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Out of Egypt��

Unit 3:
Ethics of Intervening in Injustice

This unit takes the previous unit to the next stage, 

and asks what moral issues are at stake once one 

decides to intervene. How is one to “do it right”? 

The overarching goal of the unit is to sensitize 

participants as to how they intervene. How do we 

ensure that we are being sensitive to local cultures? 

How do we ensure that we’re not doing more harm 

than good? 

Sessions:
Potential Outcomes of Intervening in the 1. 

Developing World

Ethics in Action:  Policies for Ethical 2. 

Intervention

Reflection Session:3.  My Ethics of 

Intervening
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Potential Outcomes of Intervening 
in the Developing World

“When they assist you they treat you like a beggar.”

Participant, discussion group of men and women living in extreme 
poverty, Vila Junqueira, Brazil
From: Voices of the Poor: Crying out for Change by D. Narayan, R. 
Chambers, M.K. Shah, & P. Petesch. Oxford University Press for the 
World Bank, 2000.

Goals: 

Participants will:

explore key ideas and values pertaining to the ethics of ¸¸

intervening in the developing world

encounter some theoretical perspectives and critiques regarding ¸¸

intervening in the developing world

reflect critically on their own intervening in the developing world¸¸

consider the potential outcomes of their volunteer work on ¸¸

Project TEN – both for themselves and for the local communities

Reading Assignment: 
All participants should read the article “Beyond Good Intentions: A Values Proposition 

for Jewish Service-Learning” by Aaron Dorfman prior to this session. (It can be found 

here immediately after this session.) 
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Introduction: 

Working in the developing world is a complicated endeavor. Though the potential for 

effecting real, positive, sustainable change in the local environment is high (which is why 

programs like Project TEN exist!), without careful navigation, we risk unintended negative 

reverberations in the local community. This unit seeks to raise some of the most important 

questions related to volunteer work, particularly in the developing world. What ethical 

principles are at stake? What is the potential cost of our work with the population? 

Some of the different ethical questions this unit addresses include: 

Is it ethical to spend money on volunteers like us if that money may ��

accomplish more if sent directly to the local community?

Is it ethical to watch people suffering without taking action?  ��

How do we prevent well-intentioned intervention from backfiring? ��

Is it ethical to superimpose our own cultural assumptions of what is right ��

and wrong on another culture? 

The first learning session seeks to raise these questions through a more theoretical 

framework. Against the backdrop of the reading assignment, we begin with a personal 

exercise, and move on to several case studies that highlight some of the major risks and 

challenges in interventions (both deliberate and incidental) in the developing world. 

Part 1: Outcomes of Intervening 

This exercise asks participants to think critically about the potential outcomes of their 

intervention in the developing world within the context of Project TEN – both the positive 

and negative outcomes for themselves as volunteers, and the positive and negative 

outcomes for the local communities. 

Each participant should take several minutes alone to fill out the chart below. 
There are four quadrants: (1) potential positive outcomes for volunteers, (2) potential 

negative outcomes for volunteers, (3) potential positive outcomes for the local community, 

and (4) potential negative outcomes for the local community. For each quadrant, fill out 

as many potential outcomes as they can think of.  

If they need examples, feel free to brainstorm with them. Consider the following:

Positive/Participant: increased awareness of pressing issues affecting this region��

Negative/Local Community: an unhealthy attachment to volunteers ��
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In addition, we have included a second chart for your reference, in which each quadrant 

contains the potential outcomes generated by some Project TEN staff. Feel free to refer 

to any or all points on the list during group discussion, or to help participants fill in their 

charts.

After participants have filled in their charts, bring the group back together. On a board, 

create a giant-sized chart with 4 quadrants (mirroring the ones the participants have 

completed). Have participants share what they have written, and as they share, add their 

points to the giant chart. 

Conduct a brief discussion around these points. 

Be sure to ask participants: what sorts of information, skills, and abilities do we possess that 

we can contribute to the local community? What are the risks in doing this kind of work?

Leave the chart on the board as you move on to the next parts of the session. 



180

Project TEN  Identity Design, Presentation I
Project TEN  Identity Design, Presentation I

Potential Outcomes of Intervening ��

Exercise: Outcomes of Intervening
In each quadrant, fill out all potential outcomes that you can think of.

+ –  

Project 
TEN 

Volunteers
(that's you!)

Local 
Community
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Exercise: Outcomes of Intervening
For your reference, we have included a list of potential outcomes generated by 

some of the original Project TEN staff. Feel free to refer to any or all points on 

the list during group discussion, or to help participants fill in their charts. 

+ –  

Project 
TEN 

Volunteers
(that's you!)

Be inspired to become lifelong 
change agents in their own 
communities and/or the world at 
large

Upon encountering profound 
social ills, participants feel 
overwhelmed and paralyzed, 
as opposed to inspired and 
empowered

Develop an increased 
understanding of and appreciation 
for their local host community, its 
needs, and culture

Participants emerge with a 
simplistic understanding of the 
local community and its needs

Develop an increased 
understanding of and appreciation 
for the diversity of the global 
Jewish People

A focus on Jewish Peoplehood in 
a decidedly non-Jewish context 
backfires, leaving participants with 
the feeling that Jewish Peoplehood is 
irrelevant at best or racist at worst

Develop an increased 
understanding of and appreciation 
for Jewish culture and tradition

Participants feel that discussions 
about Israel are irrelevant and/or 
polarizing

Acquire a nuanced understanding 
of Israel’s role – past, present, and 
future – in the pursuit of a just 
world

Participants feel that joint 
celebrations of Jewish holidays and 
ritual serve a polarizing function 
within the group rather than a 
unifying one

Hone their sense of personal 
and collective Jewish identity by 
engaging in Jewish learning and by 
jointly celebrating Jewish holidays 
and rituals

Participants perceive commitments 
to the Jewish People, Israel and the 
greater world as a zero sum game

Feel a sense of responsibility and 
commitment to both the Jewish 
People and the greater world
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+ –  

Local 
Community

Benefit from volunteer hours in a 
variety of projects

The service work does not meet an 
organic, communal need

Benefit from the “power of 
witnessing and the catharsis of 
sharing stories” 

Community members feel that 
program participants did not 
perform the service work in a 
professional manner

Gain access to Israeli/foreign 
knowledge (i.e., sustainable 
agriculture, experiential education, 
etc.) and resources

Community members feel that 
the service work should have 
been carried out by community 
members themselves, either for 
pay or as volunteers, and not by 
outsiders

Gain personal connections to Jews 
based upon shared experiences 
and cross-cultural encounters 

Storytelling is a one-way street 
with program participants learning 
about the local community, but not 
vice-versa

Gain “ambassadors” in Israel and 
in Jewish communities around 
the world who have a basic 
appreciation for their community, 
its needs and culture

Community members feel their 
suffering has been transformed 
into a form of voyeuristic 
entertainment

The local host community is 
reduced to a canvas for Jewish 
identity exploration

Israeli/foreign knowledge remains 
solely with program participants, 
leaving community members 
ill-equipped to continue the 
service projects once program 
participants leave
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Part 2: Texts

We continue our conversation on the ethics of intervening in the developing world with 

four texts. While Texts 1, 3, and 4 focus on the role of the external spectator (someone 

observing life in the developing world), Text 2 focuses on the role of the external 

intervener (someone who actively endeavors to make changes in the developing world). 

Hand out Text 1, the 1-page article titled “Slumdog Tourism.” Read the article out loud.

Next, read Text 2, an excerpt from “Theoretical Foundations for International Service-

learning.” 

Next, read Text 3, “Poverty Line,” a poem by Ronny Someck.

Lastly, read Text 4, “Tourists” by Yehuda Amichai

* If you are pressed for time, we encourage you to use “Slumdog Tourism,” which focuses 

on the developing world, and either “Poverty Line” or “Tourists.”

Ask participants to react to the session thus far. Up to this point, they have been exposed 

to several critical perspectives on the service work and travel in the developing world 

that is their endeavor. It is normal if this causes them to get defensive. 

