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Creating a Place for Latinidad at an Elite Liberal  
Arts College

Amherst College, the 1970s through Today

Rick López

Amherst College admitted its first cohort of working-class Latinos in 1972, inspired by the 
War on Poverty, the ongoing civil rights movement, and by its own mission to educate the 
best and the brightest students of all backgrounds. This small group of Latinos initiated a 
long struggle for inclusion within a student community that sometimes virulently rejected 
them. This chapter traces the process of diversification and cultural and economic inclu-
sion at an elite college from the late 1970s to today. It also considers the dynamic between 
top-down and bottom-up initiatives.1 The creation of space for Latinidad within Amherst 
has been inseparable from the role the college should play in the country and the world, 
and how the country and the world would be reflected within the campus community.

The surprisingly few studies of minority-student activism are based mostly on large uni-
versities in California or on K–12, and focus on ethnic studies programs and on repression 
that administrations deployed against student activists. While the findings of such studies 
reflect the general climate in which Amherst College students and administrators acted, 
Amherst’s trajectory is different.2 Elizabeth Duffy and Idana Goldberg’s Crafting a Class 
remains one of the best studies of the interplay between minority admissions practices and 
social mission, yet it does not account for the agency of student activists nor campus climate, 
and twenty-five years have passed since it came out.3 The lack of parallel case studies makes it 
hard to measure Amherst against other schools, but preliminary comparisons suggest that it 
was a leader, and remains so. This study attempts to explain how and why Amherst College 
emerged as a leader, along with the possibilities and limitations of its efforts.

Part 1. Creating a Latino Presence: Founding La Causa

When Les Purificación and Tomás Gonzáles (both class of 1976) entered Amherst College 
in 1972, as two of only five Hispanic freshmen, they were at the cusp of a transformation. 
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Together with Edmundo Orozco (class of 1974), who had arrived two years earlier, they cre-
ated a Latino student organization called La Causa to foster community and help the college 
recruit Hispanic applicants.4 Roderick Ferguson, studying student protests of the ’60s and 
’70s, shows that elite institutions admitted minority students, but “at low numbers,” deliber-
ately staving off any potential challenge to the cultural and political status quo. Administra-
tors felt enormous pressure to maintain the status quo by preventing minorities from impact-
ing the culture of the campus, the epistemology of academic inquiry, or the power relations 
that sustained the existing model of higher education. This pressure came from multiple 
levels, ranging from the Nixon administration’s 1970 “Report of the President’s Commission 
on Campus Unrest” to the college’s own influential alumni and affluent student families.5 
When Amherst College Latinos created La Causa, with its prescient commitment to recruit-
ing working-class Latino applicants, they changed the future of Latinidad and set the course 
for the ways elite colleges could embrace economic and ethnic diversity.

It was Edmundo Orozco who initially led the way. He arrived at Amherst College in 
1970 after being personally recruited by dean of admission Eugene Wilson (class of 1929 
and dean from 1946 to 1972). Undeterred by the fact that he was one of only four Hispan-
ics in the student body, the working-class Mexican American student from Carlsbad, New 
Mexico, enthusiastically immersed himself in the life of the college.6 His freshman year, 
he served on the search committee that hired president John Ward (1971–1979), and by 
his junior year, he gained acceptance into Amherst’s prestigious Independent Scholar Pro-
gram to study US Latino entrepreneurship, mentored by the sociology professor Norman 
Birnbaum.

Dean Eugene Wilson is well known for moving beyond recruitment as a tool simply 
to “fill each entering class” and instead toward strategic recruitment and mindful admis-
sions to shape the character of the college while fulfilling its mission. Wilson argued that 
Amherst’s privileged position of having a low acceptance rate, a high retention rate, and 
strong financial resources gave it flexibility to lead in recruiting and educating a diverse 
student body. He engaged in “extensive recruitment both to make Amherst’s name nation-
ally known and to draw applicants of outstanding intellectual promise from every socio-
economic class and region of the country.”7 To this end, Wilson and his protégé and succes-
sor Edward “Ed” Wall (dean of admission from 1972 until 1982), hired Orozco at the start 
of his sophomore year to travel the country in search of promising Hispanic students from 
low-income backgrounds and lesser-known high schools.8

In the late 1960s, colleges and universities worked to attract the best black students 
to enhance their school’s reputation and to establish it as an agent of progressive social 
change.9 Amherst College was among the first to extend this same reasoning to US His-
panic and low-income students.10

Paying attention to economic class and cultural nuance, Wilson avoided lumping 
together Latin American students with its US Hispanics. This was important to the 
school’s social mission because, while both groups contributed to student diversity, Latin 
American students at that time came largely from the white upper class, while US His-
panics tended to be poorer and had to overcome prejudice and inequality to achieve the 
academic preparation needed to gain admission to Amherst. Hence, Amherst and its 
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peers saw Wilson’s attention to US Hispanic and low-income students as an influential 
innovation.

