFH"� :KDW
IUDPHZRUN� IRU� GHFLVLRQ�PDNLQJ� �SDUDGLJP�
ZRXOG� PDQ� KDYH� E\� HDWLQJ� IURP� WKH� 7UHH� RI
.QRZOHGJH� RI�*RRG� DQG� (YLO"�:KDW� LV� WKH� XVXDO
H[SODQDWLRQ� RI� &DLQ·V� DWWDFN� RQ� $EHO"� ,VKPDHO
UHODWHV� WKH� VWRU\� WR� 7DNHU� H[SDQVLRQ�� ([SODLQ�
:K\�PXVW�7DNHUV�H[SDQG"
������ &RQVLGHU� WKH� DLUPDQ� DQG� DLUFUDIW� RI
FLYLOL]DWLRQ� PHWDSKRUV�� :KDW� KDV� EOLQGHG� WKH
DLUPDQ"� :KDW� HYLGHQFH� VXJJHVWV� WKDW� WKH
FLYLOL]DWLRQ�EXLOW�E\�7DNHUV�LV�QRW�ZRUNLQJ"�:KDW
HYLGHQFH� GR� 7DNHUV� SRLQW� WR� WKDW� VXJJHVWV� LW� LV
ZRUNLQJ"�)URP�ZKDW� ODZV�GRHV� ,VKPDHO� VXJJHVW
WKDW� 7DNHUV� H[HPSW� WKHPVHOYHV� DQG� ZK\"� 'RHV
,VKPDHO�VXJJHVW�WKH�RQO\�ZD\�7DNHUV�FDQ�HVFDSH
WKH� ´FUDVKµ� LV� E\� DEDQGRQLQJ� ´FLYLOL]DWLRQµ� DQG
UHWXUQLQJ� WR� QRPDGLF�� KXQWLQJ�JDWKHULQJ
OLIHVW\OHV"�([SODLQ�
����� ,VKPDHO� FODLPV� RQH� H[SHUWLVH�� :KDW� LV� LW"
5HODWH� WKLV� H[SHUWLVH� WR� OHVVRQV� VKDUHG� LQ� WKH
VWRU\��UROH�SOD\��RI�%ZDQD��:KDW�LV�%ZDQD·V�EDVLF
IHDU� RI� /HDYHU� FXOWXUHV"� :K\� PXVW� KH
´PRGHUQL]Hµ�WKHVH�VRFLHWLHV��:KDW�WKUHDW�GRHV�KH
SHUFHLYH�DQG�ZK\"�:KDW�LV�KROGLQJ�%ZDQD�7DNHUV
FDSWLYH"� ,V� F\QLFLVP� D� SDUW� RI� WKLV� FDSWLYLW\"
:KDW� LV� ,VKPDHO·V� FKDOOHQJH� WR� WKH� VWXGHQW� �DQG
WR�XV�"
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Sample: Other Activities
We did all these things, usually in a group, which triggers
more responses. 
������%UDLQVWRUP�WR�FUHDWH�D�OLVW�RI�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV
RI�D�´KHDOWK\µ�7DNHU�FXOWXUH�
������ 5HDG� VKRUW� VWRULHV�� SRHPV�� RU� SROLWLFDO
GRFXPHQWV�OLNH�WKH�8�6��&RQVWLWXWLRQ�IRU�HYLGHQFH
RI�WKH�FXOWXUDO�P\WKV�VXJJHVWHG�E\�,VKPDHO�
������ ,QWHUYLHZ� SHRSOH� IURP� EDFNJURXQGV
GLIIHUHQW� IURP� \RXU� RZQ� DQG� EHJLQ� WR� SXW
WRJHWKHU� D� JUHDWHU� FXOWXUDO� VWRU\� RI� KXPDQLW\�
�6WXGHQWV�ORRN�IRU�FRPPRQDOLWLHV�DQG�GLIIHUHQFHV
DQG� H[SORUH� WKH� ´ZK\µ� RI� HDFK�� (VSHFLDOO\
HQOLJKWHQLQJ� DUH� LQWHUYLHZV� DQG� H[FKDQJHV�ZLWK
SHRSOH�IURP�WUDGLWLRQDO�FXOWXUHV��,Q�6DOW�/DNH��IRU
H[DPSOH�� ZH·UH� DEOH� WR� GUDZ� RQ� ERWK� 1DWLYH
$PHULFDQV� DQG� 7LEHWDQV� DQG� FUHDWH� ULFK
FRXQWHUH[DPSOHV�WR�7DNHU�VRFLHW\���
 ���� 'HVLJQ� � D� SURMHFW� LQ
SROLWLFDO�FXOWXUDO�VRFLDO�HFRQRPLF� DFWLY�LVP� WKDW
DGGUHVVHV�WKH�SDUDO\VLV�LQGXFHG�E\�F\QLFLVP��WKH
DWWLWXGH� WKDW� ´HYHU\WKLQJ� LV� VR� VFUHZHG� XS
QRWKLQJ�,�FDQ�GR�ZLOO�PDNH�DQ\�GLIIHUHQFH�µ��7KH\
UHVHDUFK� D� SDUWLFXODU� WRSLF� DQG� EHFRPH
LPPHUVHG� LQ� LW�� NHHSLQJ� D� VFUDSERRN� RI� PHGLD
FRYHUDJH��WKHLU�FRQWDFWV�DQG�LQWHUYLHZV���SLFWXUHV
RI� WKHPVHOYHV� LQYROYHG� ZLWK� WKH� SUREOHP��
ZKDWHYHU� WKH\� ZDQW�� ,� JULOO� WKHP� WR� PDNH� VXUH
WKH\·YH�VHOHFWHG�DQ�LVVXH�WKH\·UH�WUXO\�LQWHUHVWHG
LQ���7KURXJK�WKH�VWXG\�RI�,VKPDHO�WKH\·YH�OHDUQHG
QRW� WR� MXVW� DFFHSW� LQ�IRUPDWLRQ� DW� IDFH� YDOXH�
&RQVHTXHQWO\� � WKH\·UH� DEOH� WR� HYDOXDWH
DUJXPHQWV��ORRN�DW�SURSDJDQGD�IURP�ERWK�VLGHV�
DQG�EHFRPH��XOWLPDWHO\���SUREOHP�VROYHUV��

Skills   Critical thinking; problem solving; analysis;
political participation; character development.

Assessment   I used quizzes during the reading, and an
essay question on Ishmael  dealing with cynicism and
paralysis that enabled students to relate what they’d
learned in the book to their projects.

Student response   They soaked it up! But even this
group of advanced freshmen found the going hard at
times because they didn’t understand all the references
to metaphors and needed more guidance than the older
students. They often needed permission to question and
still looked to me for answers. (But my group of less-
advanced freshmen was very put out that they weren’t in
on the Ishmael project too, because they heard their
friends talking about it all the time!)

Summing up  In future uses, I’ll work to get students to 
to look beyond me as teacher-authority figure, to get

them to see that “teacher” equals “leader” rather than
someone who sets limits.
                                  

Senior Seminar on Political Science
The course and students   In this course, which is a
history elective, we spend the first trimester on political
philosophy and the second on political models
(parliamentary in the U.K.,  presidential in Brazil,
Communist in China, emerging in South Africa). In the
third trimester we study the United States and foreign
policy and read Ishmael. This was a senior seminar
class of six very motivated students who operated at a
very high level, college level.

Class activity   I had students read Ishmael in its
entirety, noting their questions, before we began
discussing it. (Specific discussion questions  were very
much like those for Foundations of Civilization.) This
discussion formed  the basis of the seminar and for the
development of  the foreign policy project—the major
project. Here’s a general synopsis of how it worked: After
reading Ishmael, especially the Bwana role-play,
students described a pessimistic frame-work that shapes
the decisions and priorities of Takers—no trust, need for
control, need to establish our own security, etc. They
related this pessimistic attitude to the political
philosophers we studied in the second segment of the
course (Plato, Aristotle, Machiavelli, Mill,  Marx, etc.) who
have shaped Western culture and tied it to a cultural
celebration of cynicism. Specifically, they noted cynicism
and pessimism embedded in pragmatic approaches to
foreign policy, which, of course, are based on the
strategic needs of the U.S. They considered the limits
and costs of this approach and whether any other policy
options could be viable in a decidedly non-utopian world,
or in effect, are we captive to a myth? With this as their
underlying structure, they undertook the study of a
specific foreign policy situation (Tibetan relocation and
occupation of Tibet by China) and wrote a paper offering
their own policy suggestions.
 Salt Lake City is part of a federally funded Tibetan
relocation program  through which Tibetans are granted
visas in order to advocate Tibetan culture and point up
the occupation of Tibet by China. Consequently,  the
students were able to interview monks, students,
government workers, and  tradespeople who had been
relocated. They also gathered information from the
Chinese embassy, Congress, the State Department, and
the International Campaign for Free Tibet.  Each student
considered the lessons of Ishmael and wrestled with the
task of reducing large, abstract ideas to concrete policy
suggestions. The project was not only a hands-on
approach to familiarization with the process and conflicts
of policy-making but also was a vehicle for response to
the challenge proposed by Ishmael—to build a new
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paradigm.

Assessment   Quizzes and essay tests on policy-
making and Ishmael. The extended paper on formal
policy proposal was the major tool.

Student response  The seniors gobbled Ishmael up,
took it as an intellectual challenge. (One called me as
soon as he finished to thank me for assigning it, and
they’ve introduced their friends to it as well.) They were
willing to take on the hard issues and found it refreshing
not to be preached to. This was the main difference
between the two classes: the older students welcomed
the challenge, the younger ones were a bit afraid of it.
Summing up   Ishmael’s exploration of cultural
mythology,
of paradigm building, of power relationships and drive for
control, and his reinterpretation of human stories provide
a rich resource for any class addressing political
philosophy and organization. I was able to bring the
Tibetan program into this seminar because I was using
Ishmael as a springboard. Otherwise I would have just
had to preach the idea of looking at alternatives. This
way, students could see alternatives, that it might be
possible to create a different foreign policy. They could
recognize the need for creative thinking and problem-
solving as a way they might make a difference in their
world, and they discovered they were willing to roll up
their shirtsleeves and dive into it.

World History (Grades 9 and 10)
Michael Read, Stephen F. Austin HS
Austin, TX

The course and students This is an honors course of
freshmen and sophomores. This year I’m teaching four
sections, with about 35 students in each. Since the
school is located centrally, it draws a pretty mixed group
of students, from all parts of the city. Reading levels of
this class range from the 60th to 90th percentile.

Why Ishmael?   I knew as soon as I read Ishmael that it
was an important book I had to share with my students.
For World History, especially, it offers an overview of
how we got where we are today that helps students see
the whole picture. Because I was so excited by the book,
I figured my students would be too. (I also use it with my
Humanities elective for gifted and talented juniors and
seniors. I use it as a jumping off point for comparison of
Western and Eastern Civilization because  the issues
raised are philosophical, and it gives the students a
different point of view.)
  

Class activity   I’ve been using Ishmael for the past
three years and have tried out different things. Some
have worked, others I’ve tossed out. But I always assign
the book at the beginning of the year, before I even hand
out the textbook, so they start right out realizing that
there is another point of view. They get a sense of the
Leaver story as a basis for the rest of their study of world
history. We spend about three weeks of class on
Ishmael, then go on to the text. But throughout the year I
refer the students back to the book. We talk about what
Ishmael would say about the issues we’re discussing.
This year, for the first time, I assigned only about 20
pages of the book each night and asked them to write
out five questions about the material. This worked much
better than what I’d done previously (assigning whole
sections, which sometimes ran to 60 pages). Teaching
style is crucial to understanding with this book. Mine is
Socratic, so I when I make an assignment I tell students
to come in with their questions, for me and for each
other. I also generate questions, and each day in class
we set up a dialogue around a body of information.

Skills  Critical thinking is my focus. The two things I feel
they should learn in this course are to view a body of
work critically and to see that there are different points of
view.

