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I think it's frowned upon to have a 
mental illness. There's this stigma 
that it's wrong to get help, and that 
it’s wrong to figure out what's wrong 
with you. We don’t want to feel like 
we're crazy. But, we all have a little 
crazy in us. Some of us have just had a 
doctor tell us what kind of crazy we are.

I’m Alia. I’m loud and I’m fun, so a lot of people assume 
I’m just this ditzy White girl. I actually have this awesome 
multicultural background – my mom’s White and grew 
up overseas, my step-dad’s Black, and my Arab dad is 
married to a Chinese woman. My wedding photos are 
going to be phenomenal! Although I’m White-passing, I 
still live with the gnarly stigma of being Middle Eastern. 
Like, we all smell. Or, we’re all terrorists. And if you’re 
covered, then you’re automatically just an awful person. 

And that ditziness? I’m bipolar. Some people use 
that term loosely, like somebody does something 
destructive or is just a jerk and people say, “Oh, they must 
be bipolar.” I hate when people say that. Other people 
think that being bipolar just means you’re psychotic or 
you’re crazy. But bipolar is a condition where a person 
has extremes in emotions, thoughts and behaviors. 

You know how you feel when you’re four years old 
and you’re going to Disneyland the next day and you can’t 
sleep at night? That’s how I can feel all day long. Like, I 

just bought ChapStick and it’s the most exciting thing 
in the world. I have so much energy, I can run ten miles.

And then the ChapStick melts all over my purse, 
and it’s the worst day ever. All of a sudden I’m physically 
tired, I have zero patience, I hate everybody. I don’t even 
have the energy to brush my teeth. I dwell on it, and 
obsess on it, and think about it, and it just eats me alive. 

I must have been eight or nine when I started 
to think that something was different about me. I 
remember my friends would study, and they’d say, “Oh, 
I’m gonna ace this test.” And I’m like, “I’m gonna shit my 
pants, I’m so scared.” I knew all the answers, but the 
pressure and that anxiety in the moment would make 
my stomach churn, and I’d start shaking and sweating. 

Growing up, doctors misdiagnosed me over and over. I 
was like a guinea pig for them. “Well, she does this, so she 
must be OCD. Well, she does that, so she must be ADD. Well, 
that obviously isn’t working, so let’s try her with ADHD 
medication.” And they were literally telling me that I was 
going to go absolutely nowhere and become a drug addict 
that lives on the street. This was coming from professionals. 

Everything the doctors did and said to me they 
thought was helping me. But, it just did damage growing 
up. They kept giving me the wrong medications, and 
eventually I just started to self-medicate. I got heavily into 
drugs. It was like, finally, I’d found something that made 
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Beads given to Alia as a gift from a 
cousin who visited Palestine. They 
remind her of beads (since misplaced) 
given to her by the therapist who first 
diagnosed her with bipolar disorder. 

The therapist who diagnosed Alia told her,  
“Despite what others have told you in the 
past, you can choose your path.” She bought 
Alia beads in Greece and told her, “This is a 
representation of you wanting to be better.” 
Alia recalls,  “At the time I was 13 and like, 
‘What are these?’ As I got older, I thought 
it was such a cool thing that she thought of 
me on her vacation. And they remind me that 
you can always turn things around.” 

me feel good about myself. But then I started thinking, 
“This is what the doctor said was going to happen …” 

When I was seventeen, I got sober. And then from 
there, I became determined to prove everybody wrong. 
Since then I’ve always had this thought process like, “I 
can beat it, I don’t need the medication,” and then I go 
off my medications and I crash and burn. If it was up to 
me I wouldn’t take pills, but I know now that this is what 
I need to function and not to feel emotionally drained.  

I think that there are a lot of people out there 
who are mentally ill but they don’t even know it, 
because there is a lot of stigma in being diagnosed. 
People need to know that it’s okay if you see a 
shrink. And it’s okay if medication helps you to focus.

It is also important for parents to help their children 
to feel normal about any mental health issues they 
are experiencing. I had a good support system and a 
mother who advocated for me. And if the circumstances 
were otherwise, maybe I would have gone a totally 

different route. And although a lot of people have 
reservations, yes, medication is sometimes necessary. 
But, also don’t just start jamming pills down their throat. 

I don’t know that being bipolar is this awful thing. 
It’s not like, “So exciting! Bipolar!” But I think, at the 
end of the day, you need to find the good. I’m more 
creative than most. I’m intelligent in a totally different 
way. I also get to feel deeper than other people. Some 
of it is heart-wrenching sadness, and then there’s that 
other side where I also feel pure bliss and pure joy. 

I normally don’t tell anybody my issues, so this is difficult 
for me. But, if I can impact one person, and let them know 
it’s okay to feel this way, and it’s okay to be this way, and 
you can prove to the world that you can still be successful, 
then this is what I need to do, to be that reassurance. 



I feel marginalized in modern society 
because I choose to be a farmer. 
Urban people don’t  understand 
that at all. They don’t even want to 
understand it. Even though that’s 
where their food comes from, they 
still  don’t want to understand it.

the bottom of the heap gets picked on by everybody. 
Humans do exactly the same thing. I think people have 

to feel good about themselves, and the easiest way to do 
that is to put somebody else down. There’s a tendency 
of urban residents to look at rural residents as being 
ignorant, uneducated, and dirty. And granted, we can give 
that impression. You know back a month ago, when it was 
raining so hard, I went to church one night in my barn 
boots, because if I hadn’t I would have gotten pretty wet! 

It’s an interesting life, and it’s hard to make 
people understand, but farmers are not ignorant. I 
have a Masters degree, and I’ve written 21 books, 
and I don’t think an uneducated, stupid person could 
do that. And the land is just so relaxing and peaceful! 
I have my solitude, I have my peace and quiet. I 
can hear the freeway, but I can pretend it’s a river. 

It is a challenge to live out there, because if city folks 
lose water they call the water company and it gets fixed. I 
can’t call anybody. I have to figure it out. And I have half a 

I’m Alice. I was born in Chicago, but I feel that my life 
really began only when I moved to Devore. I was ten years 
old and I felt at one with the world, and at one with God. 

Not too long after we moved, I was given a 
goat — Nancy Caprice. She was just so much fun! 
She had long horns, and I taught her the words “sic 
‘em.” One day I gave her the command and she tossed 
my friend Zelda over her head. She was just a hoot. 

When most people think of goats, they think of the 
odor. Well, okay – for six months of the year the buck 
gives off musk from his hooves and from his horns. It 
smells delightful to the female goat, and it smells awful 
to the rest of us. But, goats are really neat animals. 

I’ve raised all kinds of livestock – cattle and pigs, 
sheep and goats. And goats are kinda at the bottom of 
the pecking order in people’s minds. The term “pecking 
order” comes from poultry management, where 
there’s always a boss chicken who picks on the next 
one, who picks on the next one. And the one who’s at 
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“My mother had told us that because we 
lived on a farm we were going to have 
to work hard to prove to people that we 
were intelligent and well educated. The 
reason she told us that is not because 
she had felt the prejudice, but because 
she was prejudiced. She was born and 
raised in Chicago.”

Butter churn used by 
Alice to transform goat 
milk into cheese. 

mile of pipeline from the source to the house. That’s a lot of 
pipeline to try and figure out where the problem might be. 

What makes things worse is laws that are being 
passed by the legislature, and they’re being signed by 
the governor, and they are not the least bit realistic. 
None of them have any clue what the people who are 
producing their food have to go through to get it to them. 

For example, the whole nature of raising animals 
has changed since mountain lions were placed on the 
endangered species list, even though it’s on top of the food 
chain. When goats get scared they clump together, and 
a lion can go in the middle and kill a dozen without even 
hardly moving. It’s nasty. I lost 90 percent of my herds 
and flocks to mountain lions between 1994 and 1998.

It really bothers me that so many urban people 
have this Disney view of wild animals, you know? “Oh 
we could all get along, love and joy.” No, you can’t. But 
they passed these laws to protect these big animals, and 
those of us who have less vicious animals pay the price. 

They also passed a law in 2014 that said anyone who 
has a water license has to install a meter to monitor the 

amount they take from the spring. That cost me $2000! 
And I just got a notice the other day that I have to have 
the bigger, better meter they want me to. And I’m not even 
getting anywhere near the amount of water I’m supposed to. 

I’m getting older. I used to be able to milk any goat, 
no matter how much she gave, in less than five minutes. 
Well now it takes me five minutes to sit on the bench and 
get her legs set and put the bucket down! A couple weeks 
ago I went down to look at a senior housing facility in the 
city. Oh, it was beautiful! But I just felt so oppressed – too 
many people, too much noise. So, I think I’ll stick it out up 
there as long as I can. Devore is just a little bit of heaven.



You start teaching a child at a young 
age and they accept it  as a norm 
because they don’t l ive in another 
household. They think that’s how they’re 
supposed to be treated. So I didn’t think 
about the abuse. I just accepted it.

My name is Amanda. I was born in Japan, and I 
was adopted around five and a half years old into an 
American family. My adoptive father was in the Air 
Force, and the whole family was stationed in Okinawa. 

There was a big write-up in the newspaper and 
everything when they brought me home. “American 
family adopts a Japanese Girl,” and this, and that. They 
made it into a big issue that, “Hey you know, we’re 
such good people, we adopted this Oriental child.” 

They went out and bought me a kimono. Curled 
my hair to look like a poodle. They were trying to make 
a good impression and say that they were doing this 
heroic thing by adopting me. To me they were devils, 
because of the way they treated me. I don’t think 
a child – any child – should ever be treated that way.

As soon as they brought me home, I was starting 
to be trained to be a housekeeper. How to clean 
house, how to cook and do the laundry. This was 
when I was five and a half. I was never adopted to be 
part of their family, I was adopted to be a servant. 

I remember sitting on the floor with Reiko, who was 
training me. She was helping me translate the Japanese 
into English. When I didn’t pronounce the word right, I got 
slapped. So my English was very poor, because I was afraid 
to say anything. I still have problems with the English 
language, because I didn’t use it for the longest time. 

When the family returned to the U.S. of course 
they brought me, too. And, everything continued like 
it was in Japan. I had to do the vacuuming, I had to do 
the wash. I cleaned the yard, including the pool. And 
I also cooked. I got up at five o’clock in the morning, 
and then I was the last one to go to bed at night. A lot 
of times I would miss school, because if I didn’t get all 
my chores done I wasn’t allowed to go. And when I did 
go to school I was given only ten minutes to get home. 

When you’re growing up, you just know the 
environment that you’re in at that particular time. 
You might have a feeling that something is wrong 
—  that this is not what a family is supposed to be 
like. But who do I have to talk to? I had no one, you 
know? I didn’t have any uncles, grandparents, or 
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One of the many Tinker Bells that 
decorate Amanda’s home along with 
dolls. These items help her as an 
adult to feel the magic of childhood.

 “The only time I remember having a 
doll was the first Christmas in Japan. 
They bought me a pretty big doll, and 
I accidentally left it out in the front 
and somebody stole it. Otherwise, my 
Christmas gifts were usually regular 
clothes, socks and underwear. Not toys.”

any friends — because I was shut in. I was hidden. 
My brother used to try to slam my hands in the door 

when we got out of the car. He broke my thumb once. Or he 
would sic the dogs after me. The whole family was abusive. 
There was physical, psychological, and sexual abuse. 

I got picked up by cops when I was sixteen, because 
my brother found my father and me in the bed. They put 
me into the back of the police car, and off to juvenile hall. 
I stayed there until the court hearing, when they saw I 
was innocent of any wrongdoing. My father was kicked 
out of the service, though. My sister blamed me for it all. 

It’s degrading the way they treated me. I wasn’t 
anybody, you know? I wasn’t a child, I wasn’t an adult, I 
was just a thing. I didn’t feel like a person at all. So, I had to 
pretty much recreate myself as a person when I finally got 
out. And it took me a while to realize that it wasn’t my fault, 

you know? It wasn’t me. I was just the receiver of the abuse. 
To this day, I still dream about the orphanage. It was 

like a farm there, and I remember those pigs were huge. I 
mean, at least they seemed huge at the time. I remember 
going down the slide, and playing with my best friend, 
Bobo Chan. In the kindergarten we used to have dancing 
on the stage. I remember that! I used to love the dancing. 
And I think that’s probably why I go back to dreaming 
about the orphanage, because at least that was part of 
my childhood. I lost my childhood when I got adopted. 

I’ve gone through hardship, and I don’t know what’s 
around the corner. It could be bad, or it could be good. 
My granddaughter makes fun of me because I’ve got 
Tinker Bell kinda scattered all over my house. But it’s 
a magical thing, you know? The fairies kinda represent 
hope, for better things, and the childhood that I never had.



Mil lennia ls  grew up where 
everybody believed racism is 
over and we’re so post-racial, 
and your skin color doesn’t 
matter, and we’re all the same. 
That’s what we were all told our 
entire childhoods. But you hear 
the comments that people make, 
and clearly there’s still a problem.

I’m Amelia and I am 27 years old. I am a college student, 
and I work full time. Which is a lot, but it is what it is. I grew 
up here in the Inland Empire, and I had a different kind of 
childhood. I was homeless until I was five. And then we 
moved around from place to place to place for a really long 
time. And then, when I was about 15, I ended up in foster 
care. I also come from a mixed race family. Everyone else 
in my immediate family looks White or is White-passing. 
I’m the darkest person, so I am the Black kid in my family.

I was probably eight or nine the first time someone 
told me I wasn’t White. The first time someone 
actually said “You’re Black,” I was probably 14. It 
wasn’t until I was 17 or 18 years old that it actually 
hit me, like, I’m Black, and the world is gonna treat 
me a lot differently than they treat other people.

Moving into this world of realizing, okay, you get 
treated differently because of your color – it kinda comes 
down on you as this tsunami of emotion. And, it’s hard. It’s 
hard to figure out. Because there’s this constant barrage 
of negativity and hostility and hurtfulness, all of the 
time, and it really gets to you. Like, it really, really does.

I don’t even call it racism anymore. I call it 
ant i-Blackness and Anti-Brownness,  because I 
feel like there are a lot of people who think the 
darker you are, the less human rights you have.

It’s not major things, like people running around 
calling me a “nigger,” or anything like that. It’s the little 
things. Every. Single. Day.  It’s like little droplets of water 
that are added, and added, and added that weigh you down 
and make you feel like you’re drowning. That’s what it feels 
like. It feels like you’re drowning. It feels like you’re stuck 
in a room, and you can’t get out, and you’re drowning.

At work there are people making negative comments 
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A pair of headphones used by Amelia to 
protect herself from hurtful and harmful 
interactions with others.

“Sometimes I will put headphones in, and 
there’s no music. I use it kind of as a deterrent 
when I’m in public and I don’t want to 
talk to someone or I don’t want someone 
approaching me … It kinda tells people I’m 
busy or I’m listening to something.”

about Black people or Asians or Latinos or whatever the 
case. And I have to be quiet because I need to keep my 
job. I need to work. And I need to not be homeless again.

I don’t feel safe in public spaces, because I don’t 
know what people are thinking or how they feel. It’s like 
that at school. And in the grocery store. And the bank. 
And at the beach. And doing laundry. And driving. And 
everywhere. It’s like that everywhere. I don’t want to move 
to Redlands, as much as it’s closer to my work, because 
I don’t want to live somewhere people are going to call 
the cops on me because I’m walking down the street.

I shouldn’t have to feel like this all the time. But 
this is the reality of the world that we live in. And it’s 
just — it’s a lot. Going through the world feeling like 
that is very, very draining. I don’t do anything over the 
weekend because I don’t want to be out in the world, 
and I don’t want to deal with the things that people 
say and do to other people. I have to do everything I 
can to ignore the extra droplets so that I don’t drown.

I am very passionate about the things that happen 
around me, and the people around me. And I’m one of those 

people who, if someone says something wrong to someone, 
or it’s off color, I’m gonna speak up, you know, whether it’s 
someone saying something to a Black person or an Asian 
person, or a Latino person, or even a White person. I’ve 
had friends who’ve made comments like, “Oh, you know, 
White people are trash.” And I’m like, “It’s not okay for you 
to say that.” It’s not racism, but that’s still discrimination 
and it’s still prejudice and it’s not okay. You cannot 
treat somebody differently because of their skin color.



I  can’t even be who I  am 
sometimes without being looked 
at a certain way. And it’s not even 
just with my appearance, but 
it’s just who I am on the inside.

My name’s Amor. I’m 25 years old. I was born and 
raised in Southern California, and I’m the youngest of six 
children. I work full time, so I understand what it’s like 
when people say they’re so busy all the time, even though 
all they do is work. But also, my story is that I am a lesbian. 

I only realized it a few years ago. I thought about 
it before then, but then I would say, “Oh no, everyone 
feels this way.” And so I just tried to repress it, and 
I was in denial. “No, it’s a phase, it’ll pass.”That’s 
what they say  “It’s a phase.” But it won’t go away. 

The coming out process is very emotionally and 
physically exhausting. You have to spill your heart out 
and explain how it is that you feel this way. “How do you 
know? Are you sure? Is it something that happened to you? 
Were you touched?” And I’m just like, ‘No. I just know.’

I was scared because we grew up traditionally 
Catholic and went to church every Sunday. When I told 
my mom, I was crying my eyes out. I told her that I was 
afraid of what the family would do. I could see she was 
confused. She was looking at me as if, “That’s not why 
you should be afraid. You should be afraid for your soul.” 
And she is very loving, so she was saying, “I still love you, 
I still love you” and she was comforting me when I was 
crying. But at the same time she was saying, “But, it’s a sin.” 

My mom says that we’re all sinners. But it’s like 
there’s a tier of sins, and being gay is near the top. I’ve 
looked into conversion therapy. There is also electro-
shock therapy. It still crosses my mind every now and 
again. Like, maybe I would be happier if my mom was 
happy for me and I was just brainwashed or electrocuted. 

My mom still loves me and cares for me, but 
it just hurts when my girlfriend comes around and 
my mom is unwelcoming and not genuine. She’s not 
like that with anyone else. I’ve been asked to hide 
being gay. For my sister’s wedding my girlfriend and 
I were told to act just like really good friends, gal 
pals, and not talk about the elephant in the room. My 
girlfriend decided it was better for her just not to go. 

It’s just not fair. I get to see everyone else so open and 
loving with the people they care about, and I can’t do the 
same, because of my mom. I shouldn’t have to hide who I 
am in order to make other people happy or comfortable. 
I want to be allowed to express freely who I am. 
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One of Amor’s hobbies is cross-stitching. In 
this example of her work, she has stitched a 
heart with the colors of the rainbow.

“There’s gay people from all walks of life – Muslims, 
Christians, Catholics, Jehovah’s Witnesses . . . They’re 
not always white males . And, it’s not always sunshine 
and rainbows! There’s so much love and acceptance 
out there, but there’s still so much hate. Those things 
have to bring us all together.”

My mom brought us up and cared for us and loved 
us, which is very well and good. At the same time, a 
parent can’t pick and choose who their children turn 
out to be. People tell me I’m selfish and only thinking 
of myself. But, I feel like it’s selfish for everybody 
else to just expect me to act how they want me to.

Sometimes I try to tell myself that I can’t complain 
because others have it worse. My mom could be much more 
hostile, and be like, “Get out; I don’t want her here.” And 
it’s true, she could have kicked me out or disowned me. But 
still, I don’t want to just be tolerated. I want to be accepted.

A lot of people only see gay pride. And it’s like, no 
– not necessarily. It’s not always sunshine and rainbows.
They call it “pride” and we have safe spaces so that we can
feel okay being who we are. Because while there’s a lot
of acceptance out there, there is also a lot of hate. And
sometimes I do look down upon myself. Like, “I’m going to

hell, apparently, because of this.” It’s one of those things 
that keeps you up at night. What’s gonna happen to me?

 People say, “Pray. Pray it away. Pray the gay away.” 
I tried, but it didn’t work. Obviously I didn’t choose 
this, but I have to accept it because I can’t change it, 
or the ways to go about changing it aren’t very valid. 

There’s a song I always think of, somewhat relating 
to my situation. It’s a song by Gwen Stefani and Andre 
3000. In this song they talk about being in an interracial 
relationship, and they’re getting looked down upon. 
And the title of the song is “We’ve got a long way to 
go.” That’s what I always think of. I think positively, 
but we’ve got a long while to go till we get there.



Community /’kə’myo͞onədē/

A group of people l iving 
i n  t h e  s a m e  p l a c e  o r 
h a v i n g  a  p a r t i c u l a r 
characteristic in common

I’m from New Jersey, originally. When I moved to 
California I had been given the option to work in Los 
Angeles or San Bernardino. I’ve never been a big city 
kind of person – born at the shore, you know? So, the city 
is okay. I mean, Philly is my heart. But, to live there? Not 
so much. San Bernardino was basically a bigger version 
of where I moved from — a sort of depressed town. 
And so I said, “Why not? Let’s go!” And, here we are. 

People told me, “You don’t want to live in San 
Bernardino.” They have this impression that it’s a dark, 
negative, dangerous place. Hold your purse close. Don’t 
go there if you don’t have to, and if you’ve got to be there 
after dark God bless you, and I pray that you get home 
safely. And I’m like, “I’m from Jersey. Are you serious!?” 

I  walk  with my fr iends through our lovely 
neighborhoods. I take surface streets through the city 
to get where I’m going. People’s eyes get big and their 
mouths drop open when I tell them that. They’re like, 
“You were in one of the most dangerous parts of San 
Bernardino!” I just laugh. It’s actually a rather lovely drive.

How can you complain about a place like this? 

If you want green space, there’s green space. If 
you want cityscape, there’s cityscape. If you want 
mountains, if you want wildlife, we’ve got all of that. 
We’ve got beekeepers. We’ve got wine makers. We’ve 
got craftsman. We’ve got indigenous populations. 
We’ve got descendants of the Mormons who laid 
out the city. We’ve got descendants of Wyatt Earp. 
We’ve got all of that right here. We’ve got all the 
Americana, and every country on the planet, right here. 

All of this gets lost in the talk about crime, and 
bankruptcy, or whatever. It’s always easier to talk about 
the negatives, you know? You turn on the news, and 
you don’t see those stories of the family that helps 
out their neighbor because they couldn’t pay their 
electric bill. Or the entire neighborhood going out to 
help the old lady chase down her dog that got out. You 
don’t see that because it doesn’t get people’s attention, 
and it doesn’t have a political edge. It’s just good life. 
And that’s what we’ve got here in San Bernardino. 

Whatever you want, it’s right here in this city – if 
your eyes are open, and your heart is open enough to 
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Andree enjoys re-imaging computers, including 
this one. The stickers are a method for further 
personalization and community-building.

“We’ve got PCs and we’ve got 
Macs. There’s gotta be more 
than that. Open source is like 
community computing. I love that.”

go to it. If you’re willing to maybe drive on a little side 
street you’ve never been on before. If you’re not afraid 
of the people in that neighborhood because they live in 
closer quarters than you, or they look different than you. 

But there are people afraid to even go shop at 
Ralphs, right by the University. “Well, there’s too 
many homeless people out there.” And I’m like, I’ve 
never had a problem with any of them. For me, it’s 
just a nice conversation. If I don’t have anything to 
give them, “Well, okay. God bless you, stay safe out 
there.” You know, this person is my neighbor. It doesn’t 
matter if they’re in a house, or living in an RV, or in 
their car, or under a bridge. They’re my neighbor. 

People forget that most of us are just a paycheck 
or two away from being homeless ourselves. I mean, 
look at the last recession. But we see a homeless 
person asking for money, and all we can assume is 
that person’s lying or up to no good. Some of them 
might be. But you can’t just write off that whole 
population as not worthy of sharing space with you. 

If you’ve got a problem with this city, then do 
something about it. Don’t just move out, take your 
money elsewhere, and let the city decline. Join the 
school board.  Go to the counci l  meetings.  Make 
your voice heard. You know — are you trying? Are 
you doing? Are you striving to make a difference?  

My work is  now exclusively onl ine.  I  have a 
doctorate degree, and I teach. My son moved out, 
and my husband passed away. And I ’m sti l l  in the 
same spot, up at Kendall and Palm. People ask me, 
“So, are you gonna move?” I ’m like, “Why would I do 
that?” Even some of my neighbors are saying, “Well, 
we want to move to Rancho. We want to move to 
Redlands.” And I’m like, they’ve got the same stuff 
going on. Their schools aren’t any better or worse. 
But here? There’s neighborhood here. There’s family. 

Even though I ’m an East  Coast  transplant , 
S a n  B e r n a r d i n o  i s  m y  h o m e .  Pe o p l e  w h o 
want  to  keep themselves  at  a  d is tance ,  they 
miss out on al l  of what this  c ity has to offer.



There’s this verse in the Bible that 
says that God has not given us a 
spirit of fear, but of power, love, and 
sound mind. That’s a life verse for 
me, because I’ve struggled so much 
with fear and anxiety. That’s not from 
God. The ability to overcome it is.

My name is Andrew. I grew up in a little place 
called Phelan, which is up in the mountains, but I’ve 
lived in Yucaipa for the last ten years. I’m a father 
of four children, with one more on the way. My wife 
and I have been together for eight years. We met 
when I was fifteen. She was working at Cold Stone 
and made me ice cream. I was with my mom and when 
we left I said, “I’m gonna marry that girl.” And I did.

I ’ve been a musician for most of my l i fe.  I 
started playing drums when I was five, and picked 
up guitar when I  was twelve.  I  used to play in 
hardcore bands.  There are real ly embarrass ing 
v i d e o s  o n  Yo uTu b e ,  i f  y o u ’ r e  i n t e r e s t e d .

