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A Note from the Editors 
 
The editors of Perspectives, Volume 47 bring you this issue during 
a global pandemic. Regular on-campus class sessions have ceased, 
public gatherings restricted, mandated social distancing and 
sheltering in place are concepts we are becoming familiar with. 
Travel by air has been reduced to a minimum to stop the global 
spread of coronavirus and COVID-19, the disease it causes. These 
drastic measures are creating new obstacles such as economic 
insecurity and a rapidly declining financial system placing 
enormous stress on our infrastructures. In these unprecedented 
times, historians are experiencing firsthand the unfolding of a very 
important historical event—one that will undoubtedly leave the 
world a different place. As our situation changes by the day, and 
sometimes even by the hour, we look back at the events depicted 
in the pages of this journal with a deeper sense of understanding. 
Specifically, the histories in this volume speak to U.S. foreign 
intervention, nationalism, and the complexities of gender, race, 
and class. Many elements of the events written about clearly 
reflect the unfolding of today’s pandemic. We are witnessing 
racism disguised as nationalism, a crisis at the forefront of 
presidential debates, and a sense of helplessness as we are swept 
along by momentous events. However, we are also heartened by 
the actions of communities coming together, even as they are 
physically separated, to ensure networks of support for the most 
vulnerable among us. It is our hope as historians that these 
narratives are not forgotten, and that they someday find their way 
into the pages of journals like this. 
 
We would like to thank our team of editors (those enrolled in 
HIST 4970), Cal State LA’s History Department for the 
opportunity to share our students’ research projects, and we 
especially thank Dr. Birte Pfleger for her guidance throughout the 
process of creating this volume.  
 
       @csula_perspectives_pat                    facebook.com/csula.perspectives 
 

     @cslaperspectives 
  



 

 

In This Issue 
 
Ariel Xochitl Hernandez examines the silences in sources rooted 
in colonialism by exploring historical depictions and memories of 
Malintzin, a Nahua woman who acted as translator for the Spanish 
conquistador Hernán Cortéz. Hernandez argues for a re-evaluation 
of Malintzin’s historical depiction as a traitorous collaborator to 
reconsider her as a victim of the Spanish Conquest, whose story 
helps frame the silencing of the complex choices Mesoamerican 
women made during the conquest in favor of a larger, more 
homogenous narrative.  
 
Jaimie Fauth explores Margaret Sanger and the birth control 
movement’s connections to anti-immigrant, anti-black, and anti-
poor actions and sentiments throughout the United States during 
the Progressive Era. Fauth argues that prejudiced Progressive 
reformers and eugenicists shaped Sanger’s ideas of class in the 
birth control movement. 
 
Christopher Empett interrogates expressions of gender by 
examining masculinity and the usage of language in the 1932 
presidential election. Comparing the campaigns of Herbert 
Hoover and Franklin Roosevelt, Empett argues that notions of 
manhood played heavily into Roosevelt’s self-expression as a 
“man-of-the-people,” ultimately leading him to presidential 
victory. 
 
Stone Peterson analyzes the U.S. intervention in Chile during the 
Cold War and argues that the United States contributed to creating 
economic crises, resulting in social discontent and the ultimate 
weakening of the presidency of Salvador Allende and promoted 
the dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet. Peterson concludes that U.S. 
intervention in Chile emerged during the Cold War in order to 
topple socialism and implement a neoliberal economic system that 
would be beneficial to U.S. markets.  
 



x 
 

 

Chiqutara Kendall scrutinizes the themes of race, respectability, 
and African American pop culture through the lens of 
“Blaxploitation” films of the 1970s. Kendall argues that these 
films unified mainstream civil rights movements with Black 
Power movements to resist narratives of victimization though 
emphasizing cross-cultural relatability of the characters and 
stories depicted in Blaxploitation films. Hollywood often created 
these films as a means to exploit the African American audience. 
Yet, the movement also represents a time when African 
Americans had more agency over their narratives in popular 
culture. 
 
Jerry Sisneros investigates the history of bilingual education in 
California by tracing its development from its roots in the Civil 
Rights Era to issues of implementation and opposition in the 
1980s and 1990s. Through court cases and legislation, Sisneros 
sees growing opposition to bilingual education with the rise of 
nativism and race politics, which are only recently being 
reconsidered. 
 
In addition to these great articles, this journal includes two special 
features. The first is based on interviews with Dr. Srole, the first 
woman hired in the History Department and explores the legacy 
of Women’s History Month at Cal State LA before COVID-19. 
The second is a resource for future teachers based on interviews 
with Cal State LA alumni teaching across Southern California and 
facing the challenges of distance learning. This issue concludes 
with book reviews written by or about women as well as a review 
of the 2019 feature film Harriet. 
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She Who Speaks: Malintzin and Indigenous Women 

During the Conquest of Mexico 

 

Ariel Xochitl Hernandez 

 

Amongst the metal of the Spanish armor and the strange deer they 
rode, stood a woman dressed in a huipil. She went by many names, 
doña Marina, Malinche, or Malintzin. All words went through her. 
When Moctezuma II, the tlatoani, spoke, so did she, transforming 
his words into the language of the strangers. When Cortez, the 
Spanish captain spoke, so did she, transforming his words into the 
ancient language of the empire. Many factors contributed to the 
Spanish conquest of Mexico including the alliances that were 
made with enemies of the Aztecs, Moctezuma II’s inclination 
towards superstition, and the indigenous interpreters that broke 
the language barriers for the conquistadors. 

 In Mexican history, Malintzin is a deeply maligned woman. 
She represents betrayal of one’s culture, a traitor who sides with 
colonizers and other outside forces; she is the root of the word 
malinchista for this reason. She 
is Mexico’s Eve, the one 
responsible for the entire 
downfall of Mexico. These views 
of her as a malicious and 
traitorous collaborator obscure a 
more complicated history of the 
conquest. Malintzin’s role as 
Cortez's translator overshadows 
the experiences of other 
indigenous women in narratives 
about the Spanish conquest of 
Mexico. However, when 
recentered as a victim and 
survivor of the conquest, 
Malintzin’s experiences and 
choices shed light on the methods 
of navigation, negotiation, and 
resistance indigenous women 

Fig. 44, from Chapter 16, Book 
XII of Florentine Codex.  
"Marina interprets for the 
Spanish when Moctezuma 
meets Cortez." 
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utilized to ensure the survival of their kin and culture during 
colonization. 

Malintzin was not Aztec or Mexica and her knowledge of 
various languages were acquired under traumatic circumstances. 
It is believed that she was born into a noble family of Nahua 
speakers near Coatzacoalcos in northern Veracruz. At an early 
age, after her father died and her mother remarried, Malintzin was 
sold into slavery and was purchased by a group of Chontal 
Mayans. Under them, she learned both the Chontal and Yucatec 
Mayan languages. When the Spanish arrived, she was one of 
twenty slave women that were given to Cortez, forcibly baptized, 
given new names, and then distributed amongst the other 
conquistadors. When Jeronimo de Aguilar, a Franciscan friar who 
knew Chontal Mayan, could not translate Nahuatl, Malintzin 
spoke up. 

The portrayal of Malintzin as a traitor emerged in Mexico's 
post-independence era and has persisted ever since. In the 
centuries after the creation of codices like the Florentine Codex 
and the Lienzo de Tlaxcala, there was hardly any mention of her, 
let alone accusations that she betrayed her people. However, after 
Mexican independence, any person that was closely associated 
with the Spanish was looked down upon and heavily scrutinized. 
As a result, Malintzin was thrust into the cultural and national 
imagination of Mexico. The first time she was depicted as a 
seductive traitor was in the anonymous 1826 novel Xicotencatl.1 
Independence from Spain, the publishing of this novel, and her 
proximity to Cortez proved to be a potent formula in which 
Malintzin was reexamined and reimagined as a light-skinned, 
seductive woman in Cortez’s armored arms. Racism, misogyny, 
and resentment for her role in the Spanish colonization of Mexico 
defined the creation of this new narrative. Centuries later during 
the 1970s, through the lens of the Chicanx/Mexican-American 
experience, the narrative of Malintzin was reexamined again, but 
within a more empathetic, feminist, and hybrid framework. As the 
world around her shifted and swirled with chaos and uncertainty, 
Malintzin took action to preserve her own sense of self -- actions 
informed by her own experience with violence and servitude. 

 
1 Camilla Townsend, Malintzin’s Choices: an Indian Woman in the Conquest of 

Mexico (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico), 2. 
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However, in Mexico, she continued to exist as a black bruise, a 
deep wound. In the 1980s, a statue of her, Cortez, and their son 
Martin was erected in Coyoacan, igniting protests from students. 
In their minds, she remained too close to the outsiders that 
dominated and colonized Mexico. In their minds, she was 
synonymous with betrayal.2 As long as Malintzin is viewed as a 
traitor, it becomes imperative to further deconstruct her presence 
in narratives of the conquest, to try to piece together her truth and 
the truth of other indigenous Mesoamerican women. 

Malintzin left behind nothing that contained her own 
authentic voice; no diaries, no memoirs, no letters, no 
autobiography. As a result, she entered historical narratives of the 
conquest as a mythologized version of herself. Her mythology is 
rooted in the ways the conquest was described by indigenous and 
Spanish scholars, thus it needs to be deconstructed. By the time 
Spanish chroniclers sat down to write the history of the conquest, 
their distance to the events of the conquest enabled them to write 
a version of Malintzin to fit their agendas.3 In many ways, 
Malintzin's personality, her motives, her actions could be 
interpreted as projections of whoever is writing her. Alva 
Ixtlilxochitl’s portrayal of Malintzin in his chronicle of Tetzcoco 
during the conquest might have been influenced by anonymous 
Nahuatl sources. Malintzin was too closely related to the Tlaxcala 
and the events that brought about the fall of Tenochtitlan and his 
Tetzcoco ancestors, thus coloring her in an unfavorable light in 
Ixtlilxochitl's eyes.4 The ways in which the events of the conquest 
were described by various people not only contributed to the 
events’ staying power, but also shaped the legacy of Malintzin. 
Deconstructing this mythology not only addresses how narratives 
continue to echo into the present day, but also the issues that 
continue to deeply define the experience of people marginalized 

 
2 Townsend, Malintzin’s Choices, 3, 4. 
3 Townsend, Malintzin’s Choices, 6. 
4 Susan Kellogg, "Alva Ixtlilxochitl’s Marina and Other Women of Conquest," 
in Fernando de Alva Ixtlilxochitl and His Legacy, ed. Galen Brokaw and 
Jongsoo Lee (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2016), 218. 
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by colonization. The history of colonization deeply impacts issues 
of migration, diaspora, and violence.5  

It is also important to understand the role gender played in 
constructing Malintzin’s presence in narratives about the 
conquest. Just as it is equally important to acknowledge the 
methods indigenous women utilized in resisting subjugation and 
creating records of themselves in colonial archives. Within 
narratives about the colonial project in the Americas, indigenous 
women are rarely, if ever, mentioned.6 In highlighting the lack of 
Mesoamerican women in the historical narrative of colonization, 
recentering the historical lens on the cosmological center of the 
Nahua-speaking world, the home, becomes imperative. This 
recentering enables a deeper understanding of Nahua gender 
relations, how devastating the Spanish invasion was, and how 
indigenous women navigated that chaos. The Spanish colonial 
system sought to reshape their entire world, uprooting ancient 
concepts of gender, sexuality, and cosmic order. As a result, it 
affected the ways they entered narratives and the colonial 
archives. The nuances of feminine sacred power and even their 
names became buried under hundreds of years of colonialism, like 
layers of sedimentary rock. This process began with the conquest, 
these new concepts of race, gender, and citizenship were 
introduced to Mesoamerica the moment the Spanish arrived.  

Book XII of the Florentine Codex contains a subversive 
narrative that directly accuses the Spanish of committing acts of 
violence against the Mexica. As a result, Malintzin's role as 
Cortez's translator can be inferred as a consequence of conquest. 
Compiled by Friar Bernardino de Sahagun in collaboration with 
indigenous scholars, the Florentine Codex is an ethnographic 
study of the Mexica people. The writing for Book XII began in 
1555, thirty-four years after the end of the war. Thus, the 
indigenous scholars that collaborated with Sahagun either 
remembered the conquest or knew someone who witnessed it. The 

 
5 Karin Velez, The Miraculous Flying House of Loreto: Spreading Catholicism 

in the Early Modern World (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 
2019), 22. 
6 Lisa Sousa, The Woman Who Turned Into a Jaguar and Other Narratives of 

Native Women in Archives of Colonial Mexico (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press: 2017), 4. 
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closeness of the Florentine Codex to the events of the conquest 
contribute to its uniqueness as a historical document that 
contradicts the imperial, triumphant, Christian narrative.  

In their description of the Toxcatl Massacre, Nahua artists and 
authors implicate the Spaniards as the main perpetrators of the 
violence.7 This narrative was a departure from other chronicles of 
the conquest, such as the ones by Cortez’s personal chaplain and 
friar Diego Duran, that sought to support the conquest as a ‘just 
war’ and exonerate Cortez from greed and murder.8 The violence 
in Book XII speaks to the concept of mutilated historicity. In the 
archive, marginalized women are often presented in violent 
conditions, their bodies appear disfigured, violated, and in 
unimaginable pain.9 When indigenous Mesoamerican women 
entered the archive 
through narratives that 
chronicled the Spanish 
invasion, their bodies 
became inscribed with the 
violence that came with 
colonization. The image 
of the lone healer crying 
out for help, surrounded 
and overwhelmed by the 
bodies of smallpox 
victims illustrates the 
horrors that indigenous women endured and witnessed.10 

Malintzin is not a major presence in the text of Book XII; she 
is mentioned in Chapters Nine, Eighteen, Twenty-Five, and Forty-
One. However, her sparse presence does not make her an 
unimportant person. When she first appears in Chapter Nine, she 

 
7 Kevin Terraciano, “Nahua Memories of the War in Mexico Tenochtitlan and 
Tlatelolco,” (presentation, Getty Center, Los Angeles, CA, October 4, 2019). 
8 Terraciano, “Nahua Memories.” 
9 Marisa J Fuentes, Dispossessed Lives: Enslaved Women, Violence, and the 

Archive (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016), 16. 
10 Bernardino Sahagun, Florentine Codex: General History of the Things of 

New Spain, Book XII - The Conquest, trans. Arthur J. O. Anderson and Charles 
E. Dibble (Santa Fe: Monographs of the School of American Research, 1955), 
figure 114, unmarked page, Chapter 29. 
 

Fig. 114, from Chapter 29, Book XII of 
Florentine Codex. "Smallpox plague." 
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is described as: “A woman of our people … Her name [was] 
Marina; Tetipac [was] her home. There at the coast they had first 
come upon and taken her.” The language used describes her as a 
victim of the conquest as she was taken by the Spanish. Here, one 
of “our people” could be the authors acknowledging that she was 
not Spanish, thus grouping her with other indigenous women who 
were affected by the conquest. The footnote in regard to her place 
of origin reveal additional information. She came from a town 
called Painalla, “a town now disappeared.”11 Book XII does not 
contain a true biography of Malintzin’s life prior to the arrival of 
the Spanish. The indigenous politics it does chronicle mostly 
pertain to the intrigue surrounding the omens, the Mexica allies 
and enemies that encountered the Spanish, and discussions 
between Moctezuma and other nobles. Malintzin’s life has been 
scattered throughout time, leaving historians to find the pieces and 
put them together like a great, yet tragic puzzle.  

Within the text of Book XII, Malintzin occupies different 
roles, depending on the circumstances. At times she is an 
interpreter, relaying Cortez’s words to the Mexica. In the text, 
Malintzin often begins her sentences with “My master saith” or 
“the Captain,” as seen in Chapter Twenty-Five: “My master, the 
Captain, saith: ‘Whence have they come? Where [is] their 
home?’”12 At times, she is a negotiator, the text giving her 
centrality and authority as an interpreter when speaking to the 
Mexica nobles and messengers. A remarkable moment in Chapter 
Eighteen demonstrates this:  

 
“And when this had been done, when all the gold 
had been gathered, then Marina summoned, and 
ordered called, all the noble-men. She got upon 
the roof-top, on a parapet. She said: ‘O Mexicans, 
come hither! The Spaniards have suffered great 
fatigue. Bring here food, fresh water, and all 
which is needed. For they are already tired and 
exhausted; they are in need; they are spent and in 

 
11 Sahagun, Florentine Codex, 25. 
12 Sahagun, Florentine Codex, 69. 
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want. Why do you not wish to come? It appeareth 
that you are angered.’”13  

 
Malintzin was not merely an interpreter, she was also a mediator, 
someone who had to quickly read a tense situation and act. Other 
indigenous women played important roles in Book XII, as agents 
of resistance against the Spanish. Indeed, while violence was 
inflicted upon women during the conquest, they were not passive 
actors. The warning call from the 
Mexica woman about the 
Spaniards’ attempted escape on 
Noche Triste demonstrates a 
powerful moment of agency and 
resistance.14 It disrupts the notion 
of the passive indigenous woman, 
for she acted with autonomy and 
showed no fear in exposing the 
fleeing Spanish soldiers.15 These 
moments demonstrate the ways in 
which indigenous women, not just 
Malintzin, had to navigate the 
events of the conquest. 

While she is a minor presence in the text, Malintzin’s 
depiction in the painted images of Book XII dress her in agency 
and authority. The image preceding the text depicts the arrival of 
the Spanish and the various things they brought with them: strange 
new animals, enormous ships, and soldiers. On the right side, she 
is seen speaking to an indigenous person while Cortez remains 
seated, writing.16 Malintzin is seen in many of the images 
speaking, as identified by her position next to Cortez and the 
speech scrolls emerging from her mouth. Additionally, her role as 
interpreter gives her centrality in the composition of these images 

 
13 Sahagun, Florentine Codex, 47. 
14 Translated as “the Night of Sorrows,” or “the Sad Night,” Noche Triste was 
the night in 1521 were the Aztecs pushed the Cortez and the Spaniards out of 
Tenochtitlan, their capital. 
15 Citlali Anahuac, “See What the Cithuatl Saw: How Sixteenth Century Nahua 
Women Shaped and Monopolized Sacred Power,” (Master’s thesis, California 
State University, Los Angeles, 2019), 43. 
16 Sahagun, Florentine Codex, figure 1, unmarked page, preceding text. 

Fig. 51, from Chapter 18, 
Book XII of Florentine Codex.  
"Marina addresses Mexican 
noblemen." 
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and the authors have given her authoritative hand gestures. The 
image in Chapter Sixteen demonstrates this centrality with her in 
the middle of the image, right in between Cortez and 
Moctezuma.17 It is clear from 
these images that Malintzin 
played an important role in these 
negotiations, so much so that it 
remained in the memory of the 
authors of the Book XII. Indeed, 
the Florentine Codex often 
portrays her in conversation with 
indigenous noblemen, either 
beside Cortez or from rooftops.18 
An image in Chapter Eighteen 
portrays her speaking from a 
rooftop next to Cortez, a flurry of 
speech scrolls from her mouth 
towards Mexica noblemen.19 Yet there are also speech scrolls 
coming out of the nobleman’s mouth, the two of them clearly in 
conversation as Cortez looks on. These images demonstrate the 
ways in which Malintzin navigated these spaces of negotiation. 

The Lienzo de Tlaxcala gives Malintzin more importance in 
their narrative than Book XII of the Florentine Codex. Where 
Book XII was authored by indigenous Mexica scholars as a text 
that documented the events of the conquest, the Lienzo de 

Tlaxcala was authored for the Spanish crown in the late sixteenth 
century, under the supervision of Diego Muñoz Camargo, who 
was a mestizo interpreter. The imagery of the emblem of the 
Spanish crown sitting above the sacred mountain was an 
acknowledgment of Spanish authority and enabled Tlaxcala to 
establish itself as New Spain's cosmic center of Christianity.20 The 
Tlaxcalas adhered to their own narrative traditions when they 

 
17 Sahagun, Florentine Codex, figure 44, unmarked page, Chapter 9. 
18 Townsend, Malintzin’s Choices, 123. 
19 Sahagun, Florentine Codex, figure 51, unmarked page, Chapter 18. 
20 Federico Navarrete Linares, “The Tlaxcalan Conquest,” (Presentation, Getty 
Center, Los Angeles, CA, October 4, 2019). 
 

Fig 1., preceding text, Book 
XII of Florentine Codex. 
"Landing of the Spanish." 
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submitted the Lienzo, a complex work of art that was neither a 
written document in Spanish or Nahuatl.21  

The authors of the Lienzo gave authority to Malintzin as she 
appears in the center of multiple panels. Plate Nine features the 
most striking image where she is seen with an authoritative 
gesture amongst the violence during the massacre at Cholula. The 
events depicted in the Lienzo are given more depth when 
compared to a letter Cortez wrote detailing how a Cholulateca 
tried to warn Malintzin of their ambush against the Spanish. 
Despite the two women acting against one another with Malintzin 
refusing the Cholulateca’s invitation and alerting Cortez to the 
ambush, this event demonstrates that these two indigenous women 
acted with autonomy. They independently analyzed their situation 
and took the best course of action they saw for themselves and 
their survival.22 In other panels, her centrality in the composition 
places her at the main point of contact between Tlaxcalans and the 
Spanish, giving great importance to her role as translator.23 In 
Plate Eight, she is standing beside Cortez as they witness the 
conversion of Tlaxcalans 
to Christianity.24 This 
proximity not only to 
Cortez but to Tlaxcalan 
leadership illustrates her 
importance to the 
Tlaxcalan victory over the 
Mexica since she helped 
facilitate that relationship. 
Malintzin’s centrality in 
the narratives plates her a 
position of agency, a creator of words, relationships, and even 
leadership. Her depiction in the Lienzo de Tlaxcala reflects the 
duality of her position and the various ways in which people 
viewed. 

 
21 Navarette, “The Tlaxcalan Conquest.” 
22 Anahuac, “See What the Cithuatl Saw,” 51. 
23 Lienzo de Tlaxcala, Plate 9, 1892, Fray Angelico Chávez History Library, 
University of New Mexico Digital Collections, Accessed November 19, 2019, 
https://nmdigital.unm.edu/digital/collection/achl/id/1527. 
24 Lienzo de Tlaxcala, Plate 8. 

Lienzo de Tlaxcala, plate 9. 
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In many ways, the true Malintzin occupies the space between 
Book XII and the Lienzo de Tlaxcala. One acknowledges her as a 
victim that had some agency, but not enough to truly incriminate 
her as a traitor. The other acknowledges her as an active agent that 
facilitated important relationships between the Spanish and 
Tlaxcalans, thus becoming an instrumental element in defeating 
the Mexica. The truth is a complicated one, for Malintzin occupied 
many roles throughout the events of the conquest: victim, agent, 
and survivor. As a translator, Malintzin occupied a unique space, 
one that enabled her to exercise control over how words were 
understood by both parties, the Spanish and the Mexica. Yet, she 
also had to choose her words carefully, to ensure her own survival. 
Historical actors often embody the role of narrator and operate 
within specific historical contexts.25 As the story of the conquest 
was repeated, the drama of its main characters overshadows the 
indigenous politics, pre-
contact realities, the 
immense loss of human 
life, and the destruction of 
the environment. As a 
result, historical silences 
are produced. No single 
event enters the historical 
record with all of its parts 
and perspectives intact. 
Silences are built into the 
production of history.26 In the case of the conquest, many silences 
were created; the most comprehensive sources that exist of the 
event were created decades afterwards and in the midst of a 
colonization project. Thus, the complex choices indigenous 
Mesoamerican women made during the events of the conquest 
became flattened in favor of a much larger narrative. More 
importantly, the nuances of indigenous visual and textual 
metaphors and cosmology were silenced by colonial institutions 
that played an instrumental role in constructing these narratives.  

 
25 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of 

History (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995), 22. 
26 Trouillot, Silencing the Past, 49. 

Lienzo de Tlaxcala, plate 8. 
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In the generations after the conquest, indigenous women had 
to navigate and negotiate with the colonial system and the 
cosmology of their colonizers. Their interactions with the colonial 
system enabled them to create records of themselves in which they 
asserted their gender and citizenship as colonial subjects. Under 
the pressure of the colonial system, the maintenance of indigenous 
culture depended on the survival of fundamental aspects of 
Mesoamerican social organization. In these spaces, indigenous 
concepts of gender clashed with the patriarchal Spanish society 
that operated on a distinct gender binary, especially within the 
realm of marriage. Franciscan friars engaged in a 'spiritual 
conquest' that utilized methods of violence and coercion to 
enforce Christian marriages, attacking indigenous concepts of 
sexuality and gender. However, many of these negotiations 
happened under circumstances of trauma, such as sexual assault. 
Many cases in the colonial record contain violence against 
indigenous women in highland Mexico.27 At the same time, 
women in the Spanish Empire continued to use the law as a realm 
in which gender was shaped and contested well into the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, practicing the spirit of Enlightenment 
more than their European counterparts. As civil legal subjects 
under colonial law, female litigants brought forth formal suits that 
focused on their independence and material lives.28 In many ways, 
indigenous women in Mesoamerica established a precedent in 
which the law and colonial court system could be engaged as a 
realm of negotiation and historical record keeping. Women used 
the court system as a way to enter the legal archive and leave 
behind a record of their negotiations, lives, and ideas about gender 
and citizenship.29  

Not all indigenous Mesoamerican women experienced the 
conquest the same way, nor did they engage in uniform methods 
of resistance. In the Yucatan, Maya women engaged in both 
violent and nonviolent acts of insubordination, contesting Spanish 
concepts of race and gender. Like their Nahua counterparts, the 

 
27 Sousa, The Woman Who Turned Into a Jaguar, 13, 59, 14. 
28 Bianca Premo, The Enlightenment on Trial: Ordinary Litigants and 

Colonialism in the Spanish Empire (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2017), 122. 
29 Premo, The Enlightenment on Trial, 95. 
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actions of Maya women disrupt narratives of indigenous women 
as passive victims of colonization; they were prominent actors in 
the disputes over relationships and gender under the new colonial 
system. At the same time, Maya women became subjected to 
historical anonymity in both Spanish and indigenous sources 
during the conquest and afterwards when the colonization project 
was just beginning. While ethnocentric dismissal by Spaniards 
resulted in depersonalization of Maya women, they remained 
anonymous even in regions populated mostly by indigenous 
people. In their anonymity, Maya women became sites of disputes 
over race and land. While they themselves did not file suits or 
approach the courts independently, they became the subjects of 
these disputes, placing them at the center of these arguments that 
were central to the colonial nation building project. By the late 
colonial period, Maya women shifted from being anonymous 
victims to being cited by name in abuse cases.30 The court and the 
law continued to be spaces in which Maya women could exercise 
resistance and contest their subordination in the eyes of the 
Spanish. 

Indigenous people were at the center of discourses about race 
and national identity. In other colonizing projects, such as the 
Portuguese in Brazil, the attempts to integrate indigenous 
populations resulted in the violent exploitation of their labor and 
bodies. Slavery was viewed as the only acceptable way to 
integrate the indigenous Brazilian population into the new 
colonial Portuguese society.31 In post-colonial Brazil, discourses 
of mestizaje, indigenismo, and miscegenation reveal that their 
primary goal was not the inclusion, rather it was racial exclusion 
of living indigenous Brazilians, thus perpetuating the myth of the 
“disappeared Indian.”32 To the colonial state, indigenous people 

 
30 Mathew Restall, “‘He Wished it in Vain’: Subordination and Resistance 
Among Maya Women in Post-Conquest Yucatan,” Ethnohistory 42, no. 4 
(1995), 580, 579, 585. 
31 John M. Monteiro, Blacks of the Land: Indian Slavery, Settler Society, and 

the Portuguese Colonial Enterprise in South America, edited and translated by 
James Woodward and Barbara Weinstein (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2018), 39. 
32 Yuko Miki, Frontiers of Citizenship: A Black and Indigenous History of 

Postcolonial Brazil (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 103. 
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posed a direct problem, obstructing their ability to fully claim 
ownership of history and land. In post-colonial Mexico and Brazil, 
the elite and ruling classes readily claimed neo-indigenous 
genealogy as they crafted a new national identity and endorsed the 
mestizoization the indigenous population.33 Within the mestizaje 
project, the indigenous person was a means to an end whose fate 
was to be molded into a model citizen. These ideologies were 
predicated on the erasure of indigenous people. Malintzin was no 
exception. Her proximity to Cortez contributed to her 
whitewashing and her inevitable portrayal as a traitor. 

By recentering Malintzin as a victim and complex actor 
during the conquest of Mexico, a more nuanced portrait of 
indigenous women emerges. From the very beginning of the 
conquest, indigenous Mesoamerican women had to quickly 
navigate a new cosmology and create spaces in which they could 
negotiate and resist. These women, Malintzin included, exist in 
between the spaces of the narratives constructed by sources like 
the Florentine Codex and the Lienzo de Tlaxcala. Recovering their 
voices, their names, and their motivations requires reading against 
the historical grain and looking at the ways other indigenous 
people navigated colonization. Time has buried these legacies and 
some women like Malintzin have been subjected to reimaginings 
and mythologies that place the blame of colonization on them. It 
is imperative that historians and scholars continue to deconstruct 
these harmful narratives and acknowledge the difficult decisions 
many indigenous women made to ensure the survival of 
themselves, their families, and their culture.  
 

 
33 Miki, Frontiers of Citizenship, 121. 





 

 

Solutions to the Poor: Margaret Sanger’s Birth Control 

Crusade During the Progressive Era 

 

Jaimie Fauth 

The birth control movement of the Progressive Era inspired anti-
immigrant, anti-black, and anti-poor actions and sentiments 
throughout the United States. Margaret Sanger, the crusading 
pioneer behind the dissemination of birth control information, 
took the reins of this movement aspiring to uplift the nation’s 
profile. Her utopian vision of American civility was significantly 
grounded in the hegemony of white middle-class values as well as 
limiting lower-class reproduction. Much of the historiography on 
Sanger’s birth control movement ignores or apologizes for her 
uncharitable interpretation of how to help America’s poor. “Birth 
control,” a term coined in 1914 by Sanger, provided access to 
some socioeconomic uplift via Sanger’s tireless efforts to 
distribute contraception and family planning education. However, 
when combined with the pseudoscience movement of eugenics, 
the advocacy of “breeding out” undesirable human traits—
poverty and non-whiteness—for the betterment of society, 
Sanger’s work spread classist, racist, and xenophobic notions that 
still linger today. Drawing from primary sources written by 
Sanger herself, the fin de siècle eugenicists, and the small social 
movements she inspired around the country, this paper discusses 
how prejudices against poor Americans became the main driver 
of Sanger’s birth control movement. 

The Second Industrial Revolution of the late nineteenth 
century drew migrants from rural areas, leaving their agrarian 
ways behind, to centers of industrialization in America. Between 
1870 and 1914, millions of immigrants, mostly from southern and 
eastern Europe, came to America through Ellis Island in search of 
income and political stability. Immigrants succeeded in finding 
employment—mostly low wage labor—and created multicultural 
spheres in cities throughout the U.S. However, they were also met 
with prejudice regarding their religions, languages, cuisines, and 
traditional beliefs of family planning. This last cultural sphere, in 
particular, came under the scrutiny of Progressive Era birth 
control proponents. 
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Progressive Era activists endorsed “America-improving” 
ideologies that promoted a disparaging, one-dimensional profile 
of the working class; Margaret Sanger was chief among fervent 
believers. The innate bigotry of Sanger’s message, which she was 
extremely successful in spreading, appears in the era’s written 
literature, immigration policy, labor reform, health, science, 
women’s and mother’s culture, and governmental actions. 
Undeniably, social and medical advances in birth control would 
improve the lives of many socioeconomically oppressed people. 
Through the distribution of birth control information and 
materials, disenfranchised families and communities received the 
means to control the economic demands of their lives. 

