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Ethnic Studies: Born in the Bay Area
from History's Biggest Student Strike

Asal Ehsanipour, July 30, 2020

Earlier this summer, education advocates scored a major win in the California state Assembly.

Legislation passed requiring all California State University students to take courses in ethnic
studies, including African American, Asian American, Latinx and Native American studies. Gov.
Gavin Newsom is expected to sign the bill later this summer.

Bay Curious received a question about ethnic studies from 23-year-old Michael Viray: “I've
heard from one of my professors of ethnic studies at UC Davis that there was actually a
revolution in the Bay Area for an ethnic studies field. Is this true? And how did it happen?”

Viray minored in Asian American Studies, fascinated by coursework that revealed the history
and contributions of Filipino Americans, Asian Americans and Latinx Americans.

“It's not being taught in classrooms,” he said. “I didn't know my own history.”
Michael’s professor was right. Ethnic studies was born from a revolution that began at San
Francisco State in 1968. How it happened, is a fascinating story.

The Origins of Black Activism on Campus

November of 1968 was a tumultuous time. The United States was 13 years into the Vietnam War, Martin
Luther King Jr. had been assassinated and the Black Panther Party was demanding systemic change for
Black communities plagued by poverty and police brutality.

“There were members of the Black Student Union who were also members of the Black Panther Party,”
said Nesbit Crutchfield, who started his studies at San Francisco State as a business school student in
1967. Crutchfield — who considered himself an “aspiring revolutionary” — soon joined San Francisco
State’s Black Student Union, the very first in the country.

Nesbit Crutchfield in a crowd at a San Francisco State College
strike. (Courtesy of Labor Archives and Research Center, San
Francisco State University)

“I felt very privileged to be a member of the Black
Student Union,” Crutchfield said. “It was clear to me
that the Black Student Union represented a very
progressive energy and thought among Black
students in the Bay Area.”
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However, just a small percentage of Black students attended San Francisco State. Enrollment
rates for minority students had dwindled down to just 4%, even though 70% of students in the
San Francisco Unified School District were from minority backgrounds. Black students were just
a fraction of that 4%. Crutchfield remembers it as a time when “white supremacy was the norm
of the day.”

“It was very unusual to see Black people in any positive positions,” Crutchfield said. “As a Black
person, you expected to be one of the very few Black people in any classroom, laboratory or
auditorium. [The campus] was overwhelmingly white.”

Meanwhile, Black students were hungry to study their own history. The Black Student Union had
been pushing the university to create a Black studies department for nearly three years, but
administrators resisted the idea.

“Even though ethnic studies was not validated by the university, it doesn't mean that that study
wasn't taking place,” said Jason Ferreira, a professor in the Department of Race and Resistance
Studies at San Francisco State’s College of Ethnic Studies.

Ferreira has spent years collecting oral histories on the student strike. Back in 1968, he said,
students had to create their own spaces to learn about their history.

Historian Jason Ferreira. (Courtesy of Jason Ferreira)

“There was something called the Experimental College, which was a
student-run initiative for them to teach their own classes,” Ferreira
said. “The Black Student Union had its own classes, so that was
another space.”

But students didn't just learn untold histories, they connected them to
the ongoing struggle against systemic issues plaguing their
communities, including poverty, police brutality and lack of affordable
housing.

"It was an era of young people asking questions and wanting to transform their communities,”
Ferreira explained. “That impulse, that hunger to transform one's community is actually what
forms the basis of ethnic studies.”

Students of Color Create the Third World Liberation Front

In fall 1968, Penny Nakatsu — originally from San Francisco’s Western Addition neighborhood
— was grappling with her own questions about race and identity. At San Francisco State, she
pursued a self-directed degree in Asian American studies.
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“We weren't ‘Asian Americans’ then, we were ‘Orientals,” ” Nakatsu said. “ ‘Oriental’ is a term
that was imposed on us by the larger society. Starting to use the term ‘Asian American’ was a
way of taking back our own destiny.”

At San Francisco State, Nakatsu found herself gravitating toward people with like-minded
values and who were involved in the anti-war movement. She became a member of a student
organization called the Asian American Political Alliance, which was one of many ethnic student
organizations on campus. In early Fall of 1968, these organizations banded together and
formed a coalition called the Third World Liberation Front.

“At that particular time, ‘Third World’ referred to the nonaligned countries or cultures in Asia,
Africa and Latin America,” Nakatsu explained.

Though students in the Third World Liberation Front came from different cultures, they believed
they were united in their shared history of colonial and imperial oppression. The students saw
parallels between their tension with the school and what they viewed as the oppression of the
Vietnamese by the United States military.