Discussion:

We suggest that you address the following questions in discussion:

Is it ethical to spend money on volunteers if that money would accomplish ��

more if sent directly to the local community?  (The Aaron Dorfman article; our 

opening exercise, the “Outcomes of Intervening” chart) 

Is it ethical to watch people suffering without taking action? ("Slumdog ��

Tourism")

How do we prevent well-intentioned intervention from backfiring?  ��

(“Theoretical Foundations” text;  later in the session, with the “No Bike Left 

Behind” case study) 

Is it ethical to superimpose our own cultural assumptions of what is right ��

and wrong on another culture?  (Ronny Someck poem; later in the session with 

the “FGM” case study)

After this discussion, move on to the Case Studies.  
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two days. Suddenly a white woman was 

taking my picture. I felt like a tiger in a 

cage. Before I could say anything, she had 

moved on. 

When I was 18, I founded an organization 

that provides education, health and 

economic services for Kibera residents. 

A documentary filmmaker from Greece 

was interviewing me about my work. As 

we made our way through the streets, we 

passed an old man defecating in public. 

The woman took out her video camera 

and said to her assistant, “Oh, look at that.” 

For a moment I saw my home through her 

eyes: feces, rats, starvation, houses so 

close together that no one can breathe. 

I realized I didn’t want her to see it, didn’t 

want to give her the opportunity to 

judge my community for its poverty — a 

condition that few tourists, no matter how 

well intentioned, could ever understand. 

Other Kibera residents have taken a 

different path. A former schoolmate of 

mine started a tourism business. I once 

saw him take a group into the home of 

a young woman giving birth. They stood 

and watched as she screamed. Eventually 

the group continued on its tour, cameras 

loaded with images of a woman in pain. 

What did they learn? And did the woman 

gain anything from the experience? 

To be fair, many foreigners come to the 

slums wanting to understand poverty, 

and they leave with what they believe is 

a better grasp of our desperately poor 

Slumdog Tourism
By Kennedy Odede, Nairobi, 
Kenya | The New York Times,  
August 9, 2010 

SLUM tourism has a long history — during 

the late 1800s, lines of wealthy New 

Yorkers snaked along the Bowery and 

through the Lower East Side to see “how 

the other half lives.” 

But with urban populations in the 

developing world expanding rapidly, 

the opportunity and demand to observe 

poverty firsthand have never been 

greater. The hot spots are Rio de Janeiro, 

Mumbai — thanks to “Slumdog Millionaire,” 

the film that started a thousand tours — 

and my home, Kibera, a Nairobi slum that 

is perhaps the largest in Africa. 

Slum tourism has its advocates, who say it 

promotes social awareness. And it’s good 

money, which helps the local economy. 

But it’s not worth it. Slum tourism turns 

poverty into entertainment, something 

that can be momentarily experienced and 

then escaped from. People think they’ve 

really “seen” something — and then go back 

to their lives and leave me, my family and my 

community right where we were before. 

I was 16 when I first saw a slum tour. I 

was outside my 100-square-foot house 

washing dishes, looking at the utensils 

with longing because I hadn’t eaten in 

1
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conditions. The expectation, among the 

visitors and the tour organizers, is that 

the experience may lead the tourists to 

action once they get home. 

But it’s just as likely that a tour will come 

to nothing. After all, looking at conditions 

like those in Kibera is overwhelming, 

and I imagine many visitors think that 

merely bearing witness to such poverty is 

enough. 

Nor do the visitors really interact with 

us. Aside from the occasional comment, 

there is no dialogue established, no 

conversation begun. Slum tourism is a 

one-way street: They get photos; we lose 

a piece of our dignity. 

Slums will not go away because a few 

dozen Americans or Europeans spent 

a morning walking around them. There 

are solutions to our problems — but they 

won’t come about through tours. 

At the time of writing, Kennedy 

Odede was the executive director 

of Shining Hope for Communities, 

a social services organization, is a 

junior at Wesleyan University.

What is Odede’s critique of tourists? ��

In your opinion, would the author of ��

this article see you as a tourist? Why 

or why not?

In what ways does Project TEN differ ��

from the tours described in the 

article? 

In what ways does Project TEN ��

nevertheless risk similar ethical 

violations to the ones Odede 

describes? 

What would Odede want you to do?��

What is the value of awareness of ��

and exposure to poverty? Must that 

awareness be combined with action 

to be justified?



186

Project TEN  Identity Design, Presentation I
Project TEN  Identity Design, Presentation I

Potential Outcomes of Intervening ��

186

תיירות שכונות עוני
מאת קנדי אודדי, ניירובי, קניה | ניו יורק 

טיימס, 9 אוגוסט 2010

 - ארוכה  היסטוריה  יש  עוני  בשכונות  לתיירות 

בסוף המאה ה-19 למשל, התפתלו שורות ארוכות 

של תושבי ניו יורק העשירים לאורך אזור ה"לואר 

איסט סייד" במטרה לראות "איך חי החצי השני."

עם הגידול המהיר של אוכלוסייה עירונית בעולם 

המתפתח, ההזדמנות והביקוש לראות עוני מקרוב 

מעולם לא היו גדולים יותר. האזורים הפופולריים 

הם ריו דה ז'ניירו ומומבאי - בזכות "נער חידות 

ביניהם  סיורים,  לאלפי  שהוביל  סרט  ממומביי", 

גם בבית שלי, קיברה, שכונת עוני בניירובי, שהיא 

אולי הגדולה ביותר באפריקה.

שאומרים  תומכים,  יש  עוני  בשכונות  לתיירות 

כסף,  ומכניסה  חברתית  מודעות  מקדמת  שהיא 

לא  זה  לטעמי,  המקומית.  לכלכלה  שמסייע 

עוני  הופכת  עוני  שכונות  תיירות  זה:  את  שווה 

מכן  ולאחר  לרגע  לחוות  שניתן  משהו  לבידור, 

להימלט ממנו. אנשים חושבים שהם באמת "ראו" 

אותי,  ועוזבים  לחייהם  חוזרים  הם  ואז   - משהו 

את המשפחה ואת הקהילה שלי בדיוק במקום בו 

היינו לפני שביקרו.

בפעם  עוני  בשכונת  סיור  כשראיתי   16 בן  הייתי 

הראשונה. שטפתי כלים מחוץ לבית שלי )בגודל 10 

מ' מרובע( והבטתי בכלים בערגה כיוון שלא אכלתי 

מצלמה  שלפה  לבנה  אישה  פתאום  יומיים.  כבר 

לפני  אך  בכלוב  נמר  כמו  הרגשתי  אותי.  וצילמה 

שהספקתי לומר משהו, היא עזבה את המקום.

חינוך,  המספק  ארגון  הקמתי   ,18 בן  כשהייתי 

בריאות ושירותים כלכליים לתושבי קיברה. יוצרת 

העבודה  על  אותי  ראיינה  מיוון  תעודה  סרטי 

עברנו  ברחובות,  דרכנו  את  שעשינו  תוך  שלי. 

זקן שעשה את צרכיו בציבור, לעיני כל. האישה 

הוציאה את מצלמת הווידאו שלה ואמרה לעוזרת 

שלה, "אה, תראי את זה". לרגע ראיתי את הבית 

שלי דרך העיניים שלה: הצואה, החולדות, הרעב, 

בתים כל כך קרובים האחד לשני עד שאף אחד לא 

יכול לנשום. הבנתי שאני לא רוצה שהיא תראה 

את הבית שלי, לא רציתי לתת לה את ההזדמנות 

לשפוט הקהילה שלי על פי עוניה - תנאי מחייה 

כוונותיהם  אף  על  ביותר,  מעטים  שתיירים 

הטובות, יוכלו להבין אי פעם.

בגישה אחרת. חברי  נקטו  קיברה אחרים  תושבי 

פעם  תיירות.  בעסקי  התחיל  לשעבר,  לכיתה 

ראיתי אותו לוקח קבוצה לביתה של אישה צעירה 

שיולדת. התיירים עמדו וצפו בה צורחת. בסופו 

עם מצלמות  בסיור,  הקבוצה המשיכה  דבר,  של 

עמוסות תמונות של האישה בכאב. מה הם ילמדו? 

ומה קיבלה האישה מהחוויה?

