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Introducfloii: Gwil Rights in Hew York City
C L A R E N C E  T A Y L O R

^^ince the 1960s, most U.S. history has been written as if the civil 
rights' movement were primarily or entirely a southern history. Of 

course, this is incorrect. The fight for civil rights has always been a 
national struggle, although the historian Thomas Sugrue writes: “Most 
northern communities did not erect signs to mark separate black and 
white facihties. . . . Northern blacks lived as second-class citizens, unen
cumbered by the most blatant of southern-style Jim Crow laws but still 
trapped in an economic, poUtical, and legal regime that seldom recog
nized them as equals.” Northern activists mounted campaigns to con
front racial discrimination.'“Throughout the twentieth century, black 
and white activists (and occasionally Latino and Asian allies, who were a 
minuscule segment of the region’s population until recently) rose to chal
lenge racial inequahty in the North.”’ For many years now historians 
have been attempting to correct this view. My own contribution to this 
effort has focused on the struggle in New York City, through a history 
of the black churches in Brooklyn, a biography of one of the most prom
inent rehgious leaders in New York City, and a forthcoming history of 
the teachers’ union. 1 also coedited a survey history of the civil rights 
movement that emphasizes the national— b̂oth northern and southern— 
character of this ongoing struggle. One of the first chapters in that book 
discuses the fight for school integration in Boston in 1787.’̂

Of course, no one has been alone in this work. There is a new genera
tion of scholarship rewriting our understanding of this history.̂  Civil
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Rights in New York City represents one of the first compilations surveying 
this effort. The chapters in this volume focus on this northern history 
from a New York perspective.

Brian Purnell points out that the focus on the South in civil rights 
scholarship prevents us from grasping the significant role that the civil 
rights movement in Brooklyn as well as other places in New York City 
played in persuading the political elites and .even ordinary New Yorkers 
that racial discrimination was a reality in the Big Apple. In their challenge 
to the southern paradigm, scholars not only have questioned the 1954 
starting date of the civil rights movement but have argued that voting 
rights, pubhc accommodation, and integration were not the only goals 
of civil rights campaigns. Jeanne F. Theoharis, for instance, has argued 
that the northern wing of the movement embraced black economic 
empowerment and a fairer distribution of governmental services and 
resources. Campaigns outside the South, she argues, did not hmit their 
approach to nonviolent protest but adopted self-defense, and some cam- 
paigns were influenced hy Black Nationalism. Theoharis and other 
scholars of northern civil rights struggles also challenge the portrayal of 
the Black Power movement in the late 1960s as a force that derailed the 
triumphant struggle for civil rights. Periodization is also an important 

question in this literature. Some contend that the objective that would 
later be identified with the black freedom struggle of the late 1960s was 
evident in the late 1940s and 1950s. Not only have northern civil right 
studies been more geographically inclusive; they have also moved 
beyond the white-black dichotomy so pervasive in studies on the South 
and have turned to the phght and agency of other people of color, espe
cially Latinos and Asians.

There are at least four important components noted by scholars study
ing northern civil rights. The first component was a secular left that 
included members of the American Communist Party. Communists, 
especially during the Popular Front years, pushed a far-reaching civil 
rights agenda. However, Communists were not the only leftists fighting 
for racial justice. Other members of the secular left included anti- 
Communist democratic sociafrsts and social democrats. A good example 
is Bayard Rustin, who was the main organizer of the Tebruary 3, 1964, 
New York City School Boycott and who would later support the United 
Federation of Teachers in its battle against a black and Latino school 
board in Ocean Hill—Brownsville in 1968. Some historians have also 
noted the pivotal role of labor in civil rights campaigns outside the South.
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A second component was liberahsm. The Cold War was, in part, a 
war of propaganda between the capitahst and Communist nations. One 
of the strongest weapons in the propaganda war was the Soviet Union’s 
charge that the United States violated the rights of milhons of Afncan 
Americans. This accusation challenged the United States claim̂  that it 
was the paragon of democracy. Concerned that the Soviet Union s accu
sation might have hurt its chances of winning the hearts and minds of 
nations in Asia, Afidca, and Latin America, U.S. liberals embraced a civil 
rights agenda. President Harry Truman created a Committee on Civil 
Rights in December 1946. The purpose of the committee was to investi
gate the condition of civil rights in the United States and to make recom
mendations to protect those whose civil rights were being violated. The 
committee’s report was titled “To Secure These Rights: The Report 
of the President’s Committee on Civil Bights.” Its recommendations 
included the creation of a permanent commission on civil rights, equal 
opportunity in education, and a civil rights division of the Justice Depart
ment; protection against lynching; ind the creation of a federal fair 
employment practices commission. By the early 1960s American Hberal- 
ism had become the dominant poUtical ideology in the United States. 
The administration of President Lyndon B. Johnson was responsible for 
the passage of two of the most important pieces of civil nghts, legislation 
of the twentieth century: the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting 
Rights Act."* New York City’s liberal government outlawed discrimina
tion in housing and employment. It also provided public housing to the
working class and poor.

Another important component of the northern civil rights movement 
was the rehgious community. Various religious communities, including 
ministers of different denominations and non-ministerial lay people, 
were at the fore, organizing and carrying out demonstrations. It was not 
just in the South but in many places outside that region that black 
churches became the center force of civil rights campaigns. Nightly 
meetings in churches became revivals where people heard eloquent 
speeches and sermons, sang freedom songs, gave testimony, and helped 
finance the movements. Moreover, many from the black religious com
munities joined and rose to leadership in the local chapters of civil rights 
and grassroots organizations. Two examples are Ella Baker and Milton 
Galamison.

A fourth component of northern civil rights campaigns was those who 
advocated Black Nationalism. Those goals attributed to Black National
ists did not first appear in the late 1960s but were evident in earlier
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civil rights campaigns such as the “Don’t Buy Where You Can’t Work” 
crusades in Chicago, Washington, D.C., and New York during the 
Depression years. Historian Peter Levy notes that black activists involved 
in a civil rights struggle led by Gloria Richardson in the early 1960s in 
Cambridge, Maryland, were wiUing—as Black Nationalists often advo
cated—to defend themselves and not turn the other cheek. Those activ
ists had ties with Black Nationalists, including Malcolm X, and even 
decided not to integrate lunch counters in the city. In some cases the hne 
dividing those advocating civil rights and those in favor of Black Nation
alist objectives was blurred. A good example is Malcolm X’s decision to 
publicly support the second citywide boycott of New York pubHc 
schools in March 1964. Although he never moved away from Black 
Nationalism, he opposed school segregation and said he considered him
self “aligned with everyone who will take some action to end this crimi
nal situation in the schools.’’̂  Undeniably, New York City was one of 
the most important centers of civil rights activities. Long before the 
Montgomery Bus Boycott, the Reverend Adam, Clayton Powell Jr. 
helped launch the Harlem Bus Boycott of 1941.

Civil Rights in New York City is unique because it is the only anthology 
that focuses on the civil rights movement in New York City from such 
a variety of perspectives. The highly acclaimed Freedom North, edited by 
Jeanne F. Theoharis and Komozi Woodard, examines a number of 
northern black freedom campaigns. The book has received a number of 
glowing reviews and has been cited by numerous scholars, indicating the 
interest in northern civil rights. However, there is httle attention paid to 
New York in the work, and only one chapter on New York City, home 
to the largest black population in the United States. Moreover, no other 
northern city had the number of civil rights campaigns that New York 
did. In fact, some of the largest civil rights demonstrations took place in 
New York City, and these campaigns had a direct impact on national 
politics.

Civil Rights in New York City consists of ten chapters covering various 
aspects of the struggle in New York, from the role of labor to the struggle 
at the City University of New York. The first chapter takes a look at the 
New York City Teachers Union from 1942 to 1945, and how it con
nected civil rights to the war effort. The union had been fighting for 
racial equality since 1935, when the Communist Rank and File Caucus 
gained control of it. The union fought to eliminate racist textbooks from 
the pubUc schools, promoted “Negro History Week,” and put pressure 
on the Board of Education to hire black and Latino teachers. Some
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scholars have argued that the TU was nothing more Aan a Commumst 
Pa^ front foUowing the dictates of Moscow. As
w S d  War II period, when, they allege, the union abandoned its stmg^e 
for civil rights in favor of Moscow’s push for collective security How
ever I argJe that instead of moving away from the fight for racial equal
ity, the union placed that struggle in the context of World War ar^ng
that racism and racist attacks were undermining Amenca s capability to 
defr "the Axis powers.̂  According to the TU fighting racism was every 
American’s patriotic duty, and a necessity in the war effort.

Chapter 2 turns the reader’s attention to Ella Bakers years in New 
York City working with the NAACP and the.city’s grassroots movement 
to force the city to integrate its pubhc school system. Many sc o ^
Baker’s efforts with the Southern Christian Leadership Conference an 
her pivotal role in the formation of the Student Nonviolent Coordina- 
ing Committee. However, few have examined êr role in the ^e^o 
campaign in New York. Barbara Ransby points out that Baker was one of 
the L s t  vocal grassroots leaders in the city, attempting to help develop 
*ad“ 2ip stillfin ordinary men and wonren.
Baker’s involvement in the New York City branch of the N^ACP and 
in the grassroots organization Parents in Action, challenging school seg- 
r e a ^ a n d  pohce brutahty. Ransby contends that Baker’s involvement 
wfth erassrooK movements and leaders at times challenged the cautious 

of the national leaders of the NAACP. Her objective 
in New York, as it would later be in the southern civil nghts stmggle,
was to increase' the involvement of people

Many national civil rights organizations and their locd chapters w 
active i^New York City. Brian Purnell highlights one of the most active 
chapters the BrooHyn branch of the Congress of Racial Equahty, and its 
SrS'addres, radii dispariti.a „  dry servicer. A 
provided city workers with high wages, benefits, and the nght to coUec 
tively bargain as well as provided affordable housing and health care s 
vices for lie working class and poor. New York developed a tep^titm 
as a bastion of hberalism. Its antidiscriminatory policieŝ , h^ever W e d  
helped the city acquire a similar reputation for racial
the Brooklyn chapter of the Congress of Racial Effuabty (COM) ques
tioned the reality of that reputation. Purnell examines the 1962 direct 
action campaign by Brooklyn CORE, a racially integrated membership 
organization, to force the city to provide better samtation ^™ es ° 
Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn;s largest black commumty. i ™  Brook-
Ivn COFcE that exposed the city s racially discnminatory p cy g
blge re^val and le  intransigence of city officials to senously address



6 C larence T aylor

those discriminatory practices and policies. Purnell details this commu
nity-wide campaign involving Brooklyn CORE activists and residents 
of Bedford-Stuyvesant and examines the campaign’s larger impact on 
structural inequality in New York City.

