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the three-family house she owns, as well s a monthly pension of $71.23 from
her Teamsters local. “That’s nothing,” she says. “That doesn’t even pay your
telephone bill. It’s gone before you know it.”

Although Paterson is a tenacious city, it seems defined by what is gone.
Its last heyday was during and after World War II, when entrepreneurs like
Archie Sergy and migrants like Mollie James helped sustain the city as a
proud symbol of industrial might. But the old factory district near the Great
Falls has been in ruins for decades, and although a number of the ancient
brick mills have been splendidly restored—-as a museum, a hospital clinic, and
housing for artists—Paterson today is thought of as one of those discarded
American places, a city so squalid, so defeated, that few people who do not live
or work in Paterson venture there.

Mollie James has spent a half-century in Paterson. She married and
divorced there, raised four children, bought a house. She sank deep roots, and
would like nothing better than to see the seeds of renewal take sprout, but she
is fed up with high taxes, crime, the unstakle economy. Like many “up-South”
blacks of retirement age, she thinks often about going home, to rural central
Virginia, to the land she left as a teenager. She still owns her childhood home
amid three wooded acres.

During a trip back home not long ago, Mollie visited the cemetery where
her parents are buried. It is where she wishes to be buried as well. “They bet-
ter not put me in no dirt up there in New Jersey,” she says. “Bring me back
home, brother.”

Balbina, too, dreams of returning to her ancestral home, to the quiet and clear
air of Monte Bello, where she could raise her children in a ealm, safe place. But
there is no work around Monte Bello for her, no future there for her children.
She is more concerned with the immediate future of her job. In the last cou-
ple of years, MagneTek closed the two old Universal plants in Arkansas and
Mississippi and transferred the bulk of those operations not to Malamoros,
but 60 miles upriver to Reynosa, where the union is even weaker, the wages
lower still. Now the talk in Matamoros is that the company will once again use
the threat of a move, as it did first in Paterson and then in the Southern plants,
as a lever for lower wages.

Balbina scoffs at the notion of transferring to Reynosa if the company
relocates her job there. “What if they were to move again?” she asks. “Maybe
to Juarez or Tijuana? What then? Do I chase my job all over the world?”
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Grassroots Activism: Mothers
of East Los Angeles

MARY PARDO

This retrospective on community activism in East Los Angeles shows how places
and individuals are changed when people make their voices heard. Mary Pardo’s
life-history approach allows us to hear the voices of the women who worked on be-
half of their families and communities. Despite obstacles of gender, class, ethnicity,
and personal inexperience, they organized and confronted the powerful forces of the
city and state. This is democracy in action.

THE COMMUNITY CONTEXT:
EAST LOS ANGELES RESISTING SIEGE

In 1984, the state of California commissioned a public relations firm to assess
the political difficulties facing the construction of energy-producing waste
incinerators. The report provided a “personality profile” of those residents
most likely to organize effective opposition to projects:

middle and upper socioeconomic strata possess better resources to effectuate
their opposition. Middle and higher socioeconomic strata neighborhoods should
not fall within the one-mile and five-mile radii of the proposed site. Conversely,
older people, people with a high school education or less are least likely to

oppose a facility.!

The state accordingly placed the [toxic waste incinerator] plant in Commerce,
a predominantly Mexican American, low-income community. This pattern
holds throughout the state and the country: three out of five Afro-Americans
and Latinos live near toxic waste sites, and three of the five largest hazardous
waste landfills are in communities with at least 80 percent minority popula-
tions. .

Similarly, in March 1985, when the state sought a site for the first state
prison in Los Angeles County, Governor Deukmejian resolved to place
the 1,700-inmate institution in East Los Angeles, within a mile of the long-
established Boyle Heights neighborhood and within two miles of thirty-four

1. Cerrell Associates, Inc., “Political Difficulties Facing Waste-to-Energy Conversion Plant
Siting,” Report Prepared for California Waste Management Board, Slate of California (Los

Angeles, 1984): 43.
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schools. Furthermore, violating convention, the state bid on the expensive
parcel of industrially zoned land without ~ompiling an environmental impact
report or providing a public community hearing. * * *