למען ההגינות, זרים רבים מגיעים לשכונות עוני 

עם  יוצאים  הם  התופעה.  את  להבין  רצון  מתוך 

בהם  הנואשים  התנאים  של  יותר  טובה  מהבנה 

הציפייה  מאמינים.  הם  לפחות  כך  חיים,  אנו 

בקרב המבקרים ומארגני הסיורים, היא שהחוויה 

ברגע שהם מגיעים  תוביל את התיירים לפעולה 

הביתה. אבל, הסיכוי שסיור יוביל לבסוף לכלום 

אחרי  כן.  גם   - שאת  ביתר  אף  ואולי   - קיימת 

הכל, הסתכלות מבחוץ על תנאי מחייה כמו אלו 

לעצמי  מתאר  ואני  מדהימה,  בקיברה,  הקיימים 

כזה,  לעוני  עדות  חושבים שרק  רבים  שמבקרים 

מספיקה גם כן.

קשר  איתנו  יוצרים  לא  גם  עצמם  המבקרים 

)אינטראקציה( כלשהו. מלבד ההערה מזדמנת, אין 

שום דיאלוג או אפילו תחילתה של שיחה. תיירות 

)התיירים(  הם  סטרי:  חד  רחוב  היא  עוני  שכונת 

מקבלים תמונות; אנחנו מאבדים פיסה מכבודנו.

שכונות עוני לא ייעלמו, כי כמה עשרות אמריקאים 

או אירופים בילו בוקר בסיור סביבם. יש פתרונות 

לבעיות שלנו - אבל הם לא יבואו דרך סיורים.

היה  אודדי  קנדי  אלה,  שורות  כתיבת  בעת 

 Shining) המנכ"ל של ניצוץ תקווה לקהילות

Hope for Communities), ארגון שירותים 

חברתי, ותלמיד באוניברסיטת ווסליאן.
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benefactors; national governments 

rely on NGOs to respond to the needs 

in their country.

Many students return to pursue ��

courses of study and careers with 

little apparent divergence from the 

path of/toward privilege.

These snapshots reveal some of 

the dilemmas I have encountered 

in international community based 

educational and service work, 

experiences and observations that many 

others working in this field have shared 

(Cruz, 1990; Kiely, 2004; Simonelli, 

Earle, & Story, 2004). Based on these 

encounters, it is not surprising that I feel 

intellectually and ideologically conflicted 

about international service-learning 

work. These experiences have challenged 

me to find more theoretically-grounded 

approaches to international service-

learning projects, curricula, pedagogies, 

and partnerships.

How do we prevent well-intentioned ��

intervention from backfiring?

How do these points address the ��

potential outcomes exercise we did 

earlier?

If any of these points was not mentioned 

after the chart exercise, add them to 

the chart on the board now (all are 

negative potential outcomes, some 

for the volunteers, others for the local 

community).

By R.D. Crabtree, 
“Theoretical Foundations 
for International Service-

learning,” Michigan Journal of 
Community Service Learning (2008), 
pp. 18-36.

I was introduced to service-learning in 

1993 when I accompanied 25 university 

students and a handful of medical 

personnel and engineers on a three-

week service-learning experience to 

El Salvador. Since then, I have led many 

similar trips to Nicaragua and Kenya; 

some more service oriented and others 

more educational in focus, some explicitly 

connected to university baccalaureate 

graduation requirements, others through 

nonprofits. In contrast to positive 

international service-learning outcomes 

reported by me and other scholars, 

consider these observations:

Local children become enamored with ��

the foreign students and the material 

possessions they take for granted.

Students and other visitors leave piles ��

of used clothing and other “gifts” after 

project/trip completion.

Community members fight about ��

project ownership as development 

activities exacerbate internal political 

and interpersonal divisions.

Members of neighboring communities ��

wonder why no one has come to help 

them.

Projects reinforce for communities ��

that development requires external 

2
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"קו העוני" 
רוני סומק, מתוך הספר 

"גן עדן לאורז" הוצאת זמורה ביתן
Poverty Line – by Ronny Someck 
Translator: Ammiel Alcalay

 כאלו אפשר למתח קו ולומר: מתחתיו העוני. 

הנה הלחם שבצבעי אפור זולים 

נהיה שחור 

והזיתים בצלחת קטנה

על מפת השולחן.

באויר, עפו יונים במטס הצדעה

לצלילי הפעמון שביד מוכר הנפט בעגלה 

האדמה,

והיה גם קול הנחיתה של מגפי הגומי באדמה 

הבצית.

הייתי ילד, בבית שקראו לו צריף,

בשכונה שאמרו עליה מעברה.

הקו היחיד שראיתי היה קו האפק ומתחתיו הכל 

נראה עני.

3 Poverty Line
by Ronny Someck
Translator: Ammiel Alcalay

As if you could stretch a line and say: 

below it, poverty.

Here’s the bread made black

with cheap make-up

and the olives in a small plate

on the tablecloth.

In the air, doves flew with a soaring 

salute

to the ringing bell held by the kerosene 

vendor in his red cart,

and there was also the sound of rubber 

boots landing in the muddy ground.

I was a kid, in a house they called a 

shanty,

in a neighborhood they called a transit 

camp.

The only line I saw was the horizon and 

under it everything

looked poor.

Ronny Someck (b. 1951) is an 

Israeli poet, writer, and artist who 

frequently writes about social 

issues and social critique. 

Who decides who is “poor”? ��

If people don’t see themselves as ��

poor, how might they be affected by 

volunteers who come and treat them 

like “charity cases”?

Is it ethical to superimpose our own ��

cultural assumptions of what is right 

and wrong on another culture?  

How might this poem instruct and ��

influence your work with people in 

the developing world? 
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תיירים 
מאת יהודה עמיחי

ביקורי אבלים הם עורכים אצלנו,

יושבים ביד ושם, מרצינים ליד הכתל המערבי

וצוחקים מאחורי וילונות כבדים בחדרי מלון,

מצטלמים עם מתים חשובים בקבר רחל

יפי  על  בוכים  ובגבעת התחמושת,  הרצל  ובקבר 

גבורת נערינו וחושקים בקשיחות נערותינו

ותולים את תחתוניהם ליבוש מהיר

באמבטיה כחולה וצוננת.

דוד,  במצודת  שער  ליד  מדרגות  על  ישבתי  פעם 

שם  עמדה  לידי.  שמתי  הכבדים  הסלים  שני  את 

קבוצת תיירים סביב המדריך ושמשתי להם נקודת 

ציון. "אתם רואים את האיש הזה עם הסלים? קצת 

ימינה מראשו נמצאת קשת מן התקופה הרומית. 

קצת ימינה מראשו". אבל הוא זז, הוא זז! אמרתי 

בלבי: הגאולה תבוא רק אם יגידו להם: אתם רואים 

חשוב:  לא  הרומית?  התקופה  מן  הקשת  את  שם 

אבל לידה, קצת שמאלה ולמטה ממנה, יושב אדם 

שקנה ֵפּרות וירקות לביתו.

Yehuda Amichai (1924–2000) is 

considered by many, both in Israel 

and internationally, to have been 

Israel’s greatest modern poet.  

This text touches upon the role of 

the tourist or external spectator 

and is told from the perspective 

of a local community member, as 

a resident of Jerusalem. 

What is Amichai’s critique of tourists?  ��

What would Amichai want tourists      ��

to do?

How does this reading help you think ��

about your role as a volunteer?  

Tourists 
by Yehuda Amichai 

Visits of condolence are all we get from 

them. 

They squat at the Holocaust Memorial, 

They put on grave faces at the Wailing 

Wall 

And they laugh behind heavy curtains 

In their hotels. 

They have their pictures taken 

Together with our famous dead 

At Rachel's Tomb and Herzl's Tomb 

And on Ammunition Hill. 

They weep over our sweet boys 

And lust after our tough girls 

And hang up their underwear 

To dry quickly 

In cool, blue bathrooms. 

 

Once I sat on the steps by agate at 

David's Tower, I placed my two heavy 

baskets at my side. A group of tourists 

was standing around their guide and I 

became their target marker. "You see 

that man with the baskets? Just right of 

his head there's an arch from the Roman 

period. Just right of his head." "But he's 

moving, he's moving!" I said to myself: 

redemption will come only if their guide 

tells them, "You see that arch from the 

Roman period? It's not important: but 

next to it, left and down a bit, there sits 

a man who's bought fruit and vegetables 

for his family."  

4
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sugar and salt at home that she uses for 

cooking, no one has ever taught her to 

make oral rehydration salts (ORS) with it. 

