"Small Wonder"
pp.  1-21


Kingsolver begins this essay with the tale of a missing toddler in the Lorestan Province of Iran.  On the third day of searching,   the villagers discover the child  in a dark cave, encircled by a mother bear.  She has nursed and protected the child.


Kingsolver juxtaposes this tale of the bear  against the news of the day: the US bombing of Afghanistan and the torture of student protestors in Iran.   Both the parable and the news clips reflect the inability of  a post 9/11 United States to understand  its enemy.  The ill-defined enemy we seek shares our humanity  just as the frightening  bear shares enough of our own DNA to nurture a human child.


Not only do our enemies share our human traits,  they also continue to multiply.  Kingsolver reminds us of  the Greek tale of Jason and the Argonauats.  When Jason slayed the dragon,  a new, fully formed enemy arose from each of its teeth –with the same magical, enemy producing  teeth in its own form.  Unable to overcome his enemy,  Jason finally listened to Medea and allowed the dragon enough comfort  to lull him to sleep,  allowing Jason to avoid confrontation and proceed in peace. 


Kingsolver believes the political divisions of the past have been replaced by current economic divisions of rich against poor.  Nightly news programs portray the ever-widening gap supported by world commerce and its international trade laws.  As the western countries grow richer,  the developing countries grow angrier.   We cannot build the walls high enough to protect ourselves from this anger.  We need instead to look within.  What values and attitudes do we project?   How can we best live in a world without fences?

Issues mentioned in essay:

student demonstrations in Iran

Greek mythology

9/11





Robt. Frost  "Mending Wall"

Afghanistan




global commerce

DNA





democracy

"Saying Grace"   pp. 22-30


Beginning with the beauties of the southwestern United States,  particularly the Grand Canyon,  Kingsolver addresses American greed.  Referring to America as the Fat Brother of the world family, she questions our unthinking destruction of the environment.  She chastizes the federal government for its reduction in foreign aid ,  worrying that the world community resents our  apparent selfishness.   

Issues mentioned in essay

hubris


          bombing of Cabeza Prieta Range

Kyoto agreements

$17 billion on pet food

starvation of world's children

"Knowing Our Place"   pp. 31-40


Like Thoreau,  Kingsolver believes humans must feel their natural place on the earth.  She wonders how children  from urban landscapes will learn  their heritage as human beings.  She illustrates this need through descriptions of her own living spaces in Appalachia and in the Arizona desert.  

Issues mentioned in essay
American chestnut blight

riparian oasis

1996-1st time world contained more city dwellers than rural  
"The Patience of a Saint"   pp. 41-49


Originating in Mexico,  the San Pedro river provides a narrow ribbon of green through the Arizona desert.  Like so many of our natural treasures,  it is in decline.   Due to the profusion of species it shelters,  the nature conservancy has protected half of it since 1988.   Along its banks live 82 species of mammals,  385 species of birds, and  43 types of reptiles and amphibians.


Kingsolver laments the river's dying.  Only 5% of its original  trails of Cottonwoods still stand in the Sonoran Desert.  Once home to a succession of native Americans,  today,  the water needs of ranchers, city dwellers and soldiers  threaten the life of the river.  Unfortunately,  the political will and the economic sacrifice required to save the river have not been found.   

Issues mentioned in essay
destruction of San Pedro river


species diversity/extinction

Clovis people




Coronado

NAFTA




growth of the Sun Belt

"Seeing Scarlet"   pp. 50-59


This essay recounts the journey of Kingsolver and her husband, Steven Hopp,  to witness the scarlet mackaw in its native environment.  They  journey  to the Corcovado National Park,   deep into the jungle of Costa Rica,  to reach one of a few places the once plentiful birds still mate.   Costa Rica began legal protection for its  large conservation areas in 1975.  Today it boasts  almost 400 species of birds and 140 mammals with a greater diversity of trees than the combination of the U.S. and Canada.  


"If you want the blue sky, the price is high."   This Costa Rican saying reflects their dedication to the environment.  Through education,  the government hopes to eliminate poachers, miners, pesticides and deforestation  and retain the biodiversity designed by nature.

