Manuel

Featured in Golden Door --  Wednesday, October 19 from 9 to 10 p.m. ET 

Manuel is a Mexican migrant worker. He cannot tell us his last name because he is one of millions of Mexicans who illegally cross America’s borders every year. The Golden Door followed Manuel as he bid goodbye to his family in Mexico and made the border crossing, en route to work in Chicago, Illinois. Manuel makes periodic trips to the U.S. to earn money to support his wife and children. 

1. Have you been able to return to Mexico? If so, how long did it take you to earn enough money before returning? 

I returned to Mexico on January 5, 2005 and lived in Chicago with relatives for five months.

2. Is it difficult to cross back into Mexico? Do you have to sneak over the border or can you cross without border authorities asking to see the paperwork that permitted you to be in the United States in the first place? 

When taking the bus from Chicago to Mexico there are usually no difficulties crossing the border.

3. Do you think this will be your last trip or will you probably have to go to the United States again? 

Yes, I will return to USA again in the up and coming year (both date and amount of time were not revealed).

4. In Mexico, how long would it have taken you to earn the money you made in the United States? 

The money that I earned in Chicago in five months is equivalent to three years' salary in Mexico.

5. If you were able to move your family to America, would you? Or would you prefer to stay in Mexico?

If I could make the same salary in Mexico doing the same work then, yes, I would prefer Mexico to the USA, but since the work and money are there then I must return to the USA. 
▪▪

Ilya and Emilia Kabakov 
Featured in The Art of Departure -- Wednesday, October 19 from 10 to 11 p.m. ET 

After Russia's most famous artists Ilya and Emilia Kabakov fled the oppression of the Soviet Union, they never thought they would return — until they were offered the chance to exhibit their work at the Hermitage, Russia's greatest museum. The exhibition was an extraordinary success, but it brought back memories of why they fled. The Art of Departure explores decades of the turbulent lives of the Kabakovs, both in and out of the Soviet Union. 

1. Following your 2004 exhibition in Russia, your first since you left the country in 1987, do you foresee yourself pursuing more opportunities to work and exhibit in your homeland? 

We didn't pursue this exhibition in 2004, it was offered to us by the Hermitage Museum, which we respect a lot, so we agreed. If the right opportunity or offer presents itself, we'll do another exhibition in Russia, this time in Moscow. If not, well...

2. Overall, how did you feel about the reception your exhibition received in Russia? 

The exhibition had an extraordinary reception and resonance in Russia. The reviews were super positive—or super negative. This is Russia; nothing is simple there.

3. Russian life, particularly the effects of its societal limitations, has figured prominently in your work. Do you think your experiences in America have had an equally important influence on your art?

There was 55 years of life in the Soviet Union, and only 14 in the United States. An artist's work is based on much deeper influences and meanings than the change of physical space or, even, a country.

4. You've described yourself as a traveler, an inhabitant of the "art world." Why did you choose Long Island, New York, as your home base versus a location in Europe?

We choose New York because I was already based here for 17 years; my family is here. Long Island is a very calm, beautiful, in a way "cosmic" place, where we are able to work and live. And people who surround us here are nice, friendly, and compassionate. (It's the North Fork.) But, who knows? Maybe, one day, we'll move again. Once a nomad, always a nomad. 
▪▪

Fang-Yi Sheu

Featured in The Art of Departure -- Wednesday, October 19 from 10 to 11 p.m. ET 

Fang-Yi Sheu always loved to dance, but the island of Taiwan was too small for her ambition. She wanted to dance on the world stage — which meant she had to leave her uncomprehending parents behind and taking her chances in New York City. The Art of Departure chronicles her life, living as a star of the Martha Graham Dance Company. 

1. If not for dancing, would you ever have come to the United States?

No. I am a dancer who dances in New York, but I don't know how to enjoy life in New York. I don't know what "life" means to me in New York. In New York the only think I do is dance. "Happy and sad," I fight with myself every day. Dance and life will never be in one place, no matter where I choose to stay. I will never feel complete because both of them are my dreams.