The Firing of a Beloved Teacher Sparks Protest

George Murray, Minister of Education for the Black Panthers,
teaching English at San Francisco State College. (Courtesy
of the California State Library)

One of San Francisco State’s most influential
anti-Vietnam War organizers was a popular
English instructor named George Mason Murray.
He also happened to be the minister of education
for the Black Panther Party. Students loved
Murray, but his outspoken politics were not
tolerated by San Francisco State administrators.

“The war in Vietnam is racist,” Murray said in a televised press conference. “It is the war that
crackers like Johnson are using Black soldiers and poor white soldiers and Mexican soldiers as
dupes and fools to fight against people of color in Vietham.”

The board of trustees forced San Francisco State’s president, Robert Smith, to fire Murray on
Nov. 1, 1968. Five days later, the Black Student Union and the Third World Liberation Front

joined together and went on strike.

Murray’s suspension was like setting fire to kindling.
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Student strikers wanted the right to define their own educational experience. Together they
drafted 15 demands, including a school of Third World studies, and a Black studies degree and
department.

“In 1968, the vast majority of white people, a whole lot of Black people, and other people of
color did not feel that it was reasonable to know more about themselves,” Crutchfield explained.

He disagreed. He and the other strikers felt it was vital.

“We knew that geniuses were falling by the wayside,” he said. “I'm talking about geniuses in
education, in literature, in drama, in art ... geniuses, in politics.”

The strikers also wanted to raise admission rates for students of color. At the time, a special
admissions program intended to prioritize marginalized students continued to allocate spots to
white students. Meanwhile, the United States military was disproportionately drafting Black and
brown men to fight in the Vietnam War. They weren'’t eligible for student exemption if they
weren’t in school, which meant that their right to an education was a matter of life or death.

Strikers vowed to boycott all classes until the school met their demands.

“We wanted to find out and be educated about ourselves,” Crutchfield said. “If we could not get
that, then nobody could get an education.”

Five Months of Striking

Initially, strikers engaged in acts of disruption known as the “War of the Flea,” a campaign to
disrupt the normal operations of the school. Students put cherry bombs in toilets and checked
out huge quantities of books to overwhelm the school's library system.

Almost immediately, administrators invited police on campus. They swarmed San Francisco
State, dressed in full riot gear and armed with five-foot batons. Students responded by throwing
rocks and yelling obscenities at police and administrators.

Police officers in riot gear marching in formation. (Courtesy of
University Archives, J. Paul Leonard Library, San Francisco State
University)

By this time, Crutchfield had become a leader of the
strike, often speaking to huge crowds of protesters. He
said his involvement put a target on his back.

“I'm quite sure they wouldn't have cared if some of us
had died. They definitely wanted some of us to go to
prison. Some of us went to prison,” he said.
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One day early on in the strike, police surrounded the Black Student Union office. Crutchfield
said police were looking to arrest its members.

“l volunteered to leave the Black Student Union first,” Crutchfield said. “The police started
running at me. | got beat up with nightsticks and boots and fists.”

The police arrested Crutchfield and escorted him off campus. He faced charges for illegal
assembly, resisting arrest and intent to injure and maim, resulting in more than a year in jail. At
80 years old, Crutchfield, now a mental health administrator in Richmond, said he is still dealing
with the trauma of that time.

"l don't think you can talk to anyone who was at S.F. State, who participated [in the strike], who
ran from the police and can say that they're the same person," he said.
He said he has no regrets.

“I was the great, great grandson of Africans who were made slaves,” he said. I realized the
things | got arrested for were really important to me.”

Many white students, especially white radicals, followed the lead of strike leaders like
Crutchfield. They believed that without ethnic studies, they themselves had been denied a
proper education. Their support intensified as the strike dragged on and the violence continued.

About a month into the strike, teachers joined with demands of their own. As tensions escalated,
President Smith shut down the school indefinitely. However, Gov. Ronald Reagan and the
California State University Board of Trustees demanded he reopen the campus. Smith resigned
in December 1968.

In his place, the board appointed S.l. Hayakawa, an English professor.

Hayakawa was popular with conservatives in Sacramento, but extremely unpopular with
strikers. Their confrontations were heated and frequent.

Early on in his role as interim president, Hayakawa famously climbed aboard a sound truck and
yanked the wires from a loud speaker during a student protest. Strikers, in return, called
Hayakawa "The Puppet.”

San Francisco State College acting-President S. |. Hayakawa holds
| press conference after violent demonstrations in December 1968.
(Courtesy of San Francisco State University Photographic Timeline
Project)
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In early January, Hayakawa declared an end to student gatherings on campus. In a press
conference he said he believed in the right to free speech, but that "freedom of speech does not
mean freedom to incite riot."

The Mass Bust
Strikers ignored Hayakawa's ban on gatherings. Penny Nakatsu was protesting on Jan. 23,
1969 in what many call “the mass bust.”

