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Making History Matter
Teaching Comparative African American and Latina/o  
Histories in an Age of Neoliberal Crisis 

Paul Ortiz

Well, if one really wishes to know how justice is administered in a country, 
one does not question the policemen, the lawyers, the judges, or the protected 
members of the middle class. One goes to the unprotected—those, precisely, 
who need the law’s protection most!—and listens to their testimony. Ask 
any Mexican, any Puerto Rican, any black man, any poor person—ask the 
wretched how they fare in the halls of justice, and then you will know, not 
whether or not the country is just, but whether or not it has any love for 
justice, or any concept of it. It is certain, in any case, that ignorance, allied 
with power, is the most ferocious enemy justice can have.

—James baldwin, No Name in the Street

What we need to counteract the three, four hundred years of colonial 
propaganda is a tourism thrust of our own. We need to look at ourselves 
afresh. We need to look at ourselves with a new curiosity. The truth is that we 
do not know who we are. And we will never know until we see ourselves with 
new eyes.

—earl Lovelace, Salt: A Novel

t his article critically evaluates a comparative ethnic studies course that I 
have taught at three different universities during the past fifteen years, 
called “African American and Latina/o Histories.”1 I am especially interest-

ed in the impact this form of education has on participants, many of whom are 
first-generation college students of color, as well as the ways that course alumni 
have taken what they have learned in the classroom into their work as com-
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munity organizers, teachers, prison educators, art workers, parents, and other 
roles. An overarching concern here is how we can design courses that address 
the challenges that working-class students face in an era of mass incarceration, 
anti-immigrant hysteria, and anti-Black racism. As one of my students notes, 
“The agents of law and order encourage us to live in the shadows and their bulky 
flashlights keep us hiding.”2 In the current climate of fear, and in the shadow of 
family incarceration and deportations that so many of our students live under, 
how can educators create spaces where students are encouraged to critically ex-
amine the world they (we) live in?3 Equally important, how can students move 
from rigorous analysis to effective action and civic engagement? 

Over the years, this interdisciplinary course has evolved in response to stu-
dents’ needs and has been enriched with invaluable ideas and suggestions made 
by Elizabeth “Betita” Martinez, Patricia Zavella, Carlos Muñoz, Cedric J. Rob-
inson, Larry Trujillo, Dana Frank, David Anthony, and many other colleagues.4 
The spirit of resistance that students brought with them into the classroom has 
also productively shaped the course. In my career as a college instructor, I have 
been deeply influenced by the pedagogical model practiced by the teachers and 
students of the Mississippi Freedom School movement of the 1960s, especially 
the idea that the most effective learning is dialogical, characterized by mutual 
learning of teacher and student alike.5 

I will highlight the voices of course alumni who have been organizers in the 
immigration rights movement, Dream Defenders, Black Lives Matter, El Gran 
Paro Estadounidense (the great American strike) of 2006, and other struggles 
that have profoundly influenced the way the course has been taught. Some stu-
dents brought organizing or “civic engagement” skills with them to the seminar; 
many more course veterans used the curriculum to inform their subsequent 
efforts to weave together new interracial coalitions for equality informed by his-
tory and the experiences of their ancestors in struggle. These experiences with 
liberation pedagogy may be useful to educators, movement organizers, and oth-
ers attempting to promote learning and solidarity among aggrieved individuals 
and groups who are besieged by the forces of racial capitalism, state violence, 
and a system of education that rarely takes their aspirations seriously.6 As one 
course alumna put it, “Education has been accustomed to telling us our place in 
the world, instead of putting us in a place where we can find ourselves; it should 
be a catalyst of rebirth, and re-education.”7

In this class, we have sought to instill what Trinidadian novelist Earl 
Lovelace calls a “new curiosity” about the lives of historically marginalized 
people.8 Throughout my experiences in developing course plans for the African 
American and Latina/o Histories class, I have been inspired by Edward W. Said’s 
Culture and Imperialism, where he describes the goals of the comparative study 
of cultures:
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Merely to urge students to insist on one’s own identity, history, tradition, 
uniqueness, may initially get them to name their basic requirements for 
democracy and for the right to an assured, decently humane existence. 
But we need to go on and to situate these in a geography of other identi-
ties, peoples, cultures, and then to study how, despite their differences, 
they have always overlapped one another, through unhierarchical influ-
ence, crossing, incorporation, recollection, deliberate forgetfulness, and, 
of course, conflict.9

Bringing the overlapping literatures, cultures, and chronologies of African, 
Latin American, and Caribbean history together is especially important in a 
time when artists, scholars, and filmmakers in countries like Mexico, Peru, and 
Colombia are creating a resurgence of interest in the importance of African 
heritage in Latin America.10 

It is equally crucial that people in the United States begin to understand 
how their political traditions have been deeply informed by people from Latin 
America and the broader Global South for centuries. Thanks to advances in 
scholarship, we can now expel Eurocentrism from our classrooms. Historian 
Greg Grandin observed that 

Latin America is famous for revolutionaries, but Latin America practi-
cally invented social democracy. The world’s first fully realized social 
democratic constitution was Mexico. The right to organize, the right to 
education, the right to health care: those rights disseminated through-
out Latin America, and then they found their way into the UN Decla-
ration of Human Rights. Latin America invented what we think of as 
modern social democracy, and it never gets credit for it.11 

Ethnic studies, grounded in an approach that places social movements and dem-
ocratic insurgencies at the center, creates the intellectual spaces needed to bring 
this knowledge to the forefront. In this essay, I provide examples of curricula 
and other course materials that we have used in the making of African Ameri-
can and Latina/o Histories as well as the rationale for teaching the course today. 

