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THE OUTSIDER IN SOCIETY

By Frumah Laor
psychotherapist & educational consultant

Who is the“other”in society? Is he/she an illegal immigrant, an overweight child, a
person with a physical disability, an abused teenager? In order for us to understand
what is perceived as “otherness”in our communities, we need to be familiar with
some sociological and psychological concepts.

Norms

Norms are accepted patterns of social conduct or accepted social responses to a
given situation. Norms vary from group to group and provide the vital framework
for a code of expected behavior in that group. The more closed the society, the
greater the obligation of the individual to conform to its norms.

Stigma

Stigma is the negative and damaging designation of a person as different from
others. A stigmatized person is perceived as evil, weak, limited, or blemished in
some way and is transformed, in the eyes of society, into an inferior and unvalued
human being. Different communities and countries have different norms of
accepted behavior, and as a result the stigmas of those societies also vary. A
social behavior that is considered normal and appropriate in one group can be
stigmatized in another.

Stereotype

A stereotype is a widely held and oversimplified image of the identifying
characteristics of a segment of the population. A stereotype is usually based
on ethnic, communal, religious or racial perceptions. As in the case of a stigma,
a stereotype is used by the individual as a way of sharpening and clarifying his
understanding of the social phenomena that surround him. A stereotypical
perception is by definition a narrow and limited one, as it lacks depth and complexity
and is based on generalizations that pay no attention to nuance in a particular
group or person. Stereotypical thinking is a superficial attempt to categorize
human beings into easily recognizable and identifiable sub-groups.

The Shadow
In Carl Gustav Jung’s psychoanalytic school of thought, known as Analytical
Psychology, the concept of the shadow refers to every facet of an individual’s life
that she consciously experiences as disagreeable or negative, and very different
from herself. Because of a discrepancy between the disturbing or alien qualities
of the shadow as the individual experiences them and the values and convictions
with which she consciously identifies, the ego tends to repress shadow experiences,
consigning them to the unconscious. Deep within the unconscious, inaccessible
and unrecognized as essentially one’s own, shadow feelings nevertheless continue
to exert their effect and influence on the conscious mind. It is the role of awareness
to lift parts of the shadow out of the unconscious and into consciousness, releasing
the negative energies they emit, integrating them in some revised way, and
redirecting them towards personal development. But this is exceedingly difficult
to do. Our tendency to project our shadow (that is, some kind of denied and
repressed emotional pain) onto other individuals or groups explains, according to
Jung, why we blame, criticize and bear grudges against others, act violently against
groups whose views or behavior we cannot accept, or experience boredom in the
presence of ideas or persons whose true capacity to excite us we cannot tolerate.
This process can operate in the reverse as well. We often project positive feelings
from our own unconscious onto others, which enables us to adore and to love them
— yet, occasionally, we then experience our own selves as somehow depleted, or
even envy or hate the object of our love for what we think they possess that we
do not. Ultimately, because we cannot change others until we change ourselves,
change in many of our relationships is only possible when we can acknowledge
that many of those elements that we dislike in others are actually projections of
the “shadow” dimension of our own unconscious. As long as these elements lie
buried within us we cannot reveal them, understand them or work to heal them.
The purpose of this film kit is to bring up for open discussion some of the
complex psychological and emotional challenges that people face in their day-
to-day lives. Observation and exploration of the life challenges of the individuals
in these films allows us to gain insightinto the prejudices and stereotypes of the
different societies in which we live. It is suggested that the films be analyzed from
the standpoint of the universal issues that they address, such as inter-generational
conflict, the difficulties and coping tools of the “other”in the community, and so
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on. Because these painful or controversial issues are presented in the unfamiliar
context of Israeli cultural phenomena, they are less threatening and less immediate
to the audience than films very specific to their own social background. We
recommend that the audience not explore the film's connection with their own
social and cultural background until it has discussed most of the universal issues
in the film. This enables those watching the films to see the problems in the wider
context and internalize them.

Audiences may notice that an element common to all of the films is the lack
of sensitivity that individuals and communities display towards the predicament
of the “other” We recommend exploration of this topic in order to discuss with
the audience some of the skills that we all need to acquire to ease the burden of
the outsider. Screening the films in a communal setting for mixed-age audiences
also provides an excellent opportunity to discuss inter-generational conflict
in which parents and children are free to express themselves respectfully and
without constraint.

We hope that, at the very least, the films will encourage people to be more
open, loving and respectful in difficult social settings which demand the highest
levels of our engagement and empathy.

