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Zaara
 was born left-handed.
 Or maybe she wasn't, but she just preferred to use her left hand. No, it must be that somewhere in her early childhood she suffered some traumatic event that sparked her defiance of right-handedness. Because you see, being right-handed was normal. It was the natural way. There had simply been no other acceptable way in the quaint town of El Derecho.

Still, Zaara for some reason just could not use her right hand the same way she could use her left. Her parents tried to teach her to use her right hand; in fact, for a while they would supervise her while she was eating and doing homework to make sure she didn't sneak in that sinister left hand.
 She did not understand what was wrong with her. Her teacher would gaze at her disapprovingly, and her classmates would snicker as she used the wrong hand.

One time, she accidentally jabbed her elbow very hard into Jill, the girl that was sitting next to her and writing with the "right" hand. 

"You freak!" Jill had growled, "Get that nasty hand away from me." Jill then requested another seat, which the teacher promptly granted.

After that incident, Zaara was determined to learn to be right-handed. However, she was so upset and preoccupied with this goal that she was not able to concentrate on the actual tasks that needed to be performed with the hand. She started turning her homework in late because she was concentrating more on improving the manual dexterity of her awkward right hand than learning the material.

The kids in her class were also not receptive to her renewed efforts. "Dude, check out the freak trying to write with her right hand like us," Jay muttered under his breath to Serena. 

"Oh my God, what a dork," Serena replied disgustedly, "Look, she can't even do it right -- her hand is all fluttering. Plus, no matter what, she'll always be a freak.”

When Zaara's next report card came out, she had a C average, whereas when she had been using her left hand, she had mostly A's and B's. Zaara was very depressed; her parents were angry at her performance and her inability to adjust the use of her right hand, and she felt completely alone.

Then Takeshi moved to the neighborhood and joined her class. Takeshi also seemed to be inflicted with this left-handed disease, and the kids had a new target. "Zaara and Takeshi, sittin' in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G!" they would sing to their hearts' delight.

Zaara was becoming very angry with all this chiding and all this pressure in her own mind to become right-handed. What if there wasn't something wrong with Takeshi and her? After all, she could do the same things with her left hand that everyone else could do with their right, so why did it really make a difference? 

One day she asked Takeshi what he thought of this idea that left-handedness might be different, yet equal to right-handedness. "But Zaara, it doesn't matter what you can do," he replied matter-of-factly, "You have to do it the right way. If you're not doing it the right way, you're not really doing the right thing."

Still, Zaara had had quite enough. Her troubles had only been compounded by Takeshi's presence, and if he wasn't going to help her, she was determined to establish her own "right" to use her left hand. Normally she sat on the far left side of the bench in the middle row, and would often get jabbed by the elbow of Takeshi, who had taken Jill's old seat and would persevere in perfecting the use of his right hand while she used her left. Today, she went and sat on the far left side, where Jill was now used to sitting. When Jill came in, she was astonished to find Zaara there. 

"Mr. Rose!" Jill called out angrily, "Zaara is trying to take my seat!"

Mr. Rose strided to the bench dramatically, looked Zaara up and down for several seconds, and finally asked, “What is this all about, Zaara?”

"I'm sorry, Mr. Rose," Zaara mumbled, "But I-I was wondering if I could sit here instead of my old seat so that Takeshi's elbow doesn't keep jabbing me."

Mr. Rose stared blankly at Zaara for a minute, and then burst out laughing. "You’re quite a comedienne, Zaara. Takeshi is making a fine attempt to use the proper hand, and you are not only failing enormously in that regard, but wishing for others to accommodate your insufficiencies?"

Zaara could feel the tears welling up in her eyes. What was she thinking? It would be one thing if she gave up on her effort to use her right hand, but she had no right to expect others to cater to her defect. "I-I'm sorry," she stammered, making her way back to her seat. 

"I can't believe you did that!" Takeshi gasped in wide-eyed wonder. 

"Shut up," Zaara muttered back curtly.  