Issues mentioned in essay
natural habitat of scarlet mackaw

biodiversity

Corcovado National Park


Zoo Ave

Emily Dickinson  ("Hope is the thing with feathers....")
"Setting Free the Crabs"     pp. 60-74


Kingsolver opens this essay with a description of her 10-year-old daughter discovering a beautiful shell on the beach.  To her dismay,  a hermit crab has embedded itself into the shell.  With difficulty,  the daughter decides to save the crab rather than to own the shell,  and she throws it back into the surf.   


Until recently,  people have failed to protect the ecosystem.  They have burned rain forests and destroyed entire species for their own comfort. They have sprayed pesticides from airplanes to destroy mosquitoes,  ignoring the countless animals, insects and plants which the poisons also destroy.  Even organizations such as PETA  focus on individual animals and pets rather than the health of the entire species. "Scientists.... have estimated ......that domesticated cats in North America kill as many as four million songbirds every day"(Kingsolver 71).  Zoos and aquariums are now working to restore the natural habitat,  but  it will not survive unless we all support it.

Issues mentioned in essay

passenger pigeons/rain forests

Earth in the Balance
soil microbe




ecosystem

American Zoo and Aquarium Assoc.

Nature Conservancy

PETA





malathion

Arctic National Wildlife Refuge
"A Forest's Last Stand"   pp. 75-87


Almost  two thousand years ago, the Mayans built  huge  limestone pyramids throughout the Mexican jungle.  Tourists still visit the more accessible one at Chichen Itza,  but Kinsolver sought the ones buried in the wilderness of  the Calakmul Biosphere Reserve, protected by the Mexican government since 1989.


A scarcity of water prevented farmers and ranchers from settling here; however, in the mid 1990's, some 15,000 refugees arrived.  Accustomed to clearing land  for crops and then moving on after three years,  their arrival threatened the entire ecosystem.  A Mexican conservation group named Pronatura worked with the Nature Conservancy to save the area.  


The area surrounding the wilderness was divided into 72 cooperative farms through land grants.  Farmers were taught to plant, to recycle, to replenish the soil so that  they no longer wanted to move on.  Permanent villages now ring the forest,  discouraging intrusion by those who would destroy it.  


Village elders reverently led Kingsolver to the top of an ancient pyramid at sunrise.  Standing above the treetops,  able to see nothing but forest, she listened to the eternal hymn of the chachalacas as they saluted the dawn, immersing her in the hope of a different story for our earth.

Issues mentioned in essay
Mayas





DDT

Calakmul Biosphere Reserve


Pronatura

"Called Out"

pp.  88-92


In this essay,  Kingsolver explailns the importance of species diversity through a portrayal of the Arizona desert beauty brought on by El Nino's rainfall in 1998.  With rapturous description she illustrates the resiliency of  "ephemeral annuals."  Like all wild species, these plants spreatd seeds which have a variety of traits.  While most bloom immediately,  some which require more water than their cousins to germinate remain dormant for many  seasons.  This species' wisdom guarantees a continuation of bloom for many seasons, delighting onlookers and guaranteeing survival of the annual wildflowers.

Issues mentioned in essay
female rains



seed germination

ephemeral annuals

"A Fist in the Eye of God"

pp. 93-108


In magnificent detail,  Kingsolver portrays the patient process a hummingbird employs to build her nest.  Inspiring the religious and the scientific,  the process reminds us of the complexity of nature's design.  


Today in the U.S. some students are no longer taught Darwin's theory of natural selection.  Combined with a reliance onf TV news, this deficient education leaves many unable to fully understand the issue of genetic engineering.  American acceptance of this technique  has created a frightening reliance on seed uniformity.  Now genetic engineering is being pushed on third world countries, which traditionally relied on a mixture of native seeds.  If a crop such as genetically engineered wheat is attcked by a new predator,  the farmer will lose the entire crop.  Even if the crop remains healthy, no longer can the faarmer build his next season on it,  for the DNA  of these magic seeds allows only a single germination. 


Just as with antibiotics, genetically altering crops has produced unanticipated effects.  Resistance to traditional predators has spread among plants that never needed this protection,  killing the lkovely Monarch butterfly and producing new forms of monster weeds.  DNA itself has turned out to be more complicated than originally believed;  individual genes can alter their behavior.  And the influence of the World Trade Organization allows those who approach science for profit to dominate those who approach it with reverence.  