Nevertheless, many middle-class Americans began to believe 
that sexual reproduction of immigrants, minorities, and poor 
whites was detrimental to the strength of the U.S. The social 
movement started by Margaret Sanger to uplift the American 
population as a whole was reappropriated by a segment of activists 
with white supremacy beliefs. Prejudiced reformers were drawn 
to Sanger’s mission because they were interested in population 
control. The population they wanted to control, or rather limit, was 
the poor, non-white people of America. 

Historians who have written about Sanger justly hail her as a 
birth control pioneer, however, the prejudiced elements of her 
efforts are addressed ruefully and direct lines of influence between 
her mission and white supremacy movements of the time are never 
drawn. Sanger is often praised as an emancipator and credited for 
her earliest efforts with bringing both “the pill” as well as 1965’s 
Griswold v. Connecticut Supreme Court ruling to fruition.1 Her 
unshakable belief in her mission is demonstrated via tales of 
numerous run-ins with the law and her hunger strikes in jails. Yet, 
one historian highlight Sanger’s role in the promotion of 
problematic class attitudes of the times as she describes Sanger as, 
“never herself a racist, but she lived in a profoundly bigoted 
society, and her failure to repudiate prejudice—especially when it 
was manifest among proponents of her cause—has haunted her 
ever since.”2 Equal scrutiny should be given to the harmful effects 

 
1 Ellen Chesler, Woman of Valor: Margaret Sanger and the Birth Control 

Movement in America (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1992), 11. 
2 Chesler, Woman of Valor, 15. 
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of Sanger’s embrace of eugenics and perhaps less to the damage 
done to her reputation. 

In addition to Sanger’s background accounting for her ideas 
of race and class, historians downplay her embrace of the theory 
of eugenics. Eugenics theorizes that society would benefit if only 
those with the most desirable traits were encouraged to reproduce 
and those with dysgenic traits should not. One critic correctly 
surmised that Sanger’s main intention was for reproductive 
autonomy, but her adoption of eugenics offered respectability for 
a cause that would have otherwise seemed shameful.3 While it 
may be the responsibility of historians to frame events through the 
appropriate historical lens, Sanger’s eugenics stance is sometimes 
treated as an aside. Her support for population control and 
sterilization cannot be dismissed. In order to understand how 
Sanger’s actions and words inspired bigoted activist movements 
in her wake, a direct quote regarding sterilization provides a clear 
example. In a letter written to Katherine McCormick, a wealthy 
patron of the birth control movement, Sanger calls sterilization a 
“simple, cheap, safe contraceptive to be used in poverty-stricken 
slums, jungles, and among the most ignorant people…I believe 
that now, immediately there should be national sterilization for 
certain dysgenic types of our population who are being 
encouraged to breed and would die out were the government not 
feeding them.”4 

The problem with a concept like dysgenics being wielded by 
those without a scientific understanding, yet armed with a cultural 
agenda, is that the desirability of traits is left to interpretation. 
While Sanger suggested sterilization as a means of preventing 
hunger and poverty, she also recommended it to prevent the births 
of humans with disabilities as well.5 

None of this is to raise any suspicion regarding Sanger’s 
crusade to relieve America’s downtrodden communities of the 
economic weight of raising children they could not afford. The 
introduction of solid birth control advice and materials improved 

 
3 Michelle Goldberg, “Awakenings: on Margaret Sanger,” The Nation, 
February 27, 2012, https://www.thenation.com/article/awakenings-margaret-
sanger/. 
4 Goldberg, “Awakenings: on Margaret Sanger.” 
5 Goldberg, “Awakenings: on Margaret Sanger.” 
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the lives of people who wanted to better plan their families. If 
Sanger’s legacy has undeniably problematic spots today, it is 
because of eugenics; if it gave her cause scientific legitimacy, her 
embrace of eugenics gave it an air of nobility, perhaps even 
bravery in the face of resistance. Sanger was passionate about 
birth control development causing her to work with intolerant 
people and she began to hold their same beliefs.6 In a time when 
Sanger’s connection to eugenics and her founding of Planned 
Parenthood can be twisted by anti-abortion activists into a false 
plan to exterminate non-white populations, it is vital to understand 
the true lengths of her involvement in xenophobic or racist 
practices. However, this does not mean historians should 
exclusively champion her contributions while brushing over the 
reverberations of her moral failures. 

In Margaret Sanger’s autobiography published in 1931, she 
recounts “associate[ing] poverty, toil, unemployment, 
drunkenness, cruelty, quarreling, fighting, debts, jails with large 
families.”7 The book served to illustrate how Sanger was 
motivated by a lifetime of bearing witness to the nightmarish 
hardships endured by women who gave birth to too many children. 
Immediately after the aforementioned text follows a passage 
allowing readers to explore through Sanger’s critical lens: 
socioeconomics. She observed the wealthy “own[ing] their 
homes, had few children, dressed them well, and kept their houses 
and their yards clean and tidy” Sanger’s tone towards wealthy 
mothers conjure comfort, happiness and leisure especially as she 
describes them as “young looking [..] with pretty, clean dresses, 
and they smelled of perfume.”8 

Ignoring the likelihood that these “young looking” mothers 
had full-time assistance in keeping their homes clean and hired 
child-supervision while they played tennis with their husband, 
Sanger is not championing good parenting in this recollection. She 
dreamily celebrated leisure time. This is not accidental on her part, 
however. Sanger, like most Progressive Era activists, viewed 
leisure as an intrinsic part of high-quality American life—the 

 
6 Goldberg, “Awakenings: on Margaret Sanger.” 
7 Margaret Sanger, My Fight for Birth Control (New York: Ferrar & Reinhart, 
Inc., 1931), 5. 
8 Sanger, My Fight for Birth Control, 5. 
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natural reward for the well-paid hard work done by the husband, 
father, and provider. The birth control crusade proudly bore its 
righteousness under the Progressive banner of creating the ideal 
American citizenry. 

In a front page story in The Day Book, a Chicago newspaper 
published without advertisements in an attempt to keep its writers 
unmoved by the persuasion of wealthy advertisers, Sanger 
revealed her impression of inner-city immigrants who she 
presumed did not keep their houses tidy, much less play croquet 
in the evening. Sanger portrays immigrants in “the stockyards 
district, or any other swarming working-class district, babies come 
and these babies are not welcome.”9 In this comparison, Sanger 
described immigrant neighborhoods as “swarming” to frame her 
argument as one based on the inequality of education provided to 
working-class mothers. Inherently, there is a disdain for and 
willful overlooking of cultural differences. The article supports 
Sanger’s stance on working-class women having the same rights 
to education about reproduction as upper-class women do.10 Part 
of the problem for working-class mothers may have been the lack 
of access to information about effective birth control, but I would 
argue a bigger obstacle for these women was a lack of access to 
income. 

As a great influx of immigrants moved to America, a form of 
pseudo-science also become popular among the elite and middle-
class who wished to see society shaped in their own image. The 
privileged classes viewed communities of Anglo-Saxon origin 
and Protestant faith as having the most appealing qualities when 
it came to the building of a nation. The work ethic and limited 
childbearing practices seen in the successful industrialized nations 
of northern and western Europe stood as ideal for many 
Progressives. In Europe, Sir Francis Galton, a British 
anthropologist and half-cousin of Charles Darwin, created the 
theory of eugenics in 1883. Galton posited that the human 
population of any country could be improved through the 
controlled designation of who should be allowed to reproduce. 
Humans possessing genetic traits deemed desirable were 
encouraged to have offspring and those people in possession of 

 
9 Sanger, My Fight for Birth Control, 5. 
10 Sanger, My Fight for Birth Control, 2. 
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“inferior” genetic traits should be discouraged to reproduce. 
Galton wrote in 1869, “the best form of civilization in respect to 
the improvement of the race would be one in which society was 
not costly.”11 Here, Galton explains how the most effective and 
ideal society would operate—one where no one has to pay for 
anyone else’s participation in that society. Here, Progressive 
attitudes about population and society are connected. Birth control 
activists fought to dispense family-limiting information in order 
to save the wealthy from feeling compelled to contribute to their 
welfare of the poor. 

Some figures in the medical and psychological communities 
moved to capitalize on the trend of eugenics that intrigued 
members of the upper and middle classes. Eden Paul, a British 
socialist physician (not coincidentally, the son of a woman who 
had 11 sisters), wrote at great length connecting wage earnings 
and society. He also examined the physical and mental dangers of 
overpopulation due to poor family planning. Writing about the 
“darkest side” of married life, Paul grimly explained how 
marrying too young and having too many children will drive 
husbands astray in search of deviant distractions. Paul argued 
early marriages caused many men to seek out the services of 
prostitutes and “the result is a terrible prevalence of venereal 
disease.”12 The threat of dead-end marriages resulted in acts of 
infidelity, Paul theorized, with the children of these marriages 
suffering from the effects of being born with the acquired sexually 
transmitted diseases. The philandering of unhappy husbands 
resulted in young mothers “who for seven or eight years have 
undergone the misery of having diseased children, most of which 
have died under their eyes or have struggled on ricketty [sic] and 
deformed, half-blinded from gonorrheal infection, or mentally 
defective from syphilis.”13 

The works of Eden Paul and his wife, Cedar, contain clear 
examples of how the language used by some Progressive birth 
control proponents suggested classist, xenophobic, or racist 
attitudes. Since Progressive birth control reformers used 

 
11 Sir Francis Galton, Hereditary Genius (London: Macmillan, 1869), 29. 
12 Eden Paul, “Birth Control and Wage-Earners,” Population and Birth 

Control: a Symposium (New York: Critic and Guide, 1917), 88-89. 
13 Paul, “Birth Control and Wage-Earners,” 88-89. 
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depressing imagery in their writing and portrayed the entirety of 
the working class as living in filth and misery, it is not surprising 
they used descriptive wording synonymous with urban decay. 
Like Sanger’s use of “swarming,” the Pauls wrote as though they 
were describing a pest infestation. Children are found in “teeming 
hordes” and “herded together like beasts.”14 In an attempt to 
examine a real problem—the poor living standards and health 
risks of those living in urban slums—the Pauls use vocabulary not 
typically employed when referring to human beings. Ultimately, 
this inferior positioning makes it easier for the privileged castes to 
view the deprived as merely uncouth, uniformly unfit, and not a 
people struggling to get ahead without much in the way of 
resources. 

Tapping into Progressive beliefs that were in line with the 
abolition movement of the nineteenth century, Sanger often 
referred to impoverished children as “slaves,” suggesting their 
inevitable destiny would amount to exploitation by the labor 
market. She described unplanned children as “bodies” that would 
“fill the hospitals and jails, factories and mills, insane asylums and 
premature graves.”15 Some Progressive reformers seized upon the 
final destination in Sanger’s quote as justification for another one 
of their pet causes—the anti-war movement. Progressive 
reformers disagreed on war wherein those in favor of World War 
I optimistically argued that it would perhaps end all wars forever 
and bring peace on earth. In order to gain the support of 
Progressives, Woodrow Wilson framed the war as one to defend 
democracy beyond America’s borders—the ultimate Progressive 
reform on a global level.  

On the other hand, those activists who prized birth control 
over the protection of democracy abroad adhered to their vision of 
population limitation. They believed that during wartime when 
many of the nation’s strongest members are sent off to war, “then 
it listens (to birth control advocates) with but ill-concealed or open 
and angry impatience to the suggestion of limiting the number of 

 
14 Paul, “Birth Control and Wage-Earners,” 88-89. 
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offspring, of controlling the production of future war material.”16 
Anti-war Birth control proponents who were also anti-war could 
then draw the conclusion “… reckless breeding with its resulting 
overpopulation and economic and moral misery is one of the 
causes of war, (we) must not halt in our propaganda; on the 
contrary, we must, if possible, intensify it.”17 Birth control 
advocates who opposed WWI aimed to link the cause of war with 
unregulated reproduction, in the hopes of drawing more support 
to their cause.  

Intensifying the stories of working-class mothers and their 
“moral misery” was one of the most effective tools at birth 
control’s disposal. Much of Sanger’s written work includes 
detailed stories of the hardships endured by ill-suited parents. 
Alternately, Sanger also harnessed the power of printed media to 
recount her commitment to the distribution of birth control 
information to the poor. Sanger traveled to the socioeconomically 
efficient countries of Europe’s northern and western regions, in 
search of solutions to unwanted pregnancies among America’s 
working class. Seeking examples of successful birth control 
policies in England, Scotland, Belgium, and Germany, Sanger 
reported that limited-offspring families in middle-class 
neighborhoods displayed the qualities of the ideal Progressive 
family life and observes, “for so many rooms, so much light, so 
many people to a square foot, no overcrowding allowed.”18 While 
she highlights their comfortable middle-class lifestyle, Sanger 
also fails to address these comforts as the result of an industry that 
paid their employees a livable minimum wage. Whereas Paul 
flatly argued that “the state cannot provide for an unlimited 
number [of children]”19 due to the challenges of feeding a 
population, Sanger could have at least added social welfare to her 
mission. She may have been able to gain some ground or success 
in replicating European-style organizations if she had been willing 
to include some other aspects of social reform to her crusade. 

 
16 William J. Robinson, M.D., “Introduction,” Population and Birth-Control: A 

Symposium, edited by Eden and Cedar Paul (New York: Critic and Guide, 
1917), 6. 
17 Eden and Cedar Paul, “Introduction,” 6. 
18 Sanger, My Fight for Birth Control, 64. 
19 Eden Paul, “Birth Control and Wager-Earners,” 88-89. 
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Like the majority of Progressive reformers, Sanger is critical 
of the capitalist class, acknowledging its shortcomings, yet she 
insists child limitation is the ultimate prerequisite to the success 
of families around the world. She also highlights the strain on city 
infrastructures large families have when she wrote, “municipal 
ownership was successful only where the size of the family was 
considered and limited.”20 Sanger’s view that contraceptive 
knowledge was the preeminent key to societal uplift fails to take 
into consideration the many socioeconomic barriers faced by the 
working-class. Nowhere in her writing does she demand higher 
salaries for working fathers. She never calls for expecting mothers 
to receive prenatal healthcare benefits through their husband’s or 
their own employment. Sanger never argued for a system that 
provides daycare in addition to a child-healthcare education for 
working-class mothers. Her sole solution to what she views as a 
crisis in America is the distribution of birth control information to 
poor women in order for them to stop having children they cannot 
afford to raise. 

The Comstock Act stood in the path of Sanger’s mission. 
Passed by Congress in 1873, the Comstock Laws were created by 
Anthony Comstock, an appointed officer of the U.S. Postal 
Service, in order to suppress the distribution of “obscene” 
publication or items used for contraception.21 To circumvent these 
laws, Sanger published numerous pamphlets (free of charge) to 
surreptitiously spread her message of birth control. On several 
incidents, she clashed with the law, resulting in court dates and 
prison sentences excitedly covered by the media.22 The prurient 
air that surrounded Sanger’s birth control publications and 
providing of contraceptives did little to discourage certain 
Progressive reformers from championing her ventures. Many in 
the eugenics field supported Sanger’s risky cause as it fell in line 
with their goal of decreasing the reproduction of “undesirable” 
types in society. Activists like Mary Ware Dennett argued since 
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only a morally reprehensible person would seek out contraception, 
the benefit of their usage of such birth control tools would keep 
them from having children who would also grow up to be sexually 
irresponsible.23  

Responsibility (or lack thereof) factored heavily in the 
prevailing attitudes toward lower-class parents with too many 
children. After admonishing poor parents for being too “indolent 
to wash and cleanse” themselves or “too selfish to consider the 
consequences of the act,”24 Sanger’s pamphlet “Family 
Limitation” warned women of the tragic outcome of bearing too 
many children.  She depicts the scenario as, “burdened down with 
half a dozen unwanted children, helpless, starved, shoddily 
clothed, dragging at your skirt” while describing mothers as “a 
dragged out shadow of the woman you once were.”25 Intimidating 
scenarios of poorly planned motherhood like this were a staple in 
birth control propaganda. Similarly, Eden Paul wrote, “unlimited 
childbearing is a cruel strain on the health and strength of a 
woman; it ages her prematurely, and ruins all possibility of her 
being anything other than a domestic drudge.”26  Following 
Sanger’s narrative, Paul presented no alternative to the unhappy 
life and wretched appearance of the woman who gave birth to too 
many children. 

Only slightly more generosity can be found in Sanger’s actual 
birth control advice.  Assuming that at the end of the day, it was 
all too much work for the working-class woman, Sanger attempted 
to empathize with the harried housewife. Douching is 
“troublesome,” keeping track of one’s menstrual cycle is a 
“nuisance,” inserting a cervical pessary “inartistic.” As a first 
option, Sanger always promoted the time-worn coitus interruptus 
and the “rhythm method.”27  Eventually, Sanger accepted the 
reality of sexual intercourse between humans; namely, that 
“pulling out” is not the safest failproof form of birth control.  She 
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began to provide information on the use of physical 
contraceptives. Under the Comstock Act, it was illegal to dispense 
birth control information and products through the mail. 
Physicians advertised contraceptives as “feminine hygiene” or 
“marriage hygiene” to avoid legal troubles for both sellers and 
buyers.28 Sanger supplied these devices for use in the first birth 
control clinic she opened—the first of its kind in the country—in 
Brooklyn, New York. Specifically, she chose “the Brownsville 
neighborhood of Brooklyn—home to thousands of Jewish and 
Italian immigrants.”29 If Sanger’s efforts had the best of 
intentions, sadly, the mission was adopted and misrepresented by 
those who sought to make the underclass synonymous with poorly 
planned families and if left unchecked, the undoing of America. 

Those who rejected the notion of granting any agency unto the 
working-class saw them as people who needed to be controlled in 
order to curb the problem of overpopulation. Founder of the 
International Federation of Eugenics Organizations, Charles 
Davenport intended on halting the deleterious effects of a large 
underprivileged citizenry.30 Having received a Ph.D. in biology 
from Harvard University, Davenport’s pursuits led him to meet 
Francis Galton, the creator of eugenics, in England.31 Davenport 
returned home and became highly involved in the eugenics 
movement in the U.S. and wrote a scientific text entitled Heredity 

in Relation to Eugenics gaining him plenty of followers but was 
also rejected by many scientists who questioned his theories.32 
Regardless, Davenport sent Heredity and another one of his works 
to President Theodore Roosevelt, who enthusiastically embraced 
Davenport’s eugenics views.  Responding to Davenport’s 
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assertion that the poor could not make responsible decisions for 
themselves, Roosevelt responded: “You say that those people are 
not themselves responsible, that it is ‘society’ that is responsible. 
I agree with you if you mean…that society has no business to 
permit degenerates to reproduce their kind.”33 After suggesting 
that wise human reproduction should operate like “stock 
breeding” by “successful farmers,” Roosevelt ends his letter to 
Davenport with the following pro-eugenics sentiment: “Some day 
(sic) we will realize the prime duty…of the good citizen of the 
right type is to leave his or her blood behind him in the world! and 
that have no business to permit the perpetuation of citizens of the 
wrong type.”34 Davenport’s preferred human reproduction 
perspective may not appear to have much in common with 
Sanger’s birth control message, but over time, history has 
certainly lumped them together into the same controversial 
category. 

If President Roosevelt’s letter to Davenport represented the 
highest societal embrace of eugenics via birth control, then the 
Better Babies Contest was its most grassroots-based movement. 
Popular throughout the midwestern and southern United States, 
the Better Babies Contest was spurred into existence by concern 
over high mortality rates for infants in America.35 Embracing 
ideas from eugenics, the contests displayed the physical ideal 
child—well-fed to point of being chubby, clean, and white. The 
contests also spotlight the mothering of that child in order to 
encourage other women to raise their children in conjunction with 
the competition’s guidelines. First presented at the 1908 Louisiana 
State Fair, Better Babies Contest pioneer, Mary DeGarmo, sought 
to legitimize a combination of heredity and nurturing as the 
Progressive ideal for child raising. Part of DeGarmo’s social 
efficiency movement included the measurement-taking of and 
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awarding of prizes to babies by one Dr. Jacob Bodenheimer. This 
aspect caught the attention of the Woman’s Home Companion 
magazine in 1913 and the publication co-sponsored contests 
throughout the country.36 A Better Babies Contest organized in 
Iowa in 1920 by Mary T. Watts and Florence Brown Sherbon 
caught the attention of Charles Davenport who was working for 
the American Association for the Study and Prevention of Infant 
Mortality at the time.37 Davenport issued new forms with which 
to evaluate babies in the competition and Watts and Sherbon 
changed the name of the competition to “Fitter Families for Future 
Firesides Competition” to reflect its optimistic eugenics goals.  
The winners of a Pensacola, Florida-area Better Babies Contest 
were described as “plump,” “chubby,” “prettiest,” and “near to 
perfect.”38 The excellence of “mother’s care” would not be 
complete with the acknowledgment of the equally important good 
looks of the mother. 

The inclusion of the words “plump” and “chubby” are of 
particular note, here. To have a child who appeared so thoroughly 
well-fed was to present proof of proper, Progressive parenting.  A 
plump baby represented the economic stability of a family, as did 
the clean, new clothes the child wore and its cheerful 
temperament. This celebration of the healthy baby and its well-
off, well-planned family harkens back to Sanger’s recollections of 
the families in the houses on the hill. The Better Babies Contest 
stood in stark contrast to the families Sanger aimed to help which 
were those suffering with a transmissible disease, where 
pregnancy endangered the life of the mother and whose parents 
would be given “knowledge which might prevent further 
conception of abnormal children.”39 The legitimacy of Sanger’s 
desire to provide ailing social classes with the agency birth control 
provides may have been warped by those with more pointedly 
bigoted intentions, but Sanger provided signposts, even if 
unwittingly.  
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When Sanger examined the effects of immigration in 
America, she began by challenging the notion that “the mixture of 
stocks, the intermingling of ideas and aspirations” would result in 
a great American race.40 “What is the basis for this hope that is so 
generally indulged in” Sanger asked of the American melting pot. 
After having listed several numerical statistics regarding the 
foreign immigrants living in America at the time of the 1910 
census, Sanger posits they “have not been in the United States 
long enough to produce great families [and] the census of 1920 
will probably tell a story of a greater and more serious problem 
than did all the last.”41 Sanger concludes with the statistics 
regarding the lack of literacy in the immigrant population and 
questions if they would lead to a stronger race or if the nation is 
doing anything productive to tackle this problem.42 The illogical 
framing of immigrants of their own homogeneous race, one at 
odds with an “American race,” is how a line can be drawn from 
her work toward family limitation and those who would view it 
through a white supremacy lens. 

In her desire to spread her message of birth control to its 
greatest reaches possible, Sanger gave a speech before a women’s 
meeting of the Ku Klux Klan in Silver Lake, New Jersey, in 
1926.43 Sanger wrote in her autobiography “to me any aroused 
group is a good group,”44 yet unfortunately, the misperception 
remains the Sanger was at least sympathetic to the racist interests 
of the KKK. In truth, Sanger wrote of her wariness once 
confronted with the women’s branch of the KKK in New Jersey. 
Calling it “one of the weirdest experiences I had in lecturing,” 
Sanger describes her speech as delivered “in the most elementary 
of terms, as though I were trying to make children understand…I 
believed I had accomplished my purpose.”45  Additionally, 
Sanger’s efforts to bring a birth control clinic to the Harlem area 
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of New York City, supported by the NAACP and its founder, 
W.E.B. DuBois, showcase her desire to work alongside African 
Americans. Sanger opened a clinic in Harlem in 1930 to help bring 
family planning awareness and contraceptives to those typically 
denied health and social services in their community.46 Still, one 
meeting with the KKK cast a racist shadow over Sanger’s mission 
which is still being clarified today. Pro-life and anti-Planned 
Parenthood propaganda can be found masquerading as racial 
awareness-raising in websites with names like 
“BlackGenocide.org” and “klannedparenthood.com” furthering 
the image of Sanger as an unrepentant racist. 

Today, as the cultural pendulum swings back to heightened 
anti-immigrant sentiments, with many proponents flagrantly 
eschewing facts for xenophobia, it makes sense to reexamine the 
past. How do complex societal issues such as birth control in 1916 
and immigration in 2016, for example, become warped into tools 
of divisiveness? Currents of nativism have always existed 
throughout United States history and proves to be a galvanizing 
topic. Whether it was Benjamin Franklin warning of the 
infiltration of “swarthy Germans”, the Chinese Exclusion Act of 
1882, Irish immigrants classified as “non-whites”, or Donald 
Trump planting false suspicions regarding the citizenship of 
Barack Obama, The United States—or at least particular vocal 
groups—has always held an exclusionary attitude towards 
immigrants. Regardless of the times or veracity of the claims 
made, the same three concerns are voiced in American anti-
immigrant movements: the question of an economic drain that 
accompanies immigrants, the physical threat immigrants pose to 
the safety of Americans, and the diminishing of white American 
cultural supremacy. 
Like all Progressive activists, Margaret Sanger was in search of 
social reform that would solve America’s troubles born out of 
immigration, industrialization, and urbanization. Offended by the 
abuses of the wealthy elite and concerned by problems stemming 
from the poor, middle-class activists championed the modern 
science and social advancements found in fin de siècle Western 
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Europe. Sanger was correct to believe that access to birth control 
information and contraception would improve the lives of the 
many impoverished people she encountered in U.S. cities and 
small towns. The error in her approach must be attributed to the 
privileges and prejudices of her own class experience and times in 
which she lived. She was raised, educated, and surrounded by 
people who believed in the supremacy of the white, middle-class, 
Protestant lifestyle. She took for granted the entitlements 
possessed by economically secure, middle-class families and 
reasoned that the poor simply needed family limitation to end their 
hardships. Reformers with less benevolent intentions 
misappropriated much of her mission in order to advocate clear-
cut Americanism. As is the case with so much of what we examine 
in history, there is a complex and messy dual nature to Sanger’s 
crusade that belongs wholly to its period.  Today, we must be able 
to champion what was right while also boldly clarifying what we 
know to be wrong. 
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Gendered Language in the 1932 Election 
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The Great Depression reshaped the United States in ways that no 
other national emergency ever had. Farmers went bankrupt; men 
fled their families in shame because they could no longer be 
breadwinners and unemployment surged pushing down wages for 
those who could still find a job. It is worth examining how 
Franklin Roosevelt, an upper-class man of extreme privilege, was 
able to re-brand himself as a caring “man-of-the-people,” who 
understood the struggles of the average person. Herbert Hoover, 
on the other hand, a man who had grown up in poverty, was unable 
to escape perceptions that his loyalties were to the powers of 
wealth and capital. 

Gender historians have not investigated the gender discourses 
of this election, or how Roosevelt and his supporters undermined 
Hoover’s claims in those areas. Exploring the ways the “self-made 
man” and “man-of-the-people” narratives were expressed and 
manipulated by these two candidates offers insights that can be 
applied to inquiries of other Presidential elections. This includes 
the 2020 presidential campaign where Bernie Sanders used 
language to align himself with the working class (“us”) while 
using third person pronouns to distance himself from the wealthy, 
while his critics questioned the affinity a millionaire with three 
houses could have for the working class.1 President Trump 
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portrays himself as a “man-of-the-people” because, in the words 
of his supporters: “He tells it like it is. He is his own man.”2 These 
gendered characteristics of manhood – being a “common man” (or 
man-of-the-people) and being one’s “own man” will be familiar 
to close observers of the 1932 election. 

Historians have primarily looked at the election of 1932 as a 
contest between two ideological responses to the Great 
Depression. Herbert Hoover felt that the government should 
interject itself in the emergency as little as possible. He believed 
that the American system was robust enough to heal itself, so long 
as it was not damaged by ill-advised tinkering or radical reform. 
Franklin Roosevelt famously believed that it was time for a “New 
Deal” to restore equity because the playing board of American life 
had been tilted such that the American system was benefiting the 
elites at the expense of the “forgotten man.” 3 

My research looks at the election of 1932 and the competing 
narratives of the two presidential candidates. How did they portray 
themselves as men and how did they attack each other as less than 
manly? Investigating this question reveals the importance of 
gendered language in presidential debates then and now. 
Leadership skills and being a “man-of-the-people” were the two 
most prominent ideas of manhood as the candidates battled over 
the singular issue of the 1932 election: The Great Depression. 
Roosevelt argued that he was the one sensitive to the plight of the 
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Empett     33 

 

“forgotten man” and used this as the foundation of his argument 
that he would lead the United States out of the Depression and 
offer Americans a “New Deal”. Hoover insisted that his humble 
origins kept him ever mindful of the common man and based his 
every decision on the needs of the humblest American. Yet 
Roosevelt, a member of the American aristocracy, won the 
election with 472 electoral votes and almost 60% of the popular 
vote. How was a man born to immense privilege able to use 
gendered language to make his case to American voters that he 
was one of them? 

The two men who once regarded each other highly emerged 
from the election as embittered and enduring enemies.4 Hoover 
had ascended easily to the presidency in 1928 during a time of 
prosperity for which his party took credit.5 When the Depression 
struck just one year later, Hoover hunkered down, drawing on his 
years as a successful administrator to tackle the problems as he 
faced them. Unfortunately, this meant the public lost sight of him 
and thought he was burying his head in the sand. By 1932 the 
country was on its knees and people were losing faith in the 
American system. Hoover responded by deflecting blame for the 
Depression to external forces and destructive behaviors like stock 
market speculation that he himself had warned against. Hoover 
believed that in time the American system of individualism, 
private initiative, and charity would correct the course of state.6  

Franklin Delano Roosevelt faced serious opposition in his 
quest to achieve the Democratic nomination, but possessed what 
British Ambassador to the United States Robert Lindsay described 
as “antennae and political sense to his very fingertips.”7 Ironically, 
Hoover preferred Roosevelt among the Democratic contenders 
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because he thought he was one of the more beatable options.8 
While Hoover advised patience, perseverance and faith in the 
system, Roosevelt advocated direct, immediate and broad 
government intervention. Hoover’s focus on the long-term 
sanctity of the American system over the immediate hardships 
facing Americans contributed to the public perception that he was 
insensitive to their plight. Meanwhile, Roosevelt Spoke to the 
“Forgotten Man” in warm and uplifting speeches. Hoover worked 
feverishly in the White House, unseen, as Roosevelt visited 
communities all over the United States by train and promised them 
action to relieve their suffering. Roosevelt accused Hoover of 
neglecting the forgotten man in favor of subsidizing business 
interests.9 

Analyzing the gendered language used by Roosevelt reveals 
that he built his case that he was the best man to lead America 
through its crisis on his claim that he was a common man or a 
“man-of-the-people”. He averred many qualities of manliness: 
good judgement, strength, duty, experience and patriotism – but 
all these assertions were grounded in, or grew from, this core 
claim that he was a “man-of-the-people”.  

On April 7, 1932, Roosevelt argued his view that properly 
executed plans are “built from bottom to top and not from top to 
bottom.” Throughout the campaign he emphasized his belief that 
recovery from the Depression depended upon understanding and 
addressing the plight of the common man. He contended that the 
Depression called to put “faith … in the forgotten man at the 
bottom of the economic pyramid” where he saw the “unorganized 
but indispensable units of economic power.” In drawing attention 
to the faith, he put in the “infantry of our economic army” 
Roosevelt portrayed himself as connected and engaged with 
them.10 If solutions were built from the bottom-up, and he was 
building solutions, then he was working from the bottom himself.  

 
8 Leuchtenburg, Herbert Hoover, 138. For more on this see Rosen, 303. Hoover 
worried the long-term consequences of government intervention and thought it 
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York, April 7, 1932) New Deal Network, 
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One way Roosevelt bridged the gap between his affluent 
background and the people “at the bottom” was through language 
and word choice. In the Forgotten Man Speech,  he expressed his 
conclusions and ideas in the first person (“In my calm 
judgement”) to show he had 
the wisdom to lead, but used 
unifying language (“Let us 
admit frankly”) to connect 
himself to the people.11 
Roosevelt constantly engaged 
in a conversational style that 
could have been found among 
peers sharing a kitchen table. 
His repeated use of inclusive 
pronouns like “we”, “our” and 
“us” painted a self-portrait of 
Roosevelt in partnership with 
the “forgotten man” - both in 
sharing the problems of the 
Depression and building 
solutions to them.12  

Roosevelt also connected himself with voters as a “man-of-
the-people” by carefully constructing shared experiences. 
Roosevelt never mentioned that he was Assistant Secretary of the 
Navy when discussing his service in World War One. In his 
“Forgotten Man” Speech, he reminded voters that “fifteen years 
ago my public duty called me to an active part in a great national 
emergency.”13 Speaking in Portland in September of 1932, he told 
the audience he was “Speaking in the language of the Navy, with 
which I was associated for many eventful years.”14 Later he said 
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Figure 1 - Roosevelt Jovially Plain 

Talking with Chaplain Crawford 
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he “could only be thankful for my naval training.”15 He 
simultaneously connected himself to the common man through the 
idea of shared service, while keeping silent about his specific role 
in government, distancing himself from the elites. 