"I'm sorry," Takeshi responded, keeping his head down, "I didn't mean it in a bad way. I was just surprised.

Zaara was still struggling, wondering what to do. She was absolutely unable to write with her right hand, and she really didn't enjoy the bitter arm collisions with Takeshi or the scorn from her peers. Did she have a right to be angry? What would she have thought of left-handed people if she were normal and right-handed? Would she have been just as mean as her peers? Was Takeshi right, that it wasn't just the end result, but the process of using the right hand that mattered? She asked herself these questions every day, which increased her guilt, sadness, and hatred of herself and her school. Above all, she hated her left hand, one of the most operational and essential parts of her functioning. She knew she could make so many amazing things with it, but they would all be tainted with public contempt.

One day during recess, Zaara saw her teacher arguing with a girl around her age whom she did not recognize. 

"Mr. Rose, who was that?" Zaara inquired meekly as they walked back into the classroom. 

"Oh, nobody, Zaara," Mr. Rose replied quickly. "Nobody you need to know about. There's some bad kids at the school across the street. It's a shame they have those types of influences.”

Zaara was very curious to know what this girl was about. For some reason, she had a feeling this girl could help her. Right after school was over, she walked across the street and peered through the various corridors until she saw the girl emerging. The girl saw Zaara looking at her curiously and extended her hand.

"Hi there," she said, "Do you go to East Gate?"

"Yeah, my name is Zaara." 

"Hi Zaara, I'm Carla."

"Hey, I was wondering, what were you talking with my teacher about?"

"Oh, that, Carla smiled. "Well, I'm left-handed, and a few other kids at this school are also, so we wanted to see if anyone at your school was.”

"Yeah, actually I am!" Zaara said, excited but keeping her voice down, for she feared that people at this other school would also know she was a freak. 

"Oh really?" Carla asked, confused. "That's weird, your teacher said no one was. Anyway, at our school we're having an open forum tomorrow morning, and some of us want to request that we can reserve a row near the middle for left-handed people, so we don’t have to deal with bumping elbows together. I went to your school to see if anyone wanted to join and propose a similar thing."

"What!" Zaara gasped. "You mean, people are OK with you writing with your left hand?"

"Of course," Carla laughed. "Some people who are right-handed even do it for fun."

"Why would they do that when they know the right way!" Zaara asked, astonished. "Don't they get called freaks?"

"Well, a lot of them were right-handed for a long time and can use their right hands, so people know they're not really freaks," Carla winked. "Some of them really like being left-handed now, though; they say it fits them better. I've always been left-handed and I used to get called a freak, but four other left-handed people joined this school in the past couple of years and eventually people kinda started thinking it was cool, you know?"

"So now things are OK for you? They'll even give you the special desks?"

"Well, that's the thing," Carla sighed. "They do think it's OK, as in, they don't give us ‘the look’ any more, but they don't want to reserve for us the seats that would really allow us to use our left hand. Even a lot of the kids that use their left hand for fun don't like the idea."

"Well… it's not like right-handed people get special rows. So why should left-handed people, right?"

"That's what they say," Carla replied, tired. "Hey, you don't start school until 9, right? Why don't you come to my school tomorrow at 8? You can see what happens."

Zaara was very excited to see what would happen at Carla's school the next day. She came into the classroom at 8, and was very surprised at what she saw. A large banner hung along the left wall of the room with the words, "Right-Handed Coalition." 

"Ladies and Gentlemen," declared Geoff, the president of the newly formed coalition, "We, the Right-Handed Coalition, gather here today to express our devotion to justice and equality.
 Our coalition does not take a stance on which hand is the proper one to use. This school has been gracious enough to house people of both handednesses, and we fully espouse that tolerance. We fully support our school for not only providing both lefties and righties access to the same textbooks and other educational facilities, but accepting the use of the wrong hand. 

