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Summer Days with the Changing American Dream: The USA Revisited

N New York, it was Gay
Pride Week. Central Park.
on a bright June Sunda;
harmless and inviting
as if it had never been witnes s
to such horrors as the femal.
jogger case a few years ago. Al
the southern end of the park, o
parade was cavorting down
Fifth Avenue, bright with bal
hann and men in string biki-
All very puzzling, till wc
lpntl.l'd a sign that proclaimed.
"*Out loud and ud.” Gay men
and women, lding hands
the avenue. A belca
minority, in a troubled
land, but they knew how 1o
celebrate. We knew we wer:
. back in America.
Excess has always been thc
second American Word of Gold
(the first, of course, is

E-

lars in order to celebrate ho
mosexuality; in a country
where your sexual preferences
can cost you your job. A real
estate tycoon is the darling ol
high society for a brief time; o
few months later, no one rc
members his name. Hype is a
favorite national pastime. But
in the past decade, the USA
has out-hyped itsell.

As anyone who reads the
papers knows, "Recession” has
made a reappcarance on the
country's vocabulary list. Soup
kitchens and layofls, economic
riots and inflation: the long
shide is leading to a showdown
(the Democrats hope) in the
Novcmber elecltions, when a
disillusioned clectorate may
decide to shake off the shack-
les of Reaganomics (definition :
eat, drink, and be merry, and
let the next administration
foot the bill). This month,
when headlines blared, "Unc:
mployment hits 7.8 per cenl,’
a shudder went through the
halls of power: another blow
for the Bush cam

This campaign should be
quite and blue by now,
with blows coming 118

way . Jason is a 23-ycar
graduated third in his class
from an Ivy League college.
After a [ruitless two-year
search for work, he is heading
back to graduate school. "At
least | can afford it," he said
this summer in Texas, "bul
there are people out there who
are settling for anything they
can get.”

And they can't get a wholc
lot. Businesses that splurged
merrily during the BO's are
discovering the price of over-
extension. In one [ell swoop,
telecommunications gianl
AT&T dismissed 15,000
employees. A computer firm
handed notice to 60 per cent
of its workforce in one day,
including the company's
founder. It's not just the small
fry who are being shown the
door: the vice-president of one
of the largest oil companies in
the South arrived at work onc
day to find himsell unem-
ployed.

Houston, sweltering in the
cruel Texas sun, was gripped

old whe .

!

'''''''
-

American motto of "Whatever you do, go overboard.”

with pessimism. "Perot for
President” signs littered Lhe
lawns of middfe class neigh-
borhoods with no faith in
“intellectuals” like Clinton and
disappointed by Bush's inac-
tion. The disenchantment of
the populace with the estab-
lishment is extra-partisan; il

"My body, my choice,”
abortion is a bubbling cauldron that will not simmer down
easily.

extends to Democrats and
Republicans alike. Though
Perot has since dropped out of
the race, his very success
points to a problem. "Perot had
this following despite being
pretty much unversed in any-
thing except how to make a
profit because people thought
the two other parties weren't
offering anything ncw,” com-

say pro-choice Americans. But

The gay community takes to the streets with a vengeance. Week-long festivities typify the
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"Recession™ has made a
reappearance on the coun-
try's vocabulary list. Soup
kitchens and layoffs, eco-
nomic riots and inflation:
the long slide is leading to

a showdown (the

Democrats hope) in the
November elections, when
a disillusioned electorate

may decide to shake off

the shackles of
Reaganomics.
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mented a Texas doclor.
"Republican or Democral,
they're just playing. their
power politics.”

Aflter the Los Angeles riots,
a plague of commen in the
media lasted about three
weeks, By late June, the riols
were a pale memory. This am-
nesia is frightening for many
Americans, who feel they need
to address the root ol the
clashes. "It goes beyond race:
pcople are sick of police ha-
rassment, they're sick of un-
cqual economic opportunities,”
said Tilottama Tharoor, a stu-
dent at the City University of
New York. That showed in the
paltern ol the riots.