These days I write music about what I’m passionate 
about, and faith is a huge part of my life. Most Christian 
music sucks. You would never hear a Christian song on 
secular radio. I don’t think it’s even the content as much 
as it’s just terrible music. I feel like I will arrive one day if I 
can make music cool enough that anyone can appreciate it.

I’m a pastor at a local church. That came about 

somewhat by accident, but I have felt a calling to 
ministry since I was four years old. I have just always 
been drawn to people and hearing their stories. But 
I believe God has a sense of humor in putting me 
up in front of thousands of people a week, because 
doing that is really the antithesis of my character.

When I was younger I was really outgoing. I see 
that in my oldest son – his personality is so vibrant, 
and he’ l l  talk to anyone. I  remember being l ike 
that. My personality started to change when I was 
six years old. I was molested by a pastor’s son, and 
from that point I started to become more reclusive

Things only got worse. By the time I was eleven 
we were attending a very large church, and I had a 
crush on this girl. When I mentioned it to the pastor 
he threatened that I’d better stay away from her and 
showed me the automatic weapons he had in the trunk 
of his car. For years he’d make odd accusations that I was 
looking at her or trying to contact her, and on multiple 
occasions he left bruises on my arms from shaking me.
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One of Andrew’s 
annotated bibles, 
documenting his use 
of the volume to 
carry him through 
the “seasons of life.”

“There are times that I’m just desperately seeking God and I open up 
the Bible and there’s something that’s just so specific to what I’m going 
through, or a decision I need to make, or something like that … Or maybe 
I’ll read this verse and I’ll feel like he’s saying, ‘You need to remember this, 
that I allowed you to read.’ And then I’ll meet some random person … and 
it’s exactly what they need.”

It  came out later that the pastor had been 
molesting this girl.  There were people who didn’t 
believe anything being said about him, including 
what I  said had happened to me. I  would leave 
church and there would be this mob of people with 
signs yelling at me,  “You’re a liar!” There were even 
windows shot out during the children’s ministry. 

I became even more insecure and shy around 
people,  and by the t ime we moved to Yucaipa 
i t  had  tu rned  into  a  d i sab l ing  anx ie ty.  Any 
judging comments just fed into my timidity, and 
I wouldn’t leave the house. It was really terrible.

These experiences maybe should have made 
me give up on God. But I believe they enable me to 
love and sympathize as a pastor better than I would 
be able to had I not gone through them. I know that 
saying God speaks to me is something that people 
aren’t generally receptive of. The best way to describe 
it is that my heart just breaks for people, almost 
like I can feel what they’re feeling, and there’s this 
specific insight into what a person is going through.

I do have confidence that God has called me, but I 

still sometimes wrestle with the anxiety of whether or 
not to reach out and speak to people. I’m just a kid, you 
know? That’s at least how some in the church see it. I 
am also sometimes judged by my appearance. Christians 
have this idea of what a Christian should look like, 
and it doesn’t really include tattoos and piercings.

A person never really “gets over” traumaticincidences. 
But, there is still a victory to be had. And, at some point, 
you have to move forward and be an example of what 
it’s like to overcome. You are a victim, but you don’t 
have to live afraid of what it’s like to open yourself 
up to people. It doesn’t have to become your identity. 

There’s this passage that really helps me get 
through the seasons. Jesus is talking about our value, 
our worth, and he says, “Look at the birds. You can buy 
a sparrow for a few cents, and God still provides for 
them. You are of so much more value. God is going to 
take care of you also.” I have a tattoo of a sparrow on my 
hand to remind me that I am valuable, and in moments 
of anxiety I need only to harness that power from God.



Pe o p l e  s h o u l d  b e  m o re 
sympathetic and understanding. 
Don't just say, ‘Oh, she’s a 
teen mom. She’s dumb. She 
made a bad choice.’ You’re 
judging the person based off 
something that’s not in their 
control anymore. Recognize that 
everybody’s story is different.

My name is Aprale. I am twenty-three years old, and 
I have a six-year-old son. He will be seven in July, which is 
one month after I graduate from Cal State San Bernardino. 
He loves to read. And he’s in baseball. Basically, his 
interests are my interests right now. His life is what I do. I 
think that’s part of what it means to be a parent. You can’t 
be selfish anymore in your time and your expectations.  

You can do the math – I was fifteen years old 
when I got pregnant. At first I was in denial. My 
period was late, and the days turned into weeks, and 
the weeks turned into months. It was six months 
before my parents found out I was pregnant. I was 
just barely showing. My mom told me later she had 
just been hoping that I had been drinking a lot of beer.

I’m telling you, my whole house was just chaotic with 
fighting and animosity. It was horrible. When my dad found 
out he called me on the phone when I was at school and 
he said, “I don’t want to f’in talk to you ever again. You’re 

nothing but a ho.” I still remember that, to this day. That 
stuff that they say, and that feeling, it never leaves you. 

I was a good student. I had straight A’s. I never 
did anything bad. Getting pregnant was totally out of 
character for me. And it’s totally on me – I didn’t have a 
horrible childhood or anything. I wasn’t looking for a father 
figure. We were just together, and it happened. I just had 
this mentality, like, “Oh, it can’t happen to me.” But it did!  

I was ashamed of myself when I got pregnant, 
and I became depressed. I had to get dragged out 
of the house because I just wanted to stay in my 
room, and I would do whatever I could to hide my 
big belly. There were just so many people staring. 

Physically, I could just flip them off and be like, 
“Whatever.” But mentally, I’m gonna go home and 
be thinking, “Dang, five people stared at me today.” 
I have no pictures of me pregnant. I didn’t want 
anybody to see me pregnant, and I didn’t want any 
reminders. I wasn’t at all attached to my son, though 
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Photos of Aprale after giving birth at 
the age of 16, and graduating Cum 
Laude from CSUSB, clipped to a 
hand-crafted board along with her 
graduation cap.

“The DIY project as a whole signifies 
my biggest struggle and my biggest 
accomplishment, all in one. Just because 
you look young doesn’t mean you’re not 
a good mother. Just because you’re a 
young mother doesn’t mean you won’t be 
successful.”

that all changed immediately when he was born.
When I was pregnant, and still after I had my son, 

a lot of my friends, their parents didn’t want them 
hanging out with me because they saw me as this 
horrible person. When you’re a teen mom, people also 
think you’re too young to make your own decisions. At 
the hospital, when I delivered my son, they were really 
rude. They wouldn’t even bring me water when I asked. 
Then, at his first wellness check-up, all the doctor gave 
me was dirty looks. He would only talk to my mom.  

A lot of people assumed I wasn’t raising him. I did go 
back to school two weeks after my son was born. My mom 
would take care of him during the day. But when I got home at 
2:30, he was all mine. I remember being half asleep, burping 

him, feeding him, and then going off to school. My mom 
did help me, but she was also clear that this was my child.

People also assume I’m on welfare. I’ve never been 
on welfare. And at his baseball games I get people 
rolling their eyes when they hear him, “Mom, look at 
this!” I don’t think the stigma of being a teen mom is ever 
going to go away. I’m gonna be thirty with a teenager, 
and his friends are going to be saying, “That’s your 
mom?” It’s something I’m always going to live with. 

I wish I could say that being a teen mom doesn’t 
define me, but it does. That doesn’t mean my life 
is over. I’m graduating from college! My life is just 
beginning. And, kids are a joy! Yes, they’re pains in 
the butt, but they’re also a joy. And at the end of the 
day you can laugh about the annoying stuff they do. 

You can’t be self-centered when you have a kid. You 
have to change your whole life to accommodate them. 
But when you see they’re becoming a good person, and 
you’re teaching them that, I feel like it’s totally worth it.



A woman ought to have babies. That’s 
part of her life plan. It’s expected, 
and her value as a person is being 
part of a couple or having a family. 
That a woman has had children, and 
the children themselves – those are 
valuable. But that’s not the only 
thing that I have to offer the world.

My name is Apri l .  I ’m a thoughtful person. 
I’m a kind person. I love eating at new restaurants 
and any kind of l ive music. You can do both of 
those things alone, which is good because I just 
relocated to Apple Valley and I’m still making friends.

My parents don’t  ask about my l i fe as an 
individual. They’re not trying to be mean; it’s just 
their way of thinking. Because I don’t have a family 
or babies, they don’t know how to interact with me.

Last year I asked my dad, “Why don’t you ever visit me?” 
He said, “Well you know, we don’t have the money or the 
time.” But they visit my sister, who has children, and she lives 
in a different state. So I told him, “When you push out a baby 
I’ll come and visit you.” He was just dumbfounded by that.

I’m almost forty and people say, “Well, there is still 
time,” as if having a baby is the only thing that I can do in 

life, or that’s a goal. My students ask if I have any kids. No. 
But do you want any? No. They’re shocked. I stand up there 
and I look like a reasonable person, so how can I not want 
to be a mother? They can’t quite wrap their heads around it.

What’s funny about my family though is that, when 
I was growing up, my parents never wanted me to have 
sex. They never talked to me about it. My dad wouldn’t 
even utter the word. My mother gave me a book that Ann 
Landers wrote in the fifties, and that was our conversation 
about sex. So, I didn’t even know how you were supposed 
to say “penis.” I thought it was “pen-is,” like you write with. 
As a teenager I had a boyfriend and we would make out 
and steam up the windows in the car. My mother would 
call me a whore. That was her point of view – that any 
kind of sexual activity, even if it is normal, is not okay. 

After four years in college, I moved back home for 
graduate school. I stayed out past midnight one night. 
My mother told me I had to leave. I was couch surfing 
for a couple weeks. One of those nights a friend sexually 
assaulted me. I’d internalized all this stuff my family had 
told me – you’re a whore, if you’re sexual you are a bad 
person – and I thought that what had happened was my 
fault. I didn’t go to the police. I didn’t tell anybody. All 
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April’s family chose to leave a copy of 
this book on her bed when she was 
14 years old, rather than talk to her 
about sex.

“We never had a face to face discussion. I 
was too young at the time to understand 
that the book was out of date and 
reflected values and attitudes of a 
different time.”

I focused on was getting him to say that it happened, 
because I thought nobody would believe me otherwise. 
He kept denying it, and I felt like I was going crazy.

He called one night. He was yelling at me and 
threatening me, saying that he wanted to kill himself. I 
said, “Fine, do it,” and I hung up the phone. I was really 
mad. My family could hear some of the conversation and 
my mother asked, “How could you behave like that?” She 
never asked why I would be so upset with somebody.

All these women who have come out talking 
about sexual assault or inappropriate touching that 
happened to them years ago, I totally get that. I get 
why they wouldn’t say anything at the time it happened, 
because it’s a fear of another assault – “You’re a liar,” 
or “You’re a whore and you’re making up stories.” It’s 
trauma on top of trauma, and self-protection kicks in.

I’m getting braver in my story telling. One way that 
I’ve been doing it is through my teaching. When I mention 
statistics about sexual assault, girls want to share their 

stories. I let them. And then I’ll say, “That’s right, it can 
happen to anyone. When it happened to me …” I let them 
know it’s happened to me, too. Because to understand the 
problem, people need to see that it happens to everybody.

There is nothing that a woman can ever do to 
justify violence against her. Even if she is dating a 
person and making out with them and she says no 
in the middle of it. That’s it! That means we stop.

My classes are fi l led with people that I can 
influence, more than just having a child, or two or 
three or four. I am more than just this little Catholic 
girl that all she has to exchange for in life is her 
virginity. I am more than that. That’s not what defines 
me as a person. I am a strong, independent woman.



A c c e p t a n c e  / ə k ˈ s e p t ə n s /  

The action or process of being 
received as adequate, suitable, 
typical to be admitted into a group

is “giving up isn’t an option.” At all. Ever. But I couldn’t 
sustain myself, and I didn’t trust myself handling 
money in my retail job. So it was a real catch-22.

I was 19 when I went the route of disability. It 
hurt my pride a lot, and it was a last resort. But if I 
didn’t have it I wouldn’t be able to live on my own, or 
go to school. I would just be stuck in this revolving 
door of poverty, or facing homelessness like when 
I was a kid. I wonder how much those years of not 
getting proper medical treatment while we were 
living out of hotels and the car made my illness worse.

I am studying to be a forensic accountant. When 
people hear that, a lot of them are like, “Oh, blood!?” No, 
no, no. Thieves! I can do math in my head pretty well. And 
I saw the recession of 2008 – how people were losing their 
homes and companies were getting away with it. I believe 
that when you do wrong, you should be held accountable. 

I ’m using what’s cal led a VisioBook for my 
classes now – it’s like a computer pair of binoculars 
so that I can see the board, and it is amazing. Some 
people resent that I have these kinds of gadgets 
provided to me for my schoolwork, or they’ll be like, 
“Ugh; why do you need this special treatment?!” I 
don’t consider things like that special treatment. It’s 
just treatment to get me onto everyone else’s level. 

My disease started when I was six. I remember the 
day, because it hurt to bend down. My mom was tying 
my shoe when she realized my kneecaps were the size of 
grapefruits. It was two years before the doctors diagnosed 
an autoimmune deficiency as causing the inflammation. 
I was in high school when the swelling started to 
impair my vision. Today I am almost completely blind.

My right eye is worse than my left. I don’t see 
anything out of my right eye except movement. It’s 
completely black. In my left eye it’s like walking 
through a thick fog. My pupils are also permanently 
enlarged, so it can be scary going from dark to light. 

After high school, my vision got worse and worse. 
I was trying to work, but at the same time there are 
very limited employment opportunities for someone 
like me. I wanted to work hard, I wanted to succeed, 
and I wanted to do things on my own. My main motto 
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Audrey’s first pair of glasses 
after an eye surgery that 
improved her vision

“My vision was so bad that I was pretty much 
in a haze all the time … These were my first 
pair of glasses after that surgery. They might 
be old man dorky glasses, but they're my 
favorite thing in the world.”

Violence isn’t the answer. I can smack all the 
people in the world who have given me the short stick 
because of my disability, but they’re still gonna be 
the same way. Because they can’t see me as a person. 

I don’t want to be treated like some sort of 
giraffe in the room. Yes, I’m blind, but I can still share 
the same interests as you. I can’t see the puck on the 
ice, but that doesn’t stop me from going to a hockey 
game. I love hockey! And, I want to be there, just like 
you, and enjoy the festivities when our team scores.   

Sometimes I think I would prefer to be completely 
blind, because then you don’t see as much of the ugliness 
that is out there in the world. And without visual first 
impressions you can actually come to see a person for who 
they are, rather than being drawn immediately to a place of 
judgment. Tolerance for people with disabilities, like myself, 
that’s not what I am interested in. Just accept me. Accept us. 

Another girl in my class actually said that she thought 
that the audio signals at crosswalks were society’s way 
of making us lazy. I was like “Well, if you can see when 
you’re walking, you know you can cross. For someone 
like me, who can’t always see, we need a little help to be 
told to move across the street.” It’s hard to believe that 
people who have perfect vision can be so blind sometimes. 

There have been other incidents, at work, where 
customers have just been unbelievably insensitive. One 
time my eye was really red from surgery, and this man 
told me, “You’ve been doing dope, haven’t you? You’re 
a crack head. Your eye is disgusting.” Another time 
there was a guy who was waving around a flyer that 
advertised an item he was looking for. I was like, “Sir, I’m 
visually impaired, if you can tell me what it is, I can help 
you.” And he says, “Well what good are you if you can’t 
even see?” My boss saw me crying and said he would 
have backed me up if I’d punched the guy in the face. 



Unity     /’yo͞onədē/ 

1. The state of being united or joined
2. The state of forming a complete whole

Everything that we say a man can do, or a woman 
should be, it’s a perception, based on societal norms. 
Rich men used to wear wigs and makeup in another 
era, you know? So, why should I be boxed into who you 
think I should be, because of what’s between my legs? 

I  don’t care for gender binaries.  I ’m neither 
male nor female. Others would say gender-fluid, 
or gender-queer. If there was a “Q” box, I would 
definitely be checking that, instead of “M” or “F.” I 
can do male-gender-normalized things and female. 
I don’t have to be “he” or “she.” I’m just me – Darby. 

A lot of people think that you’ve got to pick one 
or the other – male or female – or that your gender 
is determined by your ferti l ity – impregnated or 
impregnator. There are even trans-people who look at 
me and are just like, “You’ve gotta be trans-woman or 
man. Choose.” That’s why I say existence is resistance. 

Having more than two genders is nothing new. 
It is a human practice, seen al l  over the planet. 

And there is a spectrum of intersex who cannot be 
biologically categorized as male or female, too. If 
these things make you uncomfortable then please 
research them. You can literally Google them if you 
don’t know. Just please approach it with an open mind.

In the last few years, a group of my gender-
queer friends with Latin American roots has started 
to embrace the label “Muxxéxe” instead of male or 
female, or queer. It comes from muxe, a third gender in 
Oaxaca, Mexico. We didn’t want to appropriate the term 
directly because we do not necessarily connect with 
that tradition. But the idea of combining heritage and 
queer identity was attractive. So we’ve created our own 
Muxxéxe community of Brown, gender-queer individuals. 

Being queer in America has for so long been a White, 
cisgender man’s story. Most people can’t even think of 
a person of color who is gay. Maybe they’ll say RuPaul. 
Okay, but that’s all we get? Or, Ricky Martin, but he has no 
interest in representing us. So, we’ve had to foster gender-
queer communities of color, like Muxxéxes. I’ve also coined 
the phrase and have been pushing for “positivity pride,” 
which is inclusive of all people of color, of all genders. 

I do a lot for the LGBTQ community. I work with men 
who have sex with men, and trans-women, in my job as an 
HIV counselor. I also coordinate an annual event called 
Royalty on the Roof, where trans- and non-cisgender 
performers can come and share their stories and show off 
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Day-of-the-Dead-themed painting of the 
lead singer of Blondie. Crafted and given to 
Darby by Havok Von Doom.

“Havok incorporated a little bit of 
everything I love and connected it to 
music in this work of art, which means 
so much to me, since we connected 
through music and art. I met Havok by 
going to the monthly drag king shows 
at The Menagerie in Riverside, and a 
friendship grew by us working together 
for Royalty on the Roof, an annual 
celebration of trans lives and success 
stories.”

what they do. It’s always beautiful, especially for youth, 
to be able to see that we can lead our lives like anybody 
else. It fosters a lot of strength for the community. 

Sometimes the mental and emotional labor of 
educating people is exhausting. I’m constantly serving 
as a bridge for those who come to me and say, “Oh, we 
need the LGBT community involved in this project” – like 
I’m some kind of LGBT whisperer. I get that you want to 
make sure that you’re reaching out to everybody. But, if 
you are really interested in having us involved, why aren’t 
you making more connections yourself? You need to go 
beyond me. Because I’m not here to be your token homo. 

I’m not here to be your token Latino, either. I actually 
have issues with terms like “Hispanic” and “Latino.” Those 
are just more labels made to box us in. The shared heritage 
of Hispanic and Latino people is what came out of Spanish 
colonization, and I don’t really connect with that as part 
of my identity. If what connects us, really, is being Spanish 
speakers, then lets just call ourselves Hispanohablantes. 

Because of RuPaul’s Drag Race, these days every 
other person you meet in the LGBT community is in 
drag. It’s a beautiful thing, in a way. There used to be 

a lot more animosity toward the queens, and being 
non-cisgender. There’s still a lot of sexism – drag kings 
aren’t getting the jobs. And, because I am male-passing, 
I do notice a discomfort and confusion, sometimes 
even within the queer community, when I wear 
lipstick or find other ways to express my femininity. 

There are some people that I have had to cut out 
of my life because of their “just get over it” mentality. I 
cannot “just get over it.” The fact that I am where I am 
in life is because other people didn’t get over it. You 
know? And we need to stop sitting on the shoulders 
of those giants. It’s time to stand up and unite, start 
calling out the –isms for what they are, find pride in 
our Brown blood, and do a better job of fostering care. 



There's a quote, ‘It is more 
degrading to fear than to be 
feared.’ If you fear me, you’re 
the one who's being degraded 
in the experience, not me.

 My name is  Debora.  I ’m from Washington 
State, but I grew up in Fresno. I’m an art teacher in 
Desert Hot Springs, and creativity has always been 
my companion – creative thinking, creative writing, 
creative actions … In the 80’s, I was the lead singer 
in one of the coolest new wave bands ever, and I 
sti l l  have that rebell ious and indomitable spirit . 

I ’m not a straight person, and I’m not talking 
about gay or straight. I’m talking about alternative 
or straight. I have groomed myself to not see myself 
through anybody else’s eyes but my own. That comes 
from being hurt, and making a choice to be proud that 
I’m not like everybody else. Being safe is its own prison.

Growing up was not easy. I  was a smart l itt le 
fat brown girl, and people who I encountered hadn’t 
seen that before. At school I was always getting into 
trouble. I  was never disruptive; I  was always just 
challenging them and they didn’t really know what to 
do with me. In first grade I had a teacher who actually 

made me wear a dunce hat and sit in the corner of 
the room, because I was talking during art class. I 
remember feeling aghast, even at six or seven years old. 

Then I  had an algebra teacher who sent me 
home because I wore pants. Oh my God, you know? 
But why should I have to wear a skirt on a cold day 
when the guys got to wear pants? It  didn’t make 
any sense to me. I  also got in trouble for writing 
song lyrics on my spelling book. They made me go 
home because I wouldn’t admit that was the wrong 
thing to do. Hey, free speech, and also I bought the 
spell ing book! Finally it was l ike, “You don’t want 
me? Fine.”  I  dropped out  after the 10th grade. 

I was also kicked out of school once for wearing 
an Indian headband.  Talk about being cultural ly 
insensitive! My mom always had encouraged us to 
take pride in being Native, and to develop a spiritual 
relationship with nature.  I  remember just before 
junior high somebody I ’d known for a few years 
asked me, “What nationality are you?” And I  was 
l ike,  “Oh, I ’m Native American.” She said,  “Well  I 
wouldn’t be proud of that.” And I had this reaction 
l ike ,  “What?”  That  had never occurred to  me.
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Woven cedar and deerskin 
headband, made by Debora 
while attending an artists’ 
gathering at Evergreen College 
in Washington, where the 
Cowlitz nation is also centered.

“With my Native American community I can express 
the love of nature, and the sensuality of being, and 
the thrill of being alive, and all these spiritual things.
And I know that audience, they get it. And they 
accept it. And it’s something I'm really proud of.”

Bu t  m e  b e i n g  f a t ?  Th at  wa s  a c t u a l l y  a n 
embarrassment to my mom. She was a veterinarian, 
and she had this mentality that you are not being a good 
owner of a pet if you let them get overweight. She applied 
the same rule to her kids. She would criticize me and make 
fun of me, and she took me to doctors to try to get me to 
lose weight. I was on a synthetic thyroid when I was 11. 

It was the same thing with my dad. He was a P.E. 
teacher and a baseball coach, and physical fitness 
was very important to him. I remember being in the 
pool one day and my older siblings standing on his 
shoulders and diving off, but he wouldn’t let me do it. 
“Oh no, you’re too big.” I might have been heavier than 
my brother, but by how much? I remember being kind 
of traumatized by it, honestly. The feeling of rejection 
and judgment still stings. To have these two important 
people in my life be so negative as a kid was tough.

But I honestly do not have a problem calling myself 
fat. Being fat is just a descriptor. It doesn’t have to 
be a judgment, or indicate anything else about that 

person. Fat is just fat. I do remember one time, years 
ago, that I hid behind the band at a photo shoot. The 
label wanted someone “more attractive” as the lead 
singer. It wasn’t that I agreed with them — finding a 
romantic partner was never an issue of mine. But I didn’t 
want to let being proud of who I was hold the band back.

I ’ve had friends say things l ike, “Trump’s fat 
and disgusting.” I can’t believe they would take that 
cheap and easy shot that actually says nothing about 
his policies, philosophy, or qualifications, you know? 

The last election was hard for me for other 
reasons, as well. I just felt like it was a repudiation of 
everything I’ve ever stood for in my whole life — living 
our freedoms, protecting the earth. When the teacher’s 
lounge turned to politics, I started to eat lunch in my 
office. Unlike junior high, when I ate lunch alone because 
the smart-girl social scene became completely closed 
to me due to my appearance, this time it’s a choice. 
My company and my conversation are consensual, 
and I don’t give it away to people I don’t respect. 



“ M y l i v e l i h o o d  a n d  m y l i f e 
are  two separate things .  This 
i s  m y  e m p l o y m e n t .  T h i s  i s 
what I  do for a l iv ing.  Because 
for  a l l  intents  and  purposes 
I  a m  a  m a l e ,  I  j u s t  s h i f t e d 
f ro m  b e i n g  a  ‘d ra g  k i n g ’  to 
b e i n g  a  ‘ m a l e  i l l u s i o n i s t .’ ”

 I’m 32. I’m a cancer. I actually used to live right 
across the street from the University, and I went to 
Cajon High. Growing up, I always knew something 
was different about me. I thought I was a lesbian. It 
was through interactions with people representing 
different letters of LGBT that I learned, oh wait, 
girls can be boys? Okay, cool. Let’s figure this out. 

Being transsexual is kind of like being on an organ 
donor list, like you need a new kidney, and every single 
day until you get it you know that there’s something 
wrong with your body. I just had this yearning, like if 
I didn’t do something to change I was gonna die. Now, 
are you gonna tell me that it’s wrong for your sister 
who needs a new kidney to receive one, because 
it’s changing her body? It’s the same sort of thing.

Transitioning did save my life once. I was in a car 
accident, and my four-door became a two-door. If it wasn’t 
for my binder – the compression shirt that I use to give 

my chest a more masculine appearance – I would have 
bled out before they got me to the hospital. So, I guess 
I’m heading in the right direction, because I’m still alive.

