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SAHANA PRASAD
What drew you to this project?

Well, this is an epistemological project; 
feminist epistemology doesn’t get 
studied a lot within the Women’s Studies 
community. [Associate Professor Maria 
Cotera, founder of  CPMR,] talks a lot 
about the feedback loop in archives and 
how it affects the way knowledge gets 
produced. So the people who produce 
knowledge are the people who are in 
power and the people in power only 
produce knowledge about people in 
power. So then, the archives – archives 
everywhere – only have very selective 
information. And when people look 
at the archives to see what’s important 
to study, they say, “well, here’s all this 
knowledge produced about old straight 
white men and so clearly that’s who 
we should be studying.” And women 
– specifically women of  color, queer 

women of  color, queer disabled women of  
color, poor women of  color – their stories 
get left out of  the archives. And what we’re 
doing with this project is disrupting that 
feedback loop. 

I think [this project speaks to] the value 
of  experiential knowledge – I don’t think 
there’s enough value placed on experiential 
knowledge, specifically in academia but 
also outside of  academia. The knowledge 
that can be gained from people being 
forthcoming about what their experiences 
are is so huge.

People are more likely to respond strongly 
to statistics, but projects like this – projects 
that take the time to document people’s 
lives and the work they’ve done – give 
further weight and legitimacy to valuable 
experiences that we can learn from.

I think [CPMR is] also giving people 
access to this knowledge. A lot of  these 
things are personal items from personal 

collections: their family memorabilia and 
photos. Giving the public access to all these 
things is a really incredible opportunity for 
people to learn about these women’s lives. 
And I think that can be very inspiring to 
young activists, to see what kind of  impact 
these women have made.

What duties do you have for this 
project?

It’s a mish-mash of  things. A lot of  what I 
do is scan and catalogue the archives. We’ve 
been converting those from .tif  form 
to .jpg form… I upload all the scanned 
materials onto our online archive server 
and I tag them so you can search through 
the tags. I rescan things if  information has 
been lost. I’ll be stitching things together 
– some things are too big for the scanner 
so we have to scan them in multiple parts 
– then I’ll use Photoshop to stitch them 
together. There’s so many things you can 

about chicana por mi raza:

Chicana Por Mi Raza (CPMR) is a digital 
archive run by American Culture, Latina/o 
Studies, and Women’s Studies Associate 
Professor, Maria Cotera, and dedicated to 
the preservation of Chicana feminism. CPMR 
collects and records archival materials, 
ephemera, and oral history and is committed 
to involving undergraduate students with 
this important work. Their website is  
http://chicanapormiraza.org.

disrupting the

//

A conversation with undergraduates  
Ariel Kaplowitz and Sahana Prasad  
on their work for Chicana Por Mi Raza, 

how they’re challenging the ways history gets told, 
and how they’re changing what knowledge gets passed on.

do on this project! It’s really nice because 
you never get stuck doing one thing for a 
really long time. It’s never boring.

It’s been really great to work with and 
learn from “the Marias” [Maria Cotera 
and Maria Seiferle-Valencia, digital 
archivist for CPMR]. I think they both 
have different roles in this project and 
it’s cool to be able to work with both of  
them. Maria Cotera – the reading she 
gives us and all the knowledge she has 
– gives us such a helpful and interesting 
historical background. And then 
the amount of  technical skills Maria 
[Seiferle-Valencia] has is astounding 
to me. To be able to access and learn 
even a fraction of  that knowledge is 
incredible. For example, in just three and 
a half  hours she’s given me a Photoshop 
training; that’s something I would never 
otherwise had the opportunity to do!

What do you think you’ve gotten out of  
this work?

The research experience is great. I’ve had 
research experience [before working on 
CPMR] but it’s just been data entry. To now 
have research experience that integrates my 
field of  study, my knowledge of  feminist 
history and the intersection of  race and 
gender and feminist history – all of  those 
things are very important. Sometimes 
[history] can appear to be a nebulous cloud 
of  knowledge that isn’t applied concretely, 
but this research project is concrete and 
linked to the history. And I think my 
work here will give me opportunities in 
the future and examples to prove that this 
knowledge is directly applicable and has 
everything to do with reality.