“Today, however, the lefties are trying to take advantage of our kindness and generosity, and transgress into a very dangerous and subversive arena. The lefties demand that one full row be devoted exclusively to their use. This is a travesty to the fundamental rights of righty as well as lefty individuals to choose their own seats. The righties are strong advocates of individual rights; we all must be able to sit wherever we please, without giving special treatment to lefties just because our past included some forced conversions here and there. I now want to call upon a special speaker, Warner, who will tell us about his own experience as a previous lefty who became a righty by choice. Warner?" 

Warner solemnly gathered himself and stood in front of his peers, clearing his throat. "Esteemed colleagues, it is my honor to stand here in front of you all today. As many of you know, I was once a lefty. Yes, folks, I used to be the awkward child who could never use his right hand properly. I used to bump my left elbow into my esteemed classmates and inconvenience them with my manual incompetence. 

“But I have learned to overcome my abysmal inferiority -- not by demanding special seats, but by persevering until I have perfected the use of my right hand. I am now fully accepted by the right-handed community, as is evidenced by my being the special speaker today.  Of course, there should be no shame in being left-handed; but rather, on the contrary, someone who is left-handed and can also adapt to right-handedness is worthy of extraordinary recognition.  If you can adapt to right-handedness, you can sit in any seat you would like and not have to worry about bumping arms.  Does this strategy not confer upon us the optimal advantage?

“Let us not subscribe to a victim mentality where we demand special accommodations, but rather, let us work our way up on our own merit to show that we can succeed under any circumstances. It is my dream that one day our classroom community will not be classified by ‘us’ versus ‘them,’ ‘lefty’ and ‘righty.’  We are just human beings that may be able to write with our left hands, but have also perfected the use of the right.
 Thank you." 

The crowd clapped politely as Geoff resumed his post. 

"Let us not blind ourselves," he pronounced firmly, "with the political correctness, a.k.a. reverse handedism, of our era. Is it not in the best interests of lefties to attend our fine institution and benefit from our resources? We should ask, if the tables were turned and righties demanded exclusive privilege, would the lefties not raise a hue and cry? I believe that we should strive for true equality of the handednesses. This equality consists of not looking to the hands, but to the humanity of each individual. 

“There is also a very sound economic basis to my idea: righties are more efficient with their right hands, and can thus get more work done with their right hands, and should thus have the freedom to choose their seats for the sake of Gross Domestic Product emerging from and for the use of right hands. In times of dire economic turmoil, I think we will be fully justified in recognizing the higher value of righty work product and allocating payment accordingly for efficiency’s sake.
 I thank you very much for your time."

Cheers emanated from all corners of the room as Right-Handed Coalition flags waved in the air. "Right! Right! Right! Right!" the entire room seemed to shout in unison. 

However, the victorious climate soon went awry. A large hullabaloo erupted after several righties stampeded the row of desks that the lefties had wanted to use, resulting in the cataclysmic injury of Geoff's right hand. Thereafter, the entire class went into chaos and destroyed the whole school. 

School in El Derecho was halted for one month following the destruction of Carla’s old school, Old School, while East Gate underwent expansion to accommodate all the students.  During this time, the lefties from both schools would gather frequently to discuss what accommodations they might seek at the newly constructed school.

“I don’t know if we can even make any demands, after this,” Carla sighed, “We’re totally outnumbered, and we won’t have enough people to make any solid platform.”

"Well, maybe we can," Zaara smiled. "'Cause now it's the five of you, plus Takeshi and me."

"I think it's definitely worth a try," piped in Jason, another lefty, "And there's also eight ambidextrous kids and even three righties I know that would want to help.  But maybe we can figure out some way to reach a middle ground." 

“Yeah,” Carla smiled knowingly, “Something that the righties would find less burdensome than granting us our own row.”

“What if we ask for some seats in the left column?” Zaara suggested.

“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking,” Carla said wryly, “But what, so we could be relegated to the margins, and easier for the teachers and other students to identify or ignore? Why can’t we have one row where we’re all left-handed?”