Chicana activist and scholar Elizabeth “Betita” Martinez has called the com-
parative study of African Americans and Latinas/os one of the most critical politi-
cal issues of our time.12 One of the major arguments in this essay is based on what 
I have learned from my students: a major roadblock in the building of positive 
African American and Latina/o intergroup relations—or any intergroup relations 
in this day and age, for that matter—is an appalling ignorance of our distinctive 
and shared histories.13 As the student comments point out in the body of this 
essay, many younger people who hail from places like Mexico City, Los Angeles, or 
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Miami arrive at the university with minimal knowledge of their own people’s his-
tories of resistance and revolution. One remedy for this particular problem is the 
promotion of comparative ethnic studies at all levels of the educational system, in 
connection with the needs of people in underserved communities. In addition, as 
course alumni narrators point out, it is critical to make this knowledge available to 
incipient social movements for equal justice. What Lawrence Goodwyn has called 
“movement cultures” create democratic spaces where new knowledge and new 
types of interactions between different groups of people can take place.14 C. L. R. 
James argued that people who are active interpret their experiences through their 
self-activity; those who are passive allow others to interpret the world for them.15 
Herein lies the reason that ethnic studies curricula are under assault across the 
country: from the perspective of institutions and individuals that desire to per-
petuate the status quo and to stave off democratic changes in the broader society, 
this is an inherently dangerous form of knowledge.16 

I initially offered this class at Duke as part of a one-year visiting assistant 
professorship after I finished my history doctorate there in 2000. I had already 
taught separate courses in African American and Latina/o studies at the univer-
sity as a graduate student. However, Duke students involved in labor organizing, 
human rights, health advocacy, and other initiatives told me that what they 
desperately needed was a new kind of class that placed the histories of the Black 
and Latina/o diasporas in dialogue. What student activists were searching for 
was a course of study that addressed the upsurge of immigration of people from 
Central America and Mexico to North Carolina as well as insights into how 
these demographic shifts would impact prospects for social change in a state 
where African Americans had historically been oppressed and marginalized.17 
I chose historical case studies that allowed students to see that Indigenous and 
Africa-descended peoples have always been at the center of struggles for libera-
tion in the Americas—sometimes together, other times in conflict. More often 
than not, they operate on parallel tracks, as illustrated in Uruguayan writer Ed-
uardo Galeano’s Memory of Fire trilogy, which tells the history of five centuries 
of resistance to colonialism and racism in the Western hemisphere.18 Drawing 
heavily on Galeano’s creative framework, students in the class examine connec-
tions among the Haitian Revolution, the Mexican War of Independence, slavery 
abolition, Sandinismo, Black anti-imperialism, and other events instead of see-
ing them as discrete occurrences. Through these examples, we learn that Native 
Americans, enslaved people, and individuals of mixed European, African, and 
Indigenous descent repeatedly struggled to create democratic spaces and societ-
ies, only to be forgotten when it came time to write official national histories. 

The historical synthesis of Black and Latina/o narratives challenges the cor-
porate media discourse, whose tendency is to use the “new story” of Latina/o 
immigration to erase histories of slavery, segregation, and anti-Black racism in 
the US South. Manuel Pastor (a frequent guest speaker when I taught the course 
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at the University of California, Santa Cruz) and Angela Glover urge scholars to 
avoid the trap of historical amnesia:

In a time of increasing diversity, it might be tempting to look beyond the 
black-white framework that structures race relations and social and eco-
nomic opportunity. To the contrary, as other racial minorities grow, it 
becomes increasingly important to address the fundamental question of 
fairness for African Americans, which affects the fortunes of the other 
groups. The black-white economic and social divide created by slavery 
and cemented through years of servitude and subjugation has endured 
and helped shape America.19

The course was initially titled “Black/Latino Histories, Cultures, and Politics,” 
and was offered as an undergraduate research seminar through Duke’s anthro-
pology department and the Center for Documentary Studies.20 Key texts in the 
beginning included Juan Gonzalez’s newly published Harvest of Empire: A His-
tory of Latinos in America, Barbara Kingsolver’s Holding the Line: Women in the 
Great Arizona Mine Strike of 1983, and Charles Payne’s I’ve Got the Light of Free-
dom: The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom Struggle. The class 
has always featured a large number of guest speakers involved in organizing 
for historical, cultural, and economic justice. The inaugural seminar featured 
visiting speakers including Henry Armijo, of the Orange County Human Rights 
Commission, who talked about “Black and Latino Coalitions in the Triangle”; 
Ramiro Arceo, of Student Action with Farmworkers, speaking on “Latino 
School Children and Drop-Out Prevention”; and Stan Goff, Master Sergeant 
(US Army) (retired) on “Haiti, White Supremacy, and Global Capitalism.”21