Although scholars now argue that integration was not the major 
objective of northern civil rights campaigns and prefer to describe the 
struggle as a fight for desegregation,” Peter Eisenstadt maintains that 
integration was a pivotal objective of battles in New York City. In the 
fourth chapter, he examines the fight for racial equality in housing, 
investigating the attempt in the 1960s to integrate'the largest middle-class 
housing cooperative in New York, Rochdale Village in South Jamaica. 
Eisenstadt notes that the housing integration effort in the city’s third- 
largest black community brought together a coalition of leftists, liberal 
Democrats, moderate Repubhcans, pragmatic government officials, and 
business executives. He details how powerful city figures such as Robert 
Moses, New York City’s commissioner of parks, and Abraham Kazan, 
president of the United Housing Foundation, helped create Rochdale, 
and he points out the crucial role played by residents of the housing 
cooperative in maintaining a racially harmonious community. Unlike 
some recent scholars of northern civil rights who questioned the view 
that Black Power derailed the civil rights movement, Eisenstadt distin
guishes these two social protest movements by contending that the rise 
of Black Power sentiment in the late 1960s and 1970s undermined the 
experiment at Rochdale.

One of the most explosive civil rights issues in New York in the 
1950s and early 1960s was school integration. A number of scholars have 
blamed nuHtant civil rights activists for the failure of school integration. 
However, these scholars ignore the fact that white parents organized a 
grassroots campaign opposing any effort to integrate schools. Moreover, 
important segments of the liberal community of New York also publicly 
opposed school integration. While a great deal of attention has been paid 
to southern white resistance to school integration in the 1950s and 1960s, 
httle has been said of the fierce campaign in New York City. Chapter 5 
explores New York City’s school integration batde of the 1950s and 
1960s and the well-organized campaign to defeat a small effort at integra
tion by the Board of Education.

The sixth chapter. The Dead End of Despair; Bayard Rustin, the 
1968 New York School Crisis, and the Strug^e for Racial Justice” by 
Dan Perlstein, turns our attention to the labor movement in New York 
City in the late 1960s by exploring one of the leading figures of the civil
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rights movement, Bayard Rustin, and his aUiance with ,the moderately 
hberal United Federation of Teachers against black activists in the late 
1960s. Perlstein takes on recent scholarship that contends that Rustin 
was consistent throughout his years as a leading civil rights strategist and 
theoretician. Perlstein depicts a Rustin who became quite pessimistic 
about the American people’s willingness to accept racial equality and 
increasingly felt that they were wiUing to accommodate the system. By 
the late 1960s, the once left-wing organizer of the 1963 March on Wash
ington was siding with the United Federation of Teachers apinst more 
mihtant community activists and black trade unionists, who insisted that 
community control of schools was a necessary goal for gaming racial 
equahty. Unfortunately, the strike led to tragic results, dashing all hopes 
of an aUiance between labor and New York’s black and Latino communi
ties, and helping shift city pohtics to the right.

Johanna Fernandez’s “The Young Lords and the Social and Structural 
Roots of Late Sixties Urban Radicahsm” looks at the post-migration 
experience of Puerto Ricans, African Americans, Chicanos, and Mexi
cans in New York, and the impact of deindustriahzation on these new 
arrivals. At the same time that these new groups were arriving in New 
York, Chicago, and other northern cities, there was a rapid shift in these 
cities from highly industrial-based economies that provided workers with 
living wages to service-oriented economies that offered newcomers 
mostly low-paying jobs or permanent unemployment. The Young Lords 
Party, which originated as a Chicago youth gang, was formed in response 
to the changing economic landscape, police brutality, and racism faced 
by young Puerto Ricans, African Americans, and others. Fernandez con
tends that the YLP was also shaped by the social protest movements of 
the 1960s, in particular, the Black Panther Party. Contrary to social sci
ence hterature that blamed the .conditions of people of color on cultural 
deficits, the YLP placed the blame on structural inequalities caused by 
exploitative capitalism and a racist system that targeted people of color. 
Members of YLP were not reformists but revolutionary nationahsts who 
recognized their African roots and called for Puerto Pdcan Independence 
from United‘States imperiafist rule. They identified with the national 
liberation movements in Africa, Latin America, and Asia and concluded 
that revolutionary, not reformist, methods were needed to address the
plight of the urban poor.

While a great deal attention has been paid to the struggle to end racial 
disparities in elementary and secondary education, litde has been written 
on the fight for racial equahty in public higher education during the
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BrUvn S ’"" ’’'“'I' “»<!»«• «
York in 1969 of the City University of New

campaigns that helped redefine CUNY’s 
«  and relanonship with black and Latino coLmnities i n t h I Z

and iSsted marginalize themnd insisted that these institutions help remedy the impact of segregation
and unequal education The students' civil rights protest helped uler”  
open admissions, which resulted in larger numbers of blacks and Latinos 
gaimng seats m the pubhc colleges of New York, and eventually the 
expansion of the black middle class. ^
in York City, took office
R undergoing a dramatic demographic shift
Between 1980 and 1989, 854,000 immigrants made New Yofk cTty thdr 
home, spreading out to the five boroughs. The black population hid the

almost half of whom moved to Brooklyn. This 17 percent increase 
brought the black population to 2,102,512. The number ôf Hispanics in
the city grew by 281,797 to 1,783,511. The Asian population more ffian
cent o f f  and making up 7 per-
cent o f the city s population. More than half o f  the AsiaL L e d  in
dw One of the fastest-growing Asian groups in the

ty ^  Korean Amencans. Throughout the 1990s, Koreans flocked to 
closTto°91 000 K the third-largest Asian group in the city. By 2000

o le e n s  ?2 459 .  ‘̂ em hvingn Queens, 12,459 m Manhattan, and 7,392 in Brooklyn. This large

InLwhteT"®''''̂ ' "“ Ply black
After a series of racial incidents in the 1980s, David Dinkins came to 

nTw Yo"r?H® administration would heal the racial divide in
as a ra^S T  undeimine Dinkins’s image
Kor. f  healer. The first involved the boycott of the Red Apple a
L o X L r '''’  ̂ “ P“ dominantly black neighborhood’in

store ̂ saulted her. The second occurred in the predominantly black and 
Jewish neighborhood of Crown Heights when a Hassidic drivir acciden

black youths Med a rabbimc scholar, leading to several days of racial 
es . o itical scientist Wilbur C. Rich contends that Dinkins failed to 

commumcate to the pubhc the actions he took to settle the ffisLtts The 
media firamed Dinkins as weak and incompetent. More impor̂ tantly, the
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Red Apple and Crown Heights affairs demonstrate the complexities of 
race in New York and the Hmits of electoral poHtics. The coahtion that 
brought Dinkins to office overestimated his reach in white ethic com
munities. Moreover, before these incidents there was httle outreach to 
the new immigrant communities.

The media portrayal of Dinkins as a weak mayor who allowed black 
militants to run rampant throughout the city helped deny him a second 
term and led to the election of Rudolph Giuhani in 1993. In the last 
chapter, Jerald Podair focuses on the impact that Giuhani’s poHcies had 
on New York’s black residents. In particular, Podair looks at the “Broken 
Window” pohcies, workfare, and privatization of pubhc services—aU 
reflecting the mayor’s vision of creating “one standard” for all New 
Yorkers. Podair argues that Giuliani programs reflected the vision of 
white ethnic groups who saw spending on social services to assist Afiican 
Americans as anathema to equaHty. They argued that government should 
adopt “race-neutral” polices only, extending the same legal protections 
to aU. But GiuHani’s goal of estabhshing one standard for all New Yorkers 
conflicted with the goals of civil rights forces and others who had a more 
substantive definition of equaHty. They argued that equaHty of outcome, 
including access to employment, fair housing, an end to racial discrimi
nation, and the “reaUocation and equalization of resources in the City,” 
was the tme meaning of equaHty. According to Podair, Giuliani’s one- 
standard poHcy, his inflammatory racial rhetoric, and his pubhc backing 
of the poHce in high-profile kiUings of blacks failed to provide a defini
tion of equaHty that could unite New Yorkers, leaving the city raciaUy 
divided.

This book demonstrates that the struggle for civil rights in New York 
City has a long history and has been fought in a number of venues by 
numerous groups and individuals with a variety of poHtical perspectives. 
Those poHtical perspectives helped individuals and groups shape their 
approaches and objectives, firom coUaborating with eHtes to adopting 
revolutionary tactics. Several campaigns for racial justice covered in this 
work had an impact on both the city and the nation. Civil Rights in New 
York City provides a sample of the rich historical record of the fight for 
racial justice in the city, making it essential that scholars of civil rights 
pay greater attention to New York.
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continue to perplex Americans committed to social justice. Neither Rus- 
tin nor the advocates of community control he opposed offer an 
ideological role model or map. The very choices that Rustin and his 
adversaries made demonstrate that, despite the continuities of history, we 
must make our own consequential choices in the context of our own 
day.

7
ihe Young loids and the Social 
and smiciurai Roots of Late Sixnos 
Uiban Radicallsin
J O H A N N A  F E R N A N D E Z

against the backdrop of America’s spirahng urban crisis in the late 
1960s, an unexpected cohort of young radicals iftileashed'a dramatic 
chain of urban guerilla protests that riveted the media and alarmed Mayor 
John V. Lindsay’s New York. From garbage-dumping demonstrations to 
a series of church and hospital occupations—termed “offensives” after 

the dramatic Vietnamese military campaign against U.S. forces in 1968 
known as the Tet Offensive—this small interracial group exploded into 
the country’s consciousness, staging its social grievances with infectious 
irreverence and distinctive imagination. They had enormous ideas, a flair 
for the dramatic, and a penchant for linking international crises with local 
coricems; within a few years this group of young men and women would 
reshape social protest and win an astounding number of victories. They 
called themselves the Young Lords.

