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Commentary: Transformation in East Los Angeles 
By Jamie Lundy

“Do you think you’ll need a bullet proof 
vest?” my mom asked as I packed for my 
trip.  For three weeks I was to live in 
solidarity with the poor of East L.A. 
Bringing only the bare necessities, I 
would be sleeping on the floor of an 
empty building and forgoing showers.  By 
the end of the trip I would realize the 
common humanity we all share, despite 
differences in culture, education, and/or 
economic status.  The experience was so 
powerful that now, three years since my 
“immersion,” I study anthropology with 
an emotional fervor charged with 
memories of East L.A.  It was on this trip 
that my mind broke open and I began to 
understand myself as a citizen of the 
world.      

Staring out of the dust-caked windows 
of a cramped van, I got my first glimpse of 
East L.A. as I passed from luxury to slum.  
The area was contained by a triangular 
boundary composed of two highways and 
a canal.  Against the skyline stood stop 
signs, like warnings, riddled with rusted 
bullet holes, while a helicopter circled 
ominously overhead.  Graffiti demarcated 
the boundaries of the many gang 
territories, each three block radius with 
its own soccer field and baseball pitch.  

Full of misgivings, I entered Guadalupe 
Church.  Vibrant murals and coarse bread 
replaced vacant statues and paper-thin 
hosts.  The entire congregation exploded 
in song, led not by a professional cantor, 
but by children and parents.  In complete 
contrast to the ominous outside, in the 
church the color, the music, and the 
palpable unity of the community filled my 
soul.  The priest spoke in simple Spanish 
and moved among his people during the 
homily.  Our common humanity bridged 

cultural and social distances as we 
reached across aisles to hold hands 
during the “Our Father.”  As mass ended, 
the priest beckoned for me to join him.  
The parish community rose as one and 
extended their hands over me in solemn 
blessing.  Somehow, I was home. 
 The following morning at 5:30am, I 
stumbled to breakfast with a group of 
homeless illegal immigrants.  As we 
shared a simple meal, Juan shared his 
story.  He had not been able to provide for 
his family in Mexico, so he paid a “coyote” 
to get him across the border.  Eventually, 
Juan arrived in East L.A.; however, 
employment fluctuated with the crop 
seasons, and the wages were low and 
subject to the generosity of his employer.  

“I had more respect in Guatemala than 
I do here,” he spat.  “People cross the 
street when they see me…“dirty Mexican.”  
I don’t even know what my kids look like.”  

Juan worked in an “abandoned” 
building in the garment district.  An 
elevator, hidden in a storage area and 
labeled “No Working,” carried employees 
to America’s secret slavery: rows of 
sewing machines squished up next to 
each other, mountains of fabric, armed 
guards, security cameras, and barred 
windows.  

As a teaching assistant in the poorest 
parish, I worked with these immigrants’ 
children.  As I helped them with their 
homework, they helped me to see their 
world.  The second generation had 
created a unique ethnic hierarchy: degree 
of “Mexican-ness” equated with power.  
The more diluted one’s ethnic heritage, 
the more susceptible one was to bullying.   
A “pure” heritage gave children a sense of 
pride and a stable identity.  Children used 
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the fluidity of Spanish, ethnic dress, 
traditional food, and gendered role-play 
to mark “cultural superiority.”  

The teenagers of this generation hung 
out near the school.  High school drop 
outs “dropped into” gangs.  Adolescent 
disillusionment, fueled by the growing 
realization of the inequality of their living 
conditions and the stigma of their 
hometown, created a strong resistance to 
participate in normative rituals (e.g., high 
school, college and career).  Instead, they 
looked for solace in other members who 
shared their experience, and with whom 
they created a unique culture.  
 I also worked with an organization that 
helps ex-gang members reintegrate into 
society.  Milo, an ex-gang leader, joined a 
gang at thirteen for security, acceptance, 
and identity.  He now works with passion 
to help others piece their lives back 
together.  He bears his battle scars with 
regret rather than pride.  Crushed inward 
in three places, his misshapen forehead is 
the living memory of the night a rival 
gang member attempted to kill him.  Milo 
did not regret the pain in his past, he told 
me.  “I believe there’s a diamond in every 
one of us, only it’s hidden in a rock.  Every 
time someone hurts us, a piece of that 
rock is chipped away.  You can’t go 
through life without being hurt, but if we 
grow a little every time we’re hurt, 
eventually the rock is gone and everyone 
can see the beautiful, priceless diamond 
we are.” 
 My entire life I’ve been a rock.  I’ve 
been protected by a bulletproof vest of 
distance, ignorant of life beyond my 
comfort zone.  Never before has the pain 
of the world filtered through this vest.  

I’ve been naïve about actual hardship and 
tragedy.  That summer I removed my vest.  
I walked with this community, learned 
from them, cried with them and loved 
them.  There are no “wrong” people or 
“wrong” communities.  People strive for 
the same things: happiness, and a sense of 
self respect and belonging. 

In understanding the worth of all 
people and the complexity of all 
communities, we can begin to dissemble 
that which separates: prejudice, 
contempt, ideas of superiority.  A 
transformative bullet of awareness should 
penetrate our protective vests, and allow 
the inward seeping of the different faces, 
ideas, and cultures of the world.  The 
wound is to the soul, and this pain can 
only be healed through collective action 
for social justice.  We need to 
acknowledge and embrace our common 
humanity, and respect our diverse 
cultural identities.  We must flatten our 
cultural hierarchies, and create space in 
our collective consciousness for the 
integrity, autonomy, and valued identity 
of all cultures.  We must correct the 
system that condemns people to lives of 
slavery and violence, and instead allow 
them the space to grow organically into a 
more creative unity.  
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