———. |
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Scriptwriter & Director: Yitzchak Sverdlov | Drama | 18 minutes | 2003

Film synopsis

José, a Filipino foreign worker, is the dedicated nurse and companion of a
wheelchair-bound elderly man. He is invaluable to his employer and the two have
a wonderful relationship. But José is an “illegal” with no official work permit, and
the immigration authorities, who are closing in, have every intention of deporting
him. José’s employer has a grown son and daughter who visit him regularly but
who are often distant and patronizing to their father.

One Friday night the immigration police start house-to-house searches in the
neighborhood. Jose attempts to hide in one of the rooms of the apartment. The
son and daughter feel that José should be handed over to the authorities so that
their father will not have to pay a hefty fine, but the father is stubborn and will
not give him up.

As the night progresses, the tension rises between the four people in the
apartment until, inevitably, two immigration officials knock on the door. What

will become of José?




Topics for discussion raised by this film

The challenges that arise for the younger generation in keeping the fifth
commandment, Honor your father and mother, once their parents have become
elderly and/or disabled. In some cases the day-to-day welfare of a father or
mother becomes the responsibility of a caregiver from outside the family circle.
Role reversal during the aging process: As men and women become increasingly
infirm with age, their adult children begin to take on all of the main decisions
affecting their health, happiness and living conditions.

Estrangement and closeness between elderly parents and their grown
children: What is the ideal relationship? How is it endangered when certain
stresses and tensions come into play?

Foreign workers in the wider society: The problems that arise when hundreds
of dedicated, devoted caregivers for the elderly are in fact illegal immigrants
who sooner or later will be arrested and deported.

Conflict between the letter of the law and compassion within the law: The
importance of upholding and enforcing the immigration laws while paying
respect to the deep emotional bonds forged between “illegals” and their
employers.
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CINEMATICTOOLS
FOR ANALYSIS

1. THE CHARACTERS

The main character

The main character is the elderly man, who is wheelchair-bound but witty and
energetic. He is intelligent, stubborn and resolute in the face of opposition. A
widower who misses his wife, he is in need of the connection, intimacy and
warmth that are not forthcoming from his children.

Supporting characters

José, the shy and reserved foreign worker who speaks little but listens a good
deal, is a patient, compassionate and responsible caregiver who loses no
opportunity to show his concern for his employer’s wellbeing. A noble soul
who dislikes conflict, he compromises readily so as to avoid arguments.

The special relationship that exists between the two characters can be seen
in a number of scenes: the old man invites José to join him for the Kiddush
(Friday night blessing over the wine) and even places a kippah (skullcap) on
his head; the old man requests more vodka and José hesitates to give it to him,
presumably because he is concerned for his health; the old man explains to José
the tradition behind the wine and hallah and even places his own glasses on
José’s nose as a sign of affection. The closeness between them is most evident
when they look over wartime photographs together and the old man tells José
how he met and married his wife. José may have heard these stories dozens of
times already, but he listens respectfully as if hearing them for the first time.

The sonis cold, formal, distant and grudging and appears to have no sense of
humor. He never sits near his father, but always stands at a distance away or
walks around the room as he talks. This reinforces his patronizing and somewhat
threatening attitude and shows his estrangement from his father. When his
father speaks to him in Yiddish, he answers only in Hebrew in a critical, scornful
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manner. We see his attitude at its most aggressive and domineering when the
police arrive at the apartment and the son says, in a commanding tone: “Now,
you listen to me, Dad!”

The daughter is soft and motherly, speaking to her father indulgently as if he
were her son. A much more intimate and empathetic character in the film, she
enters the apartment casually dressed, hugs her father, sits down next to him
and speaks with him in Yiddish in a soothing, persuasive tone. Though there
is great affection in her manner she waves his concerns and opinions aside,
scolding him as if he were a naughty boy.

The elderly friends appear at the beginning and the end of the film, framing
itand giving it an introduction and a conclusion. Their reactions and opinions
are inserted into the narrative at intervals throughout the film. Of the three,
the middle one with his joke about the Titanic and his engaging chatter is the
most empathetic and endearing. His intuitive responses and anecdotes border
on gossip and he adds a peppery commentary to the events of the film. The
friend with the glasses and newspaper is the intellectual of the group who asks
the intelligent questions.

. THE DRAMATIC CONFLICT

Here is an elderly man who has formed a deep and affectionate bond with his
carer and who relies on him not just for his physical needs, but for companionship
and understanding. The man’s two grown children, concerned about the heavy
fine they will have to pay if their father is discovered employing an illegal worker,
pressure him to dismiss José — or, worse, to hand him over to the police for
deportation. José, who has become a sort of surrogate son in the household,
is always gentle and tolerant towards his employer and is a constant reminder
to the children of their negligence, which lies not in physical neglect but in
their lack of sensitivity towards their father, who is a capable and intelligent
adult expressing his concerns and opinions. By turning over the emotional
and psychological welfare of the old man to José, they lose their father as a
parent and friend.