Assessment  I give some quizzes but mainly just include
questions on Ishmael as part of ordinary testing for class.
One essay question, for example, asked them to give
three different interpretations of the koan that appears on
Ishmael’s poster. 

Student response   Some have trouble with the idea of
a gorilla that communicates telepathically, and one class
couldn’t get past it. Most are very positive and come
away with the sense that they can make a difference in
the world. One student who was in my class as a
freshman read Ishmael again on his own as a senior. He
got something completely different out of it as a more
mature reader and understood it better. Quite a few ask
if they can take the book home to their parents to read,
and it becomes family dinner table talk.

Summing up   This is a book that can be used all
through the study of World History, even after the few
weeks of formal study of Ishmael are over. Bringing it
back in throughout the course helps students step back
from events in history and evaluate them. I’d advise
other teachers to teach it as a work of philosophy rather
than as a novel and to break it up into small
assignments. I rushed through it to meet the curriculum,
but now I’d use Ishmael and The Republic and throw
everything else away. ( A cautionary note: don’t get hung
up on the Genesis stories if they’re troubling for some of
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your students. Deal with them and move on; sometimes I
don’t even talk about them, depending on the class.) 

Anthropology (Grades 11 and 12)
Terence Collins, Chippewa Valley HS
Clinton Township, MI

The course and students   I first used Ishmael in both
sections of my Anthropology class in the spring of 1995.
Most of  the 55 students were juniors and seniors, but
there were a few sophomores, and nearly all were bound
for college.

Why Ishmael?  The book was mentioned in two
different sessions at the Annual Conference of the World
History Association and the Rocky Mountain World
History Association in 1994. I got a copy, read it as soon
as I got home, and was very impressed. It promised to
be a vehicle I could use to convey many of the issues I
wanted my students to address. (I wanted to deal with
the “big picture” of human evolution and its astounding
implications; to get free of our anthropocentric view of
evolution; and to examine the extraordinary relationship
between the human species and the biophysical
environment and consider whether this relationship is
sustainable.) Ishmael enabled me to do all these things.

Class activity   Ishmael was the primary text for this
class, which might better be called Philosophical
Anthropology. Our regular Anthropology text became a
reference and background source in connection with
issues raised by Ishmael.  We used several videos
(Millennium, Mindwalk) in connection with the book, and
in the second half of the course I had students read Kurt
Vonnegut’s Galápagos to compare and contrast with
Ishmael . Our class discussions were conducted using
the Paideia Seminar model (Social Education, January
1995). (This is similar to the pattern described by Rob
Williams on p. 4 and Stacy Studebaker on p. 13. ED.)
Here are some of the topics covered, with a few of the
questions raised for each.

Sample: Anthropology Topics and Quesions
������7KH�FRQFHSW�RI�FDSWLYLW\�DV�D�PHWDSKRU�IRU
FXOWXUH� LQ� UHODWLRQ� WR� WKRXJKWV� DQG� EHKDYLRU� RI
WKDW� FXOWXUH�� �&DQ� ZH� DV� D� FXOWXUH� LGHQWLI\� WKH
EDUV�RI�RXU�SULVRQ��RU�DUH�ZH� WRR�KDSS\� LQ�RXU
FDSWLYLW\�WR�FDUH"�,V�RXU�VRFLHW\�UHDOO\�D�FXOWXUDO
SULVRQ"��
������4XHVWLRQV�RI�FXOWXUH�EURXJKW�RXW�E\�,VKPDHO�
�&DQ� WKH� FXOWXUDO� P\WK� EH� H[SRVHG� VR� WKDW� DOO
SHRSOH� VHH� LW� IRU� D� P\WK"� &RXOG� WKH� P\WK� EH
FKDQJHG� WR� FUHDWH� D� QHZ� FXOWXUH� ZLWK� D

VXVWDLQDEOH�ZD\�RI� OLIH"� �:KDW�PLJKW� JHW� LQ� WKH
ZD\� RI� VXFK� FKDQJH"� � :KDW� DUH� WKH� RULJLQV� RI
FXOWXUH�DQG�FXOWXUDO�EHOLHIV��HVSHFLDOO\�RXUV"�
������7KH�QHHG�WR�FUHDWH�D�QHZ�FXOWXUDO�P\WK���,V
WKH� FXOWXUDO�P\WK� RI� RXU� VRFLHW\� OHDGLQJ� WR� RXU
GHPLVH"� � &DQ� D� FRPSOH[� FXOWXUDO�P\WK� VXFK� DV
RXUV�EH�VXIILFLHQWO\�FKDQJHG��DQG�KRZ"
������ /LYLQJ� LQ� FRQIRUPLW\� ZLWK� WKH� QDWXUDO� ODZ�
�&DQ�ZH�PDNH�RXU�RZQ�ODZV��RU�ZLWK�WKH�QDWXUDO
ODZ�XOWLPDWHO\�FDWFK�XS�WR�XV"�,V�LW�SRVVLEOH��ZLWK
WHFKQRORJ\��IRU�PDQ�WR�FRQWURO�QDWXUH�LWVHOI�DQG
DOO� LWV� SURFHVVHV"� 2U� ZRXOG� WKLV� DWWHPSW� PDNH
WKLQJV� ZRUVH"� 6LQFH� LW� LVQ·W� IHDVLEOH� IRU� FXUUHQW
VRFLHW\� WR� JR� EDFN� WR� KXQWLQJ� DQG� JDWKHULQJ�
ZKDW�FDQ�ZH�GR"�

Assessment    In addition to usual course tests,
students wrote a paper with the title How Should We
Live? This was their chance to draw together all the
strands of our class discussion revolving around Ishmael
and supplementary articles, books, and videos and
analyze and synthesize it.  

Student response   My students had mixed reactions.
Those few  given to a consideration of large issues and
possessed of much tolerance for ambiguity found
Ishmael  to be stimulating and thought-provoking. Others
 found it perplexing and confusing. It’s very difficult to
stand back from one’s own culture and question its deep
underlying premise at any age—let alone at 15 or 16,
when such questioning has never before been asked of
you. A number of them had questions they felt were not
addressed adequately in the book (some of these are
addressed in the section Student Puzzlers on  p. 22,
ED.) 
Summing up   A current emphasis in education is on
meta-cognition, or thinking about thinking. I found
Ishmael to be a great tool in this type of  teaching.
Throughout the book Ishmael tries to get his student to
step back from his own culture, to study its thought
processes and see the underlying premises behind
them. The Socratic dialogue and relationship between
Ishmael (the Socratic teacher) and his student makes
each individual reader into his student as well. Because
the teacher is a gorilla, the reader is no longer tied to the
idea that life processes are human centered and can
indeed step back and see the whole picture more easily.
   The entire book is based on a meta-cognitive way of
thinking and so gets the students thinking in this
direction, bringing out ideas and discussion topics from
them and getting them to think about their own thinking.
Ishmael is almost a detailed guide to how to study the
human process of thought and the deep-seated cultural
basis of our thought and language. One task of
anthropology is to stand outside cultural assumptions
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and question them, and Ishmael is a tool especially
suited for this.

World Geography (Grade 9)      
Isobel Stevenson, Johnston HS
Austin, TX

The course and students   This is an honors course
and the introductory social studies class for students at
the Liberal Arts Academy, a magnet program at
Johnston High School.  There are five sections for
approximately 125 students.  I wrote the course and
teach two sections.

Why Ishmael?  One of the main things I want my
students to learn is to challenge assumptions. Traditional
textbooks present facts as they are understood, but they
rarely, if ever, give students any idea of how we came to
think a certain way. But Ishmael challenges those
assumptions and provides a new way of looking at the
familiar.

Class activity   The course is issues-based rather than
being region-based as most geography courses are. I
put emphasis on having models to describe and predict
geographical events.  The students, therefore, must
master some difficult concepts, such as the global
circulation of the atmosphere, the demographic transition
model, and the species-area curve.  During the fall
semester we study physical systems, resources and
economic development, population, and food, farming,
and famine. In the spring we cover endangered species,
natural hazards, water, and energy.
   We start reading Ishmael at the beginning of the spring
semester, as a complement to the endangered species
unit, though we are halfway through the semester by the
time they’ve done all that I assign on the book.  I don’t
require students to finish reading it, but most of them do.
We have class discussions, and they make responses in
the journal they keep for the whole course. We’ve
watched a video on how zoos help endangered species
and students then contrasted that assumption with what
Ishmael says about zoos. 

Skills   The skill I’m really looking for in having the
students read Ishmael is close reading of text. By that I
mean that they will be able to extract a line of argument
from text and cite evidence for their answers. For
example, they take the jellyfish account of creation, show
how the author builds his argument, and cite evidence
from the text to support that argument.

Assessment   I ask students to respond to questions

based on the reading assigned over a two-week period.
These are open-ended questions, with no right answers,
so I grade on the basis of the reasons students give for
their responses. Here are some of the things I ask them
to consider.

Sample: Open-ended Questions
������:KDW�GRHV�,VKPDHO�WKLQN�RI�]RRV"��+RZ�GRHV
WKDW�FRPSDUH�ZLWK�ZKDW�\RXU�UHVHDUFK�RQ�VDYLQJ
HQGDQJHUHG�VSHFLHV�WHOOV�\RX"
���� +RZ� GRHV� ,VKPDHO� LOOXVWUDWH� WKH� GLIIHUHQFH
EHWZHHQ�DQWKURSRFHQWULVP�DQG�ELRFHQWULVP"
������:K\�GLG�WKH�DXWKRU�FKRRVH�D�JRULOOD�DQG�QRW
D�FRFNURDFK"
������:KDW�GRHV�WKH�MHOO\ILVK�VWRU\�WHOO�\RX"
������ :KDW� GR� \RX� WKLQN� RI� WKH� ´WULFNVµ� ,VKPDHO
WDONV�DERXW"

Student response   The students really like Ishmael.
Reading it was easily the most popular thing we did all
year, in terms of projects that took longer than a day or
two to complete.

Summing up   I’m delighted with the way our use of
Ishmael worked out.  I’ve used it for two years now and
don’t anticipate making any changes in the third. I’d
caution teachers to distance themselves from the views
in the book, since some may be at odds with values
students and their families hold. (This especially true of
the jellyfish story of creation and the chapters on the
Middle East.)

Global Problems in Moral
Perspective
 (Grades 11 and 12)
Gary Partenheimer, Northfield Mount
Hermon School, Northfield, MA

The course and students   This is an independent
coeducational boarding school with 1100 students in
grades 9-12. More than 20% are from 65 countries
outside the U.S. and nearly all go on to college. Two
years of coursework in Religious Studies (including
biblical studies, comparative religion, philosophy, and
ethics ) are required for graduation. The course is a one-
term Religious Studies elective open to juniors and
seniors (and a few highly motivated soph-omores). Many
students take it concurrently with courses in
environmental studies. It is well subscribed by
international students, with China, Germany, Hong Kong,
Hungary, Indonesia, Japan, Korea, Saudi Arabia,
Turkey, Venezuela, and Zaire represented in recent
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years. About 60 students take the course each year, and
two instructors teach it in four sections of about 15
students each. (The other teacher uses Ishmael as well.)

Why Ishmael?  I read Ishmael for the first time as part of
an NEH Independent Study project called “Twenty-first
Century Heroes in Twentieth Century Literature,” a
survey of fiction about people, communities, and nations
struggling with the global crises described in works like
Silent Spring, Limits to Growth, and Earth in the Balance.
After ten years of teaching this Global Problems course I
had discovered that the facts students learned about
population, species extinction, and the Greenhouse
Effect, usually couched in scientific or mathematical
terminology, were either too abstract or too
overwhelming to be truly useful. Many left the course
depressed about the world’s future, but most maintained
the same aspirations for their individual lives: college,
good job, happiness.
   Certain that education should enable and ennoble
rather than disable, I turned to literature for imaginative
models of the world that these facts predicted and the
consequent moral challenges for persons of good will. I
also sought resources for teaching the wide perspectives
of religious studies, with their emphasis on questions of
meaning, purpose, and value, and their power to
integrate insights from the sciences and social sciences.
Daniel Quinn seems to have read my mind! Ishmael’s
concept of Mother Culture whispering the Taker story
explains like a laser the most persistent question
students ask year after year: “If we know so much about
what’s wrong with the world, why do we keep doing it?”
Furthermore, the narrator’s “earnest desire to save the
world” rings true for so many of my students who have
bravely tried to get their classmates to recycle or change
their consumption patterns. Finally, the book promises
no foolproof program for survival, but in answer to
Tolstoy’s lingering question, “What then shall we do?”
Ishmael grounds the future in a simple moral imperative:
“First, Cain must stop murdering Abel.”  The implied
assignment of working out the details makes this novel
an ideal centerpiece for the Global Problems course.