In all the fighting and loct-
ing, not a single MacDonalds
restaurant was harmed. Time
Magazine discovered the rea-
son why. MacDonalds has a
corporate policy of investing in
the community, with education
plans, aid for the handicapped
and ways of ploughing money
back into the arca. Many riot-
crs looted small Korean-owned
shops because they felt those
businesses were sucking
money oul of the community
without giving anything. Big

bv S. Bari _ }

The American people have taken the green movement into their own hands. Residents of
North Carolina vest their opinion of a proposed toxic incinerator in their area.

chain stores were looted out of
anger and envy. MacDonalds
escaped the same fate by virtue
of having won the trust of the
locals.

While many businesscs cs-
capc lo the suburbs, inncr-
cities fall into growing ncglect.
And sceping out of them is the
diseasc thal is ealing away al
the social fabric ol America:
drugs. On a 36-hour train ride
through the American mid-
west, my dinner companion
was a Fedceral Agenl posted in
the Cartbbean. "You can catch
the plances bringing in the loot
any day, but they grin and
dum

p il. There ts no way shor
of shooling them down th.s:uh ﬂ:e

you can slep- this,”
mourned. The children Df a
colleague of his, "middle class
people just like you and me,”
are in jail for drug dealing.
"Either we're going to run out
ol kids or we're going to run
out of drugs.” he predicted.
When we gol to Washington,
the capital was pre-occupied
with preparations for the
Fourth of July, but there was a
mos! un-American cynicism in
the air. The Supreme Court
had turned in a ruling that ba-
sically still supported a
woman's right to an abortion,
the key word being "basically.”

The chapter is by no means

closed. Of the few Supreme
Court justices who had voted
to curb the right to abortion,

Clarence Thomas was one. His '

nomination last year had been
riddled with allegations thal
he had once sexually harassed
a colleague. Progressives find
this apt but awful, especially in
an evolving climate where even
some Republican party repre-
sentatives are supporting

abortion and going against the
party stand. Needless to say,

most of those who had the guts
to do this were women.

Comic reliel in this grim
clection year is, as unfaflingly
as always, provided by Vice-
President Dan Quayle. When
the lead character in a popular
television series deeided to
have the baby she had con-
ceived out-of-wedlock, Quayle
ook this moral outrage per-
sonally; and the media had a
field day reminding him that it
was just a story, and anyway we
were in a country where thou-
sands of children are born 111-:-

! n ad
3 ke “or IV post-
tive. F‘Thﬂn one day Qunylt
made an ill-fated trip to a pri-
mary school, an institution he
has presumably not attended
before, and informed the con-
fused pupils that "potato” was

By late June, the riots
were a pale memory. This
amnesia is frightening for

many Americans, who
feel they need to address
the root of the clashes. "It
goes beyond race: people
are sick of police harass-
ment, they're sick of
unequal economic opportu-
nities," says Tilottama
Tharoor, a student at the
City University of New
York.

spcit with an "e” at the end.

The press was ecstatic.
Presidential hopeful Bill

Clinton is not unly patently

ER brother was tortur-

ed an killed. Her father

was burnt alive. Her

mother was hung out to die in

her village while the army
waited for her to appcar,

These grucsome tragedics
do not make Rigoberto
Menchu's story remarkable in
a country where some 150,000
people, mostly indigenous
Guatemalans, have been killed
in the last 35 years

But for her

person for hundreds
of tmunanda of repressed and
exploited Guatemalan [ndians
and non-Indians, Menchu has
emerged as onc ol the most
powerful candidates for this
year's Nobel Peace Prize.

"An indigenous woman who
knows about grief and suffering
but despite everything has not
wavered. She shows the world
the meaning of dignity and the
struggle for the freedom of her
people,” wrote former Noble
Peace Laureate Argentinian
Adolfo Perez Esqutvel, who is
proposing Menchu for this

of work, as

year's prize.
Menchu is a Quiche Indian
from the highlands of

Guatemala, but since 198] she
has lived in Mexico in exile.
In 1982 she was the first
Guatemalan Indian to partici-
at the United Nations,
mbylng for indigenous rights
pressure on the dicta-
tminl rtg!nt of General Efrain
Rios Montt for its abysmal hu-
man rights record.
For the last decade she has
been a formidable, constant
ce at the UN Human
ghts Commission's annual
mecting in Geneva.
But she is perhaps best

Guatemalan Activist May Win -
Nobel Peace Prize

Edward Orlebar writes from San Jose

known for her book "My Name
{s Rigoberto Mcnchu,” the re-
sult of days of interviews in
Paris with Franco-Uruguayan
journalist Elizabeth Burgos in
1982. It has been translated
into 11 languages.