"Two lines of police came up," Nakatsu said. "They surrounded over 500 people who were there
for the rally and trapped all of the individuals who were caught within a human net."

Police charged at the students. Nakatsu said it was one of the bloodiest and most frightening
days of the entire strike.

“The power of the state was trying to literally beat down the strike and strikers,” she said. “It was
literally a practiced, orchestrated, military movement.”

Hundreds of protesters were arrested, backing up San Francisco's court system for months.
Students, faculty and members of the community were affected, Nakatsu said.

“Many people suffered. Virtually all of the individuals who were arrested had to spend some jail
time. A lot of those folks were blacklisted. University lecturers or teachers lost their jobs. There
were real consequences to having participated in that event," she said.

Strikers Prevail
After two more months of striking, Hayakawa and strikers negotiated a deal on March 20, 1969.

The school agreed to accept virtually all nonwhite applicants for the fall 1969 semester, and
establish a College of Ethnic Studies, the first in the country, with classes geared towards
communities of color. Hayakawa gave Nakatsu and her peers the job of designing a curriculum
from scratch in a matter of months.

Protesters in action during the San Francisco State College strike.
(Courtesy of San Francisco State College Strike Collection)

"I have a feeling that one of the reasons why the
administration agreed to that was | don't think they
thought we could pull it off,” Nakatsu said.

The College of Ethnic Studies was ready by fall of 1969.
Today, Nakatsu is a civil rights lawyer in San Francisco
and believes in the importance of ethnic studies as much
as ever.




“Ethnic studies is a way of embracing all of the cultures that make up the world,” she said. “If we
don't understand each other, how are we going to get along? Ethnic studies is something that’s
important, not just for people of color so we know about our histories and cultures and destinies,
but for all people.”

Like many strikers, Ferreira believes ethnic studies should be required in K-12 schools, as well
as universities.

“The demand for ethnic studies is as important today as it ever was, if not more,” he said. “The
inability of this country to come to terms with the ongoing practices of racism and white
supremacy speaks to the demands of the Third World Liberation Front and the Black Student
Union for an education that was relevant and transformative. It's still an uphill battle. But we'll
win."



The Concept of Race

Overview

In the previous lesson, students began the “We and They” stage of the Facing History scope
and sequence by examining the human behavior of creating and considering the concept of
universe of obligation. This lesson continues the study of “We and They,” as students turn their
attention to an idea—the concept of race—that has been used for more than 400 years by many
societies to define their universes of obligation. Contrary to the beliefs of many people, past and
present, race has never been scientifically proven to be a significant genetic or biological
difference in humans. The concept of race was in fact invented by society to fulfill its need to
justify disparities in power and status among different groups. The lack of scientific evidence
about race undermines the very concept of the superiority of some “races” and the inferiority of
other “races.”

Race is an especially crucial concept in any study of Nazi Germany and the Holocaust, because
it was central to Nazi ideology. However, the Nazis weren’t the only ones who had notions about
race. This lesson also examines the history and development of the idea of “race” in England
and the United States.

Context

For at least 400 years, a theory of “race” has been a lens through which many individuals,
leaders, and nations have determined who belongs and who does not. Theories about “race”
include the notion that human beings can be classified into different races according to certain
physical characteristics, such as skin color, eye shape, and hair form. The theory has led to the
common, but false, belief that some “races” have intellectual and physical abilities that are
superior to those of other “races.” Biologists and geneticists today have not only disproved this
claim, they have also declared that there is no genetic or biological basis for categorizing people
by race. According to microbiologist Pilar Ossorio:

Are the people who we call Black more like each other than they are like people who we
call white, genetically speaking? The answer is no. There’s as much or more diversity and
genetic difference within any racial group as there is between people of different racial
groups.

As professor Evelynn Hammonds states in the film Race: The Power of an lllusion: “Race is a
human invention. We created it, and we have used it in ways that have been in many, many
respects quite negative and quite harmful.”

When the scientific and intellectual ideals of the Enlightenment came to dominate the thinking of
most Europeans in the 1700s, they exposed a basic contradiction between principle and
practice: the enslavement of human beings. Despite the fact that Enlightenment ideals of human
freedom and equality inspired revolutions in the United States and France, the practice of



slavery persisted throughout the United States and European empires. In the late 1700s and
early 1800s, American and European scientists tried to explain this contradiction through the
study of “race science,” which advanced the idea that humankind is divided into separate and
unequal races. If it could be scientifically proven that Europeans were biologically superior to
those from other places, especially Africa, then Europeans could justify slavery and other
imperialistic practices.

Prominent scientists from many countries, including Sweden, the Netherlands, England,
Germany, and the United States, used “race science” to give legitimacy to the race-based
divisions in their societies. Journalists, teachers, and preachers popularized their ideas.
Historian Reginald Horsman, who studied the leading publications of the time, describes the
false messages about race that were pervasive throughout the nineteenth century:

One did not have to read obscure books to know that the Caucasians were innately
superior, and that they were responsible for civilization in the world, or to know that inferior
races were destined to be overwhelmed or even to disappear.