Orozco saw the first fruits of his contribution to this endeavor at the start of his junior 
year, when Purificación (a working-class Latino from New York City who earned a reputa-
tion for political debate) and Gonzáles (a Mexican American son of a diplomat who had a 
reputation among his peers as a gifted and politically aware writer and orator) enrolled in 
Amherst. The three collaborated to found La Causa at the end of that same fall semester 
of 1972.11

Its charter stated: “La Causa shall have the following aims: the creation of a viable 
Latino social, cultural, and political body; also, the enlargement of Latino enrollment in 
Amherst College. La Causa shall be comprised of Latino students and concerned individu-
als.” Toward these goals, it established the Central Committee, plus five subcommittees: 
cultural, to emphasize “the plurality” of “Latino culture within the United States”; educa-
tional, to develop resources in “areas concerning our academic interest”; community affairs, 
to encourage “socio-political ties to surrounding Latino communities, both in the Valley 
and” beyond; and, crucially, recruitment, to work closely with the admissions office to iden-
tify and recruit Latino students.12

According to Gonzáles, members knew that to create change, “you need numbers.”13 
So, “one of the major things we did was get together with Dean Wall and go recruiting so 
that we could add to our numbers . . . to . . . be stronger.” Katie Fretwell (class of 1981), who 
joined the admissions office in the 1980s and served as dean of admission from 2012 to 
2018, describes Wall as “an outspoken advocate for coeducation and diversity at Amherst” 
who “orchestrated dramatic changes in the composition of the student body” and “[made] 
each student feel that he or she had been handpicked to play an important role in the life 
of the college.”14 Alumni from the era consistently express this view of Wall, who in turn 
respected them as agents of institutional change.

Juan X. Roca (class of 1975), from a prosperous South American family, found common 
cause with his working-class US Latino peers. In early December 1974, as cochairperson 
of La Causa, Roca sent a letter to high school students on La Causa letterhead stating that 
the group, “in conjunction with the Office of Admission and members of the faculty,” was 
trying “to increase our enrollment of Latinos on campus.” He announced that two Latino 
Amherst students, perhaps accompanied by a faculty member and an admissions officer, 
would soon visit their school to “speak with as wide a range as possible of both male and 
female” Latino “prospective applicants.”15 Such collaboration between Dean Wall and La 
Causa yielded seven Latino matriculants in the fall of 1975, a notable improvement over 
1969, when the entering class lacked any Latinos.16

The seven working-class Latinos who started in 1975, along with nine white female 
transfer students (the vanguard for full coeducation the following year), introduced new 
kinds of students into the college, and some white male students made it clear to both 
groups that they were not welcome.17 Ed Camacho (class of 1979) was a member of this 
1972 cohort. Despite the small number of Latinos at Amherst, Camacho initially saw it as 
a huge improvement over his experience as a scholarship student in a New York City prep 
school, where he had been the only Latino in his graduating class and one of only three in 
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the entire school. But Camacho recalls that faculty and administrators, and especially his 
fellow students, made him and other low-income Latinos feel like ethnic tokens and eco-
nomic charity cases who, in exchange for an elite education, were expected to give up things 
that other students did not, such as connections to their family and culture.18

Soon after Camacho and his cohort arrived, the Student Allocations Committee 
(SAC) announced that it would no longer fund La Causa.19 Previously, Orozco had used 
his connections in student government to gain fair funding for La Causa. But his gradua-
tion left Latinos without an experienced student advocate. SAC’s actions taught Camacho 
and the other newly arrived Latino students that they would have to proactively demand a 
place within the Amherst community.

Struggling to adjust to life at Amherst College, they turned to the administration for 
support. Their interactions with Prosser Gifford, dean of the faculty from 1967 to 1979, left 
them dispirited. Though Gifford taught African politics, and seems to have been support-
ive of coeducation, Orozco and González, along with Camacho and other members of the 
new cohort, describe Gifford as hostile to African American and Latino students. A similar 
sense of Gifford’s approach to students of color emerges from a 2011 interview, in which 
he claimed that the black student activists who occupied Converse Hall in February 1970, 
calling for the creation of a black studies department, were essentially saying, “‘We want to 
be in control, we want to be in control of what we learn,’ but ultimately it wouldn’t work, 
and I think the better ones saw that.”20

Orozco described Gifford as opposing the efforts of Wilson and Wall to diversify the 
student body. Camacho remembered that when he and other Latinos reached out to Dean 
Gifford in 1972 for support, he accused them of trying to separate themselves from the 
rest of the student body. Their multiple interactions with Gifford left Latino students 
with the impression that he would have preferred Amherst without the disruptive pres-
ence of working-class or minority students. Amherst administrators never reacted against 
student activists with the virulence seen at places such as Berkeley, where administrators 
cast minority student activists and ethnic studies as threats to diversity and institutional 
stability, and resorted to turning police powers against them.21 Yet, Gifford’s response dem-
onstrates congruence with the paternalistic attitude that minority students encountered 
on other campuses.

