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Summary

It is very cold and the animals of the forest have no way to keep warm. The Yellow Jacket sisters who live on a
mountain guard the fire and they will not share it. How will the animals stay warm? Will they steal the fire or freeze? 

Guidelines for Philosophical Discussion

This story comes from Native American culture. There are many Native American tribes, and each tribe has many
stories that have been told since long ago to teach important lessons. Fire Race is a story based on Karuk Indian
folklore. It raises critical issues in ethics and political philosophy. In the story, three bees, the Yellow Jacket Sisters,
have fire and will not share it. The animal community is in danger of freezing to death so the animals steal fire from
the bees to survive the winter. This story raises the ethical issue of whether the end justifies the means.

Ethics is the field of philosophy concerned with human behavior. Some ethicists hold that certain types of action are
simply wrong because they violate moral rules. According to such theorists, stealing is wrong, so the animals acted
immorally when they stole the fire.

Philosophers who contend nothing (including stealing) is inherently good or evil would argue that the rightness of an
action depends on its consequences. On this view, the action that led to the highest increase in welfare is the right one
to do. Because this was a life or death situation for the animals but the bees' lives would not threatened as a result of
the theft, it was not morally wrong for the animals to steal the fire. The story thus presents an interesting case for
thinking about which moral theory is valid. In addition, it raises the question of whether a person can be blamed for
doing something that is morally wrong. If a mother, for example, has starving children and she has the opportunity to
acquire food but only by stealing, is she still blameworthy when she steals? One possibility is that she is not culpable
under the circumstances. Another possibility is that there are degrees of blameworthiness and in this case the mother
would not be held to a high degree of accountability. In this sense, one could say that the animals are wrong for
stealing fire, but it was understandable under the circumstances, such that they are not held as accountable as they
otherwise would be.

Another issue raised in Fire Race is cooperation. The animals cooperate in the story - but to what end? They work
together for the survival of their community on one hand but steal to do it on the other hand. The philosopher Bertrand
Russell said, "The only thing that will redeem mankind is cooperation." Indeed, in social philosophy working toward a
common vision/goal is the essence of a productive community. Still, the question of whose vision is being worked
toward calls inclusion and marginalization into question. In Fire Race, one may argue that the bees represent tyrannical
authority, greedily controlling resources. From this view, the animals are an oppressed population that becomes
empowered through cooperative resistance. One could also argue that the animals' cooperation is akin to mutiny or
organized crime. Was this instance of cooperation heroic or iniquitous?

Questions for Philosophical Discussion

Sharing

When the bees choose not to sacrifice their comfort for the good of the animals, the book suggests, "They are wicked
and will not share."

1. Whom do you share with?
2. What do you share with family? With friends?
3. What about your favorite toy? Your favorite article of clothing? Do you have to share it?



4. What does it mean to be selfish?
5. Is it always selfish not to share something?
6. Can you think of examples when it could be OK to not share?
7. Imagine you have something that it's OK to not share. How could you explain to a person who wants it?
8. What if you can't convince them? Is it OK for them to take it from you by force?
9. Is it still sharing if somebody makes you share?

10. Did you ever feel bad, or sad, or guilty, for not sharing?
11. Did you ever feel good when you did share?
12. What if somebody else felt the opposite way?

Cooperation and Stealing

When coyote says, "Cooperate and work together, we can steal the fire," is this cooperating to do something good or
bad?

1. What does it mean to cooperate? 
2. Give us an example of a time you cooperated.
3. What would have happened if you had not cooperated?
4. What would have happened if the animals didn't cooperate to steal the fire?
5. Can cooperation be bad? 
6. What about a bunch of people who cooperate to rob a store?
7. What about a bunch of people who cooperate to beat up a bully?
8. For some people, the greatest, most intense cooperation they ever do, is in war. Some of them love this. Does

that make war good, or mean that it is good?
9. Can you think of examples of people cooperating to do wrong?

10. When the animals cooperate to steal the fire, is it different than if a group of kids plan to steal a toy from
someone?

11. Is there something the animals can do to make their action less wrong? Or even, make it right? (Possible
examples: try to convince them; appeal to authority.)

Is Stealing Always Wrong?

Other stories, like Robin Hood, portray the thief as a hero. The animals stole fire from the bees so they wouldn't
freeze. Is it always wrong to steal?

1. Is it ever OK to steal?
2. What if your little brother or sister was starving and the only way you could get food was to steal it? Would it be

okay then?
3. Robin Hood stole from the rich, to give to poor people. Did that make it OK for Robin Hood to steal?
4. Robin Hood had a very good, fun time doing what he did. Does that make his actions better or worse?
5. Some people agreed with Robin Hood and helped him; others disagreed and tried to stop him, and even hang

him. Does this matter?
6. Robin Hood first began his life of crime when he killed a man who he felt had insulted him by shooting him

with an arrow. Does this matter?
7. Is the case of Robin Hood different than the animals stealing fire in this story?
8. Every person rich enough to own a store, who sells food to poor people, takes money from the poor. If they're

competent, they make a profit doing so. Sometimes the poor person may not have a choice, where to buy food.
Is this stealing?

9. Is it OK for the poor person to steal food from the store?
10. Is it OK for the poor person to steal cigarettes from the store?
11. Is it OK for the poor person to take cigarettes from the store to the parking lot and destroy them in public?
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