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Multiculturalism and RIOS: 
Doing the Right Thing 
bq Francisco Ibanez 

Classlsm. heterosexism, 
ageism. racism ablelsm and 
many of the "isms" con
tained In the obsessive 
mantra of political correct
ness are intimately linked to 
HIV and AIDS. Community
based AIDS educators are 
aware of these subtle con
nections. but do not always 
have the energy and time to 
follow the threads that 
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within a flexible definition of 
multiculturalism that allows 
the various Issues to sur
face. be acknowledged and 
resolved. We need to go 
beyond tolerance and good 
wtll to visit those cultural 
grey areas where being 
"polite" and ·nice· are not 
enough. 

What Is culture, any
way? I think culture Is not 

'- something that
Ji;, � exists out 
· � -:.k there like a

.,r "thing". 
$ Wedo 

•. 

culture. the way yuppies do
lunch. This Is how the Afri
can-American phrase "do 
the right thing" acquires Its 
complex meaning (Coco 
Fusco 1992). We do culture 
when we share. among 
other possibilities, a tradi
tion, a language. a dis
course. a set of oppressive 
or liberating norms. a politi
cal stance, a set of beliefs, a 
lifestyle. a way of living, and 
an iconography. Sharing a 
culture does not mean 
thinking alike. being identi
cal or looking alike. The 
complicated building of 
stereotypes does not shelter 
anyone properly and has to 
be demolished. 

Multiculturalism reflects 
the everyday living of con
flicts and struggles between 
people who are dUTerent and 
who are made different by 
systemic operations. Popu
lar belief about multi
culturalism, supported by 
the patronizing and ma
nipulatory social marketing 
schemes of government. 
would have us believe that 
we are Salvadorians, 
Punjabs, Chinese. Ftllpinos, 
Polish. French. Anglos. and 

many other cultural groups 
living In one blissful land. 

As a Latino gay man 
lMng with AIDS. I cannot 
expect everyone to come to 
my turf and fight my battles. 
but I expect to foster an 
understanding of the histo
ries and migrations that 
have brought me to this 
position today. I need you to 
hear about my working 
class background and the 
"American dream" that led 
me (and many of my friends) 
Northbound when. In my 
country. there seemed to be 
no hope of destroying a 
murderous dictatorship that 
had been installed more 
than a decade ago. 

I need you to hear how 
lonely and difficult those 
first years were and how 
each one of us got Infected 
with HIV because there has 
been little or no Information 
being delivered by the gov
ernment or communities. I 
need you to hear that many 
immigrants die every year. 
month and week In the most 
tragic invisibility (sometimes 
even unreported by Inept 
physicians or ashamed 
relatives). 

Multiculturalism recog
nizes the existence of many 
cultures and looks at their 
value. Multiculturalism Is 
about "families of origin" 
(e.g. Mom & Dad) and "fami
lies of choice" (e.g. lovers. 
friends. allies. enemies. 

accomplices. etc.). However, 
multiculturalism needs to 
recognize that not all cul
tures are of the same value. 
A friend of mine wrote ·some 
cultures can be called 'bet
ter' than others to the extent 
that they create and sustain 
conditions for human beings 
which are more pleasant. 
more just and more produc
tive than others. In this 
sense. a culture based on 
slavery is worse than other 
social forms" 
(de Castell 
1990). I 

could not say 
ll any better. 
ThJs is why 
most AIDS 
educators 

We are still molding our HIV 
work with Anglo cookie 
· 

cutters ... 

working In a mulUculturaJ 
environment react strongly 
against the ·moral majority", 
"neo-nazls", "farn1ly rights 
groups". ·extreme right" and 
other groups that define 
themselves as holier-than
thou and advocate for the 
destruction of homosexuals. 
the- exodus of "foreigners·. 
the containment of the 
• Asian Invasion·. and otl1er
•final solutions".

Crossing from one coun
try to another also puts 
lmmlgrants at risk. Mexi
cans have produced AIDS 
educational videos-§! 
(ueramos Angeles. 1992 and 

(continued on next page) 
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