A-MAISEH

3. FILM STRUCTURE

Exposition: Three senior citizens sit together in a public park, listening to one
of them tell a joke in Yiddish. These men, who speak a foreign language and
whose culture is pre-war eastern European, are in many respects on the periphery
of Israeli society. Their loneliness as outsiders is dispelled by the lighthearted
camaraderie they share as a group. It is this clutch of three telling the story from
the beginning that makes the film a maisseh, a tale in the traditional Yiddish
sense, rather than just a story. These elderly people introduce us to José, but we
do notdiscover that heis anillegal until a little later in the film. This information
is withheld initially to heighten the drama.

Crisis: The arrival of the immigration police in the neighborhood poses a double
danger: that José will be taken away from his employer and that the old man,
and by extension his son and daughter, will incur a heavy fine. The son and
daughter try to persuade their father to hand José over to the authorities but
the old man, an ex-refugee who knows how to stay cool and think fast, tries to
reassure them and himself that this may not be necessary.

Development of narrative and turning point(s): José, understanding full
well that the old man’s children object to his illegal status, begins packing his
belongings in order to quit his place of employment. The son knows that the
immigration police are doing a house-to-house check and that it is only a matter
of minutes before they appear at the door of his father’s apartment. He steps
up his pressure on the old man to turn José in, but to no avail.

Denouement: The police ask who is in the bathroom, the clock chimes, and
the old man must make an immediate decision. He addresses José in Yiddish,
signaling to him that it is important to answer in Yiddish to fool the police. José
does so, the police leave, and José avoids arrest and deportation this time around.

Resolution: The police leave and José comes out of the bathroom. The old
man’s children might be dissatisfied, but he himself is happy at the humanitarian
outcome, despite being in breach of the law. In this case, the film succeeds in
making us identify with the illegal worker and not with those who enforce
the immigration laws. The roar of the old man’s laughter fills us with relief and

amusement.
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Final scene: The camera pans across a group of senior citizens, allaccompanied by
their Filipino caregivers. The scene prompts its own questions and observations,
but the very last frame is of a father holding his little girl’s hand. We are left with
the oldest of all bonds and the oldest of all gaps — the one between parent
and child. This is the backbone of the film’s narrative. In showing us the image
of alittle girl with her father, the film asks us to imagine what their relationship
will be like fifty years from now. Who will be holding whose hand then, and
who will be leading whom through the park?

FILM LANGUAGE

1. The narrative

The structure is of a story within a story. The outer story, the “frame” of the
film, is about three elderly men sitting in a park swapping anecdotes. Their
joke about the Titanic is linked to the theme of the inner story about aniillegal
immigrant. Both the outer and inner stories deal with language; how it can cause
misunderstanding, how it can be superseded by emotion and a willingness to
communicate. The joke also features two immigrants from different backgrounds,
Jewish and Chinese, making erroneous assumptions based on an incomplete
understanding of English. The senior citizens enjoy sharing the joke because
they themselves have lived with such a language gap over many years in the
Israeli setting.

From time to time, the narrative of the inner story is interrupted by the
outer one as the men share their opinions and observations of the events.
The film ends with this outer frame, in which the men discuss what they have
concluded from the episode.

This choice by the scriptwriter to structure the film as a story within a story is
a particularly Jewish approach to narrative, especially in the Yiddish world. The
underdog’s ability to defeat the establishment is reflected by the unexpected
strength and ingenuity that the old man demonstrates when faced with a crisis.
In sharing this victory with his friends, he increases their pride as elderly people
who can still be energetic and inventive in times of crisis.

Of course, both the old man and his employee represent the “other” in
society. Neither is surrounded by the familiar environment into which he was
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born; each at the core of his identity a suitcase filled with images of the past.
Both live with uncertainty about the future and both have been pursued by
authorities that they had to evade in order to survive. The double refugee motif
is underlined when the old man shows José his pre-war photos and when José
tears a photo of himself and his girlfriend in half so that he can leave the old
man with a memento of their friendship.

. Genre, visual imagery and sound

The film is placed in two quite separate locations: the old man’s apartment and
the public park where the senior citizens sit.

The apartment where José works as caregiver is furnished in the old European
style, with mementos and objects from a previous life. The clock that the old
man'’s wife, Rochele, bought him many years ago, reminds him of her when it
chimes. Photographs of her on the wall tell us how much he misses her. These
impressions are solidified by the scene in which he shows his photographs to
José and tells him how he courted his wife. We get a sense of the man’s past in
all its glory, which contrasts sharply with his present and with the emptiness
of his days as he becomes increasingly old and infirm.