This chapter explores the character and influence of protest move
ments in the late 1960s through a review of the emergence of the Young 
Lords Party (YLP) in New York, a self-proclaimed Puerto Rican revolu
tionary n a t io n a lis t  organization that consciously fashioned itself after the 
Black Panther Party (BPP) and ardently championed the independence 
of Puerto Rico.' Through most of its active life between 1969 and 1974, 
the YLP led militant community-based campaigns that addressed issues
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of racism, incarceration and police brutality, employment, and inequality 
in education and public health, including sanitation, lead poisoning, 
access to decent health services, and hunger in the lives of poor children. 
The Young Lords was led by first- and second-generation Puerto Rican 
radicals raised on the U.S. mainland, rather than on the island. Its mem
bers were youths who were radicalized by the civil rights and antiwar 
movements of the 1960s and whose .pohtical outlook was shaped by the 
social and economic crises that began to grip northern cities in the post
war period.

The history of militant urban activism in the late 1960s suggests that 
organizations like the Young Lords and the Black Panthers were spawned 
by the êep and unprecedented social and economic changes taking place 
in northern cities in the postwar period, and that their practices and 
politics were also tied to these developments. The history of the Young 
Lords Party challenges mainstream depictions of the civil rights and Black 
Power movements. It suggests that although racial inequality in America 
impelled the movement’s emergence, the objectives and character of 
protest were integrally interwoven with grievances of social and eco
nomic import and driven by a strong class impulse.̂

Before its emergence as a political organization, the Young Lords was 
a gang that had been active in Chicago since the 1950s and that emerged 
politicized in that city in the tumult of 1968.̂  The primary architect of 
the Young Lords’ political conversion was its chairman, Jose “Cha Cha” 
Jimenez, who became politicized in prison after reading The Autobiogra
phy of Malcolm X  and the story of reUgious transformation told by Thomas 
Merton in his best seller, Seven Storey Mountain. Upon his release from 
prison, Jimenez was targeted by a War on Poverty program designed to 
bridge the transition from jail to civilian life for former iimiates; he was 
also approached by a local activist, Pat Divine, who convinced Jimenez 
that he should join the struggle against urban renewal in the Lincoln Park 
section of Chicago, where the Lords were active. After a number of 
failed attempts at pohticizing the Young Lords, members of Jimenez’s 
gang heeded the caU of activism following the fatal shooting of one of 
their own, Manuel Ramos, by an undercover pohce officer, James Lamb. 
In the weeks that followed, the Young Lords would be pohtically trans
formed by the campaign they would mount to bring Officer Lamb to 
justice.

In consultation with Panther leaders Fred Hampton, Bobby Lee, and 
Henry “Poison” Gaddis, Jimenez proceeded to turn the Young Lords
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into the Panthers’ Puerto Rican counterpart.’* Because of their estab- 
hshed gang network, hundreds of young men and women joined the 
Young Lords Organization (YLO) and partook in their militant neigh
borhood protests against police misconduct and urban displacement in 
Chicago under the guise of urban renewal.

The example set by the Black Panther Party provided a compelling 
model of organization that was instrumental to the evolution of the 
Young Lords. Following the first wave of urban upheavals beginning in 
Harlem in 1964, the BPP’s founding members resolved to organize the 
radicalized sections of poor and working-class African Americans. The 
BPP initiated a series of “survival programs” to address the immediate 
causes of the riots. The first of these was a civilian patrol unit to monitor 
police arrests and defend community residents against police aggression 
in east Oakland, California. Later, the Panthers added a children’s break
fast program, an ambulance service, and a lead-poisoning detection pro
gram to their compendium of activities.®

Between 1968 and 1970, ̂ he Chicago YLO led a series of militant 
campaigns with a community-service approach akin to the Black Panther 
Party’s survival programs. In Chicago, a city targeted by Lyndon B. 
Johnson’s War on Poverty initiative, the YLO established tactical alli
ances with social service organizations, community advocates, and gov
ernment antipoverty programs. The Young Lords’ protest actions 
included the occupation of the Armitage Church in Chicago following 
several failed attempts at convincing church leadership to allow the group 
use of the space to set up a day-care program and health clinic. Collabo
rating with other radical organizations and social service groups, the Chi
cago YLO successfully stopped an urban renewal plan for construction 
of middle-income homes in the city’s west Lincoln Park neighborhood 
that would have displaced Puerto Ricans and other Latinos.®

The Puerto Rican radicals inspired the formation of sister organiza
tions in other cities, the most influeiitial of which was based in New 
York City. The New York Young Lords subsequently duplicated the 
organizing efforts of the Chicago group in Puerto lUcan neighborhoods, 
including East Harlem and the South Bronx. In New York, the Young 
Lords Organization—slater renamed the Young Lords Party—was initi
ated by politicized students in 1969. It flourished alongside the confla
grations of New York’s city and labor politics in the late 1960s. These 
young men and women full of passion came of age during the racially 
divisive NYC teacher’s strike of 1968, the school decentralization move
ments in Ocean HiU-Brownsville, recurrent housing struggles, the wel
fare-rights movement, the prison rebelHons at the Tombs and Attica,
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local street riots, and the rise of Puerto Ricans and other Latinos as an 
electoral force in the city.

The New York chapter of the Young Lords was founded by a bright 
and dynamic core of first-generation college students. While generations 
before them had been excluded from higher education on the basis of 
race and ethnicity, in the 1960s African American and Puerto Rican 
students began to matriculate at universities across the nation in record 
numbers, following the institutionahzation, between 1964 and 1966, of 
special admissions opportunities for minority students.’ As newcomers 
into an inhospitable environment, many students of color found campus 
Ufe to be politically formative as they were confronted with issues of 
campus discrimination, financial aid, and the narrow scope of their col
leges’ core curricula. The young people who founded the Young Lords 
Party in New York all formed part of a network of Puerto Rican and 
African American student activists across the city who were involved in 
campus struggles. Young Lords Iris Morales and Felipe Luciano were 
members of the Puerto Rican Student Union, which served as a 
clearinghouse of activity, coordinating the efforts of the various Puerto 
Rican student groups emerging in colleges across the city.® One of the 
major strategists of the organization, Juan Gonzalez, was a member of 
Students for a Democratic Society and a leading member of the coordi
nating committee of the Columbia Strike of 1968.

The core gjroup of young people who initiated the launch of a New 
York chapter of the Young Lords were brought together and transformed 
by the experimental project in college education at State University of 
New York at Old Westbury, which rigorously pursued diversity, an inno
vative curriculum, and a structure of democratic practice that incorpo
rated faculty and students in college governance. A number of them, 
including Denise OHver, Mickey Melendez, and David Perez, had been 
identified by recruiters at Old Westbury because of their roots in socially 
conscious community work and associations with the Real Great Society, 
a government antipoverty program in East Harlem. Eventually, these 
young men and women became part of a network of activists who 
formed a precursor to the Young Lords called the Sociedad de Albizu 
Campos (SAC). Organized and led by Mickey Melendez, SAC was a 
reading circle named after the father of the Puerto Paean national inde
pendence movement, Don Pedro Albizu Campos, and composed of stu
dents who were interested in Puerto Rican history and the politics of 
Puerto Paco’s national liberation movements.’

Through their readings and activities with the SAC, these students 
entered a markedly different stage in their pohtical evolution that would 
eventually lead to a full-fledged embrace of revolutionary nationahsm. 
Within this tightly knit network of budding revolutionaries of color, 
many were Puerto Rican but a number were African American. What 
they shared, however, trumped race: They knew each other intimately, 
they had grown together politically, and they were looking to make their 
mark where they were. At the same time, a number of SAC members, 
including Robert Bunkley and Pablo Guzman, who was a recent arrival 
from a study-abroad program where he wimessed the tragedy of student 
protests in Mexico in 1968, were increasingly interested in the Black 
Panther Party.

As tens of thousands of students began to question the logic and struc
ture of American society, many groups began to look outside the univer
sity to poor communities for more permanent sites of struggle. The SAC 
was especially influenced by the concept of “community control” in 
New York following the Ocean HiU-Brownsville school controversy, 
which, combined with the black movement’s ardent call for independent 
black political power bases, inspired its members to connect ideological 
discussions with activity in the Puerto Rican community of East Harlem. 
At the urging of Mickey Melendez, the SAC made contact with promi
nent Puerto Rican student activists in the city, including Columbia Uni
versity Strike Committee member Juan Gonzalez and Felipe Luciano, a 
member of the Last Poets, the Harlem-based group of Black Power- 
era artists whose politically charged live-music and spoken-word poetry 
performances in the 1960s prefigured the emergence of hip hop and rap 
in the 1970s and 1980s.

In the spring of 1969, an interview with Jimenez in the Panther news
paper, Black Panther, drew the attention of a number of merhbers of the 
SAC.'° Of particular interest to SAC members was Jimenez’s statements 
concerning the colonial relationship between Puerto Rico and the 
United States." In response, a small group of SAC members decided to 
drive to Chicago to learn more about the Young Lords. After convening 
with Cha Cha Jimenez and securing permission to launch' a chapter 'of 
the YLO back home, the New York radicals, who were eager to connect 
theoretical understandings of power and politics with urban community 
organizing as the next phase in the movement, reported back with 
excitement on the mission and work of the Chicago group.

After learning from Jimenez about other radical New York groups 
attempting to make inroads among Puerto Ricans in that city,'’ members
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of the SAC called on a preexisting Lower East Side YLO and an East 
Harlem photography workshop for inner-city youths with whom the 
East Side group had been collaborating to discuss merging the three 
groups into a New York chapter of the Young Lords Organization.'̂  The 
New York Lords announced their formation on Saturday, July 26, 1969, 
at the East Village’s Tompkins Square Park.''* Before long, they were 
duplicating the organizing efforts of the Chicago group in East Harlem
and the South Bronx.

