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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.

FULL OF LIFE

Scriptwriter & Director: Tamar Ben Baruch | Drama | 15 minutes | 2007

Film synopsis

Roni, an overweight girl of twelve, is sent by her mother to the Full Of Life summer
camp, a program that helps heavy children to lose weight. Roni, who doesn't like
being told what to do at the best of times, has no desire to be in the program.The
only thing that she likes at Full Of Life is the swimming pool, but she discovers
that the slim, fit children from the local swim team are being coached there for a
tournament. Too self-conscious to get in the water, Roni spends her time sitting
at the pool’s edge, feeling rebellious and angry. There she meets Yotam, a boy
her own age who hates swimming but who has been coerced onto the team.
While Roni’s friendship with Yotam causes resentment among the other Full Of
Life children, it gives her renewed energy and self-esteem.
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Topics for discussion raised by this film

« The overweight child and his/her body image: Young people coping with

being overweight; the perception of who is “fat”in society.

Relationships in the family: Parent/child relationships when the child faces
certain challenges. Parental expectations of a child’s appearance.

Communal pressure on the outsider in society: How society treats those who
are a little different from the norm. The parameters that define the norm in the
case of an overweight child. Social and psychological tools that an outsider child
can use to help facilitate acceptance and integration. Social and psychological
tools that all children need to develop in order not to cause or exacerbate low
self-esteem in others.

Obesity — The causes of obesity in children — genetic, environmental and
emotional factors; medical, psychological and social consequences; prevention
and treatment; girls and weight in the feminist context.

CINEMATICTOOLS
FOR ANALYSIS

1. THE CHARACTERS

The main character

Roni is twelve, the age at which girls begin to develop into women. An age when
it is more important than ever to feel just like everybody else. But Roni doesn’t
and can't feel like everybody else. Somewhat chubby for her age, though not
clinically obese and not even seriously overweight, Roni takes a stand against
the adults who have forced her to participate in the Full Of Life program and
against the children that she meets there. Roni does not submit to the idea that
she is“fat’, but her refusal is also a kind of denial. Only when she has accepted
that sheisindeed a little overweight and can do something about it will she be
able to get in the water“like everybody else”and, even more important, begin
her friendship with Yotam, the prince of the swimming pool.

Supporting characters

Yotam, who is the same age as Roni is slim, fit, and an outstanding swimmer.
Despite his talent, Yotam’s coach, who also happens to be his father, pushes
him further and further in order to fulfill his own ambitions for his son. In this
respect Yotam’s life is similar to Roni’s; he must conform to the expectations of
the adults around him. However, once Yotam has dared to state openly that
he hates swimming, he feels ready to rebel a little. One evening he sneaks out
to swim in the pool after dark, which is strictly against regulations. There he
comes across Roni and begins a tentative conversation with her. Once he has
understood that their external differences need not stop them from discussing
the many things they have in common, he is ready to be her friend.

The young counselor supervising Roni is ambivalent. On the one hand, she is
being paid by Roni’s mother and the other parents to promote the camp’s agenda;
on the other, she empathizes with Roni’s predicament. In the end, however, she
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seems to make a decision that she is committed to the program, and without
making any attempt to understand Roni, she forces her to return to the pool
again and again, saying, “It's for your own good.” She also tries to pressure Roni
to talk about her problems in front of the other children. The counselor is not an
educator in the true sense of the word; she is just an employee of the summer
camp who wants the children to exercise and lose weight.

Roni’s mother, who is herself a thin woman, appears only at the beginning of the
film. She appears to have no understanding of, or sympathy for, her daughter’s
anxiety. When Roni lies in the bath relaxing, her mother knocks sharply on the
door, symbolizing the fact that she is the pressure in Roni’s life.

Roni'’s friends, young girls with similar issues to hers, dislike thin girls and dub
them “anorexic” However, they are compliant and seem to be willing to put
up with a fair amount of discomfort in order to be thin. They have come to
understand from an early age that to be thin is to be beautiful.