The clock is a symbol. At the start of the film, the old man explains that it
was a gift from his late wife. Events unfold within just a few hours on this Friday
night, and the chiming of the clock at the exact moment that a decision must
be made about José’s fate gives the old man the few seconds he needs to
marshal his thoughts and come up with a viable plan. Perhaps the clock is the
voice of Rochele, interceding on his behalf and encouraging him to be resolute.

The language of the film moves back and forth between Hebrew, English
and Yiddish. The old man speaks almost exclusively in Yiddish; we only hear
him speak Hebrew when he addresses the police at the end of the film. With
José he speaks Yiddish with a smattering of English, and José answers him in
English. The old man speaks Yiddish with both of his grown children, with the
more estranged of the two answering him in Hebrew and the more affectionate
answering himin Yiddish. We do not know that José can speak and understand
Yiddish until the end of the film. Although the revealing scene in the bathroom
is funny and engaging, it also leaves room for questions and reflections on the

nature of a person’s identity through language.
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The musical sound track of the film includes some improvisations on the well-
known tune of the hymn sung at the table on Friday night, “Shalom Aleichem”
(“Greetings to you, angels of peace”). The light piano touches suit the simple
nature of the story. The music for the final scene in the movie, which shows
several senior citizens accompanied by their caregivers, is a traditional Yiddish
song that hints at the longing people feel for their home culture when they
are immigrants. In this instance the longing is shared by elderly survivors of a
lost Europe and young Filipino workers who live thousands of miles away from
their homes and families.

The film’s title is the Yiddish phrase A-Maiseh (pronounced “uh my-seh”). In
Hebrew, the title would be “Ma‘asiyah’, a tale.“Ma’aseh” in classical Hebrew is
also the word used to describe legends about the rabbis. For example, one of
the collections of legends about Rabbi Yehoshua Ben Levi, a third century rabbi
of the Talmud, is entitled “Ma’aseh de-Rabi Yehoshua”.

TheYiddish expression A-Maiseh represents the Jewish cultural concept of a
story, anecdote or piece of folklore told and retold for amusement and reflection.
The word hints at the slightly magical, mystical quality of the story as more of a
parable than reported fact, in which the authenticity of the details is not very
important. What is important in any maisseh are the familial, cultural and social
issues it brings to light. As a genre, the maisseh is usually characterized by the
following literary conventions:

A traditional introduction and conclusion. The story often begins with

an expression like “Once upon a time” or “Many years ago,”and ends with a

concluding statement such as “and they all lived happily ever after.

An element of the supernatural. In many instances, the central conundrum

of the maisseh is solved by supernatural, magical or non-human forces.

Stereotypical characterizations. Characters in these stories tend to be either

good or bad. They are not usually multi-layered or complex.

An unexpressed or hidden desire. The protagonist usually has an unfulfilled

desire, and the maisseh is the story of how he fulfills it.

A just conclusion. The resolution of the tale is that good is rewarded, evil
is punished and justice is done.

A-MAISEH

The film conforms to almost all of the above conventions in which good forces
in the world will always intervene to save those who are deserving. In our story,
the purpose of the maisseh is to bolster the self-esteem of elderly people and
portray them as capable people whose wisdom, experience and courage are
of value to society.
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POINTS FOR
FURTHER DISCUSSION

Note: We have included questions and issues that address a wide range of ages
and backgrounds. You are invited to choose the ones that are the most appropriate
for your educational setting.

Honor your father and mother

This is a universal value as well as a commandment in the Torah. The challenge
arises when differences of opinion occur between parents and children, whatever
their relative ages. Some conflicts arise from generational or personality-driven
gaps that are difficult, if not impossible, to bridge. There is a particular tendency
for this to happen as parents age, lose independence and require more assistance
and support from their children. This role reversal, which is often a source of
awkwardness and pain, may require years of patience and readjustment on both
sides.

Role reversal in the family
In our film, the adult children have ultimate responsibility for their father and also
bear the consequences of his actions. What motivations are at work here?
Presumably these will depend much on the manner in which the children have
grown up and the values they have absorbed from an early age. Is care of one’s
elderly parents“returning a favor”? Is it a matter of discharging one’s obligations?
In what way can parents be properly cared for without being patronized and
disempowered, and how can affection, concern, firmness and respect be combined
to give space to the status of the senior citizen in the family framework?