I do pass as male 100 percent of the time. But there 
is a stigma about being transsexual that I still think about. 
Every time I go to the bathroom I wonder if someone is 
gonna know. There are others who don’t pass as easily, and 
I feed off of their anxiety. And then there’s airport security. 
Oh, that sucks. Every single time I get patted down, due 
to the “extra skin” that shows up in my body x-rays.

Since I went from being an African-American female 
to an African-American male, I’ve also become public 
enemy number one. If I’m wearing long sleeves I make 
sure that they’re pulled up in stores. I always make sure 
my hands are visible, just so that they know I’m not doing 
something illegal. And with the police, it used to be that 
I was sexually harassed when I was pulled over. Now I’m 
pulled out, the car is searched, and once I was locked up.  
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Dominick’s binder containing 
documents pertaining to his time with 
the Rainbow Pride Youth Alliance 
(RPYA) 

“We had a theatre group at RPYA. I love 
to be on stage, I thrived in that. And when 
I aged out of that my friend brought me 
up on stage at a drag show … I liked it, 
and I kept doing it. And now I’m doing it 
fulltime, actually.”I am a male illusionist for a living, or a “drag king.” It’s an 

art form, just like drag queens – except the kings change our 
appearance to make ourselves hyper-masculine instead of 
hyper-feminine. The queens are making more money doing 
it, though. It’s like, even when we’re the ones dressed 
as males, misogyny still exists. Maybe it’s because they’re 
more visible. Because they’re, I don’t know, twelve feet 
tall, with heels and everything. Well, from my perspective, 
because I’m five foot four and you’re making my neck hurt.

Drag performers lip sync to other people’s songs. 
There’s make-up and wigs. I will tell you right now, 
there are no good costumes in size extra small, so many 
of us have to make our own costumes, or fit little kids’ 
clothes. Not saying that I do that … Okay, yes, I do. 
I’m a boy’s large. It’s okay; my clothes are half price.

With drag, I really found my calling. I was always 
into drama, I like production, I’m the center of attention, 
and I’m making people happy. Drag also helps me to 
work through things that I’m going through emotionally. 
There are times where I’ll put together a mix and at 
the end of it I realize like, ooh, I was angry. Okay, we’re 
okay now? Then because I connect with the music 
on stage, the audience is thoroughly entertained.

My stage name is Miles Long. It comes from my 
childhood – ever since I can remember I wanted to be 

a jack-of-all-trades, or a mathematician. Then I found 
out that you don’t make any money doing either one 
of those. But I still wanted to be able to know and to 
do a little bit of everything. I don’t want to be pigeon 
holed, because my talent goes miles long, my energy 
goes miles long. And obviously also, you know…

Sometimes I feel like transitioning is one of the most 
selfish things I’ve ever done. And then I have to remind 
myself that the reason why I did it is because I was at a 
point that if I didn’t do it I wouldn’t be here anymore. 
And not being here would actually be even more selfish.

If you want to be supportive of someone who is 
transitioning, be supportive. If you don’t, just let it be. 
Don’t say anything negative! Because the other side is 
them not being here, because they’ve taken their own 
life because living in the wrong body was so unbearable. 
Think about that next time you’re feeling negative and 
closed-minded about someone altering their body. 



The hip-hop game is hard. It 
is. But I love the music, so I 
can’t get away from it. They 
just have to deal with me and 
how I am, because I’m not 
changing nothing for nobody. 
I am not your Rubik’s cube.

My name is Latoya. I’m a mother, a daughter, a sister, 
and a really good friend. I’m also a community activist and 
a small business owner. My life is busy, but sometimes I 
lay awake at night knowing that there’s always something 
more I can do. The world’s not going to change if we’re 
sitting on our butts and twiddling our thumbs. I’m the one 
who steps out on a limb when there is no limb. That’s me. 

I’m a musician, known by the name D-Skyy. I 
started writing music when I was a kid, to take myself 
out of the world I was in. I grew up in a neighborhood 
where all I saw was violence. To shelter myself from all 
the stuff that was out there I just did music. My mom 
used to say, “Why are you being so wasteful?” She 
started limiting the amount of paper she would give 
me. So I would write music on the walls of the closet. 

Music is therapy. Music is love. Music is passion. And 
it gives me so much. As a rap artist I am part of the hip hop 
community, which is male dominated and very directive as 
to what I am supposed to rap about. Women are supposed 
to say A, B, C, and D. Don’t go past D. And I’m not supposed 
to be better than any guy, period. Unfortunately, I am. 

In the industry and among fans there is also an 
expectation that, as a female rapper, I’ll go half naked. 
There are two female rappers in history who have been 
successful, without having to show anything. Two! The 
rest, a lot of them, they’re out there selling albums 
because they’re naked, not because they’re any good.

I remember this one photo shoot of female artists 
from all over California and Arizona. I agreed to be 
involved until they sent over a description of what we 
had to wear – black or gold booty shorts, spandex, shirt 
cut down low in the front, and between five and eight 
inch stilettos. I’m just not that kind of girl. Nine times 
out of ten I’m in my chucks, my jeans, my sweatshirts, 
and my hoodies. I had my manager call the guy and 
he says, “Do you know who you sent this to!?” And, 
this is what the guy says, “Eventually she’s gotta get 
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“Blackskyy entertainment is 
my company, where we focus 
on helping develop artists, and 
help them understand that our 
work is beyond music. It's about 
focusing on community matters 
as well.”

When D-Skyy was growing up she often 
wore Chuck Taylors, because they were 
inexpensive. This pair has been signed by 
individuals who have inspired her, or who 
she has inspired through her work.

up out of that phase. She’s gotta show some skin.” 
There was another incident where I was booked 

for a show. We’re at my house getting ready and the 
promoter calls and he says I have to be there early for 
a twerk contest. I asked, “Who’s twerking?” And he 
was like, “You!” I said, “No, I’ll be performing.” And he 
says, “You can’t just come here and perform. You’ve got 
to be a part of this twerk contest. I’ve seen pictures, 
and I do see that you do have some curves.” I hung up. 

 I’m not gonna change! For what? It’s not gonna 
happen. I’ve got a homegirl who told me, “You know, 
ever since the third grade you have not changed.” I 
like to hear that. Let me stick to my guns. Sex sells, I 
understand that. But my thing is, what are you teaching 
by doing that – by telling little kids that if they aren’t 
valued for their bodies, they’re not worth anything? 

I have three daughters, and I’m real big on self-
esteem. So I have this long mirror on the inside of my 
hallway closet, and before my daughters leave the house 
I make them do a “self-check.” I make them stare at 
themselves in that mirror, and they’re not allowed to 
leave until they realize that they’re beautiful. No matter 
what the world says, they’re gonna love themselves. 

Sometimes it takes them awhile to leave the mirror, 

especially my daughter who has dark skin. In the Black 
community the different shades of skin color mean a 
lot, especially among females. I’m dark, too, and you 
know what comment I get? “You’re pretty for a dark-
skinned girl.” I have to let people know, “No, I’m just 
pretty.” It’s things like that giving little girls a complex.  

I got a lot of flack for my complexion when I was a 
kid, and it made me angry! Back then, my reaction was 
just to punch a person in the face. People still expect 
me to pop off, to go crazy, to start yelling and fussing 
and cussing and fighting. I’m from the projects, so I’m 
supposed to have this Angry Black Woman Syndrome. But 
I’m actually a very positive and happy person, and I’m too 
cute for jail bars anyways. And the thing is, I’ve realized, 
I can kill you faster with my words than with my hands. 



Engagement /inˈɡājmənt/

The action of participation or 
becoming involved with something 

For thirty years I made a decent living. I worked in 
the food industry, designing million dollar restaurants, 
and then I transitioned to working in IT. Every day I came 
home smiling. I was on top! I had a couple of houses. I was 
seeing my kids every other weekend, the usual divorce 
visitation thing. I was running every day and in great shape.

And then one day I went to do my usual pick-up with 
the kids. My youngest son was acting really strange. I 
knew something was wrong, so I followed him into 
his mom’s house. When I walked into his room he was 
standing there with a four-foot katana sword. Next thing 
I knew, he’d stabbed me right through my leg, mid-calf. 

I spent the next three and a half months in the 
hospital. I had a nicked femoral artery, a severed artery, 
and major damage to my perineal nerve. One evening a 
man came to tell me that there were 250 people praying 
for me, because I needed help. I was high on painkillers, 
so that’s all that I remember of the conversation. But 
I do recall thinking later that with the 250 people 
physically working on my case that meant there had to 
be at least 500 folks working on me, trying to help me. 

Being on the other side of that experience I 
now know what my mission is in life, and that is to 
give back what I’ve been given – to try and touch 
someone else’s l ife. I  want to look in the mirror 
at the end of the day and know that I ’ve helped 
someone. Without that,  I  no longer feel whole. 

I’m an advocate for the homeless, locally. I work in 
Upland, Montclair, and Ontario. I run a program that 
refurbishes bicycles and gives them to individuals who 
need transportation, in exchange for them performing 
community service. I help organize food banks. I do 
anything I can to help, because I understand how hard it 
can be to get back on your feet when you are displaced. 

I have been homeless. Following my accident, 
the hospital sent me home addicted to morphine. I 
was in pain, and I was tired, and I couldn’t work. 
My benefits ran out. I  lost my homes. I  used up 
my savings. For the next five years I l ived out of 
my truck, spending my time in the l ibrary or the 
publ ic  parks ,  and bathing in publ ic  restrooms. 

Someone  to ld  me  about  a  Sen io r  Cente r 
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This small elephant statue was 
given to Ed by his three children 
for Father’s Day, following his long 
hospital stay.

“Many African cultures 
revere the elephant as a 
symbol of strength and 
power. It is also praised 
for its size, longevity, 
stamina, mental faculties, 
cooperative spirit, and 
loyalty.” 

where I  could get lunch for two dollars a day, so 
I  s tarted going.  One day they brought in some 
young kids to set up a luncheon for the volunteers, 
and none of them had any food service experience. 
I stepped in to help, and it felt good! After that, 
I  started regular ly volunteer ing at  the Center. 

Eventual ly the director of the center found 
out that I was homeless. She called in some favors 
and found me an apartment. She even threw me 
a housewarming party. That’s ike how I say that 
if you put love out there, it  comes back to you. 

I  came up in a t ime where we bel ieved in 
humanity and we believed in loving people and we 
believed in truth and honor and respect. Dignity. 
I t  wasn’ t  a  t rend,  i t  was  actua l ly a  l i festy le . 

We got sidetracked, as a country. We started 
focusing on ourselves instead of others. Polit ics 
as ide,  we’re so concerned with who’s at  fault , 
and who we can blame, we’ve forgotten how to 
l ive together,  to trust  one another,  and to be 
strong enough to say “I love you” to our neighbor. 

I try not to use the word “homeless.” These people 
are displaced. Your community should be your home. And 

when you don’t have a place to live then it’s incumbent 
on the community to come to your rescue. It doesn’t 
matter how a person gets there. It doesn’t matter who 
they are. It doesn’t matter from what station in life they 
come from. If they’re in that situation, they need help. 

If you’re in a forward position, you reach back. 
Someone takes your hand, and you grasp and pull them 
forward. That’s our purpose. We have enough of a 
foundation in love and energy. We want to be good people. 
So, we already have the fuel. We just need to spark it. 
And there is so much that we can do without great effort. 
I say “we” because I’m right there with you, baby! I’m 
not separating myself from you. I’m telling you that we 
have an issue that we both need to work on, together. 

Let ’s  not come up with a l l  these reasons 
why we can’t  make a  d i f ference.  Let ’s  come 
up  w i th  a  bunch  of  reasons  why we  can .



I remember once, in a class, 
we were talking about gang 
members. My friend was mocking 
them, and I  told him gang 
members are people, and not 
everyone is as bad as their label. 
I talked to him about it, and he 
finally said, ‘I never knew there 
was another side to that story.’

 My name is Emily. I live in Hemet, but I was 
born and raised in south-central Los Angeles. And, 
well, I guess I’m still trying to find out who I am.

When people meet me, they don’t think of me as 
coming from a gang-related family. They think that I come 
from maybe a two-parent home, or something. But, it was 
my grandparents who raised me. My mom and dad were 
both gang members, and they weren’t around very much.

Growing up, everyone was telling me that I was 
going to be just like my parents – that I was either 
going to end up being a gang member, or get pregnant 
and drop out of high school. But for my grandma, 
education is like a number one priority. Because 
of her, I felt like I had to prove everyone wrong. 

I was always a 4.0, straight A student in high 
school. And I was actually the first one who made it 
to college in my family. I do have a Bachelor’s Degree 
from Cal State LA. And now my younger cousins and 
my sisters and my neighbors are going to college. 
It feels really good to be that role model for them. 

When I was applying for college one of my cousins 
called and told me to look into the Indian Trust Settlement 
Act. And I asked her, “Why would I do that?” She said that I 
should apply because we’re Native American. That’s when I 
first found out that I was Native. I grew up thinking I was only 
Mexican, because both my grandparents were from Mexico.

Last year I started doing my research and I found 
the Bureau of Indian Affairs letters saying that the 
application of my great-great grandmother was 
accepted. I found information about her parents, and I 
found out that her mother had a twin, and that it was 
her grandparents who were the half-blooded ones. 

It turns out that I’m a Cahuilla descendent. And I 
identify as Cahuilla now. So, out in Hemet I started going to 
Cahuilla events, and I started meeting people, and I started 
getting involved. I bird sing and I bird dance now, and I 
have been studying the language for a couple of years. 

Some people still don’t accept me as Cahuilla. 
They don’t know who my family is. I guess that’s where 
something’s missing -  where my ancestry exactly comes 
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Tassel worn by Emily at her 
college graduation.

“This tassel does not 
represent me, but it 
represents my life story. I 
was told I’d be a good for 
nothing in life, but I was 
able to prove them wrong. 
The tassel serves as a 
reminder and motivation 
to keep me going in life.”

from. I know my tribe, but I don’t know which clan. I hit 
a dead-end and I don’t know how to get around it. When 
people ask, “Where are you from?” I do tell them that I 
grew up, you know, in Los Angeles. But that’s the only thing 
I can tell them, and that’s not where my people came from. 

For me, I would get a lot of fulfillment in saying, 
“I know where I come from,” though in the eyes of 
some other people I’m so mixed it doesn’t matter. 

I will never be fully accepted by them, because of my 
DNA. I even had one friend – well, we’re not friends 
anymore – who told me that I was Mexican, I was a 
beaner, and that I shouldn’t be involved in the culture. 
He was telling me I wasn’t really Native American. 

Some people have strong beliefs toward other people, 
and you just can’t convince them to change. Not unless 
you’re speaking to someone who’s open minded. Then, you 
know, you can share personal experiences, or you can talk to 
them and they will be able to see another side of the story. 

I’ve come to a point where it doesn’t matter to me what 
other people think, because I’m getting to know who I am. I’m 
just still trying to find that one missing part so I’ll be able to 
say, “I might not be full blooded, but this is who my family is.” 

I did the Peace and Dignity Run this year. I didn’t 
think I could do it, but my friends pushed me into 
doing it. I thought I wasn’t going to be able to make 
it but I applied myself, and I did it. I accomplished it. 
And now I know I can do it. So, that’s kind of what I’m 
doing now. I’m trying it before I tell myself I can’t. I’ve 
convinced myself to just, you know, do what I want to do.



I want you to see that people 
who live in this type of skin 
color exist everywhere in the 
world. I want to normalize 
being Nigerian, being Black, 
every identity that I am, 
because they’re normal to 
me. And they should be 
normal to everyone, because 
we’re al l  human beings.

always understand that in addition to wanting to 
settle down and get married, I’m also very passionate 
about the world we live in, and pursuing a career.

I  think the identit ies of being Black and a 
woman also clash, because a lot of the time the Black 
community wants you to put “Black interests” before 
the interests of being a woman. And vice versa – a lot 
of the times, as a feminist, you’re expected as a Black 
woman to put issues that affect blackness aside.

Sometimes people also treat Black Americans and 
Americans from Africa or from other parts of the diaspora 
differently. When I was in law school, for example, I 
noticed that the tone of my classmates changed in our 
interactions once it was clear that, “Okay, so, she’s not 
just a Black woman, she’s an immigrant. Oh, so that 
makes her exciting and different.” So it was like, “Oh, 
let’s specialize her. She’s different from our Black people.”

And if people think I’m a Black American they 
assume, because of the way I speak, that my family is 

My parents are Nigerian, I was born in London, 
England, and my family came to the United States in 2002. 
So I have a pretty international background. I’m British, I’m 
Nigerian through my parents, and I’m recently a U.S. citizen.

Sometimes I wonder, am I really American? As 
an immigrant of color, I feel like I don’t get to say I’m 
American. At least, that’s not the idea the media 
promotes. Am I really British, because that’s where 
I was born and that was my first identity? Or am I 
really Nigerian? I’ve never lived in Nigeria, though 
I love my culture and I can speak the language. But 
then when I went to Nigeria, I felt like a stranger.

I ’m getting to a place in my l ife where I ’m 
trying to balance all of these different identities, 
and trying to make sense of them all, even when 
somet imes  they conf l i c t  w i th  one  another.

The conservat ive- leaning culture of being 
Nigerian, versus the very Western culture that I 
grew up in – those tend to clash. My parents don’t 
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“These items represent my life 
experiences, which are heavily 
influenced by a global and international 
worldview. They also symbolize both my 
own and my family’s journey to attaining 
and becoming the face of the so-called 
American Dream in a contemporary 
context.”

Funmi’s Nigerian passport and Certificate of 
Naturalization from the United States.

rich. And I had professors in law school telling me, “Wow, 
you’re very articulate.” And that was very offensive 
to me, because I’m thinking, “Look, I done took the 
LSAT. I done wrote all these essays. I graduated at the 
very top of my class in college. You all saw this on my 
application. Why on earth wouldn’t I be articulate?”

Africans and African Americans are sometimes 
pitted against one another. Especially in professional 
environments and political environments, I think 
assumptions and hostilities from both sides can start to 
fester. And it’s so strange because I consider myself Black 
in America, too. No matter where you live on this planet, 
if you’re a Black person in White spaces, the experiences 
are quite identical. I’ve been Black in the UK and I’ve been 
Black here, and a lot of those experiences are very similar.

There are those who say that people of color, 
women, who voice their displeasure, they are babies, 
they’re sensitive. But it’s actually the opposite. We deal 
with a lot of crap that we don’t say. I think that if every 
woman of color, person of color, LGBT, marginalized 
community member, were to voice every single thing 
on a daily basis that they felt, the world would collapse.

Every s ingle person deserves respect ,  and 
fairness, and humanity. And if you have any advantage, 
or privilege, you should use it not to further oppress 
anyone, but to help them out of that marginalization. 
That’s the type of lawyer I want to be. I want to be a 

person who uses the law not to further oppress, but 
to liberate people who are trapped in some way.

So I try to learn about people who are also 
marginalized and different from me, so that I don’t turn 
around and do the very thing to them that I’m trying to 
work and fight against. I think we all need to do a better 
job at that  — of not seeing just a person walking, but 
seeing a human being. That spectrum of emotions that you 
deal with and you have to fight through every day, they 
probably do too. So, treat people from a place of humanity.



I feel almost embarrassed to 
complain, because we're the ‘model’ 
immigrant. The stereotypes about 
us are to our advantage. We blend 
right in, and that's your path to 
success. But, it’s like thinking and 
feeling you belong to something and 
finding out everyone was playing 
a joke on you. I struggle with it.

 My name is Glenn. Gosh, where do I begin? I am 
married. That’s a huge part of my identity. What else? I 
work a lot, and I’ve always worked a lot because I wanted 
our family to be, you know, happy, successful, and provided 
for. I’m a Christian. I’m also very progressive. I don’t know if 
those two things are contradictory, but it’s part of who I am.

There’s another contradiction. My father was a World 
War II baby from the Philippines. That’s why I have a  
Western European name and why I look Asian. I did a 
DNA test and found out that I’m also the descendant 
of an American Revolutionary War veteran – one of 
the founders of this country! But I was also an illegal 
immigrant, officially, even though I feel very strongly that 
being American is my birthright because of my grandfather.

I remember the day I was naturalized as a U.S. 
citizen and the people there were like, “Wave the 
flag!” And I was like, “I’m not your freakin’ monkey. 
You wave your damn flag!” Excuse me. “This was mine 
to begin with, asshole!” Excuse me. I was a little bitter. 

I was made for so many years to feel like a poser here. 
Every time there would be something patriotic going 
on, it made me feel guilty that I was here. And I think 
part of that also is what motivated me in life – I’m gonna 
belong! I’m gonna assimilate! – because of all these things.

Given my name, people make a lot of assumptions 
about who I am. The name on a resume has gotten 
me several interviews, sight unseen. And I’ve had 
business associates I may not have met physically 
who a l ter the i r  behav ior or at t i tudes  when 
they meet me in person and see that I am Asian.

At a conference once, I even literally got told that the 
Mitsubishi meeting was next door. I laughed along with 
them! I thought it was funny at the time. I feel like I’ve 
been programmed to believe these kinds of comments 
are acceptable, and that they don’t hurt me because a 
lot of the stereotypes about Asians are to my benefit. 

These weren’t horrific, traumatic experiences 
compared to what a lot of people have gone through. 
But for the most part I like to think, you know, that 
I’m just part of the crowd. I got this diploma, and then 
some prestige, and I have a sense of belonging among 
intelligent people. There is a sense of betrayal when I 
experience these comments and looks. They made me 
realize that, after all is said and done, you’re just another 
chink. You know? You’re just another dog-eating chink.

Sometimes I feel trapped. I subscribed to the idea 
that I was a model, and I fit in, and this was the meaning of 
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“We’re expected to do well academically. 
We’re expected to be hard working 
professionals. We’re expected to almost 
be emotionless. We’re expected to 
succeed, and also at the same time to 
assimilate. We don’t rock the boat, you 
know? We blend right in. And that’s who 
we are. And that’s who you’re gonna be.”

Glenn’s Pilipino passport, 
representing his birth nationality, 
though American citizenship was 
also his birthright.

success. I just went along with it. And, you know, I strived 
for it. It’s gotten me jobs. It’s allowed me to have some 
financial stability in my life. But now I’m at the point where 
I’m saying, “What was the cost for that?” My peace, for one. 
To have someone just step up to you and say, “No you don’t,” 
and take away everything you’ve worked for, take away your 
dignity … that’s hard to swallow. It keeps me up at night. 

My wife and I have been together since I was 
17 years old. We were teenage parents, and I’m very 
proud of that. My wife is my rock; she’s the closest 
friend I have. But because she is Hispanic, we have 
been made to feel not very welcomed in my family. 

I used to force our kids to go to all of the family 
gatherings. No one would talk to my children. It wasn’t a 
language barrier — we’re Pilipino, we speak English! My 
grandmother never extended the offer to watch them 
when they were little. She watched all the grandkids 
except for my kids. When my son and daughter were 
in their teens, I decided to just sever all ties to my 
extended family. I was just thinking, you know, why am 
I forcing them to fit in where they don’t? Why should 
they have to suffer the indignities of being rejected?

It’s not just an American thing. Prejudice comes 
from all sides. And this feeling that I’ve done everything 
I was supposed to and I still don’t belong, it’s consuming 
a lot of my time, my energy, and my emotions these 
days. I’m just trying to make sense of this world, and I 
don’t know how to reconcile everything. It drives me 
crazy, these two Christian nations – the U.S. and the 
Philippines – “under God.” What God are you talking 
about when everyone’s so hurtful and cruel? It baffles me.



A c t i v i s m  / ’ a k t ə ,  v i z ə m / 

T h e  p o l i c y  o r  a c t i o n  o f  u s i n g 
v i g o ro u s  c a m p a i g n i n g  t o  b r i n g 
about  po l i t ica l  or soc ia l  change

I don’t have all the answers. I had thought I did. God, I 
was so judgmental when I was young. In the sixties my sister 
and I were activists, and we were out there registering 
people, doing sessions with farm workers, reading Saul 
Alinsky. We formed an alternative press called Chicano 
that was all editorial. We were campaigning to make sure 
that the Hispanic community was represented and heard.

What we didn’t understand very well at the time 
was the system. You can’t just march into a business 
or an office or a community and demand that your 
ideals be accommodated. You need to have your act 
together if you expect to be taken seriously, you 
have to play by the rules, and you need to wear a 
certain uniform in order to get a seat at the table. 

I remember one of my biggest failures as an activist. 
As a part of the governor’s Commission on the Status of 
Women we were going to go out and save all of the farm 
workers, by organizing them. Oh my God, we were sure it 
was going to be a stellar project, and once they’d meet us 
they were going to automatically love us. We were going up, 

knocking on doors, speaking in Spanish. But they refused 
to talk to us! We had thought that we knew how to make 
their lives better for them, but we hadn’t gone through 
the proper channels to communicate, or done the research 
to understand their perspective. How arrogant of us. 

I’ll give you another example – I was on the first 
negotiating team for a faculty contract at Crafton Hills 
Community College. Everyone around the table was a 
classroom teacher and our attitude was just, “We’re 
gonna show those S-O-B’s.” We were so damn idealistic, 
and we spent all of our time reacting, instead of putting 
together a contract. In the end it wasn’t a bad result, 
but when I had to later implement that contract as a 
Dean, and later as President of the College, I saw how our 
good intentions were no substitute for legal expertise. 

There were a lot of important lessons for thinking 
about activism that I learned while an administrator. 
Another example is that we would have meetings with 
architects to plan new buildings. They would produce 
these beautiful renderings, and we thought that was 
what we were gonna get. Then the value engineers 
would come in and say “it’s gonna cost a fortune and 
it’s not functional,” and they changed everything. So 
when we got the finished product of course we were 
upset. That was a key lesson for me in the importance 
of understanding how processes work, and what can 
happen when expectations are set up based on ideals. 

