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THE ARISTA-TAYLOR PILLARS 
          

PUBLIC HISTORY PROPOSAL             Broderick C. Booth                       December 2021 

 

  

STATEMENT OF NEED 

 

What type of public site do you propose?  

The proposed public site will be a series of pillars/markers located in multiple locations in 

southern Texas along the Nueces River. 

 

What topic in Mexican American history? 

These markers will address the US War with Mexico from 1846 to 1848, but more specifically, 

the Battle of Palo Alto of 8 May 1846 and the Battle of Resaca de la Palma of 9 May 1846.  

These two battles were the first major engagements of the US War with Mexico and occurred 

prior to the United States’ declaration of war on Mexico (13 May 1846).  The dispute over the 

US-Mexico border as defined by both nations prior to 1846 will also be addressed by the 

markers.  

 

Does this topic currently have visibility in the public? In what way?  

Currently, the National Park Service organizes and runs the Palo Alto Battlefield National 

Historical Park in Brownsville, TX near the US-Mexico border. 1  This park preserves the 

location where the Battle of Palo Alto was fought by American and Mexican troops on 8 May 

1846.  Of the National Park Service’s 423 units, this is the only unit dedicated solely to the US 

War with Mexico.  This national park is home to a visitor’s center containing exhibits about the 

Battle of Palo Alto and the war in general.  There visitors are able to watch a short film titled 

War on the Rio Grande highlighting key facts and events that led to and were part of the Battle 

of Palo Alto and the entire US War with Mexico as a whole.  Outside of the visitor’s center, 

there is a short (1/2 mile) walking trail leading to an overlook of the war’s first battlefield.  

Markers along the trail detail names, conditions, and facts key to understanding the Battle of 

Palo Alto and the area in which it was fought.   

 

As a unit of the National Park Service, this site does an adequate job of exposing the visiting 

public to the history and importance for both nations of the US War with Mexico.  Located at the 

southernmost tip of the American west, however, this site is only effective in displaying history 

to those who visit the park.  Thousands of Americans who do not specifically travel to this park 

will be denied its history.  The following proposal aims to address that issue. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 National Park Service, https://www.nps.gov/paal/index.htm 
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TOPIC 

 

Topic Description  

Texas gained its independence from Mexico in 1836.  In 1845, it was annexed by the United 

States to become an official state of the Union.  Mexico had fought against the independence-

seeking Texans, and after its annexation, refused to recognize the Texas border as an 

international boundary.  To Mexico, the US-Mexico border was the Nueces River.  To the United 

States however, the international boundary was the Rio Grande located farther south of the 

Nueces River.  Following the annexation of Texas, the United States feared that Mexico would 

respond by attempting to claim disputed land in present-day southwestern Texas.  President 

James K. Polk dispatched troops (headed by General Zachary Taylor) to south Texas as a 

response to this fear.  They were not ordered to invade or attack.  When agreements and 

negotiations dealing with this disputed land failed, Gen. Zachary Taylor marched his troops to 

the Rio Grande.  Mexico considered this an invasion by American troops since they had crossed 

over the Nueces River.  On 8 May 1846, Mexican troops led by General Mariano Arista crossed 

the Rio Grande and attacked General Taylor’s army.2  Both of these men later became presidents 

of their respective countries.  The name of this proposed series of markers will bear these men’s 

names: The Arista-Taylor Pillars.    

 

The proposed Arista-Taylor Pillars aim to increase public knowledge about the war between the 

United States and Mexico by focusing on the following three ideas:  

 

1. Separate yet Disputed Borders – Mexico considered the Nueces River to be the 

international border between Mexico and the United States.  The United States 

considered the border to be the Rio Grande farther south.  The independence and 

annexation of Texas, in 1836 and 1845 respectively, led to this great international 

misunderstanding.  In essence, the war was sparked by confusion.3 

 

2. Defensive Invasion – Both the United States and Mexico saw themselves in defensive 

positions.  Understanding this will allow viewers to gain historical empathy which will 

allow the prevention of blame being cast excessively and prejudicially upon either 

nation.4   Both American and Mexican intentions must be understood in order to gain 

historical context of the beginning of the war: 

 

a. Mexico – The mobilization of American troops across the Nueces River was seen 

as an invasion of Mexican territory by the United States.  Crossing the Rio 

Grande to attack the American troops was not seen – at least by Mexico – as an 

aggressive crossing of an international boundary.  Contrarily, crossing the Rio 

Grande to attack the American army was a Mexican act of national defense in 

efforts to protect their home country. 

 
2 U.S. Army Center of Military History, Guns Along the Rio Grande: Palo Alto and Resaca de la Palma, 2006 
3 Dr. Natalie Mendoza, White by Treaty: US War with Mexico (1846-1858), 2021 
4 Heather L. Bennet, Excerpt from: Hashtag History: Historical Thinking & Social Media in an Undergraduate Classroom in Singapore (PhD 

Dissertation, Drew University, 2019)  
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b. United States – Just as is the case of Mexican troops crossing the Rio Grande, the 

American army was not crossing any international boundaries that they knew 

when they crossed the Nueces River.  Their settling in the area was a preemptive 

measure in the event that Mexico attempted to take land from their newly annexed 

state, Texas.  The Mexican army crossing the Rio Grande to attack was seen as an 

aggressive act of war.  By the United States army’s perspective, they were 

defending their country as well. 

 

The beginning of the war was not brought upon by a fight between good and evil.  The 

origin of the US War with Mexico cannot be told in black and white.  Both nations had 

cause, since both nations seemed to find themselves on the defensive.       

 

3. Honoring the Fallen –  

a. The Battle of Palo Alto (8 May 1846) –  

i. Of 3,461 Mexican troops, 102 killed, 129 wounded, 26 missing 

ii. Of approximately 2,200 American troops, 9 killed, 47 wounded, 2 missing 

b. The Battle of Resaca de la Palma (9 May 1846) – 

i. Of 4,000 Mexican troops, 154 killed, 205 wounded, 156 missing 

ii. Of 1,700 American troops, 33 killed, 89 wounded5 

 

Though war was officially declared by the United States on Mexico on 13 May 1846, the 

first two major conflicts of the war occurred prior to the official declaration.  In the space 

of two days, 298 men were killed and another 470 were wounded in battles fought not 

fought for good to prevail against evil, but because of international confusion 

surrounding a line on a map.  Those who fought and died must be honored.  All who 

fought did so in defense of their country and to protect its principles.  Both armies were 

led by two patriots: General Mariano Arista and General Zachary Taylor.  

 

 

CREATING AND PLANNING LOGISTICS 

 

Public Site Design 

This site will consist of a series of markers 

(approximately 10 feet tall) placed in multiple 

locations along the Nueces River in present-day 

Texas.  These markers will be similar to the pillars 

located at the Chamizal National Memorial (see 

picture at right) – ideally 10-12 feet high and made of 

concrete.  The purpose of the markers along the 

Nueces River will be to indicate where Mexico 

considered to be the US-Mexico border prior to the US 

War with Mexico.  No markers will be needed along the Rio Grande to indicate where the United 

States considered the border to be since that is where the present-day border is located.  The 

 
5 National Park Service, https://www.nps.gov/paal/learn/historyculture/paloalto.htm 
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following 9 locations – along the Nueces River –  are suitable locations for the proposed 

markers: 

1. Corpus Christi, TX 

2. Intersection of the Nueces River and Interstate 37 

3. Lake Corpus Christi – South of Mathis, TX 

4. Intersection of the Nueces River and US Highway 281 – South of Three 

Rivers, TX 

5. Cotulla, TX 

6. Presidio Park – Between Carrizo Springs and Crystal City, TX 

7. Crystal City, TX 

8. Intersection of the Nueces River and US Highway 83 at the Uvalde and La 

Pryor Bridge 

9. Barksdale, TX 

 

Each marker will contain written engravings stating that its location at the Nueces River is one of 

9 locations indicating where Mexico considered the US-Mexico border to be prior to 1846.  The 

statement would include something similar to: 

 

This pillar – as one of nine – marks the US-Mexico border as perceived by the United 

States of Mexico prior to the war between the United States of America and Mexico 

(1846-1848) … 

 
On a different side of the marker, written word will briefly describe the history of this confusion 

over the international boundary line.  This brief history could be given in a way similar to: 
 
After the independence of Texas in 1836 and the United States annexation of Texas in 

1845, Mexico still did not recognize the southern Texas border of the Rio Grande as an 

international boundary between Mexico and the United States.  Fearful of possible 

violence brought about by land disputes in southwest Texas, US President James K. 