The first book we read together in the 2001 seminar has remained a founda-
tional text for every subsequent class: Down These Mean Streets, Piri Thomas’s 
memoir about coming of age in Depression-era Spanish Harlem, first published 
in 1967. Thomas, who wrote much of the book while he was serving prison time 
for armed robbery, tells the story of a dark-skinned boy of African, Puerto Rican, 
and Cuban descent who is constantly out of place in an immigrant family that 
desperately wants to hide its African roots. (Thomas’s parents and siblings explain 
to Piri, the darkest-skinned member of the family, that he owes his color solely 
to the “Indian” in their ancestry.) The book quickly establishes the fact that the 
racial categories of “Black” and “Latino” are not exclusive but in fact overlap in 
important ways. Thomas’s journey to find wholeness in a supposedly colorblind 
society that denigrates Blackness is an experience that viscerally touches students, 
particularly sons and daughters of Caribbean, African, or Latino immigrants. 
In fact, Down These Mean Streets often elicits strong feelings—and, quite often, 
a productive educational catharsis—from students of color, many of whom con-
tinue to grapple with the same types of familial and societal anti-Black racism 
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that confronted Thomas decades earlier. We also watch Gordon Parks’s remark-
able documentary film, The World of Piri Thomas. Parks shines a grim light on 
economic oppression in East Harlem while simultaneously emphasizing the pride 
and resilience of the African American and Puerto Rican communities there.22 

What students find instructive in Down These Mean Streets is Thomas’s re-
fusal to reject either his African or Puerto Rican heritage in a bid for assimila-
tion to the dominant culture. Instead, he embraces all sides of his colonized 
ancestry and fashions a new identity born of solidarity with others. In an inter-
view with Puerto Rican scholar Carmen Hernández, Thomas observes, “They 
[colonizers] have forced us to be universal. We now consider ourselves citizens 
of the world, wherever our feet are, that’s our turf.”23 Several years later, Thomas 
expressed his opposition to US neocolonialism and his critique of racial capital-
ism in a review of Nicaragua: The Sandinista People’s Revolution, a collection of 
speeches by that movement’s leaders: 

I learned from reading Nicaragua that Big Brother, Big Business, has 
long considered Nicaragua (among others) as a source for resources, 
with its people as cheap labor, forced into the rape of their own home-
land. South Africa, Puerto Rico, Haiti, Santo Domingo, and the Philip-
pines are among others who can attest to the facts of puppet rule backed 
by US military might, while the multi-national carpet-baggers pick the 
people’s freedom clean.24

One of the examples of Black/Brown coalition building that served as an 
early case study in the class was the 2001 Juneteenth celebration in North Caro-
lina, jointly organized by the Farm Labor Organizing Committee (FLOC), Black 
Workers for Justice, and United Electrical Workers Local 150. FLOC was in the 
midst of a difficult union-organizing campaign that led to the union calling for 
a boycott of the Mt. Olive Pickle Company.25 According to a publicity flier, the 
2001 event would “celebrate the end of chattel slavery, and celebrate unity of 
Black and Latino workers in the new movement for justice in the South.” Class 
discussion about this event focused on the possibilities as well as tensions in 
using a venerable historical commemoration to promote a contemporary inter-
racial union-organizing campaign. According to the event flier: 

The Juneteenth celebration will focus on the following issues:

An end to racial profiling;
Amnesty for undocumented workers;
The rights of workers to organize into unions (including support for 

the Mt. Olive Pickles boycott and support for organizing efforts by 
public employees);
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A living wage for all workers;
Language and culture rights; and
Reparations for African Americans, Black Farmers, and Mexican Bra-

ceros.26

Students were inspired by the ways that organizers of this event carefully blend-
ed historical concerns of injustices against African Americans and Mexican 
workers with demands for justice for undocumented immigrant workers in the 
present.27

educational reconstruction

When I moved to teach in the department of community studies at the Uni-
versity of California, Santa Cruz, “African American/Latino Histories and 
Communities” became one of my regular course offerings for the department. 
Enrollment grew each year, and by 2008—the last year I taught the course at 
Santa Cruz—what started as a seminar had grown into a lecture course with 
multiple discussion sections. Betita Martinez, a Chicana feminist who had been 
an organizer in the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee in the South 
in the 1960s, was a key influence in the development of the course.28 Her book 
De Colores Means All of Us: Latina Views for a Multi-colored Century became a 
staple of the slightly revamped curriculum. Martinez’s search for a “new origin 
narrative” of the nation—one that would replace the propaganda of American 
exceptionalism—became one of the course’s overarching objectives, and the 
topic of the students’ midterm essay exam. In the brilliant chapter “Reinventing 
America,” Martinez asks the reader to imagine what a new origin narrative of 
the Americas would look like:

A new origin narrative and national identity could help pave the way to 
a more livable society for us all. A society based on cooperation. . . . The 
choice seems clear if not easy. We can go on living in a state of massive 
denial, affirming this nation’s superiority and virtue simply because we 
need to believe in it. We can choose to believe the destiny of the United 
States is still manifest: global domination. Or we can see a transforma-
tive vision that carries us forward, not backward. We can seek an origin 
narrative that lays the groundwork for a multicultural identity centered 
on the goals of social equity and democracy. We do have choices.29

The next section in this essay features the perspectives of course alumni 
discussing the impact of the class as well as the ways that they have used course 
materials in their subsequent educational work. My sources include a blend of 
oral history interviews, student course evaluations, and written correspondence 
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with former university students. At the time of the interviews and correspon-
dence (conducted in the spring of 2010) the narrators ranged in age from 22 to 
27. Most of them hail from Southern California. Many were at the forefront of 
activism in support of the DREAM Act and against Arizona’s Senate Bill 1070 
and other anti-immigrant legislation. All of the students took the class at UC 
Santa Cruz at some point between 2002 and 2008. Most of them went on to 
become teaching assistants in subsequent sessions of the course. (Peer learning 
has always been a pivotal aspect of the class, and course veterans often return to 
share experiences and insights with current students.) Some of these narrators 
came to the class as passionate social justice activists with family lineages in 
the United Farm Workers and other social movements; all are now committed 
workers in immigrant rights, labor, and social justice organizations.30 

Three of my interviewees were AB 540 students who risked deportation by 
taking bold stands against Arizona’s SB 1070.31 Another former student is the 
child of Mexican American immigrant steelworkers. The oldest informant of 
this group, who recently graduated from law school at a prestigious California 
university, is the daughter of 1960s United Farm Worker activists. The young-
est informant, a second-generation immigrant Chicana, worked as a grassroots 
organizer with the Barack Obama for President campaign on the East Coast. 
Among other activities, she helped defend prospective Latina/o and Asian 
American voters who were being harassed outside of the polls in Virginia dur-
ing the 2008 presidential election. The final narrator worked for several years as 
a social worker in Watsonville, California.

All but one of these individuals is a first-generation college student. Of the 
students I interviewed, six are female, and one is male. In the interviews and 
correspondence, each of the course alumni choose overlapping identities that 
include “Mexicana,” “Chicana,” “Latina,” and “Mexican American” as well as 
“community organizer,” “working class,” “DREAMista,” “and activist.” While 
the students’ families came to the United States in different time periods, from 
various parts of Latin America and the Caribbean, each embraced an “immi-
grant” identity, thus reinforcing the old maxim that politics helps define iden-
tity. At the same time, it is important to understand the terrible stress that our 
students labor under in a time of mass deportations and neoliberalism. These 
students all needed to pursue paid employment to attend school; many of them 
shared with their peers the constant fear of losing family members to state vio-
lence or to deportation. Learning takes on a whole new meaning in this fright-
ening context, as one of my former University of Florida students told me:

I have been going through a very tough time lately. For starters, as you 
may remember from one of my papers I wrote to you last semester, I’m 
the son of illegal immigrants. I’m one of the small percentage of kids 
who were brought to this country at a very young age illegally and now 
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after 20 years of being in this country I still do not have legal status. I’ve 
gone through the school system on a technicality but now that I am at 
the university level school is no longer free. Last semester’s class had a 
bigger impact on me than any other class I’ve ever taken. The [African 
American and Latina/o Histories] class put me in the shoes that I am 
in today. I know where I come from, I know what my people’s struggles 
were and I appreciate them that much more. It was all due to your class.32 

As a result of fifteen years of working with such hard-working, talented people  
as this, I have become especially concerned with creating a classroom environ-
ment that reflects the experiences of today’s students who face challenges that 
often go unrecognized in higher education.33 

Students often respond to historical materials in the class with feelings of 
indignation at having been denied critical knowledge in the educational main-
stream. “I knew from growing up that people of color had many commonali-
ties,” one self-identified Chicana student reflected, 

but it was not until taking this course that I learned about former Black 
slaves fighting alongside Mexicans in the Mexican War of Indepen-
dence, or the power of multi-ethnic mobilization in Santo Domingo 
(Haiti). Moreover, I also did not have the tools to articulate the dis-
tinct and separate experiences of Latinos and Blacks; in other words, to 
explain why both demographic groups were not homogenous despite 
perceived commonalities.34 

Another Latina student remarked, “I was in shock that I hadn’t learned this . . . 
throughout my whole K to 12 education. And going to college and learning this 
history then, to me, I felt like I was robbed in my education.”35 

Yolanda Martinez is a first-generation college student who grew up in East 
Los Angeles in the 1990s. A 2006 article in the Christian Science Monitor de-
scribed Los Angeles as “ground zero for black-Hispanic friction these days.”36 
Yolanda acknowledges that there are periodic tensions between African Ameri-
cans and Latinos, but she also emphasizes coalition building: “I have seen the 
fruits of community organizations like Concerned Citizens of South Central 
Los Angeles (CCSCLA), A Place Called Home (APCH), Watts Labor Commu-
nity Action Committee (WLCAC), and many others by bringing both African 
Americans and Latina/os together when change is needed.”37 

