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May 2, 2008 

Keynote Speech at the Inauguration of
President Mildred García, CSU Dominguez Hills

by Evelyn Hu-DeHart

Good Morning, Ladies and Gentlemen, Colleagues and Students!

Buenos Días, Señores y Señoras, Colegas y Estudiantes!

Xianshen men, nushi men, xueshen men, dajia hao!

Guten Morgan, Meinen Damen und Herren!

Bonjour Mesdames et Messieurs!

Magandang Umaga sa Inyong Lahat!

At the end of this year, we will have the historic opportunity to elect a woman or an African American, a person of color, as our next president.  It is a moment of such immense proportions that some of us gathered here today probably never thought we would see the day in our lifetime.  But you at Cal State Dominguez Hills have already made history!  You have selected in Dr. Mildred Garcia a nationally renowned education leader who is a woman and the first Latina in the CSU system as your new president!

Felicitaciones!  I am honored and delighted, and truly humbled to be invited to help CSU and the Dominguez Hills campus celebrate Dr. Garcia’s investiture on this glorious Spring day!

It has often been said that the United States of America is a melting pot.  But as a historian, I am often reminded that our fabled Melting Pot has not always added all ingredients and savored all flavors.  

To be sure, many of us came as free immigrants, with families and dreams for a better life, seeking personal, religious and political freedom, building new communities and a new nation, helping to forge a new national identity as proud citizens.

But it is also true that many of us came as slaves, forcibly removed from our homes far away on another continent, ripped asunder from families and communities, legally defined as someone else’s property and hence denied basic humanity and all human and political rights.

Still others of us were territorially incorporated when first Mexico in 1848, then Spain in 1898—exactly 50 years apart—were pressured by a rapidly expanding American Empire to cede Northern Mexico and the island of Puerto Rico to the United States, along with Catholic and Spanish-speaking peoples.

At the same time, other ethnic groups from across the Pacific—Chinese, Japanese, Koreans—were recruited as cheap labor for the railroads, mines and plantations of the American West and the Hawaiian and Pacific Islands, which were also territorially annexed to the United States as were the Philippine islands even farther out in the Pacific.

And all of us newcomers, regardless of our foreign origins, encroached on the land and waters of the native peoples of America, helped ourselves to the natural resources that they had long served as careful guardians, and contributed to the degradation of the environment over the years.  

From the beginning and for centuries to come, not all newcomers were regarded the same.  You see, if you were deemed White, and Male, and if you were propertied, and spoke English, if you could read and write, if you were from Europe, you had an automatic pass to the Melting Pot to become an American, with full rights of citizenship.  These were the good and desirable immigrants.

Then there were the less desirable, problematic immigrants, those whose labor was indispensable to building the infrastructure and wealth of this new and ambitious country, but whose persons were rejected as not suitable to be Americans.  They were racially constructed as inferior, on the basis of skin color, national origins, religion, language, or some other perceived or imagined racial or physical deficiency.

Over the years, invoking the Founding Fathers’ credo that “all men are created equal,” those of us denied access to the Melting Pot have challenged its parameters and whittled away at its exclusivity: first white women clamored to get in, then ex-slaves freed by the Civil War but re-segregated under Jim Crow’s racial laws; followed by Mexican Americans and Puerto Ricans who chafed at second-class citizenship, the Asians who balked at being classified as “aliens ineligible for citizenship,” and of course, the native Americans who reminded the government of treaty rights that granted them dignity and sovereignty.

Each group deemed inferior or inadequate as Americans organized against discrimination and mobilized to claim their humanity and equal rights to opportunities and citizenship.  

In transforming our lives, we are quickly and surely transforming the nation.  In opening up the formerly exclusive Melting pot to welcome all who are here and all newcomers today, we are finally ready to discard our white supremacist old identity and exchange it for a new Multicultural American National Identity.

We are not there yet, but we are definitely moving in that direction, as witness all of us who have gathered at this beautiful campus to celebrate a new president who is a symbol of the transformation and who will lead us toward the future we can all clearly envision now and enthusiastically embrace.

In this new Multicultural America, we are all winners; there are no losers.  For to be multicultural is a world view, a state of mind, a set of values and relationships that insist on respect and love for each other, regardless of the color of our skin, where we come from, our religion, our wealth, our status.  To be multicultural in America is to be multilingual—to speak English and then some.  It means to connect with the world, and invite the world into ours.  Multiculturalism means social justice, to honor those before us whose struggles converted the monochromatic melting pot into the multicultural democracy we are bringing forth today.

To be multicultural means to guarantee equal opportunity for all, beginning with a good education, as you have here at Dominguez Hills.  And to build and maintain our Multicultural America, we need to keep our eyes focused on the prize, to be ever vigilant less we slip up and become distracted by demagoguery and silly issues.  For this reason, we need leaders like Dr. Garcia.

In closing, I would like to offer Millie—that’s how we friends and colleagues of many years know her—a small expression of my great esteem and affection for her and in gratitude for the trail she is blazing.  And Millie, to offer you this token, I have to shamelessly humble myself—maybe even humiliate myself—so here goes!

START SINGING

De colores, de colores se visten los campos en la primavera

De colores, de colores son los pajarillos que vienen de afuera

De colores, de colores es el arco iris que vemos lucir

Y por eso los grandes amores de muchos colores 

Se gustan a ti

Y por eso los grandes amores de muchos colores

Se gustan a ti

Thank you very much!

Muchas gracias!

Millie, te queremos!

We love you, Millie!