After graduation, I know I want to work 
in advocacy. I’m interested in advocating 
for women of  color who have experienced 
sexual violence. I think it’s not something 

people think about very often: the way 
in which race specifically affects the 
experience of  sexual violence and the way 
healing from trauma has to incorporate 
people’s identities.

CPMR ties into that because I think 
common narratives of  sexual violence 
focus on young white women on college 
campuses – which is not wrong, that 
experience is real and one that people 
have – but this standardized, documented 
experience often leaves out the way that 
women of  color experience higher rates of  
sexual violence, often because they’re women 
of  color. And that’s similar to what we’re 
addressing in this project; we’re changing 
the fact that stories of  women of  color are 
often unheard. The ways that knowledge 
is produced about certain things, sexual 
violence or otherwise, are all feedback 
loops that need to be disrupted. And that’s 
something that I’d like to continue to do.

[L] Sahana Prasad
[R] Ariel Kaplowitz
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Image from the Chicana Por Mi Raza archive, 
courtesy of Emily Martinez  

Pictured: Emily’s grandmother Vicenta Castillo Ybarra,  
her Tia Pancha, and her Tia Victoria in Harlingen Texas

piece of Advice  
I’ll Never Forget...1 Ariel and Sahana pass along  
some knowledge

ariel kaplowitz
Why did you get involved with  
this project?

The project works with Chicana 
feminism; my two areas of  interest in 
American Culture* are race and gender. 
So it was a great combination! I’m also 
working in different communities in East 
Lansing and Ann Arbor, so getting to 
research the history of  women in those 
communities was really powerful to me. 
I think studying histories that have been 
omitted from my education – from my 
elementary, middle, and high school 
education – is super important because 
there’s a reason those histories have been 
erased: to promote a dominant narrative.

With CPMR I get to do all the things I 
love in the same project. I’m looking at 
social work, a Ph.D., or a Masters in Fine 
Arts. There are a lot of  directions my life 
could take. I think this project will help 
me if  I get a Ph.D.; I’ll have looked at 
these primary documents, I will know 
the process of  figuring what this image 
is about, and I’ll have incorporated it 
into my own learning and teaching. I also 

get to start writing for this! Maria [Cotera] 
interviewed women in San Diego, so I’m 
looking at the women whose artifacts 
she collected and cataloging the artifacts, 
describing them, writing short biographies 
of  the women, and watching the videos 
and the interviews they gave to create 
a complete picture of  their experience.  
I’m getting to write some of  the content 
for the website. And that’s helpful in any 
career; especially with writing, but also 
academia. Being able to write something 
cohesive and also important and valued in 
the community will give me a big leg up. I 
also think being involved with such a big 
research project is helpful in any sort of  
career; you get to work with other people 
and you’re trusted to work with important 
resources and documents.

Maria Cotera and I have worked closely 
together, particularly last winter when I 
had an independent study with her. We’d 
meet every week and get coffee and talk; 

she had so many interesting things to say 
about Chicana feminism, but also advice 
on life! She offered a lot of  guidance for 
me, talking about grad school, publishing, 
and other opportunities; as someone to 
consider myself  a writer, I found [Maria 
Cotera] very supportive.

How has your work with CPMR 
informed the rest of  your life?

I’m involved with community work 
through PALMA [Proyecto Avance: 
Latino Mentoring Association]. We work 
with the Latino community of  Washtenaw 
County with things like English language 
learning. I work with a young girl – I’ve 
worked with her since my sophomore 
year – and [working at CPMR] helps my 
work at PALMA because she’s Chicana 
and knowing her history [means] I’m able 
to contextualize what she’s saying when 
she’s talking about her history and bring in 
aspects of  what I’ve learned about Chicana 

Ariel:
My mom, who is also one of my best friends, 
recommended I watch Brene Brown's TED talk 
on vulnerability, which has really influenced my 
way of living and thinking. So I guess that's two 
pieces of advice: my mom's advice to watch 
the TED talk, and Brene Brown's advice to live 
openly and vulnerably!