Some scientists and public figures challenged race science. In an 1854 speech, Frederick
Douglass, the formerly enslaved American political activist, argued:

The whole argument in defense of slavery becomes utterly worthless the moment the
African is proved to be equally a man with the Anglo-Saxon. The temptation, therefore, to
read the Negro out of the human family is exceedingly strong.

Douglass and others who spoke out against race science were generally ignored or
marginalized.

By the late 1800s, the practice of eugenics emerged out of race science in England, the United
States, and Germany. Eugenics is the use of so-called science to improve the human race, both
by breeding “society’s best with the best” and by preventing “society’s worst” from breeding at
all. Eugenicists believed that a nation is a biological community that must be protected from
“threat,” which they often defined as mixing with allegedly inferior “races.”

In the early twentieth century, influential German biologist Ernst Haeckel divided humankind into
races and ranked them. In his view, “Aryans”—a mythical race from whom many northern
Europeans believed they had descended—were at the top of the rankings and Jews and
Africans were at the bottom. Ideas of race and eugenics would become central to Nazi ideology
in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s.

Despite the fact that one’s race predicts almost nothing else about an individual’s physical or
intellectual capacities, people still commonly believe in a connection between race and certain
biological abilities or deficiencies. The belief in this connection leads to racism. As scholar
George Fredrickson explains, racism has two components: difference and power.

10



It originates from a mindset that regards “them” as different from “us” in ways that are
permanent and unbridgeable. This sense of difference provides a motive or rationale for
using our power advantage to treat the...Other in ways that we would regard as cruel or
unjust if applied to members of our own group.

The idea that there is an underlying biological link between race and intellectual or physical
abilities (or deficiencies) has persisted for hundreds of years. Learning that race is a social
concept, not a scientific fact, may be challenging for students. They may need time to absorb
the reality behind the history of race because it conflicts with the way many in our society
understand it.

11









—.-ﬂ;,,qu>®-H(1=wa*Mul\/vl>oq,,,vloWI-M¢>€M>oIqW<3|J
"M, 6Kt SMBIC T B>-PUSAM 1 S B 5 B—pr v Hit 1
+U> Mo, 5pMi58 - i iy 3tMpo MgV M « 52t M > t 18,6 614
M 58—Fkpouby, 1R8£S -+, H
/oM ®>0 % | HKMiY fe<|qg,I 5MMeMEu?NMM—>t1, 1
$ZA0iB B < [ M5 Ml X e 2 B § juVEH NB VL Mh,ojs § 2
|5 NOMEM—> %G [hpt<MB I SsHeM>o0§tkMab, 1
q,1g2tI85 | u?)5i@Np e M> okl bk po 6> —
[ g,z Mo M > HApPtMuS 2 8, >3 RO ME®U? M
qeMSet18qt- U UM e M-
(poqg,zag@> o0t |1k® FOUHP - MEMFIM® T, I 1

52MPE §e—Mut8§euSt|q?Mut YIAPE - §wM , >U672(

St|q>qAt5,>pu M5, b S Mt S|t >ot—p
01 M5 >0 5 MHAMS MG >-pidf p8 — <{M-iE € M > o], KL |t
*SZMHIpY e Ab|®p 8 KM SHYM Bl pp Myt -, §S—p
> TN i [BAMM M 56 | Fqut , M —>d W48 >0 1 p 6 >n4 13
) ; t, ki, (b z MHEUf? §Fuvb M52z | 6kbg,—>u
St|t? oM 2pN M, gi§ M, XVBIUM f i, ke § k6 i g2 0 M plo M2 g ftik 0 >)HE M s Mg 5t a—> o 4 + 6 plo | ¢€ g U p
KM»ju§ 1o 12 M« M )5 p@SIM £ $| P kiq 3 G v =i 2 05—{—,,;P5-?M‘5;,qxj:|17|1ur;¢UM[©,,|thHH|Ma6|§t,,kua
Me5,20MAL IMgMpkMipgoMPB o M At , e M S8pH —2 0% F | — pzM <948 1K @B 3, 11 [ g MNL-2>MpL6 2Bf g t I M | pt
> —H, T U (EPBMIQMIES , 2 M« Mopux MBi—o M ItuuM?l\@,,MpﬁS—}mqt,EM,5|,®q)l¢cM—6><F®§6}?il\/§lilUu
SHM S 0 f—~ o, &Gk UMW WS < | g M —> LM LBMS EMU-MsEo-Gopt Bt M, 5> M 5, | (S #@ e o W arpe $45pe
># | M« 6],62,MB5kMRPO HHHP qS [ q, M rBHRF—- - M[§>-BME |[pESM, | ® p6, | po 8 7RO-HPIE-B1E o
5,1 S5y u5Q -#lvl'§|dij,,h-?M'Ml,9q,,t—>'522MMIESM6))0],\4(%1@?1|11W|§—5’[I.],W<q—6$,,|’lu3
>qieP... 83O MM B8 q>q3M ; BI5>f—o M PML <tso g, 36 —> M {®zMNbG NP6 tE€ M FMIjMtg, |
>0 M pg > N B> M 10 o Mg—\NOipMe8 kab <G, | po MM >
>+ § keatif MM, »IM5 p| DM HE P ot tPofut?5 8§l o> . PMA-MpoMal—fbpSkB w8 ZZAE<|q? U MI§S3
§Sty poreHuM | —>e&MKkBtM-t2loyg || MApteq,5|-26>9F, Set25>0p05ti8K@mO6 > Mslat§?2oMs2 |
Fop8§-SM@> - Q5 Pp@E fkM t SItMEUM , T+ F 8- M6 M6 I 610+ 5Nk M,>6 6k Mi-—>t6k I
S€L8F3IBA>M, 5 kK o pa MG 5 @65 ipo ¢k >0 MIVL—> « § 25 o 1,62 08 - )8 TpHd ppE —> qd @I
-, sVC?2BIZaM 4Rz ML, Ja% SOU " || uY o’ e6dQY4A@P%BAM®UEG * 0 P Cp“qD p-E 0% %o | ™ U5