Polk dispatched troops to southern Texas to wait.  After diplomatic negotiations over 

the disputed land failed, American General Zachary Taylor move his troops closer to 

Mexico against the Rio Grande.  Mexico, however, saw this crossing of the Nueces River 
as an invasion of Mexican territory. On the eighth of May eighteen-hundred and forty-

eight, after crossing the Rio Grande (near present-day Brownsville, TX), Mexican 

General Mariano Arista led his troops in an attack against General Taylor’s army.  The 

ensuing battles would become known as the Battle of Palo Alto (8 May) and the Battle of 

Resaca de la Palma (9 May). 

 
On a third side of the marker, those who fought and died during these battles will be honored.  A 

memorial to these soldiers could be given in a way similar to: 

 

Led by two of their countries’ fiercest patriots – General Mariano Arista and General 

Zachary Taylor, both future presidents of their respective countries –   

thousands of brave Mexican and American troops fought in the defense of their 
countries.  This marker serves as a memorial to honor the 298 men killed, and 470 

men wounded during the battles of Palo Alto and Resaca de la Palma. 
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An important aspect of these markers will be avoiding the division of Mexican and American 

casualties of the battle.  Those honored must be honored by and in their native countries, but this 

marker will memorialize all of them as a collective, patriotic whole.  

 

Where does your public site belong? Why this location?   

Evidenced by the nine proposed locations listed above, these sites must be spread out over a 

large geographic area in order for the public to understand the broad geographic scope of the 

history being shared.  The proposed locations are along the Nueces River – which is key – but, 

almost more importantly, they are locations along the river which will lend itself to public 

exposure.  The markers in the city of Corpus Christi and at Lake Corpus Christi will especially 

be seen by many people – many of whom are not native to the area or Texas itself. 

 

The locations along Interstate 37 and US Highways 281 and 83 will provide a great amount of 

public exposure.  Those passing by may not always stop to observe the markers in detail, but it 

will certainly spark their curiosity.  The Texas Department of Transportation will be a valuable 

resource to place certain advertisements along these roadways. 

 

The above map shows proposed locations for individual markers numbered according to the list 

of locations given above. 

 

The Palo Alto Battlefield National Historical Park has many more resources and historical 

exhibits and evidence than these proposed markers will have.  A visitor of the Palo Alto 

Battlefield will be able to gather more information there than an observer of these markers.  The 

purpose of these markers is to reach a greater audience and provide greater exposure to the 

public.  These markers and the Palo Alto Battlefield National Historical Park will optimistically 

work hand in hand to better educate Americans about the US War with Mexico and the Battles of 
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Palo Alto and Resaca de la Palma.  Curiosity and interest sparked by the markers may drive 

many observers to the park. 

 

 

If adopted, who should be involved in the planning and building of the public site?  

The following groups/organizations will be consulted and involved in the implementation of this 

proposal: 

 

Palo Alto Battlefield National Historical Park – It is imperative that the park supports the 

placing of these markers.  Markers may also mention this national park for those interested in 

learning more, and the visitor’s center at the park – if mention of the markers were included – 

would be extremely influential in spreading knowledge about the markers. 

 

State Government of Texas – Though funding may be able to be accumulated through the 

National Park Service as a consequence of coordinating with the Palo Alto Battlefield National 

Historical Park, the State Government of Texas will be influential in raising funds for the 

creation and construction of the markers.  The state government may also need to be consulted 

for approval of construction locations. 

 

Governments of Local Texas Municipalities – Several markers may fall on public land held by 

the local governments of the nearest town, city, or county.  These boards and councils will need 

to be addressed and convinced that these markers will be beneficial to the community in order to 

gain any approvals for construction locations. 

 

Texas Department of Transportation – The three locations along Interstate 37 and US 

Highways 281 and 83 will provide great public exposure, but those passing by will remain 

ignorant as to what the markers actually are.  Coordination with TDOT will allow signs to be 

erected giving the name and locations of the markers.  These signs can be simple: only indicating 

which exits to take.   

 

Private Landowners – Ideal plots of land around the proposed sites above may fall on private 

property.  In coordination with local governments, those private landowners could possibly be 

contacted in order to find the best suitable place for a marker, whether that falls on private or 

public land. 

 

HONESTLY CONFRONTING THE PAST IN THE PRESENT 

 

In what way will your public site tell an honest story about the past? 

These public markers will supplement the history told at the Palo Alto Battlefield National 

Historical Park by introducing it to a broader audience.  Since the markers will be spread out 

over several locations spanning the 305-mile-long Nueces River, the proposed site will allow 

students and average observers alike to understand the scale of the border dispute which 

ultimately led to the US War with Mexico.  The markers will allow observers to visualize and 

gain perceptions of the border dispute, the conditions surrounding it, the feelings and sentiments 

of 19th century border county residents, and the battles that ensued and the lives that were given. 
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By giving a broad – though brief – history of the beginning of the war, these markers will 

facilitate the prevention of casting sole blame on strictly the United States or strictly Mexico for 

the war as a whole and the lives lost.  Optimistically, both nations can be viewed as defending 

their countries instead of one or the other being viewed as the sole aggressor or perpetrator.  

Neither nation should be villainized for their actions against one another between 1846 and 1848.  

Combining Mexican and American casually statistics on the markers will also express this 

sentiment of unity, though this is a very subtle method.   
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PUBLIC HISTORY PROPOSAL 

Madrigal v. Quilligan: Bringing Light to California’s Dark History of Sterilization 
By Colby Cecil  

 

            STATEMENT OF NEED      

 

Type of Public Site 

 The proposed public site will be a monument to honor and bring attention to the Mexican 

American women from No Mas Bebes who were sterilized without formal consent at Los 

Angeles County Hospital in the late 1960’s early 1970’s. 

 

Topic in Mexican American history 

 The monument will mainly focus on honoring and bringing attention to the Mexican American 

women from the documentary No Mas Bebes; however, the monument will draw attention to the 

shifts in political sentiment and justification around sterilization in the 1960’s-1970’s in the 

context of the sterilization of Mexican American women in California as well.  

 

Current visibility in the public  

     The topic of sterilization of Mexican American women has very little visibility in the public 

besides the documentary, No Mas Bebes. The documentary brings needed attention to the topic, 

but the addition of a monument at the L.A County hospital where the sterilizations occurred 

could garner even more attention. The documentary does an excellent job portraying the story of 

the several women who were sterilized in the latter half of the 20th century, incorporating 

accounts from people involved on all sides. The monument will incorporate No Mas Bebes 

approach, in including these different perspectives. Furthermore, there is one case where the 

Disability Social History Project is urging the state of California to establish a memorial for 

sterilization victims at the Sonoma Development Center, but the memorial hasn’t been built yet 

and is still under discussion. Currently, there is a lack of visibility in the public on sterilization of 

Mexican American women making the proposed monument’s possible impact considerable.  

 

      TOPIC       

Topic Description  

 

     The three main points most important for understanding the proposed topic represented in the 

monument are the shift in sterilization justification and political sentiment in the 1960’s-1970’s 

in association with the sterilization of Mexican American women in California, the details of the 

Madrigal v. Quilligan case, and the actual testimonials of the 10 sterilized Mexican American 

women from the Madrigal v. Quilligan case. 

 

     During the late 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century, justifications for 

sterilization were engulfed in eugenic thought pertaining to “hereditary fitness and putative 

innate mental capacity as the determinants of an individual’s social and biological drain on 
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society”1. A particularly illustrative example of eugenic justification for forced sterilization is the 

ideology utilized in the Fred C. Nelle’s Youth Correctional Facility, which opened in 1891. The 

facility used pseudoscientific studies heavily influenced by the 19th  and early 20th century 

eugenics movement, “to develop a system of race-based “typologies” …to infer subnormal 

intelligence” of Mexican Americans and other marginalized peoples.2 Although in the 1950’s, 

justification for sterilization shifted away from traditional eugenic reasoning towards utilizing 

bad parenting, welfare burden, and over population to rationalize sterilization.3  The transitional 

focus on bad parenting, welfare burden, and over population in the 1950’s ignited a new wave of 

sterilizations in the 1960’s-1970’s. In congruence, the latter decades gave rise to mainstream 

feminism increasing reproductive rights, substantial federal commitments to family planning and 

community health, and the political platform of zero population growth.4 The result of these 

aggregated factors led to a welcoming political atmosphere towards sterilization and pro-choice. 

