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Dreaming Across Borders
By Sara McClellan, PhD, MPA

Occasionally, I dream of a different life beyond the veil. In that period just before
waking, I see flashes of verdant jungle and young boys with impossibly large
weapons. I glimpse a toothless woman dangling onions from her arms as she calls
out to unseen passengers in a busy intersection. I play unfamiliar games with
brown-skinned children dressed in brightly colored party clothes. Sometimes they
see me. I run and laugh among them. Sometimes I move beyond their vision.
Vivid fireworks and broken glass rain down in front of my aunt’s tidy Guatemalan
home until celebration and anguish are indistinguishable. I shake and sweat but
always wake to a different world. I am safe in my own bed separated by what I
now realize is the thinnest of veils. These dreams faded in the years following my
childhood trips to Guatemala during the nation’s 36-year war. Now, they come to
me with increasing intensity as Guatemalan children flee nightmares extending
into the United States.

This veil is not simply the fragile boundary between past and present or
between wakefulness and sleep, but between the life we are born into and what
could have been. In 1971, philosopher John Rawls introduced a thought
experiment he called the Veil of Ignorance. This experiment asks us to step back
from our position in society and imagine we will be born into this world with no
knowledge of our future with no knowledge of whether we will be rich or poor,
able-bodied or physically constrained, intellectually capable or challenged, born
into one nation or another. We are as likely to emerge on one side of a border as
on another. What then? How would we go about setting up society? What would
we change? How would we determine what was fair and just?

I sometimes draw on this thought experiment when I teach public policy and
administration classes. For students with particularly complex identities, this
exercise is often more experience than experiment. I am also keenly aware of how
different my own life could have been. As a white, U.S. citizen with Guatemalan
family, I was able to travel to and from Guatemala as a child, retreating to safety
as family and friends suffered the damages of a brutal and relentless war. My
persistent dreams tether me to this privilege and my family history defies
carefully constructed borders.
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My maternal grandfather was no saint. He was a
religious extremist, an anti-Semite and, by most
accounts, an anti-American radical by the end of his
life. He fathered children in the U.S. and in Guatemala.
He abandoned my grandmother when polio ravaged
her body—sending her home to the U.S. alone with my
infant mother. Yet, my grandfather remained in
Guatemala in 1954 to protest an impending U.S.-
backed coup that he correctly predicted would lead to
massive instability and genocide. He was no saint, but
he understood much about U.S. interests in the region
and about the cultural and racial fault lines that
already threatened Guatemala’s emerging democracy.

During the build-up to Guatemala’s Civil War,
my grandfather penned urgent letters to U.S.
congressmembers and representatives of the CIA
beseeching them not to instigate an uprising against
Guatemala’s democratically elected President Jacobo
Arbenz. As a scholar of Central American studies, my
grandfather painstakingly outlined the regional history
of racism towards indigenous Mayan communities and
stressed the likelihood of a lengthy and bloody conflict
that would destabilize not just Guatemala but the
larger Central American region.

Declassified CIA documents now shed
significant light on our nation’s role in overthrowing
the Arbenz government. While reasons for U.S.
involvement may merit debate, the methods alone
suggest a shocking and callous disregard for the lives of
Guatemala’s indigenous people. An early CIA planning
document outlines initial U.S. strategies to foment civil
unrest by provoking and magnifying existing ethnic
tensions: “in order to carry out a psychological warfare
program which will appear to be indigenous in its
origin, native elements must be found to execute OPC
[Office of Policy Coordination] actions. The risk of
detection of a U.S. interest behind the propaganda will
be lessened through proper selection of indigenous
agents.”™



As a public policy scholar, I poured through
these CIA documents when they were declassified
more than a decade ago. I was struck by the banality
and absurdity of carefully worded plans and partially
redacted cables that sought to screen and compensate
recruits or obtain lists of communist sympathizers.
These documents are laced with terms like plausible
deniability and numbered lists of actions such as
“accentuate divisionist activity” and “assess
accomplishments” before “proceeding to the next
stage.” I cried as I tried to imagine the administrator
who drafted these plans two decades before I was
born. I wondered whether he had ever lived or
traveled in Guatemala. Was he still alive? Would he
remember unspooling this document from a
government-issued typewriter and dutifully rising
from his office chair?

My grandfather remained in Guatemala
through much of the 1960s and attempted,
unsuccessfully, to bring an end to U.S. support for an
increasingly brutal regime. During the early years of
the Guatemalan war, his second marriage to a
Guatemalan woman gave my mother a half-sister and
half-brother she wouldn’t meet in person until just
after I was born. For nearly four decades, the
Guatemalan government, backed by U.S. resources,
killed over 200,000—primarily indigenous—
Guatemalans. Scorched earth policies destroyed
entire villages and thousands remain missing. My
aunt, uncle, and cousins were born into this war.