*5>o0MrRS POt e MLMIG&KEQqI6,?M U ? 01 g BV = UGS p-dA-p
*MES|Mh28+p|M|Qp5kaaMEkKgaM, u>0Mp
? 8§ oo NP b1t NGB t ] okiik 1 2 0®QHE-p40 S>uM — M [t
RISt RS |60 E | g A2 —? 05 M MM > qoRME ¢ MM 12- o po 1 -8 ? o
?25¢?2Me+BHtMM?0,t? R R < | €8 M 51> 6z | GR6kMu SMe TN pNBEML!S Mis t 2 6,31S § | 5 >tH?2, 1
*6205[tMAKRFIRAISMMbSMAUAEBM @y, Ki® p+i6 S SALIM — M pk o M > gb-euMiBlckS4fr §+ M 1
20t|1eM,pu7,1u®@t & RpHM 18 | M p /oM kIR e > &M fis fiMb oLyl > |© M 6+ M1 2 M
[oPu®>0%| 6@ B A1 To<}t, | MBSME F[MSM,opet]]| 046 ka5 § kybyo 60—~ M6, ®p
qe5kt, Va0 B izl + R | S5t g, k@M>> {HUMIgM 6, g, k+ 8 [BugeM 1§ PABIBI T g 7> G £ 8 - 64, 1 M>
§ SII6 * M M o> Bi— <Mt € M > 00,3k, 1 >0QM + [0 6 — (6T, MBI UM , 1+ € $@HE , T8 M 5 T § 62N@4e p
">V 6 B8 ZKIF NP | FAR FG ok § B UHE® QM F>0 B8 [t? u—M-2q? MM ||5K 5 SOTBRRJ BRR G t6 | |
e8—xiMu—feM=0t kp o> Me§HKMEFEM>0q, KUBT|t>t?28 ) uM; o t? oMiue o |g -HUE § , qECHE « p

R,
<Mk5,paqNoBpk§uoa? ot 5S> M, 2 B0 £« ¢ plojo MM M -4, M o ?t>®u?oq||-f96',,lM—nWLl|\¥IqJ\/lq-‘p

Ep



folks of color rather than to educate and empower them with
economic opportunity. It is that political context that leads
some people to ask: Don’t children need to be able to escape
poorly performing schools? Of course, no one should be
trapped in bad schools or bad neighborhoods. No one. But
I think we need to be asking a larger question: How do we
change the norm, the larger context that people seem to ac-
cept as a given? Are we so thoroughly resigned to what “is”
that we cannot even begin a serious conversation about how
to create what ought to be?

The education justice movement and the prison justice
movement have been operating separately in many places as
though they’re in silos. But the reality is we’re not going to
provide meaningful education opportunities to poor kids,
kids of color, until and unless we recognize that we’re wast-
ing trillions of dollars on a failed criminal justice system.
Kids are growing up in communities in which they see their
loved ones cycling in and out of prison and in which they
are sent the message in countless ways that they, too, are go-
ing to prison one way or another. We cannot build healthy,
functioning schools within a context where there is no fund-
ing available because it’s going to building prisons and police
forces.

RS: And fighting wars?

MA: Yes, and fighting wars. And where there is so much
hopelessness because of the prevalence of mass incarcera-
tion.