THE DRAMATIC CONFLICT

Roniis dealing with two difficulties; the first being that she is a little overweight,
and the second that she has been forced to go to a summer program which
confirms this fact and defines her as such, thus intensifying her low self-esteem.
However once Roni finds an unexpected source of happiness at camp, and
begins to accept herself there, she appears to be able to at least begin to work
towards better health and a better state of mind.

. FILM STRUCTURE

Exposition: Roni lies in the bathtub, enjoying the floating sensation of her body
in the water, and tries to distance herself from the upcoming trip to summer
camp. Her mother knocks on the door to hurry her along.

At the Full Of Life summer camp, the motto is, “We're here to get thin," which
emphasizes the fact that most of the children there lack the motivation to do
so.The children are weighed, which is clearly something of an ordeal for them.
None of them is happy with her body image.

FULL OF LIFE

Crisis: Trouble starts when Roni refuses to get in the water at a swimming
session. Although she showed some reluctance about the program before
leaving home, it is at the swimming pool that she appears to make a definite
decision not to cooperate.

Deepening of narrative and turning point(s): Yotam teaches Roni how to play
basketball and a tentative bond is formed between them above the objections
of the other children, who are jealous.

Denouement: Roni enters her room to discover that her fellow campers have
scattered her belongings all over the place. She makes her mind up to leave.

Resolution: Roni and Yotam swim together in the pool.

FILM LANGUAGE

1.

The narrative

The film has a classic narrative structure — a young girl finds herself in a place
she does not want to be. She struggles against her surroundings and decides
to leave, and then unexpectedly forms a friendship that enables her to tolerate
her environment.

Genre, Visual Language and Imagery

We open with Roni in the bath, underwater. The role of water in this film is to
calm the characters, allowing them to banish their everyday concerns from
their minds. In the water we are weightless, and when we enter water we enter
a world with different laws to ours; we are able to dream and “let go.”

When Roni’s mother knocks sharply on the door, Roni is not only forced to
surface but to come back to a reality that makes her unhappy.

A swimming pool is supposed to be a place of health, fun and relaxation.
But for Roni, the pool is a place of coercion and shame. “I'll empty the water
out of the pool,”she declares, because its transparency exposes her rather than
providing her with comfort and protection.

The bathing suit as a revealing article of clothing appears only a few times
in the film, and each time it appears it has a role or message. In the beginning,
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we see Roni trying on a bathing suit and looking at herself in the mirror. In this
way Roni’s build is revealed to the viewer. We understand from her expression
that in her eyes she is
fat, though what we
seeis a plump child on
the cusp of adolescence
who is neither fat nor
thin. The mirror is an
important symbol here
because it is Roni’s
self-image that is the
core of the drama. Her
expression when she
looks at her reflection is one of resignation, even despair. Later in the film,

when the campers are on their way out to the pool, Roni is hesitant to be seen
by the other children.

The camp slogans which appear throughout the film are signposts for the
viewer: “We're here to be thin,”“There is no such thing as difficult, “Lettuce
is luscious” and so on. For Roni, these notices not only fail to encourage her
to lose weight but actually make it harder for her to do so. Nothing in these
phrases hints at the joy or wellbeing of good health. Instead, the words are
oppressive, hinting at great effort and deprivation. Because the signs are the
essence of the program’s message to the children, Roni defaces them when
she gets angry, substituting a letter here and there to distort their meaning.
In Hebrew, the substitution of one letter hints that there is not a terribly big
difference between lettuce and garbage.

The dialog in the film is peppered with pithy phrases and bald statements
because children often express their thoughts in this uncomplicated way. “I
hate swimming pools,” says Roni. In fact, we see later that this is not the case,
only that the swimming pool in this context is hateful to her.“The thin guy only
talks to you out of pity,” Roni’s girlfriends tell her, since it is difficult for them
to conceive of a girl being liked just for her personality. Slim girls their age are
labeled “anorexics” and slim boys “thinnies” . “Roni won’t swim,” her friends
say, “because of the thinnies in the pool” Weight is the quality by which they
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assess all other children of their age, and they appear to have no other means
of getting the measure of another human being.