It recounts the story of her
life from her childhood in the
western highlands to her exile,

The book is the most vivid
insight to date not only of the
horrendous rcpression of the
late-1970s and ecarly-1980s,
but also or the Indians' deep-
felt respect and symbiotic rela-
tionship with the land and
their reverence for elders and
traditional rites, both of which
have suflered as a result of the
conflict. It is a window into a
culture that has put up barricrs
for outsiders as a means of
survival,

Mcnchu was in San Jose,
Costa Rica, rccently to address
and audicnce of university stu-
dents on the current situation
in Guatemala, and the struggle
of the mainly indigenous and
mixed-race poor in Lalin
America in the light of the
500th anniversary of
Christopher Columbus's arrival
on the continent.

Menchu said she is con-
cerned that Guatemala is be-

nﬂ::ﬁelrmr:uin'gly unstable,

growing risk of a coup
similar to that instigated re-

Rigoberto Menchu, a
Quiche Indian from the
highlands of
Guatemala, has

brought new hope to her

people. For more than a
decade she has lived in
Mexico in exile.
Menchu was the first
Guatemalan Indian to
participate in the UN,
lobbying for indigenous
rights. Gemini News
Service profiles the

cently by president Alberte
Fujimori in Peru.

During May, Guatemala City
has witnessed almost dafly
bomb explosions. Many ob-
servers believe that this is part
of a campaign by right-wing
extremists who wish to un-
dermine the climate for
tiations between the guerri
of the Guatemalan National
revolutionary Unity and the

government.

A plan to repatriate 5,000
refugees from camps in south-
ern Mexico in late June will
probably be postponed because
of the lack of sccurity.

There are currently 43,000
recoegnised Guatemalan
refugees in Mexico, and an es-
timated 100,000 to 150,000
unrecognised.

The refugees fled the high-

lands of Guatemala in the ecarly
1980s to escape the so-called
"scorched carth campaign” by
the military against lecltlist
gucrrillas, which razed 440 vil-

lages in an attempt to wipe out
their grassroots support.

But fighting continues, and
rcfugees would "return in the
same conditions in which they
left,” Menchu says.

Guatemala 1{s a society that
has been traumatised by in-
equality and war. Thousands of
street children have been de-
prived of their childhood, she

Instead of telling childrens’
tales, they recount the vio-
lence they have suffered or the
brutality mected out against
their young friends by the po-
lice. "For Guatemala,” Menchu
says, "they are a very deep
wound.”

However, she believes some
pro. has been made.
year the UN recognised the
existence of se thousand
internally displaced
Gautemalans who had fled
decp into the mountains, away
from the army and their forced
integration into Civil Patrols.

The Civil Patrols are mostly
formed by peasants who are
forced to trnl in search of
the gucrrﬂhl and often are

used as the first line of attack.

Last '

Model villages were set up
_in the ecarly-1980s as a mecans
- of controlling village organisa-
tions. They are planned on a
tight grid system unlike the
traditionally dispersed Guate-
malan villages. Guards iIn
walchtowers keep a close vigil.

"The so-called model vil-
lages are nothing more than
concentration camps,” says
Esquivel.

These internally displaced
Indians have become known as
the Communities of Peoples "in
Resistance. After 10 years in
the mountains they have de-
veloped alternative societal
atrur:lun:a with their own edu-
cation system and a system of
health care based out of ne-

. cessity, almost exclusively us-

ing natural remedies. They
have also been subjected to
constant bombing by the mili-
tary, according to Menchu.

She does not view the
struggle of her people as being
merely an indigenous one. "We
share socilal inequality with
Africans and Asians,” Menchu
said. Indeed, across Latin
America indigenous, mestizo
(mixed race] and black groups
have adopted a common strat-
egy on the 500th anniversary.

She believes that the
poignant symbolism of this
year "p es the moment (o
challenge the minority that has
ruled us for 500 years.