Eventually the diarrhea stops, and Basma 

is happy, not realizing it is because Ahmed 

is severely dehydrated.  She does notice 

that every time she breastfeeds Ahmed or 

gives him water, the diarrhea seems to start 

again, so she thinks it is best not to give him 

too much liquid. Within two weeks Ahmed’s 

health deteriorates losing more than 10 

percent of his body weight.  Ahmed suffers 

from severe dehydration and eventually 

dies. Basma is confused and hopeless as 

this is her second child to die under these 

circumstances.

 

World Health Organization and United 
Nations Children’s Fund (2000)
Global Water Supply and Sanitation 
Assessment 2000 Report

Approximately 4 billion cases of diarrhea 

each year cause 2.2 million deaths, 

mostly among children under the age 

of five. This is equivalent to one child 

dying every 15 seconds, or 20 jumbo 

jets crashing every day. These deaths 

represent approximately 15% of all child 

deaths under the age of five in developing 

countries. Water, sanitation, and hygiene 

interventions reduce diarrhoeal disease 

on average by between one-quarter and 

one-third.

The simple act of washing hands with 

soap and water can reduce diarrhoeal 

  Part 3: Case Studies 

Health Education
From: Designing and Managing 

Maternal and Child Health Programs in 
Developing Countries: Diarrheal Disease, 
ed., Dalit Gulak and Meg Meyer, (2011: 
Boston University).

The first case study makes a compelling 

argument for the potential of positive 

outcomes when working in the 

developing world, particularly in the area 

of health and sanitation. This highlights 

the power of knowledge (and education 

as the tool for transmitting knowledge). 

Nevertheless, the discussion following 

the case warns volunteers to exercise 

humility and restraint in this arena.  

Basma is a 19-year-old woman living 

in Sulaimaniyah, a small rural village in 

Northern Iraq. She has a three-month old 

son named Ahmed. Basma breastfeeds 

Ahmed but also gives him water from the 

well like all the other village women do. They 

think babies get thirsty if they only have 

breast milk. Ahmed has recently developed 

a bad case of diarrhea, but Basma does not 

worry and thinks that it is something that all 

babies get. The nearest health clinic is about 

two hours’ walk away on a dangerous road. 

Basma does not go there because she does 

not perceive diarrhea as dangerous. Also, 

she has too much work and not enough 

time to visit the clinic. Although Basma has 

1
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Discussion: 

Some information possessed by 

developed countries can be easily taught 

to local communities in the developing 

world and yield profound results. Simply 

teaching the people with whom we come 

in contact in the developing world to wash 

their hands after going to the bathroom, 

and that withholding water from a 

diarrhea patient causes dehydration (as 

opposed to the premise that diarrhea is 

a symptom of over-hydration) could save 

lives. Our ability as volunteers to impart 

these messages can be a persuasive 

argument for why development work 

yields positive outcomes for local people. 

Yet, it is important to note the humility 

needed in volunteering ethically. Though 

certain tips may seem obvious to you, 

there is a fine line that cannot be crossed. 

For example, if a starving villager that you 

work with is presented with the choice 

of whether to consume rotten food, 

how would you instruct him or her?  On 

the one hand, rotten food may contain 

dangerous bacteria that, if not treated 

properly, could result in serious illness or 

death. On the other hand, this person is 

starving, and passing up this opportunity 

to eat could have serious consequences. 

In such situations, it is important to 

remember that you are “just” a volunteer, 

and you do not possess the knowledge or 

authority to instruct or make decisions 

under such circumstances.  

disease transmission by one-third. Hygiene 

promotion, therefore, is an important 

priority.

http://www.who.int/docstore/water_

sanitation_health/Globassessment/

GlobalTOC.htm 

From: Designing and Managing 
Maternal and Child Health Programs 
in Developing Countries: Diarrheal 
Disease, ed., Dalit Gulak and Meg 
Meyer, (2011: Boston University).

Education campaigns should include 

key messages for parents, such as the 

importance of increasing fluid intake 

during diarrheal illness, the importance 

of continued feeding throughout and 

following illness, and when to see a 

healthcare provider.    

For More Information on 

diarrhea and its treatment and 

interventions, we recommend 

Boston University’s digitized 

course, “Designing and Managing 

Maternal and Child Health Programs 

in Developing Countries” which can be 

found here: https://bu.digication.com/

IH887/Diarrheal_Disease11

http://www.who.int/docstore/water_sanitation_health/Globassessment/GlobalTOC.htm
http://www.who.int/docstore/water_sanitation_health/Globassessment/GlobalTOC.htm
http://www.who.int/docstore/water_sanitation_health/Globassessment/GlobalTOC.htm
https://bu.digication.com/IH887/Diarrheal_Disease11
https://bu.digication.com/IH887/Diarrheal_Disease11
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No Bike Left Behind

The second case study addresses the potential risks in simply being present 

in a foreign community. A newcomer in a town may shake some deep-rooted norms and 

social structures. This is important to highlight because often, when thinking about the 

degree to which our behavior in the developing world is ethical, we focus on the work and 

direct interventions that we implement while there. In this case study, the visitor’s impact 

was not as a result of his work in the community. Moreover, the action done may not have 

been “wrong,” and yet it caused negative reactions. 

2

David, a Peace Corps volunteer, was 

working in a small village in Ghana for 

two years. At the end of the two-year 

service, he prepared to leave, packed up 

his things, and parted ways with the other 

volunteers and local families with whom he 

had spent such important and formative 

years. Not able to pack up his bicycle and 

take it with him, he decided to leave the 

bike with a particular family, with whom he 

had formed the closest connection. They 

had taken him in as one of their own, and 

he had spent the most time with them. He 

didn’t think twice about this decision. 

Several years later, David went back to 

Ghana for a short visit. When he arrived, 

he was shock to see what had become 

of the sweet village community he had 

known. The bike that he had naively left 

behind had been the source of deep 

communal strife and a cause of significant 

fallout. The families in the village fought 

over the bike. They could not understand 

why he chose to leave it with the particular 

family that he did. The family with the bike 

attained a new social status overnight: the 

only ones in the village with a bike, and 

the “lucky” recipients of the volunteer’s 

possessions. Some families stopped 

talking to each other altogether due to 

David’s unthinking gift of his bicycle.  

Discussion:

In your opinion, did David do ��

something wrong? 

In the field of service-learning, there ��

is some debate whether a volunteer 

should give gifts to homestay families. 

While some organizations encourage 

it, others prohibit it.

Where do you stand? 

Who here would defend gift-

giving, and who would argue it 

should not be done?

How do we prevent well-intentioned ��

intervention from backfiring? 

What other examples (perhaps ��

ones that don't specifically address 

the exchange of material goods) 

demonstrate your ability as a visitor 

to a new locale to impact a change 

by merely being there? (the clothes 

you wear, the way you talk, who you 

choose to talk to) 
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The instruments used for FGM are rarely 

sterile, usually made from old razor blades, 

slivers of glass or sharp rocks.  In most 

cases, the cutting is not performed by a 

doctor and is done under very unsanitary 

conditions.  Therefore, the long lasting 

medical effects of FGM are numerous, 

from infection to chronic pain to death.  

Some argue that the use of one tool on 

many girls (without proper sterilization) 

contributes to the spread of HIV and AIDS 

(Thomas, 2003, p. 182).  

In addition to the physical difficulties 

that arise from FGM, there are many 

psychological and emotional effects 

as well.  In Desert Flower, Waris Dirie, 

a British supermodel originally from 

Somalia who was circumcised at the age 

of five, describes her anguish at never 

being able to enjoy physical intimacy 

with her husband due to her circumcision.  

She also describes the feeling of being 

“othered” when she found out that the 

other girls she met in England had not 

been circumcised and thus could not 

understand why it took her ten minutes 

to urinate, or why she was in so much pain 

during her periods (Dirie, 1998).

In most cultures where FGM is practiced, 

a girl cannot get married unless she is 

circumcised (James and Robertson, 2002, 

p. 99). In some cases, after a woman is 

circumcised, she cannot have sex until 

her husband cuts open her sealed vagina. 

Usually, she is sewn back together after 

sex, to ensure that she remains faithful to 

her husband (Dirie, 1998).  