In spring 1986, after much pressure from the 56th assembly district office
and the community, the Department of Corrections agreed to hold a public
information meeting, which was attended by over 700 Boyle Heights resi-
dents. From this moment on, Vigil observed, “the tables turned, the commu-
nity mobilized, and the residents began ~alling the political representatives
and requesting their presence at hearings and meetings.”? By summer 1986,
the community was well aware of the prison site proposal. Over two thousand
people, carrying placards proclaiming “No Prison in ELA,” marched from
Resurrection Church in Boyle Heights to the 8rd Street bridge linking East
Los Angeles with the rapidly expanding downtown Los Angeles. This march
marked the beginning of one of the largest grassroots coalitions to emerge
from the Latino community in the last decade.

Prominent among the coalition’s groups is “Mothers of East Los Angeles,”
a loosely knit group of over 400 Mexican American women. MELA initially
coalesced to oppose the state prison construction but has since organized
opposition to several other projects detrimental to the quality of life in the
central city. Its second large target is a toxic waste incinerator proposed for
Vernon, a small city adjacent to East Los Angeles. This incinerator would
worsen the already debilitating air quality of the entire county and set a prec-
edent dangerous for other communities throughout California. When MELA
took up the fight against the toxic waste incinerator, it became more than
a single-issue group and began working with environmental groups around
the state. As a result of the community siruggle, AB58 (Roybal-Allard), which
provides all Californians with the mininum protection of an environmental
impact report before the construction of hazardous waste incinerators, was
signed into law. But the law’s effectiveress relies on a watchful community
network. Since its emergence, “Mothers of East Los Angeles” has become
centrally important to just such a network of grassroots activists including a
select number of Catholic priests and two Mexican American political repre-
sentatives. Furthermore, the group’s very formation, and its continued spirit
and activism, fiy in the face of the conventional political science beliefs regard-
ing political participation.

Predictions by the “experts” attribute the low formal political participation
(i.e., voting) of Mexican American people in the U.S. to a set of cultural “re-
tardants” including primary kinship systems, fatalism, religious traditionalism
traditional cultural values, and mother country attachment. The core activists
in MELA may appear to fit this description, as well as the state-commissioned
profile of residents least likely to oppcse toxic waste incinerator projects.

2. James Vigil, Jr., field representative for Ass: :mblywoman Gloria Molina, 1984-1986, Per-
sonal Interview, Whittier, Calif., 27 September 1989.
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All the women live in a low-income community. Furthermore, they identify
themselves as active and committed participants in the Catholic Church; they
claim an ethnic identity—Mexican American; their ages range from forty to
sixty; and they have attained at most high school educations. However, these
women fail to conform to the predicted political apathy. Instead, they have
transformed social identity—ethnic identity, class identity, and gender iden-
tity—into an impetus as well [as] a basis for activism. And, in transforming
their existing social networks into grassroots political networks, they have
also transformed themselves.

TRANSFORMATION AS A DOMINANT THEME

From the life histories of the group’s core activists and from my own field
notes, I have selected excerpts that tell two representative stories. Oneisa
narrative of the events that led to community mobilization in East Los Angeles.
The other is a story of transformation, the process of creating new and better
relationships that empower people to unite and achieve common goals.

First, women have transformed organizing experiences and social networks
arising from gender-related responsibilities into political resources. When
I asked the women about the first community, not necessarily “political,”
involvement they could recall, they discussed experiences that predated the
formation of MELA. Juana Gutiérrez explained:

Well, it didn’t start with the prison, you know. It started when my kids went to
school. I started by joining the Parents Club and we worked on different prob-
lems here in the area. Like the people who come to the parks to sell drugs to the
kids. I got the neighbors to have meetings. I would go knock at the doors, house
to house. And I told them that we should stick together with the Neighborhood
Watch for the community and for the kids.

Erlinda Robles similarly recalled:

I wanted my kids to go to Catholic school and from the time my oldest one
went there, I was there every day. T used to take my two little ones with me and
I helped one way or another. I used to question things they did. And the other
mothers would just watch me. Later, they would ask me, “Why do you do that?
They are going to take it out on your kids.” I'd say, “They better not.” And before
you knew it, we had a big group of mothers that were very involved.