Issues mentioned in essay
evolution


genetically engineered crops

Mendel

Darwin's theory 

Nikollai Vavilov


Monsanto

seed bank 


potato famine



Barry Commoner

Wendel Berry 


World Trade Organization 

Thoreau

Bacillus thuringensis 

Human Genome Project

Joan Dye Gussow 

"Lily's Chickens"
pp. 109-130


Five-year-old Lily has become the sole caretaker for a group of chickens.  Soon chickens and even eggs become a little harder to eat.  Through Lily's dilemma,  Kingsolver addresses the world-wide effects of  American eating habits.  


Most of us remain blissfully unaware of where our food has come from.  We carefully weigh the price and quality of oranges from California against those from Florida,  never limiting ourselves to seasonal,  locally grown food, never computing the cost of transporting that food.   Kingsolver desires a world where families grow what they can themselves and  rely on local farmers for what they cannot grow.  The $.99 we pay for a hamburger does not cover the waste of water, of oil, of clean air  and topsoil engendered in its production.  Other countries make partial payment of those costs today,  but without changing our habits,  we too will pay the price in the future.  

Issues mentioned in the essay
Union of Concerned Scientists

food transportation

farmers markets



feedlot

Community-Supported Agriculture

"The One-Eyed Monster and Why I don't Let Him In
pp. 131-143


Kingsolver counts herself among the few Americans without a TV.  When her children begged for one,  she had them create a schedule of their day so that they could determine when they would have time to watch TV,  what they would have to give up.  Neither was willing to sacrifice the music, the friends , the exercise,  even the schoolwork which already enriched her life.    So it's suprising that the average American watches TV almost 4 hours per day. 


In addition to the materialism generated by commercials,  TV also stagnates people.  Newscasts are repetetive, and the content is surprisingly slow paced.  The topics do not reflect what is happening around the world.  Rather,   they focus on incidents such as car accidents that provide compelling visuals.  Particularly when  evaluating political candidates,  this human reliance on the primacy of sight encourages us to base our judgements on physical appearance rather than on ideas.  Even in times of  national crisis,  Kingsolver prefers reach out to her own community,  the only place one really can make a difference.

Issues mentioned in essay
CNN


History channel

JFK Jr. 

"Letter to a Daughter at Thirteen"  

pp. 144-159


Thirteen-year-olds today,  especially Barbara Kingsolver's daughter,  have more confidence,  greater wisdom than their mothers did.  The balance of power has shifted a little,  but Kingsolver remembers the limitations placed on her own generation and laments that some females still accept those limitations today. 


Feminist writers encouraged Kingsolver to value herself, something she was unable to do even though she was valedictorian of her class.  They taught her to fight back against what made her  angry.  Females today need to fight back in the same way against Muslim extremists and rap artists who deliberately marginalize women.  

"Letter to My Mother"

pp. 160-175


In this essay, Kingsolver shares a series of vignettes detailing the circle of her life.   She remembers the intense love of childhood, the distancing of adolescence, and the self absorption of young adulthood. She describes her horror at being raped along with her longing for her mother's approval as she completes her first novel..    And as she gives birth to her second child,  she is drawn back like so many others to the special,   early bond of mother and daughter.     

"Going to Japan"   

pp.  176-179


Trying to avoid the pitfalls of the American tourist, Kingsolver does her best to master the social rules of Japan.  Relying on frequent apologies, she is pleased  to learn that  the Japanes take pleasure  in forgiving.   Even the monument at Hiroshima  reflects an ability to forgive.  When her plane is delayed on departure,  Kingsolver finally gets a chance to offer forgiveness to a Japanese official.

Issues mentioned in essay
Hiroshima

Japanese body language

foreign customs

"Life Is Precious, or It's Not"

pp.   180-183

The massacre at Columbine did not puzzle Barbara Kingsolver.  Children learn from their elders,  and American elders continually use violence in the form of war to solve problems and gain control.  Americans accept the inevitable loss of innocent life that these actions produce as the price needed to assure their way of life.  If we fail to change this attitude,  our children will continue to respond to their own needs and problems  with violence.
Issues mentioned in essay

Columbine


violence in media

"Flying"

pp. 184-194


Prior to 9/11,   the U.S. had experienced few of the disasters routinely visited on most countries.  When the United States bombed Japan, for example,   70,000 people died in one minute.  Kingsolver reminds us that at Hiroshima,  as in most wars,  the innocent were killed.   Rather than retaliate for 9/11,  Kingsolver  hopes we will commemorate these deaths by acting with peace and justice.
Issues mentioned in essay

9/11



Hiroshima

Vietnam


Verdun

"Household Words"

pp.   195-205
How can the wealthiest nation in the world fail to find sufficient funds to house its citizens?   Kingsolver believes that good people excuse themselves  from responsibility for their brothers because they believe certain American myths:  anyone willing to work can succeed  and/or the underlying causes of poverty cannot be solved.  Americans need to demand changes in their politicians  and ask more of themselves.