Female Genital 
Mutilation

This third case study addresses direct 

interventions and attempts to solve 

(perceived) problems in the developing 

world. Working in the developing world 

often means – inherently – changing the 

developing world. This case explores the 

questions: (1) When, if ever, is this a good 

thing? (2) Is it justified? (3) What are the 

ethics at play?

Some Background Information:
The practice of Female Genital Mutilation 

(FGM), (or female circumcision) consists 

of the cutting of the female genitalia to 

ensure that a woman is “pure” for her 

husband, and will be a virgin when she 

marries. There are four types of FGM 

which range on a spectrum from least to 

most severe/intrusive, from the removal 

of the hood of clitoris on the “mild” end, 

and on the severe end, the removal of the 

entire clitoris, labia minora, and much of 

the labia majora, with the remaining sides 

of the vulva stitched together to close up 

the vagina.  

FGM takes place in more than 28 African 

countries as well as some countries in 

the Middle East and Asia (FGM is now 

also practiced by some communities in 

the United States, Canada and Europe). 

In 1994, it was estimated that over 100 

million girls in Africa alone were genitally 

mutilated and another 6,000 are estimated 

to be in danger of mutilation every day 

(Dorkenoo, 1994, p. 31).   

3
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are participating in an alternative rite called 

Ntanira na Mugumbo, or “circumcision 

through words.” This rite consists of a group 

of girls gathering together for a week in 

seclusion, where they are taught about 

their new roles as women, parents, and 

adults in the community. They study issues 

surrounding personal health, hygiene, 

reproductive issues, communication skills, 

self-esteem, and how to deal with peer 

pressure.  At the end of the week, there is a 

community celebration with songs, dancing, 

and a feast to affirm the girls and their 

new place in their community (James and 

Robertson, 2002, p. 105). This alternative 

practice “captures the cultural significance 

of female circumcision while doing away 

with the practice itself” (ibid).  

               Discussion 

Is it ethical to superimpose our own ��

cultural assumptions of what is right 

and wrong on another culture? 

Should matters of public health in ��

the developing world be addressed 

differently than other cultural 

interventions are?

What happens when the lines 
blur? 

What are the principles behind the ��

alternatives to FGM? How might 

these same principles be applied to 

our experience on Project TEN?

Does this case study touch on any of ��

the hypothetical potential negative 

outcomes for the local community from 

the earlier exercise? If so, which ones?

Critique:
Many criticize the practice of FGM as cruel 

and barbaric.  Yet often it is the local people 

who themselves advocate for the tradition 

to continue. Usually it is women who 

perform the procedure on the girls, and 

not men. Western critics regard the desire 

to retain these “backwards” practices as 

examples of “false consciousness,” namely, 

that the adherents to the practice of FGM 

simply do not know what is good or bad 

for them. They attribute the perpetuation 

of a cruel and dangerous practice to the 

absence of sex and health education.   

This critique raises the question of 

ethnocentrism and cultural sensitivity.  Who 

are “we,” the enlightened Westerners, to 

tell them that their tradition and heritage 

is backwards and cruel? Should they not 

have the right to choose how to live? If 

the women themselves want to maintain 

the practice, who are we to come in and 

change things? 

To this, some may argue that “torture is 

not culture” and that culture itself is often 

a “patriarchal construction vulnerable to 

change” (Kanywani, 2002, p. 19-20).

Alternatives:
In certain communities, FGM is now done 

in hospitals in order to avoid some of the 

health complications associated with the 

unclean tools and the lack of training among 

those performing the procedure. This also 

addresses the concern of spreading HIV/

AIDS and other diseases due to unsterilized 

equipment.

In Kenya, a growing number of rural families 
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resurgence here. Since World War II, 

many Germans have been careful to 

consider Jewish sensitivities as a result 

of the horrible crimes committed against 

Jews during the Holocaust in the name of 

the German Reich.

Jewish leaders reacted furiously to 

Tuesday’s decision. The central council’s 

president, Dieter Graumann, called it 

“outrageous and insensitive,” saying in 

a statement that circumcision had been 

practiced worldwide for thousands of 

years. “In every country in the world 

this religious right is respected,” Mr. 

Graumann said.

Germany has no law against male 

circumcision, as there is against female 

genital cutting. Experts said that the 

decision would not be enforceable in other 

jurisdictions. But the legal uncertainty 

and threat of possible prosecution could 

lead doctors to decline to perform the 

procedure.

The central council said the national 

Parliament, the Bundestag, should “create 

legal certainty and thereby protect 

religious freedom from attacks.”

The decision by the court “places an 

intolerable burden on the free exercise 

of religion by Jews and also by Muslims 

who practice male circumcision as part of 

their religious faith,” Abraham H. Foxman, 

the Anti-Defamation League’s national 

director in New York, said in a statement.

While the ruling did not appear to have 

specific anti-Semitic intent, Mr. Foxman 

said, “its effect is to say, ‘Jews are not 

welcome.’ ”

German Ruling Against 
Circumcising Boys 
Draws Criticism
By Nicholas Kulish | The New York 
Times, June 26, 2012

BERLIN — A German court in Cologne 

ruled on Tuesday that circumcising young 

boys represents grievous bodily harm, 

a decision that could have significant 

repercussions for religious groups.

The president of the Central Council of 

Jews in Germany condemned the decision 

as “an unprecedented and dramatic 

intrusion on the self-determination of 

religious communities” and called on the 

German Parliament to pass legislation 

protecting circumcision as a religious 

practice.

The case centered on a 4-year-old 

boy whose Muslim parents had him 

circumcised by a doctor, which led to 

medical complications. Although both 

Muslims and Jews circumcise infant boys 

as a religious practice and many other 

people do so for health reasons, the court 

found that the child’s “fundamental right 

to bodily integrity” was more important 

than the parents’ rights.

According to the court, the religious 

freedom “would not be unduly impaired” 

because the child could later decide 

whether to have the circumcision.

Millions of Muslims call Germany home, as 

do more than 100,000 Jews, as part of a 

community that has enjoyed a significant 
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Holm Putzke, a criminal law expert at the 

University of Passau, told the German news 

agency DPA that the ruling was not binding 

for other courts, but could send a welcome 

signal. “After the knee-jerk outrage has 

faded away, hopefully a discussion will begin 

about how much religiously motivated 

violence against children a society is ready 

to tolerate,” he said.

Is FGM like brit milah (ritual Jewish ��

male circumcision)? Does looking 

at the issue through the brit milah/

Jewish lens change the way you look 

at FGM? 

 In what way(s) is FGM similar 

to brit milah and in what way(s) 

is it different? (consider the 

variable of no pain or effects in 

the future)

 In light of these differences 

and similarities, what should 

be the parameters of when to 

intervene and when not?

Discussion:

What are the most “risky” variables of ��

intervening in the developing world? 

How do we prevent well-intentioned ��

intervention from backfiring? 

Is it ethical to superimpose our own ��

cultural assumptions of what is right 

and wrong on another culture?

What does cultural sensitivity mean ��

to you? 

Are you confident that you have been ��

volunteering ethically thus far on 

Project TEN?  

How, if at all, do you identify with the ��

sense of “otherness” that Odede and 

Someck discuss?  

 Have you ever felt that people 

from outside your community 

or culture looked at you a 

certain way (with pity, judgment, 

criticism, etc.), where you “lost a 

piece of your dignity”?  

What examples of external ��

intervention have you experienced 

in your own community? (Israelis, for 

example, might talk about Diaspora 

philanthropy influencing Israeli 

society)  

Were they helpful? Harmful?   ��

What type of external intervention in ��

your own (Jewish) community would 

you find offensive?           
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בית משפט בקלן: 
מילת ילדים אינה 

חוקית 
עופר אדרת | הארץ 26.06.2012 

ההחלטה של בית משפט גרמניה ניתנה עקב ניתוח 

"החלטת  יהודיים:  ארגונים  מוסלמי.  בילד  כושל 

ופוגעת  הדעת  על  מתקבלת  אינה  המשפט  בית 

בחופש הדת"

פסיקה של בית משפט בגרמניה נגד מילה מעוררת 

סערה בקרב יהודים ומוסלמים ועלולה לסכן את 

המשך קיום הטקס במדינה. בית המשפט המחוזי 

אינה  ילדים  מילת  כי  )שני(  אתמול  פסק  בקלן 

ביילוד,  גופנית  פגיעה  מהווה  היא  שכן  חוקית, 

ומוגדרת כ"נזק קשה ובלתי הפיך לשלמות הגוף". 

