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THE LITTLETON TRAGEDY, A LATIN AMERICAN PERCEPTION
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A PERSONAL PRESENTATION (you can skip it):

I grew up within the violence of one of the most aggressive societies in the world: Colombia South America. Maybe, this gives me today a kind of painful authority on these subjects. 

Being at the same time, one of the leaders of a civic movement of national reconstruction, as well the grandson of two Indian-blood girls married to a Swiss Calvinist and a German Lutheran, I had the opportunity to profit from an exceptional cultural platform to study our unique society.

When the Littleton tragedy started to scroll that afternoon on the CNN reports, all my years as a student in a US University and my high school in the 50s, at the post-nazi German School in Bogotá, rose on me a unique and extraordinary perception of this absurd and painful event. In some way, this external view seemed to be quite different from the myriad of analysis that we have been watching these days on the TV.

LIVING TOGETHERNESS, CULTURE AND LINGUISTICS 

Prof. Humberto Maturana (Ph.D. Harvard, Biol.) has deepened like nobody else, I think, into the links between biology and human culture. He says, “language and culture are almost indistinguishable”. For example, in our technologically-dependant world, a “desarrollador de productos” sounds just awkward, while in American English “product developer” is a normal expression.

In the same way, in Latin American Spanish, “competitvidad” is currently understood in terms of sport, and only businessmen or economists would apply it in its sense of Porterian, “competitivity”. On the other hand, the very rich word “convivencia from convivere in Latin”, is common in Spanish and is easily found also in French and other Latin languages, but “convivence” in English, is immediately underlined in red by this computer and it is not even found in the Oxford Dictionary. If you look for its translation, you will find a mere explanation in words: “living together or living togetherness” with only a fraction of its impact. If Prof. Maturana is right, this difference would have a profound meaning in the American culture.

EXPERIENCING THE AMERICAN SCHOOL SYSTEM

The USA’s paradigm of an “open society” ceased to exist in the moment I visited my school cafeteria in 1966. That day, I discovered the most stratified and hermetic class-conscious feudal system of modern age. There I found a pyramid of: “dukes”, “counts”, “barons”, “peasants, ”servants " and “slaves”. 

The equivalent of the medieval “gold, power, God and force”, were by a strange coincidence in this media, “popularity, power, sport and strength”. Frans de Waal, the primathologist, would recognize easily the (, ( and (-males and females of a typical ape-society.

The most popular activity, and the main source of power of the school (-males, was called Football: the direct confrontation of two heavily armored bands which attacked each other with ferocity. Strangely, it was called Football, while the rest of the world's "Football", was given a funny name. (I recognize within this humorous approach, that I love the Pittsburgh Panthers). These warriors were medieval “beefeaters” in that time, and thus, were served steaks on every meal, while the rest of the community ate beans and sometimes a skinny hamburger. As in the ape societies, only (-males had prime access to (-girls and naturally, to any other ( and (-girls they would have wished.

Counts and baron-(-males wore also, the same special jackets with leader sleeves with a carpet-like letter of the archduke-Football-players, although they were involved in less aggressive sports and had only access to (-girls, and sometimes, to degraded (-girls by special mercy of the (-males, as explained by de Waal.

The rich, the “nice and beautiful” as well as some A+ students representing the school in contests, for example, formed the (-cohorts of the medieval freemen, with some horizontal mobility, but always ready to please the ( and (-males in order to be eventually accepted in their parties. Each of these classes had their undisputed special tables and seats in the cafeteria, and they also got together in private and exclusive clubs, coincidentally distinguished like the biological ranks, by Greek letters.

Below this noble elite, flourished the motley mixture of the ( to (-classes of peasants, servants and slaves with no special rights whatsoever. The top levels were subjugated systematically by the ( and (-males as a confirmation of their power. The rest, were simply non existent for the nobility, unless they could perform a useful activity like a batboy or a homework lender.  

On the (-class, eggheads (nerds) were socially accepted as a form of lunatic fools.
On the following rungs of the social scale, it was possible to identify the big mass of conventional students, and in lower ranges: fat, skinny and ugly guys, African Americans, short or dark people, Asians and Latinos. Without any resentment, I remember that our girls, were earmarked and despised as “(-Latin-lovers”   

Unless an accidental change would occur, like becoming a successful rock-band singer, the only chance to ascend in this scale, was to become really competitive in some sport. Senior and graduate students in the University had also an automatic upgrading. With those few exceptions, social mobility was simply non existent. In one third of a century, the only apparent change in this stratified system has been the advent of African American sport-heroes to the (-school-social-class.

Later success or failure in the real world of jobs, business, science, or social knowledge and skills, proves the futility of this strange and artificial social model, capable of generating a whole scale of personal frustration and resentment during those eight crucial years of high school and undergraduate studies. And we have to think that grammar school-kids look forward to this strange model, as the most desirable path for shaping their lives (with no options but dropping out).

FRUSTRATION AND RESENT 

In a slum neighborhood in Los Angeles or New York, on one hand, school heroes of the former kind are not so visible, and in practice, they have to compete in popularity with well-developed street heroes similar to our gerrilla-fighters. On the other hand, frustration and resentment of all kind, at least equivalent to the one experienced in school, is found everywhere in society. In such an environment, gang fights are common, but reactions like Littleton are not probable to occur.

Instead, within this pseudo-culture of “competence and not of convivence” in the nice suburban environment of the well established middle class of any American town, those immense frustrations, generated by this absurd social system with no mobility whatsoever, have no point of reference. In this feudal system, once the ranks have been established after “you are born” noble or slave, between the age of 13 and 15, your fate is sealed. 

Within the big mass of those  ( to ( high school males of suburban America, with different levels of frustration and resentment, the image of the well armed hero that imposes order or revenge, could be not only attractive in some cases, but can become an extreme “solution” to his disappointment and rage, under a wrongly developed mind. 

THE EYE OF THE HURRICANE

We all have discussed how this personal situation can be reinforced by TV pictures, aggressive movies and music, violent and fascist sites in the Internet and even by virtual-reality video-games. We can add to this picture, an unlimited availability of fire-arms and a growing cultural distance among generations. It is important to recognize that these are not the causes but the tools of the conflict. In my humble opinion, these outbursts of absurd violence can occur and will mainly aim at those who represent higher or lower ranks in this accepted but somewhat unreal world, where this young people are forced to live, without even considering the possibility of an alternative one.

If this external view has any value, and Littleton has proven to be a harsh enough event, it should allow us to propose a profound and painful change in the principles, values and virtues that rule this most respected and cherished American educational system. It demands a radical change of the current  “competitive” culture, towards a culture of “convivence” (living togetherness). As a result of appropriating this change, maybe further introducing this new word into the English language. The American Culture is better gifted than any other one in the world, to address this crucial issue.
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