Issues mentioned in essay

"Death of a Hired Man"  by  Robert Frost

Barbara Ehrenreich


Arthur Blaustein

National Advisory Council on Economic Opportunity

Martin Luther King, Jr.

Robert Penn Warren 
"What Good Is a Story?"

pp. 206-214


Kingsolver spent a summer reading and evaluating 125 short stories, a literary form not very popular with most Americans.  For her,  the merit of a story centered on truth.  For only the true story shaped her vision of and reaction to this imperfect world.

"Marking a Passage"

pp. 215-221


The Book Mark in Tucson,  Arizona,  helped to launch Kingsolver's most successful novel, The Poisonwood Bible.  Like so many small, independently-owned stores,  it has been pushed out by a large conglomerate.  
"Taming the Beast with Two Backs"

pp.   222-227


While Madison Avenue certainly knows how to use sex to sell,  Kingsolver  finds few good sex scenes in serious literature.  She blames this on our reluctance to associate ourselves with nature,  our insistence that the traits of animals do not appear in humans.  Even language reflects this split.  However,  Kingsolver plans to overcome these obstacles and include sex  in her next work.
"Stealing Apples"

pp.  228-234

Poetry weaves its way through every culture,  visiting professional and amateur alike without regard to the individual's ablitly to record, revise, or even use its lines and fragments.  Faced with acts of inhumanity, however,  Kingsolver focused the poems running through her head and used her gift to warn the world.  

Issues mentioned in essay

Lucille Clifton


Sanctuary movement

Latin American refugees

"And Our Flag Was Still There"
pp. 235-245


Everyone can remember the rush to buy and display American flags after 9/11.  Like others,  Kingsolver felt the stirrings of strong patriotism as she faced this loss.  Yet, her vision of the flag included the strong principle of dissent.  She grew impatient with those who advocated war.  Only one U.S. Representative,  Barbara Lee,  voted against ceding complete powers of war to George Bush.  

All too often,  the motive for war reflects a need for power and money (as in Kuwait) rather than for freedom.  We are a country born of revolution,  yet the founding fathers worked to ensure the freedom of every citizen to voice concern over government's actions.  Perhaps the time has come to employ an anthem and a flag reflecting the American love of justice and peace.
Issues mentioned in essay
Rep.  Barbara Lee


anthrax

Aldous Huxley


Taliban

Quakers



Thomas Jefferson

Gulf War

"God's Wife's Measuring Spoons"

pp. 
246-264

The final work in Small Wonder,  this essay repeats the theme of the need for  Americans  to work individually for peace.  For Kingsolver this begins in the self-sustaining garden from which she harvests her family's food.  Her writing, as well, serves to remind others to look beyond themselves to understand the world community—in hopes of saving the world.


Kingsolver admires the approach of Franklin D. Roosevelt  in 1941 when he called on Americans to help meet the world's needs rather than protect their own safety.  And during wartime,  Roosevelt  sought  a  universal reduction in weapons.  He recognized even then that a country that fails to help its poorer neighbors creates an unbeatable enemy. He asked Americans to sacrifice to promote a better life for all humans.


Following 9/11,  Americans were not asked to sacrifice;  in fact, they were encouraged to buy.  Government responded to Al Qaeda with force,  depriving citizens in Afghanistan and Iraq of  food and water and often life itself.  And through this, they created new enemies.  Kingsolver strongly believes  that  America cannot rely on technological superiority for its safety nor the continuation of a strong economy to provide its basic needs.  She cites European countries that have rid themselves of foreign dependence and looks for us to do the same.  If we do not, she worries that we leave only a bleak future for our children.
Issues mentioned in essay
Georgia O'Keeffe


Mark Twain

Emma Goldman


Kyoto Protocol

Franklin D. Roosevelt


Al Qaeda

Wendell Berry
 