Nevertheless, Wall persisted in his recruitment of Hispanic applicants. In 1975, Amherst 
accepted nineteen US Latinos (plus four Latin Americans). Ten of the fourteen initially 
accepted the offer, but, at the last minute, three of them decided not to enroll, leaving only 
seven US Hispanics to matriculate. As a consequence, Wall’s office successfully deepened 
its collaboration with La Causa, involving its members not just in recruitment but also in 
encouraging Latino admitted students to enroll. The next year (1976) saw an increase to 
twelve US Latinos (2.9 percent of the entering class), the highest level that Amherst had 
achieved up to that date.

From 1976 through the 1980s, the office of admission continued to rely on La Causa 
members, openly sharing with them the names and contact information of Latino appli-
cants and admits.22 Institutional records show that between 1976 and 1985, Latino enroll-
ment fluctuated between two and twelve new students per year, for an average of nine 
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(just over 2 percent of each entering class). This small but relatively stable Latino com-
munity included a growing percentage who were female, working class, and from outside 
the Northeast.

Camacho recalls that the need for the sense of community that La Causa created was 
acute. La Causa welcomed “students who were white and who were black” and from all 
economic backgrounds, “anyone who was sympathetic to this notion that we needed to 
exist.” But Latinos, in particular, saw La Causa as the only setting on campus where they 
could be themselves. It broadened their understanding of what it meant to be Latino while 
helping them feel enough of a sense of belonging on campus that they could focus on their 
studies.23

To create community while combatting negative stereotypes, La Causa members started 
with simple things like bringing a salsa band to campus and partnering with Valentine 
Dining Hall for Puerto Rican food night, serving tostones, pernil, and arroz con gondules. 
Luis Chaluisan (class of 1986), who was part of the cohort of working-class Latinos who 
started at Amherst in 1975, used theater and music to forge connections among people. 
He and Gonzáles each hosted a radio show on the college station, and, in 1975, Chaluisan 
founded Pa’lante, an annual dinner and talent show that brought together students from 
across the Five Colleges (the collaborative among Amherst College, Smith College, Mount 
Holyoke College, Hampshire College, and the University of Massachusetts, Amherst). 
Pa’lante continues today as one of Amherst’s enduring student traditions.24 Despite these 
initiatives, Latinos failed to convince the majority-white student body to accept them as 
equals within the Amherst community.

Part 2. The Fayerweather Sit-In of 1978 and the Creation 
of the Centro Cultural José Martí

The chapters by Christian G. Appy (class of 1977) and Matthew Alexander Randolph 
(class of 2016) in this volume describe the long-standing expectation that nonwhite stu-
dents should avoid gathering in groups larger than three, lest white students accuse them 
of separatism. This placed the burden for integration on minorities while absolving white 
students from any similar responsibility. Like Chicano activists across the country who 
rejected what they critiqued as the assimilationist politics of the preceding Mexican Amer-
ican generation, Amherst Latinos of the 1970s refused to abide the by the old rules. Instead, 
they congregated, increased their numbers, and demanded a two-way process by which 
whites and minorities shared the work of fostering an inclusive community.

On Wednesday, December 6, 1978, approximately thirty students walked into the 
Amherst College snack bar in Fayerweather Hall and began a three-day sit-in that swelled 
to one hundred activists. Three months earlier, Latino students had started the school year 
with high hopes. In his convocation speech, President Ward argued that the college needed 
to be a place “where differences . . . can be joyously sustained” rather than treated as sup-
posed threats to the Amherst community.25 The student government had ended the previ-
ous academic year with a plan to defund La Causa and other affinity groups. But, inspired 
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by Wall’s speech, Michael Barach (class of 1980) announced that the Student Activities 
Committee, which he chaired, would take into account that “minority groups can contrib-
ute as much to campus life as . . . [the radio station] WAMH and The Amherst Student” 
newspaper, and therefore deserved to be funded.26

In contrast to Barach’s message of good will, the editors of the Amherst Student char-
acterized the small number of Latinos as a threat to the college. They urged “the entire 
student body [to] maintain a close watch” to assure that these “special interest groups do 
not” engage in activities that might “undermine the sense of community.”27 With this, they 
dashed the hopes that President Ward had expressed.