Although the period is often understood as an expansion of women’s rights on reproduction, the 

expansion was experienced differently for people of Mexican descent and minorities more 

generally. Particularly, women of Mexican descent were targeted “with long-standing ideas of 

public health protection, along with recent claims that these fecund female immigrants were 

worsening an already severe overpopulation problem”.5 As such, the period gave rise to greater 

focus on sterilizing women of Mexican descent, and although greater “consent” was acquired 

prior to sterilization procedures in relation to the 19th and early 20th century, these women still 

received subpar treatment and insufficient information to legitimately consent to sterilization 

procedures, as illuminated in the Madrigal v. Quilligan case in 1978.   

 

     The Madrigal v. Quilligan case was a class action case against obstetricians at County 

General Hospital in Los Angeles. The plaintiffs were 10 sterilized Mexican American women 

who were approached about sterilization after being in labor for several hours at County General 

between 1971 and 1974. The women “charged that their civil and constitutional rights to bear 

children had been violated, and that between 1971 and 1974 they had been victims of unwanted 

operations: coerced into signing consent forms hours or minutes before or after labor, not told 

that the procedure was irreversible, or simply sterilized without giving any consent”.6 The trial 

was brought to court in May 1978.  The plaintiff’s legal representation waived the option of a 

jury, leaving the formal judgment of the case in the sole hands of the proceedings judge, Judge 

Jesse Curtis.7 Judge Curtis ruled that there was “no evidence of concerted or conspiratorial 

action” refusing to blame County General physicians for “a breakdown in communication 

between patients and doctors”.8 Although the plaintiffs lost the case, major changes followed the 

 
1 Stern, Alexandra Minna. “Sterilized in the Name of Public Health.” American Journal of Public Health 95, no. 7 

(2005): 1128-38. Https://doi.org/10.2105/ajph.2004.041608. 
2 Chavez-Garcia, M. “Youth of Color and California's Carceral State: The Fred C. Nelles Youth Correctional 

Facility.” Journal of American History 102, no. 1 (2015): 47–60. https://doi.org/10.1093/jahist/jav197 
3 Stern, Alexandra Minna. “Sterilized in the Name of Public Health.” American Journal of Public Health 95, no. 7 

(2005): 1128-38. Https://doi.org/10.2105/ajph.2004.041608. 
4 Ibid., 1133.  
5 Ibid., 1131.  
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid., 1134. 
8 Ibid. 
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ruling; including, “the formulation of sterilization stipulations—most importantly, securing a 

clause that consent forms be bilingual”.9 

 

     The 10 sterilized women who represented the plaintiffs in the Madrigal v. Quilligan case 

were all women of Mexican American descent from working class families in California. 

Additionally, these women were predominately Spanish speaking and spoke little English.10 

Each individual went into County General hospital in Los Angeles to receive care during 

childbirth.11 Every one of these woman “after having been in labor for several hours and had 

endured difficult childbirths, eventually performed by cesarean delivery” were approach about 

sterilization.12 Despite being in questionable mental states from the hours of prolonged pain and 

administered drugs related to childbirth and lacking qualifiable ability to communicate or read 

consensual documentation, their healthcare physicians chose to acquire “consent” for a 

lifechanging procedure that ended their ability to bear future children. Elena Orozco, one of the 

plaintiffs on the case, testimonial is exceedingly alarming. Her physician told her “that her hernia 

would be repaired only if she agreed to be sterilized, which she refused repeatedly, “until almost 

the very last minute when she was taken to be delivered””.13 The monument will emphasize the 

experiences that these women endured at County General hospital to bring light to the injustices 

that were perpetrated and to honor these women’s bravery represented in taking the hospital to 

court.  

 

       CREATING & PLANNING LOGISTICS     

 

Public site design       

     The monument proposed will focus on the 10 sterilized Mexican American women involved 

in the Madrigal v. Quilligan case, however, it will also bring attention to the overall historical 

nature of sterilization in California. The structure itself would be a metal or stone statue of a 

Mexican American women looking down into an empty cradle. The statue is meant to invoke the 

feelings of loss that these sterilized women felt. Furthermore, engravings from the testimonials 

of the 10 sterilized Mexican American women who were involved in the Madrigal v. Quilligan 

case will be placed around the rectangular base of the statue. The testimonials would need to be 

limited to one phrase or section of each testimonial to allow for space. The testimonial excerpts 

would be decided by the women involved. Lastly, the monument will include two plaques or 

standalone informational pieces that would detail the Madrigal v. Quilligan case and secondly 

provide information on the shift in sterilization justification and political sentiment in the 1960’s-

1970’s that established the foundation for increased sterilization of Mexican American women in 

California. 

 

 

 

 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid., 1135.  
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Location   

     A fitting location for the monument would be in front of the County General hospital in Los 

Angeles as this is the location where these sterilizations took place. Furthermore, the particular 

location would provide a sense of accountability and openness to the hospital’s past. One 

problem with this location is the foot traffic is somewhat limited and the overall population 

entering the space are there for medical treatment and are less likely to be inclined to engage 

with the monument. As such, the statue could be better off being placed in an alternative site. 

Possibly, the statue could be placed near a governmental building in Los Angeles. Governmental 

buildings usually have a decent amount of foot traffic which would be important for the overall 

impact of the statue. Furthermore, the statue’s placement in front of a Los Angeles government 

building would offer governmental recognition and accountability of the event which could be 

powerful for victims as well.  

 

People Involved  

     First and foremost, the victims of sterilization from County General hospital would need to be 

contacted for permission and feedback on the monument. Furthermore, it would be advantageous 

to contact many of the same peoples that the documentary, No Mas Bebes, interviewed including 

the physicians at County General at the time, the lawyers representing both the plaintiffs and 

defense, and the filmmakers themselves. In terms of historians, it would be beneficial to contact 

Alexandra Minna Stern because she has written extensively on sterilization in the United States 

generally, but also the Madrigal v. Quilligan case specifically. Furthermore, contacting Virginia 

Espino would be important as her dissertation was the basis for No Mas Bebes and she has a PhD 

in population control politics and reproductive injustice during the 1970s. As for the actual 

construction of the site, a local Mexican American sculptor would be fitting as the monument is 

a representation of the Mexican American community's history. A sculptor who is of Mexican 

descent or involved in the community would be best fit to represent the production of the statue. 

Overall, it is most important to contact the 10 sterilized Mexican American women from the 

Madrigal v. Quilligan case, as it is their story to tell.  

 

  HONESTLY CONFRONTING THE PAST IN THE PRESENT   

      

     The monument proposed will attempt to tell an honest story of the past by incorporating the 

several perspectives surrounding the Madrigal v. Quilligan case including the victims, lawyers, 

and the physicians at County General during the period. I think it’s important to derive each 

perspective and not make any definitive conclusions but rather leave it up in the air for the 

viewer to decide, similar to the approach of the documentary, No Mas Bebes. In placing the 

monument in front of the County General hospital in Los Angeles and providing the various 

perspectives surrounding the Madrigal v. Quilligan case, the monument can serve as an honest 

confrontation with the hospital’s past providing a sense of accountability and openness towards 

the hospital’s history. I believe the monument will be more of a memorial that inflicts emotions 

of sorrow and recognition, but it will also be celebratory in displaying the courage of these 10 

women who stood up for their reproductive rights. Celebrating these women’s courage in the 

monument is particularly important presently, as women’s reproductive rights in the United 

States are being threatened by the current SCOTUS discussions on the legality of Roe v. Wade, 
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the foundational case for women’s reproductive rights. In light of these discussions, the 

monument can act as an example of the repercussions surrounding women being denied their 

reproductive rights and bring attention to the issue more generally. Furthermore, I want the 

monument to illustrate change overtime, context, and complexity through the informational 

displays that exhibit how sterilization in California’s history has changed; particularly, the shift 

in ideology from the early period of sterilization in the 19th century and early 20th century to the 

latter half of the 20th century that provided the ideological framework for the sterilizations to 

occur in the Madrigal v. Quilligan case,  Furthermore, the specific sterilization that took place in 

the 1970’s in the Madrigal v. Quilligan case illuminates an illustrative example of targeted 

sterilization towards women of Mexican descent that exhibits the periods changes in ideology.  