Although the stated pohtical goal of the Young Lords was the libera
tion of Puerto Rico, the group’s first two years were consumed with the 
social and economic grievances of Puerto Ricans in urban communities 
on the mainland. The group’s nationalist orientation and Puerto Racan 
identification obscured the Young Lords’ diversity; Approximately 30 
percent of the organization’s membership was cornposed of African 
Americans and non—Puerto Racan Latinos.'̂  The fact that the Young 
Lords garnered support outside their ethnic group for their nationalist 
agenda is testament to the legitimacy of their claim and its parallels in 
anticolonial postwar struggles. In New York, the ethnic crossover 
imprinted in the Young Lords’ membership was also incubated in the 
shared experiences of African Americans and Puerto Ricans in the city. 
These groups came to develop a unique relationship shaped by both 
groups’ condition before the dominant society as racialized and colonial 
subjects.'*’

Their most famous campaign was their audacious garbage-dumping 
protests, which forced the city to conduct regular neighborhood garbage 
pickups.' A quieter but more significant victory was their anti-lead
poisoning campaign, which was instrumental in the passage of anti-lead
poisoning legislation in New York during the early 1970s. At Lincoln 
Hospital in the Bronx, the Young Lords were among the first activists to 
challenge the advent of draconian spending cuts and privatization poHcies 
in the public sector.

Because Puerto Ricans were relatively new arrivals in New York, the 
emergence of an organization as dynamic as the Young Lords became 
the subject of hundreds of articles in local news pubHcations, including 
the New York Times. As recent arrivals, Puerto Paeans were not expected 
to assert themselves in such a dramatic fashion. In fact, according to 
various New York Times articles, in the postwar period, Puerto Ricans 
were viewed as a “mild mannered” people. One of the questions raised 
by mainstream depictions of Puerto Paeans as mild mannered is. What
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accounts for the discrepancy between the way they were perceived upon 
their arrival and the aggressive and radical examples of protest that 
emerged within a section of Puerto Paeans in the late 1960s?

Riots were the single development that most influenced the emer
gence of northern urban radicaHsm in the 1960s. In 1966, over twenty- 
four cities went up in flames. That same year, Puerto Ricans rioted in 
Chicago. And the day before the Detroit riots of 1967, Puerto Paeans 
rioted in East Harlem.'̂  In addition to the riots, the failure, in the 1960s, 
of hberalism and its inabihty to posit solutions to social problems that 
corresponded to their magnitude also opened the door to revolutionary 
critiques of the urban Crisis.

In 1966 and 1967, Puerto Ricans were the major protagonists in riots 
that swept through East New York and East Harlem. Detonated in each 
case by the poHce shootings of Puerto Rican civilians, these riots marked 
a turning point for Puerto Ricans in New York. They revealed the extent 
of civil rights injuries for minority groups other than African Americans. 
So shocking was the violence that it openecl up the possibihty of rpform- 
ulating a public debate that the mainstream media had largely cast in 
black and white.

On the night ofjuly 23, 1967, approximately twenty-four hours after 
the most extensive riots of the 1960s began in Detroit, the predominantly 
Puerto Pican neighborhood of East'Harlem was roiled in violence. That 
night the poHce intervened in a common weekend brawl between two 
men in East Harlem. Renaldo Rodriguez, one of the men involved in 
the knife fight, was shot and killed by police officer Anthony Cinque- 
mani. According to the pohce report, when Cinquemani.and his partner 
approached the scene, Rodriguez lunged at the off-duty officers in street 
clothes with his knife. In response, patrolman Cinquemani drew his 
revolver, identified himself, and shot an allegedly unsubdued Rodriguez 
repeatedly in the chest.'®

In East'Harlem during the 1960s, the fatal shooting of a civihan by a 
pohce officer was not uncommon. What was unusual was the violent 
conflict that immediately ensued between residents of East Harlem and 
the police. While poor communities in many northern cities were at 
the breaking point. East Harlem was a neighborhood of relatively new 
migrants. Nonetheless, in the three days of unrest that followed the 
shooting of Rodriguez, thousands of mainly Puerto Rican youths took 
to the streets. -On the night of the shooting, about four hundred African 
American and Puerto Rican residents congregated at the intersection of 
111th Street and Third Avenue, hurling rocks and bottles at the police.



148 Jo h an n a  F ernandez

The melee led to the seaHng of traffic in twenty-four city blocks, and to 
the deployment of approximately 160 helmeted poHce and three bus
loads of officers from the Tactical Patrol Force, a special riot-control unit 
notorious for its abuse of power in Harlem, East and West.'®

As mandated by state law, the mayor visited the scene of the riot, 
attempting to defuse the violence by talking to crowds of youths who 
were rapidly congregating on street comers. In these impromptu fomms, 
the mayor asked the community to form a committee of Puerto Ricans 
with whom he would meet at Grade Mansion to hear their grievances. 
In the meetings later that day, a group of young Puerto Rican leaders 
affiliated with various antipoverty programs achieved a Compromise with 
the mayor and the chief of poUce. The leaders would help restore order 
in exchange for the temporary decommissioning of the infamous Tactical 
Patrol Force.̂ “

However, the truce was called off when a second wave of more 
intense rioting began less than twenty-four hours after the first emptions. 
From tenement windows, Molotov cocktails and all manner of refuse 
were pitched at the poHce, while youths hurled bricks and garbage cans 
in open street confrontations with over one thousand police reinforce
ments dispatched to disperse the rioters.̂ ' Day two brought approxi
mately seven straight hours of rioting. The young people involved 
exhibited a naked and taunting hostility toward the police. On the third 
and final day of the crisis, the riots spread to Puerto Rican neighborhoods 
in the South Bronx. In total, four Puerto Ricans were killed, aU with the 
.38 caliber bullets used in pohce guns.̂ ^

During and following the East Harlem riots, a consensus emerged 
among civic groups, the mayor, the media, and even sections of the 
pohce department that the upheaval was not simply an eruption of law
lessness. In their actions, participants isolated particular grievances, and 
demands were sketched out spontaneously by the insurgents. The reality 
of these events challenged mainstream interpretations of the riots of the 
decade as anarchic. Although there was some looting, the violence in 
East Harlem was unequivocally directed at the pohce. Moreover, media 
coverage of the event suggests that fighting often intensified when the 
Tactical Patrol Force patroUed the streets. Reports of rioters congregating 
on street comers, of improvised soapbox speeches at different junctures 
in the course of the riots, and of groups of youths mnning through the 
streets with Puerto Rican flags point to the complex pohtical character 
of the East Harlem riots. In one instance a man mounted a lamp pole,
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“made a short speech in Spanish about Puerto Ricans fighting in Viet
nam and said, ‘Something is owed to us.’ Moreover, in the course of 
the upheaval, residents continually pressured pohticians, pohce officials, 
and antipoverty workers making appeals for peace to order the removal 
ofpohcemen stationed on rooftops. But this was not enough. The mood 
in the streets suggested that people wanted meaningful control of their 
neighborhoods and their institutions, a sentiment captured earlier in the 
decade by the idea of Black Power. One group drew a fine in chalk just 
above 110th Street and over it wrote; “Puerto Paean border. Do not 
cross, flatfoot.’’̂"'

The rebeUion was as much an indictment of the police as an assertion 
of Puerto Rican rights. Yet as recent arrivals, Puerto Ricans were not 
expected to assert themselves in such dramatic a fashion, especially in 
fight of their inexperience with New York City fife. However, Puerto 
Ricans settled in the poorest sections of northern cities in the 1950s 
and 1960s at a moment of heightened racial segregation and economic 
displacement, and such conditions certainly fueled the riots of 1967. 
Moreover, such an audacious act of protest was made possible by the 
rebeUious mood of the times. Puerto Ricans settled in northern cities as 
the civil rights movement successfully infused the national political 
debates on poverty and race in America with a new urgency. The timing 
of Puerto Rican migration, and the spread of the civil rights movement 
to northern cities, among other factors, would have an impact on the 
political identity of Puerto Ricans and their disposition for protest.

The Puerto Rican riots pointed to the growing disconnect between 
Puerto Rican leaders in the War on Poverty programs and the rank and 
file of the Puerto Rican community, which was moving increasingly to 
the left amid the struggles of the 1960s and in fight of its own direct 
experience with the urban crisis. News reports suggest that there was 
a discrepancy between the political outlook of rioters and that of the 
antipoverty community organizers who attempted to quell the violence. 
Amid the rioting, one antipoverty worker remarked, “TeU a kid you’re 
putting $1 million [in the poverty funds] and he says ‘that’s got nothing 
to do with me.’ While traditional Puerto Rican leaders called for 
moderate measures—such as the integration of the police department 
and racial sensitivity training—the sentiment of deep discontent on the 
streets demanded a more far-reaching social platform, such as that offered 
by, among other radical organizations, the Black Panther Party, which 
finked economic conditions with political agency. Determined to estab
lish a foothold in the antipoverty bureaucracy, however, many Puerto
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Rican leaders failed to appreciate that the ire in the Puerto Rican com
munity was fueled by social and political problems requiring much 
deeper reforms than those offered by the Great Society programs.

But local pohticians were not in a position to prescribe endilring solu
tions to broad social problems. Their immediate work often revolved 
around managing volatile situations and outbursts of discontent. In New 
York, Mayor John Lindsay established “Little City HaU,” which sought 
to bring organic leaders at the neighborhood level into City Hall and 
municipal government. According to fhe mayor, disturbances could be 
avoided through the cessation of “ahenation [of various groups and com
munities] through greater contact” with responsive government officials. 
The “purpose was to tap street-level activists, including gang members, 
and enmesh them in a series of relationships with the adimniStration.