2. You had to move to New York to become a professional modern dancer. Do you think modern dance will flourish in Taiwan to the point that future Taiwanese dancers will have plenty of opportunities in their homeland? 

I want to believe that, yes, it will one day. It may take time, but one day, I believe.

3. Do you think your "nostalgia," as you put it, for Taiwan has any effect on your dancing, perhaps as emotional fuel? 

Yes, I am that kind of person. I don't know how to express myself except through my body through dance. But I still miss home very much. That's why "Herodiade" is a great dance for me but also a hard dance for me. If I can wish anything, I'd wish for dance and life to be in one place.

4. Would you encourage other artists to move to New York to pursue their dreams?

No, but I will encourage them to follow their hearts and their dreams. Don't give up too easily. Give yourself a chance to make your dream come true.

5. Do you still expect to return to Taiwan to settle down?

Yes. 
▪▪

Gehlek Rimpoche

Featured in The Earth Is The Lord’s -- Wednesday, October 26 from 9 to 10 p.m. ET
Tibetan leader Gehlek Rimpoche escaped Tibet with the Dalai Lama in the 1950's when the Chinese invaded. At the age of 19, he left Tibet, never to see his family or homeland again. 

1. You were a young monk in the monastery when Tibet was invaded. Did you join another monastery upon coming to the United States or did you choose a different path for your life in America?

I remained in the larger Drepung monastery when it was re-established in India, however, soon afterwards I became a lay person. I am still affiliated with the monastery as an incarnate lama, but no longer as a monk. 

2. Since Tibetan Buddhism was so intertwined with the Tibetan lifestyle and culture, influencing even the food you ate and the work you did, has your practice of the religion altered significantly since coming to the United States or have you been able to successfully implement the cultural aspects into daily American life? 

I try to leave the cultural baggage out and try to adapt pure Buddhism as much as possible in American culture. Buddhism does that—it merged into Indian, Chinese, Tibetan, Japanese, and other cultures so I don't see any reason why it cannot integrate into American culture. 

3. The Chinese have occupied Tibet for over 50 years, during which time they have waged a campaign to suppress anything native to the country. If they were to relinquish control now, do you think there would be any Tibetan culture left to salvage? 

Culture is such that it is born with life and with human beings so as long as there are Tibetans and friends of Tibet, there will be Tibetan culture.

4. If given the opportunity to return to Tibet as a practicing Buddhist, would you? Or would you desire to remain in the United States? 

I personally choose to remain in the United States. I am an American. I like America. I appreciate and enjoy America. 
▪▪

Rodi Alvarado 

Featured in Breaking Free: A Woman’s Journey – Wednesday, October 26 from 10 to 11 p.m. ET 
Guatemalan native Rodi Alvarado left her home and children because she feared her abusive husband would kill her. After a decade of beatings by her husband, Alvarado left Guatemala basically penniless and made her way to San Francisco. There, she petitioned for political asylum. Her case is unusual because she is a victim of spousal abuse. It could become a landmark case. If she is granted asylum, she will be the first woman in America to win a case of precedential value. 

1. Has your case progressed in the courts? How long have you been waiting? 

My case has still not been decided; I have now been waiting for 10 years. 

2. Do you believe that any of the domestic violence counseling and aid organizations you've witnessed in America could be implemented with any success in Guatemala? 

I really don't think it would be successful in Guatemala. Men from Guatemala and other Latin American countries have a big "machismo" and it will take a lot to change that. Many Latin American men in the U.S. even mistreat their girlfriends or wives for going to the support group. But at least here they can get protection -- in Guatemala, they cannot. 

3. Has your support group helped you to further overcome the fear you felt as a result of years of abuse? 

Yes, it has helped me very much. 

4. Has the feedback from the American public been generally positive or negative in response to your case? 

The feedback has been very positive and has helped with my case. Many Americans from all parts of the country have supported my plea for asylum, and have made phone calls, and sent letters and faxes to the U.S. attorney general, and to other government officials who have power over my case. I know that these efforts on my behalf have really helped. 