עוד הוסיף בית המשפט כי חופש הדת והזכויות 

ברית  את  להצדיק  יכולות  לא  הנימול  הורי  של 

המילה. 

הפסיקה התקבלה לאחר ניתוח מילה כושל, שביצע 

רופא מוסלמי בילד בן ארבע בעיר. לאחר שהילד 

המיון.  לחדר  הובהל  הוא  יומיים,  במשך  דימם 

הוחלט  הרשויות,  לידי  הגיע  כך  על  כשהמידע 

להגיש תביעה נגד הרופא. תחילה, דחתה ערכאה 

בישראל(  שלום  משפט  לבית  )המקבילה  נמוכה 

וכעת  לאחר מכן ערערו הרשויות,  את התביעה. 

בית המשפט המחוזי קיבל את התביעה. 

חשף  אשר  טיימס",  "פייננשיל  הגרמני  העיתון 

כי  כותב  במחלוקת,  השנויה  הפסיקה  את  היום 

וכי עד  ילדים בגרמניה,  נימולים אלפי  מדי שנה 

כה, במשך עשרות שנים, המילה בגרמניה היתה 

ב"תחום האפור" מבחינה משפטית, ובית המשפט 

מעולם לא הרשיע אדם בביצוע הטקס. 

"יש לפסיקה הזו חשיבות רבה מבחינת הרופאים. 

על  מפורש  לאיסור  דרישה  שקיימת  שנים  כבר 

בניגוד  המשפט,  בית  דתיים.  מטעמים  מילה 

כך  על  מביקורת  חשש  לא  פוליטיקאים,  להרבה 

שהחלטתו אנטישמית או פוגעת בדת", אמר פרופ' 

הולם פוצקה, מומחה למשפט מאוניברסיטת פסאו 

שבגרמניה. לדבריו, "ההחלטה עשויה להשפיע לא 

רק על פסיקות עתידיות, אלא להוביל גם לשינוי 

זכויות  לכיבוד  ביחס  הדת,  אנשי  בקרב  בתפיסה 

היסוד של הילדים". 

רבני  מרכז  סמנכ"ל  גולדברג,  אריה  הרב  מנגד, 

ההחלטה.  על  חריפה  ביקורת  מתח  אירופה, 

"החלטת בית המשפט אינה מתקבלת על הדעת 

ופוגעת פגיעה אנושה בחופש הדת. היא מנוגדת 

אליו  האירופי,  האיחוד  של  האדם  זכויות  לכתב 

מחויבת מערכת המשפט בגרמניה, ופוגעת בזכות 

לדבריו,  אמר.  גרמניה",  בחוקת  לפולחן  היסוד 

"הפסיקה משוללת כל יסוד רפואי ובוודאי שהיא 

האיסלאם  ולדת  היהודית  הדת  לחוקי  מנוגדת 

כאחד. מיליונים רבים של ילדים יהודים ומוסלמים 

אנשים  להיות  וגדלים  המילה  טקס  את  עוברים 

בריאים בגופם ובנפשם". 

באירופה, ומרכז  היהודיים  הארגונים  EJA, איגוד 

רבני אירופה כינו את ההחלטה “התקפה ברוטלית 

על חופש הדת”. מנכ”לEJA  מנחם מרגולין הוסיף 

כי “חוסר הבנה מספקת לחוקי הדת אמנם מעוררים 

מידי פעם אי הבנות בקרב מחוקקים או פוסקים 

פעילות  אולם  אירופה,  ברחבי  שונים  אזרחיים 

הסברה – גם בשיתוף הקהילות המוסלמיות ברחבי 

היבשת - יביאו להסרת אי ההבנות וימנעו פגיעה 

באירופה”.  הדת  בחופש  מודעת  ושלא  מודעת 

בשבוע שעבר רשם מרכז רבני אירופה – בשיתוף 

להסיר  במאבקם  הצלחה,   - המוסלמית  הקהילה 

בבית העליון של הפרלמנט ההולנדי איום לשלול 

בחוק את האפשרות לקיום שחיטה כשרה. 

המעשית  המשמעות  ברורה  טרם  זה  בשלב 

והמשפטית של ההחלטה ולא נמסרו פרטים על 

בית  מעל  בנושא.  המשפטית  המערכה  המשך 

המשפט המחוזי יש ערכאות נוספות שניתן לערער 

אליהן. במקביל, נושאים הקשורים לחוקה עשויים 

להידון גם בפני בית המשפט לחוקה של גרמניה. 
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As we’ve seen in this session, the thin line 

that exists between doing high-impact, 

life-changing, even holy work (avodat 

ha-kodesh), and causing disruption, 

conflict, or worse, is determined by the 

way our work and intervention is designed 

and implemented. 

In becoming a change agent here on 

Project TEN and beyond – in various 

settings throughout your life – changes 

and encounters need to be enacted 

with sensibility, sensitivity, and humility. 

Initiatives should be outgrowths of real 

local needs, and attention should be given 

to every level of interpersonal contact. 

As an activist, you inherently undertake 

these responsibilities.   

This type of ethical design is easier said 

than done. Our next session will focus on 

bringing the theoretical to practice.
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(assuming a Jewish college student from 

the University of Michigan or Yeshiva 

University can work as productively as 

an indigenous peasant farmer—a dubious 

proposition at best).

The direct cost of sending said college 

student—including airfare, room and 

board, insurance, group leaders, etc. (but 

leaving out, for simplicity’s sake, salaried 

staff and administrative overhead)—

averages around $1,800, a cost shared by 

funders and participants’ families. So, for 

an investment of $1,800, we’re delivering 

about $150 worth of manual labor to a 

poor community in the developing world.

Add to that the fact that we’re sending 

volunteers—effectively “free labor”—into 

communities that may be experiencing 

high unemployment, siphoning off work 

that local people might otherwise be paid 

to do, and it’s not hard to see where that 

senior executive is coming from.

The knowing references to “poverty 

tourism” and “poorism” don’t seem so 

misplaced when you look at the numbers 

this way. Let’s face it: Based on a strict 

cost-benefit analysis, it’s a pretty awful 

return on investment. In a critique of similar 

Christian mission programs, missionary Jo 

Ann Van Engen quotes a staff person at a 

nongovernmental organization (NGO) in 

the developing world: “The amount the 

students raised for their week here is more 

than half our working budget. We could 

have done so much with that money.” And 

while this phenomenon is most acute with 

relatively expensive international programs, 

the same pattern holds true for short-term 

Reading Assignment:

Beyond Good 
Intentions: A Values 
Proposition for Jewish 
Service-Learning
By Aaron Dorfman
ZEEK Magazine, November 17, 2010

“We know the price of an air-conditioned 

hotel and a plane. [Volunteer trips are] 

an act of affluent tourism masquerading 

as community service.” Senior executive, 

the American Association of Collegiate 

Registrars and Admissions Officers, on 

short-term overseas service programs.

It’s a harsh assessment, but is it true?

At the American Jewish World Service, 

we take hundreds of Jewish young adults 

to volunteer in the developing world 

every year. We buy the plane tickets and 

arrange for the food.

Even if we don’t use hotel rooms (most 

of our service volunteers sleep on floors, 

in cots, and on hammocks), we’ve done 

the back-of-the-envelope math, and it 

doesn’t look pretty: An AJWS alternative 

spring break participant spends about 

25 hours engaged in active volunteer 

work—usually performing manual 

labor—during his or her week of service. 

In the impoverished regions of Central 

America where most of our groups travel, 

hourly wages run about $5 or $6. That’s 

something like $150 worth of labor 
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Seen this way, good people the world 

over should stampede the airports and 

stop eager young college students from 

boarding planes to do “service.”

But maybe there’s another way to see it.

What if the time horizon of the program isn’t 

limited to the weeklong field experience, 

but instead begins when participants are 

accepted into the program and lasts the rest 

of their lives? What if the desired outcome 

isn’t only a new fence or community center 

but also the volunteers’ deeper, more 

personal understanding of the challenges 

of the developing world that leads to a 

lifetime of activism in pursuit of justice? 

