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AMERICAN COMMUNITIES: THE WORLD TRADE CENTER, NEW YORK, AS A TRANSNATIONAL COMMUNITY  The 110-story twin towers of the World Trade Center were built by the Port Authority of New York and the Port Authority of New Jersey on thirteen square blocks in Lower Manhattan. They opened for business in 1973, and served as both a thriving office complex – importers, exporters, steamship lines, bankers, and insurance organizations from around the world rented space in the towers – and as a symbol of American strength and confidence in emerging forms of transnational commerce. When they were destroyed by hijacked airplanes on September 11, 2001, almost 3,000 office workers, restaurant employees, visitors, and others from 81 nations were killed. The vignette, with its focus on Ecuadorian immigrant and Windows on the World waiter Telmo Alvear, shows how the attack on the WTC damaged not just New York, but an emerging transnational world order.

“A KINDER, GENTLER NATION” George H.W. Bush won the presidency handily in 1988, promising a “kinder, gentler nation.” His extensive background in foreign affairs did not necessarily prepare him for the post-cold war era.

Bush was a member of the New England patrician elite. He began his presidency with no clear legislative agenda, and a Democratic-controlled congress. Bush escalated the international war on drugs in 1989 by capturing Panamanian General Manuel Noriega, killing thousands of Panamanians in the process. Bush supported the 1990 Americans with Disabilities Act, but vetoed a family-leave bill.

Regional power struggles replaced the old East-West conflict as seen in the Persian Gulf War. When Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990, Bush formed a coalition to prevent Iraqi aggression against Saudi Arabia and to enforce strict economic sanctions against Iraq. Bush shifted policies and prepared for an offensive war to drive out Iraq. The United States relentlessly bombed Iraq and in a 100-hour ground war, drove it out of Kuwait. The war left Iraq devastated – nearly 100,000 Iraqis were killed, and oil fires burned out of control – though Saddam Hussein remained in power. The U.S. presence in the region was bitterly opposed by many Muslims. Saudi millionaire Osama bin Laden built up his Al Qaeda network to dislodge U.S. troops from the Middle East.

Bush’s post-Gulf War popularity proved short-lived. The 1992 presidential campaign hinged on the economy. While Republicans had a strong record in foreign affairs, their inability to meet Gramm-Rudman budget targets. S & L failures, and recession during Bush’s administration opened the door for Democrat Bill Clinton. Clinton successfully reminded himself that an emphasis on “the economy, stupid!” would push voters to his column. 

THE CLINTON PRESIDENCY Clinton had been active in the Democratic Leadership Council, which pushed the Democratic Party to the center.

Once elected, Clinton passed centrist legislation. The 1993 North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) eliminated trade barriers between the United States, Mexico, and Canada. The General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) lowered global tariffs and quotas, while the World Trade Organization (WTO) mediated commercial disputes. Clinton scored modest success domestically, but his health-care reform efforts failed miserably. Hillary Rodham Clinton chaired a task force that proposed health-care legislation, but she became a lightning rod for criticism. Republicans took control of both the House and the Senate. Republican House Speaker Newt Gingrich proposed a conservative “Contract with America,” but Gingrich’s grandstanding led to a backlash. Clinton co-opted much of the conservative agenda, ending “welfare as we know it,” among other measures. Clinton’s opponent in the 1996 election, Robert Dole, was hamstrung by divisions within the Republican Party. Clinton was reelected, but the Republicans retained control of Congress.

Clinton spoke of moral principles in foreign policy, but he generally acted on the basis of business interest. He negotiated trade agreements with governments that violated human rights, including China, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and Indonesia; he offered to assist North Korea with energy needs, if North Korea would abandon its nuclear research.

In the Balkans, the disintegration of Yugoslavia led to civil wars and “ethnic cleansing.” The United States and NATO first bombed, then negotiated an end to the Bosnian conflict with the Dayton Accords, signed in November 1995. Albanian and Serbian aggression in Kosovo required a more forceful intervention, but after months of air strikes by NATO and the U.S., a fragile truce emerged in June, 1999.

The economy boomed. Unemployment was low, and so were prices. The federal budget went from a record deficit to a record surplus under Clinton. The stock market and productivity both soared, though the wage gap between employees and executives became a chasm, and downsizing led to job insecurity.

CHANGING AMERICAN COMMUNITIES  The new economy revolved around services, and relied on high technology.