In doing so I think it offers viewers a chance to see how sterilization has changed in California 

but also draw attention to the necessary context to understand the complexity and grander of the 

event itself.  

 

 



PUBLIC HISTORY PROPOSAL

By Ellie Fuchs

__ STATEMENT OF NEED

What type of public site do you propose?

This public site will be a monument to honor the 10 women of Mexican descent that were
sterilized against their will at the Los Angeles County-USC Medical Center in the 1970s and later spoke
out in a class action lawsuit against the hospital.

What topic in Mexican American History?

The topic portrayed in the monument is the nonconsensual sterilizations targeted primarily at
women of Mexican descent based on racial prejudice.

Does this topic currently have visibility in the public? In what way?

There is very little public memory or current visibility that honestly confronts the experiences of
the thousands of women who were sterilized without proper consent. Thus, when narrowed down to the
struggle of the ten specific women involved in the class action lawsuit against Los Angeles County
Medical Center, it makes sense that public knowledge surrounding the topic is astonishingly low. The
only direct display of this story to the public is through the documentary, “No Mas Bebes” which tells the
women's personal experiences and raises awareness to the atrocities they faced. However, this is not a
particularly well known documentary, demonstrating once more the vague recognition of these unjust
sterilizations.

One of the only ways that this topic has visibility is through the state of California compensating
some victims that underwent the procedure. However, one highly notable point from a family member of
a sterilized woman explains, “They [the government] will never be able to undo it, and no money could
fix it.” ( Juliana Jimenez J., NBC News)1. Although forms of compensation are ultimately a step in the
right direction in the healing process, no monetary value will be enough to make up for what was taken
away from these women without their knowledge. To bring light to this situation approximately 50 years
later, justice must be given to the victims in a sentimental manner through a monument. Creating a
monument is a way to honor these women in a more meaningful sense than simply hoping monetary
compensation will reconcile the damage and blur the permanent effects caused by forceful sterilization.

1 “California Compensates Victims of Forced Sterilizations, Many of Them Latinas.” NBCNews.com, NBC Universal
News Group, 23 July 2021,
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/california-compensates-victims-forced-sterilizations-many-latinas-rcna1471.



_________________________________TOPIC__________________________________

Topic Description

The United States has struggled with a highly xenophobic and nativist past. In the 1920’s the
eugenics movement emerged and became a foundation for furthering racial prejudice into legislation.2

However, despite these racialized and conservative viewpoints, the 1920’s was a liberating period for
women as they began to leave the domestic sphere of life and partake in activities outside of the home3.
This was especially apparent through mixed gender leisure time, which essentially led to sexual
relationships before marriage4. At the time sexual freedom was associated with sexual delinquency having
a distinct emphasis on racial minorities in the United States due to concerns of dysgenic breeding5.  The
culmination of these factors marked the beginning of forced sterilizations, primarily on people of Mexican
descent, through biased fears of increasing the “Mongol race” within the American population6.
Sterilizations occurred for a large portion of the 20th century in states all around the country, but many
were performed in California and the American southwest, where there was an abundance of Mexican
descendants.

Sterilization procedures targeted at racial minorities were still widespread almost half of a century
later. In particular, during the 1970’s thousands of women went to Los Angeles County- USC Medical
Center to have their children, but a disproportionate number of women of Mexican descent went into
labor and came out sterilized without their knowledge or consent.7 In 1978 the notion of forced
sterilization was brought to the attention of a federal court in California as 10 women directly affected by
this situation filed a class action lawsuit8. Ultimately the court ruled in favor of the hospital and the issue
lost its momentum but the women’s lives would forever be impacted9.  This is an example of how
American history is often portrayed solely through the stories of those who hold power, whether that is
through race, gender, money etc. However, within the United States there have been recent efforts to
study and learn from the past no matter how uncomfortable or messy events may seem. Thus, this topic is
an insightful depiction of how American history should be understood, because it highlights the stories

9 A Latinx Resource Guide

8 “A Latinx Resource Guide: Civil Rights Cases and Events in the United States: 1978: Madrigal v. Quilligan.” Research
Guides, https://guides.loc.gov/latinx-civil-rights/madrigal-v-quilligan.

7 “No Más Bebés” Independent Lens, June 14, 2015 https://www.pbs.org/independentlens/documentaries/no-mas-bebes/

6 "Pacific Colony: Eugenics and Sterilization of Mexican-descent Women in Early 20th Century” Natalie Gutiez Medoza
Video Lecture

5 "Pacific Colony: Eugenics and Sterilization of Mexican-descent Women in Early 20th Century” Natalie Gutiez Medoza
Video Lecture

4 "Pacific Colony: Eugenics and Sterilization of Mexican-descent Women in Early 20th Century” Natalie Gutiez Medoza
Video Lecture

3 "Pacific Colony: Eugenics and Sterilization of Mexican-descent Women in Early 20th Century” Natalie Gutiez Medoza
Video Lecture

2 "Pacific Colony: Eugenics and Sterilization of Mexican-descent Women in Early 20th Century” Natalie Gutiez Medoza
Video Lecture
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that may often be overlooked and gives a more realistic and wide perspective to the narratives outside a
single group.

Three main points within the topic that illustrate the significance in the history of forced
sterilizations to the public include how these procedures happened, the emotional toll of sterilizations on
the women and the general impacts of the failed court case.

Firstly, it is important to understand that in many cases sterilizations were performed in high
pressure and high stress situations such as when women were going into labor. On top of these intense
scenarios, oftentimes there was a language barrier between the women of Mexican descent who primarily
spoke Spanish and the doctors and nurses who spoke only English10. One of the main reasons the court
case failed was based on miscommunications in terms of language. In reality this was more of an excuse
to deceive women into involuntary consent, than a true misunderstanding. It is important to note that both
now and, in the past, people of Mexican descent have been harshly racialized through the Spanish
language, thus is an essential factor of this story to educate the public on.

The second key point of this topic that needs to be referenced to demonstrate the significance of
this story, is the emotional damage of sterilizations on the ten women, and the influence the procedure had
on their futures. For example, many of the victims felt that they could not fulfill their responsibility as a
woman or that they disappointed their husbands11. Others felt that they would never be able to accomplish
their dream of being a mother or have multiple children12. A central element of this history is a sense of
emotional struggle. Thus, it is vital to illustrate to the public the grief put upon these women through
sterilizations, and the stigma correlated with not having children or fulfilling the gender norm of
becoming a mother.

The final element that exhibits the significance of this topic to public understanding is the
accomplishments of the lawsuit despite its surface level failure. As a result of the lawsuit bilingual
translators were implemented at hospitals to ensure patients fully understood the extent of their treatment,
in addition to the most powerful outcome; changes in laws regarding nonconsensual sterilization13. It is
highly remarkable that the ten women were able to fight for justice and protect others from sterilization
despite the emotional trauma it caused in their own lives. It is essential to respect the courage and display
to the public the story of these women who strived to create change in the community. Additionally, it is
important to share and uplift the hopeful details of this history because even though the outcome of the
lawsuit looked different than what was initially intended, understanding small victories within the topic is
a more comprehensive representation of the story.

13 A Latinx Resource Guide

12 “No Más Bebés”

11 “No Más Bebés”

10 “No Más Bebés”



_____________                    CREATING & PLANNING LOGISTICS

Public site design

This monument is not only dedicated to a group of people but also to the tragedy associated with
forced sterilizations, thus its design will be sensitive to the seriousness of the history. To convey this idea
ten trees would be planted each one dedicated to a specific woman impacted by the unjust sterilization
and the consequent lawsuit. Under each of the trees there would be a plaque with the name and a picture
of the woman. Near the trees there would be a bench dedicated to describing the situation of the thousands
of other women that were not a part of the lawsuit, but still were sterilized against their will in both
English and Spanish. These women were denied the opportunity to create families, and the trees, as they
grow, will represent, and continue the legacy that the women themselves were not able to carry on.

