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Offended by
calligraphy,
trees and
Hermione?
Our complaining
hides true offenses

Ifeel that this is definitely a
turning point in our soci-
ety, when everything of-
fends everyone all the time.

It just sucks the joy out of every-
thing.” — Catherine Gordon, Ban-
gor High School teacher.

Ms. Gordon may be a math
teacher, but she has a certain
way with words. And she points
out something key: We could all
use more joy in our lives. To do

that, we should
take a lot less of-
fense.

A pink “Hello
Kitty” tree is not
offensive. Period.
Requiring Gordon
to remove it is the
worst type of cen-
sorship. But even
if a teacher had
the audacity to

put up a green tree, the rush to re-
move it on the chance someone
might take offense is farcical. Cit-
ies put up Christmas trees
throughout our state — Bangor
has a big one. If Hollywood Casino
had a prop bet on what religious
holiday the vast majority of Ban-
gor students celebrate, “Christ-
mas” would be a heavy favorite.
Pretending the four walls of the
classroom are untethered to the
rest of the world does not add
much value to students.

The School Department justi-
fied its decision by saying “[o]ur
focus is educating students to be-
come global citizens” and that
the city’s schools only use holi-
days in conjunction with other
lessons. In pursuit of that focus,
the Bangor School Department
likely would side with its educa-
tor peers in Virginia. Last week,
a teacher had students write the
“Shahada” — the Islamic state-
ment of faith — in Arabic callig-
raphy. That hews much closer to
religion than a “Hello Kitty” tree,
but it was defended on education-
al grounds. Outraged parents
took offense, and the administra-
tion closed the school.

Parents had a point, insofar as
they objected to the sentence it-
self, in light of the importance
Islam places on the Shahada’s
recitation. It would be more ap-
propriate to write something
from Avicenna, the Muslim phi-
losopher, for example. Yet the of-
fended reaction was overdone by
some parents; calls for the teach-
er to have her head impaled are
simply crazy.

But this past week also
brought outrage on the news a
black woman was cast as Herm-
ione Granger in a live Harry Pot-
ter production. Apparently an
imaginary magical world no lon-
ger makes sense to some people.

Taking offense from a casting
choice for a work of fiction is a
little bit silly. Yet the ridicule
heaped upon “the offended” was
overdone as well — accusations
of “racism” flew blithely. Instead
of finding joy in a work of art or
ignoring something you disagree
with, people on all sides rushed
to stake out ground on how oth-
ers’ decisions were offensive.

And that is just it. People are
busy being offended by trees, cal-
ligraphy and Hermione Granger.
It is exhausting, and being per-
petually offended desensitizes us.
If everything is offensive, then
nothing truly is, and there are
some things to which we should
take offense. The vile barbarism
of ISIS, starvation of children,
human slavery — these rightly
offend anyone with a moral con-
science. Wasting energy com-
plaining about a Christmas tree
seems trivial in comparison, and
it should.

But being continually offended
about offensive things is not cor-
rect, either. To echo Gordon, we
need to make room in our lives
for joy. Even if you do not cele-
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Checking theprice
Bangor raised theminimumwage. Now itwill have to enforce it.
BY CHRISTOPHER BURNS
BDN STAFF

Bangor joined a list of about 24 cities and
five counties across the nation, includ-
ing Portland, last week that have raised
local wages above the minimum set by

state and federal governments.
The ordinance will bump the minimum

wage paid to Mainers who work within the
city to $8.25 an hour in January 2017. The
local wage will rise an additional 75 cents
per year until 2019, after which it will be
pegged to the Consumer Price Index.

But now that Bangor has a minimum
wage on its books, the city has a new respon-
sibility that previously belonged to other
levels government: enforcing the minimum
wage rule.

Creating a strategy
In Maine, the state Department of Labor

has traditionally been responsible for inves-
tigating minimum wage violations. But
when it comes to labor issues, the depart-
ment defers enforcement to the jurisdiction
— federal, state or local — that has a stan-
dard more protective of workers.

So with the hourly wage in Bangor set to
rise above the state minimum, Maine De-
partment of Labor spokeswoman Julie Rabi-
nowitz said it will be the city’s responsibility
to investigate minimum wage violations.

“The state’s position is it’s their ordi-
nance and they have to enforce it,” Rabinow-
itz said. “That’s going to be a burden for mu-
nicipalities, and it’s a burden they’ve chosen
to take on.”