Part of a mother’s “traditional” responsibility includes overseeing her child’s
progress in school, interacting with school staff, and supporting school activi-
ties. In these processes, women meet other mothers and begin developing a
network of acquaintanceships and friendships based on mutual concern for
the welfare of their children.
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. Although the women in MELA carried the greatest burden of participating
in school activities, Erlinda Robles also spoke of strategies they used to draw
men into the enterprise and into the networks:

At the beginning, the priests used to say who the president of the mothers guild
would be; they used to pick urn. But, we wanted elections, so we got elections.
Then we wanted the fathers to be involved, and the nuns suggested that a father

should be president and a mother would be secretary or be involved there [at the
school site].

Of course, this comment piqued my curiosity, so I asked how the mothers
agreed on the nuns’ suggestion. The answer was simple and instructive:

At the time we thought it was a “natural” way to get the fathers involved be-
cause they weren’t involved; it was just the mothers. Everybody [the women]
agreed on them [the fathers] being president because they worked all day and
they couldn’t be involved in a lot of daily activities like food sales and what-
ever. During the week, a steering commitiee of mothers planned the group’s
activities. But now that I think about it, a woman could have done the job just
as well!

So women got men into the group by giving them a position they could man-
age. The men may have held the title of “president,” but they were not mak-
ing day-to-day decisions about work, nor were they dictating the direction
of the group. Erlinda Robles laughed as she recalled an occasion when the
president insisted, against the wishes of the women, on scheduling a parents’
group fundraiser—a breakfast—on Mothar’s Day. On that morning, only the
president and his wife were present to prepare breakfast. This should alert
researchers against measuring power and influence by looking solely at who
holds titles.

Each of the cofounders had a history of working with groups arising out of
the responsibilities usually assumed by “mothers”—the education of children
and the safety of the surrounding commur:ity. From these groups, they gained
valuable experiences and networks that facilitated the formation of “Mothers
of Bast Los Angeles.” Juana Gutiérrez explained how preexisting networks
progressively expanded community support:

You know nobody knew about the plan to huild a prison in this community un-
til Assemblywoman Gloria Molina told me. Martha Molina called me and said,
“You know what is happening in your area? The governor wants to put a prison
in Boyle Heights!” So, I called a Neighborhood Watch meeting at my house and
we got fifteen people together. Then, Father John started informing his people
at the Church and that is when the group of two to three hundred started show-
ing up for every march on the bridge.
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MELA effectively linked up preexisting networks into a viable grassroots
coalition.

Second, the process of activism also transformed previously “invisible”
women, making them not only visible but the center of public attention. From
a conventional perspective, political activism assumes a kind of gender neu-
trality. This means that anyone can participate, but men are the expected key
actors. In accordance with this pattern, in winter 1986 an informal group of con-
cerned businessmen in the community began lobbying and testifying against
the prison at hearings in Sacramento. Working in conjunction with Assembly-
woman Molina, they made many trips to Sacramento at their own expense. Res-
idents who did not have the income to travel were unable to join them. Finally,
Molina, commonly recognized as a forceful advocate for Lati-nas and the com-
munity, asked Frank Villalobos, an urban planner in the group, why there were
no women coming up to speak in Sacramento against the prison. As he phrased
it, “I was getting some heat from her because no women were going up there.”

In response to this comment, Veronica Gutiérrez, a law student who lived
in the community, agreed to accompany him on the next trip to Sacramento.
He also mentioned the comment to Father John Moretta at Resurrection
Catholic Parish. Meanwhile, representatives of the business sector of the
community and of the 56th assembly district office were continuing to com-
pile arguments and supportive data against the East Los Angeles prison site.
Frank Villalobos stated one of the pressing problems:

We felt that the Senators whom we prepared all this for didn’t even acknowl-
edge that we existed. They kept calling it the “downtown” site, and they argued
that there was no opposition in the community. So, 1 told Father Moretta, what
we have to do is demonstrate that there is a link (proximity) between the Boyle
Heights community and the prison.