Tensions spread from pages of the newspaper into a conflict over the airwaves. Minor-
ities had complained for years about the fact that WAMH segregated soul, rhythm and 
blues, and other nonwhite music to specific hours during the weekend, prohibiting such 
music from being played on weekdays. Unable to convince WAMH to alter its policy, 
the Afro-American Society, La Causa, and an organization from the time called Straight 
Ahead sent a letter to the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), charging that 
the station was failing to “fulfill the FCC’s charter which requires educational FM sta-
tions to take community interests into account,” and therefore should be temporarily 
taken off the air.28

The groups that had drafted the letter to the FCC proposed a solution: add an offi-
cial minority representative to the WAMH programming board. When the radio station 
balked, La Causa member Chaluisan threatened that if those in charge of WAMH refused 
to take minorities into account then, as “an absolute last resort,” minority students might 
occupy the WAMH offices.29

The SAC supported minority students by threatening to withhold funding unless 
WAMH changed. Radio station leaders finally agreed to accept a minority representative 
on the programming committee, selected by their majority white staff. After prolonged 
negotiations, everyone finally agreed that the minority representative would be selected by 
the minority members of the staff.30

Revealing some students’ sense of indignation, commentary in the Amherst Student 
charged that whites, out of a misguided sense of guilt, regularly allowed themselves to be 
steamrolled by minorities. A member of the class of 1980 complained that when white 
students called out minorities for infantile intransigence—comparing minorities to chil-
dren throwing apple fritters in a dining hall and refusing to be corrected—they found 
themselves intimidated by accusations of racism. The student seized the opportunity to 
also denounce freshman orientation programs for African American students, not just as 
“useless, but actually harmful.”31

Latino students recall how animosity from their white peers took a toll on their abil-
ity to focus on their academic and emotional well-being. Confronted by growing hostility, 
Camacho and Latinos requested from the dean of students a room where La Causa mem-
bers could host events “as part of the campus experience and part of campus life.” They met 
unexpected opposition. “I think his name was Dean [of students James] Bishop. . . . He was 
African American, but he didn’t really understand why the Latino students and the black 
students” felt a need to meet together for community and to plan campus activities. “He 
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perceived it as us . . . separating ourselves from the rest of the campus. His view was that 
we were all Amherst students, and that we shouldn’t engage in that type of thing.”32 Even 
the editorial board of the Amherst Student, which instigated antagonism against minori-
ties, expressed dismay at Bishop’s refusal to acknowledge the existence of racial tensions on 
campus.33

La Causa members considered President Ward one of their few administrative sup-
porters, but they became frustrated even with him. Reporter Emily Rubin (class of 1981) 
explained, in 1978, that in February 1976, Ward had promised La Causa members “all the 
help I can give” for a Latino cultural center. After almost two years of stalled negotiations, 
La Causa “quietly” occupied his office. Ward assured them that they would receive a Latino 
cultural center “in an accessible, visible, central location, not in a basement.” But a week later, 
Ward wrote to Camacho, claiming it was “Dean Bishop’s area to find ‘a suitable solution.’” 
Bishop proposed three options: a room in Wilder Observatory more than a kilometer from 
the middle of campus, a small basement room in White Homestead that could accommo-
date only two folding chairs, or a basement storage room in Stone dormitory. Speaking to 
Rubin in 1978, Camacho said that “on a symbolic level the basement is the administration’s 
way of shoving the cultural needs of La Causa underground. . . . The administration has an 
obligation to minorities to provide the means for developing and communicating cultural 
diversity.”34

In mid-November 1978, President Ward abruptly announced his resignation, leaving 
Latinos worried that any hope of getting a cultural center was disappearing. They acted 
quickly. La Causa members found that “as long as you don’t interfere with the process of 
learning according to the student Code of Conduct,” it was “difficult to get suspended” for 
staging a sit-in. So “we decided to take over the snack bar at Fayerweather Hall.”35

At that juncture, on Wednesday, December 6, 1978, students walked into the snack 
bar and art gallery in Fayerweather Hall and announced they would “remain .  .  . [there] 
until President Ward responds favorably” to La Causa’s request for a meeting space. When 
administrators tried to force the protestors out by closing the snack bar, the students 
declared that if the administration refused to negotiate, they would claim part of the snack 
bar, Fayerweather room 102, as the Latino cultural center. President Ward finally met with 
the protestors, who assured him that they would leave the room as soon as they were 
offered a reasonable space.36