Class activity   We’ve used Ishmael with Donnella
Meadows’ collection of editorials, The Global Citizen, as
the two major texts for the past three years and plan the
same for Winter 1996. Meadows’ opening essay on the
concept of “paradigm” with her assertion that: “to solve
the world’s gravest problems...the first step is thinking
differently,”  sets the stage beautifully for Ishmael. I
divide reading assignments in accordance with the
novel’s 13 sections and spend four class weeks on it in
the middle of the course, which allows for ample student
discussion, use of related short materials, and project
time. (Most of my colleagues allow less time, even as

little as two weeks.) Discussions are consistently lively
and substantive in every section, whether I lead classes
deliberately through each major point or allow
freewheeling excursions initiated by the most assertive
students. Among the many activities and assignments
generated in response to the novel, these have been
consistently successful:

Sample: Activities
   Discussion topics: +RZ� WKH� ERRN� ZRXOG� EH
GLIIHUHQW�DV�DQ�HVVD\�UDWKHU�WKDQ�D�QRYHO��0RWKHU
&XOWXUH� DQG� WKH� LQIOXHQFH� RI� JHQGHU�� WKH
VLJQLILFDQFH� RI� ,VKPDHO·V� QDPH� DQG� KLV� QDPH
FKDQJH�� WKH� UHOHYDQFH� RI� WKH� +RORFDXVW� WR
,VKPDHO·V� WHDFKLQJV�� WKH� FRQFHSW� RI� P\WK� DQG
KRZ� LW� GLIIHUV� LQ� SRSXODU� XVDJH�� WKH� FRQFHSW� RI
WKH�VDFUHG�DQG�WKH�PHDQLQJ�RI�´LQ�WKH�KDQGV�RI
WKH� JRGVµ�� WKH� GLIIHUHQFH� EHWZHHQ� 7DNHUV� DQG
/HDYHUV�� WKH� SHDFH�NHHSLQJ� ODZ� DQG� ZKHWKHU� LW
DSSOLHV�WR�KXPDQV�
   Classroom activities: ,QGLYLGXDOV� RU� JURXSV
YROXQWHHU� � WR� WHOO� WKHLU� RZQ� �RU� WKHLU� FXOWXUH·V�
FUHDWLRQ�P\WK�DQG�DQDO\]H�LW��VHYHUDO�YROXQWHHUV
ILQG�WKHPVHOYHV�DERDUG�WKH�µ7DNHU�7KXQGHU�EROWµ
DQG� PXVW� UHDFK� DJUHHPHQW� RQ� ZKDW� WR� GR�
LQGLYLGXDOV� RU� JURXSV� FKRRVH� IDYRULWH� �RU
WURXEOHVRPH�� SDVVDJHV� WR� SUHVHQW� WR� WKH� FODVV�
PDNLQJ� FRQQHFWLRQV� ZLWK� FRXUVH� FRQFHSWV�� JR
DURXQG�WKH�FODVV�DVNLQJ�HDFK�VWXGHQW�LI�KH�RU�VKH
ZRXOG�DFFHSW�DQ� LQYLWDWLRQ� WR� MRLQ� WKH� ´IDUDZD\
ODQGµ�GHVFULEHG�LQ�&KDSWHU�6HYHQ�
  Writing assignments:   :ULWH� WR� WKH� DXWKRU�
VXPPDUL]H� ZKDW� \RX� WKLQN� DUH� WKH� QRYHO·V� ILYH
PDMRU� SRLQWV�� UHYLHZ� WKH� WZLOLJKW� WUHDGPLOO
VFHQDULR� LQ� &KDSWHU� (OHYHQ� DQG� UHVSRQG� WR
,VKPDHO·V� TXHVWLRQ�� µ6R�� GR� \RX� SUHVV� WKH
EXWWRQ"µ� �� ZULWH� ,VKPDHO·V� FRPPHQFHPHQW
DGGUHVV �DW�10+�WKH�FRPPHQFH�PHQW�VSHDNHU�LV
VHOHFWHG� E\� WKH� 6HQLRU� &ODVV� 6WHHULQJ
&RPPLWWHH�� DQDO\]H� RXU� VFKRRO� IURP� WKH
SHUVSHFWLYHV�RI�7DNHUV�DQG�/HDYHUV�
   All-time favorites:   6WXGHQWV�WHOO�VRPHRQH�RXWVLGH
WKH�FODVV�DERXW� ,VKPDHO� DQG� UHSRUW� WR� WKH� FODVV
DERXW� WKH� HQFRXQWHU� �7KH\� PRVW� IUHTXHQWO\
FKRRVH�URRPPDWHV�� IDFXOW\� WKH\�NQRZ�ZHOO� VXFK
DV�GRUP�DGYLVRUV�RU�FRDFKHV��DQG�SDUHQWV��7KH\
ORYH� WR� FRPSDUH� QRWHV� RQ� ZKDW� KDSSHQHG��� D
JURXS� RI� VWXGHQWV� GUHVVHG� XS� DV� JRULOODV� DQG
VWRRG� RXWVLGH� WKH� GLQLQJ� KDOO� GLVSOD\LQJ� D� WZR�
VLGHG�SRVWHU�OLNH�,VKPDHO·V���WKHQ�UHSRUWHG�WR�WKH
FODVV�RQ�WKHLU�HQFRXQWHUV�

Skills    Critical reading and thinking; imaginative
problem solving and communication; moral reasoning.
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Assessment   Ishmael and Elie Wiesel’s Night are two
books that almost all students read for their own merits
without the usual academic checks. Thus, having given
short answer and essay tests in the past, this year I
abandoned all quizzes and tests except for optional
open-ended take-home mid-term and final exams to
comply with current school policy. Instead, it was up to
each student to design his or her own mode of response
(poetry, sculpture, stories, etc.), subject to the guidance
and approval of the instructor and the rest of the class.

Student response  The hardest section for most
students is the discussion of the stories of Adam and
Eve and Cain and Abel, but those who have taken our
Old Testament course usually sustain the discussion of
these chapters. Some foreign students with limited
English proficiency have trouble reading, but usually say
they like the novel more than most of the difficult
materials assigned by our department.  At the end of the
course, students are required to submit a Personal
Learning Summary discussing how they’ve changed as a
result of participation in the course, with specific
references to important books, assignments, ideas, and
classes. Many wrote that reading and discussing Ishmael
was a highlight of this course and their whole secondary
education!

Summing up   Based on my enthusiasm for the book,
Ishmael is now a required text in Human Futures, an
upperclass history course,  and Environmental
Problems, a science elective. Five freshmen read it on
their own in my Humanities class last year (after reading
class notes from Global Problems on my board), and
we’re considering it as the culminating text for our
required introductory course for younger students. It is
also a candidate for the school’s Book-in-Common
project, which includes all students, faculty, and staff,
plus interested parents.

Environmental Studies
(Grades 11and 12)
Stacy Studebaker, Kodiak HS
Kodiak, AK

The class and students   Environmental Studies is a
junior-senior elective course I initiated two years ago. It’s
an honors class, but credit is given only if two semesters
are completed (mainly because of a year-long major
project). The number of students varies each year from
24 to 33.
  I called the class Environmental Studies rather than
Environmental Science because I didn’t want to be

limited by the accepted traditions or approaches in
teaching a science class. I wanted the latitude to teach
the course in an interdisciplinary manner, incorporating
philosophy, psych-ology, art, music, writing, literature,
and multicultural perspectives.   My  justification for this
is that to understand
the environment and the human relationship to the earth,
science seems too limiting. I also wanted to offer an
alternative to students interested in taking more than the
required two years of science—those who might be
intimidated by the traditional chemistry-physics route or
didn’t want to follow it.

Why Ishmael?  A friend gave me the book in 1993, and
after reading it through in practically one sitting, I knew it
was THE book I’d been looking for to use in my class.
Wanting to introduce a keystone work of environmental
literature to my students, I had tried using Silent Spring,
but found they got bogged down in the technical aspects
and missed much of the big message. Ishmael, on the
other hand, is short and fairly easy to read at one level,
and because of the Socratic format of the conversation
between Ishmael and the narrator, it would lend itself
perfectly to the Socratic Seminar format of discussing
literature I wanted to use. I also intuitively felt the kids
would like the book because it’s so nontraditional.
(What? The whole book is a conversation between a
gorilla and a man?) It leads so methodically and
smoothly into many important discoveries of our behavior
and how we relate to the earth and raises many essential
questions about the human role on earth—timely and
important ideas among thinking adolescents.
   Mainly, I wanted a book that would generate
discussions in which everyone could have something to
talk about. That’s the magic of Ishmael. Everyone can
relate to it. No matter the culture, gender, economic, or
religious background.

Class activity  Most of the third quarter of my class is
dedicated to reading Ishmael, using the Socratic
Seminar Format developed by Michael D. Strong.