Mayor Lindsay’s attempts to address urban discontent came also in the 
form of his famous walking tours of poor neighborhoods. These tours 
were intended to earn him the goodwill of the city’s growing and 
increasingly isolated Afncan American and Puerto Rican residents, to 
counteract feelings of “powerlesshess” among the poor, and to give them 
a sense that the mayor was personally invested in solving their problems. 
In 1967, the mayor’s office estabhshed “the summer task force,” raised 
close to $1 m i l l io n  from corporate sponsors for summer programs, ideriti- 
fied thirteen official trouble spots, and assigned members of his staff to 
coordinate responses to rmnor neighborhood complaints requiring the 
fixing of potholes, building of parks, removal of abandoned cars, and the 
like.̂ ’ The very names of these programs were an indication of how the 
city’s hberal administration understood the problems before it and how 
grossly inadequate they were in addressing the city’s deep social prob
lems. Mayor Lindsay’s summer task force included the following pro
grams: Operation Bookmobile (in Bedford-Stuyvesant); Harlem Cultural 
Festival; Operation Puerto Rican Repertoire Theatre; Operation Sum
mer Jobs for Youth; Operation Sports Rescue (with the New York 
Knicks); Operation Plane Ride; and Operation Beat the Heat, which 
offered two thousand weekend bus trips to beaches, airports, and state 
parks in the summer, of 1967.̂ ^

These programs fit with the liberal notion that at core the problenjs 
experienced by urban communities of color were tied to lack of oppor
tunity and exposure to aspects of a white middle-class hfestyle. Missing 
from Mayor Lindsay’s assessment of and prescription for the problems 
confronted by communities of color was an understanding of northern

poverty and racism that identified its structural and economic dimen
sions: increased segregation in housing, consciously segregated public 
schools, an aihng public health care system, a disfigured landscape, stmc- 
tural unemployment, and poverty wages in the sectors that were employ
ing people of color (as nurses’ aides, orderlies, porters, cooks, elevator 
operators, and laundresses) in the hospitals, restaurant and hotel trades, 
and New York’s declining postwar manufacturing industry.̂ '*

The urban riots that exploded across the country in the latter half of 
the 1960s were a bold reminder of the class divisions in American society. 
These rebellions were a raw manifestation of the anger and political dis
enchantment of racial minorities in the postwar North. They dramatized 
the conditions of de facto racial apartheid, police brutality, and economic 
depression in communities of color. Moreover, the riots demonstrated 
that racial conflict was not solely a southern phenomenon and were a 
stark symbol of the crisis of credibility suffered by northern liberals. The 
riots expressed the sentiment already developing among civil rights 
workers in the South: that racial and econoniic inequality were a stmc- 
tural feature of American society, and that nothing short of a fuU-scale 
rebellion would bring about an equitable social order.

In many ways, this logic was right. In the South, white supremacists 
were at the helm of a renegade and anachronistic system of racist segrega
tion that had, by the 1950s, become marginal to the American political 
and economic structure and therefore could now be defeated after a 
century of struggle. However, in the North, problems were more struc
tural and entrenched in the very fabric of the system and therefore 
required changes of revolutionary "proportion. After World War II, 
northern cities became more segregated by race and more divided by 
class than ever before in the history of the cities.^

First, World War II encouraged a mass migration of people of color 
into the cities because during the war the economy was cranked up to 
maximum capacity for the war effort. African Americans from the South, 
Puerto Ricans from Puerto Rico, Mexicans from Mexico, and Chicanos 
and Native Americans from the Southwest traveled to northern cities in 
search of wartime jobs. The process of suburbanization, which happened 
simultaneously, encouraged the departure of whites from the cities. In 
many ways, the urbanization and proletarianization of otherwise rural 
people gave them confidence, improved their wages, and gave them a 
sense of their power in numbers. This migration to the cities fueled the 
civil rights movement. '̂
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In the case of Puerto Ricans, the transfer of more than one-third of 
Puerto Rico’s population to New York, Chicago, and Philadelphia 
between 1943 and 1960 engendered a unique generation of mainland- 
identified Puerto Pdcan youths. As sons and daughters of the postwar 
migration, their consciousness was shaped by an unlikely combination of 
pohticizing experiences, from the rise of the civil rights movement and 
the Vietnam War to their own experience in an urban setting beset by 
industrial decline and greater economic and racial segregation. The con
vergence of Puerto Rican migration with the rise of the civil rights 
movement, in particular, had a profound impact on the racial conscious
ness of the children of Puerto Rican migrants. Among other develop
ments, this process gave birth to an organization with the kind of poUtics 
held by the Young Lords Party, which would insist that Puerto Ricans 
and African Americans shared common political and economic interests.

However, with the end of the war came a long-term process of struc
tural changes in the economy of northern cities. A process of deindustri- 
ahzation took hold that created a sizable class o(permanently unemployed 
and discouraged young workers—a completely new development in 
modern urban history. The consequences for the newcomers were dev
astating. The industrial base of the cities, which until then had provided 
stable and consistent employment to new arrivals, was now evaporating 
just as African Americans, Puerto Ricans, Mexicans, and Native Ameri
cans began to migrate into the cities in large numbers as a result of the 
wartime labor demands of WWII. People of color were disproportion
ately affected by these new changes. The situation was such that the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics began to pubhsh a series of reports in the 1960s 
on the changes underfoot in the labor force of New York City. These 
reports articulated a concern over groups of predominantly African 
American and Puerto Rican men in their prime working years who were 
living in New York’s poorest slums. Among Puerto Bican, African 
American, and white men, lack of job activity was highest among Puerto 
Ricans. In 1966, 47 percent of Puerto Ricans in New York were either 
unemployed, underemployed, or permanently out of the labor force for 
lack of success finding employment.In Chicago, 22 percent of industry 
moved to the suburbs between 1950 and 1977?^ And city conditions 
were further worsened by tax-base erosion, which exacerbated the disre
pair of the urban environment after the Depression.

These conditions, combined with police brutahty and northern racism 
on the one hand, and on the other the raised expectations of change 
produced by migration and by the southern civil rights movement ^

alongside very little real progress— l̂ed to the riots. The riots were a call 
to action for radicals. They suggested to many that the anger of the riots, 
if organized, could lead to social change.

These conditions also influenced the character of organizations like 
the Young Lords. It is no surprise, in the context of a postwar urban 
economy that for the first time in modern urban history had created a 
class of permanently unemployed urban dwellers, that radical organiza
tions like the Young Lords and the Black Panthers would launch a cri
tique of this development. Nor is it surprising that, at the same time, 
they would decide to organize what they called the “young lumpen 
proleterian cats,” referring to a term coined by Karl Marx to describe the 
permanently unemployed and discouraged workers hving on the margins 
of society. Radical grassroots movements that were cohering in the sec
ond half of the decade reflected the distinctive social features of the urban 
environment in which these movements emerged. The urban move- 
medts built by the Young Lords and BPP, and others, emerged out of 
and were a response to the new technical structures of capitahsm in the 
form of automation and modernization in the second half of the twenti
eth century. Thus, these young militants were reacting to special condi
tions at the same time that they were trying to make sense of them.̂ ‘‘

In the cities the burden of the kind of poverty that was being pro
duced in the postwar period was disproportionately borne by people of 
color, especially the young men among them. Yet in the pubhc discourse 
of the 1960s, urban poverty was increasingly seen as a racial phenomenon 
rather than as a product of the postwar, structural transformation of the 
cities. Increasingly, racist theories about the dysfunctionahty of the Afri
can American family and the propensity for violence among African 
American and Latino males came to explain the causes of the new urban 
crisis. In their papers and in their public meetings, organizations hke 
the BPP and the YLP challenged quite sharply the bankruptcy of these 
theories.

In fact, contrary to the static narrative of the postwar urban crisis as a 
force that prostrated communities of color, the local histories of the 
Young Lords and the Black Panthers suggest that they were among the 
first to identify the causes of and launch a fight back against what we 
know today as the urban crisis. At the same time, the.increased racism in 
mainstream political debates about the origins of the urban crisis, coupled 
with the increased racial segregation in the cities—that people of color 
were moving in and whites were moving out—made an interracial strug
gle with white Americans very difficult to imagine.
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The material basis of the traditional call for black and white solidarity 
was evaporating. Instead, dramatic action was created by polyglot groups 
birthed by the increasingly multiethnic character of the American ghetto. 
Moreover, demographic changes shaped the nationalist pohtical orienta
tion of people of color in the cities. The organizations coalesced on the 
basis of race and ethnicity, reflecting the residual racial configuration and 
ideology of the old racial structures in America, but on the ground in 
their racial makeup and composition, they were a harbinger of things to 
come: The Young Lords reflected the diverse racial ahd ethnic makeup 
of the postmodern city, of which Los Angeles is the best example.

Despite its largely Puerto Rican memberslup and professed Puerto 
Rican nationahsm, the organization possessed a rare multiracial and multi
ethnic composition. Operating in the interstices of the late 1960s and 
early 1970s, the YLO attracted Chicanos and African Americans, as well 
as other Latinos. According to Iris Morales, former member of the YLP 
and producer of the documentary film on the Young Lords, jPalante, 
Siempre, Palante! “activists who had participated in the civil rights. Black 
hberation, and cultural nationalists movements joined.” Puerto Ricans 
were a majority of the members, but African Americans “made up about 
25 percent of the membership. Other Latinos—Cubans, Dominicans, 
Mexicans, Panamanians, and Colombians—also joined. One member 
was Japanese-Hawaiian.”^̂

Most importantly, non—Puerto Rican members were not merely pas
sive participants in the organization but were integral to its lifeblood. 
Denise OHver, an* African American, was the first woman elected to 
the Young Lords’ central committee. Pablo Yoruba Guzman, one of the 
founders of the New York group and member of the central committee, 
was of Afro-Cuban parentage, and Omar Lopez, the major strategist of 
the Chicago YLO, was Mexican American.

With a formal leadership in New York largely composed of Afro- 
Latinos, and with African Americans making up fuUy one-quarter of its 
membership, YLP members launched one of the first Latino political 
formations that identified with the Black Power movement, that saw 
itself as part of the African diaspora, and that was instrumental in theoriz
ing and identifying the structures of racism embedded in the culture, 
language, and history of Latin America and its institutions. Iris Morales, 
Fehpe Luciano, and Denise Oliver were among the members of the 
organization who initiated the work of analyzing racial identification and 
racial formation in Latin America and the specific historical circum
stances and comparatively different economic and political contours 
within which racism emerged in that continent.
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But material conditions alone do not a radical movement make. The 
conditions outlined above, combined with northern racism and pohce 
brutahty on the one hand and on the other the example set by organiza
tions such as the Black Panther Party, were instrumental in fuehng a 
radical movement. The riots functioned as a call to action for radical 
activists. After the riots, radicals understood that militant action alongside 
a radical analysis of the problems of American society could influence a 
wide spectrum of working people. The emergence of the Black Panther 
Party in 1966 was the most dramatic example of this development.