In Bangor, the city manager’s office will
be charged with enforcing the minimum

wage and investigating alleged violations, al-
though the city hasn’t decided yet how it
will allocate staff and resources to the task.

“We’re going to take a look at what en-
forcement will entail and create a strategy,”
Robert Farrar, assistant city manager, said.

Last year, the state’s five wage and hour
inspectors received 300 complaints about
wage violations; they confirmed 120 as viola-
tions, according to Rabinowitz. The depart-
ment was not able to immediately provide
wage violation data for prior years nor for
violations within Bangor.

“Some violations are out of ignorance but
others are willful violations,” Rabinowitz
said. “Most employers are aware of the mini-
mum wage and how to comply.”

Minimum wage violations most common-
ly occur when employers miscalculate over-
time or round down hours worked based on
when a worker clocks in, pushing a worker’s
total hourly pay below the state-mandated
wage. Determining how a violation occurred

can be time-consuming, Rabinowitz said.
Under Bangor’s ordinance, workers who

think their employer is violating the mini-
mum wage ordinance can file a written com-
plaint with the city manager’s office, which
will have 15 days to respond and make a de-
termination. Businesses found to be in viola-
tion must pay the owed wages and, under
the general penalties provision of the city
code, could face a fine ranging from $100 to
$2,500 for each day in which the violation oc-
curred.

“We expect employers to do their best to
comply,” city solicitor Norman Heitmann
said. “The goal isn’t to interfere with some-
one’s business but to make sure they can
comply.”

Any business could dispute a penalty lev-
ied by the city, Heitmann said. In that case,
it would be up to the city to prove in court
that a violation occurred.

Aworkingmodel
Next month, the minimum wage in Port-

land will rise to $10.10 an hour. It will rise
the following January to $10.68, with subse-
quent increases pegged to the Consumer
Price Index. Like Bangor, Portland will rely
on workers to submit written complaints
about wage violations to the city manager’s
office.

Once Portland’s elevated wage takes ef-
fect, Bangor will watch how Maine’s largest
city handles the transition to see how it can
adapt its enforcement approach in prepara-
tion for 2017, Heitmann said.

Either way, Bangor and Portland are un-
likely to find perfect enforcement strategies.
While a large city like Seattle can rely on its
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“

Once Portland’s
wage takes effect, Bangor
will watch how Maine’s
largest city handles the

transition to see how it can
adapt its enforcement
approach in preparation

for 2017

MICHAEL
CIANCHETTE

How to support those that support others

BY STEPHEN AND
HEATHER BOWEN
SPECIAL TO THE BDN

In the weeks since the article
about our daughter’s battle
with leukemia appeared in
the Bangor Daily News, a

number of readers have asked
how they can best support fami-
lies, like ours, who are confront-
ing the challenge of a very sick
child. This is the time of year
when many are looking for wor-
thy charities to support, and we
are happy to suggest a few from
our experience.

Our key interest, and the key

interest, of course, of every par-
ent of a child fighting a life-
threatening illness like cancer, is
seeing the child returned to
health. While we are fortunate
that great strides have been made
in the fight against childhood
cancers (the type of cancer our
daughter is successfully fighting
was virtually incurable 50 years
ago), the fact is that cancer, in all
its forms, remains a potent killer,
taking the lives of more Mainers
each year than any other disease.

While large government grants
and the R&D investments of pri-
vate-sector drug companies typi-
cally support the bulk of cancer

research, charitable foundations
such as the American Cancer So-
ciety also make significant invest-
ments in the fight for a cure.
Those organizations support the
work of cancer researchers, such
as those at the Dana Farber Can-
cer Institute, which is just across
the street from our daughter’s
room at Boston Children’s Hospi-
tal. Charitable organizations such
as these work every day to ensure
that effective treatments are
available to families like ours.

Families of sick children also
face the challenge of navigating
the complex world of 21st century
medical care, a daunting task for

those still reeling from the news
of a child’s diagnosis. We were
fortunate that the Maine Chil-
dren’s Cancer Program in Scar-
borough, the pediatric oncology
practice coordinating our daugh-
ter’s care, is not only home to an
expert team of pediatric cancer
practitioners, but also employs a
team of social workers and other
staff who help guide families
through the maze of appoint-
ments and paperwork that come
with a diagnosis of this kind. As-
sistance of this kind is critically
important to families and worthy
of charitable support.

Whenwe learned of our daughter’s leukemia, these charities made a difference
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Being continually
offended about

offensive things is
not correct. We need
to make room in our

lives for joy.