Where does your public site belong? Why this location?

The monument will be placed outside of the Los Angeles County-USC Medical Center. This
specific location has the most direct impact in the surrounding community. Having the site outside the
hospital, where the injustices occurred, adds relevance to the monument. The closeness between the
monument and the location of forced sterilization holds the hospital accountable for their previous
wrongdoings. It is definitely important to remember the disgraceful events of the past, but additionally
having the monument in this particular place is a way for the hospital to give justice and apologize to the
victims in a symbolic and sentimental manner.

If adopted, who should be involved in the planning and building of the public site?

Continually if this site is adopted the ten women directly affected should be involved in the
planning and building process. Because involuntary sterilizations happened until the 1970’s, many of the
victims are still alive today. Thus, it is important to have their opinion on the monument to make sure that
it respectfully tells every aspect of their story, in the way they want it to be known. Alongside the women
it will be vital to include the director of the hospital, and government officials such as Governor of
California Gavin Newsom in the planning process. This is another way to solidify an apology from the
institutions that allowed and encouraged these sterilizations based in racial discrimination.

HONESTLY CONFRONTING THE PAST IN THE PRESENT

In what way will your public site tell an honest story about the past?

The issue of forced sterilizations does not have high levels of visibility in the public. Oftentimes
struggles faced by women in minority groups are overlooked or seen to be illegitimate. Thus, bringing
attention to this subject and all of its complexity showcases how racial and gender discrimination are
intrinsically connected. This is not a celebratory subject, rather it expresses the prejudiced history of the
United States. But by showcasing these real experiences and honest stories hardships of the past are
described in the most genuine manner. It is important to honor certain narratives that may have been
neglected to ultimately teach people about the power of historical empathy. Historical empathy is



especially apparent in the specific monument because the central themes reach the audience in a very
emotionally compelling and raw manner. With the metaphor of the trees continuing the legacy of the 10
victims there is a personal and sentimental viewpoint for observers to see and experience the effects
associated with sterilizations. To be able to portray ideas of the past in emotional ways gives a more
candid representation of how events occurred instead of just examining something on a surface or distant
level.

Within the United States people of Mexican descent have been targets of blatant discrimination
and racism since the end of the Mexican American War and the signing of the of Treaty of Guadalupe
Hidalgo. While examining a variety of historical contexts it is obvious that Anglo Americans and the
United States government have attempted to utilize different mechanisms to rid this group from the
population. These methods included direct acts of violence, aimed deportation or in this case limiting
reproductive rights. Looking from a wider perspective, not only does this monument illustrate a
curtailment of  women's rights in the past, it is especially relevant to attacks on women’s rights in the
present. Recently there have been continual debates in the Supreme Court about the future of Roe v.
Wade, leaving many women uncertain about accessibility to safe reproductive healthcare. Although a
historic site in its nature, this monument is a constant reminder that women are the only people that
should have autonomy or control over decisions regarding their own body. Not only does this site explore
first-hand the ways in which women have been discriminated against by institutions in the United States,
it more so demonstrates the resiliency and hope women encompass despite the adversity they face.



PUBLIC HISTORY PROPOSAL
La Tierra de La Raza City Park

By Gabriela Guevara

Proposal: La Tierra de La Raza City Park, a large City Park with creative Mexican American
monuments and active community resources throughout. I propose a public site that will not only
be something people look at in passing, but something that continuously contributes to the
progress of the community it is built to honor.

STATEMENT OF NEED
Mexican descent people in the United States of America have historically been

disenfranchised, disadvantaged and deprived of community due to the racialization of the
Mexican nationality and the capitalist, white supremacist agenda of the United States
government and business. People who are of Mexican descent have trauma rooted in
colonization and imperialism forced upon them for generations.

The continuity and change over time of Mexican American identity has been founded on
the racialization of the Mexican nationality and the injustice done upon them for American
capitalist benefit. More so, the public site will be inspired by the fact that Mexican American
identity, in spite of the former, is becoming more community based, in the sense that Mexican
descent activists and families turn towards each other for healing, progress, and redefining their
own identities here in the United States.

There are a few public sites that are similar to my proposal, such as the Sangre de Cristo
National Heritage Area in southern Colorado. This area is considered a monument, but it is a vast
amount of land that stretches upon three counties. Its purpose was proposed to honor and protect
the land of the southwest, that many people, many of Mexican descent, had lived and traveled
amongst. The Sangre de Cristo National Heritage Area does not, however, openly express the
way the identity of the people that occupied that land had changed at the effects of capitalism and
racism, nor does it offer insight into learning more.

Chicano Park in San Diego, California is also a similar site. It is land that has always
historically belonged to Chicanos, so the use of it to commemorate the Chicano community in
Southern California is inspiring. Chicano Park, however, is more of a park that honors the people
through acts of heart and mind – i.e The monuments and paintings are beautiful, well thought
through, and well placed, but it is just a park, not equipped with any resources that are
specifically intended to supply the community.

The course materials are very sufficient for building on my topic of the way the Mexican
identity has been shaped for Mexican American people by white American society. The classic
narrative of La Raza is that we are workers, through and through. We work to feed the family, we
work to survive, we work for status, we work for any bit of power we could get in the capitalist
society that is the United States. The Mexican American identity, within ourselves even, has



been formed on the basis that we are worthy by how much we work and how hard and how well.
The reality that my public site will show is all of the talent and light that flows out of people of
Mexican descent, the worthiness and beauty that doesn’t come from working or economic class
status.

TOPIC
From the Spanish colonization and enslavement of the indigenous people of Aztlan, to

the capitalist imperialism ravaged on the same land by the United States 400 years later, the
identities of the people of the land we call Mexico and the United States southwest have shifted
more times than there are stars in the sky. Identity shifted in men, women, and children between
their use of language, skin color, economic class, citizenship status, political party, and
everything in between — this was the racialization of the Mexican nationality, when Mexican
descent people identified themselves in many ways, but the U.S. government and
Anglo-American society viewed them as one: inferior. Mexican descent people in the United
States of America have historically been disenfranchised, disadvantaged and deprived of
community due to the racialization of the Mexican nationality and the capitalist, white
supremacist agenda of the United States government and business -specifically, it is most
important for the public to know about the way in which United States capitalism has
disenfranchised people of Mexican descent in the way it has shaped the identities of Mexican
descent people, how the legal system and immigration policy in the United States has
disadvantaged people of Mexican descent by writing laws with the dependence on cheap
Mexican labor as a key determinant factor which impacts Mexican descent communities
negatively, and finally, how the people of Mexican descent here in the United States have been
deprived of their own community due to all these shifts in identity, but they can begin to heal and
reclaim their power and identity together, an aspiration central to the Chicano Movement.

The modernization of Mexico, using railroads to expand west (both by land and in
American business profits), was not really the modernization of Mexico, it was the
modernization of the land the United States saw as a free-for-all park for their use and taking.
United States businessmen owned and controlled 27% of Mexican land, with their mining,
smelting, and manufacturing operations1. This land “ownership” resulted in not only the
displacement of the regular people on this land, but also the exploitation2 of these people as well.
The contingency of this imperialism in Mexico further led to violence, due to the deeply inbred
machismo and patriarchy that terrors Mexican towns and people, since gaining power through
machismo was the only way to gain power for people of Mexican descent living in a capitalist
society at the bottom of the latter. This comes from the colonization of the country’s economy,
which put Mexican men and women in a new economic dynamic, which challenged the ideals of
patriarchy, especially when the brown skin/Spanish tongue of the men kept them from receiving
respect (power) in financial or social status3. More than that, and because of this factor, the U.S.