"If we were to charge for
these 500 years of destruction,

who could pay us?" she says.
" "Even the last 10 would
be unpayable.” — GEMINI

NEWS

EDWARD ORLEHAR is a f[ree-
lance journalist based in San
¢ Jose.
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-Bush

much more intelligents he is a
Rhodes scholar. And his run-
ning mate Al Gore is one of the
few American politiclans still
widely respected. "Clinton's
not the run-ol-the-mill
Democrat who s basically no
different [rom your average
Republican,” a bookshop owner
in Minneapolis advised me,
"he's got a vision. He's got
some morals. We could do with
some real values around here,
not the get-back-to-family
prcaching that Reagan and
Bush are so fond of And
Clinton’'s not a Jimmy Carter —
he's no wimp.” Neither is
Gore, who voted against his
party in favour of the Guif War.
Gore has a solid environ-
mental record, which is part of
his appeal to a lot of
Amcricans. "l was so embar-
rassed by the American posi-
tion at the Earth Summit,” said
Larry Martinez, a telecommu-
nications expert. "Here was
talking about the
American lifestyle not being up
for ncgotiation.” Martinez was
not alone. On a popular TV talk

that will protect them [rom
homelessness. New York was
strewn with ever-

bodies lying in cormners
slceping on sidewalks. For the,

first time., | saw homeless
people b g up children in
Ihese conditions. Mere and

more Americans were volun-
twering for soctal service, feel-
ing that “this could happen to
any of us.” The American
dream is increasingly haunted
by the American nightmare.
For immigrants, the going
will get tougher. The shrinking
job market led to what many
Asian Amcricans consider dis-
criminatory hiring and fring
Certainly resentment among
the white establishment is fu-
cling, if not actually the popu-
larity, then at least the accep-
tance of extremist white
groups. Asians, cspecially sub-
continentals, are often suc-
cessful professionals. A New
York medical assistant who Is
engall felt “this is an advan-
lage because we are cushioned
from a lot of hardships, but it
xiso causes a great deal of
e ~ :
In the working class immi-
grant scene, Bengalis still
lined the streets of New York
sclling everything from sun-
glasses to horoscopes and used
books. For the first time, | saw
women them: they had
arrived on lottery cards
and spoent their days on the

In the working class immi-

grant scene, Bengalis still
lined the streets of New

York selling everything
from sunglasses to horo-
scopes and used books. For
the first time, | saw
women among them: they
had arrived on lottery
green cards and spent their
days on the lower end of
Fifth Avenue yelling,
"1992 calendars, only one
dollar!"

lower end of Filth Avenue
yelling, "1992 calendars, only
one dollart”

“The bad news is lhltJmn
is in recession; the good news
is that we have finally exported
somcthing to Japan™ so goes
the joke on Main Streel, USA.

Economic tension is the catalyst for racist aggression.
Asians may increasingly find they are the target of
soImeone s envy.

show, the host quipped aboul
the build-up of carbon dioxide

in the atmosphere |
overheating: "This is wn as
the greenhouse effect,” he
said, "and not doing anything
about it is known as the White
House effect.”

Americans, nothing if not
whole-hearted, have turned
environmentalism into a cult
one “green” store, "The Nature
Shop,” features taped rainfor-
est noises and lush green car-
pcting to mimic the jungle. A
candidate who is well-versed
in ozone and deforestation
stands a better chance in Lhe
clections: and Al Gore literally
wrote the book on the subject.

Being green will nol be
enough, though. The laid-off
auto worker and the illiterate
nightguard need strong educa-
on funding and a security net

ing to

just different, 1

If there wasn't something fip-
nt in all of this, we wouldn't
in America. Amidst the col-

lapsing businesses, the Mall of

America is still going up In

Minncapolis. Its miles of

and rffaurnnu will ﬂlﬂlzhp:

largest shopping mall on the

continent.

Looking at the gleaming fa-
cade we wondered If the re-
cession was a hoax. "Ne," said
our host, “there’'s no doubt
about the recession. Bul iL's
not all that hopeless. Our eity
is just econamically stable, so
this is going to work. It's a

ket of com stabil-
ity.” Such still-successes dol
the States, reminders that the

American dream is not dead,

encourage
a natlon

ng a o
find its uguﬂif in the mn‘
summer light of the Midwest,