Roosevelt never used condescending or pontificating 
language with voters. He began a speech on public utilities by 
saying: “I have come, not primarily to speak, but rather, to hear; 
not to teach, but to learn.” Two paragraphs later he told his 
audience what he proposed to do about the public utilities, but 
again used phrases like “It is scarcely necessary to tell you that” 
(indicating they were equals who would have reached the same 
conclusions) and addressed the audience as “my friends.”16 
Roosevelt’s assertion that he understood the problems of the “little 
fellow” and shared their fears, interests and objectives was an 
incessant drumbeat throughout his campaign. 

Political supporters helped shore up this “man-of-the-people” 
narrative. The New York Times contrasted Hoover and Roosevelt. 
Both were “as typical of America as the Hudson River” and 
Roosevelt “was financially independent” – words that 
downplayed his wealth. The same article also tried to cast FDR as 
a self-made man. Comparing his background and career with that 
of Hoover, the Times styled Roosevelt as: “… the rarer and no less 
romantic fable of the rich boy, born and bred in the aristocratic 
tradition, who chooses (italics mine) to work his way up in the 
leveling and chancy profession of politics.”17 The Times made it 
sound like the rich boy abandoned his advantages to strike out on 
his own to build a life for himself from the ground up with no 
comfortable nest to return to. His future was as “chancy” as the 
forgotten men who might not know where the next meal might 
come from. Roosevelt was a man-of-the-people, and he had built 
a world for himself from the ground up – albeit a world within the 
political arena. 
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In his “Forgotten Man” radio address, he transitioned from the 
foundational discussion of being a “man-of-the-people” who 
made plans from the bottom-up into self-portrayals of his calm, 
intelligent leadership. Roosevelt warned that in “my calm 
judgment, the Nation faces today a more grave emergency than in 
1917.” In his judgment, the ideas of the Republican Party were 
just a “stopgap”.18 Roosevelt warned that it was wrong to give 
money to the banks, large corporations and other elites with the 
expectation of those benefits trickling down. In expressing his 
“good judgement”, he argued for restoring buying power to the 
farmers, protecting homeowners against foreclosure, protecting 
the interests of the “little guy” and that empowering them which 
would lead to a national recovery. (A bottom-up recovery, in 
contrast with Hoover’s top-down one). 

In a September 1932 speech on public utility policy he 
described the actions he took against the New York Public Service 
Commission when he was New York governor. Even though he 
was discussing a different attribute of manhood, “experience”, it 
was contextualized within his core narrative that he was a “man-
of-the-people”. He asserted that the utility had an obligation to 
provide people with reliable service at reasonable rates, 
emphasizing the rights of the individual energy consumer. He 
described his experience forcing the utilities to live up to these 
responsibilities and claimed he had “created horror and havoc 
among the [Samuel] Insulls and other magnates of that type.”19 He 
reminded people that he fought the magnates to protect the 
interests of the common man. He tightly wound the experience 
that qualified him to occupy the White House within his 
proclaimed sensibilities as a “man-of-the-people.” 

Roosevelt even used his battle with polio to reinforce his 
“man-of-the-people” image and demonstrate his shared 
experience with the struggles of the average American. Although 
Roosevelt did not discuss his physicality in his speeches during 
the Presidential campaign, it was part of his narrative. During his 
1928 gubernatorial run he opted not to hide his disability, but to 
leverage it as a symbol of his strength and resilience. In 1931 
Eleanor Roosevelt told Liberty Magazine: “If the paralysis 

 
18 Franklin D. Roosevelt, “The Forgotten Man.”  
19 Franklin D. Roosevelt, “Portland Speech.”  
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couldn’t kill him, the presidency won’t.” Roosevelt’s people 
encouraged the magazine to test his strength and endurance 
vigorously. The author concluded that Roosevelt could “take more 
punishment than many men ten years younger. Merely his legs 
were not much good to him.”20 Roosevelt portrayed himself as a 
physically strong man who took a fall and got back up, a narrative 
the common man could relate to. 

When Roosevelt argued he was morally strong he framed that 
strength as being in service to the people. Discussing his battle 
with the New York utilities, Roosevelt said he had “…been 
attacked by the propaganda of certain utility companies as a 
dangerous man. I have been attacked for pointing out the same 
plain economic facts that I state here tonight.” He portrayed 
himself as relentlessly committed to truth, whatever the charges 
against him. As a “man-of-the-people,” he promised audiences 
that he would always “seek to protect the welfare of the people 
against selfish greed. If that be treason, my friends, then make the 
most of it!”21 

Roosevelt argued that good plans were built from the bottom 
up and criticized Hoover from the top down. He charged that 
Hoover was emblematic of the “few who thrived unduly at the 
expense of all” and hardly capable of understanding the needs of 
the common man.22 Roosevelt complained that the relationship of 
the farmer with the “…great banks of Chicago and New York is 
known to be pretty remote. The two billion dollar fund which 
President Hoover and the Congress have put at the disposal of the 
big banks, the railroads and the corporations of the Nation is not 
for him.” Roosevelt bemoaned the “forgotten man” was “beyond 
the concern of a national administration which can think in terms 
only of the top of social and economic structure.” Hoover was not, 
in Roosevelt’s reading, a “man-of-the-people” in touch with the 
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public good but instead pandered to the owners of capital. He 
chided the Hoover administration “has either forgotten or it does 
not want to remember the infantry of our economic army” by 
worrying more about the elites than the common people.23  

In his nomination address, Roosevelt accused Hoover of being 
an aristocratic elitist who saw government as a form of monarchy 
where government cared only for the wealthy, a form of 
government he thought had “…left this country in 1776.”24  
Hoover came from a modest background and through work and 
good fortune become the epitome of the “self-made man,” and 
should have been able to make an argument that he knew more 
about the real world than his wealthy opponent. But Roosevelt 
made a very strong case that the opposite was true. 

Roosevelt argued that Hoover’s support for tariffs 
demonstrated poor judgement because it did more harm than good 
and was “foolish” because it did not protect farmers or jobs. He 
linked the President’s bad judgment to the idea that Hoover was 
not a “man-of-the-people” by arguing tariffs made goods more 
expensive and allowed the US elites to boost their profits. Thus, 
the common consumer was forced to pay higher prices in the 
interest of protecting companies from foreign competition.  

Roosevelt shook his head at Hoover’s response to problems 
with U.S. over-production in the manufacturing sector. Hoover 
championed boosting exports to resolve the problem of over-
production, but since most potential markets lacked money to buy 
American goods, U.S. banks loaned money to foreign customers. 
When these countries could not repay their debts, America’s woes 
deepened. Adding the tariffs to these conditions only exacerbated 
the decline of the economy. With American factories over 
producing, unpaid loans to overseas consumers and a tariff wall 
stifling trade, Roosevelt said that Hoover had led America into a 
situation where it “suddenly found the brakes locked on a slippery 
road.” 25 Roosevelt maintained that Hoover should have 
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anticipated this. According to Roosevelt, the Depression was not 
just a storm that could not be avoided; it was a storm that Herbert 
Hoover had blundered into because he was invoking tariff policies 
to help the wealthy owners of U.S. manufacturers with whom his 
sympathies lay. 

Roosevelt accused the Hoover administration of lying, an 
unmanly action. “We will break foolish traditions and leave it to 
the Republican leadership, far more skilled in that art, to break 
promises.”26 Roosevelt angrily denounced Hoover for saying on 
October 25, 1929 - the day of the crash – “The fundamental 
business of the country, that is, production and distribution of 
commodities, is on a sound and prosperous basis. There is no 
reason business could not be carried on as usual”. Roosevelt 
portrayed this as a lie since the statistical data showed 
unemployment was rising before the crash, and that the crash 
came months after the American Federation of Labor reported a 
“rapid decrease in the number of jobs.” Roosevelt castigated 
Hoover for repeatedly claiming the worst was over only to have 
the Depression deepen. Roosevelt jeered: “That was the measure 
of Republican leadership.”27  

Roosevelt charged that when Hoover could no longer claim 
“the worst was over,” he lied by shifting blame for the Depression. 
“Finally, when facts could no longer be ignored and excuses had 
to be found, Washington discovered that the depression came 
from abroad.” Roosevelt slammed Hoover for claiming the 
Depression was a contagion that came from abroad in his 
nomination acceptance speech before going on to set the record 
straight with his assertion that “the bubble burst first in the land of 
its origin – the United States. The major collapse in other countries 
followed. It was not simultaneous with ours.”28 

Roosevelt argued Hoover was out of touch with the concerns 
of the “forgotten man” and engaged in cronyism that favored the 
privileged few over the multitude. Not being a “man-of-the-
people” compromised Hoover’s judgement and led to his 
dishonesty with the people. Without that foundation, Hoover’s 
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other qualities of leadership were a house of cards that collapsed 
in a tumble of bad decisions. 

Hoover tried to show that as a man of humble origins, he was 
as much a “man-of-the-people” as Franklin Roosevelt, and that he 
was equally compassionate about the plight of the average 
American. However, Hoover did not portray this sensitivity to the 
troubles of the American people as his most important quality of 
manhood. Instead, he focused on claims that he was a man of good 
judgment who had led the country well despite the turbulent times. 
Ultimately, his insistence that people should trust his leadership 
despite the fact he had to keep the battles he fought “secret” may 
have tainted his efforts to counter Roosevelt’s accusations that he 
was more in tune with the elites than the masses. Where Roosevelt 
said: “you and I both know” Hoover said: “Trust me, I know more 
about this than you possibly could.”  

Hoover initially resisted active campaigning for the 
presidency, allowing Roosevelt to set the tone of gendered 
language. In September, when Hoover finally launched himself 
whole-heartedly into the campaign, he was motivated as much by 
a desire to defend his integrity and reputation as he was in winning 
the election.29 Whereas Roosevelt promised to fight for the 
interests of the “little fellow” through reform, Hoover undertook 
to help the “little fellow” by resisting it.30 Hoover stressed that “… 
our first duty is to preserve unfettered that dominant American 
spirit which has produced our enterprise and individual 
character.”31  

He responded hotly to charges that he was a crony who did 
not understand the needs of the people and asserted that his 
leadership had already put the United States on course for better 
times. He had the calm, reasoned judgement (he claimed) to avoid 
ill-conceived decisions that could lead to America spiraling out of 
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control, and had the courage and strength to stand up to those who 
might try to pressure him into making bad decisions that might 
seem appealing in time of panic but could have catastrophic long 
term effects.  

Although he was subjected to harsh critiques from the 
moment the stock market crashed in 1929, Hoover determined it 
was best not to respond to these attacks and instead focused on 
working to get the country on track. For Hoover, this did not mean 
providing dole money or direct relief to Roosevelt’s “Forgotten 
Men” because such assistance could weaken the independence of 
the individuals and create a burdensome bureaucracy. He devoted 
significant resources to banks, railroads and corporations, 
reasoning that helping large enterprises recover would create jobs 
and lead to broader economic health for people at every level.32 
Hoover’s initial decision not to engage in a rhetorical debate, 
coupled with his commitment to aide big enterprises rather than 
offer direct support to individuals meant that when he did start 
making the case that he had the appropriate manhood qualities for 
the job he had to start from the bottom-up himself. First, he had to 
connect with skeptical voters as a man-of-the-people. 

Hoover tried to demonstrate that he was a man-of-the-people 
by reminding voters of his humble roots and his own childhood 
experiences with poverty. His effort failed because his memories 
of the past sounded almost nostalgic and failed to acknowledge 
the anxieties and hunger of voters in 1932. Hoover told Iowa 
voters: “I am glad, as a son of the soil of this State, to come back 
to where I was born and where I spent the first ten years of my 
boyhood. My parents and my grandparents came to Iowa in the 
covered wagon ... They worshiped God; they did their duty to their 
neighbors. They toiled to bring to their children greater comfort, 
better education, and to open to them a wider opportunity than had 
been theirs.”33 He tried to channel his family’s values (worship, 
toil, duty to neighbors) and commitment to making better lives for 
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their children into a legitimate claim as a “man-of-the-people”. 
Hoover insisted Roosevelt’s contentions that he was more 
interested in the welfare of elites like Samuel Insull were not true, 
and that he knew the pain of deprivation: “…. I was born in the 
midst of the terrible times of the seventies with their poverty and 
their difficulties… I do vividly recollect a Christmas that when the 
soul resources of joy were popcorn balls, sorghum and hickory 
nuts, when for a flock of disappointed children, there were no store 
toys, no store clothes.”34 However in trying to express his 
connection to the common man through his memories of sixty 
years prior, Hoover was actually painting an image of how far 
from them he had travelled. 

Hoover constantly reiterated his concern for common people, 
and that he had the sound judgment to keep their interests in mind 
as he protected them from radical or misguided ideas. This 
occasionally led to Hoover’s concealment of executive decisions 
he believed might result in panic 
from the American public. He 
assured voters that he had “…but 
one vision: the vision of the 
millions of homes of the type 
which I knew as a boy in this 
state.”35 More important to Hoover 
than being a man-of-the-people 
was caring about them and 
protecting them – sometimes even 
protecting the “forgotten man” 
from tempting yet dangerous 
ideological balms.  

Hoover presented his years as 
president during the difficult early 
years of the Depression as proof of 
his leadership skills. Accepting the 
nomination of his party on August 
11, 1932, Hoover acknowledged 
that the Great Crash was fueled by 
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American “overproduction and speculative mania,” but he tried to 
shift the blame by claiming, “we marched with the rest of the 
world” in a fervor of optimism.36 When the crash came, Hoover 
argued that he responded with wise and sensible policies to ride 
out the storm. Hoover told the Republican National Convention 
that “Gradually the country began to right itself. Eighteen months 
ago, there was a solid basis for hope that recovery was in sight.”37  

Hoover spoke of his leadership in terms of calm, steady 
decisions to steer the ship through the storm. Hoover said he “met 
the situation with proposals to private business and the Congress 
of the most gigantic program of economic defense and 
counterattack ever evolved in the history of the Republic.” His 
language and word choice was more complex and convoluted than 
Roosevelt’s as he assured his listeners that his measures “repelled 
the attacks of fear and panic.” He also asserted that he had stood 
up strongly against radical and dangerous “panaceas and 
shortcuts” that could have done more harm than good.38 

Hoover doggedly insisted that his administration made many 
efforts to protect Americans during the period of economic 
adversity. “We have battled to provide … to merchants and 
farmers and industries. We have fought to retard falling prices… 
We have defended millions from the tragic result of droughts. We 
have mobilized … to make work for the unemployed.”39 Where 
Roosevelt spoke of being mobilized along with the average 
citizen, Hoover spoke as a general mobilizing his forces. His 
language described plans made from the top down. 

In his pamphlet American Individualism, Hoover wrote that 
excessive government oversight and intervention could stifle 
innovation and economic health and open the door to radicalism 
and socialism, which he believed would be the downfall of the U.S 
economy because it would bring American progress staggering to 
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a halt.40 He worried that offering direct benefits to the unemployed 
would expand bureaucracy and destroy the intuitive and self–
reliance of the recipients, creating a class of people permanently 
dependent on government aid.41 

Hoover avowed bailouts given to large banks or insurance 
companies were intended to protect the little guys, not favor the 
wealthy. “We have struggled to save homes and farms from 
foreclosure of mortgages, battled to save millions of depositors 
and borrowers from the ruin caused by the failure of the banks, 
fought to assure the safety of millions of policy holders from 
failure of their insurance companies.”42 Speaking of the 
controversial tariff policy, Hoover insisted he was acting in the 
farmer’s best interests: “With the collapse in world prices and 
depreciated currencies the farmer was never so dependent upon 
his tariff protection for recovery as he is at the present time.”43  

Hoover portrayed himself as a tireless protector whose 
leadership was preventing the U.S. from slipping into a worse 
predicament. “…It has been my daily task to analyze and to know 
the forces which brought these calamities. I have to look them in 
the face…. These battles have been waged and have succeeded in 
preventing you from infinitely greater harm that might have come 
to you....” Like Roosevelt, he claimed he had the moral strength 
to resist powerful interests. Facing pressure to abandon the gold 
standard and expand the money supply, he stated that “… we 
would stand up like men and render the credit of the United States 
government impregnable through the drastic reduction of 
Government expenditures and increased revenues until we 
balanced that budget.”44  

If the public felt they hadn’t seen the Hoover administration 
doing very much to correct the problems of the USA, Hoover 
defended his lack of visibility stating “many of these battles have 
had to be fought in silence… because the very disclosure of the 
forces opposed to us would have undermined the courage of the 
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weak and induced panic in the timid….”45 While Hoover 
portrayed himself as a strong leader who didn’t need public 
adulation to do the right thing, he simultaneously displayed 
himself as someone with poor regard for the “little man’s” 
judgement and fortitude. 

Examining the two men’s language style is also very 
informative. When Roosevelt used the pronoun “we” while 
addressing the nation, he grouped himself together with all the 
Forgotten Men in America. In comparison, when Hoover used the 
word “we” he was describing his administration. “We have 
struggled to save… you from infinitely greater harm.” Roosevelt 
started his speeches by talking frankly to the public and moving 
forward to describe a solution they would achieve together – 
Hoover patiently explained that the people could not cope with the 
harsh realities from which he protected them. According to 
Hoover’s press secretary, Hoover the engineer wrote like an 
engineer and crafted long speeches with a many of technical 
details. Shy and reserved, he delivered his speeches in a rapid 
cadence while making little eye contact. According to Carcasson, 
Hoover believed the public wanted “information, not 
inspiration.”46 If the election results can be trusted as a metric on 
this judgment, this analysis was wrong, and he was completely out 
of touch with the people. This misjudgment had proven 
Roosevelt’s point that he was not a man-of-the-people. 

Roosevelt and Hoover both promised to protect the American 
people, but Roosevelt promised to protect them from magnates 
and greedy elites. Hoover pledged to protect them from economic 
devastation by shoring up the very enterprises Roosevelt had 
critiqued, and even vowed to protect the “common man” from 
themselves since they would not be able to understand the issues 
he was dealing with, and might pale in fright if  exposed to the full 
truth of the issues at stake. Yet Hoover insisted they should trust 
him to navigate the country out of crisis because his calm, 
deliberate leadership ensured things didn’t get even worse. “The 
policies I have inaugurated have protected and aided its navigation 
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in this storm.”47 Hoover’s approach to “protecting” people 
reinforced Roosevelt’s claims that Hoover was more aligned with 
elites than the common man and if Roosevelt argued that he cared 
about “the forgotten man,” Hoover’s rebuttal was to insist “he 
cared, too.” 

Herbert Hoover contended Roosevelt was not a man-of-the-
people at all but was instead a political opportunist with no ideas 
of his own. Unlike Hoover’s administration that “stood up like 
men” he lobbed charges that Roosevelt had the feminine 
characteristic of changing his mind unpredictably if he felt the 
need and would change his principles or say whatever he needed 
to say if it meant winning favor. Therefore, a man with such 
broken manhood traits as Roosevelt was not qualified to lead. 

The Los Angeles Times shared Hoover’s concern that 
Roosevelt supported prohibition in states where it was popular 
while castigating it in states where it was not, all in an effort to 
secure votes. “The most serious defect of Franklin D Roosevelt 
either as office holder or office seeker is his incurable 
opportunism. Like a chameleon he adapts his colors to his 
environment… Today Roosevelt is the wettest of the wet (on 
prohibition), though reserving the sentiments on the subject for 
strongly anti-prohibition centers such as New York, New Jersey 
and San Francisco. In dry Kansas and relatively dry Southern 
California he did not mention repeal...”48 

Hoover also refuted Roosevelt’s charge that the tariffs served 
the elites and accused Roosevelt of misrepresenting them. Hoover 
maintained that tariffs protected small farms from being under 
sold by cheaper foreign produce and would likewise protect 
American manufacturing jobs. In gendered language Hoover was 
calling Roosevelt out for being a dishonest man, and for 
misleading people in pursuit of his own selfish objectives. 
Roosevelt was saying whatever it would take to get into the White 

 
47 Hoover, “Presidential Nomination Address”, “Jahncke Cites Hearst Menace: 
Publisher’s Rule Feared if Roosevelt Triumphs Solid Program of Hoover 
Offered as Alternative Warning Given on Radical Leaning of Democrat,” The 

LA Times summed up Hoover’s efforts approvingly. “The Republican Party has 
made a program and it is in operation. It is the boldest program of relief and 
reconstruction that any nation has ever adapted” Los Angeles Times, October 
23, 1932, 2. 
48 “Roosevelt the Opportunist,” Los Angeles Times, October 30, 1932, 1. 



48     Perspectives 

 

House, which in gendered language meant he was putting his 
hunger for personal gain ahead of duty and patriotism (what was 
right for the country) because a virtuous man would put the needs 
of his constituents ahead of his own He also accused Roosevelt of 
not caring about the farmers and 
other “forgotten men” at all: 
“Now, has the Democratic Party 
ever proposed or supported a 
protective tariff on farm 
products? Has it ever given one 
single evidence of protection of 
this home market to the 
American farmer from the 
products raised by peasant labor 
on cheap land abroad?”49  

Hoover questioned whether 
Roosevelt was man enough to 
make any decisions on his own. 
He contended that because 
Roosevelt was a dishonest man 
who would misrepresent himself 
and his concern for the “forgotten 
man,” he would reach out for aid 
and support of anyone willing to 
help in his quest for power. What 
might they ask in return? And, 
since he had no ideas of his own, 
what policies might they suggest 
to him? While Hoover made the 
tough decisions as a strong 
leader, Roosevelt would make 
decisions based on the wishes of 
the people he owed political 
debts to. 

Assistant Secretary of the Navy Jahncke, a Hoover surrogate, 
questioned the people Roosevelt “gathered around himself”. He 
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claimed these people represented radical and un-American 
ideologies like socialism, and that Roosevelt had made secret 
bargains with them. Jahncke also asserted that Roosevelt only won 
the Democratic nomination because of the intervention of William 
Randolph Hearst. What had Roosevelt traded away for Hearst’s 
support in order to fulfill his personal ambition? Jahncke 
wondered.50 According to this argument, Roosevelt, not Hoover 
was beholden to the elite upper class.51 

Hoover focused increasingly on Roosevelt’s dishonesty (as he 
portrayed it) in the closing weeks of the campaign. Hoover 
accused Roosevelt of engaging in “feminine” gossip by spreading 
outright lies and calumnies to distort and obscure the 
accomplishments of his administration. He accused Roosevelt of 
lying when he called the Hawley-Smoot tariff the “highest tariffs 
in the history of the world”52 and again when Roosevelt accused 
Hoover of doing nothing during the first two years of the 
Depression: “It seems almost incredible that a man, a candidate 
for the Presidency of the United States, would broadcast such a 
violation of the truth.” Hoover expressed even greater offense that 
Roosevelt put his personal ambitions above integrity by failing to 
answer Hoover’s calls for assistance when he was Governor: “If 
the Governor will look up his own files of his official 
correspondence, he will find that within a month after the crash I 
appealed to him...for co-operation in creating employment and 
stabilizing wages…”53 

In the presidential election of 1932, while the manhood 
characteristics of leadership and honesty were the major points of 
debate, they were framed foundationally by the masculine value 
of being “men-of-the-people.” Franklin Roosevelt successfully 
claimed this virtue for himself. Herbert Hoover did not. Hoover 
isolated himself by refusing to “level” with the people as 
Roosevelt did, and instead patronized them as incapable of 
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understanding the decisions he was taking on their behalf.  Hoover 
had failed to connect his memories of childhood poverty to the 
daily struggles people experienced in 1932. Instead, he made 
himself seem more remote by highlighting how far he had come. 
Hoover’s belief that the American people wanted analysis instead 
of inspiration was a drastic misreading of the mood throughout the 
nation. Roosevelt claimed that he was a man-of-the-people while 
charging that Hoover was an aristocratic man, out of touch with 
the needs and challenges of the common man, and reminiscent of 
the monarchic power America had sought independence from. 
Despite his extreme privilege, Roosevelt succeeded in connecting 
to the “forgotten man” as a sympathetic compatriot sharing the 
journey. Roosevelt spoke in a friendly, intimate manner using 
language calculated to link him directly with the public. 
Comparing their speeches, it seems reasonable to conclude that 
Hoover’s verbose style and his expectation that the public should 
trust him despite his belief they were too fragile to deal with the 
truth played into Roosevelt’s narrative that Hoover was more of a 
ruler, than a leader. By framing himself solidly in the mantle of 
“man-of-the-people”, Franklin Roosevelt successfully marketed 
himself as having the right qualities of manhood to lead the nation. 
 



 

 

U.S. Intervention in Chile During the Cold War 

 

Stone Peterson 

The promotion of capitalism and consumption by the opposition 
to President Allende and his socialist reforms played an important 
role in the fall of democracy in Chile but would also, in its 
neoliberal form, lead to the fall of the military dictatorship that 
championed it. The individuals who fared the worst during the 
transition from Allende’s democratic socialism to Pinochet’s 
dictatorial capitalism were workers like those of the Madeco 
Company. Unionized labor received a great deal of support prior 
to the coup especially, when Allende won the presidency. Madeco 
workers recalled the benefits they received from the collective 
labor environment including, union health, dental clinics, and 
consumer cooperatives that allowed them to have the comforts of 
modern appliances. “After the 1973 coup, management’s erosion 
of those controls, wage and benefit reductions, massive lay-offs, 
and promotion of rate busting, radically limited workers’ ability 
to achieve a satisfying standard of living.”1 These workers were 
the individuals not considered in the United States mission to 
topple the Chilean way to socialism and establish neoliberal 
capitalism regardless of the human cost. In discounting the voices 
of these workers, the U.S. participated in the creation of conditions 
of social and economic discontent that surrounded the demise of 
the Pinochet dictatorship similar to the conditions that surrounded 
the coup that had brought the dictatorship into power. 

Scholarship on Chilean history during the presidency of 
Salvador Allende and the dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet 
focused on the heads of state. The trend in scholarship of the 
Allende period combines political history with a social, economic, 
or transnational lens that demonstrates how the Chilean way to 
socialism emerged and empowered the working class.2 Similarly, 
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the scholarship on Pinochet examines the economic restructuring 
and social cost of repressive practices by the dictatorship, 
sometimes combined with transnational history.3 The 
transnational approach present in the study of both Allende and 
Pinochet looks at U.S. involvement in Chile. While these 
approaches make sense for the study of U.S. relations with Chile, 
by combining the Allende-centered scholarship with the Pinochet-
centered scholarship, it becomes easier to expose the differences 
and consistencies in U.S. policy towards each Chilean 
government. 

Combining the scholarship of each Chilean government opens 
the possibility of extracting a fuller perspective on the differences 
between the regimes and the consistencies of U.S. foreign policy 
during each government. While combined studies of both 
governments exist, they are limited by narrow topical focuses.4 
Ultimately, this scholarly intervention seeks to answer the 
question: How did the United States participate in the creation of 
discontent under both Allende’s presidency and Pinochet’s 
dictatorship? In answering this, I will take a comparative approach 
with a specific focus on foreign involvement showing the 
consistencies in U.S. policies toward each government.  

Declassified documents from the Central Intelligence Agency 
archive make up the primary source foundation of this study. 
During this period of time the CIA activities in general 
represented the bipartisan Cold War policies of the U.S. 
government. These documents provide a wealth of information 
both intended and otherwise through their detailed accounts of 
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covert activities on behalf of the U.S. government and analyses of 
various on the ground conditions gained through those activities. 
The CIA took on the most direct involvement in implementing 
U.S. policy in Chile before and during the dictatorship.5 As such 
the declassified documents contain an array of information on 
Chile, its governments, and especially the U.S. position/actions 
towards them. They provide information on the material 
conditions in Chile, the state of the economy, political opposition, 
as well as the activities and resources utilized by the U.S. to 
influence Chile. Indirect analysis of these documents highlights 
the U.S.’s acknowledgement of various human rights violations, 
economic mismanagement, and other information that contradict 
the U.S.’s public position on regimes and ideologies. 

While a longer study would benefit from the inclusion of a 
more diverse array of primary sources especially from the 
subaltern, I have limited this research to predominately 
declassified CIA documents in the interest of focusing on one 
particular angle that sums up the overall U.S. government position 
towards Chile during the Cold War era. I have examined these 
documents through various methods of analysis to help explain 
how the U.S. influenced the circumstances of economic crisis and 
social upheaval that led to the demise of both, Allende’s 
presidency and Pinochet’s dictatorship.  

This paper argues that the United States participated in 
creating similar conditions of economic and social discontent 
under both Allende’s presidency and Pinochet’s dictatorship 
despite maintaining different stances towards each Chilean 
government. The U.S. sought to subvert Allende’s government by 
funding opponents of his presidency and boycotting trade, setting 
the stage for the coup against him. The U.S. also destabilized the 
Pinochet regime despite its strong support for it. The U.S. 
promotion of neoliberalism hurt the Chilean economy and 
damaged the regime’s stability. As the stability of Pinochet waned 
and the international community increased its calls for a return to 
democracy the U.S. shifted its support to a stable democratic 
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government that would retain the right-wing economics of the 
dictatorship. While the U.S. took very different actions toward 
each government in Chile, those actions brought the same result: 
destabilization and regime change. 