Sahana:
One of my favorite quotes also doubles as  
some of the best advice I’ve ever read: 
“Nobody’s going to save you. No one’s going to 
cut you down, cut the thorns thick around you. 
No one’s going to storm the castle walls nor 
kiss awake your birth, climb down your hair, nor 
mount you onto the white steed. There is no 
one who will feed the yearning. Face it. You will 
have to do, do it yourself.” - Gloria Anzaldúa

from professor maria cotera:

Our undergraduate research assistants do everything 
from collecting and transcribing oral histories, to 
traveling with us to places like Texas and California, 
to scanning, cataloging, and interpreting the archives 
we collect. They experience the whole process – from 
the logistics it takes to set up an oral history interview, 
film it, and follow up, to processing and interpreting 
the documents we collect – so they get research 
experiences that will give them skills that they can’t 
necessarily get inside the classroom. 

I want students to develop an understanding of the 
complexities of oral history and archival projects. I want 
them to have an experience that will take them outside 
of their comfort zone, both in terms of their skill-level 
and in terms of the kind of material and content we’re 
talking about. I hope my research assistants get the 
chance to witness an oral history, because listening 
to the stories of the women we interview and being a 
critical witness can be very powerful for students.

We identify the talents students bring to the table, 
where their interests seem to lie, and also what they 
want to do with their careers beyond the University; 
then we can steer them into activities that will really 
support their professional and creative aspirations. 
Ariel, for example, is interpreting and producing text  
for the website we’re developing because her forté is 
as a writer.

feminism and Chicana history into what 
we talk about in our sessions. 

Being able to watch the videos of  these 
women and hear their oral histories 
has been so meaningful. They’re really 
inspirational – they were going against so 
much! There was so much going against 
them in society at the time and they 
rose above it. Even within [the Chicano 
community] there was a lot of  opposition 
from some Chicano men against Chicana 
women and their feminism. And I hear 
[the women’s stories] and I think, “it’s so 
courageous that they stood up in the face 
of  that in defense of  justice.” It’s really 
meaningful as a woman to see these role 
models who put themselves out there and 
really created change. 

* Editor’s Note: Ariel is an American Culture major.

what's next for chicana por mi raza?

• A public face via a website with curated exhibits, 
an accessible archive, and scholar-produced content. 
The site will be modeled on a the South Asian 
American Digital Archive (a project Professor Manan 
Desai has worked on – see article on page 15) that 
involves collaborators across time and space working 
to produce content based on the archive. 

• Interviews in Los Angeles and other locations 
around the U.S. to add to the archives. 

• Developing critical partnerships where teachers 
and researchers who want to do local oral history 
projects can access teaching materials, guidelines 
and the online database system to structure courses 
and research projects. These oral history projects  
can then be added to the digital archives in the 
CPMR archive.

Image from the Chicana Por Mi Raza archive, courtesy of Alex Escalante 
Pictured: Women of the Nutrition Seminar and Study Tour walking
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Every year for the last six years, the department 
of American Culture has awarded two prizes 
for outstanding essays in American studies to 
undergraduate students. these essays exemplify 
our undergraduates' ability to produce critically 

engaged scholarship. 

Kavitha Iyengar, an American Culture 
major, delivered a history paper entitled 
“The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo: 
Creating the Mexican-American 
Frontier.” Kavitha assessed the shifting 
circumstances that Mexicans and 
Mexican Americans faced in New 
Mexico during the nineteenth century. 
Kavitha drew together a complementary 
set of primary and secondary sources 
from 1850, 1870, and 1880 to think  
through the changing terms and 
meanings of U.S. citizenship. Her 
paper presented a fresh outlook on the 
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in both its 
English and Spanish translations.  All 
of this suggests that Kavitha is poised 
to become a brilliant historian and 

Latina/o Studies scholar.