The next juncture illustrates how perceptions of gender-specific behavior
set in motion a sequence of events that brought women into the political lime-
light. Father Moretta decided to ask all the women to meet after mass. He
told them about the prison site and called for their support. When I asked him
about his rationale for selecting the women, he replied:

1 felt so strongly about the issue, and 1 knew in my heart what a terrible offense
this was to the people. So, I was afraid that once we got into a demonstration
situation we had to be very careful. I thought the women would be cooler and
calmer than the men. The bottom line is that the men came anyway. The first
times out the majority were women. Then they hegan to invite their husbands
and their children, but originally it was just women.

Father Moretta also named the group. Quite moved by a film, The Official
Story, about the courageous Argentine women who demonstrated for the
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wmﬁcg of their children who disappeared during a repressive right-wing mili-
wmw% dictatorship, he transformed the name “Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo”
into “Mothers of East Los Angeles.”

However, Aurora Castillo, one of the cofounders of the group, modified my
emphasis on the predominance of women:

Of course the fathers work. We also have many, many grandmothers. And all
this IS with the support of the fathers. They make the placards and the post-
ers; they do the security and carry the signs; and they come to the marches
when they can.

Although women played a key role in the mobilization, they emphasized the
group’s broad base of active supporters as well as the other organizations in
the “Coalition Against the Prison.” Their intent was to counter any notion
S.pmn MELA was composed exclusively of women or mothers and to stress the
“inclusiveness” of the group. All the wornen who assumed lead roles in the
group had long histories of volunteer work in the Boyle Heights community;
but formation of the group brought them cut of the “private” margins and Eﬁw
“public” light.

. Third, the women in “Mothers of East L.A.” have transformed the defini-
tion of “mother” to include militant political opposition to state-proposed proj-
ects they see as adverse to the quality of li‘e in the community. Explaining how
she discovered the issue, Aurora Castillo said,

You know if one of your children’s safety is jeopardized, the mother turns into
a lioness. That’s why Father John got the mothers. We have to have a well-
organized, strong group of mothers to protect the community and oppose things
that are detrimental to us. You know the governor is in the wrong and the mothers
are in the right. After all, the mothers have to be right. Mothers are for the chil-
dren’s interest, not for self-interest; the govarnor is for his own political interest.

The women also have expanded the boundaries of “motherhood” to include social
and political community activism and redefined the word to include women
ér.o are not biological “mothers.” At one meeting a young Latina expressed her
solidarity with the group and, almost apologetically, qualified herself as a “resi-
dent,” not a “mother,” of East Los Angeles. Erlinda Robles replied:

When you are fighting for a better life for children and “doing” for them, isn’t
that what mothers do? So we're all mothers. You don’t have to have children to
be a “mother.”

ok

. m,.o:wﬁF the story of MELA also shows the transformation of class and eth-
nic identity. Aurora Castillo told of an incident that illustrated her growing
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knowledge of the relationship of East Los Angeles to other communities and
the basis necessary for coalition building:

And do you know we have been approached by other groups? [She lowers her
voice in emphasis.] You know that Pacific Palisades group asked for our back-
ing. But what they did, they sent their powerful lobbyist that they pay thousands
of dollars to get our support against the drilling in Pacific Palisades. So what we
did was tell them to send their grassroots people, not their lobbyist. We're suspi-
cious. We don’t want to talk to a high-salaried lobbyist; we are humble people.
We did our own lobbying. In one week we went to Sacramento twice.

The contrast between the often tedious and labor-intensive work of mobiliz-
ing people at the “grassroots” level and the paid work of a “high salaried lob-
byist” represents a point of pride and integrity, not a deficiency or a source of
shame. If the two groups were to construct a coalition, they must communi-
cate on equal terms.

The women of MELA combine a willingness to assert opposition with a critical
assessment of their own weaknesses. At one community meeting, for example,
representatives of several oil companies attempted to gain support for place-
ment of an oil pipeline through the center of East Los Angeles. The exchange
between the women in the audience and the oil representative was heated, as
women alternated asking questions about the chosen route for the pipeline:

“Ts it going through Cielito Lindo [Reagan’s ranch]?” The oil representative an-
gwered, “No.” Another woman stood up and asked, “Why not place it along the
coastline?” Without thinking of the implications, the representative responded,
“Oh, no! If it burst, it would endanger the marine life.” The woman retorted,
«you value the marine life more than human beings?” His face reddened with
anger and the hearing disintegrated into angry chanting.