With each role that you take on, you have to 
transition and understand what you can and cannot 
do, and where you can and cannot have influence. 
Now as an elected official, one of my biggest concerns 
is the lack of connection between generations. Many 
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The American Legion medal is awarded to 
recognize the development of courage, honor, 
leadership, patriotism, scholarship, and service. 
This one was earned by Gloria when she was in 
middle school.

“Someone, teacher or administrator, 
submitted my name to the 
local American Legion Post for 
consideration as the ‘Outstanding 
Student’ I won, and it was mine. It 
was the first acknowledgement of 
my achievements, and it became a 
symbol that someone other than 
family and teachers had faith 
in my abilities. It gave me such 
encouragement. Over the years I 
accumulated many awards and still 
do receive acknowledgments, but 
none of them have had the impact of 
that first award.”

of the young activists I meet with, nobody is training 
them in strategic thinking and planning. There was a 
group that I was speaking with the other day that was 
really upset because of a letter the Mayor sent to the 
President. I said, “Well, what is it that you want to get 
out of this?” They said, “We want a better x, y, and z.” 
Well, is embarrassing the mayor going to accomplish 
that? No. You need to focus on the outcome you’re after.  

The other thing is that you have to walk the talk. 
I ask my activist friends – young and old – what are 
you personally doing? Even if you only have a nickel, 
are you investing it in your community? Do you invest 
time in your community? If you’re an environmentalist, 
have you changed the l ight ing in your home? 

When I was twenty, I felt different. When I was 
twenty, I was content to make coffee for the men 
at the table who were doing the activism, because 

I was “helping.” I  stopped making coffee in the 
early seventies. You want coffee? Make it yourself. 

Some of the activists I meet, I wonder if they’re 
real ly even angry about the social  or pol it ical 
situation they’re fighting, or they’re just angry, 
period. It seems that, for a lot of activists, once 
their own situation improves they drop the cause.

The people I grew up with, we’re in the last quarters 
of our lives. I look back and I’m thinking, “What did we do? 
What did we leave behind? What did we put in motion?” I 
don’t have an answer. I can only tell you that, on the whole, 
I keep doing what I can to make a difference, every day. 



When you see that happening 
all  the time, where they're 
making comments about ‘the 
woman’ and they're putting 
themselves in a superior role, 
that gets instilled into you — 
that as a female you're less-than.

I was born out of spite. And throughout my childhood I 
experienced a lot of abuse and neglect. It shaped my views 
of myself, and how I went into relationships. My adult life 
has been a journey of trying to confront and work through 
those childhood experiences, and learning to love myself. 

I don’t have a lot of good memories of when I was 
a child. My memories are dark and full of anxiety. The 
earliest memories I have are from when I was three. 
I don’t remember being dropped on my head, but I 
do remember things around it. So, I remember being 
on the couch with an ice pack, and my head hurting, 
and my mom telling me on the way to the hospital 
that she’d never let my dad hurt me like that again.  

He dropped me twice, actually. He only stopped, 
apparently, because he heard a crack. My dad was 
very aggressive. He blames drugs, but there are also 
underlying tendencies to be angry and dominating. 
My dad always took out his emotions on those who 
were smaller and weaker than him. So that’s what my 

mom, my brother, and I, we all dealt with. He always 
made it feel like our existence was an inconvenience.

I learned to be silenced, to be afraid to speak up 
or to stand up for myself, and that my opinions didn’t 
matter. It was only my keeping quiet that kept my dad 
from getting angry at me, so that is what I learned to do. 

When I got out of my dad’s house, I ended up in 
a relationship with a guy just like him. My ex always 
made me feel like I didn’t have a right to say anything. 
He told me that I should be staying home and catering 
to him. I even had to walk next to him or behind him, 
because my being in the lead made him feel emasculated. 

When there was an argument he would belittle me, 
trap me in the car, or keep my dinner from me until I’d agree 
with him. My voice, my words, my insights, my feelings – 
they all didn’t matter. He’d tell me I wasn’t pretty enough 
to get angry, and that I was a whore because I hadn’t been 
sexually inhibited before our relationship. But then it was 
my duty to give him what he wanted and to satisfy him. 

He mentally tortured me into submission if I resisted 
his demands. There was even a point where I was regularly 
being raped. I didn’t realize it at the time, because I had 
been taught that my feelings didn’t matter. In my mind, 
I accepted what was happening as just the way things 
were supposed to be. I accepted the love that I thought I 
deserved, because that was the kind of love I was used to. 

“Just get out.” That’s what they say. But, it’s not that 
easy to leave an abusive relationship. Especially when 
that type of abuse and oppression has been wired into 
you, and into the women in your family for generations. 
I made excuses, like, “oh it’s not that bad,” or “when it’s 
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“The Rat Queen.”  Oil and 
Acrylic. Painting by Heather, 
2017

“Creating ‘I Am The Rat Queen’ is 
the outcome of searching for myself 
and struggling for growth and 
empowerment. Having also fallen 
in love with my pet rats (that I had 
too many of) where I experienced 
repetitive illness and death, I was 
confronted with my own mortality 
and suffered from the massive 
experience of loss, while coming to 
terms with my own weakness and 
shortcomings as a human being. 

I also connected with the 
stigmatized rodent, as I too often 
felt like the pest as a child. I became
‘The Rat Queen’, as a symbol for 
those forgotten and left behind, 
like the rat, rising from the sewers 
and transcending its place from the 
abject to the sacred. We all belong 
here, we all matter, and we are all a 
part of this universe. 

This was one of my first works of art 
in graduate school that reflected my 
journey to personal empowerment 
within the inherent powerlessness 
of the nature of things.”

good it’s good,” or “he has his own issues.” I would have 
this sense of guilt and obligation to stay   — and that 
was also a part of the problem, because I was always 
wanting to nurture and fix and help, because that is what 
I was taught a woman was supposed to do for a man. 

Love hurts, but it’s not supposed to hurt that way. 
Love hurts when you really love somebody because 
you know that one day you’ll lose them. That’s the 
hurt. But nobody should have to tolerate physical, 
mental, emotional, or verbal abuse in the name of love. 

It wasn’t until I started taking psychology classes 
that all of a sudden a light bulb went on and I realized 
that what I’ve been going through is a problem in society 
– the sexism, the misogyny, the patriarchy. It was this
amazing moment of like, “Wow, so I wasn’t wrong!”

I still struggle at times, thinking I’m not feminine 
enough, I’m not pretty enough, my voice is too loud. I 
recently cut off all of my hair, because of the emotional 
tie it had for me with my femininity as it was ascribed to 
me for so long. At first I did mourn the loss of a physical 
characteristic expected of women. But, it ultimately does 
feel empowering to go against the grain and to not fit that 
stereotype of what a woman “should be.” It reminds me 
that I have the strength to be myself, and to love myself, 
and to give myself what was never given to me as a child. 



I’m Palestinian by an accident 
of birth I had no control over. 
Somebody’s American, it’s an 
accident of birth. I’m not better 
than them, they’re not better than 
me. Do we kill each other over 
these accidents? That’s silly. We 
need to help each other, share, 
realize our common humanity.

I was born in Jerusalem, at the time when Jerusalem 
was the capital of Palestine. There is no country called 
Palestine anymore. It was essentially wiped off the map. 
At a very young age, my family became refugees. We 
lost everything and we moved to the city of Ramallah, 
which was on the West Bank and under Jordanian rule. 

I came to the U.S. to study, and in the summer of ’67 
there was a war in the Middle East. Israel took over the 
West Bank, including where my family lives. I couldn’t go 
home because I wasn’t there at the time of the occupation. 
My passport said I was Jordanian, so I was denied a 
visa to go home. For many years I couldn’t even visit.

 I remained in the U.S. Originally I was staying 
with a fr iend in Houston, but soon I  moved to 
Detroit. From there, I moved to Florida. I went to 
school during the day and I worked odd jobs at night. 
I  was employed as a janitor when I received my 

PhD from the University of Cincinnati – I’m proud 
of what I have done. I can’t sing – I don’t have the 
voice to sing – so I can just say, “I did it my way.”

It has always been shocking and disappointing 
to me how Americans look down upon my people, 
my culture, and my whole civilization. Even at the 
col lege, when they were teaching about “world 
civi l izations” it  was essential ly Europe – feudal 
landlords, and knights. What!? Hey, wake up! When 
Europe was in the Dark Ages, there was an Islamic 
Golden Age that contributed so much to humanity!

 It’s hard to comprehend the degree of ignorance 
in this country about Arabs. It has gotten better, no 
doubt. But there is still a great deal of ignorance. 
And lately there has been a revival of racism, where 
people are burning down mosques, or shooting people 
because they look Arab or Muslim, or even when 
they’re Indian or Sikh. It’s become the stereotype 
that  Arabs  are  terror is ts  and v io lent  people .

 It’s outrageous, really. When an American commits 
a terrorist act we call him “Timothy McVeigh.” When 
a Muslim commits a terrorist act we call him “Islamic 
terrorist.” We label one and a half billion Muslims 
in the world by the act of one. We don’t say “Jewish 
terrorist.” We don’t say “Christian terrorist.” We 
don’t label the whole group. We know the name or 
we say “deranged man,” and that’s it. But Muslims 
don’t get sick, I guess. Only Westerners get sick.

 People also assume that because I have an 
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Hateful and discriminatory attitudes toward 
those of Arab descent have been a constant 
in Jamal’s teaching career. He keeps this 
student evaluation as a reminder of his 
purpose. 

“My Purpose is to advocate for justice. It is to 
advocate agaist bigotry, and against racism of any 
kind. That’s the objective of my life – that struggle.”

Arab name I must be Muslim, because al l  Arabs 
are Muslim. But I’m Roman Catholic. I even had a 
professor at Illinois State University one time stop 
me and say, “When did you convert to Christianity?” I 
was shocked. He taught comparative politics! I asked 
him, “Was Jesus Christ born in McLean County? Do 
you realize we started Christianity in Palestine?”

 Working in the University system, I was also 
called many names over the years. They wrote on my 
office door, “Kill all Arabs.” On numerous occasions I 
got to the classroom and there was something nasty 
written on the blackboard. They slashed the tires 
on my car, too. Maybe it’s because I’m vocal. Maybe 
it’s because I’m Arab, or Palestinian, or whatever.

 And then when September 11th happened, that 
was a very scary time. The police department circled 
around my house, to protect me, because they feared 
that I might be attacked. Many friends called and offered 
that I go and stay with them until things calmed down, 

and so on. But I didn’t. I wasn’t about to let bigots or 
idiots drive me out of my own house. That’s my home, 
my family’s home. I left once, from Jerusalem, and I was 
never able to get back. I don’t leave my home anymore.

 The way I see things going is very disheartening. 
I see us going backward, rather than moving forward 
to bring about greater equity and justice around the 
world. I see that refugees are getting a bad rap. I mean, 
the reason for them to become refugees is they’re being 
bombed! When bombs fall from the sky you try to run 
away, take your family, and move to some place safe. 
Instead of welcoming them we’re saying no, shutting 
the doors, and canceling visas. These people are in 
desperate need. And in the long run these refugees 
would make tremendous contributions to our society.

Liberty, freedom, give me your poor, give me 
your hungry. That’s the United States I believe in.



Whatever color you paint it, 
prejudice is  prejudice.  But 
when you are taught to love, 
u n c o n d i t i o n a l l y ,  w i t h o u t 
boundaries,  you’re able to 
give that to someone else.

I remember having lots of coloring books when I was a 
child. My mom must have realized at some point between 
spaghetti on the high chair and coloring on walls that, 
“Okay, this kid’s an artist. Let me give her a focal point.”

I always had to have the crayon box with like a hundred 
different colors. And I could differentiate sepia from 
puce, you know? Most people would not really know what 
those are, but I just always had this fixation with color.

My father’s side came to the U.S. as refugees from 
Cuba, so I’m a first generation American and I have a 
lot of Cuban traits. I’m not too dark, but I’m the darkest 
one in my family, and I’m the only one with big, frizzy, 
curly, Cuban hair. Growing up I heard the question “What 
are you?” all the time. And that was something that 
always stuck with me, because I didn’t feel like I fit in.

I was judged by my skin color, by my hair, by my 
weight, by having glasses, by my gender, and being short. 

I mean, you name it. For all of those things that I 
am, and that I can’t change. I would straighten my 
hair, I’d try to cut it short. I’d wear long sleeves so 
I wouldn’t get too dark. Wear lighter foundation, 
looking ridiculous … How do you teach a kid to 
have dignity when they’re in the face of all that?

Even today it stays with me. They’re 
deep wounds. Those are wounds that go 
back generations before I was ever born. 
Those are wounds that people have died over.

Hearing it from so many different directions, 
it began to sink under my skin, and I began to 
struggle with depression and anxiety, and with a 
fear that became overwhelming. Fear of people. 
Fear of social events. Fear of being judged. And 

I started to judge myself. I never felt good enough.
Instead of taking it outward, I took it inward. 

Starting at the age of 12, I began to suffer from 
self-injury. I struggled with alcoholism. I struggled 
with drug abuse. I would seek anything to alleviate 
all of the pain and anger and the void that I felt.

There was a significant turning point – I had hit rock 
bottom and I had an out of body experience after a severe 
car accident that nearly took my life. And I was able to 
see myself, outside of myself. And I remember crying 
out within me,  “Whatever is out there, please help me.”

After that I came into a 12-step program, which I still 
work on diligently every single day. I was introduced to the 
concept of a power greater than myself. I began to heal.

There’s a big stigma, a heavy, heavy stigma on people 
who struggle with mental health, and emotional health, and 
substance abuse. All of those struggles that I overcame.
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Scratching the Surface. Painted by 
Jennifer. Acrylic on  canvas. 2009.

“This painting represents my past, 
transitioning into early adulthood 
— trying to  discover myself, and 
struggling with growing pains and 
self-harm.”

“This painting represents the 
spiral that I always seem to be 
falling into, or flying out of. 
Nevertheless, it reminds me of 
some of the best times of my 
life.” 

The Spiral. Painted by Jennifer. 
Acrylic on  canvas. 2009.

People used to see my scars and say, “Oh my God! Did 
you do that to yourself!? Why would you do that?” It was 
traumatizing having to explain my past to people who 
didn’t feel any type of empathy. I know the scars. I don’t 
ever want to go back there, and I also don’t ever want to 
forget. But don’t just see my scars. See me – who I am.

I’ve covered the majority of my scars with tattoos – 
turning my body into a personal coloring book. And now 
people say, “Oh, that’s beautiful artwork.” And nobody 
knows what’s underneath. But these are not just tattoos. 
This is my life story, written on my skin. And instead of 
fear and lack of understanding that doesn’t allow others 
to see beyond my past, when I explain the tattoos they can 
really hear my stories. Hopefully I can open their minds 
a little bit. And, more importantly, open their hearts.

Today I’m working as a residential counselor with 
kids that mirror the younger version of me. And hopefully 
I can make some sort of difference in the moment that 
I’m blessed to encounter them. That wasn’t the plan; 
that’s just how it happened. Hurt people hurt people. 
And you need to heal yourself before you can heal others. 



People are afraid of me in the sense 
that they don’t realize that I’m a 
person, that I have a conscience, and 
that I can speak eloquently. The only 
thing to be afraid of really is that I can 
run you over with my wheelchair. But 
don’t worry, I’m not gonna do that.

I’m Jeremy. I’m 22 years old. I go to Chaffey College. 
My life is normal. I’m just doing the normal college thing. 
I do have Cerebral Palsy, which is a lack of oxygen to the 
part of the brain that controls movement. Cerebral Palsy 
makes me a very animated person. I jump around when I 
speak, and it’s a total workout so I sweat through my clothes.

My voice is also different. I wish I was like that 
guy who plays Zorro. He has a nice accent, but I 
have a disabled accent. People sometimes treat me 
according to the way I sound, and they don’t take the 
time to understand what I’m saying, or to talk to me. 

It takes most people a while to get around to thinking 
that I’m just like anyone else. Some people talk down to 
me, like in this baby tone, “Hiiiii, Jeremy,” and pat me on 
the head. Don’t pat anyone on the head! And there are 
other trigger words, like “buddy.” Don’t call me buddy.

  Other people, when I roll  up they say l ike, 
“You are such an inspiration!” When I graduated 
from high school they even gave me an award for 

“most inspirational.” I had to go in front of the whole 
school at a pep rally. It was really awkward! I was 
l ike, “Who is this saying that I ’m inspirational?” 
None of those kids ever took the time to talk to me 

If I’m your inspiration, just for being in a wheelchair, 
you need to find a new inspiration. I mean, I understand 
that by looking at my life it can make you feel like your 
life isn’t so bad. But, this is just me, living my life. 

It’s hard being a kid with a disability because kids are 
always trying to fit in, and if you’re disabled you just don’t 
fit in. Up to eighth grade I was also in special education 
classes. I loved special ed, because it teaches you life 
lessons and very practical information mixed in with the 
academics. But at the same time, my identity system 
was thrown off because I didn’t think I should be there.

 I’m a pretty smart person. I’ve had a high GPA, and 
people are always telling me that they are surprised to 
find out I’m so smart – smarter than them, even. I like to 
think I’m kind of a Christian Steven Hawking.I’m a very 
philosophical thinker. Growing up, I didn’t have the most 
social life. So, I would spend a lot of time just staring 
off into space, trying to figure out life’s big questions. 
They say when you lack one ability, you heighten 
another. So since my body isn’t able, I figure my mind is.

My parents treat me just like they treat my two 
brothers. The one thing different is that they don’t 
make me do chores, because it takes me so long to do 
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“If I’m your 
inspiration, just 
for being in a 
wheelchair, you 
need to find a new 
inspiration.”

Product of Jeremy’s t-shirt company I-M-A-G-N. 
The t-shirt reads in braille “I once was blind,” 
followed by “but now I see.”

“My identity is not being disabled. It is just 
something that I am.”

stuff. So, hey, maybe there’s a purpose to me being 
disabled. Like God knew, “My son is gonna be lazy.” 

But, my dad did worry that I didn’t have many friends, 
so he made me join a church youth group. I didn’t want 
to go, but he was like, “You have no choice. You’re in a 
wheelchair. So I’m gonna drop you off and you’re gonna 
be stuck there.” My dad is a jokester too, so it’s in my DNA.

 I use a lot of jokes to ease people up. My dad 
told me that if you can make someone laugh then 
you show them you’re just like everyone else. You’re 
gonna find this hard to believe, but once in my life I was 
even more of a jokester than I am today. I would put 
my disability on the floor for people to laugh at. The 
danger with that is when you joke around all the time 
people can start to think that your whole life is a joke. 

The church group is where I started to turn that 
around, to become a more positive person. Some 

people would say, “Oh, you found God, because 
you have emotional issues and you are disabled.” 
But that’s not it. I know why my faith is my faith. 
My faith and my disability are two separate things.

I was always a creative kid. When I went to high 
school I got into graphic design and t-shirt printing. 
I had this idea for a t-shirt company – I-M-A-G-N. 
It stands for Imagination Makes a Greater Nation. 
I do want to inspire people, but through my t-shirts 
and through my faith,  by helping them to look 
on a higher level and at what life is truly about. 



I love the military. I respect 
the military. I’ve got weapons 
on the walls of my home. I feel 
proud that I was in the U.S. 
Army. But having to live with 
threats to your life is a terrible 
way to serve our country. And 
my bones, they tell that story.

stripes, hitting an enlisted man would mean jail time 
at Leavenworth. A few months later he came and 
found me when I was sleeping in a room alone, and he 
punched me in the face. Unfortunately for him, I was 
a very good wrestler. I was able to get him in a half 
nelson, which is a hold where you can break somebody’s 
neck. He started turning purple before I released him.

After that I couldn’t sleep, so I got dressed and 
went out for a couple of beers. Next thing I know, I’m 
on the ground looking at my molar with saliva and blood 
on it. I was being kicked and stomped on by fifteen 
soldiers, including my sergeant. They were saying, 
“This is what happens when you date our women.”

The beating that you take from a bunch of guys 
wearing military boots is really something. The results 
are that I have a fourth and fifth lumbar that are out of 
place, I have Arthritis in my shoulders, my joints, and my 
ankles, and I have bone spurs. I also have what are called 

I’m the type of person who always has 
to be the best at what I do. That’s how I 
managed to have a career in engineering and 
chemistry with only a high school diploma. 
I only stopped working because my health 
forced me to retire at 53. Every month that I 
get tax-free checks from social security and 
the military, I win a battle that I never intended to fight.

A psychologist put me at 100 percent individual 
unemployability, or “IU.” They found a 90 percent military 
connection for my injuries. I was also given a 70 percent 
PTSD rating – post-traumatic stress disorder. I’ve been 
told that’s typical of people who served in Vietnam for 
two or three tours of duty. But, I never saw combat.

I joined the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers right 
after high school. There were hardly any minorities 
in those units, and I ended up being roomed with five 
white supremacists. Every night before I’d go to bed 
they would threaten that I wasn’t going to wake up. I 
slept with a pillow between my legs, another over my 
head, and an open knife in my hand for a year and a half.

A Buck Sergeant particularly disliked me because 
I was dating a Caucasian girl. He made some threats 
and I publically challenged him to a fight, but he 
refused. As a non-commission officer with three 
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“Wanting to leave Germany in a hurry 
after thirty-two and a half months of 
dealing with beatings, death threats, and 
prejudices, I didn’t even bother asking for 
any ribbons or sleeve hash marks.”

The dress greens Joseph 
wore home from his service 
in the U.S. military.

“nerve bumps” from the stress I felt during my tour of duty.
When my captain asked me if I would be interested in 

reenlisting I said, “No, sir.” I came back to San Bernardino 
and found a job in the chemical blending industry. I 
was hired because the guy saw my work ethic while I 
was employed at a gas station. And, he didn’t realize 
that I was Hispanic – he thought that I was Italian.

I did my best to show that I was the type of 
person the company could count on for advancement. 
I became so efficient at the blending techniques that 
I even surpassed their inventor. But I was passed 
up for promotion again and again, at two companies.

One boss told me, “They’re not ready to have a 
Hispanic lead the laboratory.” A friend of mine just laughed 
and said, “They don’t hire beaners for those kinds of 
positions.” When I had been in the business twenty years 
and the job of plant manager went to a guy with far less, 
I let loose. I told my boss, “There are nothing but white 
supremacists running this company.” Soon after that, they 
found a way to suspend me, and then to terminate me.

That was also about the time I started to not feel 
well. I was turning really gray. I went to the doctor and 
after a few preliminary tests he told me to get a lawyer. 
Seven doctors agreed that I was 86.6 percent chemically 
damaged. I had been unknowingly inhaling chlorine, sulfur 
dioxide, and ammonia all of those years blending chemicals, 
without a respirator provided. Now I take 105 pills a week.

I had to fight for my disability checks. Two years 
in court with the gas company, and the Department 
of Veterans Affairs – the VA – originally told me that I 
didn’t have any medical records. They had been sealed, 
and the only reason I got them was someone took pity 
on me. Without those, I wouldn’t be getting a dime.

When people ask me what I think of myself as, I say 
American. I don’t let what’s happened to me take that away.



Juzlia

These days there is a false sense of 
patriotism and nationalism. ‘This is 
mine and not yours, and you go over 
there, on this other side of this wall, 
and I’ll stay here, and everything’s 
gonna be better.’ Have you thought 
about it? Is it really going to be better?

 My name is Juzlia. I was born in Guadalajara, Jalisco. 
That’s in Mexico. Shortly after I was born, my dad came to 
the United States to work. And when I was four, and my 
brother was two, we made the trip over to Los Angeles. 

It took some adjustment, but everything still 
felt normal. I went to school as an American, but as 
soon as I entered home we were in Mexico. It’s like 
I grew up in both places at the same time. But then 
I legally don’t have the rights to either of them.

As a child, I remember always hearing things 
like “If you ever see a green-dressed police officer, 
La Migra, be careful.” But I only realized this was 
a legal thing with Prop 187. I remember the school 
informing the parents, “If anyone comes, we’ll protect 
the children. They don’t have to give their names.”

And so, yes, we always knew to just be careful 
with any legal paperwork, don’t commit crimes, don’t 
do anything that would get you in trouble. We had a 
script for certain situations. Like, I drove for a very 
long time without a driver’s license. And if I was asked 
“whose car is this?” I was to say “My dad’s. He doesn’t 
have any knowledge that I took it.” So, there were 
some things that we already knew what to do with. 

Applying to a University was the first time I 
personally felt very disappointed with my situation. I 
got a scholarship to go to Chapman College, but because 
I didn’t have any legal papers they said I would be 
charged a foreign exchange student fee. And there’s no 
way we would’ve been able to afford anything like that. 

I just remember it was the weirdest time for me 
because I had worked my entire life up to that point 
to be a college-educated person, because that’s the 
reason my parents came to this country, and it was 
being denied to me. Everyone knew what I wanted 
to do and what kind of a student I was, and what my 
future held. It just felt like such a disappointment.

I did go to community college, but I dropped out 
to take a full-time job at a family-owned business. 
I’ve made a career out of it, and I’m doing really 
well. And, hey, I don’t have any student loans to pay 
back. But, right now, I really dislike my employer.  

The boss I had before, he saw what I brought to the 
table, and it didn’t matter who I was. But the company 
we merged with is a faith-based company and the owner 
has his church mantras everywhere. So, that already 
made me uneasy because I am openly gay, and the 
judgment that has been passed on me has mostly come 
from religious persons. I felt like I was in the lion’s den. 

Surprisingly, even though my co-workers are religious, 
that’s not the problem. The problem is the owner. He 
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Inscribed with Juzlia’s wedding date and 
the words “Forever starts today.” Given 
to Juzlia by her wife, Brie.