3 Langtree, and O'Sullivan. “Annexation.” United States Magazine and Democratic Review, 1845.
2 California Development Association. Survey of the Mexican Labor Problem in California . Bancroft Library, 1938.
1 Capitalist Imperialism. Google Drive. Google, 2021.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1mUGxJAfRYIYnA822qIch-PAoN7GpQAL0/view


imperialism, a.k.a the U.S. capitalist expansion in Mexico4 then, and now, leads to the massive
migration of people from Mexico, hoping for a better deal of respect and pay someplace else.
Contingency is so important here because all of these facts of life are the result of the United
States, and its long-time terrorism on colonized states in order to gain capital and personal
benefit5. An example of identity change and formation due to capitalism and, later racism,
identified in the lecture was the migration of Mexican nationals, first from village-to-city
migration to internal south-to-north migration, until they eventually found themselves at the
U.S.-Mexico border6. All of this migration was in search of jobs and dignity, when their farms
were sold and villages were stripped so the American businessmen can make a profit7 they, then,
had to go and work for the American businessmen to try and feed their families. This shift, in
economic power, from agriculture to industry, from Mexican to American, led to a level of
identity formation. As people of Mexican descent historically kept moving north8, they began to
feel as if their identity mattered for one thing - work, and perhaps not to the Mexican descent
people or Mexican immigrants themselves, but to American society, Mexicans are seen as
laborers9. As this assumption and consequential treatment continues through generations, this
specific identity still sticks with Mexicans - even Chicanos - as we see our self-worth to be
determined by how hard we work and how much we can put up with. This is toxic and not
progressive however because always, and still, all of that hard work was for the white man to
gain millions, while Mexican labor received crumbs.

The racialization of Mexican people being categorized as the larger “Mexican Problem”
followed by increasingly strict immigration laws10, results in white-American civilians and
institutions believing that they are racially (and therefore holistically) superior to Mexican decent
people11. Over time, this led to mass deportations, such as La Placita Raid, and detentions, both
wildly unethically12, as the people holding Mexicans to these harsh and inhumane laws saw
themselves to have to God-given duty (back to Manifest Density, the Anglo-American notion
that the land of the western hemisphere was destined for their taking and settlement) to colonize
and treat these people as their lesser13. The idea of the “Mexican Problem” implies that a human
being can be considered a burden, and therefore it relies on the condition that if problems can be
fixed, burdens can be erased. The fact is that a life, a soul with energy, cannot be erased -
disproving those human beings are problems needing to be solved. Thus, the idea that Mexicans,
as a race, are a problem or burden to American society, simply exists to satisfy the white public
as the government takes advantage of the capitalist gains it is receiving off the exploitation, such

13 Langtree, and O'Sullivan. “Annexation.” United States Magazine and Democratic Review, 1845.
12 Racial Restriction & Exemption in Immigration Policy. Google Drive. Google, 2021.

11 Box, John. “John Box Speech (1928).” D.C.: Congressional Record 69 No. 3, 1928. California Development
Association. Survey of the Mexican Labor Problem in California . Bancroft Library, 1938.

10 Racial Restriction & Exemption in Immigration Policy. Google Drive. Google, 2021.
9 California Development Association. Survey of the Mexican Labor Problem in California . Bancroft Library, 1938.
8 La Causa United Farm Workers Movement. Google Drive. Google, 2021.
7 Capitalist Imperialism. Google Drive. Google, 2021.
6 Capitalist Imperialism. Google Drive. Google, 2021.
5 Capitalist Imperialism. Google Drive. Google, 2021.
4 Capitalist Imperialism. Google Drive. Google, 2021.
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as agriculture and industry jobs that have no dignity for their workers14 in order to profit the
already rich and white American businessman, and support the colonization of the southwest
United States. “Mexicans on the U.S. side of the border became second-class citizens, commonly
divested of their property, political power, and cultural entitlements”15. The patterns of racial and
occupational segregation in the nineteenth-century southwest U.S. would frame the lives of
Mexicans (both natives and newcomers) well into the early decades of the twentieth century.

Patterns of community togetherness and support can also, then, shape the lives of
Mexican descent people well into the future – and, more important than that – communal dignity,
sharing, and respect can shape how people can work to heal the colonized identity within them.
This colonized mindset that human value comes from capital and labor is a mindset that can be
shifted, to do so the people must start to create, remember, learn, and honor the truths of their
spirits and of their purpose. The Chicano Movement of the 1960s16 was founded on the ideology
that the people of Mexican descent are people of this very land, and that they deserve to be
repaid and replenished by the United States for the identity confusion that was forced upon them
as a result of the capitalist and racist ways of American society.

CREATING & PLANNING LOGISTICS
My public site is a large city park that is an all-in-one community area for people,

especially people of Mexican descent, to feel welcomed and safe while having fun and honoring
themselves, having access to important resources, and basking in community. Throughout the
outdoor park, there will be monuments of inspiring symbolism, including statues of Chicano
activists such as César Chavez, Rodolfo Gonzalez, and Dolores Huerta, as well as Aztec
indigenous Gods such as Huitzilopochtli, the God of the sun and of war, and important figures to
the Latino community, such as the Virgen de Guadalupe and Che Guevara. These statues will be
surrounded with flowers and marigold petals during the fall, to symbolize the everlasting
strength they shared in their lifetimes, and year round, they collectively symbolize La Causa, that
although Mexican descent people have been disenfranchised by U.S. capitalism and racism, the
beautiful and everlasting impact people of Mexican descent make of the community is
undeniable and admirable.

There will be large trees and flower gardens, each taken care of by nature and the
community. More so, the park will also have resourceful buildings administered by paid interns
in each respective field (literature, legal, therapy, academic, athletic, financial, etc.) One of these
buildings will be a public library that encompasses the bilingual literature of past, present and
future Mexican Americans and their history, dreams, and folktales. People of Mexican descent
have been disadvantaged and cheated out of knowledge due to the capitalist pressures to work all

16 Chicanismo: Chicano Identity, Ideology, and Activism. Google Drive. Google, 2021.

15 Ruiz, V. L. “Nuestra America: Latino History as United States History.” Journal of American History 93, no. 3
(2006): 655–72. https://doi.org/10.2307/4486408.

14 California Development Association. Survey of the Mexican Labor Problem in California . Bancroft Library,
1938.



of the time, so buildings such as these are important to provide an advantage back into the
Mexican descent community. More buildings of resources will include spaces that provide free
academic assistance for all ages and types of students, free immigration assistance - from shelter,
the legal process, clothing, to language learning, free therapy and counseling, free athletic
training and coaching, and lastly, free financial advising. All of these resources allow the
opportunity for the people of the community to keep up with capitalism in the U.S., instead of
getting left behind by it.

On these buildings and throughout their interior, there will be art and murals by Chicanos
of the community, this public site will be a place where people feel safe and provided the space
to be free and creative. There will be a large community garden that actively harvests food for
the community, while also teaching the importance of the land and environmental health to the
public for free. There will be sports fields and courts of all kinds, with night lights and accessible
gates – free for entrance, but safe from traffic. There will be a beautiful music hall/auditorium,
where people can sing and dance and act, but also where unions can meet and where local
Chicano activists can speak their truths. This public site focuses on an idea that the people who
have had their own [and their family’s] identities shifted, had their dreams erased so realistic
plans can be written, who are always seen as never doing enough yet doing way too much in
American society – the idea that these people, Chicanos, Mexican Americans, Mexican
immigrants, and everyone who is filled with empathy and love, deserves a place to feel safe. My
public site is focused on community, that if the community comes together and cherishes one
another they could conquer the barricades of the American institution. My public site focuses on
the idea that dreams deserve to be seen through, creativity deserves to be admired, and curiosity
deserves to be quenched. My chosen topic surrounds the stolen identity, land and dignity of
Mexican Americans in the United States as the consequences of Unite States capitalism and
racism, while my public site depicts this by pursuing to reclaim all three.

My public site belongs in the heart of the Chicano movement, in my home city, Denver,
Colorado. This is intended to be a large physical public park; it belongs in the land that belonged
to so many Mexican descent people before big business and the spirit of gentrification drove
them out. This urban land belonged to the Apaches, Utes, Cheyenne, Comanches, and Arapahoe,
before the horrors of Manifest Destiny. Denver, from every corner and outer edge, was founded,
nurtured and built by Mexican Americans – stating any different would be a lie, though it could
be believable since all of the exploited labor and tears that made this city beautiful and colorful,
provided only white men with the fruits of profit, with the comfortability of forced superiority.