5. Do you think domestic violence would decrease in Guatemala if your application was accepted and Guatemalan men realized that women had an alternative to suffering their abuse?

I don't think domestic violence would decrease. What I think needs to happen is that the government of the U.S. and other countries have to use their influence to pressure the government of Guatemala to protect women. My government won't do it on its own, but pressure from outside could really help. 

For an update on current developments in Rodi Alvarado's case, visit the website of The Center for Gender and Refugee Studies.

▪▪

Ferdows Naficy and her two daughters, Mahnaz and Farah 
Featured in Breaking Free: A Woman’s Journey – Wednesday, October 26 from 10 to 11 p.m. ET
Ferdows Naficy and her two daughters, Mahnaz and Farah became independent women in America. When Ferdows decided to emigrate to the U.S., she opened the door for her daughters to later join her in California. Both would later return to Iran as adults, where they would be torn apart by Iranian politics during the reign of the shah. Mahnaz became a minister in the shah's government and advocated for women's rights, while Farah and her husband joined the cause of the revolution. Ultimately, Mahnaz and Farah had to flee Iran in fear for their lives. This is the lastest update from Mahnaz and Farah.

1. If the political climate in Iran changed and became more accepting toward women in the public sphere, would you return to continue the work you began in the 1970s?

Mahnaz: If Iran's political system changed from a theocracy to a pluralistic one where there would be a possibility of diverse groups participating in the political and civic life of their society, I would return to help rebuild the country and to reinstate the rights that Iranian women had worked for over a century to achieve. I would work to mobilize women of different background and experience to come together toward the goal of creating a democratic society that respects the rights of all citizens regardless of gender, race, or ethnicity. I would apply my experience working with women in Muslim majority societies and the experience of living in a democratic system to creating a process that would lead us to that goal.

2. After so many years in the United States does it finally feel like home or will that designation always belong to Iran, the country of your birth and childhood? 

Farah: As a teenager growing up in the United States in the early 1960s, I felt an outsider and longed for a sense of belonging. My brother, on the other hand, felt immediately at home when he came here and has always taken great pride in being an Iranian-American. When I returned to Iran for a visit in 1968, I quickly felt at home, and the visit had an enormous influence on my later decision to return to Iran to live. When I returned to the US in 1982, this time as a political exile, I gained new respect for the democratic institutions of this country and in time I felt more at home. But the call of my birthplace is always there.

3. Do you feel more like an immigrant or an exile in America? 

Farah: I have lived my life in the US in two parts. Growing up, I lived the life of an immigrant, my mother having brought us here so many years before. She took enormous pride in being an Iranian-American and took her citizenship very seriously. She instilled this pride in us as well, but I always felt somewhat apart from my peers. I longed for a place that felt more like home. I followed that call and returned to Iran on the eve of the Revolution. After almost four years living there, I returned, this time as a political exile. Though I feel more at home now than when I first came, there is a part of me that will always feel in exile, whether in the US or in Iran.

4. Even though you've spent the majority of your lives in the United States, have you, as Iranian-Americans, experienced any hostility from the American public since Bush declared Iran part of the "Axis of Evil"?

Mahnaz: I personally have not experienced hostility, but then I have lived and worked in a major cosmopolitan area on the East coast of the United States. I have heard of others living in parts of the country where there is less international exposure who have experienced various types of hostility and whose children have endured exclusion, derision, and name calling in schools.

Farah: Like my sister, I have not personally experienced discrimination or prejudice, but then I live in an international city and I work in an international organization, where the majority of staff are foreign born. But my son, who went to college in the mid-West from 2000-04, told me that he felt some hostility and even discrimination in hiring when he sought jobs outside of the college.

5. Do you foresee the granting of greater freedoms and rights to Iranian women anytime in the near future? 

Mahnaz: Iranian women have been courageous and steadfast in their struggle to regain their rights and to achieve full equality. Achievement of rights for them would require fundamental changes in the legal infrastructure of the country, including the constitution of the Islamic Republic. They are struggling to achieve these changes peacefully. I am confident that they will succeed.