“But seeing as we probably can’t get a row, isn’t a column still better than being awkwardly forced into being spreading ourselves among the righties, and then bumping into each other?” Jason pointed out, “I think people who are jerks will always find reason to look down upon us, but the important thing is our ability to make use of our hands.”

“Yeah,” Carla agreed, “I really don’t find this solution ideal, but I think we can get more people to buy into it.”

Takeshi, who had been deep in thought, finally chimed in, “You know, I didn’t like the idea of different seats before because I thought we should just write with our right hands.  But now I think this might be a good idea. Because lately I’ve been thinking, it's OK if you do things a different way."

"Yeah, we can still do the same things," Zaara agreed. 

Takeshi nodded, pondering further, "We can still do the same things, but we might even not want to, 'cause maybe we just are different.  Maybe the different stuff you do is still OK though."

Zaara nodded. “You’re right, Takeshi, I never really thought about it that way.  Why should we be second-class citizens in a space that caters to right-handed people?  We'll never know what we’re about until we get enough space to really use our hands, without having to feel like we’re the odd ones out."

“You mean like having our own lefty school?” Takeshi inquired.

“Maybe, Takeshi,” Carla replied pensively,  “I don’t think we have enough resources or support right now, but who knows? When we get a little older, and there’s more of us, maybe we can do it.”

A week before school was set to resume, Zaara and her friends decided to call themselves the Lefty Liberation Front and put together a modest proposal, requesting a column that they intended to present before the class.

Meanwhile, the righties were cooking up a plan of their own. Geoff, indignant over the temporary uselessness of his right hand, now desired to be accommodated in using his left hand.  Other righties were also sympathetic to their leader’s plight, and did not think he should have to risk encountering the nuisance of colliding elbows.  Hence, they thought it would be appropriate to devise a policy that would provide temporary assistance to people like Geoff, who clearly had the ability and the merit to succeed while using their right hands, but had a limited necessity to use their left hands.

The righties determined that their desire to have people like Geoff accommodated could be best achieved by reserving exactly three seats along the left-hand column, with three layers of preference.  

The first category was for those with “irreversible damage” to their right hands.  People whose right hands were physically, permanently incapable of use would automatically be designated a reserved seat.  

With any spots remaining, the second category of preference went to those with “temporary injury” to their right hands.  Geoff fit into this category.  He did not have irreversible damage, but needed just a brief period free of collision.  

If any seats were remaining, one seat would be reserved for a third category that went to those who were “right trainees,” viz., those who had no injuries to their right hands, but who were not yet fully proficient in their use.  This category required an application where the applicant trainee would have to approximate the time required for training, and explain the reason for needing temporary assistance.  As a condition of the training, the trainee would be required to sit next to a right-handed person two days a week to acquire skills in adjusting to the use of the right hand.

Although there was limited preferential seating for the use of the left hand, the use of the left hand was not going to be prohibited anywhere in the classroom; all students were still formally allowed to use whichever hand they preferred, in whichever seat that they preferred.

When the Lefty Liberation Front approached the administration with their proposal, they were surprised to learn that this new policy had been instituted.  

“This is so typical,” Carla sighed, “Geoff now has no choice but to use his left hand, and he can’t even conceive for a moment of having to inconvenience himself by bumping elbows.  But we deserve that inconvenience because our left hand is part of our identity, and we’re not cut out for being part of the system in the ‘right’ way.”

“But there is one seat available,” Jason pointed out, “And you know what? I just want to get through my work. I’m not hung up on doing it with my left hand; I just use that because I’m better at it.  But if there is this training program that will accommodate me to do work with my left hand while slowly adjusting to being comfortable with the right, I don’t have a problem with it.”

“But Jason,” Takeshi said, “This makes it seem like there’s something wrong with being left-handed. Why do we even need training?  I never really knew that many left-handed people before I met Zaara, and now I know all of you, and you are all really smart, and some of you are really good artists too.  Why should the fact that we use our left hand be considered such a bad thing that we need a correctional program for it?  Why not just have seats that we can use, without any other conditions?”

