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Featured Speaker: Marie Nubia-Feliciano, Ph.D. 

 

Thank you for the invitation to speak this morning. I am grateful to Cynthia Aguirre and 

Ada Briceño for reaching out to me via our shared Facebook Universe. Before I begin, I’d like to 

wish a very Happy Mother’s Day to those who are Mothers in body, mind, and spirit. I am 

honored that Cynthia and Ada selected me as this morning’s guest speaker. Thank you for having 

the confidence in me to speak eloquently on the important issues we are facing and hopefully 

motivate the next generation of leaders to act on their convictions. Thank you to the Democratic 

Party of Orange County for the invitation to share my ideas that in many ways cross party lines. 

MY TALK THIS MORNING IS ABOUT THE POLITICS OF ACTION 

I open with a quote from Howard Zinn, the celebrated historian and writer of the People’s 

History of the United States. He once said that “History may not repeat itself, but it sure does 

rhyme.” This generation of young women is being called to engage with and move the needle 

along some very important social issues. These issues are those that our mothers and 

grandmothers fought for, like reproductive rights and equal pay; and oddly enough these are the 

same issues facing us today. You must act so that we can ensure that we take more steps forward 

than back. To reduce the repetition of history. It is important that you understand your role in this 

social experiment that is the building of the United States of America. You have a role to play, a 

purpose to live, and a movement to maintain. You are being called to a Politics of Action. 
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The Politics of Action asks that you as the current generation of young women is not 

distracted by the divisive rhetoric. Those who espouse extreme positions use emotion to motivate 

followers to action. They use emotion to divide. They use emotion to control. I urge our young 

women to resist the influence of those who seek to divide and control you. Don’t be distracted by 

the blame game, scapegoating, and shock tactics. Don’t get dragged along by the those who want 

to control what you see and hear. Don’t get caught in an echo chamber. Your role is to find areas 

where we can work together towards resolving an issue that will benefit the many, not just the 

few. You have a choice to take the high road and build bridges along the way. It can be a more 

difficult road, and some say that it is often a lonely one, along the way you will find like-minded 

people who will accompany you on your journey. The high road is a path that creates lasting 

monuments to your individual and collective efforts.  

Lead with compassion. We’ve seen acts of compassion online: a black woman laying her 

body over a self-professed white supremacist to keep an angry crowd from beating him; a 

woman extending a hand to a man on a train who seemed distraught and angry and once she did 

he began to cry; a mom holding a sign saying “Free Mom Hugs” at a Pride Parade reassuring 

those in attendance that they mattered to her. Compassion forces us to drop our defenses and 

makes us vulnerable. It forces us to engage with each other at a deeper level, and risk trusting 

others with what we hold close to our hearts. It requires us to be authentic. This is scary and 

risky, but I believe not being authentic makes progress much harder to achieve. 

The Politics of Action requires us to use the skills of diplomacy to keep everyone at the 

table and talking. We must insist that we all sit on the same side of the table together and look at 

the problem, identify its contours, and find a solution that we all can mostly agree on. Don’t be 

forced to sit on opposite sides. This stance stalls progress. Find a way, a common ground, and 
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work to see the world through one another’s eyes. Our current social climate requires that we 

work to find and maintain our very real human connections. We cannot do anything alone. I 

personally believe that if we can get to the point where at least some of our individual beliefs are 

included in a solution, we’ve come a long way towards creating a more perfect union.  

The Politics of Action demands diversity of thought in order to determine the best way 

forward. We must understand that as women, within us is a diversity of thought and perspective, 

a diversity of what is believed to be prudent or revolutionary, a diversity of ideas on what is the 

best course of action. Democratic values demand that we take our time and listen to all voices. 

The Democratic process demands that we work to find mutually beneficial solutions so that no 

one is left behind. We must uncover our biases toward others in our midst so that we can own up 

to our own prejudices that keep us from truly listening and valuing each other. Through diversity 

is strength. We must acknowledge this fact and use it to move our movement forward. 

The Politics of Action is a call to do better than the generation before. My children are 

11 and 13. They will require that you do better for them. Our children rely on all of us to learn 

from our predecessors and answer the call to lead. Every generation has an obligation to move 

our society forward. It is your turn and I am holding you accountable to work towards creating a 

different way to engage with those who, at first glance, you may not agree with.  