In 2017, I sat on a small stool in my aunt’s
familiar yellow-tiled kitchen in Guatemala City’s Zona
11. I peppered her with questions about growing up
during the war, and she described terrifying and
gruesome events in an unnervingly matter-of-fact
tone. Intellectually, I understand this as a sane
response to an impossible situation. Emotionally, I
struggle with my own efforts to make sense of an
experience that defies logic.
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As a young child, I fell in love with Guatemala
City. It was fantastically colorful and exciting
compared to the tiny California gold rush town I called
home. I remember fireworks so brilliant I can still call
them up at-will by pressing my palms against my
closed eyelids. I remember gleefully walloping a pinata
with the young twins who lived down the street. I
played pick-up sticks and jump rope with
neighborhood children and marveled over brightly
colored weavings at street markets. I watched Mayan
women remove their baskets to unload fruits and
vegetables I had no name for. At Christmas I
unwrapped steaming hot tamales and ignored my
mother’s protests to sit shoulder-to-shoulder with my
uncle, unrolling huge spools of firecrackers in dazzling
red paper. I remember squirming in painfully
uncomfortable seats during the first and longest
Christmas Mass of my life and finally escaping into the
night with hordes of equally impatient children.

During these visits, I developed a particularly
close bond with my aunt. We share a birthday and a
love of learning and traveling. We both adore
chocolate and she would pass me treats with a
conspiratorial wink. I was older than my sister and my
Guatemalan cousins, so my aunt took special care to
introduce me to neighborhood children and teach me
Spanish words and rhymes. She never talked down to
me and she would eventually tell me stories of child
soldiers, neighbors who had gone into hiding, and
what it was like to live and work in the midst of war.

If, like my family, you were a member of
Guatemala’s thin middle class—and not of notable
indigenous descent—you were less likely to be tortured
or killed. Still, kidnappings were not unusual and most
middle-class families had contingency plans. As dual-
citizens, my Guatemalan relatives carried their U.S.
passports regularly and, when we visited, my parents
monitored embassy alerts for U.S. travelers. My aunt
and uncle both lived in the U.S. for a period of time,
but Guatemala has always been home to them.
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Our Guatemala visits came to an abrupt halt when I was eight years old.
During that visit, our evening meals in Guatemala City were punctuated by distant
explosions and the thrumming of military helicopters. Men with machine guns
pulled people from buses at check points and marched along the roads outside the
walls of my aunt’s neighborhood. My parents huddled together holding hushed
conversations about incoming embassy reports. I would later learn that urgent
telephone exchanges represented efforts to leave the city safely as guerilla fighters
began targeting U.S. citizens. A black car picked us up in the middle of the night. I
remember my mother crying when she saw the Pan Am plane taxiing towards us
on a dark runway. I have never seen my parents so afraid. It was years before I
thought to ask why people hated us enough to send us fleeing into the night.

The Guatemala Truth Commission found that the rates of human rights
abuses and killings in the country peaked between 1978 and 1982. In a 2002 visit,
I found many tourists blessed with either ignorance or amnesia, unaware of the
recent genocide or ongoing efforts to reunite families and honor the dead. Young
middle-class Guatemalans seemed anxious to step into the future. My aunt took
me to the White Rose of Peace Ceremony at Guatemala’s National Palace. I
remember her touching my arm.

Today, Guatemala’s fragile peace is threatened by political unrest and
corruption, gang violence, and grinding poverty. Our U.S. desire for drugs has
fueled the rise of new cartels, and decades of war leave oligarchs with power and
resources to undermine legal institutions. “Why do they come here?” a woman
from my hometown asked me. “Build the wall” people chant in rallies across the
U.S. as detention centers rise from our deserts and towns. In the U.S. young men
now carry impossibly large weapons in places like Dayton, Parkland,
Charlottesville, and El Paso. They enact their own indiscriminate death squads. In
my dreams I search for the connections.

In my waking life, someone asks why I teach public policy. “Sounds boring”
they say. I think of those declassified documents. The hastily scribbled notes in the
margins. The man at his desk shaping borders and crafting nightmares for people
he would never meet. Who has taken his place? Who is writing policy and shaping
orders? What world would we build across the veil if we imagined that, by the
grace of God or chance, we would venture forth as a young Guatemalan refugee?
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