[It should take about 1 hour to complete these parts. No consultation of dictionaries allowed]

Second Year English September 2010
I have a dear friend, Richard, who called me in a bit of a panic: he was worried that one of his two dogs was racist. Apparently, Herman barks (abbaia) and shows his teeth when he sees people of colour. My friend (white) wanted to know what he should do since Herman’s behaviour was embarrassing to him. People thought Herman was racist because his owner was racist. 

Dogs can’t be racist because they’re dogs. To be racist is to believe that a group of people have abilities or personality traits solely because of the colour of their skin. Stereotyping works in a very similar way, but racism is also accompanied with a sense of superiority. The statement “Black people are good at basketball,” is a stereotype. So is: “Asians are good at mathematics.” But “Black people are less intelligent than other races” is racist because it makes a value judgement. Dogs don’t act on belief systems or value judgments and they don’t understand the abundant stereotypes in our society. Dogs are wonderful creatures, but they simply don’t have the intellectual capacity to develop derogatory judgements about whole groups of people. That’s in humans.  So while it’s probably natural for us to see racism as Herman’s motivation, it’s just anthropomorphism.

Alexandra Horowitz, author of Inside of a Dog: What Dogs See, Smell, and Know believes that what we call racism in dogs is simply fear of the unknown. “Dogs will respond differently to people who are unfamiliar to them, or smell or look different than those to whom they are accustomed.” So while I sometimes believe that racism in humans could be defined as fear of the unknown, dogs are simply responding instinctively to people who are different than the ones who love and feed and care for them. And neither does Horowitz believe that dogs can “pick up” racism from their owners. It is impossible to know what a dog is thinking, despite what all those crazy dog owners say. What is known is that dogs can be trained to be more accepting of things or people that make them uncomfortable. It’s not always skin colour, some dogs bark or are aggressive with babies or tall white men or ceiling fans (ventilatori). 

So, Richard, you are not a racist and neither is Herman. But if you really want Herman to stop barking at people of colour, you have to use the same techniques that got him to stop peeing (urinare) on the floor. As Horowitz told me, “The same way dogs learn to associate, say, the sound of the leash (guinzaglio) and collar with ‘going for a walk,’ they can learn or unlearn many other associations. Just as humans do, too. 

Reading Comprehension (30 marks) Please answer the following questions.  Questions 3,4 and 5 are to be answered in your own words as far as possible. 

1. ‘derogatory’ means a) drug b) complimentary c) offensive d) stolen

2. ‘pick up’ means a) carry b) hold c) bring d) learn

3. ‘in a bit of a panic’ means…………………………………

4. What, according to the author, is the difference between stereotyping and racism? 

5. Why, according to the author, can’t dogs be racist? 

Composition (30 marks) 200-250 words

People can be taught not to be racist. Comment. 