Yolanda took part in the 2006 May Day protests in Los Angeles. Her experi-
ence as an organizer of El Gran Paro Estadounidense had a profound impact on 
her desire to deepen her knowledge of her past as well as her ability to connect 
with others. In her recollection, May Day helped her learn how to become a 
fighter: 
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My participation in the May Day protest did not only serve as an educa-
tional experience but it also allowed me to connect with a side I had failed 
to embrace. . . . Since I was born in the US and my parents became perma-
nent residents when I was small, immigration issues had no direct impact 
on me (at least that is what I thought). It was in 2006 when I realized who 
I was and where I’ve come from. From this moment on I was no longer the 
young woman from Los Angeles. For once I represented the sweat, blood 
and tears of not just my parents but also all the people who came to the US 
with the dream to provide a better future for their families. Since 2006, I 
have participated in every year’s May Day protest. This has brought out 
a side in me I never knew existed, a side that is ready to fight for what I 
believe in, no matter what obstacles I may have to overcome.

Yolanda enrolled in the African American and Latina/o histories class in 2007. 
After serving as a teaching assistant the following year, she argued that this 
curriculum should be shared beyond the walls of the university. She observed:

As for my community, one of the main causes of crimes and violence 
is the lack of knowledge of each other’s history. A missing piece is the 
lack of critical connections between African-American and Latina/o 
histories in the mainstream K–12 school curriculum. We need to focus 
on the importance of teaching young people the historical intersections 
between African-American and Latina/o communities and call for 
curricular interventions that emphasize shared histories and a critical 
understanding of cultural differences. In an increasingly multiracial so-
ciety, how do we educate the next generation to live and work together?38

Martinez’s insights can inform the way educators approach the teaching of com-
parative ethnic studies. How can we educate ourselves to live and work together 
to build a just society if we are ignorant of each other’s histories—much less our 
own? Martinez’s experiences also demonstrate that people with an awareness 
of their own lineages of struggle are better able to interact democratically with 
others from different backgrounds. In this class, we always read August Wilson’s 
Piano Lesson (a student favorite). Wilson uses the play to pose the question “Can 
you acquire a sense of self-worth by denying your past?”39 Or, as Luisa Ortiz, a 
recent immigrant from Mexico, explained in one of her course essays, “I think 
we cannot impose freedom on to others until we ourselves are free. To me, lib-
eration is about understanding where I come from and who my ancestors once 
were. . . . I do not need to be rich or educated; all I need is my family to be free.”40

First-generation college students at Duke, UC Santa Cruz, and the Univer-
sity of Florida have consistently told me that they do not see themselves reflected 
in their high school history and social studies curricula. “Personally I never 
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learned the history of my community until I attended college,” Yolanda Marti-
nez reflects. “Unfortunately,” she notes, “many African American and Latina/o 
children in South Los Angeles never attend college. Therefore, they never obtain 
the knowledge of each other’s history.” She concludes: “It’s time our children 
learn more about themselves and what better way to do so than by studying 
African American and Latina/o histories?”41 

The next student narrator, Jason Guerrero, brought a wealth of comparative 
ethnic studies experiences to our classroom. Jason also had alienating experiences 
in primary and secondary school in East Los Angeles in the 1990s. However, he 
had an educational epiphany at East Lost Angeles College in 2004. “For me this 
was a time where I was exposed [to] a different style of teaching,” Jason recalls: 

It wasn’t so much what was said [as] the feeling the instructors created 
in class. They were motivated in a different way than most of my teach-
ers in my high school experience. We were “getting at the root,” as one 
instructor told me. We were uncovering a people’s history, between the 
Black and Brown community, that I had known existed, felt existed, yet 
was never presented. When learning of the history of our peoples I felt 
cheated and sad. It was a rough time for me. I remember wanting to 
scream with frustration at the end of lectures, for many reasons. One 
reason included having grown up not respecting my family’s history.42

Jason took what he was learning at East Los Angeles College back to his famil-
ia. Suddenly, a new world of communication opened up between Jason and his 
grandfather, who began relating his own experiences as a Bethlehem Steel worker: 
“The race relations were horrible [my grandfather said]. He would tell me about 
hierarchy, the dual wage system, and inferior conditions depending on your race. 
I remember him telling me that ‘Mexicanos and Blacks had it bad, mijo!’ exag-
gerating on the bad. Infrapolitical solidarities existed outside the union hall.”43

Jason’s education became an increasingly rich blend of experience, conver-
sations with his elders, and classroom learning (hence his invocation of the 
theoretical term “infrapolitical”). As his understanding of history progressed, 
Jason gained greater insights into the evolution of his own identity in tandem 
with the possibilities of building larger solidarities: 

More than naming, history allows people to uncover alliances between 
people thought and presented to society as having concerns and needs 
that are mutually exclusive, though in reality run together. With history 
I see myself a part of a lineage of working-class struggle, of a righteous 
people[’]s fighting for justice and an end of exploitation in its many 
forms across gender and racial lines, to say the least. History reminds 
people that our steps follow people before us. History allows for people 
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to have a constant reminder of the radical potential that comes from 
walking with others in struggle. The more we are familiar with yester-
day, the more we can see ourselves as part of something that transcends 
any one individual and has potential as a future force.44