Student organizations, academic departments, and individual faculty across the Five 
Colleges sent letters supporting the sit-in to La Causa and to President Ward. One pro-
fessor wrote that the fact that “Latino students at Amherst feel compelled to take over a 
building for something as simple as an adequate place to gather . . . speaks volumes about 
the College’s lack of concern for the . . . needs of those students.”37

However, editors of the Amherst Student chided Latino students, characterizing their 
occupation of the snack bar as “both unjustified and intolerable” intransigence by petulant 
minorities. The newspaper editors even created a “Dubious Achievement Award” to give 
to La Causa that they mockingly named “THE, ‘HEY I HEAR YOU’VE GOT A SPE-
CIAL ON TACOS TODAY’ AWARD.” 38 This award was combined with racist awards 
for other minorities. Camacho noted that “to his credit, President William Ward” recog-
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nized that these responses were “racist,” “quite inflammatory,” and “not the right thing for 
the white students” to be doing. They “proved the point that this is why this [cultural space 
for Latinos] was needed.” 39

President Ward apologized to La Causa for the newspaper’s insulting award, and met 
with the one hundred protestors. Addressing them in the snack bar, Ward term the white 
students’ insults “a minor strain of nastiness.” He granted La Causa a former art class-
room in Fayerweather Hall as a Latino cultural center, promising that when “a larger room 
should become available . . . , La Causa will have priority.”40

The Amherst Student refused to back down, prompting other white students to defend 
their Latino peers. Emily Rubin (class of 1981), for example, criticized the “insensitivity 
and lack of recognition which the administration has shown toward Hispanic students, 
the insulting way the newspaper portrayed the protest . . . and the . . . many students who 
seemed more concerned with missing a few munchies than the important issues which 
were at the root of the occupation.”41

The Latino cultural center opened in January 1979, and even the New York Times cov-
ered the students’ success.42 Steven Epstein (class of 1981) reported that La Causa “named 
the cultural center after [the famous Cuban essayist and poet] José Martí because he rep-
resents ‘universal revolutionary struggle,’ the same type of struggle which La Causa under-
went last semester in securing the cultural center.”43 At the entrance to the Centro Cultural 
José Martí, they placed a plaque that read: “Conocer es Resolver,” meaning “To Know Is to 
Resolve.”44 La Causa arranged a formal inauguration in March, with lectures by professors 
from Amherst and the other five colleges.45 When Amherst constructed Keefe Campus 
Center in 1987, student activists held the administration to its promise to move the Centro 
Cultural José Martí to the new building. Disappointingly, however, the space they received 
was in the basement.46

Part 3. The Backlash

After the Fayerweather sit-in of December 1978, Latinos found themselves confronted 
with backlash from some white students who viewed minorities as interlopers tearing at 
the foundation of Amherst culture. According to college records, at that time, there were 
only fifteen Latinos (eleven men and four women) out of 1,500 students, a mere 1 percent of 
the student body. There should have been twenty, but five had departed without complet-
ing their degrees. These fifteen Latino students contended with daily reminders that they 
were unwelcome. The editors of the Amherst Student even dampened Latinos’ celebration 
of the Centro Cultural José Martí by warning them “not to let their cultural center become 
a place which fosters separatist attitudes and hostility to the majority culture.”47

When individual minority students failed to convince the editors of the Amherst Stu-
dent to offer balanced coverage, a group of student organizations drafted a joint letter to the 
newspaper criticizing its “shortsighted ignorance” and callous mockery of Latinos, blacks, 
and other groups. The authors asked: “Does The Student mean to say that minorities, in 
all aspects of the word, and their organizations are undesired . . . at Amherst College?”48 



	 Creating a Place for Latinidad at an Elite Liberal Arts College 	 137

Master Pages

They argued that, for balanced coverage, the newspaper should give minorities a page in 
each issue to offer their own perspectives.49 The editors accused minority organizations 
of trying to quash free expression. As the debate became increasingly acrimonious, the 
administration decided to step in to mediate.

The winter recess brought a short respite, but tensions reignited when a member of the 
class of 1979 accused minorities of taking advantage of white people’s tolerance and posing 
a “separatist” threat:

This is an unusually tolerant institution. [But] apparently, a minority of minorities have 
the attitude that this is a situation readily lending itself to short-term exploitation. . . . 
They seek special status as a group rather than fair treatment as individuals. They shy 
away from individual accountability and action. . . . A double standard exists. Minori-
ties can coercively occupy buildings, slander the College, the student body, and society 
as a whole, but claim immunity from the fact [that] two plus two equals four, a la 1984. 
You’d better see five fingers or you’re being insensitive and need to learn more about 
your own racism.