What if we measure the effectiveness 

of these programs based on what we’ve 

termed their “double impact”—the value 

they create for the beneficiary community 

and the transformative impact they have 

on the volunteers? When we stretch our 

perspective this way, field-based service 

trips become more promising, if still 

complex, endeavors. They aren’t slam-dunk 

winners, but neither are they inherently 

flawed. To do them well, and to make them 

a net positive for the world, we’ve laid out 

six principles to guide us when we consider 

service-learning trips.

One, build long-term relationships with 

partners and work with them to make sure 

that the projects matter.

We work closely with our partner NGOs—

many of which we have worked with for 

almost a decade—to ensure that our 

service projects provide significant value 

to the communities in which we work. We 

can’t get around the troubling math, but 

domestic service programs along the Gulf 

Coast and in other communities around the 

United States.

Why spend $1,800 to send a privileged 

Jewish kid to do $150 worth of work 

instead of sending that $1,800 to the same 

community to do more than ten times that 

amount of work? But beyond the hard 

financials, international service programs 

pose a serious ethical conundrum: Are 

we using the poor to feel better about 

ourselves? The Talmud, in Bava Batra 

(10a), describes an encounter between 

the great Rabbi Akiva and his perennial 

interlocutor and devil’s advocate, the 

Roman Turnus Rufus:

The evil Turnus Rufus posed this question to 

Rabbi Akiva: If your God loves the poor, why 

does God not support them? Rabbi Akiva 

said to him: In order that through [helping] 

them we are saved from the decree of hell 

[i.e. “we achieve salvation”].

In this, Rabbi Akiva sounds quite a bit like 

our service participants when they return 

from their volunteer experiences: They 

speak of being transformed through 

the act of helping—and even standing in 

solidarity with—the poor. On closer reading, 

though, the Akiva-Turnus Rufus exchange 

suggests that the poor are merely objects 

whose suffering enables the text’s “we” 

to exercise the altruism that enables their 

enlightenment. [How, if at all, one wonders, 

are the poor themselves to be saved from 

the decree of hell?] We need the poor to 

suffer so that we have a venue in which 

to practice and perfect our capacity for 

kindness.
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is a form of tzedek—righteousness. At the 

same time, there’s always a risk that it will 

lead to feelings of self-righteousness—that 

inflated sense of self-worth that can come 

from a week of hard work, sleeping on the 

floor, and showering with cold water in 

buckets. This is reinforced by the kinds of 

questions that friends and family tend to 

ask when volunteers return — questions 

that often focus almost exclusively on the 

volunteers’ experiences and sacrifices, and 

very rarely on what they learned about the 

community and the challenges it faces.

We aspire to help our participants find a 

balance between these two poles, to feel a 

sense of inspired efficacy on the one hand 

and to maintain a sense of humility on the 

other. We call this a state of “productive 

discomfort,” and it’s the animating principle 

of our service-learning curriculum. For 

example, we discuss the “return on 

investment” problem directly with our 

volunteers, explaining the cost-benefit 

analysis and studying the text from Bava 

Batra with them, challenging them to decide 

how they should approach the experience 

in light of these questions.

In fact, we’ve found that productive 

discomfort applies not only to the 

intellectual challenges of the trip, but also 

to the very physical discomforts that can 

lead to a sense of self-righteousness in 

the first place. In this respect, the unique 

challenges of international service 

learning in the developing world are 

actually quite useful. They, along with the 

extraordinary culture-shock value of a 

first trip to the developing world, push 

at least we can ensure that the $150 in 

labor each volunteer provides gets used 

productively and not on feel-good make-

work. (And in many cases, we work with 

these NGOs across the full spectrum of 

AJWS’s programming—supporting their 

work with grants, amplifying their efforts 

through domestic and international 

advocacy, and sharing their stories 

and perspectives with domestic Jewish 

audiences that may never travel with us—all 

of which we invite our volunteers to engage 

in upon their return home.)

Two, a week is better than a day; a summer 

is better than a week.

In the context of immersive service 

programs, there’s no question that longer 

is better. At the simplest and most technical 

level, a longer trip amortizes the fixed costs 

(flights, training, materials) over a longer 

period, reducing the investment per day of 

service. At a deeper level, longer programs 

allow participants to “unpack” in all senses 

of the word: to immerse themselves in the 

day-to-day life of the community, to engage 

in serious dialogue with the people who live 

there, to experience the mind-stretching 

challenge of adapting to a fundamentally 

different culture, and to find ways to be 

of greatest value. All of these things help 

volunteers avoid the dilemma presented by 

Rabbi Akiva’s statement—it’s much harder 

to see other people as a means to the end of 

your own enlightenment when you begin to 

integrate your day-to-day life with them.

Three, create an atmosphere of “productive 

discomfort.”

In its best manifestations, volunteer service 
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marker. “You see that man with the baskets? 

Just right of his head there’s an arch from 

the Roman period. Just right of his head.” 

“But he’s moving, he’s moving!” I said to 

myself: redemption will come only if their 

guide tells them, “You see that arch from 

the Roman period? It’s not important: but 

next to it, left and down a bit, there sits 

a man who’s bought fruit and vegetables 

for his family.”

We read passages from Rabbi Jonathan 

Sacks, chief rabbi of the United Kingdom, 

and Abe Rosenthal, former executive 

editor of The New York Times, on how 

to define the universe of obligation in 

the age of global media and ubiquitous 

international travel:

David Hume noted that our sense of 

empathy diminishes as we move outward 

from the members of our family to our 

neighbors, our society and the world. 

Traditionally, our sense of involvement 

with the fate of others has been in inverse 

proportion to the distance separating 

us and them. What has changed is 

that television and the Internet have 

effectively abolished distance. They have 

brought images of suffering in far-off 

lands into our immediate experience. 

Our sense of compassion for the victims 

of poverty, war and famine, runs ahead 

of our capacity to act. Our moral sense is 

simultaneously activated and frustrated. 

We feel that something should be done, 

but what, how, and by whom?

Suppose you know people screaming 

under persecution—not discrimination but 

persecution, as in imprisonment, torture, 

participants into a heightened sense 

of self-awareness and a willingness to 

critically examine closely held beliefs and 

assumptions.

Four, skip the predictable Jewish texts; 

introduce new and thorny ones instead 

(see also “productive discomfort”).

Part of what makes a Jewish volunteer 

service program "Jewish" is an authentic 

encounter with Jewish text and tradition. 

There's a natural temptation here to 

dig into Judaism's canon of social justice 

discourse: tikkun olam, Rambam's ladder 

of tzedakah, im ayn ani li mi li, lo alecha 

hamlacha ligmor, tzedek tzedek tirdof. You 

know the aphorisms. We've found, however, 

that these old saws fail to trigger the kind of 

intellectual reflection and affective reaction 

that we're hoping to inspire-first, because 

the Jewish social justice community has 

relied on them so much that they've become 

clichés, and second, because they often feel 

like they're offering simplistic answers to 

evidently complex problems.

Instead, we try to mine new and non-

traditional sources of Jewish literature to 

open up difficult conversations instead 

of summing them up with answers. For 

example, as part of our orientation, we 

read Yehuda Amichai’s poem “Tourists,” 

which satirizes the tendency of tourists to 

see the inhabitants of a tourist destination 

as distractions from the experience of the 

destination itself. Amichai writes:

Once I sat on the steps by a gate at David’s 

Tower, I placed my two heavy baskets at 

my side. A group of tourists was standing 

around their guide and I became their target 
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unique perspectives on the challenges 

the community is confronting. Some 

of my most profound service-learning 

experiences unfolded this way, while 

sitting at the feet of a peasant farmer in 

El Salvador as she recounted fleeing to 

Panama on foot to escape the civil war 

and, a few years later, listening to a Cuban 

expatriate doctor describe the intricacies 

of Ghana’s public health system.

It is also through these kinds of encounters 

that we manifest the value of (cliché alert) 

tzelem Elohim (image of God), really 

pushing ourselves and our volunteers 

to see the inherent value, dignity, and 

struggle of the people in the communities 

where we work. Perhaps more than 

anything else, these encounters inspire 

and animate the long-term commitment 

to activism with which we seek to infuse 

our volunteers.

Six, study the context.