“The watch is reminder that everything happens for 
a reason at the time it is meant to happen. Which 
includes my becoming legal now, because of my wife.”

won’t even acknowledge that I’m there. He won’t say 
“Good Morning,” or “How are you doing?” But he’ll pass 
by and say, “Hey Rich, how are you?  I need your help. 
Can you come over here?” And any time that I’ve been 
absent, I come back and there’s always changes. I’m not 
part of any of those conversations. It’s like I’m invisible. 

It’s not easy for me to leave, given my legal 
status. I can’t just get up and go. And I have recruiters 
cal l ing me al l  day long. I  have opportunit ies 
anywhere. But I have to be careful with what I say 
and what I do and make sure that I don’t put myself 
in a situation where I can’t provide for my family.

My wife and I have a daughter now, and we’ve 
talked about it – we have said that if anything 
ever happened and I was ever removed from this 

country, we would just leave together as a family. 
We never thought that we would come to a place, 
politically, where we would have to think about that. 

In all of the political rhetoric about il legal 
immigration, people sometimes forget that we’re all 
human beings. And that the ultimate love, and protection, 
and unity that you feel for yourself and what’s yours, that’s 
what we need to apply on a grander scale to humanity. 

I’ve paid taxes every year since I started working. 
I don’t know anyone in my family who uses welfare 
or unemployment. I’ve never committed a crime, 
and I don’t plan on doing so. I’ve never even had a 
speeding ticket. My ancestors are from this earth, 
from this piece of land that I’m standing on. This 
is my country, even though I am not a legal citizen. 



K.C.

I just keep fighting. And that 
means, a lot of times, having 
to battle people who look at 
me and say, ‘But, you’re fine.’

My name is K.C. I grew up in Valencia, a place that I once 
heard somebody call a Ralph Lauren zombie commercial, 
where people are just behaving and acting the same way. 
They’re all dressed in designer clothing, and if you are 
not White-looking they just don’t want to talk to you.

Most people think that I look White. One professor 
kept referring to me as Hispanic and I just laughed. 
Like, that’s the one thing I don’t actually have in me. My 
heritage is very mixed. I have Dutch, Irish, French, and 
supposedly there’s English in there. And then I’m also 
Japanese, Native American, and African American, and 
it’s those parts that my family doesn’t like to talk about.

I remember bringing it up one time to my mom, saying, 
“Mom, why is Grandma so dark? Why does she have an afro 
in this picture?” And my mom said, “If anybody ever asks, 
just tell them that she’s ‘Black Irish.’ She comes from a long 
line of people that are just darker for some reason.” And I 
was like, “Okay, so you want me to lie about who we are?”

I do have a doll that I call William – my chocolate 
baby – and I’ve had him since I was two. And I 
remember asking my mom, “Well, why did you guys 
give me this then, if we’re not supposed to identify 

like that?” And she said, “Well, we want you to be 
accepting of everybody. But this isn’t who you are.”

I struggled with trying to figure out how to make 
myself “normal.” I wore baggy clothes to cover up 
my body when I developed early. I was held down by 
a pastor and went through conversion therapy. I just 
remember feeling trapped. Like I was being strangled. 

I attempted suicide a few times. I had issues with 
anorexia and bulimia, to the point that I was in the hospital 
for 3 months, literally dying. And I just couldn’t, even at that 
moment, even when my mom kept saying, “Why are you 
doing this to yourself?” I couldn’t even look at her and say, 
“This is why.” I just kept saying, “I don’t know.” But I couldn’t 
be who I was, and that was very difficult for me to deal with.

There are a lot of people who were very surprised 
when I told them that I was in a relationship with a woman. 
And that’s a problem. I mean, you’re trying to say, then, 
that gay people only look or act a certain way, and that’s 
just not true. And that’s also the case with disability.

I was diagnosed a few years ago with Sjogren’s 
Syndrome, which is an autoimmune disorder where 
your body mistakenly attacks its own cells and tissues. 
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“William” was given to K.C. to 
instill an acceptance of other 
ethnicities, so long as she did 
not inquire about her own.

“The minute I knew who I was, I also knew I had 
to keep something a secret. And it was stressful, 
because as a kid I was bad at keeping secrets. I 
could not do it. And then, at the same time, I was 
trying to figure out how to make myself ‘normal.’ It 
was something I struggled with.”

It is internal, so most people don’t even know when 
they see me that I am sick. But my body gets so tired 
that I just collapse. To the point where a couple of 
weeks ago at a store, the security person at the door 
looked at us, “Oh, can I help you?” And I said, “We’re 
just looking for a wheelchair, because I need one.” And 
she said, “I’m sure you’re fine.” I just was shocked. And 
I literally looked at my husband and was like, “Can you 
pick me up, and just put me in the shopping cart then, 
and just push me? Because I don’t know what to do.”

It happens, I would say, all the time. It’s just one 
of those things where there are some days that I can 
actually deal with it better than other days. Some 
days, I’m very capable of just snapping back at the 
person and saying something, and then there are 
other days I think it’s just, I’m already so beaten down 
by things that I just cry. And I can’t even deal with it. 

My husband is transgender – he was a woman when 
we met and when we married, and he is in the process 
of transitioning. And we have opened our home to kids 
who feel like they are trapped – if they’re gay, if they’re 
transgender, and they’re scared, or if their parents are 
going to hurt them, and they don’t know what to do. We’ve 
literally said, “Our home is open. We don’t care who 
you are. You can come be with us. No questions asked.” 

I feel like you can tell a kid to be strong and try to just 
get past it, but sometimes they need a person there to help 
them. To say, “You can tell me what happened. You don’t 
have to tell me, but no matter what, I’m going to be here. 
I’m not gonna judge you. I know what you’ve been through, 
to an extent, because it can be something totally different, 
but I get it.” Abuse is abuse. It’s still gonna affect you. And I 
want them to know, “I am here for you. I can help you do this.”



Still to this day I’m not 

sure what I’m supposed 

to be, but there’s no way I 

can be a regular American 

because I look too ethnic.

My name is Lisa. I  really love horses, and so 
I live out in a more rural area of Riverside. I wind 
up having a long commute to work, unfortunately, 
but that’s the way it goes. I ’m also an avid video 
gamer. Can you believe that? A lot of people think 
you’re technological ly dead once you hit  forty.

 I am somebody who feels very much American, 
and I was brought up culturally White. You know, 
meatloaf and mashed potatoes. But I was always 
reminded that I wasn’t White, by everybody else 
around me,  bas ica l ly.  “No,  no,  no.  You’re  not 
one of us.  You’re something else.  What else?”

That “something else” depends on the region 
I ’m in and the minorit ies most prevalent there. 
Sometimes people think I’m Hawaiian or Samoan, 
maybe because I’ve been overweight since puberty 
and I have curly hair. Here in California people assume 
I’m Mexican, for the most part. Yes, my dad is Mexican, 

but I don’t speak a lot of Spanish, and I don’t have 
the cultural experiences that people assume I do.

One time I was standing in line to get a burrito, 
and this guy was in front of me marveling at how 
fast they were making the food. And he says to his 
son, “It’s all in the thumbs, how you roll it.” And he 
turns to me and says, “Right? It’s all in the thumbs?” 
And I ’m l ike,  “Dude, if I  was any good at this I 
wouldn’t be standing here trying to buy a burrito.” 
I grew up on Midwestern fried chicken and roast beef.

Another time at Costco this guy came up and 
asked me, “Do you speak English?” I said yes, and he 
asked me to watch his cart. But I’m thinking, that’s 
how you lead off!? There are plenty of blondes 
from Spanish-speaking countries too, you know.

When I was in Louisiana things were different – 
there, I was Black. I remember a guy driving one of 
those horse drawn cabs, and he offered me a special 
rate because “you know, we have to help each other out.”

And then I was once in a craft shop on a Navajo 
reservation and this lady goes, “Oh, can I take your 
picture with this pot?” And I ’m like, “I ’m not the 
artist. I’m a tourist, like you!” And she says, “That’s 
fine. Can I just take your picture?” And I’m thinking, 
is this because my hair is in pigtails? She’s gonna 
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While exploring her Native heritage, Lisa 
took up beadwork. She made this bag, 
patterned on one seen in a Native arts 
magazine, using the lazy squaw stitch.

“I had been spending a lot of time 
at fairs — I was showing livestock 
with Cal Poly, and saw that there 
was a variety of beadwork entered, 
including some Native styles, and I 
thought mine was a superior piece 
of work. So I figured, why not? And I 
was right. I won the category for that 
year. It’s the best piece I ever made.”

put that in her photo album, “Look, a real Indian.”
My whole life I’ve heard the inevitable question, 

“What are you?” And then it’s, here we go again: My 
maternal grandmother is half Black, half White. She 
married a man who was Black and Choctaw. And my 
dad is from Mexico City. When I share my background 
like this with someone I’m always wondering, what is it 
that you plan to do with this information? Are you just 
idly curious, or are you going to use it to stereotype me?

When I was a kid, I was really trying to self-identify 
as White. I distanced myself from my ethnicity by 
laughing about “wetbacks” and “beaners” along with 
the other kids. It was this desperate attempt to 
stamp away my ethnicity and feel like I fit in. I also 
relaxed my hair for years because I couldn’t stand the 
curls and kinks. And – here’s my own prejudice again 
coming in – I wasn’t about to put Jheri Curl in my hair.

I take a lot more pride in my heritage now. I’m a 
mixture of all of these races, and this makes me unique 
and it’s a beautiful thing. That’s really what the great 
American melting pot was supposed to be about, not 
just White people mixing with other White people.

But what I’ve found is that when I embrace one 
part of my identity there is always someone saying 
“Well, you’re not enough of this,” or “You wouldn’t 
understand because you’re too much of that .” 
So, I have this whole push/pull between all these 
groups that I belong to, but none of them wants to 
embrace me. It’s like being a man without a country.

When it boils down to who I am, sometimes I still don’t 
know. I might look ethnic, but I wasn’t raised ethnic. I’m 
a little more culturally connected than I used to be, but I 
still don’t feel different from just a regular old American.



Miyaxwe, miyaxwe. Ne netew 
Mario Lario Chutnicut …  net 
hen Pachawal Pa, Kuupaangaxa, 
W i l a k a l  Pa  t a x l i s w e t e m , 
chaymukatem, Iviatem, umun 
nemingkem, chutnicut, isil-siva-
yawitchem, Nauhanavitcem, 
Au l ingy ish  Natcutak iktem, 
Tepamokiktum, Temalsekalet, 
Wewonicyauam. Wi-Istam. Umun 
nemingkem, achama amna’a.
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“My rattle has the 
perfect tune to it. The 
seeds have gotten real 
hard, and it sounds 
like glass. I’ve had 
that rattle for years. 
It’s been everywhere. 
It’s my testament. 
When people say, 
‘Mine doesn’t sound 
that good,’ I tell them, 
‘Get your prayer into 
it. Give it some time. 
Keep it with you. And 
then it sounds better.’”

Traditional Cahuilla rattle, crafted by Mario



I think everybody who comes 
to the U.S. should be entitled 
to the American dream. That’s 
the reason my mom brought 
five kids under the age of 15 
– for us to have a better life.

My name is Maritza. I came to the U.S. when 
I was nine. I have these hazy memories of big sand 
hills, the Tijuana River, and chain link fencing. I’ve 
been told that the border patrol agents just let 
everybody pass through, after they ran over somebody.

We arrived in August, and I started school in 
September. My mom was sending me to school in 
these patent leather shoes and knee-high socks and 
homemade skirts. If the kids made fun of me I really 
don’t remember, because I didn’t understand them.

I was in a mostly White school with few Hispanic 
students, and that forced me to learn English quickly. 
As an adult,  my Mexican accent is very minimal, 
and when I speak Spanish it is with an American 
accent. I do feel more American than Mexican, even 
though I am not legally a U.S. citizen. I am living 
in this country as an undocumented immigrant.

I’ve come close to qualifying for legal status, but it’s 
never happened. Like, when my mom was pregnant she 
was in the U.S., but she went back to Mexico a month 
before I was born. And if my family would have crossed in 
‘88 instead of ‘89, I might have qualified for family unity 
benefits. Then in 2001 my mom and brothers qualified 

for the LIFE Act, but I couldn’t because dependents 
had to be under 21, and I was already 21. When DACA 
came you had to be under 31, and I was already 32.

The only reason I ’m bringing up al l  of these 
missed opportunities is because each time a new 
program came out I got excited — Finally, this is gonna 
happen. I can live the American dream! And then, all 
of a sudden, “No, you don’t qualify.” It’s emotional.

Without papers I ’ve had to work “under the 
table” – getting paid cash for dead-end jobs. For a 
long time I was getting 30 dollars a day for working 
probably 9 to 10 hours.  Another employer just 
stopped paying me at al l .  You end up accepting 
whatever crumbs people are wil l ing to give you.

In high school I worked in a shoe store. I left and got 
lucky with a great job in customer service. That company 
left town after ten years, so I went back to the shoe store. 
There were people who had seen me there as a teenager, 
and now in my thirties, and they would say things like, 
“What? You’re still here?” And I would tell them, ‘“No, I 
worked somewhere else, but I came back here.” But deep 
inside I was also questioning, “What are you doing here?”

I  started feel ing l ike,  you know, “I ’m worth 
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“‘MG’ is the logo for my business. 
‘Ladypreneur’ is short for Lady Entrepreneur. 
It also has the Coyote Dreamers logo, and 
silhouettes of the American flag and a Cactus.”

When Maritza graduated from CSUSB in 
2016, she decorated her cap with symbolism 
and words to represent her journey as an 
undocumented immigrant.

more than this.” I mean, yes, I don’t have papers. 
But, I ’m worth more than this. I don’t see myself 
as a vict im of my status,  but what could I  do?

And  then  the  Ca l i fo rn ia  Dream Act  (AB 
540) came in, and for that I did qualify. I may not
be getting my papers, but I  did qualify to go to
school. I  started at Riverside Community College
in 2012, and I  graduated from Cal State with a
Bachelor’s in Entrepreneurial Management in 2016.

While I was on campus I got involved with the 
Coyote Dreamers – a group to support undocumented 
students – and it was empowering! People were 
coming out ,  say ing  “Yes ,  I ’m undocumented!”

I hadn’t really shared my status with anyone 
before, but I started to, and it was really nice to show 
people that an undocumented individual could do 
so much. It’s just like someone turned on my inner 
chingona. I don’t know how else to describe it to you!

I’m still un-hirable. I have all the qualifications 
that you’re looking for, but you can’t legally hire me. 
I do own my own business. It’s in my mom’s name 
because I cannot legally own it .  I  pay my taxes, 
but it’s with an ITIN, because I don’t qualify for a 

social security number. I’m trying to walk a straight 
l ine, but where there are al l  these locked doors 
sometimes you have to crawl through a few windows.

A lot of undocumented immigrants do everything 
in their power to stay off the radar. But, we’re your 
neighbor, we’re the person driving next to you, we 
are donating at the blood bank. We may not be in 
the system, but there are a lot of us here to live that 
American dream. And while there are always going to 
be a few bad apples, most of us haven’t done anything 
wrong. We’re just attempting to live a normal life.

Walk a day in our shoes. Actually, walk a year. 
And then imagine what it is like to walk a lifetime.



I love this entire country, don’t ever 
get me wrong. It’s just, at that point 
in time, we had moved to a portion 
of the U.S. that wasn’t the best 
area for my skin tone. And the way 
I was being treated made me think 
that I was doing something wrong.

My name is Mark. I ’m a biology major here at 
CSUSB. My family always told me that I  could be 
whatever I  wanted to be,  but that I  could never 
give up. As soon as you give up, the world wins. And 
especially for people of certain ethnic and cultural 
backgrounds, the world has a lot to throw at you.

My family taught me virtues of Native Americans, 
like honesty and strength of will. They also told me that 
to be a Mexican, to be Mexica, is to be proud of who you 
are. I don’t compromise these virtues for anybody, and 
I’ve gotten as far as I have, if with a few trips and bruises.

I am Mexican Native American – Choctaw, Lakota, 
Sioux, Mexica – and also Russian and Polynesian. At 
school in Connecticut, none of that mattered; I was 
just brown, and I would get beaten up almost daily. I’d 
have things taken from me, my homework would end 
up going missing, and they would call me names – not 
just normal childhood name calling, but racial slurs.

I had anger issues. Everything that was going 

on at school coupled with me thinking that it was 
my fault that my dad wasn’t around. Things just 
compounded and compounded. There was even a 
point where I  contemplated sl itt ing my wrist or 
jumping off my house, head first. When my family 
found out about that they came down on me like a 
hammer and basically scared the suicide out of me.

Before moving to Connecticut I was a very outgoing 
kid. But every time I tried to start a conversation, I would 
run the risk of getting humiliated or punched. When 
I came back to California everything was tempered 
with that mindset. I understand that it was years ago. 
My family tells me, “You’ve gotta move past it.” And 
I try. It’s just, it’s still there in the back of my mind. 

I  understand that ,  yes,  a  lot  of i t  was just 
words — wetback, savage, bean pusher … But the 
thing is that words eat at you — you hear them 
and they stick in your head. Words may not hurt 
you, but they can scar you pretty bad, and they 
stay with you a lot longer than anything physical.

Some of the stereotypes I dealt with as a kid 
have died away. Like, you don’t hear many people 
saying things like, “You’re Indian? So where are your 
moccasins?” But we’re also in a cultural renaissance, and 
a lot of people who are curious ask ignorant questions 
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“This signifies the 
connection of my people to 
their spirits, and that these 
spirits are no greater or 
lesser than the spirits of the 
animals around us. We are, 
in fact, linked.”

A gift to Mark from his 
grandmother, this statue 
portrays a chieftain and an 
eagle perched atop a mountain

based on misconceptions, like “Do you pray to a rain 
God?”  If you don’t know about Native spirituality, fine, 
but don’t let that inform your question. You can ask, 
“Can you tell me about Native American spirituality?” 
That will change the entire course of the conversation.

There are also people who see a long-haired, 
brown-skinned man in  a  wife  beater and st i l l 
immediately think, “Oh, it’s a cholo ,  or some gang 
banger.” That’s all they have to go on is skin color 
and hair. I  have a sister who’s in debate and she 
would tear you apart if you came at her with that.

When I walk around I wear a t-shirt or a button 
up, nice shoes, and my hair tied back. I learned from 
my family  — I’ve seen my grandpa even steam his 
pajamas before he went to bed! – that sometimes 
you have to be willing to meet prejudice head-on.

I want to dare to dream for something better than 
what I was given. If helping you to see me in a positive 
light makes me a sellout in your mind, fine. But I know 
that I’m learning how to speak Serrano, and Japanese 
for that matter, and to be an Aztec dancer, as well as 
how to do marital arts and play the Navajo flute. And 
if you look back at the longest history of the Mexica, 
all the way back to the Aztec Empire, they weren’t 
allowed to join the military until they’d had a full 
education and mastered an art. I might not be a soldier, 
but I’m still carrying on the traditions of my people.

You walk down the street and you see somebody 
different and, I don’t care what activist group you fight 
for, it’s a human response to be wary. That doesn’t 
make us bad people. It’s only if we succumb to it 
that we become the evil that we’re trying to fight.

In my opinion, we are the greatest nation in the 
world. Red, white, and blue, here we go! But the 
most valuable and the most important thing that we 
can have right now is also the scarcest, and that’s 
daring to dream that this world can be a better place.

I ’m wil l ing to f ight for it .  What about you?



Maryam

Over time I have developed a 
thicker skin. I treat people just 
as I want to be treated. I try not 
to be disrespectful of anyone. My 
religion teaches me these things 
– as ironic as it seems, because I
am attacked for my belief system.

My name is Maryam. I  study biology at Cal State San 
Bernardino. I was born in Iraq, but I was raised in the United 
States. I usually identify myself as an American Muslim.

Wherever I go, I don’t quite fit in – in the United States 
I am that Muslim-Arab-Middle-Eastern girl. Post 9/11, 
Muslims are often seen as un-American and made to feel 
like we do not belong here. When I go back to the Middle 
East, I am that Americanized Muslim girl. And because I am 
Shiite, which is only 15 percent of the Muslim population, 
I am a minority also in my own religious community. 

I do wear a head scarf. It is a personal choice 
of religious attire. For me, covering my head is a 
constant reminder to be humble and to be modest. 
Some people look at my head scarf and tell me, “Take 
if off! You don’t need it. You’re in America now.” And 
I’m like, “I’ve been here almost my whole life, so I know 
what my rights are, thank you.” I am proud to wear it.

Not all Muslim girls cover their heads. Others are 
reinventing how it is done — through hats, through 

capes, through anything that looks “normal” in the 
United States. I don’t think anything is wrong with 
that, but it is sad they feel they have to do that to fit in.

I get more positive than negative vibes from the 
general public about observing hijab, though some people 
do ask really weird questions, like if I shower with a scarf 
on. Other times there are social misconceptions– like that I 
am not allowed to attend school or to drive. Granted, some 
Middle Eastern women cannot do these things, but that 
does not mean these are core, fundamental beliefs of Islam. 

When I was younger, although I observed hijab, I never 
felt any different from the other children in my classes. 
They would ask me why it was that I wore it, and I would 
explain it to them, and that would be the end of it. They 
simply asked out of curiosity and that never bothered me.

Unfortunately, these days my younger siblings are 
not treated the same by their peers as I was by mine. 
There have been too many occasions at school where 
they were bullied, mistreated, and harassed. My younger 
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Maryam wears a scarf as a sign of 
modesty and her devotion to God.

“I think it’s very important to 
share narratives like these, so 
that we can break down the 
misconceptions, and so our 
neighbors know that, look, I am 
a human being, too.”

sister was told that she is a terrorist, and that she is ugly 
with the headscarf. My brothers have also been called 
terrorists and “towel heads.” It broke my heart to see them 
crying at these cruel things people say. It got to a point 
where my parents placed them in a private Islamic school. 

More often than name-calling, the animosity that 
I perceive toward Muslims is so subtle that you might 
overlook it. For example, I went out to dinner with a group of 
American-Muslim women and one of my friends requested 
water without ice. The waitress looked at her and said, 
“Well, in America we drink water with ice.” I was taken 
aback because I didn’t know how to react. I didn’t want 
to go down to that level and say something disrespectful, 
but I also wanted her to acknowledge that what she said 
was not okay. I told her, “You know, we are American.” 

Another instance that I recall was at the retail optical 
dispensary where I work. A customer walked in, so I 
smiled and asked if she needed help. She said, “I need 
somebody else to help me.” Everybody else was busy, 
so I told her, “I am available.” She said, “I don’t want you 
helping me.” I was really hurt, and I did shed a few tears. 

A situation that happened more recently is that 
my family’s cars were vandalized. For a month straight 

there was dog waste on all of our windshields each 
morning. While there was no note to indicate that this 
was done because of our religion, we were the only 
family in the neighborhood that this was happening to. 

I’m told that I should be apologetic, that I have 
to bear the responsibility of the actions of so-called 
Radical Muslims. But, I have nothing to do with them! 
I do feel bad because, as a human being, I believe 
that no life should be taken away unjustly. But, I’m 
not responsible for the actions of radical Muslims. 
Neither are a billion other Muslims in the world. 

Everyone from all religions and cultures deserves to be 
treated with respect. But, because of my religion, it seems 
that there is always some kind of label glued onto me. Those 
labels keep people from seeing that I am a human being. I am 
loving. I am a capable woman. And I will not be oppressed. 



My grandpa would always 
tell us, 'Hey, take off my 
shoes. You're gonna do this 
for your future husband.' And 
I'm like, 'Am I really? Or, is 
he gonna take off my shoes?’

My name’s Monica and I am 18 years old. I was born 
in Ontario, but I spent the first five years of my life in 
Mexico. People have a lot of stereotypes. “Oh, you grew 
up in Mexico? Okay, you’re illegal.” And because I’m a 
woman and I have an opinion, that means I am “bossy.” 

When I came from Mexico and started kindergarten, 
I was learning my ABC’s and my 1, 2, 3’s like a typical 
child. But when I went to first grade they thought that my 
English wasn’t good enough, so they put me in the English 
learning classes. I quickly realized that a lot of people 
wouldn’t want to hang out with me because of that. It 
was hard for me to make friends. I was a “foreigner” from 
Mexico. A lot of kids wouldn’t even attempt to speak to me. 

It’s funny because often the people that would 
make fun of me were those who had the same sort 
of background. They’d be Mexican, too. And they’d 
say things like, “Oh, I learned English faster. Oh, my 
parents didn’t come from Mexico, my grandparents did. 
Oh, I’ve been here longer than you.” And it was like, 
“All those things make me better than you.” It made 
me feel weak, at first. And it made me feel excluded. 

I finally found a group of friends when I became 
more focused on my education. We met through the 
school AVID program – Advancement via Individual 
Determination – that helps kids to prepare for college. 
It was like, “I’m into school, you’re into school,” and 
that’s the common thing that we had. We each had 
our stories, but we didn’t judge each other for them. 

My parents didn’t have an education, so they really 
didn’t emphasize the importance of school. It was my 
older sister who joined AVID first. She kept enforcing 
the idea that if you get an education, your life becomes 
easier – it’s not that there aren’t any struggles when you 
have an education, but the struggles are different, so you 
can achieve bigger goals. My sister was my role model. 

My mom really influenced me, too, because she’s 
the one who provided for us by working. For many 
years my dad didn’t have a job. I learned to see things 
as, “Okay, this is how things work. Females can provide 
for the household, whether they’re single or not.”

