
Weekly Update about Activities and Events Surrounding the Ken Burns PBS WWII 
Documentary 

April 7, 2007-- Available via email or on the website: www.defendthehonor.org 
PLEASE CIRCULATE WIDELY 

IMPORTANT: We will send out a mid-week update, after we receive Paula 
Kerger's letter. Stay tuned. 

 
ALSO, CLEVELAND-AREA Defenders of the Honor, listen in on Tuesday, 9 a.m. 

EST, for an interview with Ken Burns' on Daniel Moulthrop's show  on 90.3 WCPN 
(wcpn.org). The show will feature an interview with Maggie Rivas-Rodriguez, and 

Burns will be asked to respond.  

1.Letters/ResolutionsExpressing Concern 
2. Media Attention 
3. Events/Major developments 
 
SUMMARY:  The letters to PBS continue to pour in from throughout the country,  from 
individuals and from organizations. We encourage supporters to continue to voice 
concerns. It is crucial that your elected officials, PBS officers, at both the local and 
national levels, and your news media, understand why this particular documentary 
is so important. This week, there is a radio story on National Public Radio's Latino 
USA, an op-ed piece in the Albuquerque Tribune, a column in the Austin Chronicle.  
We are expecting to receive a letter from PBS president and CEO Paula Kerger, by 
Wednesday morning, April 11, that will detail a plan for how PBS will address our 
concerns, now that it is clear that those concerns are widespread and profound. PBS' 
earlier pronouncement, after a March 6 meeting with the core group, had basically said: 
nothing can be done, and look at what we're already doing for Latinos. Our group 
responded: those are pre-existing efforts to address PBS' historical exclusion of Latinos. 
Those efforts do not address the issue at hand.   
 
BACKGROUND: THE WAR, a 14-hour documentary on WWII, is scheduled to air in 
September on PBS. Director Ken Burns and associates took six years to interview more 
than 40 individuals in four communities (Waterbury, Connecticut; Mobile, Alabama; 
Sacramento, California; and Luverne, Minnesota). The documentary features individuals 
in those communities, with two ethnic/racial groups given special consideration: Japanese 
Americans and African Americans. The film has no reference to the Latino contribution. 
The documentary also has an accompanying book and educational materials.   PBS 
officials say, in a news release: Serving our mission to educate and inform, PBSs goal for 
THE WAR is to reach into every home and classroom -- so together we can better 
understand what we as a nation experienced in those difficult years and what we as a 
nation accomplished.  Dozens of organizations and individuals across the country, have 
contacted PBS officials and Burns production company (Florentine Films) and told them 
that THE WAR is incomplete without the Latino experience. 
 
This email is part of a weekly update on the efforts to secure representation of Latinos & 
Latinas of the WWII generation in THE WAR. Please see our website at 
defendthehonor.org 

http://www.defendthehonor.org/


 
 
1. Letters/Resolutions 
a) the National Conference of Puerto Rican Women, exhorted PBS to reconsider airing 
the Burns documentary until Latinos were also included. Anaida Colon-Muniz, 
President, National Conference of Puerto Rican Women, wrote:   
 "It is already a sad statement to us that history textbooks in our schools already largely 
omit our histories in their pages, including perhaps only a few famous Latinos and 
leaving a great deal to assumptions. It is no wonder that our community continues to be 
highly disrespected with the perpetuation of stereotypes. Now a PBS documentary has 
the opportunity to help correct this wrong, yet you choose to follow that same insulting 
path instead of taking this opportunity to correct past omissions, and it cannot be an error 
of ignorance. There are documents to verify the sacrifices made by our veterans, in spite 
of the social injustices they were experiencing here and abroad." 
 