U.S. influence and intervention in Chile during the Allende 
presidency and subsequent Pinochet dictatorship exemplify U.S. 
foreign policy during the Cold War era. From the end of the 
Second World War until the 1991 dissolution of the Soviet Union 
(USSR), the U.S. and USSR waged an ideological conflict 
between capitalism and communism. Each country sought to 
expand its influence around the world. The U.S. felt threatened by 
the USSR for a variety of reasons, including the closed markets of 
the Communist Bloc. In the post war period, U.S. prosperity relied 
heavily on the production and sale of commodities from around 
the world. U.S. manufacturing jobs required markets beyond the 
U.S. to expand into communist countries structured around a 
central planned economy. Responding to this and other fears, the 
U.S. adopted a policy of containment that often resulted in proxy 
wars in Korea and Vietnam as well as support for anti-communist 
dictatorships to prevent communist expansion. The U.S. utilized 
this approach around the world as part of the global Cold War, but 
especially in Latin America in which the U.S. saw within its 
sphere of influence since the Monroe doctrine in 1823.6 

During the Cold War, the U.S. viewed any liberal movement 
by a nation as the result of Soviet interference and countered it by 
any means at their disposal. In Latin America, the U.S. utilized 
covert CIA actions to subvert or overthrow any government that 
fit their broad definition of Marxist or socialist. The U.S. exerted 
their hemispheric influence through a variety of undemocratic 
means that undermined many nation’s sovereignty.7 Two 
emblematic cases of U.S. interference that precede the Chilean 
case include Guatemala and Cuba. In Guatemala the 
democratically elected government of Jacobo Árbenz met his 
demise with a coup supported by the CIA. Árbenz’s land reform, 
influenced by some socialist policies, proved sufficient 
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justification for the U.S. to support his ousting and replacement 
with a military dictatorship. Cuba served as a visible icon of a 
Communist government in the western hemisphere. Following 
Castro’s 1961 declaration of a Marxist-Leninist government the 
U.S. imposed sanctions and blockades on Cuba and supported 
coup attempts including the Bay of Pigs invasion that resulted in 
defeat at the hands of the Cuban Revolutionary Armed Forces. We 
will return to the Cuban example later in the essay but both 
examples show the willingness of the U.S. to use force to topple 
regional governments.8 

 

U.S. Opposition to Allende 

During the Cold War the U.S. saw itself as the dominant 
power influencing Latin America, opposing and destabilizing 
governments that did not abide by its economic influence. Even 
before his victory in the 1970 Chilean presidential election, the 
U.S. vehemently opposed Allende and portrayed him as a Soviet 
pawn. The U.S. had already made an enemy in the hemisphere, 
Communist Cuba, and did not want another government to follow 
suit. The CIA gave large sums of money to the campaigns of 
Allende’s political opponents, even going so far as bribing 
members of the Chilean legislature in an effort to get Allende’s 
successful election thrown out. These actions only increased once 
Allende came to power and began his reforms known as “The 
Chilean Way to Socialism.” Through various actions, both overt 
and covert, the CIA and other elements within the U.S. 
government sought to undermine Allende’s authority and topple 
his socialist Popular Unity government.9 

The U.S. began its anti-Allende activities even before his 
election. The CIA funded Allende’s opponents, bribed legislators 
in an attempt to keep him from accessing the presidency and 
further spent capital to destabilize his government once they had 
achieved power.10 By following the trail of this money one can 
gain insight into what lengths the U.S. would go to oppose 
Allende. Declassified CIA reports claimed the majority of funding 
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went primarily to propaganda efforts, such as “media placements 
in support of opposition parties and against the Allende regime.”11 
The declassified CIA documents show the larger picture, with 
$500,000 aid to the campaigns of Allende’s political opponents 
prior to his election, $350,000 to bribe the Chilean legislators to 
keep from ratifying Allende’s election, and an additional $6.5 
million for shadowy “destabilization activities,” once Allende 
ascended to the presidency.12 This spending to undermine Allende 
came to the public light in the period following the 1973 coup 
against Allende and provoked widespread condemnation. This 
spending shows the early opposition to Allende done largely out 
of fear that Chile could serve as another bastion for socialism and 
anti-imperialism in the region.13 

The U.S. government sought to isolate Chile from its regional 
allies and subvert the Allende government by imposing sanctions 
and excluding Chile from multinational organizations. The U.S. 
modeled these actions against Chile on previous actions taken 
against Cuba. Documentation of this exists in a December 1970 
declassified memorandum to Henry Kissinger, the National 
Security Advisor at that time who would later become U.S. 
Secretary of State. “The only precedent for excluding a member 
from participation in the OAS is the Cuban case.”14 The CIA did 
not distinguish between Allende’s constitutional and democratic 
election and Fidel Castro’s armed revolution. In order to achieve 
support for their opposition to Allende, the U.S. played up the 
more radical aspects of the Allende government to justify their 
position. 

The U.S. took every opportunity to sow fears of Chile as a 
second foothold in the hemisphere for the Soviets. This included 
Allende’s improved relations with nations from the Communist 
bloc. U.S. diplomat John Crimmins in his aforementioned memo 
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to Henry Kissinger claimed that any such alliance with 
“Communist powers breaks the solidarity and collective security 
of the Inter-American system.”15 The U.S. mission to the OAS had 
more support for actions against Cuba because of its explicit 
association with Soviet style communism. Cuba had been 
excluded following Castro’s 2 December 1961, declaration of a 
Marxist-Leninist government as well as for purportedly providing 
assistance to leftist rebel groups in the region. The support for 
rebel groups in other Latin American countries proved a crucial 
element for gaining international support for the imposition of 
sanctions as “Previous application of OAS sanctions… 
[were]…directly tied to interventionism.”16 The U.S. intelligence 
community had a much harder time garnering support for ousting 
Chile, as the democratically elected Allende government self-
identified as a leftist-socialist coalition rather than a one party 
Marxist-Leninist revolutionary state and Chile had not intervened 
in any tangible way beyond supporting revolutionary rhetoric and 
taking in leftist refugees.17 Ultimately, the implementation of 
official sanctions or the ousting of Chile from the OAS failed to 
gain international support forcing the U.S. government to find 
other means to implement its anti-Allende agenda.18 

The economy became the primary battlefield for the U.S.’s 
covert war on Allende. In notes from CIA director Richard Helms, 
“Nixon and Kissinger …ordered steps to ‘make the economy 
scream.’”19 While the U.S. first attempted to impose sanctions on 
Chile in a similar manner to Cuba, it failed when regional 
governments hesitated to participate in what their constituents 
viewed as an act of imperialist aggression. The U.S. had attempted 
to influence other governments to act on its behalf in an effort to 
avoid the imperialist label already associated with U.S. policy 
towards Latin America. The U.S. Mission to the OAS sought to 
“Encourage the Latin Americans to take the initiative,” including 
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“feeding suggested initiatives.”20  When this proved unsuccessful, 
the U.S. shifted to “invisible sanctions,” like leading trade 
boycotts and blocking loans. For example, the U.S. included OAS 
loans, “…From the Fund for Special Operations, where an 
affirmative vote by the U.S. is required for loan approval.”21 This 
showed the U.S. had a disproportionate amount of power in the 
OAS and could enact its own agenda without widespread support 
from fellow member states. These “invisible sanctions” of trade 
boycotts and loan blockades combined with inflation in the triple 
digits, government price control, and high wages resulted in the 
scarcity of consumer goods. U.S. pressure combined with the 
growing pains of restructuring the economy along socialist lines 
set the Chilean economy on a path to crisis.22 

 
Economic Crisis and Allende’s Downfall 

Economic crises justified the positions held by Allende’s 
opponents. Allende’s socialist reforms combined with limited 
consumer goods led to a decline in purchasing power, especially 
for the middle and upper classes. While the socialist reforms 
increased wages for the working class, the inflation and price 
controls on goods created a decline in the real value of the 
currency affecting all levels of society. This meant more economic 
equality and less unemployment but more empty shelves in stores. 
While many in the working class did not worry about the lack of 
consumer goods, bourgeois Chileans felt a direct affront to their 
status and lifestyle. The U.S. seized on the bourgeois concern as 
an example of the failures of socialism and smeared Allende. The 
anti-Allende rhetoric of the CIA allowed the bourgeois Chileans 
and their allies in U.S. business in Chile to speak for the whole of 
the country. This set the stage for the coup that went unchallenged 
by the CIA despite their knowledge that it would take place in the 
days preceding the planned date of September 11, 1973.23 
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While Allende found a strong ally in the working classes, elite 
Chileans saw his socialist values as a threat to their affluence and 
viewed him with contempt. This discontent increased when 
shortages of food and other consumer goods led Allende’s Popular 
Unity government to implement rationing in an effort to equalize 
distribution of the products available. This led to protest from the 
bourgeois class, especially women who were the primary 
consumers for their families. The gender roles at this time 
expected men to provide money with which married women 
would use to purchase goods for the household. The rationing of 
consumer goods resulted in an excess of money but a scarcity of 
goods to buy with it. The ration lines induced stress in the 
bourgeois women of Chile who saw the inconvenience as an 
attack on their status. “Women often recalled the frustration of 
standing in line: ‘I had boxes of money, but nothing to buy.’” The 
U.S. exploited this discontent along with those on the political 
right inside Chile to discredit Allende and his socialist policies as 
failures. 24 

The United States saw the discontent of the Chilean bourgeois 
over the lack of consumer goods as evidence to vilify Allende and 
his socialist reforms as disastrous. The U.S. knew that Allende’s 
policies had improved the lives of many Chileans, as shown in a 
declassified 1972 CIA memo which admitted, “That many 
Chileans are better off [now] than before [Allende].”25 Still the 
vocal minority of elite and middle-class individuals unhappy with 
their decreased status provided a visible justification for what the 
CIA saw as a major threat to their influence in the region. The U.S. 
quickly scapegoated socialism as a failure rather than 
acknowledge the natural growing pains of restructuring an 
economy to be more equal for all Chileans. The U.S. allied itself 
with the elite in Chile as their business interests were tied to that 
segment of the population.26 The CIA exposed its allegiance to the 
bourgeois Chileans in the aforementioned 1972 memo that voiced 
concerns over “The shortages [of consumer goods] in recent 
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months,” focusing on how “the living standards of the upper and 
middle classes have been hit harder.”27 Despite acknowledging the 
improved standard of living for subaltern Chileans under Allende, 
the CIA placed the elite complaints at the forefront of their memo 
and allowed their voice to speak for all of Chile.28 

The CIA sought to exploit consumer discontent to undermine 
Allende’s legitimacy. In a declassified CIA memorandum 
concerning the “Growing Problems and Narrowing Options” of 
the “Allende Regime” in 1972, they acknowledged the success in 
their economic warfare against Allende claiming, “The declining 
state of the economy…provided an issue to mobilize popular anti-
regime sentiment.”29 These protests evoked the anti-Allende camp 
in Chile that the U.S. allowed to represent the majority of the 
nation as a show of lack of faith in Allende and his socialist 
reforms. The most notable form of these protests known as the 
“march of the empty pots,” saw bourgeois women marching and 
clanging empty pots as a symbol of food scarcity. Tinsman’s work 
on Chilean grape production highlights how these protests in 
effect made “female consumer satisfaction a litmus test for 
socialism.”30 Overall the U.S. effectively used complaints over a 
lack of consumer goods as justification for their anti-Allende 
rhetoric and practices, and continued to use it long after the coup 
into the years of the Pinochet dictatorship.31 

The U.S. government worried that Allende would continue his 
path of “The Chilean way to Socialism,” as the majority of the 
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population, the working class, supported his reforms. Recent 
documents made available by the CIA shows a covert two-track 
policy against Allende; with the first track to prevent his election 
and the second track to instigate a coup once he had taken office. 
The CIA provided arms and logistics to various groups of coup 
plotters in 1970 who proved incapable of successfully executing 
the coup plan. That plan included the need to kidnap, “Army 
Commander Rene Schneider, who felt deeply that the Constitution 
required that the Army allow Allende to assume power.”32 One of 
the subsequent failed coup attempts resulted in the death of 
Schneider. While less directly involved in the successful 
September 11, 1973 coup, the plotters notified the CIA and these 
earlier activities made that coup possible. Without the death of 
Schneider, the military would have less internal support for a coup 
against Allende at the level necessary for success. Ultimately, the 
CIA enabled the 1973 coup with the death of Schneider and failure 
to notify Chilean authorities of their knowledge of the planned 
coup.33 
 

U.S. Support of the Military Dictatorship 

With the establishment of the Pinochet-led military 
dictatorship in the immediate aftermath of the September 11, 1973 
coup, the U.S. saw an opportunity to expand its influence 
politically and economically. Chile became an authoritarian, anti-
communist dictatorship that committed state violence and human 
rights abuses including murder, torture, and forced 
disappearances. The U.S. excused the abuses of the dictatorship 
as necessary for the Cold War struggle against communism and 
continued to assist the Pinochet regime.34 In the post-coup 
restructuring of the economy the U.S. destabilized the regime by 
promoting the adoption of neoliberal capitalism. The 
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implementation of neoliberalism, with the help of economists 
trained at the University of Chicago, proved one of the most brutal 
examples of unrestrained capitalism. Ultimately, the U.S. chose to 
overlook the brazen human rights violations and other 
undemocratic aspects of the dictatorship, in order to maintain their 
economic and political influence in Chile.35 

The establishment of neoliberalism in Chile deregulated 
private companies promoting business interests to the detriment 
of workers who already suffered under widespread repression.36 
Neoliberalism became a hallmark of the Pinochet Regime due in 
a large part to U.S. trained economists, known as the “Chicago-
Boys.” These Chilean economists who studied at the University 
of Chicago under Milton Friedman were instrumental in designing 
this extreme form of economic theory that encouraged the 
privatization of many basic services including healthcare, 
education, and the pension system. Pinochet identified with the 
“Chicago-Boys” as “technocrat … above politics and private 
interests.”37 The cementing of neoliberalism in Chile came with 
Friedman’s 1975 speech in Santiago concerning the 
implementation of his free market economic ideas. This approach 
to economic restructuring marketed rapid privatization as the 
answer to the high levels of unemployment present in the wake of 
the coup. Friedman argued in his speech, “If Chile is going to have 
economic development, private companies must expand, which 
will allow them to absorb unemployment.”38 While such promises 
of low unemployment did not come to pass as high levels 
persisted, neoliberalism did generate wealth for elite Chileans and 
U.S. business interests.39  

The promotion of export growth in Chile reflects earlier 
practices of the U.S. in Latin America, such as the “banana 
empire” model in Central America where the U.S. United Fruit 
Company took on the role of the de facto colonial power.40 This 
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neocolonial project allowed the U.S. to control a nation’s 
economy as the main consumer of products specifically produced 
for export. In promoting the production of a limited variety of 
consumable goods intended for sale in the U.S., export-led growth 
increased U.S. influence over the Chilean economy. The CIA 
noted this investment with a warning found in a document from 
1982 which stated for “U.S. commercial interests…any 
substantial shift from market-oriented policies,” would have 
detrimental effects.41 This economic model served to extract 
wealth for U.S. business interests. A similar CIA document from 
1986 when U.S. banks owned the majority of Chilean debt, 
reiterated the point stating, “Export growth will help U.S. 
banks.”42 To protect their investments in Chile, the U.S. provided 
economic assistance to prop up the economy and the regime, 
maintaining the balance of power which allowed wealth and 
power to flow into the hands of the few and out to the U.S.43 

Rhetorically, the U.S. praised Pinochet and the neoliberal 
economy established under his regime as a miracle that brought 
stability and opened up Chile to unfettered free trade. From the 
establishment of the military dictatorship in Chile the CIA 
provided support for propaganda activities. “[The CIA] continued 
some ongoing propaganda projects, including support for news 
media committed to creating a positive image for the military 
Junta.”44 This downplayed the negative qualities and built up the 
image of the regime as bringing economic progress and increased 
prosperity to Chile. “The Chilean Miracle,” the term for the 
economic restructuring under Pinochet, received praise from the 
U.S. for avoiding “a rigidly statist or nationalistic approach that 
would stifle private-sector initiative and work against foreign 
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participation.”45 While the U.S. government ignored the 
perspective of working-class Chileans who made up the majority 
of the population it championed the opening up of Chile for 
private industry consolidating wealth into the hands of Chilean 
elite and U.S. business interests. This rhetorical support continued 
even toward the end of the dictatorship. This rhetoric promoted 
U.S. interests in Chile particularly the stability and longevity of 
the neoliberal economic system that had become intrinsic to the 
Chilean economy under Pinochet.46 
 
Economic Crisis and the Downfall of Pinochet 

The neoliberal economy proved advantageous for the Chilean 
elite and foreign investors and detrimental to Chilean working 
class. Over the course of the dictatorship the neoliberal economy 
ultimately led to widespread unemployment, increased cost of 
living, and a decline in workers’ wages. This furthered widespread 
unrest especially among the working-class segments of the 
population. Conflict emerged between the economic and political 
goals of the regime especially in terms of gender. The stability of 
the Pinochet regime waned as the economic crisis continued. This 
crisis caused further anxiety for the U.S. and other nations that had 
previously aided the regime. With stability as a primary U.S. 
concern their support for the dictatorship weakened.47 

According to CIA sources high rates of unemployment, at 
30% in 1983, and more seasonal temporary jobs pushed many 
women out of the home and into the workplace in order to make 
ends meet.48 The predominantly rural working-class women who 
became “temporeras” or temporary wage workers represented a 
conflict between the export-led growth promoted by the U.S. and 
the conservative patriarchal values of the Pinochet regime. 
Families, especially poor rural families were unable to survive on 

 
45 U.S. Directorate of Intelligence, “Chile: Embarking on Trade-Led Economic 
Expansion,” (September 1986), iii. 
46 CIA, CIA Activities in Chile: A General Report. U.S. Directorate of 
Intelligence, “Chile: Embarking on Trade-Led Economic Expansion,” 
(September 1986). 
47 U.S. Directorate of Intelligence, "Chile: Challenges to the Free Market 
Model,” (August 1982), 9. 
48 U.S. Directorate of Intelligence, “Chile: Embarking on Trade-Led Economic 
Expansion,” (September 1986), 1. 
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the husband/father’s income alone, if he could find work at all. 
Under the dictatorship women went to work in new temporary 
jobs, largely in the fruit packing industry, that were intrinsic to the 
export agriculture economy of Chile. While this fit well with U.S. 
business interests desires for cheap labor regardless of gender, 
women's employment had unintended results that undermined the 
patriarchal elements of the Pinochet regime. Employment meant 
that women gained some improved power dynamics in the 
domestic sphere. In creating this atmosphere where "women and 
men needed to share the burden of …making ends meet, and 
identify with each other's common experiences of abuse,”49 
women gained autonomy and power that could then be turned 
against the state.50 

As women workers played an increasingly important role in 
the politics of organized labor the labor movement re-emerged to 
participate in the transitional push for a return to democracy. 
Protests over the economic instability and inequality increased as 
the economic crisis worsened. These protests faced heavy 
crackdown by the military under its anti-terrorism laws that 
effectively prohibited free speech against the regime. The once 
great force of the Chilean labor unions had been dismantled and 
replaced with a few neoliberal economists and the elites who 
benefited from them. In response to their numerous losses under 
the dictatorship, Chilean workers grew fed up and accepted the 
status of enemy of the regime.51 Despite the challenges the 
Chilean labor movement faced, it used all means available to 
undermine the dictatorship.52 

With knowledge of the human rights abuses perpetrated by 
the Pinochet regime, the U.S. chose to overlook them for political 
and economic motives. CIA documents championed Pinochet’s 
repressive tactics claiming his “Brutally effective governmental 

 
49 Heidi Tinsman, "Reviving Feminist Materialism: Gender and Neoliberalism 
in Pinochet's Chile,” Signs 26, no. 1 (2000), 161. 
50Tinsman, Buying into the Regime, 84-95. 
51 Vergara, “Writing about Workers,” 55. 
52 U.S. Directorate of Intelligence, “Chile: The Economic Vulnerability of the 
Pinochet Regime,” (July 1987), 13. Winn, Victims of the Chilean Miracle,10-
11, 22, 41, 100, 113. 
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repression have instilled political apathy in much of the 
populace.”53 This exemplified the U.S. standard of upholding 
consumer democracy over political democracy. Political apathy 
served as an intrinsic goal of the neoliberal project with 
consumption as a replacement for actual political participation. 
The U.S. accepted the repressive means of inducing that apathy as 
long as those means achieved the desired effect. Many other 
nations around the world who condemned the human rights 
violations did not share the same sentiment. This put Chile and the 
U.S. on the defensive forcing the U.S. to justify Pinochet’s 
continued rule to the international community.54 

The repressive crackdowns and brazen human rights 
violations resulted in a condemnation from the international 
community with the U.S. trying to persuade other nations to not 
impose sanctions and other measures against Pinochet. The 
military regime had been able to maintain some degree of support, 
at least from the political right inside and outside Chile through 
the justification of the “Economic Miracle” and increased 
consumer democracy. While the U.S. sought to dissuade the 
imposition of sanctions, to avoid playing into the hands of leftists 
in Chile, other nations did not agree. CIA documents warn that, 
“Refusal of the regime to liberalize or reduce human rights 
violations has already caused creditor countries to consider citing 
against or delaying multilateral bank loans to Chile.”55 As the 
Chilean economy failed to improve the Pinochet regime grew less 
worried about the opinions of the international community and 
more concerned with obtaining money. With stability of the 
neoliberal economic system as the major concern of the U.S., 
Pinochet’s control of Chile became less of an asset and more of a 
liability.56 

 
53 U.S. Directorate of Intelligence, “Chile: Challenges to the Free Market 
Model,” (August 1982), 8. 
54 U.S. Directorate of Intelligence, "Chile: Embarking on Trade-Led Economic 
Expansion,” (September 1986). 
55 U.S. Directorate of Intelligence, “Chile: Embarking on Trade-Led Economic 
Expansion,” (September 1986), iv. 
56 U.S. Directorate of Intelligence, “Chile: Challenges to the Free Market 
Model,” (August 1982), 9. U.S. Directorate of Intelligence, "Chile: Embarking 
on Trade-Led Economic Expansion,” (September 1986), 12-13. Winn, Victims 

of the Chilean Miracle, 10-11, 22, 113. 
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Transition to Democracy and the Continuity of Neoliberalism 

As the dictatorship became less and less justifiable to the 
international community and proved less stable than previously 
portrayed, the U.S. supported a return to democracy along with 
the continuity of neoliberalism in a democratic Chile. While the 
U.S. had long been an ally of Pinochet as a strong opponent of 
communism, the negative light of his authoritarianism and human 
rights abuses ultimately made him more of a liability than an asset 
in terms of stability for the free market economy. Recognizing the 
odds against him Pinochet took some conciliatory measures in a 
bid to maintain his rule as long as possible. 

In response to pressure mounting from the Chilean public, 
Pinochet allowed for a plebiscite that ultimately required elections 
and a restoration of democracy, albeit with various caveats. 
Pinochet hoped to use this plebiscite to extend his rule while 
validating it as the will of the Chilean public. These concessions 
established by the 1980 Chilean constitution outlined the holding 
of a plebiscite in 1988 with the options to vote “Yes” to extend 
Pinochet’s rule into the 1990s, or “No,” to call for democratic 
elections. The “No” vote won with 55% support against the 43% 
that voted “Yes” to continue Pinochet’s rule. The results did not 
concern the U.S. intelligence that saw the anti-Pinochet camp as a 
pieced together coalition that would have difficulty forming a 
government. The U.S. intelligence community reported it easier 
for the Pro-Pinochet candidate “to obtain the support of those who 
previously voted ‘No’ than vice-versa,” purportedly as a testament 
to the successes of the free-trade economy and the memory of the 
chaos that had preceded the 1973 coup. In effect the changes made 
under the dictatorship that restructured the economic and political 
cultures of Chile would remain intact.57  

As the return to democracy loomed nearer the U.S. 
transitioned support from Pinochet to candidates on the center 
right who would uphold the economic systems of the dictatorship 
in a democratic context. CIA analyses in the mid 1980s warned 
that “Because of its heavy $22 billion debt load, foreign financial 
support is a major factor in Chile’s economic performance and 

 
57 U.S. Central Intelligence Agency, “Whats Next for Chile?” by José S. 
Sorzano, (3 November 1988), 3-5. 
 



68     Perspectives 

 

ultimately in Pinochet’s political prospects.”58 With the large 
amount of foreign debt and the decreasing fears of communism on 
the world stage, more international pressure against the 
dictatorship clearly caused concern from the U.S. The U.S. 
position held during the demise of the Pinochet regime highlights 
the imperialist nature of its foreign policy at this time when 
support for a regime hinged on its usefulness.59 

The military dictatorship in Chile ended with the return to 
civilian rule in 1990 under Christian Democrat Patricio Aylwin. 
This transition had limitations in the sense that Pinochet remained 
Commander-in-Chief of the Chilean Army until 1998 and then as 
“Senator for Life” until 2002. Despite the transition to democracy 
the economic system of neoliberalism in Chile remained in place 
as predicted by the U.S.60 Chile remains one of the most heavily 
privatized countries in the world and still utilizes the 1980 
constitution imposed by the Pinochet dictatorship. The current 
president, a conservative, Sebastián Piñera has upheld the legacy 
of the neoliberalism imposed under Pinochet. The inequality and 
privatization of basic services intrinsic to the neoliberal economic 
system continues to exist in Chile and have recently caused 
widespread unrest and a reimplementation of repressive laws that 
have not been used since the dictatorship. With activists calling 
for a new constitution Chile appears at a turning point forced to 
deal with the economic policies of the past that never fully went 
away.61 

 
Conclusion 

Ultimately, the U.S. valued its goals of toppling socialism and 
implementing neoliberalism in Chile over the stability of any 

 
58 U.S. Directorate of Intelligence, “Chile: Prospects for Democratic 
Transition,” (December 1985), 4. 
59 U.S. Directorate of Intelligence, “Chile: Challenges to the Free Market 
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60 Angela Vergara, “Workers and the Struggle for Social Justice in Neoliberal 
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justice-in-neoliberal-chile/, (December 4, 2019). 
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Chilean government whether left or right, democratically elected 
or tyrannical. Allende threatened the U.S. domination of politics 
and economics providing a democratic worker led alternative to 
capitalism. The U.S. succeeded in halting Allende’s Chilean Road 
to Socialism with their complacence in the coup launched against 
him. With Pinochet, the U.S. found an ally willing to embrace 
capitalism in its most unregulated form, neoliberalism. The U.S. 
showed that its true interest lay not only in the dictatorships anti-
leftist politics but in economics and wealth extraction. By 
promoting the neoliberal “miracle” of Chile under Pinochet the 
U.S. disregarded the negative impact it had on the majority of 
Chileans. The amounting pressure left unreleased radicalized the 
majority of the population against the regime that furthered 
inequality and violently repressed dissenting voices. Ultimately 
the Pinochet regime fell as the U.S. refused to back down from 
their support of neoliberal capitalism that only worked for the 
elites. With Pinochet out of office Chile continues to deal with his 
legacy still repressed by the same authoritarian constitution and 
neoliberal economic system.  
 





 

 

The Blackness of Blaxploitation: Race, Respectability, and 

African American Popular Culture in the 1970s 

 

Chiqutara Kendall 

 
Introduction 

On August 5, 1972, the day after the premiere of Super Fly, New 

York Times writer Roger Greenspun proclaimed that the film 
belonged alongside “all those crime movies that have had as their 
subject the one big last job.”1 Starring classically trained actor Ron 
O’Neal as the slick and cunning drug dealer Youngblood Priest, 
the film became an instant success earning more than $30 million 
on a budget of less than $500,000. Audiences flocked to the 
theatres with one young woman, who had seen the flick three 
times, proclaiming that O’Neal made “Shaft look like Little Jack 
Horner.”2 Directed by Gordon Parks Jr. and solely financed by 
African Americans, Super Fly exposed the profitability of the 
burgeoning sub-genre of Black-centered action films. 3 For at least 
a few days, African American filmmakers received the respect and 
critical acclaim of their white counterparts in Hollywood. But the 
tides soon changed against the film. Variety countered the New 

York Times stating, “It’s strictly action-adventure, alternating, like 
clockwork, drugs-sex-violence for its duration with hardly a plot 
line to hold it together.”4 Time’s reviewer, Jay Cocks, irritated by 
the Black stereotypes and slapshot production quality, criticized it 
as exploitive, offensive, and shoddily made declaring: “What 
makes a crummy little movie like Super Fly worth getting angry 
about is the implication behind it: that movies made for black 
audiences have to be, or can easily be, so casually and 
contemptuously awful.”5  

 
1 Roger Greenspun, “'Super Fly':  O'Neal Has Lead as Narcotics Dealer,” New 

York Times, August 5, 1972. 
2 Maurice Peterson, “Ron was too Light for Shaft But…” New York Times, 
September 17, 1972. 
3 “Super Fly,” AFI Catalog of Feature Films, 
https://catalog.afi.com/Catalog/moviedetails/54432 
4 Variety Staff, “Extract from a Review of Super Fly,” Variety, September 
1972, https://variety.com/1971/film/reviews/superfly-1200422705/ 
5 Jay Cocks, “Cinema: Racial Slur,” Time Magazine, September 11, 1972. 
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Soon after the film’s release Junius Griffin, then head of the 
Beverly Hills chapter of the NAACP referred to the film and all 
other made in a similar vein as “black exploitation,” and 
demanded that Warner Bros. recall prints of the film from 
distribution and reshoot the ending so that Priest would be killed 
or otherwise punished for his drug usage and dealing. The 
National Catholic Office gave the film a “C” for condemned, 
stating: “This kind of black liberation serves only to deceive the 
brothers and play upon the fears of black audiences.” Within 
months of its initial release several African-American groups 
formed specifically to fight the film and others like it, among them 
being BANG (Blacks Against Narcotics and Genocide) and CAB 
(Coalition Against Blaxploitation).6  Not since the inception of the 
Black Panther Party had a movement been so feared and loathed 
in the eyes of the African American establishment. 

Most of that fear stemmed from the significant position 
popular culture took with the rise of film and television in the 
twentieth century. Though popular culture has long existed as 
the ideological and material apparatus on which all social life 
is based, the moving image proved far superior to the still image 
or written word in arousing emotions, stirring curiosity, 
communicating important ideas and prompting its audience to 
consider significant questions about society.7 Despite its 
questionable creative license, production biases, and its 

 
6 Junius Griffin, “Black Movie Boom – Good or Bad?” New York Times, 
December 17, 1972. Ed Guerrero, Framing Blackness: The African American 

Image in Film, Culture, and the Moving Image (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1993), 101-102. 
7 Film may utilize interpretive license more than academia, but that license is 
used to express hidden thoughts and actions that are rarely found in most 
sources. With that in mind, we must consider how both the mimetic and 
creative nature of filmmaking become clouded when confronting race and 
representation, in which both the formal/aesthetic aspects of filmmaking and 
the social and cultural exchanges that take place between the audience and the 
film industry must be considered. See Danielle Dirks and Jennifer C. Mueller, 
“Racism and Popular Culture,” Relational Formations of Race (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2019), 116. Thomas Schatz, Hollywood Genres: 

Formulas, Filmmaking and the Studio System (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
1981), 12. Robert Brent Toplin, Reel History: In Defense of Hollywood 
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2002), 9. 
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decentralism of causation, many African-Americans believed that 
cinema would allow them to more accurately portray Black 
identity and move away from blackface representations.8 Film had 
the potential to become an enormous force of social change, 
creating a space to voice dissent and a forum in which to propagate 
Black ideas, culture, values, talent, literature, thought, and 
analysis. But the power of popular culture rested with its 
centuries-old ability to “distort, shape, and produce reality, 
dictating the ways in which people think, feel, and operate in the 
social world” and to reinforce the “lessons” that defined racial 
politics and kept structural inequalities in place.9 The monopoly 

 
8 In the early twentieth century, the film camera was considered on par with 
other scientific apparatuses which claimed empirical verifiability, and early 
cinematic narratives reified and popularized political, social and cultural White 
supremacy. See Anna Everett, Returning the Gaze: A Genealogy of Black Film 

Criticism, 1909-1949 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2001), 13. Also see 
Katharine Bausch, “Superflies into Superkillers: Black Masculinity in Film 
from Blaxploitation to New Black Realism," Journal of Popular Culture 46, 
no. 2 (2013), 257-76. Donald Bogle, Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, Mammies, and 

Bucks: An Interpretive History of Blacks in American Films, 5th ed. (New 
York: Continuum, 2016). Guerrero, Framing Blackness. bell hooks, Black 

Looks: Race and Representation (Boston: South End Press, 1992). Novotny 
Lawrence, Blaxploitation Films of the 1970s: Blackness and Genre (New York: 
Routledge, 2008). Mark A. Reid, Black Lenses, Black Voices: African 

American Film Now (New York: Rowman & Littlefield, 2005). Shoniqua 
Roach and Jennifer C Nash, "Black Pussy Power: Performing Acts of Black 
Eroticism in Pam Grier’s Blaxploitation Films," Feminist Theory 19, no. 1 
(2018), 7-22. Christopher Sieving, Soul-Searching: Black-Themes Cinema from 

the March on Washington to the Rise of Blaxploitation (Middletown: Wesleyan 
University Press, 2011). Shawan M. Worsley, Audience, Agency and Identity in 

Black Popular Culture (New York: Routledge, 2010). Joshua K Wright, "Black 
Outlaws and the Struggle for Empowerment in Blaxploitation Cinema," 
Spectrum: A Journal on Black Men 2, no. 2 (2014), 63-86. 
9 Before the genre's birth in 1970, the typical depiction of African 
Americans in television and film was as domestic servants, sidekick, or 
victim. The dawn, however, of this new cinematic movement would seek 
to put an end to that. See Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation (Ann 
Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1981). Dirks and Mueller, “Racism 
and Popular Culture”. bell hooks, Reel to Real: Race, Sex, and Class at the 

Movies (New York: Routledge, 1996). bell hooks, We Real Cool: Black Men 

and Masculinity (New York: Routledge, 2004). Douglas Kellner, Media 

Culture: Cultural Studies, Identity, and Politics between the Modern and the 

Postmodern (New York: Routledge, 1995). Jan Nederveen Pieterse, White on 
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White Hollywood and middle-class, conservative African 
Americans had over dictating the way that the American people 
“knew” Blackness meant that films like Super Fly became new 
and dangerous form of artistic expression in American popular 
culture.10 

Blaxploitation films represented a rare unification of 
mainstream Civil Rights and Black Power movements of the 
twentieth century that emphasized resistance to victimization but 
still adhered to assimilationists views. Though many scholars 
have focused on the perceived “black-lash” against the Black 
movie boom of the 1970s, none have looked at how 

 

Black: Images of Africa and Blacks in Western Popular Culture (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press 1992). 
10 Blaxploitation appeared during a pivotal moment in American history. By the 
early 1970s the “public relation” face of both the Civil Rights’ and Black 
Power movements were in visible decline with the assassinations of Malcolm X 
in 1965 and Martin Luther King in 1968. Other prominent Civil Rights groups 
like NAACP and SNCC were going through mass changes in leadership with 
Thurgood and Stokely Carmichael ex-patriating to Ghana in 1968 a mere two 
years after abandoning non-violent resistance. By 1971, the political 
foundations of the Black Panther Party had collapsed. Blaxploitation 
reimagined these “lost Black heroes,” injecting them into urban, working-class 
setting that were wholly black. In a larger sense, Blaxploitation redefined the 
fight for social justice as an individual struggle rather than a collective one. It 
repositioned the economic and political disadvantage of African-Americans 
from the rural South to the urban, North. More importantly, these films imbued 
their black working-class viewers with a set of fashions, attitudes, aspirations 
and grievances that were seemingly detached from but whole related to both 
white America and the black freedom struggle. See Keisha N. Blain, Set the 

World on Fire: Black Nationalist Women and the Global Struggle for Freedom 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 2018). Joshua Bloom and Waldo E. 
Martin, Jr., Black against Empire: The History and Politics of the Black 

Panther Party (Oakland: University of California Press, 2016). Tomiko Brown-
Nagin, Courage to Dissent: Atlanta and the Long History of the Civil Rights - 

Movement (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). Maxine Leeds Craig, Ain’t 

I a Beauty Queen?: Black Women, Beauty, and the Politics of Race (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2002). Steve Estes, I am a Man!: Race, Manhood, 

and the Civil Rights Movement (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2005). Robin D. G. Kelley, Yo' Mama's Disfunktional!: Fighting the 

Culture Wars in Urban America (Boston: Beacon Press, 1997). Robin D. G. 
Kelley, Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 2002). Daniel T. Rodgers, Age of Fracture (Cambridge: Belknap Press 
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Blaxploitation’s use of victimization, deviance, and righteous 
uplift spoke to urban Black audiences of the time. Rather than 
concentrating on how the mainstream (White) depicted African 
Americans or how critics or middle-class Blacks understood them, 
my work strives to understand how the symbols of respectability, 
white supremacy and Black power took on new and more complex 
meanings. Blaxploitation seemingly emphasized the ideologies of 
counterculture movements like Black Power over mainstream 
Civil Rights, reflecting the growing dissatisfaction with the police 
and moving away from an unquestioned white male authority. The 
settings of these film often represented spaces where White people 
either lacked control or met significant resistance to that control 
and where White supremacy constituted a peripheral concern. The 
victimization of African Americans by other African Americans 
illustrated this best. The films also highlighted personal justice or 
revenge over social justice or criminal reform. Economics to 
politics. At the same time, the films often contained formulaic 
storylines. These formulas involved a pattern of victimization, 
deviance, and eventual righteous uplift featured in earlier versions 
of Black-centered films.11 Blaxploitation films, however, 
reworked the symbols of these patterns by exploiting their 
audiences’ built-in set of expectations surrounding respectability, 
assimilation, defiance, and deviance, confounding them with an 
unfamiliar situation, and then eventually subverting those original 
expectations. Blaxploitation reworked the symbols of the Black 
experience in way that authentically spoke audiences of the 1970s.  