That’s different from many traditional Mexican 
households. I lived in my grandparents’ house for 
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Build-A-Bear stuffed wolf, made by Monica 
in the second grade

“He was the only friend I had 
after coming to the States. He 
was a sense of security to me, 
and without him I would not 
have gotten through the bullying 
or discrimination I faced in 
elementary school”

many years, and my grandma would constantly tell 
me and my sisters, “Pick up after your uncles.” I had 
five uncles in that house, and they were all messy. 
They were used to my grandma picking up after them! 

I was seven years old and being told, “You must cook 
for the male. You must feed the male. You must clean up 
after the male.” I would get mad, like, “I didn’t make this 
mess! How can you expect me to wash these dishes when 
they don’t even, literally, pick their underwear up off of 
the floor?” They told me this was my role, as a woman. 

Being that I am female, many men do think they 
can automatically tell me what to do. And if I say 
something back they think that, “Oh, she’s just bossy.” 
And I’m thinking, “If you were in my shoes would you 
be bossy? No. You’d be, in quotations, ‘the boss.’” 
Right? Well, I’m just trying to be the boss as well.

I have been in a relationship for six years. That’s 
tough, I’m not gonna lie. When you’re twelve you’re just 
thinking “Oh my God, you’re cute! You like me back!? 
Okay!” And that’s all you need. But growing up, our views 
started going in different ways. My boyfriend grew up in 
a more traditional household, and at times he can be a 

little overpowering, like, “I’m the man. I take dominance. 
I provide for you.” And I’m just like, “I’m a female, but 
that doesn’t mean I can’t do things for myself. We’re 
going to have equal balance in this relationship.” And we 
still struggle with that, because he is like, “I must do this 
and provide for you.” And I’m like, “But I can do it, too.”

That I didn’t know English, that doesn’t make me 
who I am today. That I am a woman doesn’t define my 
potential. My motivation to succeed, and what I want 
to achieve, are what make me who I am. Instagram, 
hashtag, you’re your own fuel. Monday motivation. 



My grandparents have always 
taught me to shake hands, to 
introduce yourself, to be kind, to 
be courageous, to be welcoming, 
to extend yourself to others, 
and that what you put into 
life, life will give back to you.

 I was born Nichole. I prefer to go by Nikki. And, I 
took my grandfather’s surname when I was nineteen. 
It was my grandparents who raised me for the greater 
part of my life. They gave me the unconditional love 
that I wanted as a child, and that I still seek very often 
in my adulthood, and the confidence, the drive, the 
ambition, and the basis for everything that I believe in.

I’m currently an RN student at Citrus College. 
Prior to that I spent approximately 5 years in the army. 
I left when I was other than honorably discharged. I 
had been sexually assaulted, and one of the people in 
my unit was there when it happened. Attending drill 
was revisiting that trauma for me, so I stopped going. 
Back then, there was the “don’t ask, don’t tell” concept in the 
military. For me to prove my innocence would be exposing 

that I was gay, and that could end up in a discharge anyway. 
After a conversation with my officers, I just got a letter in 
the mail one day saying that I was no longer in the army.

I’m gay, and I “dress gay,” though I hate to use 
those words to classify myself. I’m full with tattoos and 
I’ve always had short hair. I walk down the street and 
people are afraid of me. They grab their children! At job 
interviews there have been so many times I immediately 
get looked up and down, like, “Okay, are you gonna 
be an appropriate representation of our company?” 
They’re so focused on the exterior that the question 
of being capable for the position never really surfaces.

I try not to be aggressive, like “Well, why don’t you 
like my tattoos and that I have short hair?” When you’re 
forceful, it leaves a bad taste in people’s mouths. But I am 
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Hammer wrapped in newsprintCrafted by Nikki as an opportunity for interpretation
– hammers can be used to break, but also to build.
She sees educating ourselves as a way to bridge the
gap of marginalization.

“It is a representation of my 
optimism to challenge others 
to break the walls of racism 
and educate themselves in 
hopes for a better today and 
more unified tomorrow.”

keeping my hair longer than I used to. I hate that I have to 
do this in order to be respected as a human. But instead 
of telling you what to think or what to do, if I can have 
the opportunity to make a connection with you and let 
you see me for who I am rather than “that feminist lesbian 
with an attitude,” I can leave my fingerprints in your life. 

I know that if I can be a positive representation 
of a community, something better is going to come 
out from it. And if you are going to judge me, it can be 
as a human rather than as a gay person, or a woman, 
or someone who is educated. I’ve had a lot of success 
with that. Because everybody has some type of 
humanity, whether it’s buried deep in there or not.

I think my greatest accomplishment thus far in life 
is my daughter. She’s such a spicy little girl with such a 
big personality. She’s given me so much more drive and 
ambition to be a better person, and to be greater than I 
ever thought I could be. And to be brave, and step outside 
of my comfort zone to make others feel in that manner. 
It’s like my heart is just not in my chest anymore. It’s with 
her, in Upland, playing with my grandparents right now.

My wife and I conceived our daughter using an 
anonymous donor. There are people who ask, “Well, 
who’s the dad?” Being a “dad” is an earned role. Does 
it really matter if she has a dad, or if you think it’s 
right or wrong that we had children? Or, does it 
matter that we are raising this amazing human, and 
that when you meet her she will change your life?

It’s not having a mommy and a daddy that makes 
you great. It’s being loved, unconditionally. My grandpa 
is my dad. That’s why I took his name, because it was 
he who built me as an individual. My grandpa was a 
construction worker, a roofer, a lifting weight macho man, 
and he had me do it all with him. We love building stuff 
all the time. And it was never a question of what my role 
was. It was just wherever you are is where you belong.

So often parents will try to change their children, 
because they know how hard it’s going to be for their 
child to be who they are, or they see their child as a 
reflection of themselves. When a child comes out as gay, 
it can be stressful and devastating to know that they 
could potentially have a life of adversity, because you 
only want the best for them. But for your child to choose 
to be brave enough to be who they are, and to be sure 
about it, that means you’ve loved them the right way.



It never felt right to me to be in 
a box. It didn’t make any sense. 
It is easiest for me to function 
when I am at work as a nurse, 
because I  understand the 
boundaries between patient and 
practitioner. I don’t understand 
the boundaries of everyday life. 

I was brought to this country from Guatemala 
when I was nine months old. I’m so grateful to be in 
California, because I don’t think I could exist anywhere 
else. I am this uncultured Latina mom who carries her 
yoga mat in the back of the SUV and drinks green 
juice. Yes, these are my chakra centering crystals. 
I’m such the California stereotype. At the same time, 
I don’t fit most people’s expectations. I never have.

“Brown woman” is pretty much my favorite label 
for myself, because all the other pigeonholes are too 
constraining. The boxes that we divide ourselves 
into have never made sense to me, and I’ve been 
pushing out the walls to mine since I was l itt le.

The earliest memory I have is when I was seven years 
old. I was in speech therapy and, because I started to 
annunciate, suddenly I was being told I’m whitewashed, 
I’m a coconut, I’m trying to be better than I am. In high 
school I tried to be part of a Brown Student Union and 
was told that I wasn’t “ethnic enough.”I also remember 

my mother telling me as a kid that I had “lesbian lips.” 
She’d ask me, “Are you a lesbian?” I had no idea what 
that meant, but the tone behind it was so fierce that the 
automatic answer was, “Of course not!” and I took to 
always covering my mouth. When I did try to come out 
as bisexual, the gay community told me that I didn’t have 
the “right lifestyle.” They told me I was “just curious” and 
“greedy.” I was like, “Damn it! I can’t get anything right.”

And then I found this little black book at the library. 
It was called The Witch’s Bible. And I was like, “This is 
a thing?” I flipped through a few pages and read about 
how in the Pagan tradition everything is considered 
connected. It could be the biggest star or the tiniest 
speck of dust – it’s all made of the same stuff! It was 
one of the first times that I felt that there were other 
people who could think the way I do. I was hooked.

A lot of times when I tell people I’m Pagan they 
mishear and think I’m vegan. So they’re like, “Why are 
you eating pork chops?” And I’m like, “Cause they’re 
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Cauldrons have a womb-like 
shape, and are sometimes used to 
symbolically represent female force. 
They can also be used to hold or to 
ritually burn items. Paola’s cauldron 
is pictured here.

“I conjure in everything I do in life. 
Everything is magic, everything is  
beautiful cosmic synchronicity, and I’m 
so grateful to have been born human 
so that everything I do, whether it be 
physical intention, emotional intention, 
or private secret desires, they will all 
ultimately have this rippling fractal 
effect throughout the universe and in 
my life.”

freakin’ delicious, I don’t even understand you right 
now.” Pagan is an umbrella term for people who 
believe in the harmony of nature. You use spells to set 
intention, and energy goes to where it is most focused.

Part of being Pagan is aspiring to be as authentic 
as possible. I don’t want to misrepresent the type of 
emotion I’m having at any moment, so I do wear a lot of 
black. And I look good in black! Because I appear “goth,” 
some people are afraid of me. They think I’m gonna do 
something weird to their children. My ex-mother-in-law 
was constantly asking when I was gonna get over this “dark 
phase,” because I’m a grown woman with a child to raise.

I’m no longer married. When I had a bruise on my 
throat that was “my fault,” and I was told it “wasn’t 
that bad,” and I was “just exaggerating,” I  f inally 
couldn’t take it anymore. I was alone in my house and 
the silence was absolutely deafening. I allowed myself 
to scream in every room, and to feel the energy and 
every bit of life that happened in them. And then I left.

It wasn’t in my plans, but I became homeless. I 
took my daughter with me, because I wanted her to 
see that no matter how you got where you are, it is 
important to recognize that you still have power to 
move forward. In my spiritual path, even when the 
most heinous of things happen, you are present in 
that moment. And, there’s a dance that you do with 
the universe that gets you where you wanna be.

I’m a firm believer in a cosmic web of love and trust 
that women have that extends through space and time. 
And for every time that a woman gets beat down by her 
partner and she gets up the next day, she is able to do 
it because collectively we have this blanket of love that 
cradles us when things get really bad. My actions will 
set the course for my daughter, and my fellow women, 
just like countless of them have done that for me.

I’ve stopped covering up my smile. I don’t care anymore 
if I have lesbian lips. It doesn’t matter, because this is 
me. It’s not necessary to assimilate for acceptanceIt’s 
perfectly fine to appreciate things for what they are.



If we want to get technical in terms 
of what substance abuse looks like, 
it’s chronic, progressive, and fatal. 
And with that, do addicts really 
choose to have this disease? I would 
say that once we have it, once that 
invisible line is crossed, the choice to 
drink or to use is no longer there. It 
just becomes a necessity to survive.

I grew up in neighborhoods with a liquor store on 
every corner, and mattresses on the street. We were 
poverty-stricken. We wouldn’t even be able to flush our 
toilets, because we couldn’t pay the water bill. There 
was also a lot of abuse, including sexual abuse, verbal 
abuse, and physical abuse. And, I just felt completely 
out of place. So my image of myself, and of what a 
mother should be, was skewed from the very beginning.

Telling you all this isn’t about blaming my parents. It’s 
about setting up the foundation of why I turned to a coping 
mechanism that was very unhealthy – why I became an 
addict. By the time I was eighteen I was using drugs, big and 
hard, and they made me feel like I was on top of the world.

Drugs got ahold of me and gave me this false 
sense of who I was. Even pregnant, I couldn’t stop 
using. Luckily, my son was born healthy. And I ended 
up having a healthy daughter, as well. But I kept using. 
I would justify my addiction, like, “I’m a working 
mom. I’m paying bills. I’m physically there for my 
kids.” But I was never emotionally there for them. 
I saw this in myself, and I would try to stop using.

I was on the verge of quitting meth in 2002, and I took 
a trip to Arizona to introduce my dad to his granddaughter. 
On the way back we were in a fatal car accident. It was 
about one o’clock in the morning and the car flipped six 
times, around where Interstate 40 meets the 15 in Barstow.

I was thrown 60 feet from the car. My back, my hip, 
my tailbone, and my leg were broken, and I shattered my 
wrist. I know now that it was the grace of God that saved 
me, so that I could be conscious to tell the responders 
that there were kids in the car. Because otherwise 
they wouldn’t have known – both of them were thrown 
over a 50-foot overpass, and there were no car seats.
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“The reason I chose a butterfly is that 
it signifies rebirth into something 
beautiful. My life has been exactly that.”

Samantha turned her life around after 
years battling addiction, and the loss of 
her daughter. The butterfly is a symbol 
of organ donation, and of rebirth.

My two-year-old daughter died in that accident. 
I was really lost and really, really heartbroken. I just 
wanted to die. And I was looking at six and a half years 
for vehicular manslaughter – because, as a parent, you’re 
100 percent responsible for the safety of your children.

The charges ended up getting lessened to child 
endangerment. It would get completely dropped 
off my record, so long as I didn’t get into any more 
trouble. But I just didn’t care anymore and I was 
scared to feel that pain of my daughter’s death, 
so I self-medicated with drugs and alcohol. And I 
did get into trouble, over and over again. I became 
homeless, and I was incarcerated about a dozen times.

I hated God, at that moment. I had asked, and begged, 
and pleaded on that highway for him not to take my babies. 
And, I couldn’t understand how he was able to take this 
little girl, and keep a piece of crap like me. That was 
my perception at that time. I was so angry, and I didn’t 
know how to break free. Finally I just said, “Okay, God. 
If you’re there, I need help. I don’t know what to do.”

I got arrested the next day, and I believe it was divine 
intervention. I went into my cell, and I started cussing God  

out. I ripped him a new one. And then I said I was sorry 
for everything I’ve ever done, and I asked him into my 
heart. I started working through a 12-step program, and I 
haven’t had a drink, hit, fix, or pill since May 14th of 2007.

You’re either growing, or your dying. And I began to 
water myself with positive friendships, a belief in Christ, 
and other strengths so that I could grow again. I graduated 
from college and I was offered a position doing drug and 
alcohol recovery coaching, and then gang intervention. 
I felt empowered to take control of my life again.

But some things are stil l  out of my control. 
Like, people who assume addicts are some kind of 
lower life form, and they won’t work hard, or “once 
an addict, always an addict.” Career-wise, because of 
my criminal record, certain positions are also closed 
to me, and this has prevented my advancement.

I didn’t choose to damage my children. I didn’t choose 
to damage my body. I didn’t choose to damage my spirit. I 
feel that I’ve already worked hard to pay my debt to society. 
I’ve done time for it – behind bars, and imprisoned by guilt 
within myself. And yet, I feel stuck in society’s judgment 
and, economically, as a member of the working poor.



There is this perception that if you 
speak a second language you are 
too dumb to be in a mainstream 
classroom. You can’t understand 
the same material as everybody else.

My name is Sandra. I’m 37 years old. I’m a single 
parent. I was young when I had my daughter, so she’s off at 
college now. I work for the Corona Unified School District, 
with English language learners, and I love what I do.

As a child, I was an English language learner 
myself. My parents are immigrants from Guanajuato, 
Mexico, and they didn’t speak English. As a kid, I was 
always my parents’ translator for parent-teacher 
conferences, at the bank, at the hospital … everywhere. 

I also went with my parents to vote, because they 
couldn’t read the ballots. And I remember being treated like, 
you know, “Why are you even here? These people shouldn’t 
even be allowed to vote if they don’t speak the language.” It 
was during that time that I started to resent being Mexican. 

I was ashamed, and I was embarrassed of my parents. 
I didn’t enjoy having to interpret. I didn’t enjoy going 
places with them. I didn’t like how White people looked 
at me when I would speak for them. It made me feel that 
not only was I kind of stupid because I was still learning 
English, but my parents were stupid as well, because 
they couldn’t understand what was being said to them. 

A lot of times in this country people assume 
that if you speak another language you are somehow 
inferior. I remember actually hearing my teacher in 
elementary school say in reference to me, “Oh, this 
poor, dumb, little Mexican girl.” They were thinking I 
didn’t understand. And I remember thinking, “Wow, 
that’s who I am. I’m a poor, dumb, little Mexican girl.”

People also assume that, if you’re Mexican, not only can 
you not speak English and you’re poor, but you’re ignorant, 
or uneducated. And that you’re also here illegally. That 
you’re a criminal. That you don’t belong here. That you’re 
lazy. That you live off the system. I could go on and on, really.

None of these assumptions has necessarily limited my 
opportunities. But, as far as my own self-esteem, growing 
up it made me feel less than who I was. With all those labels 
I started to feel like, “Wow, being a Mexican-American is 
a horrible thing!” Instead of embracing my heritage and 
feeling empowered, I was really ashamed of who I was. I 
didn’t want to speak Spanish. I didn’t want to be my parents’ 
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A small box featuring Frida 
Kahlo, along with two rings. 

“I remember thinking, ‘Wow, 
I actually live in a really nice 
neighborhood. And my parents 
probably have a nicer house than 
you do. But yet, I’m the poor one? 
Just because I choose not to speak 
English?’”

interpreter. I didn’t even want to say I was Mexican. 
It wasn’t until high school that I embraced my 

Mexican roots. They started introducing us to literature 
that was written by minorities. Specifically, by Mexican-
Americans, like Victor Villasenor and Sandra Cisneros. 
For the first time in my life I found something I identified 
with! And I saw that Mexicans were looked at in a 
different way — instead of being treated like gang 
members, or criminals, or field workers, or rapists, 
or people who just come to live off of the government. 

In college I took Chicano Studies classes, and art 
classes. And today I do embrace my heritage. Well, most 
of it. My parents always raised the girls to cook, and 
clean, and cater to the men. I don’t fit that typical female 
mold, and I raised my daughter not to fit into this idea 
of what people traditionally think Chicanas should be. 

I do feel Mexican as much as I do American. But, 
there are many people in this country who are not 
accepting of anybody who does not fit their idea 
of what an “American” is supposed to be. Which 
is not myself. Which is not most people, actually. 

I still see the same assumptions play out in elementary 
schools today as when I was a kid. There have been 
situations where I walk into a classroom and the teacher 
has made a comment like, “Okay, all of the kids who speak 
Spanish go with her.” Well, just because a kid speaks Spanish 
they don’t necessarily need my assistance as an English 
language learner. They assume that if you speak Spanish at 
all you’ve got to be too dumb for the mainstream classroom. 

Before I started working in schools, I actually was 
a business major. And it wasn’t until I started working 
with the students that I knew I wanted to teach. In these 
students, I see my siblings. I see myself. And I am able 
to relate to how they feel, and how difficult it is for 
them growing up in the same society that I did, being 
treated differently based on their last name, how dark 
their skin is, where their parents are from, the kind of 
food they eat, or because of a second or third language 
that they speak. We still don’t value diversity here.



When I  s tar ted  in  law 
enforcement, the idea of a 
female wearing a gun and 
being out on the street was 
unknown. People are afraid 
of the unknown. That’s what 
makes people angry and 
reactionary — they’re afraid.

I’m a licensed private investigator. I’ve been with the 
state of California since 1992. The focus of my business is 
indigent criminal defense. Prior to that, a thousand years 
ago back in the 70s and early 80s, I was in municipal law 
enforcement. So, I’ve always been in careers that are 
labeled as male. And that’s been an interesting journey. 

I was brought up in the fifties and the sixties in a very 
traditional middle-class White family. Your options were, 
“Well honey, did you want to major in home economics, 
do you want to go to nursing school, or did you want 
to be a teacher?” That was just the reality back then. 

Through a series of accidents, I wound up becoming 
a dispatcher for a police department. The dispatchers 
were all women, because dispatching was a woman’s job. 
There were also women who were sworn officers, but they 
were all “matrons” who dealt only with female bookings 
and babysitting any children taken out of a home. Women 
were not allowed on patrol, and they were never given 

the title “detective.” If you weren’t White Anglo-Saxon 
Protestant male, you couldn’t put on a uniform, period. 

Then Affirmative Action came about, and if your 
city or county was made up of so many women, so many 
people of color, your public safety officers had to match 
that. If it didn’t, you lost your matching federal funds. 
So there was a huge push to get all the departments 
up to that level, and I was asked to go to the Academy.

I went to the Academy, and I did become an officer. 
But, breaking into the all White boys’ club there 
was still a lot of judgment within the organizations. 
And what I didn’t understand at first was that, with 
Affirmative Action, if they found a “legitimate” reason 
to get rid of you they could fire you and then put in 
anyone. So there were some individuals who were 
out to get rid of the minority officers with any excuse.

I worked for one agency that actually wrote me up for 
not complying with their uniform rules. My violations were 
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Suzanne’s “power pig” is meant to “help us to 
break through fear, to take on things we never 
would believe possible, and to make them 
come true.”

“I'm still the black sheep of the family and I've 
always kind of been kept at arms-distance. 
‘Well, that's just Suzanne.’ You know? … 
There's a new generation coming up now, and 
I'm like their heroine. I'm so thrilled.”

that I wasn’t wearing a cup, and that my hair didn’t meet the 
standards because it was too long. Those standards were, 
of course, written for men. My first badge actually said 
“police man” rather than “police officer,” if you can believe it. 

The city of Beaumont was the most blatant about 
trying to get us fired – me and the other minority officers. 
When any of us called for backup, officers wouldn’t be 
dispatched. It was actually a sergeant in Banning who 
would send backup because he was sympathetic to our 
demonized group. We ended up doing an Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission – EEOC – complaint, and we won. 

I  got out of law enforcement, and a friend 
suggested that I start doing investigations. One 
thing led to another, and I’ve kept with it ever since. 
Working as a Private Investigator – or PI – I’ve 
noticed that clients expect me to look like Magnum, 
or Iron Sides. They don’t expect a fat, White woman. 

Now that I am older, it has been interesting to be 
described not as “your investigator,” but “that older woman 
over there.” I think at this point in my life I actually find 

more judgment because of my age than anything else. 
But gender still plays a role. If you put a sixty-something-
year-old male up against me in a courtroom, he’s 
automatically going to be considered as having wisdom 
and experience. I’m just an old woman in a pantsuit. 

In my younger days, I would want to jump up 
and down and scream and yell and say, “Treat me the 
same!” Now I just sit back and wait for the phone call 
to come in and say, “Oh, God, I really need you! I need 
your expertise!” You know, “We made a mistake!” 

It’s not that I don’t care. It’s that, now that I am older, 
I’ve seen that the universe has a way of evening things out 
and letting the chips fall into place. And sometimes if you 
let things eat at your soul you can’t do your job, because 
you would be physically and emotionally ill, all the time. 

It’s the same with working in the criminal justice 
system. I have worked with people who have committed 
horrific, senseless crimes. But I defend them. I do the 
best that I can with the evidence and the resources 
that I have, because I understand the way the system 
works, and how it targets especially young men of color, 
and everyone deserves equal rights and a fair chance. 



One of the symbols that the UCC 
has is the rainbow flag, with the 
words, ‘God is still speaking.’ And 
the rest of that sentence is, ‘Don’t 
put a period where God has put 
a comma.’ We’re still open to the 
leading of God, and the rainbow flag 
is a symbol of diversity and welcome.

I wear a lot of different hats. I initially was trained 
professionally as a musician, and I have a couple of doctorates 
in musical fields. I conduct a community orchestra. I teach 
at Cal State Dominguez Hills. The other hat I wear is 
that of a minister in the United Church of Christ (UCC).

I had always felt a calling to service, if you will. And 
since my professional training was musical, that was 
where I started. I actually took a “church gig,” directing 
a choir, while I was still in school. A few years later I 
moved to Louisiana. I had a full-time symphony job and 
of course it didn’t pay enough, so I took more “church 
gigs.” I worked for Catholic churches, Lutheran churches, 
Presbyterian churches, and Methodist churches. I 
even served part-time as a cantor in a Jewish temple.

One of the turning points in my life was being fired 
by a Methodist church for being gay. I was a minister 
of music and really most of the church members loved 
me. The pastor and I got along fine, and I was “out.” 
But there was one particular person who was a big 
contributor to the church who said, “She’s a lesbian. If 
she doesn’t go, I go.” And, of course, the church said, 
“Okay, we’re gonna have to let her go, because we 
can’t survive without your money.” So, that happened.

A lot happened in Louisiana – but fifteen years after 
moving there I came back to California. I grew up in West 
Covina. My parents were in their eighties and their health 
was starting to fail, and I decided that I needed to move 
back and help them as they traveled through the end of 
their life years. My partner, Sandy, and I went church 
shopping. And we ended up at Bethel Church in Ontario.

Bethel is an open and affirming church. That means 
practicing what we call “radical welcome.” We welcome 
people of all genders and sexualities. It means accepting 
people of all economic levels, ethnic varieties, levels of 
ability, and sizes. Tall people. Short people. Fat people. 
Skinny people. We’re a small congregation, and I try to 
get Bethel’s name out there. I have a magnet sign on my 
car that has the name of the church, and it says, “Open 
and affirming.” And it has a long version of a rainbow flag. 

Some people get offended by it, because of the 
association of rainbows with the LGBTQ etcetera 
alphabet community. But the rainbow is a sign of God’s 
love for humanity. At the end of the story of Noah’s arc, 
in the Old Testament, there’s a rainbow, as a symbol of 
God’s promise not to destroy the earth by water again. 

People who ask “Why does God make people gay?” 
most likely don’t mean anything bad by that question. But 
it does indicate a society that assumes that “normal” is 
straight. And it indicates a general outlook on life that 
being gay, or bi, or trans is some sort of weird anomaly. 
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Sylvia’s stole and bible.“Thirty, forty years ago, if someone had said, 
‘A lesbian woman who’s primarily a musician, 
is gonna end up being the minister of this one 
hundred and something year old congregational 
church, I would have said, ‘Nah. Nah. That’s not 
gonna happen.’ But, it did.”

Why in the world would we think that God would only 
make heterosexuals? Why would we limit God to that? Yes, 
it’s a minority of people, but it’s not something unnatural. 