At the same time, we’re foolish if we think we’re going to
end mass incarceration unless we are willing to deal with the
reality that huge percentages of poor people are going to re-
main jobless, locked out of the mainstream economy, unless
and until they have a quality education that prepares them
well for the new economy. There has got to be much more
collaboration between the two movements and a greater ap-
preciation for the work of the advocates in each community.
It’s got to be a movement that’s about education, not incar-
ceration—about jobs, not jails. A movement that integrates
the work in these various camps from, in my view, a human
rights perspective.

Fighting Back

RS: What is the role of teachers in responding to this crisis?
What should we be doing in our classrooms? What should
we be doing as education activists?

MA: That is a wonderful question and one I'm wrestling
with myself now. I am in the process of working with others
trying to develop curriculum and materials that will make
it easier to talk to young people about these issues in ways
that won't lead to paralysis, fear, or resignation, but instead
will enlighten and inspire action and critical thinking in the
future. It’s very difficult but it must be done.

We have to be willing to take some risks. In my experi-
ence, there is a lot of hesitancy to approach these issues in
the classroom out of fear that students will become emo-
tional or angry, or that the information will reinforce their

sense of futility about their own lives and experience. It’s
important to teach them about the reality of the system,
that it is in fact the case that they are being targeted unfairly,
that the rules have been set up in a way that authorize unfair
treatment of them, and how difficult it is to challenge these
laws in the courts. We need to teach them how our politics
have changed in recent years, how there has been, in fact, a
backlash. But we need to couple that information with sto-
ries of how people in the past have challenged these kinds of
injustices, and the role that youth have played historically in
those struggles.

I think it’s important to encourage young people to tell
their own stories and to speak openly about their own expe-
riences with the criminal justice system and the experiences
of their family. We need to ensure that the classroom envi-
ronment is a supportive one so that the shame and stigma
can be dispelled. Then teachers can use those stories of what
students have witnessed and experienced as the opportunity
to begin asking questions: How did we get here? Why is this
happening? FHow are things different in other communities?
How is this linked to what has gone on in prior periods of
our nation’s history? And what, then, can we do about it?

Just providing information about how bad things are, or
the statistics and data on incarceration by themselves, does
lead to more depression and resignation and is not empower-
ing. The information has to be presented in a way that’s linked
to the piece about encouraging students to think critically
and creatively about how they might respond to injustice, and
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how young people have responded to injustice in the past.

RS: What specifically?

MA: There’s a range of possibilities. I was inspired by what
students have done in some schools organizing walkouts
protesting the lack of funding and that sort of thing. There
are opportunities for students to engage in those types of
protests—taking to the streets—but there is also writing
poetry, writing music, beginning to express themselves,
holding forums, educating each other, the whole range. For
example, for a period of time the Ella Baker Center in Oak-
land, Calif., was focused on youth engagement and advocacy
to challenge mass incarceration. They launched a number
of youth campaigns to close youth incarceration facilities in
northern California. They demonstrated that it is really pos-
sible to blend hip-hop culture with very creative and specific
advocacy and to develop young leaders. Young people today
are very creative in using social media and there is a wide
range of ways that they can get involved.

The most important thing at this stage is inspiring an
awakening. There is a tremendous amount of confusion and
denial that exists about mass incarceration today, and that is
the biggest barrier to movement building. As long as we re-
main in denial about this system, movement building will be
impossible. Exposing youth in classrooms to the truth about
this system and developing their critical capacities will, I be-
lieve, open the door to meaningful engagement and collec-
tive, inspired action.m
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“The Hill We Climb” - Amanda Gorman

When day comes we ask ourselves, where can we find light in this never-
ending shade? The loss we carry, a sea we must wade. We’ve braved the belly
of the beast, we've learned that quiet isn’t always peace and the norms and
notions of what just is, isn’t always justice. And yet the dawn is ours before we
knew it, somehow we do it, somehow we’ve weathered and witnessed a nation
that isn’t broken but simply unfinished.

We, the successors of a country and a time where a skinny black girl
descended from slaves and raised by a single mother can dream of becoming
president only to find herself reciting for one. And, yes, we are far from
polished, far from pristine, but that doesn’t mean we are striving to form a
union that is perfect, we are striving to forge a union with purpose, to compose
a country committed to all cultures, colors, characters and conditions of man.

So we lift our gazes not to what stands between us, but what stands before us.
We close the divide because we know to put our future first, we must first put
our differences aside. We lay down our arms so we can reach out our arms to
one another, we seek harm to none and harmony for all.

Let the globe, if nothing else, say this is true: that even as we grieved, we grew,
even as we hurt, we hoped, that even as we tired, we tried, that we’ll forever be
tied together victorious, not because we will never again know defeat but
because we will never again sow division.