The proposal was quickly defeated. But Aurora Castillo acknowledged that it
was not solely their opposition that brought about the defeat:

We won because the westside was opposed to it, so we united with them. You
know there are a lot of attorneys who live there and they also questioned the
representative. Believe me, noway is justice blind. . .. We just don’t want all this
garbage thrown at us because we are low-income and Mexican American. We
are lucky now that we have good representatives, which we didn’t have before.

Throughout their life histories, the women refer to the disruptive effects of
land use decisions made in the 1950s. As longtime residents, all but one share
the experience of losing a home and relocating to make way for a freeway.
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The freeways that cut through commurities and disrupted neighborhoods
are now a concrete reminder of shared injustice, of the vulnerability of the
community in the 1950s. The community's social and political history thus
informs perceptions of its current predicament; however, today’s activists
emphasize not the powerlessness of the community but the change in status
and progression toward political empowerment.

Fifth, the core activists typically tell stories illustrating personal change
and a new sense of entitlement to speak for the community. They have trans-
formed the unspoken sentiments of individuals into a collective community
voice. Lucy Ramos related her initial apprehensions:

I was afraid to get involved. I didn’t know what was going to come out of this and
1 hesitated at first. Right after we started, Father John came up to me and told
me, “I want you to be a spokesperson.” I said, “Oh no, 1 don’t know what I am
going to say.” T was nervous. I am surprised I didn’t have a nervous breakdown
then. Every time we used to get in front of the TV cameras and even interviews
tike this, I used to sit there and T could feel miyself shaking. But as time went on,
1 started getting used to it.

And this is what I have noticed with a lot of them. They were afraid to speak
up and say anything. Now, with this prison issue, a lot of them have come out and
come forward and given their opinions. Everybody used to be real “quietlike.”

She also related a situation that brought all her fears to a climax, which she
confronted and resolved as follows:

When I first started working with the coalition, Channel 13 called me up and
said they wanted to interview me and I said OK. Then I started getting nervous.
So 1 ealled Father John and told him, “You better get over here right away.” He
said, “Don’t worry, don’t worry, you can hardie it by yourself.” Then Channel 13
called me back and said they were going to interview another person, someone
1 had never heard of, and asked if it was OK if he came to my house. And I said
OK again. Then I began thinking, what if this guy is for the prison? What am I
going to do? And 1was so nervous and I thought, I know what I am going to do!

Since the meeting was taking place in her home, she reasoned that she was
entitled to order any troublemakers out of her domain:

If this man tells me anything, I am just geing to chase him out of my house.
That is what I am going to do! All these thoughts were going through my head.
Then Channel 13 walk into my house followed by six men I had never met. And
I thought, Oh, my God, what did I get myself into? I kept saying to myself, if they
get smart with me I am throwing them ALL out.

At this point her tone expressed a sense of resolve. In fact, the situation turned
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also members of the coalition. This woman confronted an anxiety-laden situ-
ation by relying on her sense of control within her home and family—a quite
«tyaditional” source of authority for women—and transforming that control
into the courage to express a political position before a potential audience all
over one of the largest metropolitan areas in the nation.

People living in Third World countries as well as in minority communities
in the United States face an increasingly degraded environment. Recognizing
the threat to the well-being of their families, residents have mobilized at the
neighborhood level to fight for “quality of life” issues. The common notion that
environmental well-being is of concern solely to white middle-class and upper-
class residents ignores the specific way working-class neighborhoods suffer
from the fallout of the city “growth machine” geared for profit.