We’re told that the bad thing to do is to be in a 
relationship that is unnatural. Well, okay, for me, it is 
unnatural to be with a man. For me, it is natural to be 
with a woman. It’s not like God sat up there, rubbing a 
beard and twirling a mustache, saying, “I’m gonna make 
Sylvia gay, so she has all these challenges to deal with.” 
That’s not it at all. It’s just part of a spectrum of nature. 

I think humans try to create God in an image that’s 
comfortable to them. And therefore that image, or that 
understanding of God, is very, very limited, and only fits 
them. God is so much bigger than the box that humans try 
to put God into. If God wants me to serve, then that must 
mean God wants me as I am. And so, why should I have to 

mask who I am in order to serve God? I don’t have to do 
that. No, I’m not gonna do that. God doesn’t make mistakes.

Many times you find people who say, “We are 
Christians, and therefore ABCDE,” most of which 
I have found, in my perspective as a Christian, as 
being bigoted and hateful and hypocritical. I want 
people who are lesbian, gay, transgendered, pierced, 
tattooed, skinny, homeless, poor to be welcomed, 
you know, by people who say they are Christians. 

A lot of people don’t know that the story of Sodom 
and Gomorrah is about hospitality. It’s about the people 
of a city attacking and raping the angels in the welcome 
of God. It has nothing to do with sexuality. It has to do 
with power and hate, and a failure to welcome people. 



Don’t be afraid of our young kids 
of color. Those are somebody’s 
sons and daughters. At one 
time or another, this kid used 
to just sit at the table and look 
at someone with their big, little 
eyes like, ‘I want some cereal.’

I’m old, a little bit. I’ll be 47 this year. I remember 
growing up I couldn’t even fathom just being out of 
my twenties, because all the people that I looked up 
to died young. My dad overdosed on heroin when I 
was two years old. He was in his early twenties, so 
I’ve already outlived him twice. I tell people that I’m 
living on borrowed time. I should be dead or in prison.

I grew up in a violent household in a drug-infested 
area of Pomona, and I was a second-generation gang 
member. I just became my environment. And, why not? 
In our impoverished neighborhood, those guys in the 
gangs were kings! Nice cars, even okay–looking cars, 
you know? Nice clothes, leather jackets, big-brim hats.

 I think it’s a misconception that kids want to be in 
gangs because they want to be deviant or violent. That’s 
not true for everyone. The gang was my model of success 
growing up. They took care of me and made me feel safe 
when I was outside. They accepted me with a big smile. 
It’s that camaraderie, that strong bond, that acceptance, 
that will grow a person into a dedicated gang member.

People think it’s hard to get out of a gang because 
there are people who are keeping you there. No, it’s 

hard to get out because you have to figure out how to 
create another lifestyle. It’s like suddenly moving into 
someone else’s home. You don’t even know how to act, 
and everyone’s telling you what to do, and how to eat, 
and how to talk. And, pull up your pants! And you’re like, 
“Everybody wears their pants like this where I’m from.”

 And then there’s implicit bias. I never get the 
benefit of the doubt in any situation. It doesn’t matter 
who you are or what you’re doing in the community, or 
even if you’re a celebrity – Black men are always guilty 
until proven innocent in this country, and even if you’re 
proven innocent the accusations still hang over your 
head. I’ve got people following me when I’m shopping, 
and my mouth gets dry and my heart starts beating faster 
when a cop pulls me over, even though I know most of 
the force through my work with gang interventions and 
trainings. It is rough being a dark-skinned man in America.  

Telling a kid who is in a gang or who is fresh out of 
jail, especially a kid of color, “well, you should go get a 
job,” or “you should go back to school” is not enough. 
You can’t just point him in a direction. You have to 
actually take the kid to where he needs to be, help 
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Shoes decorated by an affiliate of Nick 
Cannon (longtime host of America’s Got 
Talent), for Terrance to remember that“No 
matter where I step, or what I step in, I’m 
still a visionary. So, keep stepping.”

him with the paperwork, do mock interviews, explain 
the terminology … And you’ve got to retrain his focus. 

There’s this video out there and it’s these kids, and 
you’re supposed to count how many times the ones 
in the white shirts pass the ball. They’re scrambling 

around, and in the midst of this a gorilla walks across 
the screen. Most people don’t even see the gorilla, 
because we only focus on what we’re trained to. I tell 
these kids, “That gorilla could be your life-changing 
moment! But you’re so caught up in what other 
people tell you to count and do that you’re missing it.” 

When I was growing up, I did have this one uncle 
who was a substitute PE teacher. The rest of my uncles 
were drug dealers, gang members, drug users, or all 
of the above. And this was like the late seventies. And 
this guy looked so uncool, you know? Tall African-
American guy with this crooked afro. And he wore 

these long tube socks with his converse high tops and 
these little bitty shorts. I’d seen my uncle, but I wasn’t 
paying attention because I wasn’t trained to focus 
on that. I was focused on the ballers. My uncle just 
walked right through my upbringing like a gorilla and 

beat his chest, and I didn’t even notice him .   He  went 
on to become the superintendent of the school district. 

I want young men to see the gorilla – go beyond 
their boundaries, get out of their comfort zone, look at 
the things that other people aren’t seeing, and realize 
the strength it takes to be your own person. And I want 
people to see these kids and not be afraid or rush to 
judgment just because they’re wearing baggy pants. We 
should be more invested in the generations that come 
after us, and figure out how to bring out the best in these 
kids. This is my mission, but I don’t think it’s my job alone.

“I was a second-generation gang member. 
It just became my environment.”



Seeing the first black president 
was not a shock to me. It just 
seemed like it's the natural flow 
of things. Because we should 
be beyond the color of the skin. 
I mean, that's how I was raised.

 I’m a community person. I believe in helping others. 
And everything I do is in that direction, as much as I can. 
Except for my art. That’s mainly for me, and I realize that.

I was never told I couldn’t be an artist. In fact, 
when I was eight my grandfather gave me a set of oil 
paints. I remember standing in my grandmother’s 
dining room, on her lace tablecloth, painting. I don’t 
know if I ever got paint on the tablecloth or not. 

There is one drawing that I did when I was in the 
fourth grade, and it shows a little girl walking through 
a community, and an American flag. The title of the 
picture was “The Land of the Free.” And when I look at 
that now I think I only saw freedom for that particular 
person. There’s nobody else around, and she was 
White. Even though it had never been discussed with 
me, never mentioned in my family, and it wasn’t a topic 
of discussion, my question was “Who is really free?”

I lived in an all-Black community. We had everything 
there. I had family, I had friends, so ... We just went about 
life. But in the back of my mind, I could see that dichotomy, 
you know? What’s really going on. When I go back and 
look at those drawings, it’s exactly what I was feeling, 
what I was going through, without me thinking about it. 

And then I went to an integrated high school, and 

I couldn’t participate fully in the activities because 
I was Black. And I even had the counselor say to 
me, “Well, you’re not going to college, you’re not 
college material.” And that assumption was applied 
to me without knowing my background. She had no 
idea I’d be the third generation in my family to go 
to college. I felt like I was just grouped in a group. 

Racism has always been here – the groupings and 
the assumptions. And it’s still here. You know, my name 
isn’t one most people associate with being African 
American. If they hear me talk on the phone, they 
may not pick up on it. So, when I walk into a room for 
the first time, I can see that “Oh,” you know, reaction. 
Other times I will get the question, “What are you?” 
or “Where do you come from?” I say, “West Virginia.” 
I know what they’re asking me, but I leave it at that. 

In my family, our complexion covers the full range. My 
step-father was so fair that if he went out to mow the lawn, 
he’d blister. In fact, I just found out as an adult that my 
Uncle Ernie was White, and my son grew up not knowing 
that his Aunt Vicky was Black, or his Aunt Jenny was White. 

I’ve also had people say, “Well, you couldn’t be 
Black, because you don’t look it, you don’t talk that 
way.” What does that mean? One day a group of us 
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“Integration.” 
Colored pencil on 
paper. Drawing 
by Theresa, circa 
1992.

“That's another drawing I did — 
all the kids on one side of the 
room … and I'm sitting over here 
by myself … When I go back 
and look at those drawings, it's 
exactly what I was feeling, what I 
was going through as a child.”

were sitting at the table and my mother said, “I am 
so tired of people asking me where I’m from, or what 
I am.” And we all said the same thing. “We are, too.” 
And my brother said, “Well, maybe we aren’t Black.” 

I did a piece of artwork last week and on one side I 
have another drawing I did when I was in the 4th grade, 
and then on the other side I have images of what’s going 
on today – Police brutality, lynchings, whether they’re 
physical or psychological. And then I’m standing there 
pledging allegiance. During the pledge of allegiance, I 
always had this question in the back of my mind, “I don’t 
fit in, so, why am I pledging allegiance?” You know? 

You have to be positive in life, or it’s overwhelming. 
But there are times when I’m down, and I’ve learned to 
accept that, too. Not to push it aside, but to go ahead and 
let myself feel it. And then, usually, I use my art to get 
through it. I know who I am by what comes out in my art. 

It’s breast cancer that brought me back to my art. 
Because at the time I was busy being a teacher and a 
mommy and community organizing, just all kinds of 
stuff. And once I was diagnosed I had to stop and say, 

“Okay, what’s really, really important?” First thing was 
my son. Second thing was my art. Cause I said, “Oh 
no. I cannot leave this earth until I finish my artwork.”

In every situation you learn something. Go ahead and 
deal with what you thought you should have done or didn’t 
do. But look for the silver lining. Look for what you learned. 



Growing up, my mother always 
told me I was special. ‘Listen,’ she’d 
say. ‘Pay attention. Because God is 
going to guide you.’  And I’ve been 
through a lot in my lifetime, but 
through it all that always comes 
into my thoughts. ‘But, I’m special.’

Growing up, my mother always 
told me I was special. ‘Listen,’ she’d 
say. ‘Pay attention. Because God is 
going to guide you.’  And I’ve been 
through a lot in my lifetime, but 
through it all that always comes 
into my thoughts. ‘But, I’m special.’

I’m Elvira, but my nickname is Vicki. I acquired 
that nickname in high school… because my maiden 
name was Hicks and they called me ‘Hickey.’  And 
I  didn’t  quite appreciate that,  so I ’d say ‘Vicki .’

I ’m the second generation from slavery.  My 
dad was first, and my granddad was freed. All of my 
siblings were much older than me. Right now, I’m 
the last that’s living. And it’s lonely here at the top. 

I ’m 81 years old,  going on 82. I  don’t know 
the time or the hour when my time will be up, but 
one thing I want to hear from my creator when I 
go is, “Well done, my good and faithful servant.”  

I  was the only girl in my family who finished 
high school .  My oldest s ister turned out to be 
an a lcohol ic .  Another s ister got  pregnant  and 
had to get married.  And the other got married 
early to someone in the army and they traveled.

I  often wondered when I  was young what I 
would want to do, or want to be. The only job that 

I was able to hold down was domestic work, and I 
wanted to do something besides cleaning people’s 
houses. I was living with my sister in Philadelphia, 
after her husband passed away, and I thought, ‘Here 
I am going on 21, 22 years old, and I have like 12 
dollars in the bank. What’s gonna happen to me?’

I  marched with Martin Luther King, down in 
Washington, DC. And there were Blacks who were 
praying, you know, for freedom, and for this and 
for that. I  was praying for a job.  When I called 
home from Washington,  my mom told me that 
the man from the supermarket said he wanted 
me to report there at 8 o’clock the next morning.

I  caught a train up to Philadelphia and met 
the gentleman. He told me that,  because of al l 
the marching and Martin Luther King and the talk 
around the area, that he was going to hire a Black. 
And it’s up to me whether other Blacks would be 
hired into the company. And I thought that was 
mighty, you know, nervy of him. But anyway, I went.

I had a lot of incidents that happened at that job. 
People would find out there was a Black cashier and 
throw their food at me. Meanwhile the Lord kept showing 

81



Vicki’s yearbook, opened to the page where her 
own photo is featured, along with a collection of 
her military accolades and honors

“I got to meet our President Ford, back 
in ‘76 and I have a picture from an article 
written on us in the paper. He has his arm 
around me and another WAF [Women 
in the Air Force]. The pilot said, ‘Lady, he 
doesn’t do that.’ And I wanted to say, ‘But 
I’m special.’”

me, in my prayers and in my dreams, I was wearing a 
light blue top and a navy blue bottom and a number 
across my chest. And I told my mom about it and she 
says I may be going to jail. I’d better be careful handling 
all that money. I only came to realize my vision months 
later, at basic training for the United States Air Force – 
there was my navy blue, my light blue, and my number 
across my chest. I joined without really realizing there 
weren’t many Black people in the service at that time. 
But still, it wasn’t really a surprise to me.Throughout 
my life, most of my dealings have been with White 
people. I can show you my high school yearbook, and 
you can count the Blacks in it. There was the grocery 
store, as the cashier. The military. And then at church.

When my husband and I moved to San Bernardino 
I  picked Rialto Community Baptist  Church,  and 
when we went there, wouldn’t you know, all White 
people. A lot of the people left, because they didn’t 

want it integrated. Now the church has grown from 
400 to over 3000 members and f ive locations.

Then five years ago we came down here to this 
retirement home, and we can name the Black folks here. 
It’s about 12 now. When I got here, it was only six of us.

As the Lord has seen to me, I’ve always been the 
minority Black. In everything. And I don’t know why he 
did that, but that must be my lot in life, to be that. It’s his 
reason. And it hasn’t always been easy. But each time, I 
just think that the Lord saw me through the last time, and 
I know that he is taking care of me. It hasn’t always been 
peaches and cream. But, then again, to the soul it has been.



 H u m a n i t y  / ( h ) y o͞ o ˈ m a n ə d ē /
1. All  human beings, collectively;
t h e  h u m a n  r a c e ;  h u m a n k i n d

2 . T h e  q u a l i t y  o f  b e i n g
humane;  k indness ;  benevo lence

“We are as American as anybo dy else. As a 
matter of fact, sometimes I tell people that I 
am more American than they are, because I 
earned my citizenship. I paroved that I wanted 
to be American. You were just born here.”

Yousuf: I’m a single father. I’m a small business 
owner. And I serve as a President of Islamic Society of 
Corona-Norco. I’m an activist. My passion is to work 
with people, especially those who don’t have a voice, 
to fight injustice. That sometimes gets me in trouble.

Fauzia: I’m a mother of three beautiful kids. My 
husband is an IT developer, and we run a business 
together. I am also a General Secretary for the Islamic 
Society of Corona-Norco. I am a progressive Muslim 
woman. I am fighting for basic rights which are 
owed to everyone as humans, not just for Muslims.

Yousuf: We’re supposed to do that as Muslims. It 
says in Holy Quran that if you kill a single human, you kill 
the entire humanity. And if you save a single human, you 
save the entire humanity. It never mentions Muslims or 

non-Muslims. Our religion is simply based upon humanity.

Fauzia: The core values of Islam are the same as 
you’ll find in the Bible or the Torah. I am yet to find any 
religion that does not have these same basic, core values.

Yousuf: But, Muslims have left a vacuum. We’ve 
let the media portray who we are. First thing comes 
to mind when you talk about Muslim men is the guy 
wearing a big rag on his head, with a big beard, a long 
white dress, riding the camel, eating dates. A Muslim 
woman is a box walking around behind the husband. 

Fauzia: There are 1.6 billion Muslims out there in this 
world, but we are represented as Saudi Arabia and the 
oppression of women, or by terrorism and the Islamic State.

Yousuf: There are a few Muslims out there who think 
they can go out and fight for Islam with a gun or bomb. 
But they do not represent the majority of Muslims. We 
are not part of them, they are not part of us. They’re 
killing us, in fact. Most of the victims of ISIS are Muslim.

Saying “Allahu Akbar” does not mean I pledge 
allegiance to the Islamic State. Allahu Akbar is a beautiful 
phrase for giving thanks, like saying “Praise the Lord.” 
Why should I give that up just because some crazy people 
out there have hijacked it? A baby is born, allahu akbar.

Fauzia: 9/11 was a wakeup call  to Muslims 
living in this country that you will be singled out. 
We do face Islamophobia. It’s not made up. At the 
airport it is the “random searches.” If I interview for 
a job with this covered head, against somebody else 
who is not covered, guess who’s gonna get the job?

Yousuf: As for headscarves, yes, a woman is supposed 
to cover her head. But this is for reasons of modesty, not 
oppression. A man is also supposed to cover his body as much 
as possible, from his knees to his neck. If you look at when 
Islam was introduced, about 1400 years ago, I don’t think 
any other religion had ever empowered women so much. 
Women were given rights to inheritance, and to divorce.
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“As a woman, I’m fighting. I’m very vocal. I’m 
out there presenting a cause. Not only as a 
Muslim woman. It’s about a value for every 
woman out there. I want the same things for 
every little girl.”

Yousuf presented the museum with this carving 
of an eagle – the national bird of the United 
States – to represent his identity.

Scarf with imprint of the 
American flag, worn by Fauzia.

Fauzia: People ask me, “So, does your husband let you 
do this?” Yes. In fact, he makes it possible. He is taking care 
of the house when I’m traveling. He sets his schedule so 
he can pick up the kids. He cooks. And he is a Muslim guy.

There are so many misconceptions of Islam. We 
need to tell the people this is not us. We are normal, 
American citizens who have the same values, who want 
to get a good job, to be financially stable, and have our 
kids go to the best colleges. I like football, and Starbucks 
coffee! And I’m just one of millions of Muslims who 
are fighting, who are progressive, and who are doing 
great things. Our point is to spread love and peace.

 Yo u s u f :  I f  yo u  h ave  n ot  h e a rd  t h e s e 
things before,  maybe i t  is  because you have 
n o t  c o m m u n i c a t e d  w i t h  e n o u g h  M u s l i m s .

Fauzia: Loving each other, being kind to each 
other. That’s what would “make America great again.”

Yousuf: The Constitution of the United States is based 
on equality and social justice. If we go back to that document 
I think that we can say we have always been a great nation.

When you spread Islamophobia, it is you who is 
promoting hate, and who is promoting terror. People 
are being beaten because of their color, because 
of their race, because of what they believe. What 
happened to us, as a country? We need to stand up as 
Americans and speak about what’s unjust, regardless 
of who the injustice is done to. We need to stand up as 
humans, of all faiths, and remember that we are one.



In|Dignity Theme  Index 

The 42 In |D ign i ty nar ra t i ves were or ig ina l l y o rgan ized in to seven 
themat ic sec t ions , out l ined be low. Th is scheme is s t i l l re f lec ted in  
the mobi le exh ib i t co lo r i ng .   

PETRIFIED
Jamal 41 
Samantha 69 
Paola 67 
Terrance 77 
Maritza 57 
Jeremy 45 

EMBODIED 
Andrew 13 
Dominick 25 
Joseph 47 
Lisa 53 
Mario 55 
Nikki 65 

COLOR LINES 
Amelia 7 
Funmi 33 
Jennifer 43 
Mark 59 
Sylvia 75 
Theresa 79 

INVISIBLE 
Alice 3 
Amanda 5 
Amor 9 
Emily 31 
Juzlia 49 
KC 51 

W h e n  o r g a n i c  m a t e r i a l  i s  t r a n s f o r m e d  i n t o  s t o n y  

c o n c r e t i o n s ,  i t  h a s  b e c o m e  p e t r i f i e d .  O u r  i d e a s  a b o u t  

g r o u p s  c a n  u n d e r g o  a  s i m i l a r  p r o c e s s ,  m e t a p h o r i c a l l y ,  a s  

s t e r e o t y p e s  b e c o m e  s o  i n g r a i n e d  t h a t  t h e y  s e e m  l i k e  

a b s o l u t e  t r u t h s .  I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n ,  c o m m u n i t y  m e m b e r s  s h a r e  

s t o r i e s  t h a t  c a n  h e l p  t o  s o f t e n  t h e  p r e c o n c e i v e d  n o t i o n s  

a b o u t  g r o u p s  a n d  i n d i v i d u a l s  w h o  o u r  s o c i a l  u p b r i n g i n g s  

o f t e n  t e l l  u s  t o  f e a r ,  t o  d i s p a r a g e ,  a n d  t o  a v o i d .  ( r e d )

W h a t  w e  l o o k  l i k e  i s ,  i n  m a n y  w a y s ,  w h o  w e  a r e .  O u r  

b o d i e s  c a n  d e t e r m i n e  h o w  o t h e r s  s ee  u s ,  t h e  g r o u p s  w e  

b e l o n g  t o ,  a n d  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  i n  o u r  l i v e s .  I d e n t i t i e s  

c a n  a l s o  i n s c r i b e  t h e m s e l v e s  o n  o u r  b o d i e s ,  t r a n s f o r m i n g  

p h y s i c a l  a p p e a r a n c e  t o  m a t c h  s e l f - p e r c e p t i o n .  I n  t h i s  

s e c t i o n ,  c o m m u n i t y  m e m b e r s  c o n s i d e r  h o w  o u r  b o d i e s  c a n  

b i n d  u s  a n d  s e t  u s  f r e e ,  a n d  h ow  o u t w a r d  a p p e a r a n c e s  

c a n  r e v e a l  a n d  c o n c e a l  w h a t  i s  i n  o u r  s o u l s .  ( b r o w n )  

W h a t  w e  l o o k  l i k e  i s ,  i n  m a n y  w a y s ,  w h o  w e  a r e .  O u r  

b o d i e s  c a n  d e t e r m i n e  h o w  o t h e r s  s ee  u s ,  t h e  g r o u p s  w e  

b e l o n g  t o ,  a n d  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  i n  o u r  l i v e s .  I d e n t i t i e s  

c a n  a l s o  i n s c r i b e  t h e m s e l v e s  o n  o u r  b o d i e s ,  t r a n s f o r m i n g  

p h y s i c a l  a p p e a r a n c e  t o  m a t c h  s e l f - p e r c e p t i o n .  I n  t h i s  

s e c t i o n ,  c o m m u n i t y  m e m b e r s  c o n s i d e r  h o w  o u r  b o d i e s  

c a n  b i n d  u s  a n d  s e t  u s  f r e e ,  a n d  h o w  o u t w a r d  

a p p e a r a n c e s  c a n  r e v e a l  a n d  c o n c e a l  w h a t  i s  i n  o u r  

s o u l s .  ( p u r p l e )  

T h e  w a y  t h a t  a n  o b j e c t  r e f l e c t s  o r  em i t s  l i g h t  d e t e r m i n e s  

i t s  c o l o r .  T h e  r e s u l t a n t  s p e c t r u m  c a n  b e  m e a s u r e d  

s c i e n t i f i c a l l y ,  u s i n g  w a v e l e n g t h s .  B u t  t h e  m e a n i n g s  o f  

p i g m e n t a t i o n s ,  h u e s ,  a n d  s h a d e s  a r e  s o c i a l l y  

d e t e r m i n e d .  I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n ,  c o m m u n i t y  m e m b e r s  

i l l u m i n a t e  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  c o l o r  i n  t h e i r  l i v e s  –  

i n c l u d i n g  h o w  c o l o r  c a n  b e  u s e d  t o  d i v i d e ,  t o  u n i t e ,  a n d  

t o  c e l e b r a t e  h u m a n i t y .  ( g r e e n )  
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STONES MAY ROT 
Alia 1 
Vicki 81 
Aprale  15 
Debora 23 
Glenn 35 
Sandra 71 

I RAISE UP MY VOICE 
D-Skyy 27 
April 17 
Heather 39 
Maryam 61 
Monica 63 
Suzanne 73 

EMPOWER 
Andree 11 
Audrey 19 
Darby 21 
Ed 29 
Yousuf  83 
Fauzia 83 
Gloria 37 

T h e  t i t l e  f o r  t h i s  s e c t i o n  c o m e s  f r o m  t h e  S a m o a n  

p r o v e r b  “ s t o n e s  m a y  r o t ,  b u t  w o r d s  d o  n o t . ”  T h e  s a y i n g  

f o r c e s  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  i m p a c t  o f  w o r d s ,  w h i c h  c a n  s e e p  

i n t o  o u r  s o u l s ,  e t c h  t h e m s e l v e s  u p o n  o u r  h e a r t s ,  a n d  

s c a r  o u r  p s y c h e s  f o r  y e a r s  –  l i f e t i m e s  –  b e y o n d  t h e  

o r i g i n a l  u t t e r a n c e .  I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n ,  c o m m u n i t y  m e m b e r s

s h a r e  h o w  w o r d s  h a v e  i m p a c t e d  t h e i r  s e l f - p e r c e p t i o n s ,

a n d  p r o p e l l e d  t h e i r  l i f e  d e c i s i o n s ,  i n  t h e  m o m e n t  a n d

o v e r  t i m e .  ( o r a n g e )

F e m i n i s m  i s  t h e  p u r s u i t  o f  p o l i t i c a l ,  e c o n o m i c ,  a n d  

s o c i a l  e q u a l i t y  o f  t h e  s e x e s .  B e c a u s e  i t  i s  o f t e n  

w o m e n  w h o  a r e  m a r g i n a l i ze d ,  f e m i n i s m  i s  s o m e t i m e s  

u s e d  s y n o n y m o u s l y  w i t h  w o m e n ’s  r i g h t s .  I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n ,

c o m m u n i t y  m e m b e r s  c o n s i d e r  s o c i e t a l  e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f

w o m e n ,  a n d  s h a r e  t h e i r  e x p e r i e n c e s  c r a f t i n g

o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  e m p o w e r m e n t ,  s e l f - d e f i n i t i o n ,  a n d

a d v a n c e m e n t .  ( p i n k )

T h o s e  w h o  p e r c e i v e  t h e  n e g a t i v e  i m p a c t s  o f  

d i s c r i m i n a t i o n ,  p r e j u d i c e ,  a n d  o t h e r  f o r m s  o f  b i a s  a r e  

o f t e n  m o v e d  t o  d o  s o m e t h i n g  a b o u t  i t .  B y  s t a y i n g

i n f o r m e d  t h r o u g h  s e l f - e d u c a t i o n ,  b e c o m i n g  a n  a l l y ,  a n d

s u p p o r t i n g  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l s  w h o  a r e  d o i n g  t h e  d i f f i c u l t

a n d  s o m e t i m e s  d a n g e r o u s  w o r k  o f  r e p r e s e n t i n g  t h e i r

c o m m u n i t i e s ,  y o u  t o o  c a n  p l a y  a  r o l e  i n  s o c i a l  j u s t i c e .

