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CHAPTER ONE

	Introduction

	 

	“We have to build things that we want to see accomplished, in life and our country, based on our own experiences...to make sure that others...do not have to suffer the same discrimination.”

	 — Patsy Mink

	 


Patsy Mink was a change marker. She believed that what you endure is who you are. If one accepts their life and does nothing, then life, with all its indignities, will go on unchanged. But if one would see it as a way to refashion the world, life would not have to be so unfair. It could become better. Mink knew she could not change the past, but she believed that she could help somebody else by improving the future, so they wouldn't have to go through what she unjustly endured. 

	Growing up in the fields of Maui, Mink would eventually make a name for herself as the first woman of color in Congress. She strongly stood up for women’s rights and believed that it is a part of fundamental justice. She was an ambitious and focused woman from her youth, encouraged by the ambition she saw in her father who became the first Japanese American to attain a degree in civil engineering from the University of Hawaii. When he wasn't getting promoted at work because only white Americans were allowed to hold higher-tier jobs, he started his own company and moved his family to Honolulu. Mink knew from seeing her father what determination could achieve in an oppressive system. That determination would serve her well when she transferred from the University in Hawaii to the University of Nebraska, where she would be forced to stay in the international/colored dorm because segregation meant she wasn’t allowed in white dorms. After finishing her undergraduate studies, she wanted to pursue a medical career but was rejected from every school she applied to until someone suggested that she try law school.

	Law school would be the beginning of instigating real change for Mink. Life was directing her down a path that would allow her to become the change that she wished to see in the world. She was admitted for law at the University of Chicago as a foreign student (despite being American) and was one of the two women in her class. She would meet her husband, John Francis Mink at the International House while playing bridge. Against her parents' wishes, Mink married John six months after their initial meeting. Mink’s parents' main opposition to the union was that John was not Asian. To them, he didn't match her level of ambition and drive. But John Francis would graduate that spring with a master's in geology while Mink attained her Juris Doctor degree.  

	John Francis Mink was unusual for a man of his time in the sense that he did not inhibit his wife’s ambitions and was supportive, which proved that Mink’s parents' reservations about him were ill-founded. The major impediment to Mink’s career was the misogyny of her era. It was close to impossible for a married woman with a child to be employable in Chicago at the time. After unsuccessfully applying to a myriad of jobs, she ended up going back to her student job at the University of Chicago’s library. Meanwhile, John was able to attain employment almost immediately at the United States Steel Corporation. The family decided to move to Hawaii after John found employment at the Hawaiian Sugar Planters Association. Mink decided to try and practice law in Hawaii but found that she could not because she was married. It meant that she was no longer considered a resident of Hawaii but was now part of her husband’s state. That would be the first legal battle that she would fight and win. She declared that it was misogynistic to deny her the right to practice in her birth state and associate her with a state where she had never lived in simply because it was her husband’s birth state. She would make history by winning the right to practice law in her state. 
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