b) Another letter is from Dr. Aurora Levins Morales, Director of the California 
Puerto Rican Historical Society. Levins Morales has been documenting the lives of Bay 
Area Latinos, both Puerto Rican and Mexican, who fought in WWII, as well as those who 
worked on the homefront. She writes: "Ken Burns reputation as a prominent documentary 
maker, and the prestige and resources of PBS, will assure that Mr. Burns film and the 
accompanying educational materials, will reach much greater numbers of schoolchildren 
than will our modest local efforts.  Instead of expanding their knowledge and increasing 
their respect for US Latinas/os, they will expose millions of students to a distorted history 
in which, by our mere absence, Latinos/as will be made to appear insignificant. " 
 
c) Individual letters include one from Emilio Zamora, a University of Texas history 
professor, who has written extensively about Mexican Americans of the WWII period. 
Zamora writes to Kerger: "Burns is so obviously insensitive and dismissive of Mexican 
American contributions on the war front (and home front) of World War II in his 
documentary and in his response to criticism that he will rightfully be portrayed as a  
modern-day example of bigotry.  Critics will also point to PBS for its uncritical 
acceptance of Burns' work and his cavalier response to calls for fair renderings of our 
past. " 
 
d) Miguel J. Hernandez, also wrote to Kerger, pointing to the contributions of the 
Puerto Rican people:  "I hope that you will agree that the 65th infantry As well as the 
295the and 296th Regiments (unfortunately) were de-facto segregated units. Also, it was 
not just a simple matter of language differences but blatant discrimination based on color 
and national origin that afflicted them. Our Puerto Rican soldiers were seen by US 
authorities as colored men and therefore did suffer discrimination. Their story and that of 
other Hispanic men and women who served in uniform and in civilian war related 
industries during WWII must be honored and told."  
 
2. Media Attention 
a) Latino USA, a nationally-syndicated NPR radio program, did a story, including an 
interview with prominent documentarian Hector Galan, of Austin. Galan said he wasn't 



surprised about Burns' omission of Latinos:  "Its the east coast black/white mentality 
People that Ive talked to in the east coast in and outside of the industry feel that we 
[Latinos] didnt go through the same thing, that its different for us. When in reality we 
know that thats not the case. I think a lot of people are not aware of our history of the 
Latino in this country."  
Hear the story at: http://www.latinousa.org/program/index.html 
 
b) Belinda Acosta, a television critic with the alternative newspaper, the Austin 
Chronicle, also addressed the controversy. Acosta writes:  
"... It is painfully disappointing to discover that PBS's vision is little more than a few 
"diversity" dishes served at a card table near the banquet table. No, if PBS is truly 
interested in expanding its base, it means more than making room at the table. It means 
allowing other cooks in the kitchen when the meal is being prepared.  
        "[PBS board member Lionel] Sosa makes another interesting statement in the 
aforementioned Laredo Morning Times article. Although "disappointed" by the omission 
of Latinos in The War, he says it's up to Latinos, not Burns, to tell their stories.  
""We have the talent in terms of writers, producers, directors, and historians to tell the 
story," he said. "And we have the resources to raise the money to make the films."  
In that case, why bother supporting PBS at all?"  
See the entire article at: 
http://www.austinchronicle.com/gyrobase/Issue/column?oid=oid:463108 
Or under the resources section of defendthehonor.org 
 
3. An op-ed piece in the Albuquerque Tribune, by John M. Garc�/b> and Eduardo 
D�, on Monday, April 7, 2007. In it Garcia and D� write: "The Latino 
community's destiny was dynamically transformed by this war greater access to 
higher education, job opportunities and public services among the most significant 
impacts this after decades of institutional discrimination and social stratification. 
Veterans' stories of reintegration into American life, the challenges they and their 
families faced are as compelling as their valiant battle stories."  
John M. Garc�/b> is the New Mexico Cabinet Secretary for Veterans Services. 
Eduardo D� is Executive Director of the National Hispanic Cultural Center. To see 
the entire column, go to 
http://www.abqjournal.com/opinion/guest_columns/551536opinion04-02-07.htm, or 
go to our website: www.defendthehonor.org 
Or under the resources section of defendthehonor.org 
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