The Black Panther Party was compelling because it articulated in sim
ple and uncompromising language the totahty of pohtical and economic 
grievances with which African American northerners had been con
cerned since the start of the civil rights movement during World War II. 
Their platform read as follows: “We want the power to determine the 
destiny of our Black Community. . . . full employment for our people 
. . .  an end to-the robbery by the white man of our black community 
. . . decent housing, fit for shelter of human beings . . . education . . .  an 
inunediate end to poHce brutahty . . . clothing, justice, and peace. 
The BPP’s survival programs and their dramatic civilian patrol unit was 
a brihiant application of their politics because these addressed the causes 
of the riots in both economic and pohtical terms. What was different 
about the BPP was that it combined concrete community-based organiz
ing with an overarching critique of capitalism and a critique of the role 
of the state, a combination that had not previously been articulated deci
sively by any civil rights organization. Their critique of the state was 
critical because it tapped into a major trend within the movement 
wherein the state was a key focal point and target of protest. Sixties 
activists criticized and protested against government repression, against 
poor municipal services, against urban renewal, against the warfare state, 
against the state’s control of women’s bodies, against legal and state- 
sponsored forms of racial and ethnic oppression, and against the forms of 
punishment instituted by the state, as with the prisoner takeover of the 
Attica prison.̂ ’ This moment gave birth to a rights-consciousness move
ment, in which the state was challenged on its violations of the rights of 
individuals.

The BPP also proposed an alternative view of how society might be 
organized on the basis of more humane priorities. They called themselves 
socialists. The Black Panthers then, did three important things: They 

.engaged in'a kind of organizing that connected with the anger and con
ditions of African Americans and other minorities in urban centers; they
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articulated a theoretical analysis of the urban crisis; and they put forth an 
alternative vision of society. Because the BPP accomphshed these three 
things, the organization gave northern protests a deeper purpose and 
meaning at precisely the time when radicalization was becoming 
widespread.

In essence, the BPP estabhshed a model of organizing that captured 
the imagination of urban dwellers and that awakened many other radical 
movements, especially among groups with a history of racial oppression 
in this country. Today, however, the Black Panther Party is mahgned and 
not accorded its proper place in history and we know very litde about 
the movements that it inspired. These included not just the Young Lords 
but also the Revolutionary Union Movement, the Brown Berets, the 
Health Revolutionary Unity Movement, I WOR KUEN, the Young 
Patriots, the American Indian Movement, and many others.

Building on that momentum, in the late 1960s, the Ydung Lords cap
tured the pohtical imagination of a growing number of Puerto Ricans in 
New York and dramatized the problems of poor African American and 
Puerto Ricans. Beginning in 1969, the Young Lords in New York 
engaged in a fast-paced course of dramatic and media-sawy campaigns 
and established branches in the Bronx, East Harlem, Brooklyn, the 
Lower East Side, Hartford, Bridgeport, Newark, Camden, and 
Philadelphia.̂ ®

The first campaign was the Garbage Offensive, a campaign protesting 
irregular sanitation services in East Harlem and the absence of garbage 
cans on street comers in that neighborhood. They called attention to the 
problem by sweeping the streets and clearing empty lots and erecting 
traffic barriers at major intersections with the garbage they collected. 
Thus, they stopped traffic for blocks on end, attracted the attention of 
thousands of local residents, created a pubhc town-hall meeting effect, 
and in the process captured the attention of local officials. Their demon
strations were covered heavily by the media in the summer of 1969 and 
contributed to making sanitation a major issue in the ran-up to the may- 
oral election of November 1969. The group successfully exposed the city 
for not deeming Puerto Paeans and African Americans worthy of city 
services.®̂

A quieter and lesser-known campaign was their Lead Offensive. In 
the fall of 1969, the Young Lords launched a campaign to combat lead 
poisoning among children. In collaboration with medical residents, 
nurses, and hospital staff at Metropolitan Hospital in East Harlem, they

launched a door-to-door testing drive and used press conferences to pub
lish their results: 30 percent of the children they tested were lead positive. 
The Young Lords had launched their initiative after the nearly fatal case 
of Gregory Franklin, an African American boy who lived in a building 
with over one hundred housing violations. The mihtants held sit-ins at 
the Department of Health, leafleted in East Harlem, and used the media 
to expose government inaction. In 1974, the Journal of Public Health cred
ited the Young Lords and their activism with the passage of anti-lead- 
poisoning legislation in the city. This was the first campaign in what 
became the Young Lords’ crusade for medical rights for poor African 
American, Latino, and Asian city dwellers.

In December 1969, the Young Lords took over the First Spanish 
Methodist Church in East Harlem and turned it into a social service 
sanctuary for the poor. They used everything at their disposal to illustrate 
their cause. At a press conference, a Young Lord explained: “People who 
claim to be Christian have forgotten that it was Jesus who walked among 
the poor, the most oppressed, the prostitutes, and drug addicts of his 
time. That it was Jesus who said that it was easier for a camel to pass 
through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of 
G o d .” "‘

Then, in the summer of 1970, they did the unthinkable and occu
pied Lincoln Hospital, with the blessing of a radical flank of doctors. 
The Young Lords’ efforts advanced swiftly from discreet one-on-one 
conversations with patients and employees concerning hospital condi
tions to a dramatic twelve-hour occupation of the Nurses Residence, a 
building that formed part of the Lincoln complex and had in an earlier 
era housed the first nursing school for African American women in the 
United States and had been a stop in the underground railroad. The 
Young Lords were also continuing the work of the BPP and various 
other activists who, in the winter of 1969, spearheaded a battle over 
control of the community mental health clinic affiliated with Lincoln. 
The Young Lords’ occupation dramatized Lincoln’s deplorable condi
tions, and the crisis at Lincoln Hospital became a major item in the 
city’s political debates. The whirlwind of controversy was recorded in 
over one hundred mainstream and alternative news articles.As a result, 
government officials were forced to find ways to improve care in the 
pubhc ihospitals. The Young Lords were among the first activists to chal
lenge the advent of draconian reductions in social spending on pubhc 
hospitals and privatization pohcies in the pubhc sector. Their actions
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eventually led to the creation of one of the principle acupuncture drug 
treatment centers in the Western world at Lincoln.'*̂

At their best, the Young Lords demonstrated a wiUingness and keen 
ability to read the pulse of local communities, identify issues significant 
to them, and adapt their work and campaigns accordingly. They were 
also especially successful af building coahtions with health professionals 
in East Harlem and the Bronx. Their abihty to link local concerns with 
international causes was effective and allowed them to tap into the 
broader concerns of the period. Their creative tactics and brilliant use of 
the media was also critical to their success and popularity.

They were also courageous in taking the best ideas of the Black Power 
and women’s movements to expose and challenge gender inequality, 
homophobia, and color prejudice among Latinos. The group’s commit
ment to the struggle against racism and their insistence that poor African 
Americans and Latinos shared common political and economic interests 
was core to their work. Although Puerto Ricans as a group did not 
necessarily identify with African Americans, upon their arrival on the 
U.S. mainland many Puerto Ricans encountered many of the same racial 
barriers as did African American southerners migrating to northern cities 
in the postwar years. The convergence of Puerto Rican migration with 
the rise of the civil rights movements had a profound impact on the racial 
consciousness of the children of Puerto Rican migrants. For example, 
numerous members of the Young Lords considered joining or were 
members of African American protest groups prior to the Young Lords’ 
emergence. As suggested earher, the group played a crucial role in identi
fying and challenging the unconscious racism embedded in Latino cul
ture, language, and values.

The history of the Young Lords suggests that even though the story 
of the 1960s is told in black and white, by the mid-1960s, the movements 
and its members reflected the multiracial and multiethnic character of 
American cities. Most importantly, the history of the Young Lords chal
lenges mainstream assumptions about the civil rights and Black Power 
movements. When we think about the black or brown radicals of this 
period, we immediately think about the struggle for racial equality. 
However, the group’s campaigns demonstrate that while movements of 
the 1960s were impelled by issues of race, the objectives and the charac
ter of protest were integrally tied to issues of social and economic import. 
Increasingly, movement activists were concerned with finding solutions 
to problems as pedestrian as garbage collection, the removal of lead paint

from tenement walls, the crisis of health care and its deHvery, social wel
fare programs, and urban renewal, among other issues. Essentially, move
ment activists were concerned with issues pertaining to a social- 
democratic pohty.

Conclusion

By the 1960s, postwar deindustrialization, white flight, and residential 
tax-base erosion in the cities had produced unprecedented levels of racial 
segregation, permanent unemployment, and aU the attendant problems 
of urban decay: poor education, health, and housing; a disfigured physi
cal landscape; and explosive tensions between the community and the 
police. It was against this backdrop that the northern civil rights move
ment emerged. The Young Lords’ militant activism and the group’s 
insurgent pohtics were rooted in a deep social disenchantment at worsen
ing objective conditions, a disenchantment that only deepened when the 
hopes raised by the civil rights movement did not materiahze in the 
North.

For their part, the Young Lords repudiated the dominant liberal 
Puerto Rican organizations of the time on the basis that their strategy of 
addressing racial and economic inequality within estabhshed legal and 
governmental institutions was tantamount to negotiating the terms on 
which poverty would be brokered rather than attacking the problem at 
its root. They captured the political imagination of a growing number of 
Puerto Ricans in New York by articulating the experiences and griev
ances of second-generation Puerto Rican youths, who were reared in a 
racially and economically segregated urban setting that was radically dif
ferent from that of their island-born parents. In the late 1960s, the Young 
Lords became a magnet for disaffected urban youths. Spawned by post
war urban conditions, the Young Lords represented a new and bold 
development in the Puerto Rican community, which articulated the 
uniquely American identity of mainland-born Puerto Ricans and gave 
organizational expression and direction to their urban discontent.

In East Harlem, the fantastic growth of the Young Lords Party was a 
manifestation of the leftward ideological shift in the Puerto Rican com
munity and the growing dissatisfaction with mainstream solutions to that 
community’s mounting social problems. The leadership of this radical 
group satisfied the desire of many Puerto Pdcans for a radical critique of 
society, one that addressed the domestic and international issues affecting 
their lives—from the persistence of poverty in the United States and the
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rationale for American intervention in Vietnam to the increasingly popu
lar issue of Puerto Rican independence. Because of the success of the 
organization in appeahng to large numbers of people in East Harlem and 
the city at large, the rise of the Young Lords represents the most observ
able poHtical development within the Puerto Rican community follow
ing the riots of 1967. Through protests, grassroots organizing, and 
political education, the Young Lords consciously estabhshed an alterna
tive to what they perceived as the failure of the social service-oriented 
antipoverty strategy adopted by the Puerto Rican reformers since the 
1950s. The Young Lords enjoyed tremendous popularity in New York, 
in part because they tapped into these sentiments. They were also the 
first group to originate in the mainland United States whose main pur
pose was to achieve Puerto Rican independence and foster a sense of 
pride in being Puerto Rican through a poHtical understanding of Puerto 
Rico’s history of resistance against U.S. domination.''''