There’s a risk in the service program 

context of looking only at the challenges 

directly in front of participants: This 

family needs a latrine; let’s build one. 

These children are illiterate; let’s teach 

them English. But as Jay Michaelson, the 

founding editor of this publication, wrote 

recently in The Jewish Daily Forward, “If 

we fail to talk about the true causes of our 

financial, environmental and economic 

crises, all that chanting and sermonizing is 

just decoration.” Michaelson was offering 

a critique of corporate values in the wake 

of the Deepwater Horizon debacle, but 

his underlying message applies directly 

to service programs. It’s insufficient if 

cells—for their politics or their religion. … 

You know they scream, but they are not 

within sight and you cannot reach out 

and touch them, nor are you allowed to 

visit them. But the screams are piercing.

How far away do you have to be to forgive 

yourself for not doing whatever is in your 

power to do: stop doing business with 

the torturer, or just speak up for them, 

write a letter, join a human rights group, 

go to church and pray for the rescue of 

the persecuted and the damnation of the 

persecutors, give money, do something.

Beyond provoking serious cheshbon 

ha-nefesh—self-reflection and personal 

reckoning—studying these texts has 

the ancillary benefit of blowing open 

the notion of Jewish text study itself. 

Participants who initially react negatively 

to Jewish learning in this context often 

become inspired by these nontraditional 

texts, opening up a separate and 

fascinating conversation about what 

might constitute authentic Jewish inquiry 

and engagement.

Five, integrate the community into the 

service-learning experience.

Nothing fosters deep learning like 

thoughtful encounters between 

participants and the people in the 

community where they are working. 

When we plan the trips, we try to 

arrange for volunteers to do their work 

alongside members of the community 

and we encourage them to ask questions 

so they can learn as they work. We 

recommend that participants search out 

people in the community who can offer 
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anything else. Without that understanding, 

it’s all too easy to consider the problems 

as outside our sphere of responsibility and 

influence. What we challenge our volunteers 

to understand is that, as The New Yorker’s 

Judith Thurman writes, in a recent profile of 

the performance artist Marina Abramovic, 

“There is no voyeurism with impunity.”

So where does this leave us? Bottom line: If 

these trips are going to matter, they need 

to lead to action. We have identified six 

streams of what we have termed “Jewish 

global citizenship” that participants can 

commit to:

Teaching, in formal and casual settings, 

to leverage the high-intensity immersive 

experience to raise awareness in their 

communities back home; Adopting a 

regular tzedakah practice in support 

of social justice; Engaging in political 

advocacy to help address the systemic 

injustices that contribute to global poverty; 

Practicing ethical consumption to ensure 

that economic choices don’t exacerbate 

those systemic injustices, through reducing 

overall consumption, buying ethically 

produced (i.e, fair trade) goods and 

services, and pursuing socially responsible 

investments; Participating in regular 

volunteer service; and (because we’re 

Jewish); Pursuing ongoing learning about 

these and related challenges, particularly in 

the sense that study inspires action, as the 

rabbis understand it: “Study is greater than 

action because it leads to action.”

The challenge for us and for the field is 

how to ensure that volunteers, in fact, 

undertake these practices and continue 

not inappropriate for volunteers to come 

away from a service experience without an 

understanding of the socio-economic and 

political root causes that led to the poverty 

that their service is meant to address.

For example, volunteers in El Salvador 

need to consider the legacy of American 

military support for the right-wing 

ARENA government during the 1980s. 

In Mexico, they ought to learn about the 

labor economics that underlie the tourism 

industry, in which American and European 

vacationers are tended to by poor and often 

exploited workers. Throughout Central 

America, they ought to study the impact of 

American trade policy, particularly around 

agricultural goods, and the ways it supports 

U.S. farming interests at the expense of poor 

Mexican peasant farmers. In New Orleans, 

they ought to learn about the structural 

inequities that continue to disenfranchise 

poor people of color in this country. And 

throughout the world, they should learn 

about the ways that U.S. geostrategic 

priorities often fail to take into account—or 

even actively undermine—the interests of 

the poor and vulnerable. Learning about 

the context helps participants understand 

that systemic changes are necessary to 

alleviate the underlying injustices that their 

service is meant to address.

These examples aren’t intended to argue 

that the United States is solely responsible 

for the global inequities our volunteers 

encounter, so much as to point out that we, 

as Americans, are uniquely well-positioned 

to change our own and our country’s 

behavior, more than we can change much of 
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)יש  להארה.  המוביל  באלטרואיזם  לנהוג  הטקסט 

לתהות איך ואם בכלל, ניצלים העניים עצמם מדין 

הגיהינום?( סבל העניים מספק לנו מרחב שבו אנחנו 

יכולים לתרגל ולשכלל את יכולת החסד שלנו.

על פי נקודת מבט זו, על אנשים טובים בכל העולם 

מסטודנטים  ולמנוע  התעופה  שדות  על  להסתער 

צעירים ולהוטים לעלות על מטוסים בדרכם לבצע 

“שירות”. אבל אולי ניתן להציע זווית ראייה אחרת.

מה יקרה אם אורך התכנית לא יוגבל לשבוע בשטח, 

אלא יתחיל כאשר המשתתפים מתקבלים לתכנית 

ויימשך כל חייהם? מה יקרה אם התוצאה הנשאפת 

לא תהיה רק גדר חדשה או מרכז קהילתי חדש 

המתנדבים  של  יותר  ואישית  עמוקה  הבנה  אלא 

את האתגרים של העולם השלישי שתוביל לחיים 

מה  צדק?  אחר  ורדיפה  אקטיביזם  של  שלמים 

יקרה אם נמדוד את יעילות התכניות האלו על פי 

מושג ה”השפעה הכפולה” – ערכן בקהילת היעד 

לצד השינוי וההשפעה על המתנדבים? אם נרחיב 

את נקודת המבט שלנו באופן זה, יהפכו מסעות 

מבטיחות  ליוזמות  העולם  בכל  שירות  מבוססי 

יותר, אם כי מורכבות...

מעבר לכוונות טובות: 
הצעה ערכית לטקס-

לימוד יהודי
אהרון דורפמן, מגזין זיק, נובמבר 2010

)תרגום חלקית בלבד(

ילד  לשלוח  כדי  דולרים   1,800 לשלם  מה  לשם 

שערכה  עבודה  לבצע  פריווילגיות  בעל  יהודי 

 1,800 לשלוח  במקום  דולרים,   150 הוא  הכספי 

דולרים לאותה קהילה? כך היא תרוויח פי עשרה 

להיבט  מעבר  אבל  עצמה.  מהעבודה  מאשר 

הכלכלי הקר, תכנית שירות בין-לאומיות מציבות 

משתמשים  אנחנו  מדוע  רצינית:  אתית  בעיה 

בעניים כדי להרגיש טוב יותר בעצמנו?

בתלמוד, מסכת בבא בתרא )י’, ע’א(, מתואר מפגש 

בין רבי עקיבא הגדול ובין בן שיחו ובר הפלוגתא 

הקבוע שלו, הרומאי טורנוסרופוס:

רבי  את  הרשע  טורנוסרופוס  שאל  שאלה  "וזו 

עקיבא: אם אלהיכם אוהב עניים הוא, מפני מה 

אינו מפרנסם? אמר לו רבי עקיבא: כדי שניצול אנו 

בהן מדינה של גיהנום. )צ”ל “נזכה לגאולה"(.

המשתתפים  כמו  נשמע  עקיבא  רבי  זה,  במקרה 

מעבודת  חוזרים  שהם  לאחר  שלנו  בתפילות 

התנדבות: הם מדברים על השינוי שהתחולל בהם 

סולידריות  הפגנת  דרך  ואף  לעניים,  העזרה  דרך 

שהדיאלוג  נראה  צמודה  בקריאה  זאת,  עם  עימם. 

בין עקיבא ובין טורנוסרופוס מרמז על כך שהעניים 

הם אובייקטים בלבד, שסבלם מאפשר ל”אנחנו” של 

to do so throughout their adult lives. Along 

with other leading service organizations, 

we are thinking seriously about how to hold 

ourselves accountable for these outcomes, 

since they are, at the end of the day, the 

measure of the value of the $1,800 field 

experience and what elevates our work 

from affluent tourism to service.