He concluded that blacks and Latinos “don’t want equal treatment. It is abundantly clear 
that they want preferential treatment. . . . It’s time to say, ‘Enough!’”50

Tensions rose even higher after a member of the class of 1981 charged that “Black stu-
dents cannot cry racism every time they are denied a whim, like the child who wails that 
his parents don’t love [him] if they don’t let him have an elephant or a ton of candy. Most 
students just laugh and say, ‘no Mr Mtima [referring to Lateef Mtima (class of 1982), a black 
student leader], we aren’t racists, we do love you, but this one piece of candy you just can’t 
have.”51 In a cartoon that the newspaper initially tried to censor, John G. Russell (class of 
1979) shot back by depicting a white, privileged Amherst student reclining in an armchair, 
paternalistically lecturing an adult-faced black child in his lap. He shakes his finger at the 
child, stating: “Now, repeat after me, my child: I have no rights that need to be recognized; 
I have never been abused; to be different is to be unequal.”

Camacho also countered: “We want to be part of the College, but” without having to 
check our Latino culture at the door.52 Responding to accusations of a supposed antiin-
tellectual disdain for individualism, Walter Harris (class of 1979) wrote, “I certainly have 
never been accepted here as an individual. I am constantly reminded of my blackness, by 
whites in a hundred ways and on a daily basis.  .  .  . The blunt reality is that we are per-
ceived by the white community not as individuals, but as Blacks, Latinos, or Asians, i.e. 
collectively as members of a group. Racism at Amherst is a collective problem requiring a 
collective solution.”53 Even President Ward joined the conversation, arguing that “Latino 
and Black students wish to be part of Amherst College, and they wish to be perceived and 
treated with decency and respect, individually and collectively. Too often they are not.”54

David O. Russell (class of 1981), of future film-making fame, argued that the real ques-
tion is not why minorities might want a page in the Amherst Student to share their per-
spectives, but why some of his white peers reacted so vehemently against the idea that 
they should have a voice, and against the idea that La Causa should have a space within 
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the Amherst community. “I am a white male from a relatively affluent background. . . . If 
I feel alienated, then one can imagine how the real minorities must feel.” He asked: “Will 
students at Amherst give minorities an office and hope they’ll shut up? Will students tell 
minorities, in more ways than one, to transfer? Or will the majority of affluent preppy 
whites at Amherst be receptive to different people and work to change and enlighten them-
selves socially, racially, sexually, and economically?”55

In the middle of February, President Ward convened an all-campus meeting to plea for 
greater acceptance of diversity.56 The ideal, Ward said, was “the yearning for brotherhood 
and decency,” but these “are not the reality of the College, and I’m sad to say they’re not.” 
He stated his greatest concern in the form of a question: “How do we honor . . . and I mean 
honor . . . the diversity among ourselves while asserting the value of our shared and common 
life together?”57

In the heated discussion that followed, Luis Chaluisan stood up to declare that being 
a minority at Amherst was to be treated like “a piece of shit,” as though “[we are] against 
everything that Amherst stands for.”58 John G. Russell called out white peers who he 
claimed refused to accept him and other minority students as part of the Amherst com-
munity.59 Clearly, the meeting had not gone as Ward had hoped.

But in the coming months, individual faculty and administrators offered personal sup-
port to besieged minority students, and the Amherst Student newspaper eventually brought 
in a new editorial board that was more accepting of diversity. 

In the 1970s, the Office of Admission, under the direction of Eugene Wilson and Ed 
Wall, had established Amherst as a leader in student diversity and helped set the course 
that led to the creation of La Causa and the blossoming of Latino activism. However, 
under Ward’s successor, Julian Gibbs (president from 1979 to 1983), those who felt uneasy 
about the presence of minorities on campus saw the tide shift in their favor.

Legacies, 1980s to Today

The late 1970s through the 1990s saw gradual progress in how Amherst College presidential 
administrations thought about diversity and inclusion and how they responded to those 
who opposed the trend toward a diverse student body, but the path was not smooth. Wall 
and Ward were committed to diversifying Amherst but never managed to enroll a class of 
more than 2.9 percent Latinos. This dipped slightly under president Julian Gibbs, with a 
low of 1.6 percent, possibly to assuage certain conservative white students and alumni who 
were anxious about cultural change.60

After Gibbs died in office in 1983, he was replaced by Peter Pouncey (1984–1994). 
Pouncey and dean of admission Henry Bedford (1982–1986) increased the percentage of 
Latinos to a new high of 3.9 percent.61 Linda Davis Taylor (1987–1989), Bedford’s successor, 
accelerated this trend. Just three years later, when she handed the office to Jane Reynolds 
(1989–1998), she and President Pouncey had increased the number of Latinos from twelve 
to thirty-nine, establishing a new high of 9.3 percent for the class that entered in 1989. 
Initially, the Pouncey administration had recruited middle-class and high-income Latinos 
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from prep schools but, for the class of 1989, Pouncey and Davis Taylor had shifted toward 
a much more difficult focus on working-class Latinos from urban and rural high schools.