The entire community should be involved in the building of this public site, it should be
a place for everyone, as long as everyone understands the importance of the land. In the logistical
planning of the site, the whole city of Denver and state of Colorado should be involved. To build
this large of a significant public site, there will need to be funding. I propose that in order for this
park to be a truly community centered project, the State and local government should pass a



piece of progressive legislation to support the financial and legal protections of a park for the
public. This bill should include defunding the Denver Metro Area, (such as City and County of
Denver Corrections, Aurora PD, Denver PD, Lakewood PD) police budgets, and jail budgets
(combined 647.2M dollars) and allocate that money towards a community site such as the one I
propose. The city and county of Denver, officially as of November 2021, has no public land left
– meaning every corner of this soil is owned for the intention of profit. The land for the public
site should be taken from a for-profit business, preferably one that contributes to the devastating
climate crisis and displacement of Chicanos in the name of their capital gain.

By funding the public site in this way and allocating the land for it in this way, la Raza,
people of Mexican descent, are able to reclaim a bit of what was once rightfully theirs, rightfully
all of ours to share (not for a few men to own). In the execution and creative planning of this site,
it should be Chicano and immigrant students, teachers, mothers, fathers, young adults, old adults,
teenagers, children, and grandparents who either pitch in their ideas or come and put the park
together themselves. To create something beautiful, for everyone you love and beyond to share,
that is something so healing to a soul that has been taught to keep its head down and keep
everything for themselves, since in a society where we are seen as inferior, the chances of
receiving much more are uncertain. This is a public site for the community, for the displaced and
underappreciated people that are the sole foundation of the land we walk on. It is of utmost
importance that this site is planned, conceptualized, and put together by people of Mexican
descent, and of similar importance that the overly wealthy and land stealing people pay for it,
and that the overly disappointing government enforce that they do.

HONESTLY CONFRONTING THE PAST IN THE PRESENT
While there are a few public sites that already have visibility in the public on the basis of

the topic of honoring land and honoring the indigenous and migrant communities that have lived
through them, my site does a better job at telling an honest story of this topic because my site
amplifies the fact that the land should be honored, but also remembered for being stolen. The
United States has historically and repeatedly disenfranchised people of Mexican descent by
racializing them as a single “Mexican” group that exists for the capitalist benefit of the American
businessman.

My site amplifies the fact that the indigenous and immigrant communities should be
honored, but also reimbursed for the bloodshed, exploitation, and inhumanity. The capitalist
imperialism in Mexico and the southwest and the racialization of Mexican people created means
for people of Mexican descent to be disadvantaged in means of opportunity and deprived of
community, even their own. The planning, execution, and preservation of this public site reflects
this honesty, the intention behind this park is aligned with the message it is meant to deliver.

Most of the topic that I focused on does not already have visibility in the public, my site
will tell this story honestly by holding true to the fact that it is a Chicano founded park – to hold
onto the power this park will hold because it is a physical manifestation of the Chicano



movement; the land becoming ours again, the resources being available, the good times to be
had, all because to be American means we have the unalienable right to enjoy the simple things
in life… more than working at a job that doesn’t see its employees as anything more but lost
money in payroll. The public site explores the complexity of this topic because it proposes the
notion that a community center with resources, warmth, and knowledge has always been
possible, it is possible, but the reason they do not exist is because no one will make a profit, and
in the United States, without profit there is no point.

The public would prosper from a park like this one here, specifically in the sense that as
there would be fun and entertainment, there is also an abundant space for growth for individuals
to have. The American Historical Association recorded a national public survey asking, “How
does the public want to learn about the past?” The results show that the majority, average of
approx. 77% of the public, across all ages, genders, races/ethnicities, and education levels, like to
learn history by looking at artifacts, being entertained, and using their own analysis and personal
empathy to understand the past (AHA). By creating a park with the Mexican American
community, honoring the land of Denver and the people who made it beautiful; the good times to
be had there, the things to be learned there, the help to be had there, and the warmth to be felt
there will be the exact entertainment, experience, and artifact that people need in their memories,
in order to truly learn and respect the history of Mexican American and Mexican descent people
here in Denver, Colorado.
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PUBLIC HISTORY PROPOSAL 

The Pacific Colony Monument 

By Max Whitney 

  

                                                  STATEMENT OF NEED                                                      

What type of public site do you propose? 

My public site will be commemorating the events that happened at, and the lives affected by the Pacific 

Colony Home, and the Sonoma State Home , and will be in the form of a public monument. 

What topic in Mexican American history? 

I wanted to focus on the overarching theme of violence against Mexican-Americans, and because I was 

both fascinated and horrified by the stories of what was happening to Mexican-American women in the 

1920’s and 1930’s in California specifically, I wanted to more deeply the Pacific Colony Home and the 

Sonoma State Home, and what these institutions were doing to Mexican-Americans at the time. 

Does this topic currently have visibility in the public? In what way? 

In addition to being fascinated with what was happening at these institutions, I also found the lack of 

information, and awareness of this history somewhat disturbing, which is why I wanted to propose 

making a monument commemorating the victims of these institutions and their stories. Essentially, this 

topic has close to no visibility in the public, aside from a couple short articles, and the lecture that covered 

this material in class, so in terms of a story that the monument is telling, I think it’s less about telling a 

DIFFERENT story, rather it’s about bringing awareness to the stories of these women and these 

institutions instead. Bringing some sort of awareness to this history in the public sphere is the first step to 

anything resembling accountability, and once this story is out there in the public, then we as a society can 

talk about some of the more contentious aspects of this story, including the conversation surrounding 

reparations for the victims and their families.  

                                                                     TOPIC                                                                     

Topic Description  

Since this monument will be pretty minimalistic, I figured that this information would best be conveyed 

through a QR code that would lead to a more detailed explanation in the form or a website, or PDF which 

is something that I’ll explore further on in this proposal. That being said, the primary focus of this topic, 

and the inspiration behind the monument can be split up into three major subtopics. 

1. The legislation. There are two types of noteworthy legislation that was needed in order for the 

Pacific Colony Home to operate, and enforce sterilization laws. Starting with the sterilization, 



California passed its first law legalizing sterilization, under the guise of progressivism and public 

health,1 which targeted patients in state hospitals, prisons, and those deemed “feeble minded”, in 

1909, which remained largely unopposed for the next 70 years. This law was largely influenced 

by Indiana’s decision to legalize sterliation in 1907, which made sterilization mandatory for 

“criminals, idiots, rapists, and imbeciles in state custody”, setting a precedent for sterilization 

legislation.   

What allowed institutions like the Pacific Colony Home, and the Sonoma State Home to operate can 

largely be attributed to Assembly Bill 602, which after being signed into law not only allowed for more of 

these institutions to be put up, but it explicitly outlined sterilization procedures that these institutions 

could, were expected to enforce.2 It was only in 1951 that any kind of legal challenge arose, as Garcia vs 

State Department established that full authorization would be required from the patient in order to 

perform a sterilization, a meaningful change, however for many victims of these institutions, it was 

simply too late.  

It’s important to note that the “science” used to justify these laws was greatly influenced by the eugenics 

movement, which attempted to get rid of unfavorable characteristics in the population through 

sterilization. This process often targeted those with mental illnesses, but most importantly, people of 

color. “Mississippi Apendectomies' ' were a common practice targeting black women in the South, as an 

attempt to limit reproduction, but similar efforts were enacted across the country, most prominently in 

Southern California, where Mexican-American women were disproportionately targeted in the 

aforementioned institutions. 

2. The actual institutions themselves. Founded in 1884, and 1917 respectively, the Sonoma State 

Home, and the Pacific Colony Home were founded with their initial goal supposedly being to 

help “mentally disabled children”. 3 

Though the laws allowing for the creation of these institutions isn’t cause for much debate, the laws 

dictating what could and couldn’t be done in these institutions is worth discussing. The most noteworthy 

of these laws was passed in 1917, which was the same law which established the Pacific Colony Home, 

which allowed the board of trustees of both the Pacific Colony Home, and the Sonoma State Home to 

grant permission for sterilizations of those living there. This meant the institutions were given much more 

control over those living there, which brings up the question of who was living at these institutions. 