Film and mass media in the twentieth century changed the 
way people perceived themselves and the world around us by 
transforming them from participants to spectators. The power of 
film and television allowed people to scrutinize the world through 
the safety of the looking glass. And because they could now see 
the world beyond their villages, towns and cities, they began to 
feel like they knew the world, effectively transforming a radical 
and highly skeptical culture into the “seeing is believing” culture. 
By the 1960s the push for civil and economic rights for African 
Americans had become an overtly visual one. For most 
Americans, images of sit-ins at segregated lunch counters, black 

 
11 Sieving, Soul-Searching, 5. 
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children being viciously attacked by police dogs, freedom riders, 
and Martin Luther King’s famous “March on Washington” 
connected a movement, which had begun in the Southern United 
States, to a larger struggle for freedom and equality throughout the 
nation. From Stokely Carmichael’s call for “Black Power” in 
Greenwood, Mississippi in 1966 to Tommie Jones and John 
Carlos holding up black-gloved fists during the playing of the 
national anthem at the 1968 Olympics, “blackness” and what it 
meant to be black in a modern sense was increasingly created, 
disseminated and understood through the moving image and an 
increasingly eclectic cast of “black heroes.” 

The sub-genre, which focused on Black centered themes and 
often starred all Black casts, arguably reached its peak with the 
premiere of Super Fly and a majority of Blaxploitation films 
ended up as critical and commercial failures. Yet, according to 
Lyrics.com, twenty-two songs reference Black Caesar, thirty-five 
songs reference Dolemite, one hundred and thirty-eight reference 
Foxy Brown, one hundred and eighty-six reference Super Fly, and 
more than two hundred reference Shaft. Super Fly’s title character 
“Youngblood”, in particular, became one of the most coveted rap 
names in the industry. Despite its low production quality and 
Hollywood’s fleeting interest, Blaxploitation somehow cemented 
itself as an essential component American popular culture.12 But 
the films have often been accused of dismissing the issues facing 
Blacks and Whites in America in favor of sex and violence, 
creating unreal universes which glossed over those issues (if not 
ignored completely) or left them for blacks to hash out amongst 
themselves off screen. The performances of Blackness in 
Blaxploitation merely represented white interpretations of the 
Black experience created for mass consumption which lacked any 
type of authenticity to the experiences of most African American. 
Thus, Black characters became tools which “white visitors” used 
to create their own vision of racial idealism: the idea that African 
Americans inherently wanted to be White, not that they strived for 
White opportunities. Blaxploitation compelled its audiences to 
turn away from images that might compel militancy by 
internalizing White supremacist narratives about themselves and 

 
12 Guerrero, Framing Blackness. Lawrence, Blaxploitation Films of the 1970s. 
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the Black experience in America. This speaks more to how White 
audiences or middle to upper-class African Americans viewed the 
films, as a false rebuke of White culture and white power 
structures. And while these films depended on internalized White 
supremacist narratives they often used as the foil to the radical 
idea of an internalized Black supremacy. Audiences of the 1970s, 
in particular, were familiar with the various tropes and stereotypes 
that had long existed in Hollywood, making the ways in which 
Blaxploitation used its cultural repertoire of symbols extremely 
unique.13 

The “bad men” of 1970s had just as many positive attributes 
as negative ones, often serving as metaphors for the struggle to 
achieve power, agency and define themselves in a society which 
has historically disenfranchised and emasculated them. 
Blaxploitation reworked Black sexuality and eroticism as tools of 
black survival. Owning one’s sexuality, as opposed to having it 
monitored by whites embodied some of the main ideals for the 
Black Power movement. Various academics investigated the 
various ways and means Blaxploitation mitigated racialized 
sexual subjugation through its use of hyper-eroticism and sexual 
liberation. 14 Blaxploitation, however, did not simply glorify the 
Black Power Movement. As an atypical integration of mainstream 
and radical civil rights ideologies that emphasized impersonal 
forces, the films often concentrated on the important factors to the 
changing dynamics of society taking place in the late 1960s such 
as crime, poverty, inequality, and integration. The films 
showcased and highlighted the street people, cops, junkies, 
entertainers, grifters, and black nationalists, essentially opening 
up the urban Black community for the world to see. 

This reimaging of Black artistic expression both reinforced 
and challenged cultural, social, racial, sexual and gender norms by 
modifying formulaic traditions and embracing production biases. 

 
13 Bogle, Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, Mammies, and Bucks. Hooks, Black Looks. 
Sieving, Soul-Searching. Worsley, Audience, Agency and Identity in Black 

Popular Culture. 
14 Bausch, "Superflies into Superkillers: Black Masculinity in Film from 
Blaxploitation to New Black Realism,". Roach and Jennifer C Nash, "Black 
Pussy Power: Performing Acts of Black Eroticism in Pam Grier’s 
Blaxploitation Films". Wright, "Black Outlaws and the Struggle for 
Empowerment in Blaxploitation Cinema." 
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Filmmakers most often responded, not to the rapidly changing 
social conditions, but potential audience appeal. This meant that 
filmmakers attempted to get into the minds of their audiences. 
These films addressed important questions about society and 
attached its audiences’ emotions to the issues under exploration, 
revealing the cultural and societal attitudes grounded in both a 
filmmaker’s truth and an audiences’ belief in that truth. Thus, 
directors and producers made films with a degree of, what Thomas 
Schatz calls, “active but indirect audience participation."15 Similar 
to Roland Barthes’ thoughts on the reception of Victorian novels, 
meaning in Blaxploitation was produced through the process of 
viewing, not creating. The audience, as viewers, created meaning 
through the process of spectatorship. And those created meanings 
did not always convey what the filmmaker intended.16  

 
You Can’t Cover Up Oppression with Respectability 

Blaxploitation’s use of victimization shifted artistic 
depictions of African-Americans in popular culture from 
assimilation to a separate, self-defined black culture. By the mid 
1960s, Black pride, before only expressed privately, became 
public, visible and performable through a shared repertoire of 
cultural symbols that expanded identification with Blackness past 
that of a shared bloodline or history of oppression.17 Hollywood 
found it particularly difficult in the 1960s to respond to America’s 
evolving social attitudes on race, gender and authority. The films 
of the 1960s offered audiences lofty representations of black 
middle-class respectability and colorblind racial discourse that 
drastically contradicted the political climate. James Baldwin noted 
this contradiction in 1968 writing that while “white Americans 
appear to be under the compulsion to dream, whereas black 
Americans are under the compulsion to awaken.”18 Blaxploitation 

 
15 Schatz, Hollywood Genres, 23. 
16 James A. Berlin, "Poststructuralism, Cultural Studies, and the Composition 
Classroom: Postmodern Theory in Practice," Rhetoric Review 11, no. 1 (1992), 
19. 
17 Craig, Ain’t I a Beauty Queen?, 78. Rodgers, Age of Fracture, 126. 
18James Baldwin, The Cross of Redemption: Uncollected Writings (New York: 
Vintage Books, 2010), 225. 
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played into the Black need to “awaken” by restructuring ideas 
surrounding “respectability”. Earlier films like A Raisin in the Sun 
(1961) and In the Heat of the Night (1967) were commercial 
successes, others like Gone Are the Days (1963), The Cool World 

(1963), and Uptight (1968) failed to illicit critical and commercial 
support from Black audiences due to their overly sentimental 
treatment of racial experiences.19 These films mainly downplayed 
Black-specific concerns in favor of more neutral and universal 
themes of humility in the face of oppression and spiritual uplift 
over materialism. Blaxploitation films freed their audience from 
the parochial confines of their lives and placed them in a position 
both like and unlike their own. These films mangled the symbols 
and stereotypes that had governed Black audience participation 
since Birth of a Nation. Rather than portray the harsh realities of 
racism through the stoic lens of acceptance and decorum, 
Blaxploitation’s use of fashion, language, and Black/White 
relations completely reworked the ideas of respectability. 

The politics of respectability in Blaxploitation hardly differed 
from the ones that had governed African Americans for nearly one 
hundred years prior. The leadership of a majority of Civil Rights 
organizations formed a distinctive class of school administrators, 
journalists, businesspeople, and reformers who felt duty bound to 
promote the values of religion, education, and hard work. 
Stemming from their belief that adherence to these values ensured 
the dual goals of racial self-help and respect from White America. 
The politics of respectability equated public behavior with 
individual self-respect and the advancement of the African 
American community as a whole. In that effort, educators, church 
leaders, lawyers and other leaders encouraged all Black people, 
regardless of class, to embrace the ideals of temperance, 
industriousness, thrift, refined manners and Victorian sexual 
morals.20 Blaxploitation equated public behavior with self-respect 
and commended the goal of racial self-help but likened it more to 
one’s personal advancement over that of the community. While 
rejecting a majority of middle-class ideals, the films often 

 
19 Sieving, Soul-Searching, 9. 
20 Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, Righteous Discontent: the Women's 

Movement In the Black Baptist Church, 1880-1920 (Cambridge, Mass.: 
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highlighted the industriousness of the African American 
community and celebrated expressive culture of the poor, the 
uneducated and, more importantly, the unassimilated men and 
women of America’s urban centers. Blaxploitation distinctly went 
against the dominate assimilationist view of respectability which 
sought to eliminate rural folkways of dress, speech, and other 
distinct cultural patterns. The films embraced “gaudy” colors, 
profane language, drinking, smoking and other forms of improper 
decorum.  

Blaxploitation’s distortion of respectability rejected African 
American middle-class ideals, instead embracing a mixture of 
cultural naturalism and Black nationalism. This distortion of 
symbols was best illustrated through the Blaxploitation’s use of 
fashion. In early Hollywood, White bodies represented culture and 
civilization while Black bodies were seen as uncivilized and 
incapable of truly appreciating culture.21 This can be seen in early 
Civil War films such as Birth of a Nation (1915), Huckleberry 

Finn (1931), and The Little Colonel (1935). In addition, fashion in 
the African American community delineated class distinction, 
distinguishing the upwardly mobile from the poor masses.22 Given 
the growing importance of film in mass consumer culture, strict 
adherence to the politics of respectability became the dominant 
strategy of African Americans by the 1950s and early 1960s.23  
African American leaders believed that suitable attire, muted and 
modest dresses and pearl necklaces for women and dark, proper 
fitting suits for men, challenged negative stereotypes about Black 
people as unclean, unruly and undeserving of respect.24 However, 
the rise of department stores, mass advertisement, extended credit, 
and other materialistic values (originally aimed at White middle-
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class consumers) dramatically eroded older nineteenth century 
ideals of thrift and self-sacrifice.25  

Blaxploitation continued this erosion by flipping the rules of 
respectability on their head and challenging that strategy in 
popular culture. Much like the Black cultural naturalists of the 
1960s and 1970s, films like Cotton Comes to Harlem, Shaft, Super 

Fly, and Dolemite fashioned Black cultural revitalization as a 
more important step against racial domination than ending legal 
segregation. 26 In Dolemite, the titular character exits prison 
wearing a humble but ill-fitting suit. After being met by his 1973 
Cadillac Fleetwood, he exclaims that he does not want to get into 
his car with such drab attire on. Flanked by a gaggle of beautiful 
women Dolemite proceeds to change from his simple prison 
issued suit into a flamboyant powder blue three-piece suit 
complete with matching fedora and oversized bowtie.27 Shaft and 
Priest similarly eschewed middle-class respectability through 
their preference of turtlenecks, leather jackets, and floor length 
overcoats to drab gray suits of the police and old school Black 
gangsters.28 The films celebrated and championed a form of 
respect separate from earlier generations, but never went as far as 
cultural naturalists in embracing African culture specifically as the 
source of renewed Blackness in America. 

 Blaxploitation often mocked the embrace of an overtly 
generalized African culture. While a majority of protagonists 
wore naturals, or “Afros”, few to none embraced African fashion 
or adopted African names. Black urban America inspired its 
fashion, which only occasionally incorporated African imagery.29 
In Cotton Comes to Harlem, a film about two detectives trying to 
return the Harlem communities $87,000 stolen at a Back-to-Africa 
rally led by spiritual leader/con man and antagonist Deacon 
O’Malley, he and his mistress frequently wears dashikis, head 

 
25 Higginbotham, Righteous Discontent, 210. 
26 Craig, Ain’t I a Beauty Queen?, 95. 
27 Rudy Ray Moore, prod., Dolemite (Los Angeles: Dimensions Pictures, 
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wraps and other forms of Africanized clothing. In another scene, 
protagonist Coffin Ed Johnson and Gravedigger Jones come upon 
a drug addled Swahili lesson in progress. Dolemite also portrays 
generalized Africanism as problematic.30 The character of 
Reverend Gibbs, a dashiki clad, self-avowed Black separatist, 
buys and sells weapons for the corrupt White mayor of Los 
Angeles.31 This was not to say that the films criticized any and all 
Black expressions of African culture. In Cotton, as Jones and 
Johnson exit the Swahili lesson, Jones surprises the entire class by 
speaking in perfect Swahili. Blaxploitation disdain of overt pan-
Africanism attempted to convey a subtle but important message to 
its audiences: The heart of racism was not the suppression of 
African culture by European culture nor the political oppression 
of Jim Crow, but the economic and societal barriers that had 
existed since Reconstruction.  

Dialectal expression and repression also became an important 
part of Blaxploitation’s appeal. African American literacy and 
language power had always been a central artistic concern. Earlier 
educational pioneers understood that being able to construct 
textual knowledge for oneself was the core of Black liberation.32 
African American creativity often centered on vernacular, 
recasting it as “survival technology.”33 The re-conception of 
phrases like “The Man,” “cold blooded,” and “solid” took on new 
and complex meanings and new words “honky” and “cracker” 
became a form of resistance by the 1970s. Despite the dominant 
belief about the sub-genre’s overtly violent message, brute force 
rarely saved the day in most films. Blaxploitation structured Black 
literacy not as Black elitism but as a form of Black cunning and 
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cleverness. Take Rudy Ray Moore’s poem “Signifying Monkey,” 
recited in Dolemite:  

 
Now the monkey lived in the jungle in an old oak tree 
Bullshitting the lion every day of the week 
Well every day before the sun go down 
The lion would kick his ass all through the jungle town 
But the monkey got wise and started using his wit 
Said, "I'm going to put a stop to this old ass kicking shit!"34 

 
In the film, Moore’s poem eludes to his rivalry with Willie Green. 
But given the circumstance of Green’s alliance with the White 
mayor of Los Angeles, audiences clearly would have associated 
the “lion” with White society and the “monkey” with Black 
society. Dolemite creator, Rudy Ray Moore began his rise to 
stardom as a comedian, and the film and a majority of its 
characters are based on his lyrical poetry. Despite the obscene 
amount of violence displayed throughout the film, Dolemite used 
his wits (employing an army of Kung-Fu fighting prostitutes, 
teaming up with the FBI, and Black separatists) in order to defeat 
Green and his powerful White allies to retake his territory. In fact, 
Dolemite, prior to be incarcerated, planned for his own downfall 
and saved a substantial amount of money allowing him to rebuy 
his club (the base of his territory) from Green before the final 
show down. In many ways, Dolemite can be consider one of the 
first parodies of the Blaxploitation sub-genre, born out of the 
lyrical language of Rudy Ray Moore. The entire film can be 
construed as one long visual poem. The cleverness and cunning of 
Black language often prevailed alongside brute force in a number 
of films.  

Blaxploitation employed the mastery of European language in 
addition to slang quite frequently in order to reflect its Black 
characters as equal to, if not better than, its White characters. In 
Black Caesar, the fictional story of the rise and fall of Harlem 
kingpin Tommy Gibbs, Italian mob boss Cardoza is convinced to 
turn over to him a plot of territory in Harlem to Gibbs after he 
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orders a traditional Italian dish in perfect accent-free Sicilian. 
Gibbs speaks Sicilian as a second language so well that it 
confounds the native speaker sitting in front of him.35 Black 

Caesar disrupted the racist binaries found in earlier films by 
making its White characters look wildly uncivilized in 
comparison. In contrast, in Cotton Comes to Harlem after coming 
to the realization that the cotton bale containing $87,000 has been 
unwittingly picked up by Bud the junk man, O’Malley’s White 
accomplice Calhoun (named for one of the most famous pro 
slavery politicians) goes to Bud’s home in order to intimidate him 
into returning it and is instead met by a Black nationalist named 
Barry who asks “Ain’t you a long way from where you live?”36 
Cotton reconceives racial binaries by making its White characters 
look weak in comparison. In Blaxploitation, “power” entailed a 
mixture of language and method. Calhoun’s response to the 
language originated through the delivery of the language, a 
mixture of brains and brawn. Blaxploitation reframed 
victimization into a game of wits, in which fashion and language 
became more important tools than brute strength. 

Blaxploitation’s reimagining of Black/White relations best 
illustrated of this distortion of symbols. The films portrayed a 
world in which Blackness existed in cultural parity (if not 
dominance) to White society, and dramatically modified the real-
life victimization of the Black community by law enforcement and 
the carceral state. Blaxploitation films, both studio productions, 
played up both integrationists’ and separatists’ narratives that 
focused on Black/White racial cooperation while immersing their 
characters in exclusively Black spaces. African Americans in 
political spaces could only have meaningful political power in two 
circumstances: when they formed coalitions with Whites in which 
serious compromises needed to be made (traditional) or by 
creating completely separate political spheres in which Blacks 
constitute a majority (radical).37 Blaxploitation subverted the 
notion of Black victimization by portraying worlds in which 

 
35 Larry Cohen, Benjamin Fisz, Kenneth Rive, prod., Black Caesar (Los 
Angeles: Larco, 1973). 
36 Samuel Goldwyn Jr., prod., Cotton Comes to Harlem (Los Angeles: Formosa 
Productions, 1970). 
37 Brown-Nagin, Courage to Dissent, 358. 
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coalescing with Whites took place without compromise. They 
refocused racial tensions as disagreements and confrontations 
between individuals, not communities. The best example of this is 
the film Shaft. John Shaft is tasked with locating the kidnapped 
daughter of notorious Harlem crime lord Bumpy Jonas. The 
police, desperate to prevent a brewing race war, implore Shaft to 
be their eyes and ears on the ground.38 By the 1970s, Black 
neighborhoods within urban centers like Harlem, Oakland, Los 
Angeles among others had come to represent spaces where Whites 
wielded less control over Blacks after a series of rebellions had 
rocked America less than a decade earlier.39 Despite threatening 
to revoke Shaft’s private detective license, effectively leaving him 
destitute and at the mercy of gangsters, the film goes out of its way 
to show that Police Captain Vic Androzzi lacked any type of 
authority in Harlem. His threats are tinged with desperation as he 
beseeches Shaft to “just tell [him] the name of the game so [he] 
know[s] the rules.”40 Even independent films such as Dolemite 
played to these integrationist fantasies with the initial plot hinging 
on an alliance between the titular character and the FBI.41 
Blaxploitation reworked this trope by placing emphasis on Black 
cooperation over White. While African Americans rarely relied on 
the White detectives for protection from the system, Black 
cooperation in navigating Black spaces and displaying dominance 
within them proved far more crucial. 

In contrast, most real and consequential compromises faced in 
Blaxploitation involved “good” Blacks teaming up with “deviant” 
Blacks for the betterment of the community. Blaxploitation’s 
heroes often made conciliations when working with gangsters, 
drug dealers, drug addicts and militant Black nationals. In Shaft’s 
introductory meeting with Bumpy Jonas, after demanding that the 
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kingpin get out of his chair, he initially believes that Jonas wants 
him to aid in pushing narcotics. Jonas’ reasoning for hiring Shaft 
had nothing to do with drugs, nor respect. He hired him because 
he was a “Black spade detective” who had “his other foot whitey’s 
crawl.”42 He then teams up with Black nationalists wanted by the 
police. Similarly, in Cotton Comes to Harlem, detectives 
Gravedigger Jones and Coffin Ed Johnson rely on various street 
people in order to locate the Harlem community’s missing 
$87,000.43 In Black Caesar, after coming upon a ledger detailing 
all of the city’s illegal dealings with the mafia and blackmailing 
the cop that injured him as child in to full compliance, he becomes 
the kingpin of Harlem. Despite reservations, his two childhood 
friends, Joe Washington and Reverend Rufus, agree to aid him 
under the false promise that the gains made by their criminal 
enterprise will go to improving Harlem.44 Blaxploitation mangled 
the meanings and symbols of victimization in Black/White 
relations by highlighting the acts of defiance that often took place 
within them. African American relations with other African 
Americans in popular culture (rather than Black/White relations), 
however, now came to represent spaces where moral and ethical 
compromises would need to be made.  

 
“He’s a Bad Motha”: Black Deviance in Blaxploitation 

Blaxploitation’s use of deviance transformed cinematic 
depictions of African-American defiance in popular culture from 
emasculation by a hostile white society to the “bad mothas” that 
would define African Americans for the next four decades. The 
films reconstructed race relations in urban America by creating a 
world where White domination was met with Black defiance. In a 
larger sense, they skewed the symbols of law and order that 
postwar order and the Civil Rights Movement had been built on. 
The image of pimps, drug dealers, con man and prostitutes in 
Blaxploitation portrayed them not as aberrations from the norm 
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nor as inherent products of African American society, but as direct 
consequences of a society that idealized the esoteric concept of 
the American Dream while ignoring the harsh realities of 
economic inequality.45 The films explored that dichotomy of those 
ideals by exploring urban Black America as a tale of two cities: a 
world of excess and abundance, and another of suffering and 
hardship. Blaxploitation reworked the idea of Black “power”, 
contorting the notions of consumerism in 1970s America.  

As the wealth disparity between the rich and the poor became 
more prevalent in the 1970s, many Blaxploitation films came to 
represent the insidious and pervasive problems with the American 
dream, quickly becoming familiar to urban audiences. A world of 
excess and vice best illustrated the American Dream in 
Blaxploitation films. Films like Super Fly and Black Caesar all 
relied on a gritty essentialism in depicting the Black experience, 
seemingly hailing resistance and violent revolt against White 
society as a necessary to achieve desired social and economic 
change. Activists like Ethel Mae Mathews and Eva Davis had long 
decried the assimilationist view that all African Americans could 
achieve the American Dream regardless of where they were born 
or what class they were born into.46 In reality, most films 
misrepresented Black Power through their use of excessive crime 
and violence as a means of achieving individualistic and 
materialistic goals. In Super Fly, Priest obtains the American 
Dream through his life as a drug pusher. He owns a luxurious 
apartment, drives an impressive car, dresses in the hippest fashion, 
and commands a small army of dealers. His partner, Eddie, 
described the American Dream as an “eight-track stereo, a color 
television in every room and [the ability to] snort a half piece of 
dope every day.”47 Dolemite, in addition to all his material wealth, 
easily bought back his club from Willie Green using a nest egg 
saved from his years as a pimp.48 Despite the widespread belief 
that talent and hard work laid the key to success in America, 
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economic and social inequality presented a major roadblock for 
Black upward mobility even after legislative gains of the 1960s.49 
Blaxploitation reworked a core pop culture myth about the 
American Dream and African Americans: respectable behavior 
would earn Black people respect from White society. In a number 
of films, very “unrespectable” people enjoyed very respectable 
existences, much to the chagrin a number of Civil Rights 
organizations. 

This is not to say that Blaxploitation advocated for 
consumerism via illegal activity. Quite the opposite. In Cotton 

Comes to Harlem, Black Caesar and Dolemite humiliation, 
destitution and in most cases, death usually followed over-
indulgence in excess and illegal activity. These states of being 
would not have confused urban Black audiences as they were 
common critiques of consumerism. In Black Caesar Gibbs’ 
refusal to honor his promises to invest in legitimate programs to 
improve Harlem leaves his business partner disillusioned and 
resentful.50 The allure of the American Dream leaves Gibbs with 
no allies, and his broken promises leaves him with no community 
as well. Yet while highly critiquing consumerism on the one hand, 
Blaxploitation refused to condemn it completely. Films like Shaft 
played into more human emotions in dealing with Black deviance 
and consumerism. Bumpy Jonas might be a crime lord, but he also 
a concerned father who would pay anything for the safe return of 
his daughter and who happens to have very deep pockets thanks 
to his criminal activity. Similarly, with Super Fly, Priest comes to 
realize that his life of excess is a one-way street to humiliation, 
destitution and death and decides to get out while he still can. Of 
course, this involves a ludicrous plan in which Priest will be able 
to walk away for the business with all of his drug money. Tommy 
Gibbs in Black Caesar gained his power and respectability by 
buying into the system. Priest, on the other hand, transcends the 
system in its entirety. Through his cunning and wit, Priest is able 
to walk away, not humbly but triumphantly. This system is left 
intact but exposed. By the end of the movie, the audience probably 
believed he deserved the money. Consumerism won they day in 
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Blaxploitation by highlighting by making its audiences distorted 
their own preconceived notions up respectability and root for a 
drug lord to win. 

Blaxploitation’s portrayal of suffering and hardship of 
African American communities contrasted its portrayal of excess 
by the 1970s. After World War II, many African American 
communities fell into to ruin as industries began laying off African 
American workers due the labor surplus, especially in the 1970s. 
Civil Rights organizations like the NAACP often disregarded the 
social and economic causes of inequality in favor of fighting the 
legal and political barriers that oppressed African Americans.51 
Cotton Comes to Harlem and Super Fly highlighted the disparity 
between Black poverty and excess in their opening scenes. In 
Cotton as spiritual leader/con man Deacon O’Malley’s Bentley, 
flanked by broken down buildings, burnt out cars and junkies in 
the streets, drives through Harlem followed by a golden armored 
truck containing $87,000.52 In Super Fly, after leaving his white 
girlfriend’s Manhattan apartment, a junkie immediately robs 
Priest upon returning to Harlem. After chasing the thief back to 
what we presume his apartment, the audience comes to realization 
that the robber stole the money to feed his family.53 A significant 
number of films centered on the deviance of African Americans, 
particularly ones who victimized other, less fortunate African 
Americans. Blaxploitation moved away from the previous 
decades focus on White supremacy by repositioning the roles of 
victim and victimizer. Because films like Cotton Comes to 

Harlem, Superfly, Black Caesar, and Dolemite respectively 
concentrated the individualistic and often material causes of 
oppression over the societal and political causes, their immediate 
conflicts often revolved Black victimizers. “The Man”, the 
nameless and faceless apparition whose soul existence within 
Blaxploitation represented the underlined White supremacy that 
permeated across the African American experience, was rarely the 
true antagonist. Black on Black victimization became a new way 

 
51 See Bloom and Waldo E. Martin, Jr., Black against Empire. Brown-Nagin, 
Courage to Dissent. 
52 Samuel Goldwyn Jr., prod., Cotton Comes to Harlem (Los Angeles: Formosa 
Productions, 1970). 
53 Sig Shore, prod., Super Fly (Los Angeles: Superfly, 1972). 



90     Perspectives 

 

of illustrating the failures of Civil Rights in obtaining economic 
equality. In Cotton Comes to Harlem, Deke has no intention of 
using the money for the community. Secretly working with a 
White partner, he plans on bamboozling the poor devoted 
residents. Despite the fact that O’Malley teams up with a White 
man, he is not written as a stereotypical “Uncle Tom”.54 Rather 
than a “Tom” or race traitor, terms steeped in political and 
historical implications, Deacon O’Malley is simply presented as a 
selfish asshole. This is evident in detective Coffin Ed Johnson’s 
declaration, “How the hell did he get a permit for this?”55 

Characters like Deacon O’Malley, Tommy Gibbs, 
Youngblood Priest and Willie Green showed that most African 
Americans in the 1970s strove for White opportunities, like 
money and power. Blaxploitation never downplayed the structural 
inequalities that existed, which often compelled unsuspecting 
African Americans to fall O’Malley’s con, and often emphasized 
the individualistic and material reasons behind the con. Similarly, 
in Black Caesar Tommy Gibbs’ road to the top of the Harlem 
crime world is paved with broken promises of revitalizing the 
community.56 Blaxploitation plots usually played off of the 
growing break with the pragmatist wing of the Civil Rights 
movement that emphasized a limited form of sociopolitical 
activism born out of a life of negotiating under White 
supremacy.57  Blaxploitation inadvertently underscored the real-
life roadblocks that hindered upward mobility and made success 
by any means necessary an essential component of societal 
respect. Priest best illustrated this when his Black girlfriend begs 
him to leave the life without attempting his “big score”, retorting: 
“If I quit now then I took all this chance for nothing, and I go back 
to being nothing, working some jive job for chump change day 
after day. Look, if that’s all I’m supposed to do, then they gonna 
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have to kill me, because that ain’t nothing.”58 Blaxploitation’s use 
of consumerism dramatized the growing belief that economic self-
sufficiency constituted the ideological soul of the market.59 Films 
like Black Caesar and to a lesser extent Dolemite and Super Fly 
not only valorize the opulence and excess of the criminal lifestyle 
they, more than any other film movement that preceded it, 
continually asked the question “What exactly is the American 
Dream?” 