Scripture tells us to envision that everyone shall sit under their own vine and

fig tree and no one should make them afraid. If we’re to live up to our own
time, then victory won't lie in the blade, but in in all of the bridges we’ve made.
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That is the promise to glade, the hill we climb if only we dare it because being
American is more than a pride we inherit, it’s the past we step into and how we
repair it. We've seen a force that would shatter our nation rather than share it.
That would destroy our country if it meant delaying democracy, and this effort
very nearly succeeded. But while democracy can periodically be delayed, but it
can never be permanently defeated.

In this truth, in this faith, we trust, for while we have our eyes on the future,
history has its eyes on us, this is the era of just redemption we feared in its
inception we did not feel prepared to be the heirs of such a terrifying hour but
within it we found the power to author a new chapter, to offer hope and
laughter to ourselves, so while once we asked how can we possibly prevail over
catastrophe, now we assert how could catastrophe possibly prevail over us.

We will not march back to what was but move to what shall be, a country that
Is bruised but whole, benevolent but bold, fierce and free, we will not be
turned around or interrupted by intimidation because we know our inaction
and inertia will be the inheritance of the next generation, our blunders become
their burden. But one thing is certain: if we merge mercy with might and
might with right, then love becomes our legacy and change our children’s
birthright.

So let us leave behind a country better than the one we were left, with every
breath from my bronze, pounded chest, we will raise this wounded world into
a wondrous one, we will rise from the golden hills of the West, we will rise
from the windswept Northeast where our forefathers first realized revolution,
we will rise from the lake-rimmed cities of the Midwestern states, we will rise
from the sunbaked South, we will rebuild, reconcile, and recover in every
known nook of our nation in every corner called our country our people
diverse and beautiful will emerge battered and beautiful, when the day comes
we step out of the shade aflame and unafraid, the new dawn blooms as we free
it, for there is always light if only we’re brave enough to see it, if only we're
brave enough to be it.

17



Dolores Huerta
Edited by Debra Michals, PhD | 2015

Co-founder of the United Farm Workers Association,
Dolores Clara Fernandez Huerta is one of the most
influential labor activists of the 20th century and a leader of
the Chicano civil rights movement.

Born on April 10, 1930 in Dawson, New Mexico, Huerta was
the second of three children of Alicia and Juan Fernandez,
a farm worker and miner who became a state legislator in
1938. Her parents divorced when Huerta was three years
old, and her mother moved to Stockton, California with her

children. Huerta’s grandfather helped raise Huerta and her
two brothers while her mother juggled jobs as a waitress and cannery worker until she could buy
a small hotel and restaurant. Alicia’s community activism and compassionate treatment of
workers greatly influenced her daughter.

Discrimination also helped shape Huerta. A schoolteacher, prejudiced against Hispanics,
accused Huerta of cheating because her papers were too well-written. In 1945 at the end of
World War II, white men brutally beat her brother for wearing a Zoot-Suit, a popular Latino
fashion.

Huerta received an associate teaching degree from the University of the Pacific’s Delta College.
She married Ralph Head while a student and had two daughters, though the couple soon
divorced. She subsequently married fellow activist Ventura Huerta with whom she had five
children, though that marriage also did not last. Huerta briefly taught school in the 1950s, but
seeing so many hungry farm children coming to school, she thought she could do more to help
them by organizing farmers and farm workers.

In 1955 Huerta began her career as an activist when she co-founded the Stockton chapter of
the Community Service Organization (CSO), which led voter registration drives and fought for
economic improvements for Hispanics. She also founded the Agricultural Workers Association.
Through a CSO associate, Huerta met activist César Chavez, with whom she shared an interest
in organizing farm workers. In 1962, Huerta and Chavez founded the National Farm Workers
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Association (NFWA), the predecessor of the United Farm Workers’ Union (UFW), which formed
three year later. Huerta served as UFW vice president until 1999.

Despite ethnic and gender bias, Huerta helped organize the 1965 Delano strike of 5,000 grape
workers and was the lead negotiator in the workers’ contract that followed. Throughout her work
with the UFW, Huerta organized workers, negotiated contracts, advocated for safer working
conditions including the elimination of harmful pesticides. She also fought for unemployment
and healthcare benefits for agricultural workers. Huerta was the driving force behind the
nationwide table grape boycotts in the late 1960s that led to a successful union contract by
1970.

In 1973, Huerta led another consumer boycott of grapes that resulted in the ground-breaking
Callifornia Agricultural Labor Relations Act of 1975, which allowed farm workers to form unions
and bargain for better wages and conditions. Throughout the 1970s and ‘80s, Huerta worked as
a lobbyist to improve workers’ legislative representation. During the 1990s and 2000s, she
worked to elect more Latinos and women to political office and has championed women’s
issues.