A small strip of land in northern California, euphemistically called Silicon Valley, emerged as the capital of the American computer industry. Although it resembled a suburb, it was a sprawl of two dozen cities that expanded rapidly as the computer industry grew. Silicon Valley divided along class lines. Affluent white male managers lived in the north; non-unionized, frequently non-white workers lived in poor communities to the south. By the late 1990s, Silicon Valley had lost its boomtown atmosphere as global competition increased.

New computer and telecommunications technologies transformed American cultural life. VCRs and cable TV revolutionized the American entertainment industry. Music videos shown on MTV transformed the music business. More than ever, politicians used TV to make their pitch. By 2000, over 40% of all American households were electronically connected to the Internet. The media community is now global, although Americans own many large media corporations and over 40% of television programs around the world originate in the United States.

The United States was the destination of a growing number of immigrants, especially from Latin America and Asia. Population growth in all 50 states was fueled by immigration. Demographers predicted Hispanics would become the largest minority group in the nation; according to the 2000 census, the largest group of Hispanics in the United States was Mexican. Traditional ethnic identities blurred; in the 2000 census, 6.8 million Americans self-identified as multiracial. Asians were the fastest-growing group. The 2000 census showed that poverty and the income gap were little improved.

A NEW AGE OF ANXIETY  Fear of social and economic change and perceived threats to the moral order weighed heavily on Americans’ minds, starting in the 1990s.

In the spring of 1992, rioting broke out when a jury acquitted four Los Angeles police officers who had been videotaped beating a black motorist. Rioters included a mix of Latinos and African Americans, generally from the most desperate and marginal population. The rioting revealed the animosity between Korean storeowners and African-American customers who targeted the stores for destruction. For most African Americans, the situation in South Central Los Angeles seemed more desperate than ever, and whites seemed not to care at all. Urban and suburban residential segregation was increasing, and “racial profiling” contributed to African Americans’ gross overrepresentation among those arrested for drug offenses.

Terrorists attacked American targets, at home and abroad. Osama bin Laden’s Al-Qaeda network set off a truck bomb in an underground parking lot at the World Trade Center in February 1993, killing six.  In August 1998, the network simultaneously bombed two U.S. Embassies, in Kenya and Tanzania, killing 225. Meanwhile, in April 1995, Timothy McVeigh bombed a federal government building in Oklahoma City, killing 168 – including 19 children – claiming that he was retaliating for the 1993 confrontation between FBI and AFT agents, and Branch Davidians, in Waco, Texas. Other acts of terror were motivated by opposition to abortion. 

The “culture wars” replaced traditional political divisions as an arena of conflict. Multiculturalism and the backlash against identity politics stirred passions on college campuses. In state and national debates about immigration policy, economic concerns often served as a thin veneer over concerns about racial mixing. Same-sex unions, which would make gay and lesbian partners eligible for the legal benefits of marriage, seemed to some to threaten society’s moral underpinnings. Abortion opponents put a spotlight on stem cell research, which became regulated almost to the point of extinction.

The Clintons were lightning rods in the culture wars. They were dogged by accusations of financial misconduct in the Whitewater scandal. In 1998, a sex scandal embroiled the White House, leading to impeachment inquiries. The 1998 midterm election resulted in Democratic gains, due largely to economic strength. Nonetheless, the Republican House voted to impeach Clinton for perjury and obstruction of justice. He was acquitted in February, 1999.

THE NEW MILLENIUM  The new millennium opened on a more stratified America, changed by immigration, technology, global economic forces, and the threat of terrorism.

The 2000 campaign between Vice President Al Gore and Texas Governor George W. Bush was uneventful, but the vote-counting was anything but dull. The disputed election was eventually decided by the Supreme Court, which split 5-4 along partisan lines to endorse George W. Bush’s victory.

Bush rejected Clinton-era environmental protection measures. Climate change had been a controversial issue since the 1970s, when scientists first pointed to human-generated “greenhouse gas” emissions as a cause of global warming. Since the 1980s, the United States had been a laggard in international agreements to curb greenhouse gases. Bush pointedly rejected the Kyoto Protocol on the reduction of greenhouse gases.

“Globalization” has been studied and debated for decades. As the “Triad” – the industrialized economies of North America, Europe, and Japan – increasingly dominated world trade, and global inequalities in the distribution of wealth reached staggering proportions, the questions became more urgent, and more hotly contested. WTO meetings became a flashpoint for protest. The relationship between international economic integration and democratization remains unclear.