 
Conclusion: Uplift in Blaxploitation 

Blaxploitation’s use of righteous uplift emphasized the 
continued struggle, deviant behavior and the means African-
Americans used to overcome them both. The films reworked the 
ideas around social uplift and social uncertainty in Black-oriented 
films. Despite the negative portrayals of the Black experience 
often featured, Blaxploitation emphasized an innovative form of 
Black strength that emphasized a rejection of Black responsibility 
in racial oppression. Unlike previous films Blaxploitation films 
often ended with subtle yet blistering commentary about White 
culpability in social unrest. Though endings in Blaxploitation 
never resulted in systematic change, the social commentaries they 
made often resonated more with urban audiences than previous 
saccharine and predictable endings of the previous generation.60 

In earlier films like A Raisin in the Sun, commercially 
successful with White audiences, seemingly mocked those who 
were too scared to stand up for their rights and accepted racial 
oppression as the unchallenged status quo. Following the Younger 
family from south Chicago as they attempt to improve their 
financial circumstances after the death of the family patriarch 
leads to a large insurance payout, the film begins and ends with 
the family a spot of social and financial uncertainty.  The film’s 
main character Walter loses the insurance money that was 
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supposed to be used to purchase a house in a White neighborhood 
after his business partner skips town with the money. In addition, 
the family meets extreme resistance from the soon-to-be 
neighbors who eschew the idea of having a Black family in the 
neighborhood. In the end the Youngers decide to fulfill their 
uncertain and slightly dangerous dream of escaping their urban 
working-class lives, at least residentially.61 Films like A Raisin in 

the Sun relied on the middle-class belief that optimism, hard work 
and family would overcome anything.62  

While Hollywood interference watered down most of the 
verbose meaning of Hansberry’s stage play, the ambiguous ending 
of her play reflected the dramatic differences between 
Blaxploitation and earlier forms of African American expression. 
Blaxploitation films abhorred any type of ambiguity. 
Sentimentality was one thing. The audience needed to feel 
connected to the (often deviant) characters that Blaxploitation 
featured. The films restructured racial uplift around personal 
success, reframing racial oppression as a “White problem”, not a 
Black one. Uplift in Shaft revolved around him solving the case. 
After safely returning Bumpy Jonas’ kidnapped daughter, Shaft 
calls Lieutenant Androzzi to inform him that he “busted his case 
wide open”. When Androzzi asks him to close it for him, clearly 
confused to who he is talking to, Shaft quickly reminds him that 
it is not his job to prevent unrest in Harlem. 63 Similarly, in 
Dolemite, after the successful take down of Willie Green and the 
corrupt Los Angeles city officials, Dolemite returns to his life of 
deviance completely shunning anything further role in the uplift 
of the Black community than he has already given.64 Escaping 
twenty years in prison and regaining his nightclub from Willie 
Green was his success. In Super Fly, Priest faces no consequences 
for the destruction his drug pushing has caused the Harlem 

 
61 Philip Rose, David Susskind, prod. A Raisin in the Sun (Los Angeles: 

Columbia Pictures, 1961). 
62 See Bloom and Waldo E. Martin, Jr., Black Against Empire. Brown-Nagin, 
Courage to Dissent. Craig, Ain’t I a Beauty Queen?. Steve Estes, I am a Man!. 
63 Joel Freeman, prod., Shaft (Los Angeles: MGM, 1971). 
64 Moore, Rudy Ray, prod., Dolemite (Los Angeles: Dimensions Pictures, 
1975). 
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community.65 In an interview with Ron O’Neal shortly before he 
died, he stated that cocaine (the drug sold by Priest), was a White 
people drug, and that Priest illegal activities most likely had little 
effect on the Harlem community in reality.66 This is not to say that 
structural and racial inequality no longer affected Black 
characters. Racial animosity reverberates through the films like a 
tuning fork. It just no longer defined them. Unlike in earlier films, 
characters and their stories were no longer chained to larger 
struggle for racial equality.  
Though Blaxploitation incorporated various strains African 
American ideologies coming out the 1960s, emphasizing 
resistance to victimization but still adhering to assimilationists 
views. Still, it radically changed they African American 
stereotypes and symbols in popular culture and, more 
importantly, the way African Americans viewed themselves and 
each other. Blaxploitation restructured Black America into a 
succinct and identifiable second American culture by 
downplaying the African-American community's continued 
struggles in White society and distorting the cultural material 
produced by the Civil Rights and Black Power movements. 
Blaxploitation allowed its audience to be emotionally involved 
with the characters, active with them, and aware of their own 
personal relationship to racial oppression while still distancing 
them from the personal biases that often hinder their real-
deliberations. The audience did not merely feel bad for them. 
From the safety of theater, the audience was allowed to feel bad 
with them. Blaxploitation acted against the dominant ideology of 
respectability, victimization, deviance and uplift not by simply 
try to escape those ideas or assimilate with in it. Rather, the films 
took the cultural logic of each and mangled their symbols from 
within because the cultural material was so easily relatable. 
Focusing on these often-denigrated portrayals of black 
experiences can shed light on how various groups of people 
shaped cultural practices in their own interests while 
strengthening an outward sense of collective group identity. 

 
65 Sig Shore, prod., Superfly (Los Angeles: Superfly, 1972). 
66 David Waker, Andrew J. Rausch and Chris Watson, “An Interview with Ron 
O’Neal” from Reflections on Blaxploitation: Actors and Directors Speak 
(Lanham: The Scarecrow Press, Inc, 2009), 137. 





 

 

California Bilingual Education: From “Great 

Society” to “Save Our State”  
 

 Jerry Sisneros 

 

In 1969 Diana and her eight classmates were moved from their 
Soledad Unified School District classrooms down the hall to the 
Special Education classroom. The students had been issued the 
standard IQ test by the school psychologist because they had 
trouble learning. They were young Spanish-speaking children, 
and it was difficult for them to understand the questions the school 
psychologist had asked in English about things they had only seen 
on television. The test results had determined they were Educable 
Mental Retarded (EMR), and their focus on academic curricula 
changed to learning social and functional skills. These nine 
Spanish-speaking kids were emblematic of a generation of 1960s 
children placed in EMR classrooms based on the results of IQ 
testing. The IQ tests largely consisted of verbal responses to 
questions conducted in English with questions on cultural 
knowledge unfamiliar to many poor children. After parents 
complained and sued, the court order the children to be tested 
again in Spanish, and eight of the nine returned to the general 
population. The 1970 ruling in Diana v. State Board of Education 

resulted in all English Language Learner (ELL) students in 
California be retested in their primary language to avoid EMR 
misclassification.1 This court case was one small chapter in thirty 
years of development of bilingual education across California. 
Began during an era of great optimism with the signing of the 
1964 Civil Rights Act by President Lyndon Johnson and ended 
with the passage of the highly polarized Proposition 227 
sponsored by California Governor Pete Wilson in 1998. 

In the November 2016 election, 73% of the electorate 
overwhelmingly supported California Proposition 58.2 This 

 
1 Jennifer Hurstfield, "The Educational Experiences of Mexican Americans: 
'Cultural Pluralism' or 'Internal Colonialism?’" Oxford Review of Education 1, 
no. 2, (1975), 146. Also note, ELL students at the time were referred to as 
Limited English Proficiency (LEP) students. 
2 “2016 California Ballot Measures Election Results,” Politico, 
http://www.politico.com/2016-election/results/map/ballot-measures/california/. 
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proposition restored bilingual education in California after a 
twenty-year hiatus since the passage of Proposition 227. The 
thirty-year struggle to establish bilingual programs spanned three 
decades: started in the 1960s with federal civil rights legislation, 
solidified during the 1970s and 1980s in a series of court cases and 
legislative remedies, and ended in the late 1980s and 1990s by a 
series of racially charged ballot initiatives. By 1998, the need for 
bilingual education to educate the large and growing population 
of Spanish-speaking students had become lost within other 
societal issues such as illegal immigration and forced assimilation 
into Anglo U.S. culture versus Latino cultural preservation. 
Decisions on bilingual education that should be made by educators 
based on sound rationale were instead overtly politicized in a 
pursuit of interest by various social groups.3 For school districts, 
these changes resulted in dramatic shifts in policies that had 
massive impact on a generation of teachers and students. 

Based on numbers of ELL students, one of the school districts 
most in need of bilingual education was the Los Angeles Unified 
School District (LAUSD), which is the second-largest in the 
nation. Old demographic projections of Latino population growth 
have now been realized, with 73% of current LAUSD students 
now Latino. One in five LAUSD students is an ELL student, and 
the vast majority of LAUSD ELL students are Spanish-speaking 
(93%).4 This research will review the earliest period of bilingual 
education with a focus on LAUSD and the viewpoints of the 
various social groups who supported and opposed the changes in 
an instructional technique. It will include examining the changing 
historical context for bilingual education, the shifts in LAUSD 
ELL demographics, the important milestones, and the shifting 
boundaries between social groups. 
  

 
3 Diane Ravitch, "Politicization and the Schools: The Case of Bilingual 
Education," Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 129, no. 2 
(1985), 121-28. 
4 “Fingertip Facts 2019-2020,” LAUSD, Accessed May 19, 2019, 
https://achieve.lausd.net/facts.  
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1964-1974: Era of Optimism 

Bilingual education programs had their roots in an era of high-
minded idealism during the civil rights movement of the 1960s. 
Events of the period dramatically played out in nightly television 
newscasts: daily updates of casualty figures from Vietnam, anti-
war protests in the streets, civil rights violence, and the 
assassinations of John Kennedy, Martin Luther King, and Robert 

Kennedy. It was a progressive era of politics that initially targeted 
social justice issues for blacks in the south, which soon branched 
off to include bilingual education. President Johnson proposed a 
suite of Great Society programs whose purpose was to address 
poverty and racial injustice. Bilingual education resulted from a 
push at the federal level down to the state level which directly 
manages education. There was slow but steady progress starting 
with Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, followed by the 1968 
Title VII Bilingual Education Act, and eventually the passage of 
AB 2284 in 1972 to provide the first California state funding for 
ELL students. The interest groups in bilingual education at the 
time were limited to ELL students, their parents, education 
academics, and politicians. There was a recognized educational 
need at the bottom and good leadership at the top, but there was 
very little substance in the middle to provide meaningful funding 
that would put the necessary detailed policy changes for bilingual 
programs into place. It was during this time that legal advocacy 
groups formed, with the support of civil rights groups, to become 
the vanguard of efforts to push bilingual education forward in the 
early 1970s. 

Figure 1. California Public School Demographic Change 
Data Source: As cited on kidsdata.org, Calif. Dept. of Education 
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The events surrounding the 1963 civil rights campaign led by 
Martin Luther King in Birmingham, Alabama held the attention 
of the entire world with nightly images on television of police 
using fire hoses and attack dogs on nonviolent demonstrators. 
President Kennedy reacted to this with a nationwide television 
address that called on Congress to enact proposed legislation that 
eventually became the 1964 Civil Rights Act signed by Johnson.5 
The concern for civil rights violations extended to ELL students 
based on Title VI language of the Civil Rights Act that prohibits 
discrimination based on race, color, and national origin in 
programs and activities receiving federal financial assistance.6 All 
fifty states receive Department of Education funding, and the 
Office for Civil Rights (OCR) had been created to enforce these 
Title VI requirements. The wide scope of the language in Title VI 
had seemed inconsequential during the congressional debate that 
focused on school desegregation in the south. Title VI did not 
generate funding, but when the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (ESEA) passed in 1965 as part of Johnson’s “War 
on Poverty,” it became more salient by raising the federal 
education budget for the southern and border states from $176 
million in 1964 to $766 million in 1966.7 As a result, the broad 
Title VI language and backing of significant ESEA funding set the 
stage for bilingual education to become an important extension to 
the civil rights issues that had been the impetus of Johnson’s Great 
Society programs. 

While these legislative events were unfolding in Washington 
D.C., the controversy over IQ testing of children was occurring in 
California. During discussion of the federal legislation in 1967, 
Governor Ronald Reagan, to curry favor with Latino voters, 
signed Senate Bill 53 which overturned an 1872 State Education 
Board statute that required schools to carry out instruction in 

 
5 "Radio and television address on civil rights, 11 June 1963," John F. Kennedy 
Presidential Library and Museum, http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-
Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-045-005.aspx. 
6 “Education and Title VI,” U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil 
Rights, https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/hq43e4.html. 
7 Erica Frankenburg and Kendra Taylor, "ESEA and the Civil Rights Act: An 
Interbranch Approach to Furthering Desegregation," RSF: The Russell Sage 

Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences, 1, no. 3, (December 2015), 32-36. 
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English. The following year a lawsuit filed in Santa Ana, 
California had the same features and arguments of the Diana 
controversy.8 The L.A. Times reported the lawsuit argued students 
with Spanish-surnames made up 23% of the Santa Ana School 
District population, but 53% of the EMR students. In addition, the 
suit contended the difference was the result “of tests that failed to 
take account of plaintiffs’ bilingual and bicultural ability.”9 The 
numbers provided in the article indicate Mexican-American 
students were five times more likely than Anglo students to be 
classified as EMR. Attorneys for the Mexican-American Legal 
Defense and Educational Fund (MALDEF) had filed the case, 
which was reported to be the first of its kind in the 
state.10MALDEF was founded in 1967 with a $2.2 million 
donation from the Ford Foundation to fight in the courts for the 
Latino community, and they soon became the most politically 
important Latino community advocacy group.11 Other advocacy 
groups involved in this case included an affiliate of the NAACP 
Legal Defense and Educational Fund who financed the suit, legal 
assistance provided by the Western Center on Law and Poverty, 
and coordination with the Mexican American Political 
Association (MAPA) who was advocating for bilingual education 
across California. All of these advocacy groups were going to 
become instrumental in events of the legislative era. The L.A. 

Times article also mentions a lack of adequate bilingual resources, 
in this case an additional Spanish-speaking staff psychologist, a 
finding which would later become a major issue in the bilingual 
education debate. Two years after the Santa Ana district-level 
case, the often-cited 1970 Diana v. State Board of Education was 
decided at the state level that mandated testing be conducted in the 
student’s primary language. 

 
8 Gareth Davies, "The Great Society after Johnson: The Case of Bilingual 
Education," The Journal of American History 88, no. 4 (2002), 1421. Davies 
provides discussion of the Diana v. State Board of Education case and its 
importance within the context of the time period. 
9 Herman Wong, “Latin parents charge student misplacement,” Los Angeles 

Times, June 8, 1968, C4. 
10 Herman Wong, “Major Changes Loom for Bilingual Schooling,” Los 

Angeles Times, September 8, 1969, B1. 
11 Gareth Davies, “The Great Society after Johnson,” 1417-1418. 
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At the federal level in 1967, Senator Ralph Yarborough of 
Texas, to gain Latino votes for his reelection bid, submitted a 
bilingual education bill that amended the 1965 ESEA to 
specifically address the educational needs of children of limited 
English-speaking ability. The initial version submitted was 
limited to Spanish-speaking students and made recommendations 
to teach Spanish as a primary language, and English as a 
secondary language to give students an appreciation of their 
culture. This bill resulted in thirty-seven additional bills that were 
all merged into one measure to become the landmark Title VII of 
the ESEA, better known as the 1968 Bilingual Education Act. This 
bill was the first to recognize that ELL students had special needs, 
and that bilingual programs needed to be federally funded.12 The 
Bilingual Education Act directly addressed the “national origin” 
language in Title VI by providing funding for staff and materials 
to students with limited English skills. The text of the bill did not 
specify any particular instructional method to address this “unique 
and perplexing educational situation” but relied on school districts 
to “develop forward-looking approaches.”13 Witnesses for the bill 
at the Senate hearing were very supportive, little controversy 
emerged, and the bill passed easily. 

Interestingly enough, President Johnson signed the bill but 
was not supportive due to budget concerns, and he only 
recommended allocating $5 million for the 1969 fiscal year. 
Eventually, Congress allocated $7.5 million for 1969 to address 
the more than three hundred proposals submitted that had totaled 
$47 million, including one from LAUSD, who was one of the 
finalists in the competition for these initial federal funds.14 The 
Bilingual Education Act was one of President Johnson’s last Great 
Society programs, but its future was not clear under the incoming 
conservative administration of Richard Nixon. 

With the 1968 Bilingual Education Act, the federal 
government began to slowly encourage school districts to teach 
ELL students in their primary language. Surprisingly, by the mid-
1970s under both the Republican Nixon and Ford presidencies, 

 
12 Gloria Stewner-Manzanares, “The Bilingual Education Act: Twenty Years 
Later,” National Clearinghouse for Bilingual Education 6 (Fall 1988), 1. 
13 Gareth Davies, “The Great Society after Johnson,” 1407. 
14 “Overcoming the Language Barrier,” Los Angeles Times, May 20, 1969, A8. 
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the Department of Health, Education and Welfare (HEW) was 
now requiring instruction using bilingual methods. Support for 
Title VII was strong under HEW Secretary Robert Finch of 
California. It initially remained a small program with funding that 
grew slowly from the $7.5 million provided in 1969, to $35 
million by 1974. Nixon wanted to assemble a more diverse “New 
Republican Majority,” which led to him supporting several liberal 
policies, including bilingual education. Nixon believed he could 
win over traditionally Democratic Latino voters by appealing to 
Latino conservatism, viewing them as Catholics, family-oriented, 
and law-abiding. Nixon was also wooing disaffected voters with 
a reform program dubbed “new federalism,” which provided 
generous grants to the states that included bilingual education. 
Republican Party sponsorship of Title VII funding was a show of 
support to claim representation of Latino concerns. This strategy 
paid off for Nixon in the1972 presidential election when he had 
doubled his 1968 support and won a third of the Latino vote.15 
Bilingual education at the federal level had survived the transition 
from the Democratic Great Society program to Republican 
administrations. 

This era of optimistic legislation at the federal level continued 
its slow and steady march forward to the state level with California 
Assembly Bill 2284 in 1972. Similar to the initial limited federal 
funding, this first state funding provided only $4 million, but it 
was a start and there was no real opposition to these new 
programs. Also similar to the federal legislation, the bill provided 
services to ELL students, but did not require school districts to 
implement bilingual education programs.16 

During this initial era of optimistic civil rights legislation, 
there were four categories of concerned parties: the ELL students 
and parents, academics evaluating testing techniques and teaching 
methodology, politicians looking for votes but reluctant to fund 
new programs, and legal advocacy groups who were going to be 
instrumental in moving the agenda forward. When the1968 

 
15 Gareth Davies, “The Great Society after Johnson,” 1410-1414. 
16 Oscar Jimenez-Castellanos, “School Finance and English Language 
Learners: A Legislative Perspective,” Association of Mexican American 

Educators (AMAE) Journal (2010), 14. 
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Bilingual Education Act was signed, Latinos were only 20% of 
the LAUSD student population, but demographic projections 
called for huge growth over the next thirty years.17 
 
1974-1985: Era of Implementation 

Bilingual education now moved into an era of implementation 
as the country transitioned to the post-Vietnam period. President 
Gerald Ford would continue the policies of Richard Nixon to gain 
Latino voters as part of the “New Republican Majority,” only to 
be rejected in 1976 by the voters who elected Democrat Jimmy 
Carter to restore morality in government. In California, a young 
Democrat Jerry Brown replaced Ronald Reagan as governor in 
1974. The Democratic Party would now be in control of 
implementing bilingual education in classrooms. Efforts moved 
from federal level to state with California taking the lead. Shifting 
bilingual education from initially underfunded programs to 
become a reality for the ELL students in LAUSD would require a 
combination of judicial decisions and legislative remedies. 
Advocacy groups sought change through legal suits in court, and 
applied pressure on legislators to influence policy. As a result, this 
legislative era of bilingual education setup realistic programs to 
deliver on the promises of the civil rights movement. The key 
milestones were the 1974 Lau v. Nichols case, the 1976 Chacón-
Moscone Bilingual-Bicultural Education Act, and AB 507 
Bilingual Education Improvement and Reform Act. 

The 1968 Bilingual Education Act had not been specific about 
implementation, and participation of school districts was 
voluntary, but this would change with the 1974 Lau v. Nichols 
U.S. Supreme Court decision. This class-action lawsuit was filed 
on behalf of Chinese students in San Francisco, and the court ruled 
that schools were not providing equal opportunity of education by 
instructing both ELL students and English-proficient students 
identically. The court ruled that school districts must take action 
to address the English language deficiencies of the ELL students, 
and that the Office of Civil Rights (OCR) had the responsibility to 

 
17 Enrique Murillo, Handbook of Latinos and Education: Theory, Research and 

Practice (New York: Routledge, 2010), 464. 
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ensure compliance.18 This landmark decision spurred a series of 
actions that included amendments to the Bilingual Education Act 
in 1974, guidelines issued by the OCR known as Lau remedies in 
1975, and California passing the Chacón-Moscone Bilingual-
Bicultural Education Act in 1976. The 1974 amendments clearly 
stated the English as a Second Language (ESL) programs 
previously used were insufficient and defined bilingual education 
as teaching ELL students in both English and their primary 
language. The 1974 amendments also doubled the Title VII 
federal funding to $68 million. Furthermore, in 1974, the OCR 
issued the Lau remedies as guidelines to provide specific criteria 
for bilingual programs, including the use of a student’s primary 
language for instruction, and avoiding segregation of students by 
language.19 The impact of Lau v. Nichols transformed bilingual 
education from voluntary participation by school districts into a 
requirement that bilingual education techniques would be utilized 
for teaching ELL students. Along with the requirement of 
bilingual education, the federal government provided the carrot of 
additional funding for school districts, and the stick with OCR 
auditing of compliance. 

The California State Legislature responded to Lau v. Nichols 
in 1976 with bill AB 1329, known as the Chácon-Moscone 
Bilingual Bicultural Education Act. This bill replaced AB 2284 
and declared bilingual education as a right of ELL students, and 
established transitional bilingual education programs, following 
the federal guidelines of the Lau remedies.20 Assemblyman Peter 
Chácon later wrote that AB 1329 “required instructional programs 
that build upon the skills and talents the pupil brings initially to 

 
18 Rosa Castro Feinberg, Bilingual Education: A Reference Handbook (Santa 
Barbara, California: ABC Clio, 2003), 170. This book also provides details on 
the nuances of ESL versus Bilingual programs on pages 5-8 that are relevant to 
understanding the importance of the 1974 amendments to the Bilingual 
Education Act.  
19 Gloria Stewner-Manzanares, “The Bilingual Education Act: Twenty Years 
Later,” 3-5. 
20 Oscar Jimenez-Castellanos, “School Finance and English Language 
Learners,” 14-15. 
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the classroom – including his or her culture and language.”21 In 
addition to bilingual education, this bill spoke of bicultural 
programs to preserve the student’s heritage and ensure “continued 
academic growth (through the pupil’s original language when 
needed), to foster a positive self-image for each student and to 
promote cross-cultural understanding.”22 

Four years later, Chácon began promoting bill AB 507 
Bilingual Education Improvement and Reform Act to update and 
strengthen the 1976 act. This legislation required school districts 
to provide bilingual programs at schools with more than ten ELL 
students in the same grade, outlined teacher qualification 
requirements, and specified types of acceptable programs.23 AB 
1329 and AB 507 reified bilingual education in California, with 
detailed requirements to make bilingual programs a reality at 
LAUSD schools and expanded the scope to include cultural 
preservation. The goals of the Bilingual Education Act of 1968 
had become a reality for California ELL students, but soon other 
issues began to influence the debate. 

Along with the establishment of the bilingual programs, 
competing concerns arose that included school bussing, teacher 
certification, and opposition to governmental support of what 
some segments of the population felt was an alien culture. 
Although the battle over desegregation of Los Angeles schools 
began with the black community in the early 1960s, the 
implementation of bussing did not start until just after the Chácon-
Moscone Act. The discourse over desegregation and bilingual 
education became linked as LAUSD attempted to address both 
issues at the same time. The Latino community was concerned 
with bussing, but this was of secondary importance relative to 
bilingual education. As one Latino father said, “I don’t like it, but 
if that’s the way it has to be in order for my children to get an 

 
21 Peter Chácon, “The California Program Has Had Great Success and Should 
Be Continued,” Los Angeles Times, August 12, 1979, F3. 
22 Chácon, “The California Program,” F3. 
23 Oscar Jimenez-Castellanos, “School Finance and English Language 
Learners,” 17. 
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education, then so be it.”24 Many Latino parents did not support 
bussing, but they were united in their desire to continue the 
educational development of their children using Spanish and 
preserving their cultural roots.25 

The need for more bilingual teachers was another issue that 
surfaced. By 1979 LAUSD had identified the need for 13,000 
bilingual teachers, but there were only 4,800 bilingual teachers 
certified, with another 4,300 non-teachers working under a waiver 
system as bilingual teacher aides.26 A split in the teacher 
community arose when some teachers complained that bilingual 
education was being used to protect jobs for a select minority in a 
time of a competitive job market. From their perspective, this was 
a fight over jobs.27 These heightened tensions within the teacher 
community, with some claiming this was an affirmative action 
program for Latino teachers.28 Most teachers were not bilingual, 
and many were unhappy about being pressured to return to school 
to get certified. As one teacher complained, after “all my time and 
trouble,” all they received was a certificate and a twenty-dollar 
mandatory fee to be paid to the state.29 

As the era of implementing bilingual education began 
providing ELL students with primary language instruction, new 
problems arose having nothing to do with educating students. The 
need for bilingual education was clear as the LAUSD ELL 
population had now grown to almost 100,000 children, 
representing almost 18% of the district. With Latino students 
comprising 42% of LAUSD’s 540,000 students in 1980, the 
demographic projections were holding and indicated the ELL 
population would continue to rapidly rise.30 Although both 

 
24 Marita Hernandez, “Language Key Concern: Split on Bussing, Latinos 
United on Bilingual Issue,” Los Angeles Times, September 20, 1980, A1. 
25 Hernandez, “Language Key Concern,” A23. 
26 Claudia Luther, “Bilingual Education in State a Crossroads,” Los Angeles 
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27 Gaynor Cohen, "The Politics of Bilingual Education," Oxford Review of 
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education academics and Latino community members believed 
bilingual education was important to achieving equality in 
education, many Anglo parents saw bilingual education as 
divisive and a “perceived threat that minorities are going to take 
over.”31 Many of these parents were especially concerned with 
government intentions for cultural preservation, mainly because 
they believed assimilation into the dominant Anglo culture was 
necessary for Spanish-speaking children to become good U.S. 
citizens.32 In 1979, Democratic state senator Albert Rodda 
expressed the position of many who had supported bilingual 
education legislation and were now experiencing buyer’s remorse 
when saying, “I told these Chicano legislators, I said ‘you know 
what’s happening? It’s a backlash. If you persist on what you’re 
doing without any willingness to achieve some compromise, 
you’re going to become counter-productive.’”33 Bilingual 
education for California ELL students had been established and 
would continue to solidify during the 1980s, but severe backlash 
was about to ensue as conservative voices reasserted cultural 
hegemony. 
 
1986-1992: Opposition Begins 

By 1982, the mood of the country had shifted to the right with 
Ronald Reagan in the White House and George Deukmejian as 
Californian Governor. This change in the political atmosphere 
would usher in an era of nativist opposition to bilingual education. 
Within California, this was the start of sixteen years of Republican 
Deukmejian and Wilson governorships that were either 
unfriendly, or outright hostile to bilingual education. After the 
recession of 1981-1982, there was both a rise in unemployment 
and a rise in Latino and Asian immigration. This combination 
resulted in a predictable wave of anti-immigration sentiment that 
soon spilled over as opposition to bilingual education. Nativist 
sentiments began to coalesce across the nation with attempts to 
modify constitutions with “English Only” initiatives. The events 
that defined this period of rising opposition to bilingual education 
were the 1986 Proposition 63 “English is the Official Language of 
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California” state constitution amendment, and the 1987 sunset of 
the Chácon-Moscone Bilingual-Bicultural Education Act. For the 
time being, bilingual education would continue as a reality for 
ELL learners. However, the events of the late 1980s would sow 
the seeds of racial division within California that would eventually 
spell the end of the programs for the next generation of ELL 
students. 

Senator S.I Hayakawa was a Canadian-born English professor 
of Japanese ancestry that became the leader of a nativist cause in 
the U.S. Hayakawa became concerned that the supremacy of 
English in the country was under threat and was a key source of 
division in the nation. As a senator, he attempted in 1981 to amend 
the U.S. Constitution to declare English as the official language of 
the nation. After this effort failed, he created an organization titled 
U.S. English, whose members largely consisted of individuals 
working to curb immigration, English-only speaking school 
teachers, and first-generation immigrants who had successfully 
learned English as a second language.34 U.S. English lobbied for 
legislation at the state and local level, with their only concrete 
complaint being the printing of ballots and other government 
forms in additional languages. In California, their efforts put 
Proposition 63 on the 1986 ballot. The symbolic measure added 
Section 6 to Article III of the state constitution to declare English 
as the official language of California and to prohibit the passage 
of state legislation that could “diminish or ignore the role of 
English as the common language of the State of California.”35 
Susannah MacKaye details how Proposition 63 was used to 
establish U.S. national identity via language to distinguish who 
belonged and who did not. She provided examples of Proposition 
63 supporters describing their feelings as “I and scores like me am 
sick to death of immigrants, especially Latinos, who usurp our 
hospitality” and who “purposely neglect English because they 
have no intention of being integrated into the American 

 
34 Moran, ""Bilingual Education as a Status Conflict," 331-332. 
35 “California Proposition 63, English is the Official Language Amendment 
(1986),” Ballotpedia, 
https://ballotpedia.org/California_Proposition_63,_English_is_the_Official_La
nguage_Amendment_(1986). 
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mainstream.36 Opponents responded that this attack on language 
was actually instead an attack on ethnicity, and consisted of thinly 
veiled racism. 