Jason sighed.  “I know, Takeshi, the lefties are all great people.  But you have to pick your battles.  Is using our left hands worth that much of a struggle?  If we are this talented, let’s show that we can succeed with our right hands too.  Heck, I’m going to apply for that program.”

“I’m not,” Zaara frowned, “I’m just going to go to class early and sit along the left column.  There is nothing wrong with using my left hand, and I want space to use it.  Plus, once you go through that program, do you think the righties will really think of you as one of them, as someone who has succeeded on his own?  They’ll see you as someone that relied on their stupid program to get anywhere.”

“I know, Zaara,” Jason said, tired, “I just don’t want to put in the effort for this right now.  I’m sorry.”

Zaara and her lefty friends wondered what type of negotiations, if any, they could request from the administration.  They did not appreciate the stigma that accompanied the “training,” but they also felt that if there were more people like Jason who were interested in taking advantage of it, they should be able to without a one-person limit in that category.  They thought they could either request that the administration reserve a greater number of seats for that category, or at least that, in the absence of any person with a first or second preference need, third preference students could occupy a larger number of seats. 

The administration refused to reconsider its policy, emphasizing the very limited nature of reserved seating available, and the school’s underlying goals to foster both personal responsibility and optimum success.
  They clarified that students were entirely free to use their left hands part-time and train part-time if they chose to from any seats they were able to get; the fact that only one seat was available for a right trainee, they argued, would add further prestige to the selected applicant, and would motivate students to aspire to that position.  

Epilogue


Jason applied for the right trainee position and successfully completed his training, becoming adept at the use of both his left and right hands.  He remained sympathetic to the lefties, perceiving their handedness as a legitimate choice, and grew up to become a teacher at East Gate who, in his classroom, gave preference to any lefty students, whether by injury or otherwise, to use the left-hand column.  He emphasized, however, that he was doing this merely to allow the exercise of personal freedom; he did not see left-handedness as something people were born with, and thought it was frivolous to assert it as a political identity.


Zaara and Carla both arrived at school very early every day in order to get a seat in the left-hand column.  They continued holding meetings for the Lefty Liberation Front, and compiled an anthology of first-hand experiences from lefties and ambidextrous people on their classroom struggles.  The group expanded as more people of all handednesses gained greater exposure to lefties’ stories, which were sometimes saddening, sometimes infuriating, sometimes even humorous, but always heartfelt.  Many people began to respect why the lefties had wanted a column, and deferred to that designation.  Zaara remained active in the East Gate community even after graduating and joined the administration, planning to institute fairer policies, such as designating a row for the lefties so they could have full accommodations while still being integrated into the classroom.  Carla started a separate school for lefties, but could not obtain adequate funds or recruit enough students to keep it running.  However, she then created an after-school program where the lefties could share stories and feel fully free of stigma in their environment.  


Geoff recovered from his injury within a month after school began, but his performance in school during that period declined precipitously despite all the extra aid and accommodations teachers would give him, as he had to learn how to use his left hand.  This process was extremely exasperating for him, and he would repeatedly highlight that once he recovered and was able to return to the natural way, his performance would be stellar.  Although this was not the case and his understanding of the material remained as mediocre as ever, he now had an impressive story about this obstacle that he had overcome, with which The University of El Derecho was very impressed, granting him a full scholarship.  He went on to law school and became a Prosecution Attorney.


Takeshi was very upset with the circumstances after the new policy was implemented and dropped greatly in his attendance.  He got very poor grades, and was seen as a disgrace by righties, as well as by a few of the lefties, who thought he was contributing to their stigma.  A few years after graduating from East Gate, he settled down and had a child, who also turned out to be left-handed.  But he did not try to convert the child, but rather, sent the child to East Gate and Carla’s daycare program, where he could feel comfortable that his child would have at least slightly better prospects than he did.