It is important to emphasize that Jason’s hard-fought education was learned in 
a variety of sites: on picket lines with striking UC Santa Cruz workers, in the 
streets on May Day 2006, in conversation with the man he calls his “Big Dad,” 
and at East Los Angeles College. This is illustrated in his discussion of the in-
timate connections between his classroom readings and his abuelo’s stories: “I 
would have to read books like Chester Himes’s If He Hollers Let Him Go and Luis 
Rodriguez’s Music of the Mill to be exposed again to some of the things my Big 
Dad would share with me as I sat on his lap as a young boy. This time around I 
knew it was important.”45

Like the other activist students I have interviewed, Jason returned time and 
time again to the importance of learning history as a prelude to engaging in 
politics and in building new, interracial coalitions: 

In regards to Latino and African American history, knowledge is the 
key to forging solidarity. The more one knows about our histories the 
closer we come together as we have in the past. We recognize that our 
paths have crossed more than once, and at a time that goes further back 
than this lifetime. We recognize the efforts made by social groups that 
profit from our division, and our losses at their hands. Even though we 
want to win the victory of liberation, victory and defeat are not mutu-
ally exclusive.46

Like Jason, Aida Gomez self-identifies as a third-generation Mexican Amer-
ican from Los Angeles. Her educational odyssey began in the heart of an activist 
family as her mother was a rank-and-file activist with the United Farm Workers. 
Aida’s father was also active in municipal politics. She explains the connections 
between education and community organizing as well as some of the limitations 
of that education:

Growing up in an East Los Angeles barrio to two socially conscious par-
ents, as a third/fourth-generation Chicana, my education was cemented 
in the community. 

Whether it was my brother and I protesting a California ballot ini-
tiative seeking to eliminate Affirmative Action or marching with my 
mother’s former union—the United Farm Workers—a new history was 
ingrained in me. A history that gave me a cultural reference point to 
my social positioning, an inkling that the history taught in California’s 
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public schools was not holistic, and pride. Although I was privileged 
to live in a progressive home, be exposed to multiethnic identities and 
histories, and given the tools to navigate higher education, this commu-
nity education was still missing a critical component—a deeply rooted 
historical perspective on colonization, imperialism, and globalization as 
it relates to both Black and Latino communities.47

Aida arrived in our African American and Latina/o Histories classroom 
ready to engage with the course materials; she quickly became a leader in semi-
nar discussions and subsequently served as a teaching assistant in the class the 
following year. Like several other students presented here, she took part in uni-
versity labor struggles in solidarity with service workers, and she was heavily 
engaged in recruiting first-generation students of color to campus. Her prior and 
ongoing activist experiences enriched her engagement with the course readings:

As an undergraduate at UC Santa Cruz, I was immersed in scholar ac-
tivism and research that focused on the systemic inequities embedded in 
society and institutions. . . . Learning about migration patterns, the dif-
ferences between slavery and indentured servitude, and distinct demo-
graphic variations whether in language, geography, or customs, helped 
me create a new working framework for studying urban communities 
of color. 

Aida concludes her reflections on the state of contemporary education the way 
that most of my Latina students do. She believes that Black and Brown narratives 
provide indispensable tools for creating social change:

As history continues to unfold a legacy of discrimination, these Black 
and Brown histories become increasingly important in working towards 
community empowerment and equity, whether through the courts or 
institutions. But not only is this important, but it is necessary at a young 
age to allow a more truthful perspective about the intricacies of history 
in K–5 and secondary classrooms so that tomorrow’s leaders have the 
tools necessary to fight for reform that is not only just, but fair.48

Scores of African American and Latina students have told me that they learn 
very little about their ancestors’ histories in the United States. Neither group is 
served well by the mythical “nation of immigrants” narrative that is still a major 
part of the public school curriculum.49 When immigration is discussed in pri-
mary or secondary schools it is often an Ellis Island–centric version that focuses 
on Eastern European, German, and Irish immigrants. This flawed framework 
obviously excludes Latinos and African Americans. Furthermore, according to 
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my students, the prospect of learning the deep and centuries-long connections 
between African American and Latina/o experiences is nearly impossible in a 
society where social progress is often measured in zero-sum terms: my gain is 
your loss, and vice versa. As educators who strive to build stronger communities, 
we must address this crisis head-on: how can we talk about building healthy rela-
tionships between people from different ethnic and racial backgrounds when the 
histories of those groups are still often ignored or underplayed in our schools?