WAR ON TERROR  Four commercial jets were hijacked on September 11, 2001. Two later crashed into the twin towers of the World Trade Center, igniting them and, within hours, causing them to collapse; one hit the Pentagon, causing extensive damage; one crashed in Pennsylvania after the passengers prevented the hijackers from fulfilling their mission. These terrorist attacks were the defining moment in many Americans’ lives, and the response to them has been the defining act of Bush’s presidency. Osama bin Laden and his Al Qaeda network, based in Afghanistan, were believed to be behind the attack.

The conduct and goals of U.S. foreign policy changed overnight. Afghanistan’s Taliban government was ordered to turn over bin Laden and the Al Qaeda leadership. On October 7, 2001, Bush ordered an attack against Afghanistan, while bin Laden called for jihad by Muslims against the non-Muslim world. A new Afghan government was formed, but bin Laden was not captured. Bush inaugurated a global war on terror, and focused on weapons of mass destruction (WMD). Domestically, Bush created the cabinet-level Department of Homeland Security, and later, the new post of National Intelligence Director.

The Bush Doctrine pledged to confront security threats preemptively. Bush believed that “regime change” in Iraq was necessary. The administration made three claims: Saddam Hussein possessed WMD; Saddam’s intelligence service had links to Al Qaeda and the 9/11 hijackers; and democracy in Iraq would help the region and the Muslim world. Opposition to the war was widespread, and pushed Bush to seek international support. Saddam’s compliance with UN resolutions was termed inadequate by the Bush administration. On March 19, 2003 Bush fielded a “coalition of the willing” – heavily reliant on Great Britain – in a “shock and awe” campaign against Iraq. Saddam’s regime was overthrown, but by the summer of 2003 much of Iraq had descended into chaos. Resistance to the American occupation was strong – and growing. Photographs  of Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib being abused by American guards provoked international outrage. Many legal scholars were even more disturbed to learn that Alberto Gonzales, the President’s legal counsel, had written memos justifying the exemption of Al Qaeda and Taliban prisoners from the Geneva Convention’s protections. Casualties continued to mount, and soldiers’ tours of duties were extended. In July 2004 the interim Iraqi government gained sovereignty, and in January 2005 Iraq held elections. The insurgency, meanwhile, continued.

Bush relied on national security and the war on terror as the centerpieces of his 2004 reelection campaign. Observers noted weaknesses in the U.S. economy, including spiraling deficits and a weak dollar. Howard Dean mounted a strong early campaign in the Democratic primaries, then fizzled. Massachusetts Senator John Kerry emerged as the frontrunner, partly on the basis of his Vietnam service. Republicans succeeded in portraying him as a “flip flopper,” and he lost the election. The results were subject to many competing interpretations.

CONCLUSION The end of the cold war did not bring security. Instead, cultural conflict within the United States and the threat of terrorism were the new forces identified in opposition to the American community.

Lecture Suggestions

1.   

A final lecture ought to try to give students a sense of where things are going. The text’s position that the fight against terrorism has become the fulcrum for foreign policy ought to be analyzed. Follow up on the notion of the widening gap between rich and poor, black and white, metropolitan and suburban. Try to connect the specifics of the students’ futures with the trends identified.

Discussion Questions

1.   

Do you think that your standard of living will be greater than that of your parents? Will your lifestyle be more comfortable or fulfilling? Why or why not?

2.   
What are the defining issues of the early 21st century? What leadership does Bush offer on these issues? What other sources of leadership are available to various communities within the United States?

Out of Class Activity

Ask students to survey ten of their fellow students on their attitudes towards the future. Prepare a list of questions that center on whether the students feel their standard of living will be better than that of their parents, whether they will live in a more peaceful world than their parents, whether they will live in an environmentally safer world than their parents, etc. The class could then prepare a summation that would reflect how a student community sees its future.

If You’re Going to Read One Book on the Subject

Not surprisingly, the definitive history of this period has yet to be written. Bill Clinton’s biography My Life (Knopf, 2004) is no more self-serving than one would expect, and it is thorough. It might be read in tandem with Hillary Rodham Clinton’s Living History (Simon & Schuster, 2003). For coverage of the WTC attacks, nothing comes close to The 9/11 Commission Report (W.W. Norton, 2004).

Audio-Visual Aids

One of the best sources for audio-visual materials on contemporary events is the Frontline video series. See the index at: http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/view/
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