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Vilma Martinez

Civil Rights Attorney, Community Activist

Latina civil rights activist Vilma Martinez first felt racial prejudice at an early age. She achieved a stellar academic record in her junior high school, yet her junior high guidance counselor forwarded her records to the vocational high school because he thought Vilma would “feel more comfortable” there.
Vilma Martinez has been battling stereotypes and racial prejudice ever since. The fact that she is a Mexican-American woman was used to dismiss and dissuade her when she applied for college, and then for law school, and even for her first job after graduating from Columbia Law School. Determined to persevere in her personal vision, Martinez won every battle. 

In 1973 Vilma Martinez lobbied to get the top post of the fledgling Mexican American Legal Defense and Education Fund (MALDEF) even though her friends and colleagues tried to discourage her. They told her that at twenty-nine she was too young and that being female would be another liability. They said the job would be too demanding and that the Nixon Supreme Court was loaded with conservative judges unsympathetic to MALDEF’s efforts.
She was determined, unrelenting and ultimately successful. In her nine years as MALDEF’s president and general counsel, Vilma Martinez turned the tiny civil rights organization, supported by only a modest start-up foundation grant, into a nationally significant institution that gives real political and legal voice to those suffering from racial discrimination.
Under her leadership, MALDEF was able to promote the expansion of the Voting Rights Act to include protection for Mexican Americans, to end educational segregation for Latino students, and to support delaying the imposition of sanctions against employers who hired illegal immigrants. To help the Latino community gain more political influence, she started a nationwide program to encourage reluctant Latinos to participate in the census. She formed youth leadership programs and hired a public relations firm to ensure that news of the Hispanic community would be included in the newspapers public policy makers read.
Reflecting her strong commitment to education, Martinez has served as President of the University of California Board of Regents and as a member of many corporate and philanthropic boards. She continues to litigate in state and federal courts in matters of employment and commercial discrimination litigation.
Vilma Martinez’s steadfast determination to oppose discrimination and injustice presents an inspiring role model to all. Her life reaffirms that hope and perseverance can create exciting and unimagined possibilities.