Sample: Socratic Seminar Format
������:H�DOO�VLW�DURXQG�WKH�HGJH�RI�RQH�ELJ�FLUFOH�
HYHU\RQH�KDV�D�FRS\�RI�,VKPDHO�DQG�D�QRWHERRN
WR�MRW�GRZQ�LGHDV�RU�TXHVWLRQV�
������ $OO� ,� WHOO� P\� VWXGHQWV� DERXW� WKH� ERRN
EHIRUHKDQG�LV�WKDW�LW·V�D�ERRN�DERXW�KRZ�SHRSOH
UHODWH� WR� WKH� HQYLURQPHQW�� ,� DOVR� WHOO� WKHP� WKDW
WKHUH�DUH�WZR�JURXSV�RI�SHRSOH�LQ�WKH�ERRN�� WKH
/HDYHUV�DQG�WKH�7DNHUV��7KHLU�MRE�LV�WR�OHDUQ�DV
PXFK� DV� WKH\� FDQ� DERXW� WKHVH� WZR� NLQGV� RI
SHRSOH�IRU�WKHLU�ILQDO�DVVHVVPHQW�SURMHFW�
������2QH�VWXGHQW�YROXQWHHUV�WR�EHJLQ�WKH�UHDGLQJ
RXW�ORXG��(DFK�VWXGHQW�UHDGV�D�SDJH�DORXG�ZKLOH
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WKH� RWKHUV� IROORZ� DORQJ� LQ� WKHLU� FRS\�� :H� JR
DURXQG�WKH�FLUFOH�UHDGLQJ�DORXG�XQWLO�ZH�JHW�WR�D
SODFH�LQ�WKH�ERRN�WKDW�,�KDYH�SUHYLRXVO\�GHFLGHG
LV�D�JRRG�SODFH� WR�DVN� VRPH�TXHVWLRQV� WKDW�ZLOO
JHQHUDWH� D� GLVFXVVLRQ�� ,� KDYH� P\� TXHVWLRQV
ZULWWHQ� GRZQ� LQ� IURQW� RI� PH�� EXW� PRUH� DOZD\V
FRPH�XS�GXULQJ�WKH�GLVFXVVLRQV����
������ :H� VWRS� UHDGLQJ�� DQG� ,� EHJLQ� ZLWK� D
TXHVWLRQ�� 7KH� RQO\� UXOHV� IRU� WKH� GLVFXVVLRQ� DUH�
UDLVH� \RXU� KDQG� EHIRUH� \RX� VSHDN�� JLYH� WKH
VSHDNHU�\RXU�IXOO�DWWHQWLRQ��HYHU\RQH·V�RSLQLRQ�LV
YDOLG��QR�SXW�GRZQV��HYHU\RQH�VKRXOG�VKDUH�WKHLU
WKRXJKWV�
������0\� UROH� LV� WR� DVN� TXHVWLRQV� WKDW�ZLOO� VSDUN
GLVFXVVLRQ�� ,� VWD\� SUHWW\� QHXWUDO� DQG� GRQ·W
SURYLGH� DQVZHUV� WR� WKH� TXHVWLRQV�� ,� FODULI\� QRZ
DQG� WKHQ�� WU\� WR� NHHS� WKH� GLVFXVVLRQ� RQ� WUDFN�
DQG� JLYH� QHFHVVDU\� EDFNJURXQG� LQIRUPDWLRQ�� ,
FDOO� RQ� VK\� VWXGHQWV� WR� JHW� WKHP� LQYROYHG� RU
VRPHWLPHV�JXLGH�WKH�GLVFXVVLRQ�D�OLWWOH�E\�DVNLQJ
D�VHULHV�RI�TXHVWLRQV��,�NHHS�D�FKHFN�OLVW�LQ�IURQW
RI�PH�ZLWK�WKH�QDPHV�RI�WKH�VWXGHQWV�DQG�NHHS�D
UHFRUG�RI�KRZ�PDQ\�WLPHV�HDFK�VWXGHQW�VSHDNV�
7KLV� KHOSV�PH� NQRZ� ZKLFK� VWXGHQWV� QHHG�PRUH
HQFRXUDJHPHQW�
������:H�DOZD\V�KDYH�D�GLFWLRQDU\�RU� WZR� LQ� WKH
FLUFOH�WR�ORRN�XS�XQIDPLOLDU�ZRUGV��6WXGHQWV�NHHS
D�OLVW�RI�QHZ�YRFDEXODU\�ZRUGV�DQG�GHILQLWLRQV�
������$W�WKH�HQG�RI�HDFK�VHPLQDU��FODVV�SHULRG��ZH
GR� D� GH�EULHILQJ�� :H� JR� DURXQG� WKH� FLUFOH�� DQG
HYHU\�VWXGHQW�VD\V�VRPHWKLQJ�DERXW�WKH�UHDGLQJ
RU� GLVFXVVLRQV� WKDW� GD\�� ,� WKHQ� DVVLJQ� D� RQH�
SDUDJUDSK� UHDFWLRQ� WKDW� LV� GXH� WKH� QH[W� GD\�� �,
XVXDOO\�JHW�PRUH�WKDQ�RQH�SDUDJUDSK���(DFK�GD\�
ZH�EHJLQ�ZKHUH�ZH�OHIW�RII�WKH�SUHYLRXV�GD\�
������:KHQ�ZH�ILQLVK�WKH�ERRN��DW� WKH�HQG�RI� WKH
TXDUWHU��WKH�JURXS�KDV�UHDOO\�ERQGHG��7KH\�KDYH
VKDUHG� PXFK� RI� WKHPVHOYHV� DQG� H[SORUHG� QHZ
WHUULWRU\� ZLWKLQ�� 7KH\� KDYH� WRXFKHG� RQ� DQG
UHILQHG�VRPH�RI�WKHLU�SULPDU\�YDOXHV��7KH\�KDYH
GHYHORSHG� PRUH� VHOI�FRQILGHQFH� WKURXJK
H[SUHVVLQJ�DQG�GLVFXVVLQJ�WKHLU�LGHDV�DQG�YDOXHV�
7KH\� KDYH� OHDUQHG� WR� UHVSHFW� WKH� RSLQLRQV� RI
RWKHUV� DQG� KDYH� H[SHULHQFHG� WKH� SRZHU� DQG
VWLPXODWLRQ�RI�FROOHFWLYH�LQWHOOHFWXDO�LQTXLU\��

Skills   Academic: reading, speaking, listening, critical
thinking; Social: teamwork, sensitivity, good manners;
Personal: honesty, willingness to accept criticism,
respon-sibility,  initiative.

Assessment   As a final assessment I ask students to
demonstrate their understanding of the differences
between Leavers and Takers. This demonstration is to
be presented to the class and can be in the form of

poetry, music, a series of photographs, a video,
paintings, sculpture, posters, or a report. I love to see
what my students come up with. The work they produce
for this assignment is generally of high quality because
they’re motivated to put so much of themselves into it.    

Student response   They’re overwhelmingly positive. 
Many want to buy their copies of the book when they’re
through reading it in class. Many buy more copies for
friends and relatives. This is a rather unusual
phenomenon at the high school level. (One student
bought  the book for her mother and father and led them
in Socratic Seminars on Ishmael at home. She was a
potential drop-out the previous year, but she’s been
academically successful ever since.)  I’ve had students
tell me that Ishmael is the first book they wanted to read
from cover to cover. English teachers have told me that
students have magically become interested in literature
all of a sudden! One English teacher wondered what in
the world a science teacher was doing discussing and
reading literature in a science class!

Summing up   Juniors and seniors seem to really like
the Socratic Seminar format. They also have enough
maturity to handle some of the more controversial
aspects of the book. If you plan to use the book in this
format, I’d suggest reading it a couple of times first and
deciding ahead of time where your discussion points will
be each day. Having a list of already prepared questions
each day helps things go more smoothly at first, but don’t
be afraid to be spontaneous. Be prepared for some
emotional discussion! A lot of personal “stuff” comes out
as students explore their own values.   
    When I discovered that my students were well versed
in Taker culture but knew very little about Leaver culture,
I assigned Marlo Morgan’s book Mutant Message
Downunder. It’s a short, easy-to-read book about the
Australian Aborigines (though there’s some controversy
about whether it’s fiction or fact). It gives the reader a
glimpse into a different mode of human operation that
my students found very interesting and made a great
follow-up to Ishmael. 

Multi-level,
English/Science/History
Avery Kerr, Santa Fe Secondary
School
Santa Fe, NM

The class and students   Santa Fe Secondary school is
an independent high school with multi-graded
classrooms, which offers basic subjects plus creative
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and expressive arts, physical exercise, and
noncompetitive sports. It’s recognized by the NM State
Department of Education, and we’re working toward
accreditation. My co-director, Dana Rodda,  and I started
the school in the fall of 1994, with 24 students—two
multi-graded groups of 12 each, ranging in age from 14
to 18 and in reading skills from sixth grade to college
freshman.

Why Ishmael?   I chose Ishmael to begin our school
year because it poses so many questions, both practical
and philosophical. It deals with mankind’s origins, the
memories and myths about those origins, and the
progress and process of our shared experience. It also
seemed an ideal book to use with our varied group of
students because the language is not difficult, and the
ideas and philosophies can be explored in a number of
ways, from 3-D art projects to research papers.

Class activity   Everybody read Ishmael. We spent five
to six weeks on it and incorporated the book into all
subject areas: science (evolution), history (values and
socio-political interaction), and English (vocabulary,
character, the novel, etc.) (The science and history
segments were taught by the school’s teachers in those
fields.) Drawing on Ishmael , we defined myth and talked
about the myths of the Taker culture (media and family
myths). We often read articles on current issues and
events (e.g Zero Population Growth) and discussed
them in relation to Ishmael. For some writing
assignments I asked students to respond creatively to
different statements made by Ishmael. For example, “A
family is like a hand,” or “Everything you need to know
can be found in the library.”  And, using the book,
students also learned to write character sketches.

Skills    Creative writing; vocabulary; critical reading and
thinking; the development of themes; discussion.

Assessment   We used simple vocabulary tests,
creative writing assignments, and a semester final. This
was a five-page paper (approximately 1000 words)
completed over several weeks, from rough draft through
final paper.

Sample: Semester Final—English/Science/History
&KRRVH� WZR� RU� WKUHH� RI� WKH� IROORZLQJ� WKHPHV�
&RXUDJH�LQWHJULW\�
KRQRU�� ,QYHQWLRQ�FUHDWLYLW\�� 3RZHU�
)ULHQGVKLS�IDPLO\�� -XVWLFH�� ,QGLYLGXDOLW\�SULYDF\�
1DWXUH��5HOLJLRQ��(GXFDWLRQ�NQRZOHGJH��6XUYLYDO�
���([SODLQ� WKH� UHOHYDQFH� RI� WKHVH� WKHPHV
WKURXJKRXW�RQH�RI�WKH�IROORZLQJ�WH[WV��,VKPDHO�E\
'DQLHO�4XLQQ��)UDQNHQVWHLQ�E\�0DU\�6KHOOH\��2I
0LFH� DQG� 0HQ� E\� -RKQ� 6WHLQEHFN�� +DPOHW� E\

:LOOLDP�6KDNHVSHDUH�
���7UDFH�WKH�WKHPHV�WKURXJK�RQH�RI�WKH�IROORZLQJ
DVSHFWV� RI� %27+� VFLHQFH� DQG� KLVWRU\�� 6FLHQFH
�HYROXWLRQ�� ELRWHFKQRORJ\�� KXPDQ� JHQRPH
SURMHFW�� VFLHQWLILF� HQTXLU\��� � +LVWRU\� �5HQDLV�
VDQFH� YDOXHV�� *UHHN�5RPDQ� YDOXHV�� WKH� &KXUFK�
VRFLR�HFRQRPLF�FODVV��

Student response    Response was mixed. Most
everyone “understood” the book, but some complained
that “Nothing happened !” (Ishmael is definitely not an
action-adventure saga!) Some were discouraged by the
vast Taker culture we are part of. Others were hopeful
for change.

Summing up   I’ll use the book again in a few years
when we have a new student body. But next time I’ll
proceed more slowly and perhaps even divide the book
into sections to explore in depth. For example, I’d
explore Leaver societies that exist today and examine
their systems. The book also lends itself to in-depth units
that relate to our current situation on Planet Earth, and
I’d suggest that students investigate some of Ishmael’s 
biblical, philosophical, mythical, and political references.

Oral Reading (Grades 10, 11,12
Math)
Scott Sauter, Blue Mountain Union
School
Wells River, VT

The course and students   I teach everything from
algebra through calculus in a small rural town in
Vermont. Two years ago our daily schedule was
changed to accommodate a science lab conflict. The net
effect was to take our typical 43-minute block of time and
make one block into a 60-minute period. We were told
by the administration that we could do anything we
wanted with the extra time added to this period. Most
teachers chose to use it as a study hall or project period,
but I decided to turn the extra time into a read-aloud
period à la Jim Trelease in his The Read-Aloud
Handbook. So 29 sophomores, juniors, and seniors
became listeners for the last 17 minutes of our Algebra II
class each day. I began by reading The Education of
Little Tree by Forrest Carter.

Why Ishmael?  When I learned that teachers in other
schools were using Ishmael in the classroom, I decided
to give it a try. I had been so impressed with the book
when I read it, I felt that if even one student came away
under-standing the book’s message, it would be worth it.
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Class activity   I read and the students listened. They
were not held accountable for the books we read, and
they didn’t know quite what to make of that. (What? No
tests. No papers. Why listen?) I believe, without
exception, the entire class was quickly attending to the
story at hand. At the end of each book we had a brief
discussion. By December, when we had read several
books,  we all looked forward to the last segment  of our
math class with relish.
   The reading of Ishmael went quite well overall, though
it was  hard to keep the continuity of its arguments clear
in 17-minute snatches. I found myself explaining and re-
explaining the argument at hand. I tried to engage the
listeners at times by taking Ishmael’s questions and
posing them to the class. I also brought articles from the
newspaper to help show examples of Mother Culture
buzzing away. (e.g.  statistics on world population,
articles on bio-engineering and en-dangered species.)
Things got a bit “hot” in the section of the book with
references to the biblical creation story. One mother
came in very concerned that I had chosen this book to
read. But when I offered to loan her a copy to read
herself, she wasn’t interested.