Shifts that look small in term of statistics powerfully impacted the experiences of 
Latino students, particularly those from a working-class background. Under President 
Gibbs, as the number of Latinos, particularly those of working-class backgrounds, sagged, 
a rift emerged between the dwindling number of low-income US Hispanics and the more 
economically well-off Latin Americans. Uncomfortable with La Causa’s ideals, a number 
of Latin American students created a splinter club called Hispaña in 1980, which was dedi-
cated to hosting cultural receptions as a sort of extension of the Spanish department and 
competed against La Causa for funding from the student government. This split was dif-
ficult, because the number of Latino students was so small. By the late 1980s, the two 
groups had reunited, but at the price of La Causa abandoning most of its social or political 
ambitions.62

In May 1991, Aaron Greenman (class of 1993) correctly observed in the Amherst Student 
that La Causa had become so apolitical over the years that the organization had become 
“virtually non-existent.”63 He also noted that La Causa seemed poised for resurgence. The 
class of 1993 not only included the largest share of Latinos in the college’s history, but it also 
was the most regionally and economically diverse and the most heavily low-income and 
first-generation group that the college had seen.

The new wave of Latino students resuscitated La Causa during the 1989 to 1990 aca-
demic year under the leadership of Anthony Wright, Michelle Duran, Jorge Armenteros, 
Nelson González (all class of 1993), and others, and then reclaimed a political conscious-
ness and progressive agenda in 1991 under the leadership of myself (class of 1993) and Gil-
berto Simpson (class of 1994). Under a revitalized La Causa, Latino students became com-
mitted to fostering both mutual understanding and collective action.

Similar to what had happened in the 1970s under President Ward, the college’s impres-
sive recruitment efforts under President Pouncey came without a plan for how to create an 
inclusive environment. Students called for courses and epistemologies of knowledge that 
recognized the history and experience of minorities, pleaded with the administration to 
recruit faculty and staff of color, and to foster a culturally inclusive student climate.

In the spring of 1992, as riots broke out in Los Angeles in the wake of the acquittal of 
four policemen in the beating of Rodney King, La Causa joined with the Black Student 
Union (BSU) in a student takeover of the main administrative offices in Converse Hall.64 
They asked for better support for students of color, diversification of the faculty, and open-
ing of the curriculum to diverse histories and experiences. Students won the support of a 
number of faculty, and their actions led to the hiring of a visiting professor in US Latino 
studies as well as a promise to work on diversifying the faculty. In a partial replay of 1979, 
this success was met by a backlash from segments of the Amherst community. Rather 
than give in to the backlash, Pouncey and Reynolds stood by their goal of diversifying the 
student body.

During the student takeover of Converse Hall in 1992, the Amherst Student picked up 
its role as mouthpiece for antidiversity voices, publishing articles such as “Force-Feeding 
Multiculturalism,” “Diversity Seats do Little for Students,” and “Ethnic Studies Depart-
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ment Unnecessary.” But unlike 1978–1979, the newspaper now welcomed minority students’ 
rebuttals, with articles such as “College Lacks Latino Studies Department” and “Diversity 
Seats Give Minorities Voice in Government,” as well as letters to the editors defending the 
needs of minority students on campus.65

Pouncey and his administration had helped Latinos achieve a critical mass, and this 
made a difference for their campus experience. Whereas fifteen Latinos in 1979 had found 
themselves besieged, this time, there were around one hundred and twenty Latino students 
to support one another, respond to criticism individually and collectively, and maintain 
genuine debate.

The gains made by Pouncey slowed under his successor, president Tom Gerety (1994–
2003). Under President Gibbs, Latinos averaged 2.25 percent of each entering class. 
Pouncey almost doubled this to an average of 4.38 percent in the first half his term, then 
almost doubled it again to 8.56 percent per year the second half of his term. Under Gerety, 
the percentage of Latinos in each entering class declined slightly to 7.74 percent per class 
during the first half of Gerety’s term, then to 7.56 percent in the second half of his term, 
with a low of 5.3 percent (twenty-three students) in 1997, a figure not seen at Amherst since 
the mid-1980s. The hiring of Tom Parker as dean of admission and financial aid in 1999 
led to improvements in 2000 and 2001, but the number of Latinos and other minorities 
dropped again and remained at that level for the remainder of Gerety’s term.66