Those sent to live, and often get sterilized at these institutions were largely deemed “feeble minded” or 

“insane” with the rest of the population being made up of “sexual delinquents” and repeat offenders of 

petty crimes. Records show people as young as 15 being sent to these institutions, that being the example 

 
1 Zhang, Sarah. “A Long-Lost Data Trove Uncovers California's Sterilization Program.” The Atlantic, 

Atlantic Media Company, 3 Jan. 2017, www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2017/01/california-

sterilization-records/511718/.  
2 Wallis, Eileen. “California State Law and the Creation of Lanterman.” Lanterman CPP Campus South 

History, n.d., scalar.usc.edu/works/lanterman-cpp-campus-south-history/legal-history-of-lanterman-

developmental-center.  
3 Lawson, Kimberly. “California's Dark History of Forcibly Sterilizing Latinas.” VICE, 16 Aug. 2018, 

www.vice.com/en/article/gy339b/california-forced-sterilizations-latina-women-history.  



of a young man named Roberto, who was sent to the Sonoma State Home for a string of infractions that 

included intoxication, knife fighting, and involvement in local gangs. In the case of Roberto, sterilization 

was recommended, and followed through, with officials citing his record and “borderline” IQ of 75 as 

justification for the sterilization.4 Stories like these were uncommon, and resulted in the sterilization of 

approximately 20,000 individuals between 1909 and 1979, with the majority of these sterilizations 

occurring before the Garcia vs State Department decision in 1951. 

3. The targeting of Mexican-American men and women. What makes this story so relevant to the 

course is closely linked to the aforementioned section of the people that were sent to these 

institutions. Many years after these institutions stopped operating, researchers, historians, and 

relatives of those who were sent to the Pacific Colony Home and Sonoma State Home realized 

something.  

Historian Mina Stern noticed that “patients with Spanish surnames were indeed 2 ½ times as likely to be 

sterilized than those without”. Additional research revealed that Mexican American men were 23% more 

likely to be sterilized than non-Mexican American men, with the truly jaw dropping discrepancy 

appearing with the amount of Mexican American women being sterilized, as they were sterilized at a rate 

59% higher than that of non-Mexican American women.5 

This development speaks to a larger problem at hand, that being the violence against, and attempted 

removal of Mexican Americans in the United States, with Stern noting that “Although they were in fact 

not disabled, Mexicans were disproportionately targeted.6 Many were targeted because of traditionally 

large families of Mexican Americans.” with another researcher suggesting that “the decisions to sterilize 

certain patients may have been specifically influenced by debates over what to do about the states’ 

growing “Mexican Problem”.7    

                                  CREATING & PLANNING LOGISTICS                                          

Public site design 

As for the monument itself, I’ve decided to propose that a stainless steel statue be built of one of the 

women that experienced the horrors at the Pacific Colony Home. This monument will be a life size 

replica of Mary Franco, a native of southern California, who was sent to the Pacific Colony Home by her 

parents at the age of 14, and was sterilized during her stay there. Unfortunately, there’s very little 

information out there on the many women, like Mary Franco, who endured the same cruel conditions, 

which played into the decision to have Mary Franco be used as the model for this monument, as there are 

 
4 Zhang, Sarah. “A Long-Lost Data Trove Uncovers California's Sterilization Program.” The Atlantic, 

Atlantic Media Company, 3 Jan. 2017, www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2017/01/california-

sterilization-records/511718/.  
5 Mizes-Tan, Sarah. “For Decades, California Forcibly Sterilized Women under Eugenics Law. Now, the 

State Will Pay Survivors.” CapRadio, 20 July 2021, www.capradio.org/articles/2021/07/20/for-decades-

california-forcibly-sterilized-women-under-eugenics-law-now-the-state-will-pay-survivors/.  
6 Ibid 
7 Zhang, Sarah. “A Long-Lost Data Trove Uncovers California's Sterilization Program.” The Atlantic, 

Atlantic Media Company, 3 Jan. 2017, www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2017/01/california-

sterilization-records/511718/.  



close to no pictures of other victims of the Pacific Colony Home, and Sonoma State Home out there. 

While many women who were treated at these institutions were s filled with shame, and therefore refused 

to let the world know about their stories, Mary Franco’s surviving family was fortunately very vocal on 

her behalf, exposing what had happened during her time at the Pacific Colony Home, allowing for her 

story to be out there in the public to some extent. 

As for the material choice, I decided to pick stainless steel, because it is the same material that the 

laparoscopy equipment used to sterilize these women was made out of. To me, using the same material 

that took so much away from these women, to build a statue commemorating them, and their experiences 

is a way to return the power to them, and make their experiences not only more validated, but historically 

impactful as well.  

As for text on the monument, I don’t think that a little plaque would do these women, and their stories 

any justice, and because I want this monument to be as accessible to the public as possible, I would add a 

QR code that one could scan with their phone that would lead them directly to an in depth website 

covering everything that happened at the Pacific Colony Home, and other similar institutions, allowing 

for those who want to learn more about the monument’s message to do so. 

Where does your public site belong? Why this location?   

I would like for this monument to be located in a geographically appropriate, but simultaneously busy 

area, though not necessarily in/near the actual location of the Pacific Colony Home and Sonoma State 

Home. I just think that the communities that are near where these institutions used to operate are probably 

pretty familiar with some of the details surrounding the history of these institutions and what they did to 

Mexican-American women, and since I want this monument to be pretty accessible, I think I would want 

to place it in a relatively large city that still close enough to  the original location of these institutions. I’m 

thinking that Santa Rosa, or if I wanted to venture out a bit further, then maybe Sacramento or San 

Francisco would work really well as a location for my monument.  

In terms of my intended audience, I think I would just like the general public to gain some awareness on 

the story that I’m telling through my monument, but I think it’s an added bonus for the monument to be 

located in California, so at the very least, more Californians will have a slightly better knowledge of their 

own states’ history. 

If adopted, who should be involved in the planning and building of the public site? 

I definitely think that local historians, like Christina Garcia Lopez, program director of the LatinX and 

Chicano Studies at the University of San Francisco, or Alexandra Minna Stern, professor at the University 

of Michigan who has devoted much of her professional career to the Sterilization and Social Justice Lab, 

a sort of research team that analyzes the history of eugenics and sterilization in the United States. These 

people, as well as other historians who’ve focused on Mexican-American history would be involved, 

because they would be able to provide some valuable insights and context that would otherwise be 

missing. 

 I think that talking to people that lived near these institutions during their times of operation would be 

difficult, but incredibly valuable, as well as being able to actually consult some of the people who 



experienced the atrocities committed at these institutions, which would be very difficult, not only because 

so many of these women were, and continue to be ashamed of what happened to them (as we saw in the 

No Mas Bebes Documentary) but also because of the simple fact that all of this was going on almost 100 

years ago, and many of the victims simply aren’t alive anymore. 

Lastly, I would definitely consult with groups or organizations, like the California Office of Historic 

Preservation, or the Cabrillo NAtional Monument Foundation in San Diego, which have built similar 

monuments, or who have more experience with the logistics of this kind of project, as the aforementioned 

people and groups would be vital in the conception of this monument, though without the people in 

charge of proposing, planning, and building this monument, then this entire effort would ultimately lead 

to nothing. 

                           HONESTLY CONFRONTING THE PAST IN THE PRESENT                      

In what way will your public site tell an honest story about the past? 

I think it’ll be easy for this monument to tell an accurate and honest story about the past, mainly because 

of the lack of knowledge about the Pacific Colony Home, and the California sterilization practices. That 

being said, I think that the story that this monument will tell will be an objectively true story that 

simultaneously celebrates the women that had their lives changed forever at the Pacific Colony and 

Sonoma State Home.  

The monument will also tell an objective truth by its ability to bring some light to an issue that is rarely 

talked about, which works hand in hand with the theme of historical context, and change over time, as the 

phenomena of forced sterilization that was occurring at these institutions is eerily similar to what was 

happening to a large population of Mexican-American women in southern California in the 1960’s and 

1970’s. 

In addition to providing valuable historical context and contingency as well, I think that the greatest 

impact that this monument can have is in terms of its ability to stimulate a conversation surrounding 

historical empathy, as this the atrocities committed at the Pacific Colony and Sonoma State Homes are a 

much more universal phenomena than we might like to admit. Putting the story of Mary Franco, and the 

hundreds of other women who had their livelihood taken away from them, in the public is a way for 

others to know that they’re not alone in their respective struggle, and it’s never too late to take a stand 

against the injustices that may be forced upon you, much like what this monument will achieve. 
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