Student response   One of the direct spinoffs of reading
Ishmael came just as we were finishing the book. Our
school found itself in the midst of an environmental
crisis. The air quality of the school was tested and found
unfit. Five students from the Ishmael class came to me
asking what action they could take. We decide to form a
student action group, which we called Student Advocates
For the Environment (S.A.F.E). Our motto was “Be Part
of the Solution.”
   Since it began a year ago this group has established a
recycling program at our school (more than 6000 pounds
of trash in the first five months of school); built
composting bins and composted school cafeteria food
scraps, which are used on school flower beds and for the
elementary school’s indoor tomato-growing project;
raised money to buy five acres of rainforest in the
Children’s Rainforest in Costa Rica; made a proposal for
the three towns that attend our union school to start a
recycling station (our modified proposal has recently
been accepted by the three towns and should be in
operation soon); sent teams of high school students into
the elementary school to teach lessons on recycling; and
raised money to send five students to Costa Rica during
spring vacation to visit the Children’s Rainforest. 

Summing up   I was amazed at the number of students
who were thoroughly engaged during the reading of
Ishmael. I would estimate that a third of them were right
with me throughout the book. Another third were with me
most of the time, and the rest were in and out.

(Attendance played a part in losing some of this last
group.) Overall, I was amazed and pleased with the
interest.  I’ve been reading Ishmael again during the
same period this year, and so far the response has been
similar, very favorable. One student (who struggled
academically throughout his school career)  went out and
bought his own copy of the book because we were
reading too slowly for him in class. I gave the book to my
brother-in-law, also a teacher. He gave it to a student he
thought might like it. The student (a reluctant reader)
came back to him and said, “Where did you get this
book? I didn’t know there were books like this!” That
student is now turning his friends on to the book.
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College & University Courses
 

Economy/Ecology/Ethics
Sabine O’Hara, Siena College
Loudenville, NY

The course and students   The course is an upper
level elective in Religious Studies. (Siena is a Franciscan
college and requires at least two courses in religious
studies.) The 35 students were mainly juniors or seniors
from all three divisions of the college: Business, Science,
and Art and Humanities.

Why Ishmael?   After a colleague recommended the
book, I adopted it for my class.  My intention in using
Ishmael was to increase the students’ awareness that
though our religious concepts shape our understanding
of nature, religion itself is not absolute but is shaped by
its social and cultural context. Ishmael’‘s voice of Mother
Culture and the distinction made between the Takers
and the Leavers, which influences the interpretation of
scripture (as in the story of Cain and Abel) makes this
point powerfully. Ishmael thus forms a powerful basis for
subsequent readings (e.g. a text taking a critical view
toward the conceptual framework of The Enlightenment
and its resulting attitudes toward nature and technology).
The reading of a such a text can easily call forth
defensive attitudes, particularly of students in science or
business oriented fields. Ishmael makes it easier to
question common perceptions and absolutes, and
assists in bringing about
openness toward differing world views.

Class activity   Ishmael was one of two required texts
for the course. The other was After Nature’s Revolt: Eco-
Justice and Theology, a collection of essays dealing with
various aspects of the Judeo-Christian understanding of
stewardship and environmental ethics. (Students found
Ishmael much more readable and engaging than the
more theoretical essays contained in the reader.)  The
basic questions addressed in the course concerned the
link between economics and ecology and the ethical
ramifications of our behavior, around the globe and into
the future: Who has a right to grow, a right to prosperity
and resource use? Who pays the price for progress and
growth? What criteria do we apply to evaluate these
questions?
   We started  by exploring ecological versus economic
concepts and issues, then went on to explore concepts
of ethics, both social and ecological, that have shaped
our human/ecological interactions. A main focus was to

question how our religious traditions influence and shape
our ethical concepts, both with respect to an ecological
and a social ethic. Guest speakers  shared with the class
their own traditions’ perspective on a socio-ecological
ethic.
   Finally, in order to keep an applied focus, we looked at
the most pressing ecological questions of different
continents and/or nations to distinguish between religious
and cultural ethical values and their influence on human
behavior.
   In addition to reading assignments and class
discussion, students had a written research assignment,
which was a group project for presentation to the class
and counted for 30% of the course grade.

Sample: Written Research Assignment
7KLV� SDSHU� LV� SDUW� � D� JURXS� SURMHFW�� DQG� HDFK
JURXS� PHPEHU� ZLOO� FRQWULEXWH� DQ� LQGHSHQGHQW
DVSHFW� WR� WKH� RYHUDOO� SURMHFW�� ,VVXHV� WR� EH
UHVHDUFKHG� DUH� WKH� PRVW� SUHVVLQJ� HFRORJLFDO
SUREOHPV�LQ�WKH�8�6���(XURSH��&KLQD��,QGLD��/DWLQ
$PHULFD��DQG�$IULFD�� ,QGLYLGXDO� DVSHFWV� LQFOXGH�
KLVWRULF� SUREOHP� DVVHVVPHQW�� HFRORJLFDO� LPSDFW�
VRFLDO� LPSDFW�� LQVWLWXWLRQDO� FRQVHTXHQFHV�� DQG
JOREDO�HIIHFWV��HFRORJLFDO�DQG�RU�SROLWLFDO��

Skills   The ability to critically reflect on one’s own
standpoint and context was the major skill. Particularly in
higher education, where the absolutes of an objectivist,
distanced, and dissecting view of scientific inquiry are
alive and well, a questioning of one’s own context and
shaping of context is very important. A saying attributed
to Einstein makes the point well; “We can’t solve a
problem with the same attitude we had when we created
it.”  Yet a critical reflection of one’s own familiar ways of
thinking and frames of reference is not a comfortable
thing.  The far out, yet loving and intimate story of
Ishmael somehow makes this questioning of one’s own
frame of reference less painful. It is reminiscent of a
coming home, a connecting with a closeness to nature’s
animal kingdom familiar from childhood, yet buried under
‘adult’ knowledge.

Student response   Students were very positive about
the course and most responded positively to Ishmael as
well, engaging in some lively and insightful discussions,
made even more interesting by the fact that students
came from all three divisions of the college. Some had
thought extensively about ethics and its relevance for
economic and ecological issues, but others had been
immersed in their field of science, business, or finance
with little concern for ethical questions. I found that
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business majors tended to take a more pragmatic
approach to the  ideas than did the liberal arts or social
studies students.

Summing up  My experience in using Ishmael was very
positive. Currently, I’m not teaching an interdisciplinary
course like the one described here, since I switched
schools and am now teaching at Rensselaer Polytechnic
Institute. However, I am planning on using Ishmael again
in the future, possibly as a reading assignment in
Ecological Economics or in a First Year Studies course
on Nature and Society.  I’d heartily encourage teachers
to use Ishmael, particularly in interdisciplinary courses
involving ecology and culture, philosophy, or values.
However, I would also caution them to be prepared for
resistance. While the majority of my students related and
responded well to Ishmael, it was important to some that
the points made in the book were reinforced by more
“scientific” readings taken from our other textbook and/or
academic journals in the areas of  critical theory, 
philosophy of science, or religion and ethics.  Otherwise
it could become too easy for some to simply reject
Ishmael as fiction with no or little connection to the real
world of enlightened citizens.

Freshman Composition                 
          

Barbara Bass, Towson State
University
Towson, MD

The course and students   I've used Ishmael  for the
past few semesters  in my Freshman Composition class
to inspire students  writing essays about their personal
connections with environmental issues. This is a
required course, and since Towson State has a very
large business department, many of the students are
career-track business majors. I had 18 students in each
of my two sections.

Why Ishmael?   When I read the book, I was very
enthusiastic about it and was sure my students would be,
 too. I like to see Freshman Composition as an avenue
for, at the least, consciousness raising and, at the most,
social change, and I felt Ishmael  would help do that.

Class activity   We spend about two weeks with the
book doing a variety of activities. 1.  As students read the
book they write a series of letters to me giving their
reactions, raising questions, exploring their thoughts. I
read the letters and respond, so we have an ongoing
dialogue about it. This gives them a chance to say what

they really think without exposing their ideas to anyone
but me. (I initially had them use a journal format but
found these responses very general. The letters brought
out much more personal and individual response to the
material. In future classes I may have them choose
someone other than me to write to, even Ishmael himself
if they want.)  2. They spend several class periods
working in groups to develop lists of questions they have
about Ishmael and things they learned from reading the
book. These lists are written out on newsprint and
become the basis for our class discussion. 3. For the
final part of the assignment I ask them to write an essay,
then work in peer groups to help each other with the
organization and development of their ideas through
several drafts. Their first drafts, peer group responses,
and final papers are all turned in to me. 

Sample: At Home Essay (Choose either A or B)
$�� :ULWH� D� ZHOO�RUJDQL]HG� DQG� GHYHORSHG� HVVD\
H[SODLQLQJ� D� SHUVRQDO� SHUVSHFWLYH� RQ� DQ
HQYLURQPHQWDO� LVVXH�� ,QFRUSRUDWH� LQWR� WKH� HVVD\
\RXU�UHDGLQJV�IURP�,VKPDHO��XVLQJ�WKH�IROORZLQJ
IRUPDW�
������ &KRRVH� DQ� HQYLURQPHQWDO� LVVXH�� SUHIHUDEO\
RQH�ZLWK�ZKLFK�\RX�KDYH�D�SHUVRQDO�FRQQHFWLRQ�
������ 'HVFULEH� WKH� LVVXH� DQG� ZULWH� DERXW� WKH
FRQIOLFWV�LQYROYHG�LQ�LW�
������ �8VH�4XLQQ
V� LGHDV�RQ� WKH�HQYLURQPHQW�DQG
RXU� FRQQHFWLRQ� ZLWK� QDWXUH� WR� VXSSRUW� \RXU
WKHVLV�DQG�PDLQ�LGHDV�
������2QFH�\RX�KDYH�GHVFULEHG� WKH� LVVXH�DQG� WKH
FRQIOLFWV� LQYROYHG� LQ� LW�� VXJJHVW� SRVVLEOH
FRQVHTXHQFHV� DQG�RU� SURSRVH� FRQYLQFLQJ
VROXWLRQV�WR�WKH�SUREOHP�
%�� &RPSDUH� RU� FRQWUDVW� WKH� HQYLURQPHQWDO
SKLORVRSKLHV� RI� )RUUHVW� &DUWHU� DV� GHVFULEHG� LQ
7KH�(GXFDWLRQ�RI�/LWWOH�7UHH�DQG�'DQLHO�4XLQQ�LQ
,VKPDHO�� %H� VXUH� WR� LQFOXGH� \RXU�RSLQLRQ� LQ� WKLV
SDSHU�� � %H� VXUH� WR� VXSSRUW� \RXU� LGHDV� ZLWK
H[DPSOHV� IURP� ,VKPDHO�� � <RX� FDQ� DOVR� UHIHU� WR
RWKHU�HQYLURQPHQWDO�DUWLFOHV�ZH�KDYH�VWXGLHG�

Skills   Basic writing; organizational skills; working
together in groups; critical reading and thinking.

Assessment   This final paper was my main
assessment tool, but because of their letters to me I had
an ongoing sense of the students’ understanding of the
material and their ability to communicate their ideas in
writing.
 
Student response   Ishmael gets my students thinking.
Once they suspend their disbelief and accept a thinking
gorilla, they become fascinated with the ideas. Even my
fundamentalist students who are Creationists enjoy the
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reading. They tell their friends and relatives about the
book. After reading the book, one of my students said,
"This is  what college is supposed to be like. I’m really
thinking now."

Summing up   One student who had trouble with the
book in the beginning (a narrator who did not have to
report to a daily job bothered him almost as much as a
telepathic gorilla) ultimately suspended his disbelief and
in his last letter said, “I think this book is great for these
times and should be mandatory for students to read.” 
Ishmael definitely lived up to my expectations. It’s perfect
for college students; it inspires them to think. For
freshmen it’s a wonderful introduction to a liberal
education. I plan on using it in my classes for the
foreseeable future.