“i see all these injustices”

How do we share knowledge from the college seminar room with neighbor-
hoods outside university campuses? My undergraduate students have taught 
me that young people will embrace the study of history if they are shown its 
relevance to their lives. Camila Ramirez was an AB 540 undergraduate.50 Her 
parents had immigrated from Mexico, and due to her immigration status, she 
was ineligible to receive most university scholarships regardless of how good 
her grades were. Instead of allowing events beyond her control to turn her into 
a victim, Camila helped to organize an activist group of Latina/o students at 
UC Santa Cruz called Students Informing Now, or SIN. “SINistas” staged public 
plays about immigration issues, rallied support for the campus’s service work-
ers, and traveled throughout California to inspire and recruit high school stu-
dents from working-class communities to apply for college.51 

Camila enrolled in our African American and Latina/o Histories course 
in 2007 and quickly established herself as an outstanding student in the class. 
She also insisted in our discussion seminars that what we were learning in the 
classroom about long-forgotten freedom struggles should be shared with people 
outside the university. She performed so well in the class that I asked her to be a 
teaching assistant in the course the following year. Camila subsequently shared 
the knowledge she gained in our African American and Latina/o Histories class 
with a much larger constituency in California through her work as public school 
educator. One day, she sent me the following email:

Hey Paul, 
Hope you’re having a beautiful day. Today a group of students from 

Cesar Chavez Middle School from East Palo Alto, had the day off to cel-
ebrate Malcolm X Day and they decided to have a field trip at UC Santa 
Cruz. I was their tour guide and student speaker. At the end we had a 
panel with them and other SINistas. We touched on the importance of 
remembering Malcolm X and of his teachings/speeches. Many of the 
students were of Latino and African-American background, so we also 
talked about the importance of black and brown unity. (I made many 
references to your class :) )
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One of the students said, “I have a lot of anger inside of me because I 
see all these injustices, but I’m going to transform my anger to a positive 
thing. I am going to go to college and nothing is going to stop me . . .” 
Hearing these students speak gave me more hope for the future. Today 
was a great day and I just wanted to share it with you.52

The ways that Camila interpreted her own life experiences, her activism, and 
her critical engagement in the classroom helped her to connect to her students’ 
educational needs and struggles. Black and Latino kids have become disposable 
fodder for today’s educational reform debates. Instead of trying to meet them 
where they are, and encouraging them to learn about each other’s histories, 
schools too often force these children to conform to high-stakes testing for-
mulas and “zero tolerance” discipline, which have led to the kind of negative 
educational outcomes exposed in this essay—not the least of which is a lack 
of self-knowledge.53 Camila reached these students. She gave them a new way 
to understand the past, and helped them find their own voices by presenting 
their histories together. She brought her experiences as an AB 540 student, her 
community-organizing knowledge, and what she learned in the university to an 
after-school enrichment program with middle school students in South Cen-
tral Los Angeles. Her theoretical and experiential knowledge about race and 
hierarchy in the Americas allowed her to make razor-sharp observations in the 
classroom:

I observed that the Latino students segregated themselves. The caste 
system rooted underneath their family trees strived to once again, di-
vide their color and to believe in borders. They regrouped themselves 
amongst the Latino population based on nationality and color. For ex-
ample, because of the strong tension between Mexican and Salvadorian 
gangs especially in Pico/Union, the students mirrored that and became 
that tension.

In this racialized context, African American as well as Afro-Latino students 
tried to assert their own identities:

Struggling to see beyond colonial mentality were the young Afro-Latinos. 
They jumped around just like their identity, trying to be one or the other. 
The language of the conquistador made them Latino, and their deep-
rooted skin with kinky hair made them “Black.” I also observed that 
the Afro-Latino students felt some shame or embarrassment for looking 
“Black.” I would hear other lighter-skin[ned] Latinos call them “negros, 
morenos, mayates,” all negative and racist words to describe “Black” or 
dark-skinned people. I would also catch them slurring “nigguh” at each 



140 | Paul Ortiz

Kalfou | VOLUME 3 | ISSUE 1 | SPRING 2016

other. While some of them just laughed it off, others would look down. 
As if staring deep into the Atlantic Ocean where their African souls and 
stories were dumped during the Middle Passage. Their eyes would reflect 
pain.54

Camila and her colleagues instituted a comparative ethnic studies style of 
education in order to deal with the divisions she found in the classroom. Draw-
ing on materials we used in the African American and Latina/o Histories class, 
she introduced a new comparative curriculum to her students:

One of the highlights of this curriculum was learning and talking about 
the slave trade. This opened up to discussions of migration, labor, racial 
mixing, and of resistance. The juice of the material came from two very 
good books, Latino USA: A Cartoon History, by Ilan Stavans, illustrated 
by Lalo Alcaraz; and Black History for Beginners, by Denise Dennis, 
illustrated by Susan Willmarth. I wanted to give them both the Latino 
and Black/African American perspective, so at the end we could link 
up the reading discussion and find common points in both histories. I 
really highlighted the similarities rather than the differences. About the 
unity, not the contradictions. 