In Los Angeles, the culmination of postwar urban renewal policies, the
growing Pacific Rim trade surplus and investment, and low-wage interna-
tional labor migration from Third World countries are creating potentially
volatile conditions. Literally palatial financial buildings swallow up the space
previously occupied by modest, low-cost housing. Increasing density and
development not matched by investment in social programs, services, and
infrastructure erode the quality of life, beginning in the core of the city. Lati-
nos, the majority of whom live close to the center of the city, must confront
the distilled social consequences of development focused solely on profit. The
Mexican American community in East Los Angeles, much like other minor-
ity working-class communities, has been a repository for prisons instead of
new schools, hazardous industries instead of safe work sites, and one of the
largest concentrations of freeway interchanges in the country, which trans-
ports much wealth past the community. And the concerns of residents in East
Los Angeles may provide lessons for other minority as well as middle-class
communities. Increasing environmental pollution resulting from inadequate
waste disposal plans and an out-of-control “need” for penal institutions to
contain the casualties created by the growing bipolar distribution of wages
may not be limited to the Southwest. These conditions set the stage for new
conflicts and new opportunities, to transform old relationships into coalitions
that can challenge state agendas and create new community visions.

Mexican American women living east of downtown Los Angeles exemplify
the tendency of women to enter into environmental struggles in defense of
their community. Women have a rich historical legacy of community activism,
partly reconstructed over the last two decades in social histories of women
who contested other “quality of life issues,” from the price of bread to “Demon
Rum” (often representing domestic violence).

But something new is also happening. The issues “traditionally” addressed
by women—health, housing, sanitation, and the urban environment—have
moved to center stage as capitalist urbanization progresses. Environmental
issues now fuel the fires of many political campaigns and drive citizens beyond
the rather restricted, perfunctory political act of voting. Instances of political
mnhilization at the erassroots level, where women often play a central role,
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allow us to “see” abstract concepts like participatory democracy and social
change as dynamic processes.

The work “Mothers of East Los Angeles” do to mobilize the community
demonstrates that people’s political invelvement cannot be predicted by their
cultural characteristics. These women have defied stereotypes of apathy and
used ethnic, gender, and class identity as an impetus, a strength, a vehicle for
political activism. They have expanded their—and our—understanding of the
complexities of a political system, and they have reaffirmed the possibility of
“doing something.”

They also generously share the lessons they have learned. One of the
women in “Mothers of Bast Los Angeles” told me, as I hesitated to set up an
interview with another woman I hadn’t et met in person,

You know, nothing ventured nothing lost. You should have seen how timid we
were the first time we went to a public hearing. Now, forget it, T walk right up
and make myself heard and that’s what you have to do.
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Industry-Driven Activism®
EDWARD WALKER

Political sociologist Edward Walker directs our attention to perhaps one of the
most important changes in the political process of the last hundred years: the un-
limited and currently anonymous funding™ by corporations, wealthy individu-
als, and unions to back or oppose political candidates. For example, David and
Charles Koch, billionaire owners and investors (much of it in fossil fuels), organized
Americans for Prosperity, an organization that paid for eighty public events aimed
at opposing cap-and-trade legislation, 300 events opposing health-care reform,
and, according to Jone Mayer writing in The New Yorker, worked to “educate,
fund, and organize Tea Party protesters.” ™ Social movements have long been
recognized as forces for social change in a political system that respects the will
of “the people,” especially when citizens take the time and trouble to be heard. The
question Walker raises concerns the authenticity of their voice, when “grassroots
methods can be used, ironically, to increase political inequalities.”

he contentious summer of 2009 raised questions about what we really

mean by “grassroots” political advocacy. Many pundits asked aloud
whether a number of ostensibly spontaneous, citizen-driven protest events
were instead mere “Astroturf”—top-down, industry-funded events. As
late summer set in, legislators were met with furious outbursts as they
convened town hall meetings on health reform. Activists shouted about
government takeovers of healthcare and the dangers of socialism, and
politicians stared down an angry and apparently motivated cadre of vot-
ers. But, as The New York Times reported, some of these seemingly self-
motivated citizens were, in fact, called to action by well-heeled groups like
tormer House Majority Leader Dick Armey’s FreedomWorks.

*Gince Teddy Roosevelt’s presidency Congress and the courts have restricted campaigr
financing in order to have a more level playing field among candidates. The 2010 U.S
Supreme Court ruling in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission effectively ended al
restrictions on the basis of the First Amendment (freedom of speech). As a consequence
the 2010 midterm elections saw tens of millions of dollars from wealthy individuals and
corporations going to candidates without public attribution or a way to identify the fundin;
source.

** Jane Mayer. “Covert Operations.” New Yorker (August 30, 2010): 45-55.