Environmental Inquiry       

Bob Henderson, McMaster University
Hamilton, Ontario, Canada

The course and students   These are seniors in the
Arts & Sciences Program, a small enclave within the
university. Students in this program have a background
of high academic achievement and are very motived.
Before they get to me, they’ve had courses in Western
thought, statistics, calculus, creative arts, writing, logic,
technology and society, literature, and physics. The 20
students in the class are a varied group, from different
parts of Canada. Many are pursuing a second degree
while in Arts & Sciences. All this means  that a diverse
group deal with issues of Ishmael that demand diversity.
  Though Environmental Inquiry is a very broad title, I
didn’t want to be limited to any particular concept, like
deep ecology or environmental management.

Why Ishmael?   I didn’t want to create a course that
jumped in and  answered students’ questions. I wanted
to slow them down, so they would ask the crucial
questions. I knew Ishmael would help them do that.

Class activity    In the first class of  the first term, I tell
students to read Ishmael,  that we can’t move forward in
the course until they’ve read the book! This intrigues
them because they’re not used to getting assignments
on the first day. (And I don’t do any of what they are used
to, handing out reading lists, test schedules, etc.) I allow
them a week to read it, introducing it simply as an
overview to environmental inquiry, a frame in which to
consider the course. When they’ve read it, we spend
several class  sessions on it, doing different things.

Sample: Class Activities

������ � :H� JR� DURXQG� WKH� URRP� PDNLQJ� RSHQ
FRPPHQWV�� WKHQ� UROH�SOD\� �,� DVVLJQ� D� GLIIHUHQW
UROH� WR� HDFK� VWXGHQW�� ZKR� PXVW� WKHQ� DFW� ZKDW
WKH\� WKLQN� RI� D� FHUWDLQ� VHFWLRQ� RI� WKH� ERRN
DFFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�WKDW�UROH��2QH�PLJKW�EH�WROG�WR
WKLQN� OLNH�D�FRPSXWHU��DQRWKHU�WR�EH�GHSUHVVHG�
DQRWKHU� D� 3ROO\DQQD� W\SH�� RQH� WR� EXLOG
FRQVHQVXV�� DQRWKHU� WR� FUHDWH� GLVVHQVLRQ�� HWF��
7KH� UROHV� HQVXUH� D� YDULHW\� RI� YLHZV� DQG� UHDOO\
KHOS� VWXGHQWV� XQGHUVWDQG� ZKDW·V� EHLQJ� VDLG� LQ
WKH�ERRN�
   ���,Q�JURXSV�VWXGHQWV�DUH�DVNHG�WR��D��:ULWH�DQ
RSHQ�OHWWHU�WR�,VKPDHO��E��5HZLQG��WKH�VWRU\³JR
EDFN� WR� D� FHUWDLQ� SRLQW� DQG� H[SORUH� D� GLIIHUHQW
GLUHFWLRQ�IURP�WKDW�SRLQW��F��3UHSDUH�D�FDPSDLJQ
VORJDQ�IRU�WKH�VWXGHQWV·�IXWXUH�HIIRUWV�LQ�SROLWLFV�
������7KH\� IRUP�D�ZULWLQJ�FLUFOH� �D�JURXS�RI� ILYH
ZLWK�P\VHOI�DV�SDUW�RI�RQH�RI�WKH�JURXSV���$IWHU
WKH\� UHDG� WKH� VHFWLRQ� LQ� ,VKPDHO� WKDW� GHVFULEHV
WKH� GLIIHUHQFHV� EHWZHHQ� WKH� 7DNHU� DQG� /HDYHU
VWRULHV�� WKH\� DUH� WR�ZULWH� WKHLU� OLIH� DV� D� /HDYHU
�WKRXJK� VWLOO� D�0F0DVWHU� VWXGHQW��� 6WDUWLQJ� ZLWK
JHWWLQJ�RXW�RI�EHG��KRZ�ZRXOG�D� URXWLQH�GD\�EH
GLIIHUHQW��H�J��ZD\V�RI�NQRZLQJ��ZD\V�RI�YDOXLQJ�
ZD\V�RI� OLYLQJ��"�$W�D�VLJQDO�� WKH\�EHJLQ�ZULWLQJ
DQG�ZULWH�VWUHDP�RI�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�VW\OH��LJQRULQJ
SXQFWXDWLRQ�� FDSLWDOL]DWLRQ�� HWF��� XQWLO� WROG� WR
VWRS��$W� WKH� HQG� WKH\� FDQ� VKDUH� VRPH� RU� DOO� RI
ZKDW�WKH\·YH�ZULWWHQ�ZLWK�WKH�FODVV�
   In a future class I may ask students to write a journal
entry or a short position paper on the topic “He’s just a
gorilla anyway, get serious, it’s dumb fiction.”  Why this
topic? Students, I hope, will see the absurdity of our
contemporary view that all is okay,  that a technological
fix is coming, or we’ll change when we have to (à la the
lifeboat ethic).

Student response   I found with this group a tendency
to criticize everything. (Many thought the book’s narrator
was just too stupid and the text dragged.) To them it
seemed superficial to “like” something. There was
always a “but.” The role-play helped because it took
them out of the Arts & Sciences critique mode and made
the material more personal. They’ve been trained to the
idea that intellect = critique and fear celebration because
they don’t want to look unintelligent. I challenged them to
tell me (in their journals) what they actually celebrate
without a “but.”   

Summing up   It’s very unusual to ask a class to read
one book well rather than read many books superficially.
I think the students understood the book’s contents but
didn’t take an ”inside view,” a deep view, a celebratory
view. Many will later. Their view of themselves as critics
hurt the effect, and I’ll address this concern in future
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classes.  Students read the book in September, but in
March a few read it again and got a lot more from it. I
think I’ll ask them to do a reread when I use it in 95/96.
Or I might have the group listen to the audio tape in
March instead of rereading the book, which will get a
different response perhaps. (Though I read Ishmael
again when my students read it, I also keep the tape in
my car and listen to it as well. The tape provides a good
overview of the book’s content.)

Sociology
Larry R. Ridener, Baylor University
Waco, TX 

The course and students   I’ve used Ishmael in several
classes in different types of colleges in different parts of
the U.S. for several years.  (Introductory Sociology for
lower division undergraduates at the University of Texas-
San Antonio; Environmental Sociology for seniors at
Mississippi College, an independent church-related
school, and at Seattle University, a Roman Catholic
school, and Bellevue Community College in Washington.
I’m now using the book at Baylor in a Sociological Theory
course for upper level students. Class sizes in these
courses ranged from over 100 to 25 or 30.

Why Ishmael?   I read the book in 1992 when it first
came out in hardback and immediately fell in love with it
and began using it in class. It seemed a really good
vehicle for encouraging students to think.    

Class activity    We’d spend about two weeks on the
book, but I continued to refer to it throughout the course
when it was appropriate. My primary interest was in
getting students to think. Though just reading the book is
provocative in itself,  we had class discussions and
students wrote a paper on their reactions to the book. In
San Antonio we invited Daniel Quinn to visit and answer
questions, which gave students additional insight into the
book and an opportunity for both group and individual
dialogue with the author.  For example, one student
asked if the gorilla was named Ishmael because he was
the symbol for the whole community of life that humans
put themselves above and think they can  control (the
student’s own theory, developed after reading). This was
not the author’s original reason for the choice of the
name, but he liked it and commended the student on his
perception. The student was delighted to have surprised
the author (who now has added this explanation to those
he gives when asked “Why Ishmael? Or Why a gorilla?”)

Skills   Critical thinking; writing ability; creativity.

Assessment   The paper I assigned toward the end of
the semester was my main assessment tool. It not only
brought out what students had learned from reading
Ishmael but showed their ability to relate those concepts
to the basic sociological concepts we had studied.

Sample: A Guide to Writing Your Paper on Ishmael
7KLV�SDSHU�VKRXOG�EH�DQ�LQWHUSUHWLYH�VRFLRORJLFDO
DQDO\VLV�RI� WKH�ERRN� ,VKPDHO�� ,W�VKRXOG�EH�PRUH
WKDQ� D� ERRN� UHSRUW� DQG� VKRXOG� EH� ZULWWHQ� LQ� D
VFKRODUO\� PDQQHU�� <RX� VKRXOG� LQFOXGH� VRPH� RI
WKH� WKLQJV� \RX� KDYH� OHDUQHG� LQ� VRFLRORJ\�
SDUWLFXODUO\� WKHRUHWLFDO� RULHQWDWLRQV� DQG
FRQFHSWV�� )RU� H[DPSOH�� \RX� VKRXOG� EH� DEOH� WR
DSSO\� VRPH� VRFLRORJLFDO� WKHRU\� WR� WKH� LGHDV
'DQLHO� 4XLQQ� XVHV� LQ� WKH� ERRN�� 'LVFXVV� WKH
7DNHUV�DQG�/HDYHUV� LQ� WHUPV�RI� FRQIOLFW� WKHRU\�
VWUXFWXUDO� IXQFWLRQDOLVP�� V\PEROLF
LQWHUDFWLRQLVP�� HWF�� :KR� DUH� WKH� 7DNHUV� DQG
/HDYHUV"� :KDW� LV� PHDQW� E\� WKH� WHUP� 0RWKHU
&XOWXUH"� +RZ� GRHV� LW� RSHUDWH"� :KR� LV� ,VKPDHO"
:KDW�LV�KH�WU\LQJ�WR�WHDFK�DQG�ZK\"
���3LFN� RXW� D� SRUWLRQ� RI� WKH� WH[W� LQ� ,VKPDHO� DQG
H[SDQG� RQ� LW�� 7KHUH� LV� V\PEROLVP� LQ� WKH� ERRN
WKDW�FDQ�EH�WLHG�WR�QRWLRQV�VXFK�DV��VWUDWLILFDWLRQ
LQ�WHUPV�RI�FODVV��UDFH��RU�JHQGHU��WKH�VRFLRORJ\
RI� UHOLJLRQ�� SROLWLFDO� VRFLRORJ\�� HFRQRPLFV�
RUJDQL�]DWLRQV�� SKLORVRSK\�� VRFLDO� PRYHPHQWV
DQG� FROOHFWLYH� EHKDYLRU�� RU� DQ\� WRSLF� RI� \RXU
FKRLFH�� 7KH� SRVVLELOLWLHV� DUH�ZLGH� RSHQ� DQG� DUH
OLPLWHG�RQO\�E\�\RXU�LPDJLQDWLRQ��ZLWKLQ�UHDVRQ�
RI�FRXUVH���5HODWH�WKHVH�LGHDV�WR�YDULRXV�W\SHV�RI
VRFLHWLHV³KXQWHU�JDWKHUHUV�� DJUDULDQ� VRFLHWLHV�
LQGXVWULDO� VRFLHWLHV�� RU� SRVW�LQGXVWULDO� VRFLHWLHV�
%XW� GRQ·W� UHO\� RQ� ORQJ�� H[WHQVLYH� TXRWHV� DV� WKH
HVVHQFH� RI� WKH� SDSHU�� 7HOO� PH� ZKDW� \RX·YH
OHDUQHG�IURP�UHDGLQJ�WKH�ERRN�

Student response    The reaction of almost all my
students has been extremely positive.  Every semester
I’ve had students thank me for introducing them to
Ishmael.  Some, on their own initiative, wrote to Daniel
Quinn with questions.  A couple of students thought I
was some kind of far-out radical who was un-Christian
and not suited to teach them, but this has been  an
exception to the general rule.  Most students have been
challenged by the book and have responded in a very
positive manner.  

Summing up   I’ve used the book since 1992 and will
continue to use it in a variety of courses because it
teaches a form of critical thinking by experience, and not
many teaching tools do that. Ishmael is a great challenge
to all my students, and I’d highly encourage any teacher
to use it.  I’ve recommended it to other professors in
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anthropology, sociology, and religion, who all told me
how much they enjoyed the book, and now  they’re using
it in their classes too.  I’d encourage others to have
students write papers giving their interpretations and
analyses, because I find that many students will relate
the book to some personal experience, which gives it an
extra special meaning. 