I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n ,  c om m u n i t y  m e m b e r s  s h a r e  t h e i r

e x p e r i e n c e s ,  w i s d o m ,  a n d  r e q u e s t s  f o r  y o u r  s u p p o r t

( b l u e )





The  diversity  in  lived  experience,  as  explored  and  exposed  through  In|Dignity,  is  staggering.  At  the  same  
time,  there  are  clear  commonalities  across  these  narratives  that  deserve  our  attention. The curatorial 
process of developing In|Dignity yielded over one hundred themes that underlined multiple narratives, often in 
unexpected ways. Some of these themes evolved into the organizational framework for In|Dignity – Petrified, 
Embodied, Color|Lines, Invisible, Stones May Rot, I Raise Up My Voice, and Empower. Other themes related to 
academic concepts central to teaching about difference and social justice – such as discrimination, stereotypes, 
identity, and intersectionality. It is this latter grouping of themes, which felt awkward as the backbone of the 
exhibition but were essential to address, that became the inspiration for eight “concept cards.”

The concept cards were available in the In|Dignity gallery exhibition, and are presented here in modified form 
for this publication. They were developed by Annika Anderson (CSUSB Assistant Professor in Sociology) and 
Kelly Campbell (CSUSB Professor in Psychology), using an interdisciplinary approach. The eight concepts were 
selected for their centrality to academic literature and current events, their overlap with the creators’ 
expertise, and their direct connection to elements of participants’ interviews that were not highlighted in their 
written narrative panels. Both professors teach courses that cover the themes addressed in the concept cards 
and both recognized the potential for these vivid narratives to enhance critical thinking, promote dialogue, and 
inspire action for students and a general audience.  

Each concept card helps In|Dignity visitors learn the meaning or background of common buzzwords (i.e., 
immigration, criminal in|justice, and #metoo) or academic concepts (i.e., intersectionality, stereotypes, identity, 
discrimination, and microaggression), while simultaneously helping users envision connections between 
seemingly dissimilar participants. It is our hope that the concept cards, along with the general exhibition, will 
enable users to find experiences that they both relate to and do not relate to, and that this coexistence 
of similarity and dissimilarity has the power to create a space for meaningful personal introspection and 
an understanding of the common humanity that binds us all together.

The cards begin with a definition of the theme and relevant explanatory information. A series of thought-
provoking questions are then presented that challenge concept card users to think of responses from multiple 
perspectives, and to understand what might bias their responses. Each concept card ends with a “call to action” 
that extracts from two participants’ interviews their advice on how to promote equity, justice, fairness, and 
kindness in relation to the theme at hand.

Permission for the use of copyright protected images was granted for the concept cards. All original graphic 
content was created by Kimberly-Anne Anacleto, a graphic designer with the CSUSB San Manuel Student Union. 
Concept Cards are intended as conversation starters, and they can be reproduced and modified for educational 
use with permission from the CSUSB Anthropology Museum.

- Annika Anderson Kelly Campbell

Concept Card Creators
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The United States is a multiethnic nation. Aside from Native Americans, everyone is an immigrant. Each year, approximately 

700,000 to 1 million documented immigrants and 300,000 undocumented immigrants enter the U.S. The primary motivation is 

economic opportunity but other reasons include political stability, safety, and freedom.  

Some people value our country’s diversity and view it as a defining feature and strength. Other people dislike it and believe 

immigrants are threatening the American way of life.  

Xenophobia refers to a fear of people from other countries. Often, the degree of xenophobia varies depending on economic 

conditions and labor demands. When people feel like their livelihood is at risk, they are more likely to fear foreigners and be 

against immigration. 

Consider the following questions. Challenge yourself to think of answers from multiple perspectives,  

& to understand what might bias your response. Discuss these topics with someone else in your class. CONSIDER THIS 

IMMIGRATION 

Look at the picture to the left. What information in this 

infographic surprises you the most? 

Many immigrants want to vote, work, get an education, 

and contribute to society. Yet, research demonstrates 

their options are limited. Should immigrants have the 

same opportunities as native-born Americans? If yes,  

how can we make this happen? 

Do you think the U.S. is strengthened or harmed by 

immigrants? Should some groups be welcomed into the 

U.S. more than others? If yes, which groups and why?  

How do you define the American way of life? 

CALL TO ACTION 

“[People think] that we were all getting freebies, we wanted 

our free stuff. I was like, ‘No, I don’t want free stuff, I just want 

my job and I’ll work for my stuff.’ We just want a piece of the 

pie, we don’t want the crumbs anymore. And that’s what they 

don’t wanna give us. It really bothers them that we want that, 

even though they’re not willing to do the same kinds of things 

that a lot of minorities are willing to do in order to survive. You 

know, all this stuff, deporting all these people and create more 

room for American jobs. Really? Are you gonna stand out 

there and pick strawberries all day, in the sun? Are you gonna 

go down to the Imperial Valley in the summer and pick lettuce, 

when it’s like 110 degrees, and like barely any shade? They 

had to fight to try to make sure that farmers provided shade 

for workers. Which is like, it’s almost inhumane. And yet, that 

“Given the rhetoric of politics now, it is easy for people to [think] 

illegals are taking our jobs, they’re using our resources and stuff. I 

guess if you just don’t know anyone, I can see how that can play a 

role, but I think hopefully getting to know someone, with my  

[undocumented immigrant] status can open their eyes to the fact 

that I’ve paid taxes every year since I started working. I mean, our 

president hasn’t even paid taxes. I’ve paid more taxes than our 

current president. It baffles me and it’s just so frustrating to think 

about that. I don’t think, I know anyone in my family that uses 

welfare, or that has used services like that. Or that are in 

unemployment. Everyone that I know pays taxes, it’s just 

something that you do. You have a social security, you use it, and 

you pay taxes on it. We are contributing to this country.” —  Juzlia 

Data: https://www.advancingjustice-alc.org/news_and_media/new-americans-in-california-the-s-on-our-growing-numbers/ 



INTERSECTIONALITY 

“The conservative leaning culture of being 

Nigerian, versus the very Western culture that I 

grew up in. Those tend to clash, meaning, for my 

generation, for Nigerian women who either grew 

up in the UK or in the United States, our parents 

kind of don't always understand that in addition 

to wanting to settle down and get married, we're 

also very passionate about the world we live in, 

and pursuing careers. And a lot of times the 

culture doesn't really recognize that.” 

- Funmi

“My own personal identity, I identify as a bisexual woman. I identify 

myself as pagan. I identify myself as a very uncultured Latina. 

Brown woman is pretty much my favorite label for me, because it 

just seems to fit. I’m brown. And brown has a lot of different quali-

ties, and I’m okay with that….I’ve never been in any one particular 

box, and it felt like so much of me was wrong. And then, coming to 

realize that there are so many other humans who think that so 

much of them are wrong. Just to hear my expression of the things 

that I perceived were wrong. To realize that they’re just part of my 

independent human experience. And this is the kind of flavors that I 

have, and they’re not good, bad, they’re just indifferent, they’re 

mine. And some of them are to be celebrated. Some of them I 

cringe at. But none the less, they’re all part of that experience.”  

— Paola  

Consider the following questions. 

Challenge yourself to think of answers 

from multiple perspectives, & to understand what might bias your response. 

Discuss these topics with someone else in your class. 

How do you identify yourself to others? Which of your identities are 

privileged? Which are not? 

Come of our identities are more visible to the outside world than 

others. Which of your identities are hidden? How do you decide what 

to tell people about those parts of yourself? 

CONSIDER THIS 

Every person has a mix of identities that include their sex/gender, race, 

sexual orientation, and class. Intersectionality refers to how these identities 

overlap and influence each other.  

Certain aspects of your identity are associated with greater power than 

others. Power refers to how members of a given group are doing, on average, 

in a given society with respect to things like educational attainment, wealth, 

and political influence. Some academics argue that identities with power are 

dominant or privileged, whereas those with less power are minority. 

Although a person may have power or privilege when it comes to some of 

their identities (e.g. White, heterosexual man), they may experience 

discrimination based on other parts of themselves (e.g. working class, 

disabilities). That is why it’s important to consider the person as a whole  

and how their identities intersect.  



 
Say you’re driving down the highway and a silver sedan 

cuts you off. The driver makes eye contact in their rear-

view mirror and signals an apology. In your mind, as that 

scene unfolded, did you assume the other driver was a woman? Why did you think that? 

Many people’s thoughts are guided by stereotypes which are beliefs about the characteristics, 

behaviors, and attributes of a group and its members. These beliefs are learned through interaction 

with our family, peers, and from the mass media. 

Whether stereotypes are positive (e.g., Asians are smart) or negative (e.g., women are bad drivers), 

they are an exaggeration used to draw conclusions about entire groups of people. Any experiences 

that disconfirm them are disregarded, while those that support them are retained and serve to 

strengthen the belief.  

STEREOTYPES 

Consider the following questions. 

Challenge yourself to think of answers 

from multiple perspectives, & to understand what might bias your response. 

Discuss these topics with someone else in your class. 

CONSIDER THIS 

Often stereotypes are used to guide the questions that we ask. 

What stereotypes guide questions asked of In|Dignity participants? 

How might questions asked in a different manner change the 

conversation? 

The dictionary definition of terrorism is “causing extreme fear as a 

means of coercion,” but the FBI defines terrorism as “violence with 

a goal of political or social change.” How do you define “terrorist”? 

How do stereotypes guide our use of this term? 

As you walk through the exhibition and learn about the 

experiences of others, think about which of your current beliefs 

may be rooted in stereotypes. Why is applying a stereotypes 

detrimental, even if the stereotype has a kernel of truth? 

What stereotypes have you heard about people based on their 

hair, clothing, jewelry, tattoos, or other features?  

“I have more respect for the bigot who stands up 

there, shows their face, says I’m a bigot, than the 

person who walks by. I have less respect for that 

person. Because at least   – right or wrong, 

whether I agree or not, with what they’re saying, 

or how despicable it is  – they’ve had the guts to 

put their face on that. And so much of the 

bigotry and prejudice and fear of immigrants is 

hidden. We don’t want to admit it. So as long as 

it stays hidden it’s never dealt with. So people 

need to say, I am afraid of those people. I’m 

afraid of them. Well, why? Because it’s the 

unknown. Go up and say hi. They’re no longer 

gonna be unknown to you.” — Suzanne  

“[We should] realize that the world is a big ger place than we’re used to. Step 

outside of your daily routine, and do something that you might not have 

thought before. Like volunteer at a LGBT community center. Or, you know, 

visit museums. Like the Museum of Tolerance. Or participate in Black History 

Month. And try to do something or try to teach your kids something that 

maybe you didn’t know. So, just stepping outside of your daily routine and 

doing something that is new to you, is very grounding, it just helps you grow 

as a person, and I think we need to do that more often.”  — Juzlia  

CALL TO ACTION 



IDENTITY 
What words would you use to describe yourself, if asked to complete the following sentence: 

“I am…?” The words you list may reveal important parts of your identity.  

Identity is made up of many things including sex, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, 

socioeconomic status, religious orientation, abilities and disabilities, personality 

characteristics, accomplishments, and roles (e.g., parent, sibling, spouse, friend, or student).  

Sometimes the qualities that come to mind first when describing ourselves, are those that 

someone used against us, like our race or sex. We think of those qualities first because when 

we experience a lack of power, it causes us to feel pain, and those experiences stand out to 

us. But our identities are not always associated with being treated unfairly. They may also be 

sources of our strength and pride in who we are.    

While others’ perceptions are often based on qualities that show on the outside, such as skin 

tone and hair texture, our own perceptions are influenced by much more.  

The manner in which we see ourselves may differ from 

how others’ perceive us. How does the way the world 

sees people differ from the ways they see themselves? 

When have you experienced this kind of mismatch? How 

did it become noticeable? Did it impact your identity? 

Imagine a person of color who identifies strongly with 

her or his ethnic heritage, but who appears White to the 

outside world. What implications might this have for 

their identity, experiences, and life?  

Consider the following 

questions. Challenge yourself 

to think of answers from multiple perspectives, & to understand 

what might bias your response. Discuss these topics with 

someone else in your class. 

CONSIDER THIS 

“My husband and I had that conversation about who are we really? 

Where did we come from? Where are our people from? Because we 

don’t know. The only thing that we know is that at some point we 

obviously descended from slaves to be here. But what does that 

mean? And so we did our DNA. We laughed because his came back 

that he was primarily Irish. So, he had a bigger Irish chunk of the pie 

than anything else. And he found out that the little sliver of African in 

his blood was from Mozambique. And so, he started researching, 

‘Well, what’s Mozambique about?’ For me, I know there was a big 

chunk that was from Yoruba culture in Nigeria, and then a whole 

smattering of stuff from everywhere else. And so, it was just 

interesting to find out all of these little pieces. And what does it 

mean? Who are we? I can’t say that I’m an African American. That’s 

not the only place that my people came from.”  —  Andree  

“If we are not easily identifiable, there’s some innate need for 

people to know what you are. But what’s scary about that is like, 

okay, now that you know what I am, what do you plan to do with 

that information? Are you gonna use it to stereotype me or are 

you just idly curious? Are you idly curious up to the point where I 

do something wrong and then you go, ‘Oh, that’s just like a Mex-

ican.’ You know what I’m saying? So, it feels like a loaded ques-

tion, but it’s one that you can’t get away from cause people are 

insistent. They really are.” — Lisa  

CALL TO ACTION 



Discrimination refers to unequal treatment based on a person’s group membership, 

which can include – but is not limited to – race, sex, age, sexual orientation, nationality, 

religion, and disability status.  

Discrimination can occur at the individual level, such as when one person or a small group discriminates. Examples of individual 

discrimination include giving preferential treatment to people who share your identity, writing a racial slur on someone’s front door, or 

refusing to interact with members of a particular group.  

Discrimination can also occur at the institutional level, such as when an entire system (e.g., educational, legal, political) discriminates 

against a group of people. Examples include banks approving fewer home loans for racial/ethnic minorities and at higher interest rates, or 

targeting Middle Eastern travelers for in-depth airport screenings.  

Sometimes people discriminate because they hold prejudiced views towards a group. Other times, people discriminate even if they hold no 

personal bias towards a group.  

DISCRIMINATION 

Consider the following prompts. Challenge yourself to think of answers from multiple 

perspectives, & to understand what might bias your response. Discuss these topics  

   with someone else in your class. 

CONSIDER THIS 

“I would advise others to slow down. To stop for a second. 

And I’m guilty of this, you know, of the go, go, go go, go. But just 

stop for a second, and really be grateful and… make an effort to maybe even 

(think)…what if these were your children? What if it was your brother, your sister, 

your aunt, your uncle, your mother, your father? What if it was somebody you loved and 

cared about that was out there? Would you treat them that way? And maybe just taking a 

moment just to think, what if it was you? Would you want to be treated less than? I would try to 

put your feet in their shoes.” — Samantha 

Describe instances of individual and institutional discrimination. 

Some In|Dignity participants have had a difficult time getting or 

maintaining a job due to their race or ethnicity. Can you  

recall similar experiences while on the job market?  

How has your race or ethnicity affected  

your life opportunities?  

How can you confront 

discrimination in  

your own life? 

“We have to treat people like they’re people and we need to create a sys-

tem that is equitable versus equal, because everyone thinks, oh, everyone 

should have equal treatment. Well, no, because if your child wears glasses 

and another child doesn’t, equal treatment is both those children wearing 

glasses or both of them do not. You need equitable treatment that levels 

the playing field for whoever’s involved in it, we need an education system 

that hasn’t been intentionally damaged, and we need a system that values 

the work that people do and that pays them a living wage.” — Amelia  

CALL TO ACTION 



CRIMINAL JUSTICE 
The goal of the criminal justice system is to arrest, detain, and punish people who break the  

law. But in an attempt to protect society, can justice-seeking sometimes lead to injustice?  

Consider the case of Trayvon Martin, an unarmed teenager who was shot and killed by  

a neighborhood watch coordinator because he  “looked suspicious.” Martin was African  

American, and wearing a hooded sweatshirt. This was enough for a jury to find the  

shooter, George Zimmerman, not guilty.  

Black men (and boys) are more likely than other ethnic groups and women to be  

treated unfairly in an encounter with law enforcement. For those who are found  

guilty, study after study demonstrates that prison sentencing is unequal, with  

Black and Latino men being given longer sentences than White men who  

commit similar crimes.  

Once released, all former convicts face an uphill battle to reintegrate into  

society – with many job opportunities and even the right to vote being closed to them.  

 

Does the law protect everyone equally? Does the law punish 

everyone equally? What obstacles does a formerly incarcerated 

person face when trying to turn his or her life around?  

Several In|Dignity participants  describe encounters with the 

police where they felt mistreated, harassed, and discriminated 

against because of their race or ethnicity. If the majority of people 

arrested are racial/ethnic minorities, is profiling a useful tool for 

law enforcement?  

Should employment opportunities be closed to formerly 

incarcerated individuals? Would you hire a former convict? Why 

or why not? 

Consider the following questions. 

Challenge yourself to think of 

answers from multiple perspectives, & to understand what might bias 

your response. Discuss these topics with someone else in your class. 

CONSIDER THIS 
“I think my activism in the purest sense of activism 

was really triggered my first year of law school, when 

the Trayvon Martin murder occurred, and George 

Zimmerman was not arrested. He went home that 

day, after he shot and killed Trayvon Martin, and so 

that led to nationwide protests. And actually, I 

participated in protests, and that was the first time I 

was like, ‘Oh, wow. So, you really have to yell and 

scream and protest injustices.’ This did not end after 

the civil rights movement. You have to do it as long 

as you want to have the rights that you’re 

guaranteed. Not only as under the U.S. constitution, 

but as a human being. You have to constantly voice 

your displeasure with oppressive forces.” — Funmi  

“One gentleman [I defended] I had 22 years after the 

crime occurred. He no longer lived in Redlands 

[where the crime occurred]. He was a professor at a 

University in Arizona. And he was literally ripped out 

of there and brought back to this county, where he 

spent two years in county jail before it was factually 

proven he had nothing to do with that murder 22 

years ago. At the time he was arrested and charged, 

it was huge news. When they dismissed it, there 

wasn’t one reporter in the courtroom. Project 

Innocence here in California, they have statistics 

about the number of people who are wrong fully 

convicted.” — Suzanne  

CALL TO ACTION 



Telling people you “don’t see color,” asking “what are you?” and making 

assumptions about someone’s citizenship or immigration status without 

knowing anything about them are examples of microaggressions.  

Microaggressions refer to verbal and nonverbal communications that indirectly, and often without much thought, devalue a person.  

Microaggressions can happen to anybody, regardless of their race, ethnicity, sex, gender, religion, sexual orientation, ability level, or 

social standing. Although microaggressions may seem like a small offense, they can build up over time and cause harm to the targets.  

MICROAGGRESSION 

Have you personally experienced microaggressions? Can you think of a time that 

you may have perpetuated them? 

Several In|Dignity participants discuss their experiences with microaggressions. 

What other examples of microaggressions can you think of? How would you 

respond to the types of remarks made in the picture above? 

Microaggressions often target people from minority groups. Are microaggressions 

directed toward dominant group members different or the same in content, intent, 

and outcomes? 

Consider the following questions. Challenge yourself to think 

of answers from multiple perspectives, & to understand 

what might bias your response. Discuss these topics with someone else in your class. 

CONSIDER THIS 

 “Understand yourself and forgive yourself. I think so 

much judgment comes from how we perceive ourselves, 

and how much we bully ourselves, and berate ourselves 

for things that we do or don’t do. So, that when we see 

these actions in others, it’s so easy to say, ‘Oh my gosh,  

I can’t believe this woman brought her child out without 

shoes.’ Well, you don’t know their story. And chances are, 

that’s something that’s within you, that you don’t want to 

exhibit. So, be kind to yourself, and forgive yourself, and 

accept yourself.” — Paola  

“Most people deserve to be taught a lesson. And if you can do that 

without punching them in the face, it makes a big difference. My 

words are powerful. There's times when people want to make you 

feel stupid about something you're very smart at. I like that. You 

can challenge all you want to. But you're not gonna break me 

down. What I'm gonna do is show you something else. How about 

that? Let me show you something else. Let me show you that I 

don't have to [punch you in the face].” — D-Skyy  

CALL TO ACTION 



In 2017, #MeToo went viral as millions of people shared their personal stories of sexual harassment and assault via social media. 

According to the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), sexual harassment is a form of discrimination that includes 

unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other verbal or physical conduct that affects an individual’s employment, 

unreasonably interferes with work performance, or creates an intimidating, hostile, or offensive work environment.  

According to the Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network (RAINN), sexual assault refers to sexual contact or behavior that occurs without 

explicit consent of the victim and includes attempted rape, fondling or unwanted sexual touching, forcing a victim to perform sexual acts, 

or penetration of the victim’s body.  

RAINN estimates that 1 American is sexually assaulted every 98 seconds, and EEOC surveys show that at least 25% of women report 

having experienced sexual harassment in the workplace. However, women are not the only victims of sexual harassment and assault. 

Why do victims of sexual assault or 

harassment keep silent, rather than telling 

family members, friends, or authorities? Why 

might they be unwilling to press charges? 

Why might the #MeToo movement prompt 

people who have been silent to tell their 

stories for the first time?  

Consider the following questions. Challenge yourself to think of

answers from multiple perspectives, & to understand what 

might bias your response. Discuss these topics with someone else in your class. 

CONSIDER THIS 

Many people believe that sex in a 

relationship can never be considered 

assault or abuse. Where might they have 

learned this idea? When does sex in a 

relationship become abusive?  

How does society “blame the victim”? 

“For any woman especially, with the kind of rape culture and things that are going on, I know like on campuses, even just in life, I know 

women are scared. They don’t want to come forward. Or if they do, they’re afraid to do it alone. But I would tell them, ‘Do it anyway.’ 

It’s gonna hurt. It’s gonna be the scariest however many years of your life, and the person may very well get away with it. It’s like one of 

those things where you have to build a case, you have to show, and if you say this happened, and they sadly get away with it, they’re 

gonna probably do it again. And that’s something that’s gonna follow them. And that’s gonna be something that can be used against 

them eventually … I mean, it’s even to the point, I thought about advertising and putting it out there - If there’s any woman that needs 

someone to go with them to court, to fight it, if they’re scared, it’s like, ‘I’m here.’ I know what that’s like, to go through it alone. But I 

don’t want someone to think that’s the reason they can’t come forward and say something. Cause it has to stop.” — KC  

“I’ve never talked to anyone, male or female who was molested as a child who wasn’t affected by it 

one way or another. One girl I know has the best attitude I’ve ever seen. She said ‘yeah it happened 

but it’s not part of me.' And she learned about bullying from it, because that kind of abuse is not- it’s physically sexual but it isn’t sexual 

from the standpoint of what the person wants to do. It’s violent and it’s punishing and it is a form of bullying and she’s pretty much put 

it behind her and she recognizes that all the good things in her life have happened because of that, because she was working to over-

come what damage was done, and had a lot of good things come out of it. And I think we all have to look at it that way.”— Alice  

CALL TO ACTION 



“In|Dignity” is a double entendre, simultaneously reading as the single word “indignity” and two 

separate words, “in dignity.” These two meanings capture what the exhibition explores: experiences 

with oppression, discrimination, and prejudice, and simultaneously the pride and self-respect that 

we must have for ourselves and for others facing marginalization.  

In|Dignity builds students’ understanding of the experiences of individuals different from 

themselves, and provides assurance for those who themselves feel different that they are not alone. 

Individual narratives are presented in both written and audio form, along with photographs of 

participants and their personal objects.  

 

IN|DIGNITY 
 Features 43 Inland Empire residents’ personal biographies  

 Curated and designed by students and faculty at Cal State San Bernardino 

 Curriculum packet available to support learning outcome integration 

 Multimedia audio, visual, and virtual reality options  

 No cost for San Bernardino County High Schools to host the exhibit! 

 Audience: 9th—12th grade students 

Scaffolded curriculum supports reading comprehension, writing 

personal narratives, and comparative thinking. It utilizes techniques 

such as Question Formulation, Say-Mean-Matter, Historical Thinking 

Technique, and Choice Board. The curriculum aligns with California 

History-Social Science Framework, and the FAIR Education Act. 

50 separate pop-up vinyl panels can be arranged in multiple  

configurations to support display in multi-purpose rooms, gyms,  

and other indoor spaces. Two-week reservations (Friday —Thursday)  

can be made by school principals and district superintendents.   

For reservations contact Arianna Huhn 909-537-5505 ahuhn@csusb.edu  

More information at http://www.indignityexhibit.weebly.com 

mobile exhibition to support resilience, empathy, and community strength 

http://www.indignityexhibit.weebly.com


For more information about In|Dignity and for curriculum ideas
visit http://indignityexhibit.weebly.com

To book the mobile exhibition, contact the Director of the 
CSUSB Anthropology Museum at anthromuseum@csusb.edu 

The In|Dignity Mobile Exhibition Companion Book has been adapted from the In|Dignity Exhibition Catalog (2018)



InIDignity Mobile Exhibition Companion Book 

CSUSB Anthropology Museum

Reprints with permission, for non-profit use only 
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