The name of the film is the name of the summer program, Full Of Life, the
word “full” in Hebrew meaning either complete, overflowing, or full in build
and stature.“Fashions for the full-figured woman”is a common advertisement
in Israeli shopping malls.

What makes a child believe she is fat? The film’s director wrote this script based on
her own experiences as a chubby child. At the casting stage, she chose a girl who
was not seriously overweight for the role of Roni to emphasize that a child may
be fat in her own eyes and in the eyes of her peers even if, clinically speaking, her
weightis within the normal range. The“Behind the Scenes” clip that accompanies
this film offers us some fascinating insights into why and how the film was made and
describes the casting process, in which slim children who considered themselves to
be fat turned up to audition for the part of Roni. Ultimately, a confident, assertive
little girl who had no problem at all with her body image and who was happy to
be filmed in a bathing suit was chosen for the role.



12

POINTS FOR
FURTHER DISCUSSION

Note: We have included questions and issues that address a wide range of ages
backgrounds. Feel free to choose which of these is most appropriate for your
educational setting.

Weight and body image

The children we see in this film, who are mostly plump or chubby, are unhappy
with their body image. Instead of spending their summer vacation relaxing and
enjoying themselves, they find themselves incarcerated at a health farm where
they are required to lose weight.

Beauty is rarely defined by an objective standard but is closely aligned with
the norms and presumptions of a given culture. In the 21st century, in the West
at least, there is no such thing as “fat” beauty; to be beautiful is to be thin. In fact,
successful fashion models and screen actresses are often very thin indeed, way
below the average weight for young teens/adults of their age. But even if we
ignore the trends of the last twenty years, we can see that characters from the
classic fairy tales — Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty and Snow White — appear almost
without exception in our media as thin and have always done so. The princes who
rescue them are also thin!

“The advertising world presents us with an ideal of feminine beauty: an illusion
of total perfection in which the body is free of any blemish, scar or mark and is
devoid of hair and subcutaneous fat. However, it is impossible for any woman'’s
body, including the body of a model, to conform to this ideal. The images directed
at us from every corner of our lives (newspapers, women'’s magazines, catalogs,
billboards, movies, television, the internet, MTV) are the artificial result of makeup,
lighting, editing, special effects, tricks of photography and clothing design. The
message of the advertising world to women is that beauty is the result of what
they wear or buy, and is not connected in any way to some personal quality in
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themselves. Thus [the industry] has taught women to be objects.” (Beautiful Women,
Ugly Stereotypes: The Portrayal of Women in Israeli Advertising, from Nihul HaPirsum.
Yaakov Hornik and Yehshua Lieberman, eds.Volume, 116-120.The Open University
(Israel): 1996. Translated from the Hebrew by Katie Green.)

Of course, there have been periods in our history when rounded women were
regarded as beautiful and were the models for various types of art. In contrast
to 21st-century aspirations to low body weight, advertisements from the 1930s
through the 1960s and 1970s depict curvaceous, full-bodied women and children.
(Many of these advertisements can be viewed online). Even Leonardo Da Vinci’s
16th-century Mona Lisa was buxom, her rounded face and limbs an indication of
her wealth and status. This range of aesthetic body weight is not just historical but
also geographical. Julia Savacool observes in her book The World Has Curves: The
Global Quest for the Perfect Body that in some countries, such as Jamaica, a rounded
body is something to aspire to. In starving Africa, a thin person is a sick person.