Carlina Duan, currently an English major with 
a minor in Asian/Pacific Islander American 
Studies, wrote a memorable reflection entitled  
“I am Not a Geisha.” Carlina thoughtfully 
considered how some of her own experiences 
have been informed by the larger discourses on 
race and gender that circulate in the United States. 
The interconnections that she made between 
representations of Asians and Asian Americans 
in consumer culture, media, and local campus 
events showed admirable scope. The essay had 
a compelling trajectory that ran from Carlina’s 
memory of a difficult adolescent Halloween  
to the condescension and micro-aggressions 
that all too often continue to occur at most  
universities today. We are certain that Carlina’s 
gift for keen and creative analysis will serve her 
well in her future endeavors.
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GRATS

GRADS

WE CoNGraTuLATE 
THE DEparTMENT OF 
AMErICAN CuLTurE 
CLASS OF 2014 !

Bachelor Degrees 
American Culture 
Phoebe Barghouty 
Myles Barkoff 
Christian Brandt 
Anndrea Boris 
Laura Cohen 
Sean Cope 
Erin Corrigan 
Allison Froehlich 
Darren Garson 
Imani Henderson 
Adam Janecyk 
Isaiah Knight 
Abraham Liddell 
Kelsey McInnis 
Jasmine Pawlicki 
David Penner 
Jadee Pope 
Jillian Rickard 
Jordan Steiger 
Akshay Verma 
Andrew Wehner 
Ari Weinberg

Bachelor Degrees 
Latina/o Studies 
Nicole Garcia

Minors 
American Culture 
Claudia Celovsky 
Kristen Fitzsimons 
Payton Halbeisen 
Mackenzie Meter 

Peter Morgan 
Sara Morosi 
Lorna Mosher 
Anna Storey 
Alicia Venchuk

Minors 
Asian/Pacific Islander 
American Studies 
Gina Benedicto 
Erica Gehringer 
Peter Ta 
George Xue

Minors 
Latina/o Studies 
Evelyn Galvan 
Elizabeth Perez 
Rebecca Villegas

Certificate 
Arab and Muslim 
American Studies 
Haneen Abudayyeh 
Sahar Adora 
Arooj Aslam 
Brandon Baxter 
Farah Erzouki 
Bayan Founas 
Zeinab Khalil 
Julianne Potter 
Hanah Stiverson

Ph.Ds. 
American Culture 
Annah MacKenzie 
Veronica Pasfield 
Alyssa Walker 
Stephen Wisniewski

Pictured (L-R): Rima Hassouneh, Evelyn Alsultany, Ari Weinberg, Gregory Dowd, & Abraham Liddell

ask an alumnA:
How have you drawn on your degree in American Culture since graduating?

In 1993 I graduated from U-M with a B.A. in “The Politics 
and Society of American Culture.” I contemplated Political 
Science, but wasn't getting the real-life perspective I longed for. 
American Culture filled that void for me. I wrote my independent 
study on the change in how the media covered the Presidential 
election in 1992 (Bill Clinton) as compared to prior TV elections. 
That summer, I interned for a Congressman and worked at the 
Democratic National Convention in NYC. Then, a couple years 
after graduation, I went to work for U.S. Senator Bill Bradley (also 
a former New York Knick) who ended up vying for the Democratic 
nomination against Al Gore a few years later! 

I have long since moved away from politics, and this year 
celebrated 10 years at PwC (Pricewaterhouse Coopers), where I 

am a director of public relations. Perhaps the most exciting thing 
I do is oversee PR for PwC's role in counting the Oscars ballots, 
focusing on getting media interviews for the lead balloting 
partners, aka the "guys with the briefcases." Who knew how 
exciting working at an accounting firm could be!

Outside of my day job, I use my skills to help promote various 
cultural endeavors including an artist, a rock star, and – currently  
– a documentary film about a music industry icon. I have also 
taken up stand-up comedy and improv, and have created my own 
baseball podcast/social media character known as Bullpen Betty.

And they say there is no such thing as "American Culture"!
Laura Schooler, Class of '93

We encourage all of our alumni to write us and let us know how American Culture has changed their lives!



Contact

department of amer ican culture 
university of Michigan 
3700 haven hall 
505 S .  State St . 
Ann Arbor, MI 48109- 1045

http ://lsa .umich.edu/ac 
1-734-763- 1460 
ac.inq@umich.edu 
http ://facebook.com/UM.American.Culture 
Http ://twitter .com/umichAmCult