Environmental Policy-Making
Christopher Tracy, James Madison
College,
Michigan State University, East
Lansing, MI

The course and students   This is an elective course I
taught the summer of 1994, but which was not taught
this past summer because of insufficient enrollment. The
course met for eight  weeks, two hours twice a week,
and was designed as an introduction to environmental
policy-making. The ten students were mainly
sophomores and juniors majoring in political theory or
international relations. But one was a life studies major at
the University of Pennsylvania and another was enrolled
in the environmental program at MSU. 
Why Ishmael?   Ishmael brings out the alarming reality
of humanity’s future and the world’s future better than
any other source I’ve read. The issues and tentative
solutions are presented in a much more accessible way
than other sources. I wanted students to understand that
economic influences shouldn’t be the only criteria for
policy-making, and Ishmael presents the best
conglomeration of these other considerations—
environmental ethics, philosophy, and religion. Quite
often, too, certain ideas can be explored more easily
through fiction than the more traditional textbook.  

Class activity   Because of the small size of the class I
taught the course as if it were a seminar, with much
interaction and student participation. Essentially, we
explored ways in which environmental policy is made.
Because this was an introductory course, we were
obliged to focus on established modes of policy-making,
which entails a significant amount of discussion of  cost
benefit analysis, economics, and science. However, we
also brought in environmental ethics, religion and
philosophy, and several other disciplines, and I
attempted to have students discover that a variety of
disciplines and thought processes shape environmental
policy. I assigned Ishmael in particular to aid this far-
ranging discussion in terms of considering whether we
have preconceived notions of how we as humans relate
to the environment. Since students read the book at the

beginning of the course, it cropped up again and again
during discussions throughout the course. I encouraged
students to explore policy decisions through the lens of
what might be broadly called environmental ethics, and I
believe that Ishmael helped shape the discussion of
“alternative” modes of thought a great deal.

Student response   Some students responded  to the
idea of learning from a gorilla with jesting comments, but
a great deal of serious interchange also occurred, both in
class discussions and on the final exam. The students
genuinely enjoyed the book, and I sensed that it
encouraged them to think about issues with a new
perspective. For example, when they were writing on
global warming for the final exam, all the students went
through the cost benefit analysis and covered the other
typical current thinking on policy-making. But some, after
doing that, continued to write as if they were Ishmael,
exploring alternatives and looking at the problem from an
ethical, philosophical, and planetary perspective. 

Assessment    I included a long final exam question that
drew on students’ understanding of Ishmael and was
meant to encourage them to consider how our current
policy-making modes of thought (those often driven by
economic and/or scientific concerns) might be shaped by
our cultural moment. Students were asked to play the
role of law clerks involved in a case before the World
Court of Justice. (We’ve condensed the question from
two single-spaced pages in order to provide a glimpse of
what the students were dealing with. ED.)

Sample: Final Exam Question
7KH�:RUOG�&RXUW�RI�-XVWLFH�&DVH������������

3ODLQWLIIV�� 7KH� /HDYHUV�� � PHPEHUV� RI� DQ
HQYLURQPHQWDO� LQWHUHVW� JURXS�QRQ�JRYHUQPHQWDO
RUJDQL]DWLRQ�� 7KHLU� DWWRUQH\�� WKH� 5LJKW
+RQRUDEOH� ,VKPDHO�� 'HIHQGDQWV�� 7KH� 7DNHUV�
EXUHDXFUDWV� IURP� D� ZRUOG� SROLWLFDO� ERG\�� 7KHLU
DWWRUQH\�� 'U�� ([FHVVLYH� *URZWK�� � -XVWLFHV�� -�
%OLQGHG� %�<�� 6FLHQFH�� -�� (FRQRPLF� 3KLO� (QPRUH�
DQG�-��(QYLUR�*UHHQILHOG�
����7KH� LVVXH�� 7KH� ULJKW� RI� ´WKH� ZRUOGµ� WR� D
EDODQFHG� DQG� KHDOWKIXO� HFRORJ\�� 3ODLQWLIIV� VHHN
DQ� RUGHU� IURP� WKH� FRXUW� SUHYHQWLQJ� GHIHQGDQWV
IURP� IXUWKHU� ORJJLQJ� LQ� ´$QWUHHWLFD�µ� DOOHJLQJ
WKDW� GHIRUHVWDWLRQ� LV� FDXVLQJ� HQYLURQPHQWDO
GDPDJH�DQG�SXWWLQJ�DW�ULVN�WKH�DUHD·V�UDLQIRUHVW�
UDUH�DQG�XQLTXH�VSHFLHV�RI�IORUD�DQG�IDXQD��DQG
LWV�LQGLJHQRXV�SHRSOHV�
��'HIHQGDQWV�PDLQWDLQ� WKDW�SODLQWLIIV� GRQ·W� KDYH
VFLHQFH� WR� VXSSRUW� WKHLU� FODLPV� DQG� DVVHUW� WKDW
SODLQWLIIV�KDYH�QR� VWDQGLQJ� WR�EULQJ� WKLV�PDWWHU
EHIRUH� WKH� ZRUOG� FRXUW� EHFDXVH� PDQ\� RI� WKH
VSHFLILFV� WKH\� FLWH� �GLVORFDWLRQ� RI� FXOWXUDO
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FRPPXQLWLHV�� GURXJKW�� IORRGLQJ�� DUH� EDVHG� RQ
IXWXUH�KDUP��VSHFXODWLRQ�DQG�RU�KDUP�WR�RWKHUV�
���:ULWH� RSLQLRQV� IURP� HDFK� MXVWLFH�� ,QGLFDWH� WKH
LPSRUWDQW�IDFWV�WKH�MXVWLFHV�UHO\�RQ�WR�UHDFK�WKHLU
FRQFOXVLRQV�� 6HW� IRUWK� WKH� SROLFLHV� DQG
UHJXODWLRQV�WKH\�XVH�DV�D�EDVLV�IRU�WKHLU�RSLQLRQV�
([SODLQ�KRZ�WKHLU�SHUVSHFWLYHV�KDYH�JXLGHG�WKHLU
WKLQNLQJ� LQ� UHDFKLQJ� WKHLU� ILQDO� FRQFOXVLRQV�
)LQDOO\��VHW�IRUWK�WKH�FRQFOXVLRQ�RI�HDFK�MXVWLFH���
�
   The students, for the most part, readily accepted the
challenge, and came up with a variety of interesting
responses. One, for example, explained her feelings
about how being raised a Roman Catholic may have
shaped her notion of nature and the role of humanity in
the world. The student sincerely attempted to avoid
pigeon-holing organized faith as a negative or positive in
the discussion, but rather attempted to objectively
consider its influence.

Summing up    I was truly excited about using the book
in my course, though I admit that because of time and
subject matter constraints, I may not have gotten as
much out of  the text as I desired. I’ll definitely use it
again when I teach this course. I would encourage other
teachers to use the book, particularly if more time could
be committed to exploring the variety of issues the text
raises.

Minority Voices in Literature
Richard L. Krupnow
Waupun Correctional Institution,
University of Wisconsin Center-Fond
du Lac, WI

The course and students    Students in this maximum
security prison college program must meet basic
community college entrance requirements to qualify for
the class, which is a writing emphasis course with an
enrollment capped at 25. I taught in both the mens’ and
women’s divisions of the prison, and chose to focus on
myths as the basis for our discussion and writing. 

Why Ishmael?   It’s a provocative novel, thoughtfully
examining our culture and its underlying mythology, and I
felt it would provide a central core for our study.    

Class activity   I use Ishmael with several other works
that focus on how myths and the stories we grow up with
impact how we perceive reality (Kingston’s The Woman
Warrior, Campbell’s The Power of Myth, and Hamilton’s
examination of creation myths, In the Beginning). I bring

in current headlines and news stories to show how the
actions of our society belie our rhetoric and invite
students to share some of the stories they grew up with
(about relatives, kids in the neighborhood, etc.) and
recognize how those stories have shaped their
perceptions.
   Then I introduce Ishmael, and we analyze how we
perceive the world based on Quinn’s Takers and
Leavers: Do we really perceive the world differently than
native cultures? If so, why? What’s the basis for that
belief? Are we pretending we have stolen the knowledge
of the gods (because, of course, we can’t really steal it)
and acting as if we can determine the fate of all around
us? Is our society/civilization really crashing? What
evidence is there for positive answers to any of the
above questions? Finally, what can we do to change the
course of our descent? 
   I then build on the students’ newly gained perception to
examine Native American, Tibetan Buddhist, and Pagan
views of humanity’s role in the world with Storm’s Seven
Arrows, Yongden’s Mipam, and Bradley’s The Mists of
Avalon. I don’t suggest any single one of these
philosophies is better than another. But, believing that
teaching without values is an ineffective way of teaching,
I emphasize that we’re crashing and we better begin
looking around to see how we can change our pattern of
imagined flight (à la Ishmael). I initiate and encourage
discussion of cultural patterns as they’re evidenced in
our treatment of native peoples and the environment and
within our family and economic structures. During the
course, students are assigned several essays, which
reflect the focus described above.  
   
Student response   All were impressed with Ishmael.
After reading it, some approached me with comments
like “Wow!” and “Man, I never realized that before.” (The
men in particular had a kind of epiphany experience with
the book. The women had a more gut level
understanding of  the concepts and weren’t so surprised
at the ideas.) Some were perturbed about the apparent
answers to ending our headlong crash—we have to
change our myth, and we have to stop pretending we’re
the most important things on this planet and in the
universe.
 
Summing up    I’ve taught college courses to inmates
for four years and have discovered an almost universal
common trait—a tendency to see the world in black and
white. Ishmael thoughtfully examines what I have been
teaching in my English classes since I began teaching in
1986: maybe humanity isn’t God’s gift to the universe,
and all the others—plants, animals, and minerals—are
patiently waiting for us to catch up to their own level of
enlightenment. I will be using it again, though there is a
question about funding for this program in the future.
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Systems of Survival
Visionaries
Harvey T. Lyon, DePaul University
School for New Learning, Chicago, IL

Systems of Survival
The course and students   The School for New
Learning is an alternative college within the University
and has about 2000 students. All work full-time and must
be 24 years old to enroll. We have no academic
departments at SNL, and the course offerings are not the
standard ones found in the rest of the university.
Students must take courses that fulfill certain
competences within five areas (Arts of Living, Human
Community, Physical World, World of Work, and
Lifelong Learning) in order to graduate. (In more
traditional terms, these might be listed as Arts-
Humanities, Sociology-Psychology, Science, Business,
and Basic Skills.)  These are very challenging and
exciting students to teach. (One of my colleagues
described them as similar to the GIs who entered college
after World War II, very focused and serious about
learning.) 
   The course takes its name from Jane Jacobs’ book
Systems of Survival: A Dialogue on the Moral
Foundations of Commerce and Politics.  It meets one
night a week for ten weeks and averages 25 students.  

Why Ishmael?   I teach Ishmael as a kind of spiritual
detective story. It takes hold of the students just as it did
me, which is why I’ve used it in more than one context.  I
use Ishmael in particular in Systems because it provides
a point of view completely opposed  to that presented in
Jacobs’ book, our main text, and does it  through a
unique novelistic prism.

Class activity   In addition to Jane Jacobs’ book, we
read parts of Plato’s The Republic, as well as
Machiavelli’s The Prince, and More’s Utopia, and finish
the class with Ishmael. Among the questions we explore
are: Is work (and should it be) organized inherently
differently in commerce and government? Can personal
and organizational differences be separated and
defined? Can it be argued that there can be only two
systems to pursuing a livelihood? If so, what happens in
society when the two systems get intermixed (e.g.
bringing business efficiency into government and social
responsibility into business)? Do past societies as well as
contemporary ones give us clues to the answers to such
questions? Students give class oral reports and write a
term paper on the subject of their choice. 

Visionaries
The course and students   This is a Capstone
Seminar, a five-session course designed to permit
students to explore a topic through cross-disciplinary
methods of inquiry. I took the title from The Utne Reader
(Jan./Feb. 1995), which describes a mixed bag of 100
“visionaries”—activists, academics, poets, physicists,
and others. About 20 took the course last year.