[CLASS DISCUSSION ON REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH AS HUMAN RIGHTS] 

• UC Irvine Course: Feminisms of Color 

• 2001 Reading on Reproductive Health 

o The “Sistersong Collective”: Women of Color, Reproductive Health, and Human 

Rights 
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o Loretta Ross and her colleagues at the National Center for Human Rights 

Education 

• Reconceptualizing Human Rights to include Reproductive Health 

o Allows us to elevate the conversation  

o Allows us to see ourselves as part of a larger human family working together on 

similar struggles 

o Allows us to learn from efforts around the world that we can use to help us 

resolve similar issues as they manifest in our communities 

o Allows us to share best practices and collaborate across borders 

o Allows for all people to be heard, seen, and understood 

The Politics of Action means that you act, together in concert with others to keep the 

momentum going on the accomplishments of previous generations. I am sick and tired of the 

divisive talk, the yelling, the screaming, the arguments that seem to go in circles and resolve 

nothing. I am sick and tired of the attacks on education. It is only through education that we learn 

about our individual and collective history, about what was done before, and what we can do 

now. Education is the bedrock of a democratic society. Attacking it is attacking the very 

foundation of our democracy. Anti-intellectualism is the enemy of progress. We must continue to 

inform ourselves, develop plans of engagement, leave no one behind, and understand that our 

destinies are interconnected. We must succeed in making this democracy better. Future 

generations are hoping you leave them a roadmap with which they can continue on their own 

journey. 

The Politics of Action requires you to get involved. In my role as a professor, I tell my 

students that they do not have the option to sit this out. This democracy will only be maintained 
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through our civic engagement. Oftentimes, we feel overwhelmed by what we see and hear on the 

news and social media. This is normal because all we are shown are the problems, with no ways 

of doing anything about them. Where do we begin to address issues like Climate Change, 

Homelessness, Human Trafficking, Terrorism, Disparities in Pay, Reproductive Rights? I 

suggest that you pick an issue, one that resonates with you, and learn all that you can about it. 

Figure out where you can contribute to plan and implement a lasting resolution. You are not 

responsible for taking on the whole issue, just a small part of it that you can manage at this point 

in your life. You are also not required to resolve the whole thing in your lifetime. Do what you 

can, however you can, for as long as you can. It is then the responsibility of the next generation 

to pick up where you left off and continue the work. Become their example, just as we are yours. 

As I opened, I will close with another quote from Howard Zinn: “You cannot be neutral 

on a moving train.” The Politics of Action obligates you to get off the sidelines and do 

something. Disengagement and apathy are not an option. The personal is political. You must 

learn to articulate your own journey so that you can contribute to the larger narrative of the 

human story. If you do not, others will write you into their story and you may not like the part 

they’ve written for you to play. Part of my story is to make education my method of engaging in 

critical conversations, modeling best practices, and putting myself in spaces where people like 

me were often left out. My influence on the future is in the classroom. Whether it be with 15 

students, 100 students, or more, I use my platform to help the next generation of leaders develop 

their minds, to collaborate across ideologies, learn how to discuss difficult issues with respect for 

others, and how to foster our collective humanity. This is where I know my talents are best 

suited.  
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Education is a broad field, so I also use the privilege my degree and social position give 

me to advocate for overlooked and underserved communities. I choose to use my privilege to 

protect the rights of Emerging English learners whose multilingualism is often seen as a deficit. I 

am someone who came from Culebra Puerto Rico and took four years to become comfortable 

speaking English. In addition to my mother, it was my teachers who advocated for me. They 

gave me the time and space to get comfortable in this new environment and understand that I 

belong in school. I want to provide the same supportive environment for current students as was 

given to me. Thankfully a movement is growing promoting the social and financial benefits of 

speaking more than one language. Educators are understanding the importance of learning 

multiple languages early and supporting students’ heritage language development at home. I 

choose to use my privilege as a Latina to model to other Latinas that our cultural capital gives us 

the strength to move mountains when we work together. Together with other women we can 

rewrite the history books so that such issues as reproductive rights and equal pay is no longer 

repeated. 

Thank you again for allowing me to speak with you this morning. I hope that you figure 

out what your role will be in this grand experiment to create a more perfect union. You have the 

support of the Democratic Party of OC, your family, your teachers, and your community to build 

on. As this organization states, “we’re greater together than we are on our own — that 

America succeeds when everyone gets a fair shot, when everyone does their fair share, when 

everyone plays by the same rules”. Please act…our collective future depends on it. Thank you. 