� See Angela P. Harris, Race and Essentialism in Feminist Legal Theory, 42 Stan. L. Rev. 581 (1990).  I tried to be very intentional about everything in this story, beginning with the names of the characters. I wanted my main protagonist to be a young girl of color with an “ethnic” name because too often, story-tellers, while using symbolism to discuss oppression, lapse into other types of essentialism where names and descriptions of characters fall into defaults.  


� At different times I use left-handedness both literally, to examine the plight that left-handed people face, and as a metaphor for various marginalized identities.


� See Ian Haney López, White by Law: The Legal Construction of Race 183-190 (1996) (discussing the need to deconstruct Whiteness as the norm around which other identities revolve).


� See Steven W. Bender, Direct Democracy and Distrust: The Relationship Between Language Law Rhetoric and the Language Vigilantism Experience, 2 Harv. Latino L. Rev. 145 (1997) (describing the persistence of English-only rules).


� See Peggy McIntosh, White Privilege and Male Privilege: A Personal Account of Coming To See Correspondences through Work in Women's Studies (1988) (illustrating the subtle privileges and accommodations that members of the dominant group enjoy).


� See David Benjamin Oppenheimer, Understanding Affirmative Action 23, Hastings Const. L.Q. 921 (1996).


� See George A. Martínez, Latinos, Assimilation and the Law: A Philosophical Perspective, 20 UCLA Chicano-Latino l. Rev. 1 (1999) (noting the ongoing perception that Latinos have a duty to assimilate and they fail to do so).


� See Kevin R. Johnson, Some Thoughts on the Future of Latino Legal Scholarship, 2 Harv. Latino L. Rev. 101 (1997) (noting that the stigma on Latinos as “foreigners” and pressure to assimilate has affected the development of Latino identity, at times in oppressive ways).


� See Devon W. Carbado and Mitu Gulati, The Fifth Black Woman, 11 J. Contemp. Legal Issues 701 (2001) (on performing constructed social identities).


� Id.


� See Deborah Waire Post, The Politics of Pedagogy: Confessions of a Black Woman Law Professor, in Critical Race Feminism 131 (Adrien Wing ed., 2003) (discussing a presumption of incompetence faced by the author, a Black woman law professor).


� See Barbara J. Flagg, “Was Blind, But Now I See”: White Race Consciousness and the Requirement of Discriminatory Intent, 92 Mich. L. Rev. 953 (1993).


� See Angela Onwuachi-Willig, Just Another Brother on the SCT?: What Justice Clarence Thomas Teaches Us About the Influence of Racial Identity (forthcoming 2005) (discussing Black conservative jurisprudence as being distinct from white conservative ideology).


� Id.


� See Richard A. Posner, The Efficiency and Efficacy of Title VII, 136 U. Pa. L. Rev. 513 (1987).


� See Angela Onwuachi-Willig, For Whom Does the Bell Toll: The Bell Tolls for Brown? 2 (forthcoming 2005) (discussing the merits of Derrick Bell’s support for enforcing the “equal” component of the “separate but equal” doctrine of Plessy v. Ferguson).


� Id. at 3 (discussing Bell’s interest-convergence theory, that (1) policymakers accommodate the rights and interests of Blacks and other minorities only when those interests converge with the interests of Whites in policymaking decisions; and (2) even when policymakers do acknowledge the interests and rights of Blacks and other minorities, they are always willing to sacrifice those rights when they perceive their enforcement as significantly willing to sacrifice those rights when they perceive their enforcement as significantly diminishing Whites’ sense of entitlement and superior status).


� Id.


� See Angela Onwuachi-Willig, The Return of the Ring 21 (forthcoming 2005) (discussing public opinion that it is the deviancy of poor black women that is to blame for their situation and thus such women are undeserving of public aid).


� See Angela Onwuachi-Willig, Undercover Other 17 (forthcoming 2005) (Quoting Colin Powell, asserting he is insulted by analogies drawn between the struggles of Blacks and homosexuals because “[g]ay is not something you’re born with… it’s a choice you make.”)





PAGE  
1