As we have witnessed recently in New Orleans, the urban disrepair 
against which organizations like the Young Lords and Black Panthers 
fought, and its raciahzed character, is still with us today. There is a lot 
that can be concluded about this age of great dreams during which ordi
nary people took the reins of history in their own hands. One of the 
most important contributions of radicals was that they helped alter the 
terms of the poHtical debate in America. The conservative ideas that 
have become dominant in the movement’s aftermath for almost four 
generations have upheld that government is not charged with the task of 
solving social problems, that the invisible hand of the market wiU redis
tribute wealth and address aU maimer of crises, and that success is deter
mined by individual virtue and poverty is the result of inherent character 
flaws.

In the 1960s however, radicals won the argument that poverty was 
brought about by circumstances beyond the control of the poor and that 
these circumstances had long historical roots and that they were tied to 
the organization of society. They won the argument that racial oppres
sion was a natural outgrowth of a society divided by class; that urban 
renewal in the form of gentrification and business-sponsored develop
ment would not solve the profound problems of urban deindustrializa
tion and disrepair; and fmaUy, they argued that imperiahst war was not 
acceptable in a democratic society. AU of these ideas merit reconsidera
tion in American society today.

8
“Brooklyn GoBege Belongs to Us”: Black 
Students and the TransfoimaUon of Public 
Higher Education in New York City
M A R T H A  B I O N D I

Black student activism exploded in the spring of 1969. These students 
foUowed in the footsteps of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee and were deeply influenced by its radical and Black Nation- 

aHst organizers, many of whom had left the South and were active on 
coUege campuses across the country. Coinciding with the grassroots 
community control of schools movement, African American coUege stu
dents in New York City aimed to redefine the relationship between 
educational institutions and urban black communities. In the spring of 
1969, students at every single division of the City University of New 
York rose up in protest. The two-week occupation of City CoUege in 
Harlem precipitated a poHtical crisis in the city and ushered in a major 
shift in pubHc poHcy; as a result, it received extensive local and national 
media attention, but strikingly, it has garnered little attention from histo
rians. SimUarly, the struggle at Brooklyn CoUege has been virtuaUy for
gotten, even though it was crucial in reshaping the admissions policy, the 
university’s relationship to communities of color, and the curriculum. As 
one observer has rightly noted, “The integration of CUNY has been the 
most significant civil rights victory in higher education in the history of 
the United States.”' Yet this story has been left out of most narratives of 
the black freedom struggle, an eUsion that is aU the more striking in light
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of the fact that much of the post—civil rights backlash has focused on 
ending affirmative action in college admissions.̂  This chapter examines 
the black student movement in New York City, focusing on Brooklyn 
and City colleges, in order to show the enormous impact that this gener
ation of student activists had on university policies, structures, and cul
tures. While not as iconic as the students in suits and ties at Greensboro 
lunch counters earlier in the decade, these students may have read Quota
tions from Chairman Mao Tse-tung and contemplated guerilla warfare, but 
they won reforms that transforrned public higher education and paved 
the way for the expansion of the black middle class in the New York 
City region. While emphasizing the students’ achievements, the chapter 
also examines opposition to the movement, shedding Hght on ideas and 
alhances that would grow much stronger as poUtical conservatism gained 
ascendancy in the United States.

Additionally, this story complicates the widely held view that the 
ascendancy of Black Nationahst pohtics in the late 1960s blocked multi
racial alliances, moved class issues off the activist radar, muted black 
women’s voices, and alienated and drove away white allies. Rather, this 
generation had a flexible and dynamic conception of so-called identity 
pohtics: They forged alhances with Latino and Asian American activists, 
occasionally coUaborated with radical white students, and kept socioeco
nomic issues front and center. Afiican American female students, more
over, fought for black studies and affirmative action as much as their male 
peers, notwithstanding the rise of a macho political rhetoric. One key 
change, of course, was that black students also wanted to organize aU- 
black formations, and be the leading force in shaping the tactics and goals 
of antiracist activism on campus. And this they achieved.

The students were not protesting racial segregation in coUege admis
sions but rather token desegregation, the terms of which had marginal
ized black and Puerto Rican students in the overwhelmingly white 
campus culture, labeled them culturally deprived, and expected them to 
be grateful. Students pushed back against these terms. Black and Puerto 
Rican students had long ago gained entry to tuition-free City, Brooklyn, 
Hunter, and other colleges under the prevaihng admissions standards. 
Affirmative action, meaning programs and policies aimed at admitting 
“minority” students who did not meet the prevailing entrance criteria, 
began with the Search for Education, Elevation, and Knowledge (SEEK) 
program in 1966. Reflecting the new clout of a growing bloc of black 
and Puerto Rican legislators in Albany, SEEK provided promising gradu
ates of city high schools a college education and the extra academic sup
port, counsehng, and remediation needed to succeed. It was by far the
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largest program of its kind in the country. These new admissions pohcies, 
culminating in 1970 with the launch of open admissions, were part of a 
social movement to redefine both the mission of public universities and 
the criteria to determine “merit.” Black students, in particular, posed the 
question: Should public colleges be expected to offer opportunity to a 
broad range of taxpaying New Yorkers, or should they be permitted to 
adopt the exclusionary practices of private institutions and rely on test 
scores to determine admission? Moreover, students demanded a new 
answer to an old but critical question of the civil rights era: How should 
the United States correct the consequences of segregation— în this case, 
the unequal educational system that it had produced? The prevaihng 
view had been that efforts should focus on improving primary and sec
ondary schools in order to better prepare students for college. But in 
the late 1960s, African American youths argued that it was the college’s 
responsibility to offer the appropriate remediation. They increasingly 
firamed access to higher education as a right of postwar U.S. citizenship. 
Fortunately for them, the broader urban turmoil across the United States 
played a role in encouraging college officials to reevaluate adrmssions 
policies. After several summers of very serious and deadly urban unrest, 
white administrators feared black militancy and the prospect of riots at 
their gates. According to one scholar, CUNY’s motive in authorizing 
open admissions was “to appease an explosive urban youth population.”  ̂

Black student activists at Brooklyn College launched their movement 
on a campus that, in the spring of 1968, was 96 percent white." The 
campus tumult of the late 1960s reveals the stunning lack of preparation 
for desegregation on American campuses. For its part, Brooklyn College 
had appointed a committee in 1964 “to look into the need to create 
educational opportunities for students on-the campus, or students who 
were not being admitted.” In the words of acting president George A. 
Peck, it “worked sporadically at first” and finally came up with a plan to 
admit two hundred black and Puerto Rican students in a special program 
in 1968.̂  The students did not demand open admissions for aU graduates 
of city high schools—a policy that the Board of Higher Education was 
in fact already preparing to launch in 1975—but rather, more specifically, 
they called for a sharp increase in the black and Puerto Rican student 
population.* Fo*r all the vaunted erudition and cosmopolitanism of the 
faculties at the City University of New York, Brooklyn College offered 
thirteen courses “with content related to American minority groups,” 
the president’s office reported in 1969, and aU of them had begun in 
1968! A big problem, the administration contended, was “finding faculty
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to teach them,”’ a statement that points to the slow pace of the produc
tion of African American PhDs in the United States fourteen years after 
Brown and twenty years after President Harry S. Truman had appointed 
a committee to study minority access to higher education.

Among the small number of black students at Brooklyn College, a 
few key leaders emerged, notably Leroy (Askia) Davis and Orlando Pile. 
Both young men were involved in off-campus organizing and their 
efforts at Brooklyn College should be seen as part of the overall black 
freedom struggle. Pile was the student representative on the Ocean Hill- 
BrownsviUe community school board and was also involvedin local wel
fare rights organizing. African American women were at the center of 
both these campaigns, a fact that balances the largely mascuHnist portrait 
of the Black Power era and illustrates a broader range of influences on a 
generation that venerated Malcolm X and Frantz Fanon. Askia Davis 
came up to New York from Geor^a at age fifteen. He saw The Battle of 
Algiers, read Black Skin, White Masks, and joined the Black Panther Party. 
But Malcolm X had the most decisive and far-reaching influence on his 
hfe trajectory. All his hfe he had eagerly awaited the day he could join 
the mihtary. “I always dreamed of going to the air force academy,” and 
becoming a pilot, he said— în order to drop bombs. “That was my goal.
I was a warrior.” He might have gone to Vietnam like his brother if he 
hadn’t encountered The Autobiography of Malcolm X. “Reading Malcolm 
X really changed me—really, Hke overnight.”®

In 1968 Davis and Pile began to reach out to the small number of 
black students— âpproaching them in the library, Davis recalled—and 
soon organized BLAC, the Black League of Afro-American Collegians. 
In conjunction with the Puerto Rican Alliance, BLAC became a major 
force on campus, especially as the protests dramatically increased black 
enrollments. BLAC would present eighteen demands to the administra
tion in the spring of 1969, but they also tried to change campus condi
tions through their own direct action. One tactic they used to overcome 
black students’ sense of isolation in the classroom, especially in the face 
of offensive or insensitive racial remarks, was to get groups of black stu
dents to register for the same course. In 1969, five or six black student 
activists plus several more non-political black students enrolled in an 
introductory literature course taught by Robert Fitzhugh. The first day, 
Askia Davis recalled, Fitzhugh walked in and saw “this sea of black faces. 
He was shocked.” Still, Davis remembered, “We were polite. We 
wanted to learn.” One day Orlando Pile asked Fitzhugh why there were 
no black writers on the syllabus and even presented the professor with a
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hst of important black writers. One imagines that James Baldwin and 
Richard Wright were probably on this hst. Fitzhugh retorted that these 
writers were “social activists, not major novelists.” A “personal confron
tation” ensued. Fitzhugh asked Pile why he didn’t leave the class if he 
didn’t like it, and Pile said, “Why don’t you?” “And then,” said Pile, 
still incredulous many years later, “the professor walked out!” BLAC 
leaders arranged with the dean for the black students to withdraw from 
the course, and the activists did, but the others chose to remain. A couple 
of weeks later, the remaining students changed their minds and told Pile 
that Fitzhugh was grading all their work poorly and had “disrespected 
them” when they brought it up. Number eleven on the hst of eighteen 
demands called for the dismissal “of aU White professors who have dem
onstrated racist tendencies,” specifically Robert Fitzhugh of the Enghsh 
department.*

The “18 Demands,” interestingly a much longer hst than the “Five 
Demands” at City CoUege, are wide ranging and reveal much about the 
students’ pohtical sensibihties and vision. The hst is striking for its bold
ness and scope. Yet at the same time, it is concrete and pragmatic, sug
gesting the students’ dual sense of themselves as radical yet efficacious. 
The first demand caUed for the admission to Brooklyn CoUege of ah 
black and Puerto Rican appUcants regardless of their scholastic record. 
The second demand caUed for “a free tutorial program” and “basic skills 
courses” to enable students “to fulfiU their scholastic potential.” While 
the first goal seems to reject ah entrance criteria, the second one iUustrates 
that the students sthl took academic success seriously. Even though stu
dents were chaUenging prevahing definitions of who was qualified to 
enter coUege, they were not rejecting academic culture or exceUence. 
On the contrary, they wanted to benefit from it.'° Most significantly, the 
demands show the students’ desire for Brooklyn CoUege to serve the 
educational needs of the population of Brooklyn, not only of those appU- 
cants whose test scores were the highest.