Because famine and food shortage have been major concerns to humanity
for thousands of years, even the biblical texts use “fat” as a symbol of plenty,
stability and health. In Pharoah'’s dreams, interpreted by Joseph, the fat cows are
a prophetic indication of bumper crops while the lean ones augur starvation and
shortage. (Genesis 41:1-4)

Family Dynamics
The parents who appear in the film, Roni’s mother and Yotam's father, each pressure
their children in an attempt to achieve a given result. It is not clear from the film
whether Roni’s mother is genuinely concerned for Roni’s health and wellbeing
or whether her concerns are wholly aesthetic. At any rate, she is of no help to her
daughter; the work of raising Roni’s awareness wisely and sensitively without
causing her pain and humiliation is left to the Full Of Life camp and its counselors.
Yotam'’s father’s pressure is of a different variety: the pressure to win. Like Roni’s
mother, he sees his child as a reflection of himself, the child’s perceived problems
and weaknesses as his own, the child’s strengths and talents as his own. In both
cases, the parents set clear and difficult goals for their children that the children
themselves have no interest in achieving, partly because the pressure in each case
is a kind of rejection, a non-acceptance of them as they are. Sadly and ironically,
it is possible that deep down, Roni and Yotam do want what their parents want
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for them, but they are not given the space to make those choices independently.
Instead, they choose rebellion.

Peer pressure and the outsider

How does society view those who deviate just slightly from the norm? How
does the community calculate the norm — not clinically and scientifically, but
psychologically and emotionally? How can the outsider gain acceptance and also
raise the bar of tolerance and flexibility in her surroundings? Roni does not give in
to peer pressure even when she is subjected to humiliation and aggression from
her peers. She is an active protagonist, not a passive one, a child who chooses
take control over a situation that has allowed her no control. Roni contradicts the
stereotype of the classic outsider.
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MORE SOURCES
& RESOURCES

Talmudic Sources

“Rabbi Abahu went down to Tiberias. Rabbi Yohanan's students saw that R. Abahu’s
face radiated light. They said to R. Yohanan: (We think that) R. Abahu has found
buried treasure. He replied: Why? They answered: Because his face is shining. R.
Yohanan said: More likely he has discovered a new text. He called upon R. Abahu
and asked him: What is the new text that you have found? Abahu replied: (Not a
new one) but an (already well-known) Tosefta (commentary on the Mishna). R.
Yohanan then quoted the saying: ‘A man’s wisdom lights up his face.” (Jerusalem
Talmud, Tractate Shabbat 1:8)

From this passage we are given to understand that contrary to the expectations
of both Rabbi Yohanan and his students, it is the examination of an already well-
known text that sheds light on Rabbi Abahu’s understanding of Torah, not an
exciting new commentary that had just been discovered. The wisdom acquired
by this re-interpretation of an older text illuminates Rabbi Abahu’s face. The story
illustrates that while the discovery of a physical treasure might cause excitement
and happiness, such pleasure is superficial in nature compared with the experience
of intellectual/spiritual enlightenment, which affects us deeply from within,
lighting up our whole being.

The sage Rabbi expresses a similar idea in Pirkei Avot (Sayings of the Fathers)
4:27:"Rabbi says: Do not look at the jar, but at what is inside it. A jar might look
new but contain something old, and an old jar may not have anything in it at all!”
In other words, external appearance is not usually a measure of worth.

Sources in Art

The Venus of Willendorf, now known in academia as the Woman of Willendorf, is
a carving of a female figure 11 cm (4.3 inches) high, made between 24,000 and
22,000 BCE. While the purpose of the figure is not known, what is most noticeable
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about it is its voluptuous and rounded contours, even in an age when the struggle
to grow and harvest food was the most pressing concern of human civilization.
A full-bodied, curvaceous woman was perceived as prosperous, healthy, strong
and fertile, with every chance of bringing new life into the world.

Film
Shrek. Dir. Andrew Adamson. DreamWorks Pictures (USA), 2001.

Films by Ma’aleh students

(See our film catalog online at http://www.maale.co.il/default.asp?PagelD=73)
Why Does the Sun. Dir. Efrat Kaufman, 2010.
Elyokim. Dir. Miri Boker, 2002.

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: Einat Kapach | Translation: Katie Green | Editor: Rachel Jaskow
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