In an environment of high unemployment and rising 
immigration, it is not surprising that Proposition 63 passed by a 
wide margin beyond emboldened racial divisiveness. Legislative 
supporters said they would move next to target bilingual education 
to “preserve and enhance English” but did not follow up with any 
real effort to make changes. 37 The addition of Section 6 had no 
negative impact on existing federal or state legislation related to 
bilingual education. It did not prevent the state from printing ballot 
materials and forms in other languages, and nativists were 
satisfied to repeat these symbolic changes in several state and 
local constitutions with a similar lack of consequence.38 

Latinos had surprisingly voted for Proposition 63 by a large 
margin of 58%. An L.A. Times article describes a poll taken after 
the election to explain the puzzling results of Latino support for 
the measure.39 The poll identified that one problematic segment of 
support of the proposition was a large group of uninformed Latino 
voters. In general, the poll respondents did not have much 
knowledge of the proposition, what effects it may have, and many 
believed English was already the official language of the U.S. The 
poll also revealed the same group of Latinos that supported the 
measure also supported bilingual education and printing ballots in 
other languages. The issue of assimilation versus cultural 
preservation had become oddly linked to opinions on bilingual 
education by both nativists and within the Latino community.40 
Many first-generation immigrants became vocal supporters of 
Proposition 63 because they strongly felt learning English 
provided access to the larger U.S. society. A bicultural specialist 

 
36 Susannah D. A. MacKaye, "California Proposition 63: Language Attitudes 
Reflected in the Public Debate," The Annals of the American Academy of 

Political and Social Science 508 (1990), 135-46. 
37 Carl Ingram, “Prop. 63 backers aim at bilingual education,” Los Angeles 

Times, November 24, 1979, A12. 
38 Moran, ""Bilingual Education as a Status Conflict," 354-357. 
39 William Trombley, “Latino Backing of 'English-Only' a Puzzle,” Los 

Angeles Times, October 25, 1986, A5. 
40 Trombley, “Latino Backing of 'English-Only' a Puzzle,” A5. 
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explained that most first-generation Latinos “are just trying to 
survive … even if it means giving up their culture and giving up 
their language.”41 This group was supplemented by Latinos who 
had assimilated and now had a solid foothold in the economy. 
Their attitude was, “My parents did [it], why can’t these kids do 
it?”42 Both of these groups wanted to differentiate themselves 
from other Spanish-speaking immigrants by being able to say, 
“I’m different than those newcomers.”43 

Less than two months after Proposition 63 passed, AB 2813 
was passed by the legislature to extend the Chácon-Moscone Act 
scheduled to sunset on June 30, 1987. This bill was sent to 
Governor Deukmejian for signature along with 170 other 
measures to beat the annual deadline at the end of September.44 
The Governor vetoed the bill despite broad support from 
Democrats, some Republicans, school officials, League of 
Women voters, the California Board of Education, and MALDEF. 
The Governor did not make any comment on bilingual education 
directly in his veto message, but he did note that state spending 
was nearing a limit set by voters in 1979. To address this, he 
needed to eliminate state funding on special category programs 
such as those for gifted, handicapped, and ELL students.45 
Governor Deukmejian’s veto was a major setback in support of 
bilingual education by California and signaled a new direction for 
the state. Despite the veto, many local school districts attempted 
to continue programs per Chácon-Moscone even though they were 
not required to do so by the state legislature.46 The veto of AB 
2813 and nativist political support of Proposition 63 marked the 
end of state-level sponsorship of new bilingual education 
legislation in California. 

The 1980s began with the establishment of concrete bilingual 
education programs, but by the end of the decade, there was 

 
41 Trombley, A5. 
42 Luther, “Bilingual Education in State a Crossroads,” A3. 
43 Trombley, “Latino Backing of 'English-Only' a Puzzle,” A5. 
44 Richard Paddock, “Deukmejian Vetoes Bill on Bilingual Education,” Los 

Angeles Times, October 1, 1986, 15. 
45 Paddock, “Deukmejian Vetoes Bill on Bilingual Education,” 15. 
46 Jimenez-Castellanos, “School Finance and English Language Learners,” 15. 
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growing uncertainty for ELL students who comprised almost 30% 
of the 660,000 LAUSD total student population.47 Most of the 
district’s bilingual teachers worked in South and East Los Angeles 
schools, which was the source of most students being bused. They 
were bused to schools in the Westside and San Fernando Valley, 
where there was a lack of bilingual teachers. Xenophobic concerns 
with rising immigration and high unemployment had coalesced in 
support of passage of the “English Is the Official Language of 
California Amendment.” There were insufficient numbers of 
certified bilingual teachers and push back from many English-
only speaking teachers despite a new $5,000 pay bonus. Bilingual 
aides were being shifted from classroom to classroom, leaving 
ELL students without consistent support for much of the day. As 
one teacher expressed her frustration, “you know they’re not 
getting anything. You feel so guilty, but your back is against the 
wall.”48 The era of rising opposition along with the Governor’s 
veto began to reverse twenty years of developing bilingual 
education programs, and left school districts to fend for 
themselves to meet ELL student needs. 
 
1993-98: Race Politics Ends Bilingual Education in California 

The era of race politics that would dismantle bilingual 
education would begin after Deukmejian completed his second 
term. The California governorship would stay in Republican 
hands with the election of Pete Wilson in 1990. Ron Unz, a fellow 
Republican who ran against Pete Wilson in 1994, noted Pete 
Wilson ran in 1990 as a moderate candidate with pro-Latino 
themes. Wilson had carried 47% of the Latino vote, which was 
typical of Republican support over the past 20 years.49 In the next 
decade, Pete Wilson would cost the Republican Party future 
Latino support with his use of Proposition 187 “Save Our State” 
in his 1994 reelection bid, followed by support of Proposition 227 
“English Language in Public Schools Statute” in 1998. By 1994, 
Latinos clearly understood they were the target of these initiatives. 

 
47 Sandy Banks, “L.A. Schools Are Frustrated by Big Bilingual Woes,” Los 

Angeles Times, November 21, 1989, A25. 
48 Banks, “L.A. Schools Are Frustrated by Big Bilingual Woes,” A25. 
49 Ron Unz, “How the Republicans Lost California,” Wall Street Journal, 
August 28, 2000, A18. 
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They became unified in their opposition to both propositions, but 
it was too late to stop the nativist sentiments in the majority-white 
electorate of the state. Race politics had gained increasing support 
in the mid-1980s and would result in ELL students losing access 
to bilingual education by the end of the 1990s. Xenophobic efforts 
met frustration when the courts nullified the 1994 “Save Our 
State” initiative. Four years later, they would redirect their efforts 
and end bilingual education in a misdirected, bigoted campaign 
whose intended target was immigration. 

Pete Wilson’s first term in office was during a time of 
economic recession, and he had a tough reelection campaign 
ahead of him in 1994. He had originally tried to stop the “Save 
Our State” initiative from getting on the ballot. The bill had called 
for extreme measures, such as police reports to the INS anyone 
they arrested suspected of being here illegally, health care 
providers verifying citizenship before providing care, and 
requirements for schools to verify that children were citizens. In a 
bid to win reelection with the 85% white electorate, Wilson 
decided to play the race card and made Proposition187 the 
centerpiece of his campaign. The campaign included nightly 
television commercials showing “gritty images of Mexicans 
dashing across the border, provoking the crudest stereotypes of 
dark-skinned hordes swarming into California for welfare and 
crime.”50 Unlike the Proposition 63 voter confusion of eight years 
earlier, Latino citizens clearly understood all Latinos were the 
target of this vote. A survey conducted by La Opinión in 1996 
found Latinos across the spectrum felt Proposition 187 had 
increased racism whether they were undocumented (84%), legal 
residents (69%), or citizens (62%).51 Proposition 187 passed with 
59% of the overall electorate and approximately 70% of the white 
vote, with about the same percentage of Latinos voting against it. 
It was challenged one day later by MALDEF in court, who quickly 
ruled the measure unconstitutional.52 Those who voted in favor 

 
50 Unz, “How the Republicans Lost California,” A18. 
51 Mary Ballesteros-Coronel, "Latinos Sienten Aumento En La Discriminacion: 
Senalan La Prop. 187 Como Causa. Proponen Accion Politica Para Combatir 
Ambiente Anti-Latino," La Opinión, May 21, 1996. 
52 Andrea Louise Campbell, Cara Wong, and Jack Citrin, "`Racial Threat," 
Partisan Climate, and Direct Democracy: Contextual Effects in Three 
California Initiatives," Political Behavior 28, no. 2 (2006), 133-135. 
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had become incensed the courts were in their way and left 
unsatisfied; they would vent their frustration on ELL children with 
Proposition 227 four years later. 

When nothing came of the “Save Our State” proposition, 
many supporters in 1998 backed Ron Unz’s sponsorship of 
Proposition 227, the “English Language in Public Schools 
Statute.” The bill proposed a halt of state bilingual education 
funding and provided a one-year window to transition ELL 
students back to the English-Only programs of thirty years earlier. 
For frustrated Proposition 187 supporters, it did not matter what 
the issue was, as long as it was going to satisfy nativist sentiments. 
By 1998, a quarter of the total 
California student population 
spoke a language other than 
English, with 30% of these 
representing over 400,000 ELL 
students across the state receiving 
some bilingual education.53 
Wilson said Proposition 227 was 
a remedy that would eliminate a 
bilingual education system that 
kept ELL students "dependent 
upon their primary language for 
far too long, shortchanging their 
opportunity for the [American] 
Dream."54 Despite the obvious 
need by nearly half a million 
California ELL students and all 
data from educators pointing to 
the need of four to eight years to 
transition to English proficiency, 
the proposition would provide ELL students one year to 
transition.55 The crescendo of rising nativist rhetoric in the twelve 

 
53 Carl Ingram, “Wilson Backs Ballot Measure to Ban Bilingual Education,” 
Los Angeles Times, May 19, 1998, 1. 
54 Ingram, “Wilson Backs Ballot Measure to Ban Bilingual Education,” 1. 
55 U.S. Government Accountability Office, “Public Education: Meeting the 
Needs of Students With Limited English Proficiency,” GAO-01-2266 (2001), 
16-17. 

Figure 2. Students Protesting 
Proposition 187 
 Evening Outlook, 11/04/1994  

(Santa Monica History Museum) 
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years since “English is the Official Language of California 
Amendment” along with the court rejection of “Save Our State” 
four years earlier resulted in the majority-white electorate passing 
Proposition 227 with an overwhelming 63% of the total vote,  with 
same percentage of Latinos voting against it. 

The Latino community was devastated. They understood 
many of their children were soon to be left behind academically, 
and there was little they could do about it. Victoria Castro was an 
LAUSD school board member during the Proposition 227 battle. 
She later painfully remembered Propositions 187 and 227 saying, 
“One was to deny all extra services to immigrants, and the other 
one, Ron Unz, was the bilingual end. That was really hard.”56 
According to a MALDEF official, only 17% of the voters that 
supported the elimination of bilingual education had children in 
school. His opinion was that the rights of the majority had 
subjugated the rights of the minority. The day after the election, a 
La Opinión article summed up the situation as “Parents, teachers, 
administrators, and students will have to deal with the problems 
of transitioning from a defective system, but coherent, to no-man's 
land of restrictive legislation, inflexible, disconnected with the 
reality of the problem that it must be applied.”57 Soon after the 
initial voices of dismay, “Latino immigrant parents gradually 
began to shift from indignant cries over the elimination of 
bilingual education to ambivalence and silence.”58 The nativists 
had a victory to savor, and both they and the Latino community 
understood “schools are one of the major institutions where the 
dominant society achieves the consensual process for the 
subordination of minority groups … By converting a skill into a 
deficit and further stigmatizing it as a learning disability, the 
hegemonic power of the English-speaking State is extended and 
preserved.”59 The elimination of bilingual education was an 

 
56 UCLA Oral History Collection, "La Batalla Está Aquí": The Chicana/o 
Movement in Los Angeles, Interview of Victoria Castro, Session 6 (4/4/2013). 
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58 Marta, P. Baltodano, "Latino Immigrant Parents and the Hegemony of 
Proposition 227," Latino Studies 2, no. 2 (July 2004), 249. 
59 Baltodano, "Latino Immigrant Parents,” 250. 
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expression of power by the dominant culture and it would remain 
the case for another two decades. The 2016 repeal of Proposition 
227 would once again restart the support of ELL students 
achieving the “American Dream” that Pete Wilson, despite his 
rhetoric, had worked to deny an entire generation of children. 
 
Conclusion 

It is difficult to fully assess the impact on a generation of 
children in California whose education was decided by a 
xenophobic electorate rather than an informed education policy. 
Education researchers who interviewed parents and children in 
1999 to gain an emic view of bilingualism for those most affected 
concluded, “Proposition 227’s message to immigrants is ‘learn 
English if you want your children to succeed in the US’ 
Proposition 187’s earlier message (and one that resonates through 
the current climate in Southern California) is ‘just go home.’”60 
The parents interviewed wanted their children to be fluent in their 
primary language to maintain their ties with their families and 
culture; in addition, there was the hope that learning English 
would provide increased opportunities. The motives of these 
parents are easy to understand but the impact on children is more 
nuanced and enduring. 

These researchers reported that children generally mirrored 
their parents' outlook, except they viewed language as a social tool 
and a marker of identity. The voices of these children are painful 
to hear when they described their negative self-image as someone 
who had the skill of speaking Spanish. One of these children 
named Andy told the researcher he did not want to speak Spanish 
because he felt people would think he was from México, and he 
was not; he was “from here.” Another Afro-Honduran student 
named Robert also said he did not like to speak Spanish because 
“Everyone says, ‘You’re black, how come you speak Spanish?”, 
and he was tired of explaining. When the researcher spoke to him 
in Spanish, he responded he “hates the Spanish culture.” 
Widespread negative social messages had affected the self-esteem 

 
60 Marjorie Faulstich Orellana, Lucila Ek and Arcelia Hernandez, “Bilingual 
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of these children who, like any children, were just trying to find 
their way in the world and fit in socially. Several of these Spanish-
speaking students said they attended schools in their parents' home 
countries while visiting on vacation. They found the academic 
level for their grade was too advanced for them, they couldn’t 
keep up, and a comment from one student was “I got all Fs.” This 
Spanish-speaking student’s experience in a principally Spanish-
speaking classroom goes to the root of the argument in support of 
bilingual education. 61 
A generation of children had an unnecessary obstacle put in their 
developmental path instead of keeping up with the academic 
curriculum in their primary language while transitioning to 
English. “Save Our State” doomed the efforts of thirty years in 
developing bilingual education in California to address the need 
to educate a large population of Spanish-speaking children. The 
work to establish bilingual education programs had started in the 
optimism of the civil rights years, achieved implementation of real 
programs in the post-Vietnam era, began to see opposition arise in 
the late 1980s, and was halted by race politics in 1998. The 
programs developed to provide meaningful and effective 
instruction to English Learner students were stopped by many 
who felt these children did not belong if they did not speak 
English. The boundary of education equality shifted back towards 
the social climate that had created problems for Diana and her 
classmates. California has now restarted once again down an 
optimistic path of restoring bilingual education and will see what 
the future brings. 

 
61 Orellana, “Bilingual Education,” 124-125. 
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Women’s History Month Before COVID-19 

 
This Special Feature was intended as a tribute to Women's History 
month at Cal State LA, which originated with Dr. Carole Srole, 
Professor Emerita of Gender and Labor History in 1984. As 
Women’s History month approached, the university community 
faced unprecedented challenges as a result of quarantine measures 
brought about by COVID-19. Please join us online to Honor 
Women’s History month and Dr. Srole. 
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Teaching in the Time of COVID-19: What to Expect and 

How to Meet the Challenge of the Unexpected 

 
What started out as a resource to help future teachers gain real life 
insight into the world of education is turning into a survival guide 
to the world of virtual learning. Based on extensive interviews 
with educators at the forefront in the struggle to create normalcy 
for students, we learn that nothing will replace face to face 
instruction. Please join us online to learn how Cal State LA alumni 
teaching in K-12 schools right now are meeting the new 
challenges forced on all of us by the COVID-19 pandemic! 
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Judith Shapiro. China's Environmental Challenges. Second ed. 
China Today Series Cambridge, England. Malden, MA: Polity 
Press, 2016. Pp. 200. Paper. $21.95. 
 
Judith Shapiro, Professor of Global Environmental Politics in the 
School of International Service at American University in 
Washington DC, writes an in-depth analysis of China's 
environmental policies, and the geopolitical factors that shaped 
how China underwent industrialization. Shapiro argues that 
China's environmental policies were limited by the structure of an 
authoritarian state and the lack of public input. China, however, 
had the ability to bypass the negative effects of industrialization 
that characterized Western development and modernized while 
focusing on renewable energy and environmentally-conscious 
growth. Shapiro states that China’s environmental challenges 
were tied to domestic political structures, rapid economic growth, 
and an intense phase of globalization in which the entire planet is 
involved. Her analysis is effective and clear because Shapiro 
organizes her study into five core analytical concepts: 
globalization, governance, national identity, civil society, and 
environmental justice. Secondary sources on environmental 
history critique western scholarship’s depiction of China’s 
environmentalism, and historically grounds this contemporary 
study as far back as 1894 with the first Sino-Japanese War. 

Shapiro argues that globalization put a strain on China to 
deliver raw materials such as coal to the western developed nation. 
The inclusion of China’s carbon industry demonstrates that the 
nation depended on a global trade network forcing raw material 
extraction in order to maintain economic growth. As the middle 
class continued to expand, so did the demand for consumer 
products. The unrest caused by the country’s limitation of 
individual freedoms was mitigated by its economic growth and its 
rising middle class that gives poor citizens the hope of upward 
mobility. China’s leaders often argue that as a developing nation 
its environmental policies are justified even if they are one of the 
largest sources of pollution and contamination. However, this 
book’s source base adequately challenges the narrative that China 
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is a belligerent polluter and also highlights the government’s 
commitment to curbing pollution through its cooperation as a 
member of environmental summits.  

Consumerism among the new middle-class forced China to 
continue extracting raw materials to use for trade. Yet, the 
infamous pollution that plagues Beijing is seen as an 
embarrassment to the national identity and receives criticism by 
the new consumer class. Efforts to curb this pollution often meant 
relocating industries into vulnerable regions with minority 
populations and causing major health risks. On the other hand, 
China's efforts to protect national parks has often resulted in the 
destruction of local economies. Thus, Shapiro effectively argues 
that future environmental policies must be carried out in 
discussion with local populations that are both affected by these 
policies and are privy to the environment not fully understood by 
a faraway centralized government. Research weighs 
environmental policy effects on a variety of factors including 
class, trade and foreign policy. This is supported with translated 
scholarship and news sources within China, juxtaposed with 
Western scholarship and U.S. State Department primary sources. 

Overall Shapiro produces a well written and complex book of 
China's environmental challenges and policy. The second edition 
demonstrates China’s policy shift on climate change, and 
highlights efforts taken by non-governmental organizations to 
mitigate climate change. This book is also relevant to 
understanding the environmental policies of western developed 
nations. New analysis shows the impact that well-intentioned 
environmental policies have on minority populations, analyzing 
the political structure and other factors vital to understanding just 
how complex environmental policies are. China's own economic 
growth is enough to contest the idea that it is a developing nation. 
Thus, today it is a vital comparison to the challenges that 
democratic capitalist societies face in addressing climate change 
and tackling environmental issues such as water scarcity. Shapiro 
concludes the book with the hope that China is in a position to 
lead the way in eco-friendly policies and culture that can benefit 
both developed and developing nations.  

Josthin Oswaldo Amado 
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Keisha N. Blain. Set the World on Fire: Black Nationalist Women 

and the Global Struggle for Freedom. Philadelphia: University of 
Philadelphia Press, 2018. Pp. 255. Hardcover. $34.95.  
 
Keisha N. Blain, Associate Professor of History at the University 
of Pittsburgh, connects feminist methodology to the role of 
activism in Set the World on Fire by examining female black 
nationalists engaged in U.S. and global politics from the Great 
Depression through the early years of the Cold War. In doing so, 
Blain challenges other historians who might classify the “golden 
age of black nationalism” as declining when Marcus Garvey was 
no longer at the helm of the United Negro Improvement 
Association. Utilizing an interdisciplinary lens of women’s 
studies and social history, Blain’s bottom-up approach provides 
the reader with a consistent reminder of her thesis: female black 
nationalists were at the center of a movement pushing for social, 
political and racial equality during the post-Garvey era.  

Set the World on Fire traces the stories of multiple female 
activists, smoothly weaving in their background, passions and 
sacrifices. Blain’s major strength is making each woman’s story 
personal and meaningful, allowing the reader to clearly 
understand why and how they contributed to black nationalism at 
home and abroad. Chapters build sequentially to highlight the 
intersectionality facing black women who advocated both 
women’s rights, and racial equality. They promoted black political 
self-determination, economic self-sufficiency and the possibility 
of repatriation to West Africa with funding from the U.S. 
government.  

 Blain utilizes a wide array of sources, ranging from personal 
letters and government records, to photographs, speeches and 
poetry by many activists of the era. She includes expansive 
citations with recommendations for further reading. Rather than 
place the main focus of her book on the outcomes and success of 
these activists, Blain emphasizes the process and fusion of local 
and transnational organizing strategies employed. Her work is 
accessible because she explains the terms she uses. For example, 
Blain frequently refers to the term “proto-feminism,” which she 
defines as before the feminist era of the 1960s-1970s in the U.S. 
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and provides readers with an enhanced understanding of where 
black feminism fits on the political spectrum of history.   

While emphasizing women who challenged a consistent 
gender bias in the activist network, she also highlights the paradox 
that some black nationalist women instigated by advocating both 
progressive women’s rights and supporting a patriarchal vision of 
black liberation that would place men in positions of power and 
control. Including these details makes her book fascinating 
because it symbolizes the struggles of gender politics and 
contradictions that can be evaluated for their impact and legacy in 
the present.   

Set the World on Fire also initiates thought-provoking 
analysis of black feminism through the lens of unlikely alliances. 
Some women established and maintained communication with 
two white supremacists that supported federal legislation to fund 
black remigration out of the U.S. As radical as this example was, 
Blain confidently proposes that it serves as proof of the dedication 
and willingness by female activists to accomplish their goals. 
Although the Greater Liberia Bill was not approved and 
repatriation did not fully occur, Blain fills any gaps of doubt about 
the legacy of black feminists. She excels in not only identifying 
women “on the margins” of black nationalist thought, she outlines 
how their organizing efforts eventually connected to future 
generations of activists, shaping black identity into the present era.  

Blain’s interdisciplinary approach makes Set the World on 

Fire appropriate for a wide readership, ranging from African 
American history, Women’s and Gender history as well as 
Transnational Studies. Female black nationalists are presented as 
prominent leaders within the fight for equality during the early 
twentieth century. Their tactics were often ambitious, complicated 
and even questionable. However, their ideas were centered on 
improving the conditions and opportunities of black men and 
women throughout the diaspora. Despite multiple setbacks, the 
foundation for future generations of activists was created. Set the 

World on Fire ensures the stories of these women and their legacy 
remains relevant.  

Alexia Bravo 
 

 



Book Reviews     123 

 

Sara Read. Maids, Wives, Widows: Exploring Early Modern 

Women’s Lives, 1540–1740. Barnsley, UK: Pen and Sword 
History, 2015. Pp. 224. Hardcover. $22.54.  
 
Sara Read, Lecturer of English at Loughborough University with 
a focus on the cultural representation of women in early modern 
England, presents an in-depth look at the everyday lives of English 
women between the 1540s and 1740s. Her research strives to be 
inclusive of not only the voices of elite women, but also middle 
and lower-class women during these two centuries. Read argues 
that women led intricate lives and were more than an extension of 
their husbands. Maids, Wives, and Widows explores the ways in 
which lower-class women struggled to provide for their families, 
and their cultural disparities with elite women. Diaries and letters 
illustrate the close relationships that women created with their 
children and husbands. Read also illuminates the everyday joys 
and struggles of English women through published works of the 
time centered on skills for midwifery and hygiene. 

Examining these women through a cultural and domestic lens, 
Read structures her evidence into sections about their work, 
personal care, reproduction, religion, and public presence. To 
broaden this analysis, sources include voices of women of 
different backgrounds and socio-economic statuses. The most 
enlightening and intriguing areas outline work-life and 
reproduction. Poems reflect struggles within the economic sphere 
that overlap with their household duties as mother and wife, 
including having to bring children to work and then go home and 
attend to spousal duties.  

The section devoted to reproduction proves interesting in 
depicting the differences of how women and men viewed periods, 
birth, and breastfeeding. Menstruation was a female weakness 
according to medical journals describing the process as evil and 
purging the “bad humors” from a woman’s body. These journals 
were written mostly by men with a few rare voices of women to 
contrast theirs. Sharing their thoughts on the female body 
strengthened the general stereotypes of women to a large 
audience. This ties the cultural and domestic realms together as 
diaries also show differences in class understanding of the 
importance of breastfeeding as a mother’s duty. Lower-class 
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women used breastfeeding to bond with their children while most 
upper-class women did not have this option due to the belief that 
breastfeeding would age them and “spoil” their figure. Husbands 
who were keen on having large families often did not allow their 
wives to nurse their children because it was viewed as “dirty” to 
attempt for more children if their wife was breastfeeding. 
Regarding birth and pregnancy, men and women generally saw it 
as a time when women should not be taking risks; for working 
class women, this luxury was not afforded to them and most 
worked for as long as they could. These general myths written in 
diaries and books at the time demonstrate how both the female 
body was understood, and the impact on shaping social 
understandings of gender norms.  

Though Read’s book strives to create a full view of the lives 
of women during this era, at some points it seems like too big a 
task to undertake. This creates the feeling that the evidence is 
more of a list instead of a carefully thought-out plan to prove the 
argument. Focusing instead on key features such as the disparities 
in working life and views of mothering and reproduction could 
strengthen her argument that women in different social classes had 
different concerns and that these women led more engaging lives 
then once thought. In addition, an emphasis on the evolution of 
female jobs or duties as wife and mother could strengthen Read’s 
writing and argument. A proper conclusion in place of an abrupt 
ending would also further cement the initial argument that is made 
in the beginning of the book.  

Maids, Wives, and Widows does succeed in highlighting the 
intricacies of the lives of early modern English women. It serves 
as an introductory examination of women of the period to any 
reader interested in the topic due to its broad overviews and 
accessible language use. The wide range of primary sources 
enhances understanding of what it meant to be an ordinary woman 
by highlighting their thoughts, allowing readers to come away 
feeling more informed about British women of the period. Overall, 
the research proves important in creating a more detailed, and 
compelling understanding of womanhood in the sixteenth through 
eighteenth centuries.  

Dezarae Marie Calvillo 
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Kara Cooney. The Woman Who Would Be King: Hatshepsut’s 

Rise to Power in Ancient Egypt. New York: Broadway Books, 
2014. Pp. 289. Paper. $12.30.  

 
Kara Cooney, Chair of the Department of Near Eastern Language 
and Cultures at UCLA, examines Hatshepsut’s reign as King of 
Egypt and how she was able to hold the position until her death. 
Cooney speculates about what Hatshepsut and those around her 
would have felt about her rule, allowing readers to understand how 
unusual and revolutionary Hatshepsut’s rule was. Hatshepsut had 
a strong will long before her reign and had learned early on how 
to rule effectively from her father, Thutmose I. As a religious 
leader, she was able to understand what was needed to be a strong 
and competent ruler. Hatshepsut used her status as God’s Wife of 
Amen to solidify her rule early on.  

The patriarchal nature of Ancient Egypt made Hatshepsut’s 
rule unprecedented. Hatshepsut was depicted as a woman in 
monuments during her early years but later she chose to portray 
herself as a man. This change allowed her to maintain her rule and 
keep her nephew below her as co-regent as he came of age. He 
was a threat to her rule as the legitimate heir to her deceased 
husband. 

 While some may criticize Cooney for speculation into 
Hatshepsut’s decisions, readers can appreciate her efforts to 
humanize rulers who lived at a time so different from our own. 
Hatshepsut was a woman who ruled over a culture that had a long-
established patriarchal power structure. Before her, women were 
restricted to being the regent for their sons, but through her 
political and religious maneuvering she was able to rule in her own 
right. This must have been an emotional and anxiety producing 
experience. Cooney’s expertise as an Egyptologist keeps her 
speculations grounded and she is straightforward with her 
hypothesis. Without Hatshepsut’s leadership the Eighteenth 
Dynasty might have fallen, which likely would have led to social 
unrest. As a female ruler she broke the norm of the ancient world. 
This is a must-read for Ancient Historians. 

Julio A. Cervantes 
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Joan Sangster. Transforming Labour: Women and Work in Post-

war Canada. Toronto: The University of Toronto Press, 2010. Pp. 
416. Paper. $35.00. 
 
In Transforming Labour, Joan Sangster, Professor of History and 
Women’s Studies at Trent University, critically assesses the 
development of the relationship between women and paid labour 
in Canada during the post-war period. With over thirty years of 
research experience in labour history, Sangster applies her 
knowledge as well as primary materials such as reports, surveys, 
and papers to create a thorough representation of the lives of 
working women in Canada after the Second World War. Sangster 
offers an in-depth analysis on a previously overlooked topic 
within the post-war historiography of Canada and ultimately 
deepens our understanding of women’s experiences within labour 
history.  

Sangster begins by outlining the difficulties that women faced 
after the conclusion of the war; as not only was it a “confusing 
time for what the identity of a woman should be” but also her role 
within workforce. World War II saw women take a prominent role 
in the workforce of Canada, as well as other key positions in the 
army or as nurses. These shifting boundaries were particularly 
evident for married mothers, who sought to return to work despite 
the impact of popular culture emphasizing the critical importance 
of stay-at-home mothers. Statistical data and survey reports 
displaced this “norm” and provide insight into the life experiences 
of Canadian women and how they changed. Following this, a 
chronological evaluation of the historiography highlights 
interpretive differences that have occurred over time as Sangster 
seeks to build on the revisionist strain that surrounds gender 
history.  

Another strand that is apparent throughout Transforming 

Labour is Sangster’s ability to address the realities Canadian 
women faced in the workplace as well as how daily struggles 
against discrimination were still prominent even after the Second 
World War. The development of a “sexual division of labour” 
restricted women to ‘second tier ’jobs, which often had unions that 
had limited power to make any real difference. Sangster uses the 
case study of Dupuis Frères, a department store in Montreal, to 
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show how poor working conditions existed and ultimately led to 
extreme consequences with a strike in 1952 in order to force 
working women of the store to receive better terms of 
employment. This was especially evident with the store’s in-house 
magazine Le Duprex that attempted to create a paternalist 
workplace. 

Sangster switches towards addressing intersectionality and 
discusses how the transformation of post-war labour differed for 
women who belonged to an ethnic minority group within Canada. 
The case study of the Dionne girls, a “group of displaced” 
European immigrants who had arrived in Canada to escape the 
drastic consequences of warfare as a result of Canadian MP 
Ludger Dionne, perfectly exemplifies this argument. Sangster 
successfully debates the severe problems that existed between 
immigration and labour, as Dionne girls were classed as unfree 
immigrants and forced by contract to an employer. Employers 
took advantage of the situation that many refugees found 
themselves in by restricting their liberties as well as giving them 
significantly lower wages. As a result, some companies were able 
to make considerable economic gains solely through the 
exploitation of ethnic minorities within their labour force. 

Overall, the work of Sangster is extremely impressive. Her 
expertise surrounding gender and labour history allows the book 
to comprehensively cross-examine secondary material which 
enables the reader to understand how the perceptions of women 
within the workforce adapted and evolved over time. As a result, 
Transforming Labour succeeds in documenting the key issues and 
misconceptions that have existed, especially within the 
historiography of gendered labour. With the effective use of 
primary sources and case studies, Sangster supports these 
arguments to show the transformation of labour in Canada after 
the Second World War. The structure of the monograph allows the 
reader to fully immerse themselves into the lives and experiences 
of these Canadian women. This book would be useful to historians 
that want to gain a critical understanding of the historiography 
surrounding gender history in Canada. 

Matt Cocks 
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Koenraad Donker van Heel. Mrs. Tsenhor: A Female 

Entrepreneur in Ancient Egypt. Cairo and New York: The 
American University in Cairo Press, 2014. Pp. 229. Paper. $29.95.  
 
Koenraad Donker van Heel, Professor of Demotic Papyrology at 
the University of Leiden, Netherlands utilizes Egyptian 
papyrological archives in Mrs. Tsenhor: A Female Entrepreneur 

in Ancient Egypt, to tell the story of Tsenhor, a female 
businesswoman living during Egypt’s Late Period (712-323 BC).  
Van Heel recounts Tsenhor’s life, detailing her background as part 
of a family of choachytes, or “water pourers,” whose business 
entailed leaving offerings for the deceased on behalf of their 
families as their mummies were transported to a vast Theban 
necropolis. Van Heel consults papyri to tell Tsenhor’s life story 
from birth, family upbringing, marriage, and eventual death and 
offers insight into her life as a business owner, wife, and mother. 
The author utilizes the story of Tsenhor to augment historical 
views of ancient Egyptian women that were formed primarily 
through the study of famous queens and elite women, such as 
Hatshepsut and Nefertiti. Van Heel argues that Tsenhor’s story 
puts ancient historians more closely in touch with everyday 
Egyptian women, placing their lives into the wider context of 
Egyptian history.  