Why Ishmael?    In this class, the creative experience of
Ishmael is more important than in my other class.
Students can see more deeply into the subject matter, in
a way that puts the ideas almost beyond argument. It
addresses them at a level that’s almost mythical and
gives them a deep look at a vision of the world.
. 
Class activity   Students choose several of the
visionaries profiled by the magazine to focus on in
relation to their chosen competence and personal
interests. They prepare written presentations, based on
the Utne models (e.g. developing one of the Utne
Reader’s brief profiles into a longer profile of that
person). The class reads and critiques all of these, thus
fulfilling all the tasks of composition and editing, and
learning the nature and limits of a journalistic approach
to a subject of depth and mystery. The third class
meeting focuses on Ishmael,  which they read in its
entirety. To deepen their understanding of the book, I
also have several students report to the class on three
related books:  Quinn’s autobiographical follow-up to
Ishmael, Providence: The Story of a Fifty-Year Vision
Quest,  Barbara Ward’s Spaceship Earth, and Paul
Hawken’s The Ecology of Commerce. (Ward and
Hawken deal in different ways with some of  the subject
matter of Ishmael.)  In using these books I want students
to see the difference not only in doctrine but in the
conception and power of the vision presented in the
different approaches to the hard (and perhaps
unanswerable) questions we’re struggling with.

Student response   The students in both these classes
are older, all are involved with earning a living, and some
have families, so they respond in a way that’s different
from younger students with less experience of the “real”
world. They desperately want Ishmael to be wrong, but
they don’t feel they’re being preached at or lectured. This
book is a very unusual model, for either fiction or
nonfiction, and students have little experience with this
kind of thing. They find it very powerful, a “blockbuster” in
fact. 

Summing up  I’ve taught Ishmael several times now,
and continue to explore new facets of it. Since my
background includes both business and literature, I also
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deal with Ishmael  as a novel, trying to show students
how it works not just as a prism through which to view
our culture but as a literary piece. It’s a very unusual
novel. One of its greatest attributes is that it gives
students  a sense that the author is a companion on their
intellectual journey, not just a presenter of  ideas in the
academic way they’re accustomed to. I look on my
Visionaries course as an ongoing experiment in learning
in which the teacher is merely the oldest of the students,
and Ishmael provides a unique guide for exploration.

Student Puzzlers
These questions aren’t necessarily substantive, but they
come close to being universal in classrooms. The
following replies and suggestions were developed on the
basis of replies offered by the author in many different
class situations.

Why doesn’t the narrator have a name?
Discuss possible pros and cons involved in names like
John, Derek, Aaron, Miguel, Moustafa, Marcello, David,
Pete. (Names invariably evoke ethnic and social
connotations that are inviting to some people and
offputting to others.) What does NOT giving the narrator
a name accomplish? (Reduces his importance as an
individual.) What point(s) might the author be making by
giving the teacher a name but not the pupil?

How did Ishmael get himself installed in an office
building? How did he get himself out of the office
and into the carnival?
Have students suggest possible scenarios—clearly there
are hundreds of possibilities. The more important
question is, why didn’t the author include a scenario of
his own? Would it have enhanced the book? In what sort
of novel (story/film) would you expect to see every such
action explained? How does that sort of novel (story/film)
differ from the sort of novel Ishmael is? (Ishmael is a
novel of ideas, unlike action-thrillers, for example, which
are plot-driven.)

Why did you make Ishmael a gorilla?
This question is by far the most frequently asked of the
author, who prefers to turn it back to the questioner. Why
did they make Mickey a mouse? Why did they make
Donald a duck? Why did they make Bugs a bunny? Why
did they make the Keeper of the Crypt (in Tales from the
Crypt) a corpse? The same reasoning that went into
these decisions went into the decision to make Ishmael a
gorilla. To carry the matter a step farther: Why any
animal? What’s the point of having the conversation be
between a human and an animal? (The human “speaks

for” humans, while the animal “speaks for” rest of the
living community.) Even so, it would be possible for a
human to speak for the rest of the living community, so
why not a human? Why not a cow, an elephant, a
whale? Discuss the drawbacks and problems involved
with each.

Why is the pupil a man rather than a woman?
The pupil is on hand to answer for our culture’s
destructiveness on this planet (to answer the question
posed by Ishmael’s koan). If the pupil has to be one
gender or the other, which gender in our culture do you
think should be called upon to answer for our
destructiveness? Which gender has the greater need to
understand the con-sequences of our destructiveness?

Why is the pupil so dumb?
Have one group of students edit a section of Ishmael to
produce a dialogue with a pupil much smarter than the
narrator. Have another group edit the same section to
produce a dialogue with a pupil much dumber. Then
have them assess how readers would be affected by
these changes. (If the pupil is too smart, average
readers will get lost; if the pupil is too dumb, average
readers will get bored.)

Why is Ishmael seated behind a pane of glass at the
beginning?
In the context of this work of fiction, who do you presume
designed Ishmael’s office? (Presumably Ishmael
designed it.) What purpose did he have in mind for it?
(He expected pupils to come there.) Why would he
separate himself from his pupils in this way? What was
his probable theory? (He thought his pupils would feel
less uneasy, less intimidated if he was in “another
room.”) If a potential new pupil walked into a room that
had no such partition, what would probably happen?

What’s the meaning of the koan on Ishmael’s
poster?
A koan isn’t a riddle, with a single correct answer
(“What’s black and white and red all over?”) but rather a
subject for mediation and reflection that has no definable
endpoint (“What is the sound of one hand clapping?”).

Why the name Ishmael?
According to our cultural mythology, God lost interest in
all other creatures on this planet when humans came
along. According to Genesis, this is exactly what
happened to Ishmael when Isaac came along: his father
Abraham lost interest in him. In other words, what
Genesis says happened to Ishmael is exactly what our
mythology says happened to the nonhuman community
on this planet. This makes “Ishmael” an appropriate
name for someone who speaks for this community.
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Why “Mother” Culture?
Culture is a mother everywhere and at every time,
because culture is inherently a nurturer—the nurturer of
human societies and life-styles. Among Leaver peoples,
Mother Culture explains and preserves a life-style that is
healthy and self-sustaining. Among Taker peoples she
explains and preserves a life-style that has proven to be
unhealthy and self-destructive. If culture is a mother
among the Alawa of Australia and the Bushmen of Africa
and the Kayapo of Brazil, then why wouldn't she be a
mother among the Takers? (To confirm the notion that
“culture is a mother everywhere,” have students check
foreign language dictionaries for the word culture. In
languages that recognize “masculine” and “feminine”
nouns—French, Italian, Latin, and so on—the noun
culture is invariably feminine.)

Is Ishmael saying we should give up agriculture?
As Ishmael says again and again, many Leaver peoples
practiced agriculture. Its only our special style of
agriculture, found only in our culture, that is problematic.
It’s problematic because it’s based on the idea that all
the food in the world belongs to humans, and we’re free
to destroy any other creature—to the point of extinction,
if we wish—that tries to compete with us for that food.

Isn’t it true that Leaver peoples hunted some
species to extinction, like the woolly mammoth?
Whenever a new species makes its appearance in a
community, it registers an impact at all levels and in
many different ways. For example, when the big cats
arrived on the scene in Africa, some of the species they
preyed on were unable to reproduce fast enough to
maintain viable populations, and they eventually
disappeared; in other words, the big cats “hunted some
species to extinction.” This kind of change is precisely
what evolution is all about. When humans arrived on the
scene, they undoubtedly had the same effect as the big
cats—they “hunted some species to extinction.” Hunting
species to extinction, however, was certainly not
something they set out to do or were even remotely
aware of doing. The species they hunted to extinction
were, after all, their food, and they would hardly want to
eliminate their own food. As time went on, species that
were hard to find in the previous generation were even
harder to find in this generation, and in the next were
even harder to find, until eventually they were no longer
found at all. This is quite different from the activity of
Taker farmers, who deliberately set out to make
competitor species extinct. They don’t want to eat the
coyotes, they just want to make them dead.

Why don’t Ishmael and the narrator  observe the
rules of gender-neutral language that we’re taught to

use?
Have students check a wide assortment of published
material with an eye to the question of gender-neutral
language. A thorough study would be the work of a
doctoral dissertation, but in general students will find that
nonfiction authors are much more likely to observe “the
rules” than fiction authors, dramatists, poets, and screen
writers. In particular, fictional and dramatic characters
rarely observe the rules. Discuss the reasons why the
speech of fictional and dramatic characters often departs
from rules followed in formal writing. (For example,
should Eddie Murphy’s character in 48 Hours be
expected to obey the same rules as a television news
commentator? Should Bruce Willis’s character in the Die
Hard films be expected to obey the same rules as an
essayist in World Policy Journal? If not, why not?) Does
the narrator of Ishmael (who is of course a fictional
character) have a greater obligation to “stick to the rules”
than other fictional characters?

Additional Reading
A  number of  books and videos have  been  suggested
by
the teachers in this book. Here are a few  that Daniel
Quinn recommends to readers who write and ask for
further reading suggestions.

Farley Mowat, People of the Deer; Bantam Books, 1952.
An intimate study of a Leaver people, the Ihalmiut, living
in the Great Barrens of Canada. The Desperate People,
Bantam/Seal, 1980.   A follow-up, showing what
happened to these people in the ensuing years. 

Peter Farb, Man’s Rise to Civilization as Shown by the
Indians of North America from Primeval Times to the
Coming of the Industrial State, E.P. Dutton, 1968. A
different sort of history, exploring issues central to
Ishmael.

Peter Senge, The Fifth Discipline, Doubleday/Currency,
1990. An introduction to systems thinking (of which
Ishmael is an example). A fairly demanding book, but the
only one of its kind.

Marvin Harris, Cows, Pigs, War and Witches, Vintage
Books, 1974, and Cannibals and Kings, Vintage Books,
1977. A distinguished anthropologist examines aspects
of culture in a highly readable and accessible form.

Paul Hawken, The Ecology of Commerce, HarperCollins,
1993. An important and influential study of sustainability
issues.
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Jean Liedloff, The Continuum Concept, Addison/Wesley,
1985. This book,  almost  a companion piece to Ishmael,
shows why Leaver children grow up sane and healthy.

Jack Weatherford, Native Roots: How the Indians
Enriched America, Fawcett, 1991. A treasure house of
little known information.
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What Students Say
“Within the department I’m working in (Agronomy), the
ideas put forth in Ishmael have had a significant impact
on how we (students and professors) think about our
research.”

—Mark Liebig, Lincoln,
NE

“Your book made complete sense and it really opened
my  eyes to a lot of new ideas.”
                   — Abby Foulds, Pittsburgh,
PA

“My Native American Studies instructor assigned
[Ishmael] as extra credit.... I was apprehensive and didn’t
think it would be anything more than a stuffy textbook-
style reading assign-ment.... What a revelation! I cannot
tell you how much of a positive effect your book has had
on me. It caused me to think, and to question on a plane
of thought I never knew I possessed.”

        —Jane Graham-Free, Missoula, 
MT

“[Ishmael] is one of the most thought-provoking books I
have ever read. It has made me rethink my role in our
society and
the role of our society in the world.”

—Lora A. Wieman,
Menomonie, WI

“[Ishmael] took my ideas of the world, which were crude
and vague, and refined them. Your examples have
inspired me and a few others in my classs to carry out
the ideas of your book to a further extent.” 

    —Taylor Geer, Mendocino,
CA

“A project for one of my classes was to write about the
Navajo/Hopi land dispute. My greatest struggle was to try
to communicate to the white instructor that the
government intervention was based on a completely
different concept than the Navajo and Hopi have about
land. Had I read your book before that time I could have
asked the instructor to read it, then maybe he and I
would have been able to communicate.” 

                       
       —Lela K. Rhodes, Denver, CO 

“Your novel both disturbed and inspired me because it
presented a unique, yet logical, way of looking at the
state of our world.”

            —Chris Russell, Hurst,
TX

“As a philosophy major, I have been exposed to a good
portion of the idealogy utilized in your novel, but never
has it all been pulled together and presented in such a
Zen-like
simplicity.”

 —David Michael, Garnerville,
NY
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