We also talked about the terms mestizo/mestiza and Mestizaje (racial 
mixing during colonial Latino America). We used the book 500 Años del 
pueblo chicano / 500 Years of Chicano History: In Pictures, by Elizabeth 
Martinez, as our guide to facilitate the discussions of colonialism and 
its effects thereon. I tied these discussions to our present-day reality 
and how even though we may identify as being Black or Latino, we live 
in the same community like in South Central or have created our own 
communities like East LA. We mix in every detail, even mixing with 
the American culture and cities. We are constantly mixing, because of 
migration. Movement and migration are synonymous. We are in both. 
We migrate and we are the movement.55 

Equally important, Camila used a Freedom School style of pedagogy in her 
classroom; she expected her students to help guide seminar discussions and she 
respected their experiences: 

But I know that every human being has context, has stories, has life. 
I immediately threw away the mentality of having a hierarchy-based 
classroom. I was with them, in their world. My job is to learn from them. 
Their stories guided the way I taught. I became a student while they 
taught me about their experiences. I listened. With this simple act of 
listening, I could see that they felt valued.56
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Camila and her teaching peers introduced a kind of experience-based Libera-
tion Pedagogy into the educational lives of their students.57 They encouraged 
each student to tell stories about his or her own life, especially stories about 
migration and movement because these are themes that allow youths to make 
connections across islands of difference: 

After deep words were shared amongst the young eyes, I could feel the 
presence of change. The students who felt guilty, ashamed or embar-
rassed about their sun-kissed skin and roots that stretched across the 
oceans wiped out those feelings and finally felt like they were part of his-
tory. By knowing your history, you know yourself. But most importantly 
I saw the connections, and I saw borders disappear. They felt connected 
to each other, to the struggle, and to each other’s lives. 

I felt very blessed to be part of this transformation. I know I won’t 
be part of these students’ lives every day but my hope is that I planted 
a seed in each of them. There were many moments in my learning and 
teaching with these young warriors that inspired my visions to continue 
teaching for social justice and change.58

dangerous Knowledge: toward a conclusion

During the spring break of 2015, I took a group of students from the University 
of Florida’s Samuel Proctor Oral History Program (SPOHP)—which I direct—
to Tucson, Arizona, to document the battle to save Mexican American Studies 
(MAS) learning in a school district that had effectively banned it years earlier. 
Our fieldwork project was a collaborative effort between SPOHP and Prescott 
College, a small liberal arts college in Arizona whose motto is “For the Liberal 
Arts, the Environment and Social Justice.” Students from SPOHP’s Latina/o 
Diaspora in the Americas Project (LDAP) interviewed and talked with Tucson-
area high school students, teachers, and parents who mourned the banning 
of ethnic studies; however, local people also vowed to continue to teach the 
lessons of self-knowledge, historical inquiry, and mutual aid that made Mexi-
can American Studies such a successful program.59 The success of the Tucson 
MAS program in lowering high school dropout rates has been demonstrated 
in a major empirical study as well as in the testimonies of numerous alumni; 
however, the Arizona legislature banned the program because it supposedly 
encouraged hatred of whites and “advocated ethnic solidarity,” meaning that 
school success for Latina/o children must be subordinate to the feelings of 
white adults.60 Ironically, the abolition of Mexican American ethnic studies 
in Tucson has led to a national backlash. Increasing numbers of innovative 
schools and teachers across the country are now adopting ethnic studies ap-
proaches in their curriculums.61
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One of the many highlights of the Proctor Program’s fieldwork trip in 
Tucson was the participation of Jonathan Gomez, one of my former African 
American and Latina/o Histories students from Santa Cruz. Jonathan is now a 
doctoral candidate at the University of California, Santa Barbara, and has led 
successful poetry and social change workshops with youth in the Bay Area and 
other locations for several years. Jonathan joined us to take part in an evening 
public panel in Tucson titled “Documenting the Ethnic Studies Struggle through 
Oral History: A Conversation between Prescott College and the University of 
Florida,” which featured the extraordinary teacher Sean Arce, cofounder and 
director of the Tucson Mexican American Studies Program.62 

Jonathan Gomez’s inspiring ability to weave Chicano poetry and mural art 
in Los Angeles into a narrative of social change had a major impact on our Uni-
versity of Florida students, just as they in turn inspired Mexican American and 
working-class high school students in Tucson with their poise and humility. A 
few weeks after we returned to Gainesville, Florida, Jonathan sent our Latina/o 
Diaspora students a letter that paid homage to their commitment to ethnic stud-
ies and social justice: 

I am very happy to say that from the moment I walked into Prescott, I 
began to feel so empowered by all of your wonderful ideas, passion for 
social justice, and the corazon [heart] that drives you forward. As of late, 
I’ve been very moved by the book, Ella Baker and the Black Freedom 
Movement by Barbara Ransby. As I read of Baker’s life and commitment 
to community organizing I have come across lessons that remind me 
of the work that you do, and of the work that educators in the Mexican 
American Studies Program in Tucson spoke to in our conversations 
with them.63

In writing this letter, Jonathan Gomez echoed Earl Lovelace’s dictum that “we 
need to look at ourselves afresh.”64 Jonathan combined the personal with the 
intellectual in sharing with my students the excitement he felt to be able to work 
closely with local people, university students, high school children, and parents 
in the common pursuit of social justice through a comparative ethnic studies 
learning framework that joined together Ella Baker, Mexican American Stud-
ies, and the corazón we will need to endure the challenges ahead. It is these new 
ways of seeing the world that we must defend and expand—in higher education, 
in our nation’s barrios, and between cultures and communities in struggle. 
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