A-MAISEH

Intimacy and estrangement between parents and their adult children
Speech and body language show the nature of the relationship between parents
and their adult children. How has the employment of foreign workers, many of
whom do not speak the language of the person they are caring for, transformed that
relationship? Does the allocation of resources for such care actually demonstrate a
more modern form of the commandment to honor parents, in which the loneliness
and helplessness of an elderly person is prevented? Or is the widespread use of
such care an abrogation of responsibility that results in a lack of integration into
the family unit?

The film’s director is making a social point: he asks whether the payment of
foreign workers to care for the elderly undermines or enhances the relationship
between adult children and their parents.

Social attitudes toward foreign workers

Throughout their discussions about José's illegal status, both the son and daughter
ignore José completely and have no verbal interaction with him.They do not see
José as a person in his own right, but as a functionary whose role is to provide a
service.The old man’s attitude contrasts greatly with theirs; he has formed a close
bond with José and treats him like a son. This situation reflects the dual treatment
that foreign workers tend to receive in Israeli society: indifference or disdain from
the general public, and great affection and respect from the people they care for.
The quiet devotion of Filipino caregivers as a group is illustrated in the final scene
of the movie, where each senior citizen is accompanied by his own“guardian angel”
Note that the sub-text of this scene is that these two minority groups, both the
elderly and the caregivers, are “outsiders” in the community.

The conflict between law and compassion

In some instances the law of the land appears to contradict, undermine or negate
humanitarian concerns, and many countries deal daily with the challenge of how
toregulate illegal immigration as humanely as possible. Where do our sympathies
lie in the film? We are clearly on the side of José and his employer. Yet the law
limits the amount of time an immigrant may legally reside in Israel, and it is only
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natural that within that period of time, strong bonds and friendships are formed.

When an employee is removed forcibly from his employer, a feeling of injustice is
created on both sides. The law seems to us to be a hard-hearted and insensitive
institution when we face the human emotions of this situation. But the larger issue
for Israel, at least, is the Jewish nature of the state and its rapidly growing non-
Jewish population. Do foreign workers benefit society or endanger it? Is a steadily
growing community of illegal immigrants whose children are born and educated
in Israel a good thing, assuming that they will eventually receive amnesty? Or
does this population endanger Israel’s identity, spiritual heritage and motivation
to fight for her survival? Is there an ethical contradiction in offering work to such
immigrants and then deporting them when their time is up?

Other topics for class discussion

The status of foreign workers; legal/illegal immigration; loneliness; intimacy (in
the sense of emotional connection); the biological child and the adopted child;
father-son relationships; respectful tone of voice, patronizing tone of voice and
the difference between the two; the maisseh as a tool of expression for the
disenfranchised.

Trigger questions for discussion after viewing

- Consider our attitudes to outsiders in our own societies. How do we treat foreign
workers in our countries?

«  What are the attitudes towards senior citizens in our communities? Are these
attitudes appropriate? If not, what needs to change?

« In Western societies today, extended families usually do not live under one
roof. What positive and negative effects has this had on relations between the
elderly and their grown children?

+ Is the phenomenon of foreign workers in a country a positive one overall?

In Israel, the dilemma has to do with issues such as the Jewish demographic and
the public’s ability to fund the health and education of the immigrants’ children.
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Yet the care of the sick and the elderly is a large gap in the employment market
that is not being filled by Israelis.

« What is the approach of halacha (Jewish law) to foreign workers?
+ Does the value of obeying the law supersede other values?
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MORE SOURCES
& RESOURCES

Biblical sources

“Honor your father and your mother that your days may be lengthened on the
land that the Lord your God has given to you!” (Exodus 20:12)

“A man shall revere his mother and father” (Leviticus 19:3)

Literary sources
King Lear by William Shakespeare

Films

Strangers No More. Dir. Karen Goodman and Kirk Simon. Simon and Goodman
Picture Company (USA), 2010. Winner of the Academy Award for Best Documentary
Short Subject, 2011.

Noodle. Dir. Ayelet Menachemi. Norma Productions and EZ films (Israel), 2007.
Winner of Grand Jury Prize, Montreal World Film Festival, 2007.

Vienna: An End. Dir. Idit Gan-Zvi. Alafim Productions (Israel), 2003.

The short films in this collection are the graduate creations of our students. The
films embody the passions, concerns and spiritual dilemmas of the young people
who have written and directed them. The educational materials are a compilation
of the classes, lectures and seminars that have been given with the films to Jewish
audiences of every age and background over the past decade. This particular set is
designed to bring you original and vibrant resources about those among us who

are different and how we individually and collectively relate to them.
Writer: Rabbi Mordechai Vardi | Translation: Katie Green | Editor: Rachel Jaskow
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