Politesse, Please !
by

Eyes Right

Springfield, VA – Children are, apparently, not born with an innate sense of civility.  It appears to be strictly learned behavior, and, if recent events which I have observed are any indication, the general level of human behavior toward others is on the decline.
I am not talking about courtesy or even politeness – both of which imply a greater level of concern about others than mere civility.  When one is civil, the implication is that you are refraining from rudeness.  You may not be doing anything to harm someone, but you are also not doing anything to assist.
Let’s begin our observations very close to home.  At somewhere around 10 PM on a recent weekday night, someone managed to drop off a dilapidated gas grill on the sidewalk directly across the street from our home.  We did not hear anything unusual – it simply appeared sometime after 9 PM when I closed our garage door, and when we looked out our bedroom window near 11 PM to view an approaching thunderstorm.  Come morning, I walked across the street to check it out.  The grill was missing the propane bottle, had a tangle of vines covering one side, and had piles of dead vegetation inside.  It was broken in several places and was an obvious landfill candidate.  When my neighbor came home that evening, he concurred.  We loaded it into the back of my pickup truck, and I took it to the landfill.

I mention this incident because it illustrates how someone in our community has such little sense of personal responsibility that it was more convenient to dump the grill on our sidewalk than to take it the 5 miles to the landfill.  This is rude and irresponsible behavior.

A friend in the state of Washington recently reported to me a few disturbing experiences, all within a few hours.  While walking in downtown Spokane, he observed several people callously toss litter onto the sidewalk.  One young man went out of his way to kick over an orange cone which had been placed to warn of a hole in the sidewalk.  Shortly afterwards, a woman swerved her car intentionally to nearly hit him as he was using a crosswalk.  On his way home from work, he observed another driver speed up to hit, and kill, two young quail on the road. 
A 28-year old man in Washington, DC recently shot and murdered a teenager in his neighborhood [the teen was a promising honor student] who declined to give him and his girlfriend a ride in his car.  He had first slashed the tires of the teen’s car, then came back to slash them again and chased the teen into the woods where he shot him dead.

On the other side of the world from us, gangs of young men in Somalia are roaming the streets of Mogadishu seeking out victims whom they can rape, or cut off limbs, for no apparent reason.

What can be done?   My suggestion is to begin to teach children from day one the essence of proper behavior.  It can be derived from a specific religious moral code (such as how the Mormons teach their children), or it can be simply a secular offshoot based on the Christian “Golden Rule” of “Do onto others what you would have them do onto you.”  Whatever the form of the message, it has to be drilled into youngsters at an early age, and reinforced by words and actions as they grow older.  Hopefully it will eventually find root, and the child becomes a civilized youngster, then adult.
I find in my classroom at a suburban high school that youngsters, no matter their background, are surprisingly malleable.  I insist, for example, that from Day 1 of class no one is allowed to use the word “Yeah” in my classroom, whether talking to me or to a fellow student.  I explain that I forbid this word in order to help them in later job interviews where saying “Yeah” is often the kiss of death in terms of impressing the interviewer, and because it is the polite thing to do.  Because my ear is trained to pick up this word, I am quick to admonish anyone using the term.  They quickly become adept at saying “Yes,” and soon are correctly their classmates.  

The point here is that youngsters can be taught to be not only civil, but polite, and even courteous.  If you do not believe this assertion, stop by my classroom at any time to observe.
I thought you might like to know.
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