Mrs. Tsenhor serves as a history of ancient Egypt during the 
Late Period, as well as a history of Egypt under Persian Rule and 
a chronicle of funerary and business practice. Perhaps most 
importantly, van Heel’s work is a history of women entrepreneurs 
and the middle class, separating it from more commonly found 
Egyptian histories of royal women. The book is organized both 
topically and chronologically as it follows the major events in the 
life of Tsenhor, from her birth and adolescence, up through her 
marriage and motherhood, and to her eventual death as an elderly 
woman of sixty years old.  

Van Heel utilizes the Tsenhor papyrological archive, a 
collection of around twenty Demotic language documents 
recorded on papyrus and ostraka, originally published in 1994. 
The archive consists of legal documents and business transaction 
records written and received by Tsenhor and her immediate 
family. The sources shed light not only on Egyptian business 
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practices during the Late Period, but give valuable insight into the 
life of a female entrepreneur and property owner. These rare 
documents illustrate the economic agency held by some middle-
class Egyptian women who were part of business owning families, 
illustrating how wealth and property remained in the hands of the 
women of families like Tsenhor’s.  

Van Heel’s strong use of the Tsenhor papyrological archive is 
exemplified in the chapter “Bricks: Tsenhor, Psenese, and 
Nesamunhotep, 512-506 BCE,” as he traces division of 
inheritance among Tsenhor and her siblings. Upon her father’s 
death, Tsenhor received equal share of money and property to her 
brothers; this was uncommon in Egypt as women usually received 
significantly less than male siblings. Tsenhor followed suit in her 
own will, leaving an equal share of her business and property to 
both her son and daughter, Ruru. These legal documents give van 
Heel access to a detailed picture of family economics, allowing 
for such specifics as the precise amount of money paid by Tsenhor 
in her marriage contract and the exact number of storehouses 
Tsenhor inherited from her father’s business. Van Heel highlights 
Tsenhor’s agency through these archival documents and paints a 
picture of a family of successful businesswomen, fully in charge 
of their own economic and social agencies.  

While the book is intended for scholars of Egypt and the 
ancient world, it is written in accessible language, providing 
important historical context to familiarize the reader with even the 
more obscure details of Egyptian life during the Late Period. Its 
thoroughness with the papyrological sources is intriguing to the 
casual reader while also contributing new routes of study to the 
scholar of Egypt and of ancient women. Finally, van Heel’s work 
opens many more questions and opportunities for further 
scholarship in the field using the Tsenhor papyrological archive. 
Mrs. Tsenhor invites scholars to further seek out ancient women’s 
archives to answer the question of whether Tsenhor and her family 
were unique female entrepreneurs, or whether they represented a 
more common occurrence of female economic agency across 
Egypt’s Late period. 

Cyrene Cruz 
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Patricia Barker, The Silence of the Girls. New York: Penguin 
Random House, 2018. Pp. 325. Paper. $16.95. 
 
Patricia Barker, an award-winning author, introduces the untold 
story of women during the Trojan War through historical fiction. 
Barker shows that celebrated Ancient Greece and even storytellers 
like Homer withheld the history and impact of women. The 
women of these stories are rarely heard to be influential or 
impactful, their roles at times are too insignificant to include, 
leaving women out of the narrative. Barker re-examines the 
history that Homer told in The Iliad, to include the perspective of 
women and people such as Briseis, a woman who was related to 
royalty and found herself captured by Achilles and the Greeks. 
The author argues that voices from these women should be 
included in the poem The Iliad, and their positions are just as or 
even more significant than the well-known characters from the 
past.  

Barker structures her book like the story of The Iliad. 
However, she chooses to expand on instances mortal women like 
Briseis played important roles. The novel’s similarity to Homer’s 
poem allows readers familiar with his work to follow along and 
understand pivotal moments. Nevertheless, the author’s ability to 
maintain the familiar order of The Iliad does not take away from 
the necessary details to support Barker’s argument. For example, 
Barker revisits the moment Agamemnon and Achilles have a 
dispute about Briseis. In Barker’s version Achilles was 
disrespected by losing what was rightfully his. During this period 
women were considered prizes and for Agamemnon to take 
Achilles possession, showed he had no respect for the victorious 
leader. Barker understands that reader’s interpretation of this 
moment is victim to the lack of detail Homer included. The 
author’s reconfiguration of this moment allows the audience to 
gain a new perspective, which is Briseis has no say and although 
Achilles may feel disrespected, it does not compare when 
considering Briseis’s lack of visibility.  

Barker is well aware of her audience and structures her novel 
to allow readers to be connected to familiar moments. This novel 
is written for people who are familiar with The Iliad or at least 
familiar with Greek mythology. Some of her literature is a plot 
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twist and play on words, which should not be mistaken as 
coincidental. For example, Briseis explains the difficulties of 
being a woman in an identical pattern when compared to how the 
last king of Troy explains his difficulties of being a man and 
father. This approach shows that the author knows who her 
audience is, and she is focused on shedding light on other 
difficulties that are not mentioned in this novel. Readers who have 
read Homer’s poem will understand that Barker does this to 
emphasize her argument again in a creative way.  

Barker does an excellent job of allowing readers to re-evaluate 
the role of women in an ancient nearly three thousand-year old 
story. This literature relates to Ancient Greek history and provides 
a new perspective that educators may use to show students a new 
framework of re-telling the past. Historians should be mindful of 
the voiceless people involved, and this novel is an example of how 
to include their unwritten history. This book is evidence that new 
interpretations can provide a more detailed and conscious history. 

Gilbert Wilson Gutierrez 
 
 
Sonia Purnell. A Woman of No Importance: The Untold Story of 

the American Spy Who Helped Win World War II. New York: 
Penguin, 2019. Pp. 312. Hardcover. $28.00.  
 
Sonia Purnell, a biographer and journalist for the Daily Mail and 
The Sunday Times, investigates the espionage involvement of 
private Virginia Hall during the German occupation of France 
during World War II. Hall searched for a way to join the cause and 
found it in Britain's Special Operations Executive (SOE). Purnell's 
book sheds light on some not well-known history of American 
women's involvement in War World II and their contribution to 
the gender revolution.   

Purnell argues that women had a much more significant role 
in World War II than the public believes. Purnell highlights the 
women of World War II and their determination to help their 
country, evident in the life of Virginia Hall. Women were 
remarkably united, most notably in the circuit of women 
informants that Hall set up. Homemakers, factory workers, and 
prostitutes who were thought of as not crucial to the war effort 
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turn into essential participants. These women were determined, 
organized, and vital during the war. 

This biography of Virginia Hall emphasizes her involvement 
in World War II. Hall was born in Baltimore, Maryland in 1906, 
attended George Washington University and continued her studies 
abroad in Europe. While touring the continent, she managed to get 
a job at the American Embassy as a service office clerk in Poland. 
The first adversity she overcame was losing her leg in a hunting 
accident while visiting Turkey. Hall continued working as a clerk 
in various European cities, eventually ending up in France in 
1940. She first joined the war effort as an ambulance driver for the 
French military. By 1941 Hall Britain's Special Operations 
Executive (SOE) where she became a master of disguise and 
highly efficient at close combat. Her new skills allowed Hall to 
move from place to place in Lyon, France unnoticed in order to 
gather intelligence from stationed German troops. Hall eventually 
set up a circuit of informants composed of housewives and 
prostitutes who obtained information from German soldiers. By 
1943 Hall managed to build a reputation amongst her superiors, 
and the Germans. Her status grew to that of a folklore character, 
even her prosthetic leg gained a reputation. Germans code-named 
her "The Limping Lady of Lyon." Eventually, Hall was let go of 
the SOE for her safety. She then joined the American Office of 
Strategic Services (OSS). The book ends with Hall continuing a 
life of service in the CIA after the war. 

This book is important because it shows that women's 
involvement during WWII became pivotal to allied victory. 
Purnell uncovers and shares another facet of women's 
involvement in this war. For anyone interested in the history of 
the Second World War and specifically women's history, this book 
is a must-read. Although Purnell is not a trained historian, she 
relies on thorough archival research, both from the U.S. and 
Europe.  

A Woman of No Importance does an excellent job showing the 
importance of women during World War II. Showing how gender 
roles can be changed is important today more than ever. The world 
is seeing a new wave of women’s empowerment and feminism. 
This book is sure to grab the attention of many and inspire more.  

Jair Neftali Haro 



Book Reviews     133 

 

Houri Berberian. In Roving Revolutionaries: Armenians and the 

Connected Revolutions in the Russian, Iranian and Ottoman 

Worlds. Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2019. Pp. 
320. Paper. $34.95.  

 
Middle East historian and Chair of Armenian Studies at the 
University of California, Irvine, Professor Berberian uses a 
transnational approach to examine the Russian Revolution (1905), 
the Iranian Revolution (1908) and the Ottoman (Young Turk) 
Revolution (1905-11), and focuses on the role of Armenian 
revolutionaries in connecting these revolutionary upheavals and 
histories. Berberian shows how Armenians simultaneously 
participated in all three revolutions due to its geographical 
location perched between Russia, Iran and Ottoman Anatolia. 
Specifically, she shows how Armenian intellectuals and 
revolutionaries utilized modern technology to facilitate the spread 
of information, revolutionary literature, ideologies, and weapons 
within the empires, while revolutionizing their own ethnic 
community. Moreover, these revolutionaries were linked to a 
global network of Armenian diaspora, using steam ships, 
telegraphs and an increased access to printing technology, which 
profoundly contributed to the movements and migration of 
revolutionaries in Iran, Russia and the Ottoman Empire. 

Berberian first isolates the revolutions as separate entities then 
connects them through Armenian revolutionaries and 
intellectuals. She shows how these uprisings were connected 
through the systemic circulation of ideologies, Armenian 
activities, objects, arms, and print. In the early twentieth century, 
Armenians were a small minority population within all three 
empires, yet their political impact was profound. Global 
philosophies and ideologies of the nineteenth century, such as 
liberalism and socialism, were reaching the Middle East and the 
Southern Caucasus. Berberian argues Armenians were at the 
forefront of these new ideologies, which allowed a modern 
revolutionary movement of their own. 

The book highlights the global transformation that paved the 
road towards an age of revolutions. Berberian explores the ways 
in which the triangulated Russian, Ottoman and Iranian regions 
underwent revolutionizing innovations. Railways and steamships 
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and innovations such as those allowed the circulation and 
acceleration of revolutionary information, intellectuals, ideas, 
weapons and objects. 

Berberian uses a top-down approach to discuss Armenian 
federations and organizations and their participation in the 
revolutions. Stepan Zorian (1867-1919) the cofounder of the 
Armenian Revolutionary Federation (ARF), one of the most 
transnational revolutionaries participating in the Iranian 
Constitutional Revolution and attempted to bring motorboats to 
Iran. Simon Zavarian, another cofounder of ARF, also circulated 
revolutionary ideas through traveling on steamships or writing 
letters which circulated faster with steamships. ARF was a 
socialist and leftist organization which allowed Armenians to 
create a modern national identity while living in these three 
empires. The Social Democrat Hunchakian Party (SDHP) also 
another significant organization that contributed to the 
revolutionary movements. 

Significantly, Berberian includes Armenian women’s 
participation in revolutionary activities. Iranian and Ottoman 
Armenian women were instrumental in the spread of education in 
the second half of the nineteenth century. Revolutionary 
Armenian women expanded Armenian activism and brought 
attention to women’s issues. Prominent female writers were 
Srpouhi Dussap, Sibyl (Zabel Asatur), and Zabel Yesayan whose 
writings promoted education for young girls, social justice and 
equality for women. These women pioneered the discourse for 
Armenian feminism that has been widely ignored in the Armenian 
historiography. These ideas have resurfaced in recent years, 
inspiring the new wave of Armenian Feminism in the motherland 
and within the Diaspora. Berberian’s book provides new 
information to discuss in future academic scholarship that helps in 
filling the gap left by the lack of information on Armenian female 
writers, activists and feminists. 

Berberian approaches interconnectedness by allowing her 
readers to understand the revolutions through Armenians rather 
than understanding their overall connections. This book 
contributes to Armenian historiography comparative history and 
provides continuity for Armenian feminist discourse. According 
to Berberian, Armenian revolutionaries became the vessels that 
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connected the revolutions to each other in hopes to portray the 
larger story of regions’ histories. Historians related to the field and 
students of history would find her book intriguing with an 
emphasis in rethinking histories as connected. This book is 
valuable because it allows readers to further their understanding 
of secular Armenians and the ideological differences amongst the 
community. Readers of her book would also recognize the 
significance of studying geography and its importance in history 
and revolutions. 

Andrea Mansoorian 

 

 

Lane Windham. Knocking on Labor’s Door: Union Organizing in 

the 1970s and the Roots of a New Economic Divide. Chapel Hill: 
The University of North Carolina Press, 2017. Pp. 295. 
Hardcover. $32.95. 
 

Lane Windham discusses the origins of labor’s crises from the 
latter third of the twentieth century into the twenty-first. 
Windham, Associate Director at Georgetown University’s 
Kalmanovitz Initiative for Labor and the Working Poor, attributes 
the new economic divide to the rise of globalization and the 
increasing hardship for union building due to employer resistance. 
Despite the nation’s overall low union membership in the private-
sector, Windham sheds light on those driving unionization efforts 
since the 1970s—a new working class made up of mostly young 
baby-boomers, people of color, and women. Windham argues 
against scholars who highlight a steep decline in labor union 
membership for the past half century. Many historians attribute 
the decline to “bureaucratic unions, which they portray as inept 
and complacent, and a working class that they believe lost interest 
in organized labor” (6). However, Windham focuses on motivated 
workers in the 1970s and ‘80s ready to unionize their workplaces 
as a result of a newfound consciousness of racial and gender 
equality following the social upheavals in the 1960s. Many of 
these workers began demanding access to the best working-class 
jobs denied to them before and organized for labor reforms. 

Part One portrays the new working-class of the period 
emphasizing the need for collective bargaining in order to receive 
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many of welfare capitalism’s benefits. However, this became 
increasingly difficult as employers narrowed unions’ 
opportunities by passing key legislations such as the Taft-Hartley 
Act and acting on labor law weaknesses. Windham then shifts 
focus onto the working-class who were crucial to the organizing 
drives from the 1970s and onward because civil rights and equal 
employment opportunity legislation protected women, people of 
color, and immigrants their entry into unions. Part One ends with 
employers reacting to the pressures of globalization by 
strategizing to resist unionization in their industries and higher 
costs due to higher wages and benefits unions demanded. 
Employers hired anti-union business consultants, repeatedly 
broke labor laws, and formed political organizations together, 
eventually leading to the “narrow door” workers overcame in 
order to organize. 

After Windham establishes the larger economic context of the 
period, the new working class’ enthusiasm to unionize, and 
employer resistance to them. She includes specific cases wherein 
workers attempted to unionize displaying the dynamics of capital-
labor disputes during the period of globalization and shifting 
markets. The first group, Newport News Shipbuilding workers, 
shows a unionization attempt among the new working class as an 
outlier as they were able to form their union and collectively 
bargain—however, not without some employer resistance—
because the shipbuilding industry was still domestic in the late 
1970s. Another case contrasts mostly Black workers’ 
unsuccessful attempts to unionize at the Cannon Mills, with the 
shipbuilding workers due to the U.S. textile industry becoming 
replaced by mostly retail and service. Windham examines workers 
in the new growing industries where specifically, Woodward and 
Lothrop’s retail workers were able to win the right to bargain and 
the right to bargain as company employers did not use intense anti-
union campaigns as many other retailers used during the period. 
Similarly, women workers in the non-union clerical industries 
attempted organizing using nontraditional tactics gaining them 
protection from gendered injustice in the workplace. 

Knocking on Labor’s Door draws from a wide range of 
sources including statistics from the National Labor Relations 
Board, union bulletins, news reports, and interviews. Windham 
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successfully explains why labor saw a steep decline and takes 
globalization and employer resistance into account rather than 
blaming complacent union bureaucrats. She contextualizes the 
1970s using globalization as motivating employers to mobilize 
against labor’s demands. Global competition and the shift from 
manufacturing toward finance decreased profits for many owners 
explaining why employers looked to shut out collective 
bargaining which allowed workers to gain welfare plans. These 
impacts proved to have a domino effect in many American 
industries since unions set higher wage and benefits standards for 
not just their members but for other companies in the same 
industries. Overall, Windham’s monograph may be useful for 
those interested in labor, capitalism, race relations or anyone who 
wants to better understand the causes of weakened union power 
leading to economic inequality in the twenty-first century. 

Miyako Martinez 

 
 
Marilyn Yalom and Theresa Donovan Brown. The Social Sex: A 

History of Female Friendship. New York: Harper Perennial, 
2015. Pp. 386. Paper. $15.99. 

Marilyn Yalom (1932-2019), Professor of History and Gender 
Studies at Stanford University, collaborated with acclaimed 
author and fellow Stanford scholar, Theresa Donovan Brown to 
argue that female friendship, characterized by affection, self-
revelation, physical contact, and interdependence, has facilitated 
dialogs that would normally not occur. Although women led the 
suffrage movement, the salons in Revolutionary France, and the 
beginning of mass democratic participation in early America, 
historical writing has largely ignored, trivialized, or regarded 
female friendships with outright hostility. The authors cover an 
enormous time period from ancient western history to the present, 
focusing on Western Europe and the United States. 

The book is divided into three sections consisting of primary 
source writings coupled with analysis. Part One begins with a brief 
introduction of male friendships portrayed positively in the 
writings of ancient Greek philosophers and western religious 
figures. This is contrasted with the total lack of focus or writings 
about female friendships. Part Two is the strongest, most 
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comprehensive portion of the book, chronologically and topically 
summarizing the emergence and character of female friendships 
in Western Europe and America, from the Middle Ages into the 
twentieth century. Part Three is the weakest, as Yalom changes 
focus into the present day she neglects critical analysis, instead 
addressing multiple topics and circumstances without much detail 
or connection. 

Yalom excels in writing a rich, detailed cultural and social 
history for the first two portions of the book, drenched in a variety 
of primary sources, from the biblical era to the present day. The 
author weaves this enveloping collection of diaries, journals, 
letters, and novel excerpts from a list as diverse as the eras 
covered. Yalom illustrates the intimate thoughts and details of 
women through their own words. Pre-modern nuns, aristocratic 
women, and secret lesbians are a few of the examples. Her theme 
of the four traits of affection, self-revelation, physical contact, and 
interdependence come across clearly in the writings left behind. 
These traits allowed women to create and suggest concepts and 
arguments not initially accepted or understood by the societies of 
their era. Their work and writings led to a more modern 
understanding of ideas such as equality and independence. The 
stories of their trials and tribulations make the reader understand 
the magnitude of female friendship and feel an incredible level of 
empathy. Yalom critically analyzes the inherent contradictory 
beliefs held by the societies of the time, and how the individual 
and collective actions of women proved how incorrect those 
cultural norms were.  

Despite these strengths, the book nearly falls apart in the final 
section due to a very narrow and superficial analysis on modern 
female friendship that is not historical in its structure, sources, or 
analysis. The strength of the book lies in the personal 
communications between women and the subsequent intimacy. 
The third part suffers due to the modern-day interviews with 
female corporate executives who come across as dry, safe, and 
bland. The human connection becomes lost. Yalom mentions in 
mere passing a variety of topics she does not critically explore, 
ranging from the modern market economy, to the effects of the 
internet on female friendships. Most of the book reaches its 
conclusions based on historical records and analysis, but part three 
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is too rushed with perfunctory conclusions and result in sweeping 
generalizations not centered on historical thought.  

As much as there is left to be desired near the end, the book is 
still worthy of a hearty recommendation due to its engrossing 
summary of female friendship. It should be read at an 
undergraduate level due to the quantity and quality of primary 
sources not commonly found in one location. 

Gerald Mendoza 

 
 
Michelle Alexander. The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in 

the Age of Colorblindness. New York: The New Press, 2010. Pp. 
312. Paper. $11.99. 

 
Michelle Alexander, a civil rights litigator, examines the 
unconscious bias that U.S. officers and law enforcement officials 
have against people of other races. She discusses race-related 
issues specific to African American males and the mass 
incarceration they face in the United States. Although she explains 
the discrimination that African Americans experience, she 
explains that this issue is also prevalent among other minorities 
and socio-economically disadvantaged populations. 

A “racial caste system” is a type of classification where people 
of color are kept in an inferior position, which Alexander believes 
was a direct response to the Civil Rights Movements. Alexander 
begins by reminding us that racial caste is nothing new in 
America, both slavery and the original Jim Crow Laws were racial 
caste systems. She describes the way that these systems have 
evolved as historical circumstances changed. As you take a look 
into each era it shows how the racial caste system is challenged 
and loses its equilibrium, creating a kind of existential crisis for 
the white elites that it serves. In order to regain that equilibrium, 
the system needs to adapt, and it does so through manipulation of 
the fears and resentments of poor and working-class whites. For 
example, the original Jim Crow segregation was an adaptation to 
the emancipation of enslaved Africans and the progress made 
during the era of Reconstruction.  

Many considered that systematic racial discrimination ended 
with the civil rights movement reforms of the 1960s, but 
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Alexander explains that the United States criminal justice system 
used the War on Drugs as a primary tool for enforcing traditional 
and new modes of discrimination and oppression. These new 
forms of racism have led to not only the highest incarceration in 
the world, but also a large rate of imprisonment for African 
American men. In fact, it has been proven that whites are more 
likely to commit drug related crimes than people of color. The 
illegality of drugs such as marijuana tends to result in black and 
minority users being imprisoned or apprehended for use or 
possession, while white users get warnings or fines. Similarly, 
traffic violations perpetrated by minority offenders are treated as 
a problem for the racial group as whole, while white offenses are 
seen as a single aberration in the law, not an epidemic issue. 

The War on Drugs began in 1982 during the Reagan 
administration as a response to a crack cocaine crisis in black 
ghettos. During the mid-1980s the use of cocaine increased in 
these neighborhoods; and federal drug authorities publicized the 
problem using scare tactics in order to generate support for their 
escalation. With the use of media, they succeeded in their 
campaign and an expansion of law enforcement activities in 
America’s urban neighborhoods began. She goes on to explain 
how African American and whites are treated differently by law 
enforcement to this day. Alexander writes about a very tough 
subject that many try to avoid. It is an issue that has brought to life 
the Black Lives Matter movement. People have grown tired of the 
abuse that law enforcement has forced upon them for years. As it 
is a sensitive topic, Alexander does a great job in explaining why 
so many avoid talking about it, and the changes that should be 
made in order to better our system. The book opens people’s eyes 
to systematic racial injustice perpetrated by law enforcement for 
years, which has created an under-cast where upward mobility is 
severely constrained in a country that says it offers opportunity to 
all.  

Alexis Perez 
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Mireya Loza. Defiant Braceros: How Migrant Workers Fought 

for Racial, Sexual, and Political Freedom. Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 2016. Pp. 234. Paper. $27.49. 
 
Mireya Loza, Assistant Professor of Food Studies at New York 
University, focuses on the complex realities of participants in the 
Bracero program in her book Defiant Braceros. The Bracero 
Program was initiated on August 4, 1942 when the United States 
signed the Mexican Farm Labor Agreement with Mexico. Bracero 
is a Spanish term meaning “manual laborer” and the program was 
a series of laws and diplomatic agreements. Loza interprets the 
complexity of the Braceros’ lives through their defiance to 
political, sexual, and racial norms.  

Defiant Braceros uncovers the oppression these individuals 
faced from both the American and Mexican governments. Loza 
uses a combination of bottom-up and top-down approaches to 
illustrate their defiance. The goal of her book is to bring truth and 
importance to these individuals by exploring the diverse 
experiences of the Braceros themselves, which contradicts the 
romanticized image associated with the family-oriented Mexican 
fathers. Braceros emerge as more than the simple family men 
whose lives consisted of only work. Braceros embraced 
nonconformist identities as they intentionally defied state laws 
while they demanded fair and just treatment from both 
governments.  

Each chapter explores the ways in which Braceros 
demonstrated their defiance. Loza initially focuses on the 
experiences of indigenous workers and their crucial role in 
shaping narratives of Mexican modernization through the Bracero 
program. She explains the ways in which the Mexican government 
constructed the indigenous as socially and racially deviant. Loza 
continues to explain how many Braceros developed new sexual 
and social relationships which transformed ideas about gender, 
family, and masculinity for both men and women. The absence of 
braceros at home also rearranged the family unit, creating a more 
significant role for women. Alianza, an organization founded by 
Braceros along with Ernesto Galarza was an effort to create a 
transnational union for Braceros. The final quarter of the book 
focuses on the creation of BJM, the Bracero Justice Movement, 
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and their fight against the repressive actions of the Mexican 
government to reclaim the overdue back wages of Braceros along 
with their identity. Finally, Loza explains some of the differences 
that emerged among migrant citizens and undocumented workers.  

Defiant Braceros is based on oral histories collected through 
interviews of former Braceros as well as political leaders, archival 
documents, and scholarly work. This also includes hundreds of 
digitized documents, as well as dozens of artifacts for the National 
Museum of American History in both the United States and 
Mexico. The bottom-up approach of oral histories from ex-
braceros and family members allows readers to picture the 
struggles all participants faced during the era. Loza’s top-down 
approach is evident with oral histories of political leaders and 
leaders of Alianza.  A social and cultural approach is utilized when 
explaining the experiences of women sex workers who were 
present throughout the Braceros’ journey.  Many women are 
portrayed by Americans with an emphasized racial concept of 
idealized Mexican beauty in which indigenous women are 
unattractive. Loza includes crucial information about the Bracero 
program and how the American government oppressed these 
workers. However, she does not offer suggestions about how to 
solve issues pertaining to their back wages and whether they were 
compensated in any way for such injustices. This is an excellent 
book that successfully explains the racial tension and oppression 
within Mexican communities themselves. Understanding the 
history of the Bracero program helps inform our current debates 
and decisions about immigration reform, labor, and the real people 
affected by these policies. This book calls attention to government 
exploitation of the mestizo and indigenous population, while also 
showing the failure of integrating the rural poor into the national 
economy.  

Dulce Rico 
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Natalie Fiennes. Behind Closed Doors: Sex Education 

Transformed. London: Pluto Press, 2019. Pp 152. Paper. $15. 
 
Natalie Fiennes, a sex educator and journalist for the Daily Mail 
and The Guardian, surveys society’s misconceptions sex and sex 
education. She argues that they developed from social, political, 
and religious influences as far back as 1695 to the MeToo 
movement of 2017. Fiennes shows how misguided assumptions 
developed over time in order to collectively phase them out. She 
argues that we are currently experiencing an important 
transformation. 

She addresses biological development, gender identity, 
masculinity, body image, sexual consent, contraceptives, 
virginity, sex work, and relationships. Fiennes presents the issues 
from different points of view and makes them understandable for 
laypersons. Every chapter is clearly organized with a captivating 
anecdote and an analysis of the theme’s progression to its 
influence on current events and perceptions. Her writing style 
makes this book easy to follow. 

While she primarily focuses on the UK, she does include case 
studies from around the world. For example, the biological 
development chapter highlights Caster Semenya, the South 
African 2016 Olympic Gold medalist who was subjected to sex 
testing.  The chapter on gender identity is covered from a social 
and legal standpoint stemming from the changing room incidents, 
and the section dealing with masculinity begins with Donald 
Trump’s infamous locker room talk that made toxic masculinity 
part of the national conversation. Using culturally notable 
examples helps relate these issues to readers. 

Each chapter also includes an analysis of legal guidelines. For 
example, the chapter of consent demonstrates the shortcomings of 
existing laws in actually protecting victims. She also defines 
virginity from scientific and cultural perspectives to illustrate its 
complexity, especially in a globalized world where regional 
definitions are more likely to clash. The chapter on sexual 
violence and harassment delineates the different situations and 
acts that fall under that category.  

 The book covers twelve different complex topics across only 
148 pages, which is enough to get the points across but hinders the 
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ability to delve deeply into any one subject. The fact that the 
author is not a trained historian becomes evident in the citation 
methods, particularly with the use of sources. Online articles make 
up the bulk of the citations and are used for their news reports or 
data, like the chapter on consent providing numbers on unreported 
cases and the accusations that lead to convictions. A small number 
of psychological and sociological books are occasionally 
referenced to support a point. Regrettably, the book does not 
contain a bibliography. Every chapter concludes with quotations 
related to the chapter that give personal insights by individuals 
affected by the specific topic. Their anonymity was used for their 
protection and privacy. Therefore their stories are also impossible 
to corroborate. 

The general population is not familiar with the nuances of 
these topics and issues. Fiennes approach is not to delve too 
deeply into any one subject but rather to provide a starting point 
for people interested in a range of topics concerning sexuality and 
the straightforward organization makes the content easy to digest. 
It would be easy to interpret the title as a new guidebook for sex 
education but that does not appear to be its purpose. The intention 
is to get to a point where we can have an open conversation in 
order to eliminate the taboo nature of sex education across all 
levels, not just in school. The easy flowing writing style and the 
broad subjects appear to intentionally target someone that is 
interested in learning more about these controversial topics. These 
new readers will be equipped with the means to contribute change 
against the detrimental ways that societies have understood sex 
education. Fiennes successfully argues the convolution of these 
issues do not need to be accepted without question and, while the 
book does not transform sex education, it can be used as a starting 
point. 

Jerman Vasquez 
 
 



 

 

Film Review 
 

Kasi Lemmons, dir., Harriet. 2019, New York City: Focus 
Features, 2019. Amazon Prime. 
  
Directed by Kasi Lemmons, the critically acclaimed film Harriet 
portrays the life of abolitionist Harriet Tubman. She was born as 
Araminta “Minty” Harriet Ross, an inspiring woman who led over 
three hundred enslaved people to freedom between 1850 and 1860 
in the American South. Throughout the movie the audience 
witnesses her extraordinary transformation from Minty into 
Harriet Tubman. This journey takes her from being an enslaved 
woman to a strong, independent liberator and opponent to the 
institution of slavery. 

Harriet illustrates the oppression, violence, and heartbreaking 
reality of family separation that enslaved people experienced in 
the antebellum South. The film begins with Harriet and her family 
asking their owner to uphold a previous agreement to free the 
family when her mother reached the age of 45. Twelve years had 
elapsed since this emancipation was supposed to occur. This 
introductory scene highlights the horrendously cruel relationship 
between enslaved people and their owners. When denied their 
claim to freedom, Harriet liberated herself in a dangerous and 
miraculous journey to the North, utilizing the Underground 
Railroad. Her journey included a death-defying jump off a bridge 
to escape slave catchers. This was just the first of countless daring 
acts of heroism all in the name of freedom for herself and fellow 
slaves. 

Upon arrival in Philadelphia, she met William Still who 
encouraged Minty to rename herself Harriet Tubman in honor of 
her mother and the husband she left behind. William was part of 
the Underground Railroad and helped Harriet get situated in 
Philadelphia. Eventually she decided to return to the South to 
liberate her mother and siblings, as well as her husband. When 
Harriet arrived, she discovered that her husband, a free man, had 
remarried, believing she was dead. His new wife was expecting 
their child, prompting his refusal to leave his family. Over the next 
decade, Harriet proceeded to lead hundreds of enslaved people to 
safety as part of the Underground Railroad. Tubman’s actions 
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eventually led to her gaining the moniker “Moses” throughout the 
South. The men and women she freed gave her this name.  

Harriet is a captivating film because it tells a compelling 
story. Camera movement allows the audience to experience the 
emotions of characters during terrifying and suspenseful scenes, 
providing full immersion in the cinematic narrative. The audience 
wants to support Harriet’s journey, especially when dire 
consequences threaten Harriet and her companions. Viewers who 
are not familiar with the historical figure of Harriet Tubman, will 
gain important insights. The film has a message that determination 
and hope will prevail. The ending might be an opening for a sequel 
about Harriet Tubman during the Civil War. Ultimately, Harriet 
tells an inspiring and educational story. 

Aaron Mathew Lugo and Kimberly Romo 
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