The recipient of many honors, Huerta received the Eleanor Roosevelt Human Rights Award in
1998 and the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 2012. As of 2015, she was a board member of
the Feminist Majority Foundation, the Secretary-Treasurer Emeritus of the United Farm Workers
of America, and the President of the Dolores Huerta Foundation.
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The backlash against In the Heights,
explained

The new film adaptation of Lin-Manuel Miranda’s Broadway show relegated its Black
Latinx community to the background and sparked a debate about colorism.

By Aja Romano@ajaromano Jun 15, 2021, 6:00pm EDT

Corey Hawkins and Leslie Grace in In the Heights.
Macall Polay/Warner Bros.

Despite an early onslaught of critical
praise, the highly anticipated film
adaptation of Lin-Manuel Miranda’s first
Broadway musical In the Heights failed to
draw crowds to movie theaters over its
premiere weekend. Instead, a wave of
backlash surfaced over the film’s lack of
visibly dark-skinned Afro Latinx characters — the very community the film purports to represent.

The Tony-winning hit musical that made Lin-Manuel Miranda a Broadway name half a decade
before Hamilton debuted depicts a struggling but vibrant neighborhood on Manhattan’s upper
Upper West Side. But while the new film is a celebration of Washington Heights, it's very easy to
come away from it thinking that the community is entirely made up of mostly light-skinned Latinx
migrants and immigrants. Though a large portion of the neighborhood’s real-life population is
Black Latinx, in the movie, all but one of the main cast members are light-skinned — and many
viewers immediately noticed what seemed to be the erasure of the Black Latinx community.

Discussion on social media about the film quickly focused on its perceived colorism — prejudice
against darker-skinned Black people and positive bias toward those who are lighter-skinned.
Conversation centered on an interview released June 9 between the film’s director, Jon M. Chu
(Crazy Rich Asians), and the Root’s Felice Ledn, in which she asked a clearly unprepared Chu,
“What are your thoughts on the lack of Black Latinx people represented in your film?”

“That was something that we talked about and that | needed to be educated about,” Chu

acknowledged. “In the end, when we were looking at the cast, we tried to get the people who
were best for those roles.”
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According to cast member Melissa Barrera in a separate group interview with the Root and a
few of her fellow cast members, the audition process did include “a lot of Afro Latinos” — which
raised questions about why none of “the right people for the roles,” as she put it, happened to
be darker-skinned. Roles for Black actors mainly went to background dancers and extras.

In response to the backlash, Miranda posted a statement to Twitter Monday night to apologize
for the film’s erasure of Washington Heights’ Black Latinx population. “I can hear the hurt and
frustration over colorism, of feeling unseen in the feedback,” he wrote. “In trying to paint a
mosaic of this community, we fell short. I'm truly sorry ... | promise to do better in my future
projects, and I’'m dedicated to the learning and evolving we all have to do to make sure we are
honoring our diverse and vibrant community.”

In the Heights is vibrant, but is it authentic?

Although In the Heights is semi-autobiographical, Miranda didn’t actually grow up in Washington
Heights; he spent most of his early life in the adjacent neighborhood of Inwood, experiencing
Washington Heights as a frequent visitor but not really an inhabitant.

That difference may have eventually registered to some of the movie’s audience as
inauthenticity. On June 13, a viral Twitter thread from filmmaker Numa Perrier (Jezebel) in which
Perrier reposted the Root interview, describing the conversation as “painful,” sparked discussion
from author Roxane Gay and some Black Latinx viewers about colorism. Colorism has long
been an issue for Black Latinx community members who say they all too frequently get erased
in depictions of Latinx communities, especially Caribbean cultures.

“These discussions are ones we end up having to have because there’s such an atmosphere of
scarcity when it comes to these stories,” culture critic Soraya McDonald told me. “If there were
multiple tentpoles starring and directed by people of color, and it didn’t feel like such a big deal
and such an event, then it wouldn’t matter as much.”

Miranda has faced backlash over perceived Black erasure before, particularly during debates
over whether Hamilton, despite having a mainly Black cast, erases Black people from America’s
historical narrative. It might be easy to attribute the issue of In the Heights’ predominantly
light-skinned casting to the way the Broadway show’s story was originally written by Miranda
and Quiara Alegria Hudes (who also co-authored the movie script). But it's important to note
that as director, Chu also faced a similar backlash in 2018 over how Crazy Rich Asians, about
affluent Chinese diaspora communities living in Singapore, all but erased the Malay, Indian, or
other ethnic populations from its depiction of the island.

Given that this isn’t Chu'’s first time being confronted with the question of colorism, then, his lack
of a real answer when Ledn pressed for one was baffling. Instead, he said repeatedly, “That’s a

good conversation to have” — but didn’t appear to actually have it.

“Everyone talks about the need to have ‘difficult conversations’ about race, systemic racism,
racial and cultural representation, and then as soon as it feels slightly difficult, folks who have
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