More significant than the stagnation of the numbers under President Gerety was the 
change Latino students felt in the campus climate, both from the administration and from 
white peers. La Causa members were well aware of the sagging or stagnating number of 
Latino and working-class students. They voiced their opposition when President Gerety 
cancelled minority orientation, refuting his claim that it encouraged minorities to engage in 
separatism. They also pushed back against the growing number of white peers who seemed 
to have become emboldened in their opposition to affirmative action and diversity efforts. 
The student government, meanwhile, slashed La Causa’s funding, claiming that because 
not enough white students chose to attend its events, the organization was not serving the 
campus community. The tone of the school newspaper also turned decidedly negative. The 
lack of diversity among faculty and staff meant that minority students found few allies of 
color to whom they could turn for support at this moment when they felt that they had to 
contend with challenges on all sides.67

Yet, the outcome was not the same as it had been in the 1980s, because a group 
of students led by Lori Casillas (class of 1995) and others had formed an organization 
called the Chicano Caucus in 1993 and had created a US Latino cultural house called 
La Casa. The Chicano Caucus provided politically engaged Latinos (not just Chicanos) 
with a space in which to express their concerns and defend their political ideals on and 
off campus in collaboration with La Causa and the Black Student Union. And La Casa, 
the cultural house, gave students a place to find a sense of belonging within a campus on 
which they felt marginalized.

Latino students found relief when President Gerety was succeeded by Tony Marx 
(2003–2011). The new president made ethnic and economic diversity a priority for his 
administration and brought Latino enrollment to a new high of 13.7 percent (sixty-three 
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students) by the end of his term. President Gerety had favored a hands-off approach 
regarding diversity and inclusion. President Marx, by contrast, took a personal interest 
in increasing the college’s ethnic and economic diversity, while recruiting ever more aca-
demically competitive students. He brought his senior staff on board, offered sustained 
institutional support for these goals, and fostered student conversation. Marx partnered 
with Parker to develop the college’s relationship with QuestBridge (a national organiza-
tion that connected low-income students with selective colleges and universities) to recruit 
low-income students and to inaugurate a new policy that enabled them to graduate debt 
free. Marx and Parker added admissions staff to focus on the recruitment of nontraditional 
students, created a fly-in program for low-income prospective students to visit campus, and 
reached out to trustees, alumni, and other donors to win their enthusiastic backing.68

Marx’s successor Carolyne “Biddy” Martin (2011–present) and her senior staff solidi-
fied diversity and inclusion as core elements of Amherst College’s modern cultural identity. 
Dean of admission and financial aid Tom Parker was succeeded by Katie Fretwell (class 
of 1981) in 2015, and then by Matt McGann in 2019, each of whom devoted themselves to 
recruiting the best students of every ethnic and economic background. Except for a small 
dip in 2017, when Amherst lost students to Yale’s effort to increase the size and diversity of 
its student body. Latinos comprised between 13 and 14.2 percent of each Amherst College 
entering class.

In the fall of 2017, President Martin supported the creation of the US Latinx and Latin 
American studies (LLAS) program, which grew out of years of planning by a group of 
faculty and students.69 Through LLAS, Amherst has affirmed an institutional presence 
for diverse ways of experiencing and studying Latinidad. Through its curricular offering 
and institutional presence, LLAS welcomes US Latinx and Latin American students and 
faculty into the Amherst intellectual community while preparing all Amherst students to 
succeed in a changing world.

Conclusion

Reflecting on the impact of her time at Amherst, Mari Curbelo (class of 1980) proposes 
that perhaps it was the adversity she overcame at Amherst within an intimate community 
that led her to develop her political consciousness. It “was almost like an incubator for 
some of us to then move on and bring that sense of identity and community and social 
justice to the outside world.”70 The case of Amherst College suggests that the strength of 
its transformation results from the fact that its commitment to diversity and inclusion was 
forged through struggle and experimentation, advanced by ideal-driven leadership from 
above and committed student activism from below. This process has made the changes 
more enduring than if they had been merely rhetorical, or imposed from on high, or if they 
had been only tolerated or subtly undermined, as scholars have found has occurred too 
often within higher education.

The absence of similar case studies focusing on other elite campuses makes it diffi-
cult to draw definitive conclusions about how the success of Amherst College compares 
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with other campuses, but existing studies, combined with a sense of the broad landscape 
of higher education, do allow for some tentative conclusions. Amherst did not resort to 
intensive policing or criminalization of student protesters, nor did it delegitimize student 
voices while casting the professionalized administrative bureaucracy as the true defender 
of diversity and inclusion. On the contrary, even as it has done so imperfectly, Amherst has 
prioritized intensive engagement among its students and among students, faculty, alumni, 
and administrators. By creating enduring change through leadership and sustained engage-
ment, rather than by bureaucratic fiat, it has become a leader among its peers on economic 
and ethnic diversity.
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