
Nothing easy about “Je suis Charlie”

No t-shirts or slogans on one wall of LA’s Museum of Tolerance. Only pho‐
tos. Est-ce que Charlie est aussi courageux qu’ils étaient?

An assembly of names and photographs covers one entire wall of a room in
the Museum of Tolerance in Los Angeles. The names and photos are of
some
400 individuals who protected would-be victims of the Nazi killing ma‐
chine — shielding them, hiding them, helping them escape in spite of the
threat to
their own lives.

A docent at the museum asked me if I could explain what made these un‐
sung heroes behave so bravely. I looked at the descriptions, but there
seemed to be little commonality among them; their ranks included
peasants and professors, Catholics and atheists, the affluent and
impoverished.



The docent explained that a study had been done to answer this question,
and three elements had emerged that were common to every name on the
wall.
1. None of these heroes remembered having been physically punished as a
child. Scolded yes, slapped on the wrist maybe, but no one had ever been
BEATEN. Therefore, no one had an inordinate fear of authority instilled as
a
child.
2. No one remembered hearing racial slurs or epithets from their parents or
immediate family when they were growing up. Yes, some heard remarks
made in ignorance, stereotype “shorthand”; some of these people were
simple country folk with little formal education. But no one recalled insis‐
tent, vicious remarks about race, religion, or other discriminatory classifi‐
cations from their parental figures.
3. All of these heroes, as children, remember that one parent, often the
father, had done something defined as “brave”. The bravery could have
been standing up to a bullying neighbor, or complaining about a corrupt
public official, or saving a farm animal from danger: the important thing is
that the children were left with the recollection that a parent had acted
courageously and independently.

Listening to the docent, I realized that it had been my good fortune to have
had a similar upbringing. My parents had never inflicted corporal
punishment, they had gone out of their way to avoid stereotyping others,
and they had both been brave in facing adversity and defying unreasonable
authority.

So the first thing I did when I left the museum was to ask my now-adult
children if they had similar impressions of me. To my relief, they said,
“Don’t worry Mom. You brought us up right” (the word “right” is used ad‐
visedly).

However, in the face of terrors like Charlie Hebdo, I ask myself how many
of today’s “Je suis Charlie” t-shirt wearers and sign holders would have the
requisites to qualify for that Wall of Heroes. To be open-minded, irrever‐
ent, borderline outrageous in Europe or the US these days requires ironclad
cajones. I am not suggesting that 2015 in the Western world is like Europe in
the 1930s, but extremism dominates political discourse at almost any level
of society. Right wing fundamentalists (and some of their far left counter‐
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parts) have bullied, brainwashed and intimated school boards, libraries,
cinemas, health care providers, corporations, the U.S. Park Service and
what appears to be an appalling majority of press outlets, not to mention
the judiciary and quite blatantly the U.S. Congress. Speaking out for sanity
in a world that has gone topsy-turvy feels more and more like a courageous
act that many progressives appear to want to duck.

But we can’t duck. If we don’t speak out, if we don’t challenge the absurdly
distorted spin of news that passes for facts these days, then who will?
Speaking as an American, I personally would not rely on our leaders in
Washington, because they are as exposed to the well-mounted propaganda
machine as are U.S. voters in general. Speaking as a European, I sense a
moral void by the continent’s leaders, and willingness to give voice to right-
wing pressures (voilà Le Pen in France).

However, we as concerned citizens have a moral duty to speak out.
At the very least, we should be signed up on as many progressive websites
as our browser is able to handle. These sites make it easy to channel your
voice to the appropriate politician or opinion leader. They offer guidelines
for writing letters to news media in your home city or region. So with the
click of a mouse we can already make our voices heard, anonymously.

But that’s not enough. We have to speak out against the jaw-dropping
distortions that we hear every day on line and in the press. We have to let
those who have been intimidated — from the right OR the left —know that
they are not alone. We have to take every opportunity in every public forum
and venue to remind our friends, supporters, and opponents that our fun‐
damental beliefs are clear, unshakeable, non-negotiable and in the best in‐
terest of all, not just those of a fanatical but disciplined minority.

Do we have the courage to do this? Would I (I ask myself ) have the courage
of Charb? Am I truly honest if I hold up a plaque announcing “Je suis Char‐
lie”? Do I deserve a place on a current-day Wall of Heroes? And are we serv‐
ing as good role models for the heroes of the next generation? These are
questions I wonder about every single day. Shouldn’t we all?

by Claudia Flisi
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