These coUege student activists also caUed for the establishment of 
Afro-American and Puerto Bican institutes to -be “controUed by Black 
and Puerto Rican students with the help of the Black and Puerto Rican 
faculty and the community.” The wording of this demand suggests both 
that the students had a nontraditional conception of ethnic studies and 
that they did not trust the coUege to set up the institutes and so claimed 
this role for students of color. At many campuses student activists had a 
“movement” conception of black studies—seeing it as a bridge between 
black students and black communities, in addition to its transformative
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intellectual potential. The thirteenth demand called for a special course 
that would give academic credit for field work in the community, 
reflecting this generation’s desire to make their college educations “rele
vant” to community needs, and their desire not to wall themselves off" 
in an ivory tower. Indeed, Brooklyn College set up an entirely new 
college—the School of Contemporary Studies—that incorporated many 
of these goals. Echoing a similar demand at City College, the fifteenth 
demand asserted that students majoring in education—future public 
school teachers—should be required to take courses in black and Puerto 
Rican studies. This reflected the students’ sense of obligation to use their 
position inside the college to affect the education of Brooklyn youth of 
all ages. The students also demanded the hiring of black and Puerto 
Rican professors in all units of the college, showing their desire not to 
let the creation of the new Afro-American and Puerto Rican institutes 
create an excuse for the other departments not to diversify.''

By early 1969,'student activists had engaged in extensive organizing 
on campus and had gained considerable support. The BLAC faculty advi
sor was Professor Craig Bell, but Orlando Pile felt that each of the small 
number of black professors on campus supported them, as did several 
white professors as well, “especially and very vocally” Bart Meyers, who 
later penned a useful history of the, struggle for the campus newspaper. 
In keeping with the nationalist ethos of the time, it was important to 
black and Puerto Rican students to lead and direct their own organiza
tions and movement. The largely white Students for a Democratic Soci
ety chapter on campus supported the citywide push for open enrollment, 
and they were engaged in a range of campus actions that spring. Pile said 
that their support was fine but “they could not be part of us.”'̂

In mid-April, frustrated that the faculty had not yet considered the 
eighteen demands, a group of black and Puerto Pdcan students came to 
a faculty meeting, took over the microphone, and commanded faculty 
not to leave. “Militant” students disrupting normal campus procedures 
and making “demands” to a “frightened” faculty became the archetypi
cal sequence of events at American campuses in 1969. “We want the 18 
demands presented now,” Askia Davis declared. “You will not shut your 
eyes any longer,” he told the faculty. “Brooklyn College belongs to us, 
not you.”'̂  The president subsequently participated in a forum of two 
thousand people, but the administration, according to the student radi
cals, took a “rigid stance.”'"' Davis felt the president was “dead set against 
African American studies and open admissions.”'̂  Students at City Col
lege encountered similar difficulties on these issues, especially admissions.
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and it would ultimately fall to the Board of Higher Education to enact a 
new admissions pohcy.

In March, April, and May student militancy increased, culminating in 
a mass demonstration in the president’s office at the end of April. One 
hundred and fifty students from BLAC and the Puerto Rican Alhance 
and forty white students “squeezed into” the president’s office in Boylan 
HaU, where a meeting among administrators and student representatives 
over black and Puerto Pdcan issues was in progress. They dramatically 
presented the eighteen demands but the president was actually out of the 
oflice. Some students reportedly engaged in minor vandalism and some
one spray painted the words “power” and “revolution” on walls inside 
and outside the building. The students stayed for a couple of hours and 
left when they heard that the police had been called. In the meantime, 
some radical white students took over other campus buildings, while 
black students blocked the entrance to Boylan HaU, and unknown per
sons set smaU fires on the campus.'* In early May, one hundred students 
led by SDS held a demonstration inside the dean’s office, and acts of 
arson and vandahsm continued, alongside daily and increasingly large 
raUies. On May 6, President Peck aUeged that a hundred students, mostly 
black and Puerto Rican, blocked firefighters from entering the adminis
tration building to douse a smaU fire, reportedly the fifth smaU blaze of 
the day.

In contrast to City College, where the administration engaged in 
negotiation with black and Puerto Rican student activists, including the 
“militants,” at Brooklyn the administration decided to turn to law 
enforcement to queU student protest. They sought an injunction barring 
students from “congregating in or near buddings, creating loud or exces
sive noise, or employing, inciting or encouraging force or violence.” 
Students fought the injunction with attorneys from the Emergency Civil 
Liberties Committee and the New York Civil Liberties Union, who 
argued that it was an unconstitutional restraint on freedom of speech and 
assembly. It should be noted that there were many white students who 
had been advocating and engaging in aggressive forms of protest—and 
this was weU known to campus authorities. Indeed, sortie Brooklyn Col
lege officials, like white administrators at many American coUeges, saw 
radical whites, especiaUy those in SDS, as more destructive than black 
student activists. Some even viewed white radicals as instigating black 
student revolt. Peck later testified to a Senate committee investigating 
campus riots. Montana senator Lee Metcalf asked him, “So you think 
that SDS in spite of the fact that they were not part of this black revolt.
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spurred it on and encouraged it, and, using your phrase, masterminded 
it?” To which Peck replied, “All they could.” He added that he did not 
think SDS had the same emotional commitment to “the cause of blacks” 
but used it to advance general social destruction. Interestingly, though, 
this worldview did not prevent Peck from targeting black and Puerto 
Rican students— b̂ut no white students—for arrest that spring.'’̂

Shortly before dawn on May 12, 1969, police officers across the city 
raided the homes of seventeen African American and Puerto Rican 
Brooklyn College students, including Orlando Pile and Askia Davis. 
They arrested the students and even arrested Pile’s mother, Blanche 
Pile, for interference. Another two students were also indicted. As col
lege students with no criminal records and strong family and commu
nity ties, the $15,000 bail was widely seen as excessive. The students 
spent four days at Rikers Island. They were each charged with eighteen 
felonies and five misdemeanors, including inciting riot and arson, 
which together carried a sentence of 228 years. The allegations had 
come from an undercover police informant who had infiltrated BLAC 
and befriended the students. “He looked the part,” Askia Davis noted, 
with his big afro, dark skin, and beard. “He had the rhetoric, but he 
was really a cop.” In Pile’s view, the allegations by the police informant 
were a form of retaliation: They represented the administration’s- 
attempt to thwart the black student movement and block their demands 
to change Brooklyn College. The next day the prosecutor claimed to 
have found in various homes “a revolver, a sharp-edged spear, and 
clubs” as well as batteries and gasolin’e, which he termed “material used 
to manufacture firebombs.”’®

The eighteen-year-old Davis had been a member of the Black Panther 
Party and had actually been named on the original warrant for the New 
York “Panther 21” but was in CaHfomia when the police made those 
arrests. “I was meant to be the Panther 22,” he said, which Hkely explains 
the overwhelming force they used to arrest him that morning in May. 
He remembered his thoughts when he heard a knock on the door early 
that morning. “A young lady hved next door. I was basically trying to 
seduce her. She used to knock at my door; we used to tease and flirt, but 
nothing ever happened. So I get this knock at five o’clock in the morn
ing and I said, ‘Wow, she finally gave in.’ ” Nine poHce officers came to 
make the arrest. Three came through the door. “They threw me to the 
floor, put a gun to my head, and cocked the trigger.” When the officer 
finally pulled the gun back and looked at the very youthful-looking 
Davis, he said, “God, you’re nothing but a kid.” They searched the
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house and found nothing unlawful. Pikers was a “rough experience” 
although it made him feel he could endure hardship and prevail. He 
beheved that authorities were trying to punish and intimidate them for 
their activism.’®

The media made much of the radical literature the police reportedly 
found in the students’ homes and used this to promote an image of them 
as violent, subversive radicals, undeserving of support or sympathy. The 
New York Post highhghted that the students were in possession of “The 
Writings of Che Guevara,” “Quotations from Mao Tse-tung,” and a 
“typewritten document entitled ‘Blueprint for Campus Revolt,’ ” which 
the district attorney said referred to the “strategy at San Francisco State 
College.” ®̂ New York Daily News readen were given an over-the-top 
account that sought to stoke fears of Communism: “Brooklyn District 
Attorney Eugene Gold revealed that 122 detectives making pre-dawn 
arrests in four boroughs found inflammatory writings of Chinese and 
Cuban Communists.” ’̂ This media frame exacerbated the already-pow- 
erful stigma of criminal prosecution in the eyes of the pubhc. But in the 
eyes of the students, the arrests backfired and increased campus support 
for BLAC’s agenda.

Moreover, the arrests sparked an outpouring of support among black 
New Yorkers. “The black community really got together” to support us, 
Davis said. Attorneys George Wade and Ray Wflliams argued before 
Brooklyn Supreme Court judge Dominic Rinaldi that the bail was puni
tive. Williams also pointed to the racial bias in the arrests, noting that 
“there were S.D.S. students involved but they were not brought in 
because they are white.” Outraged at the assertion, the judge warned 
him against “using the courtroom as a vehicle for racist statements.” 
But the Appellate Division ordered the bail reduced to $6,500. U.S. 
representative Shirley Chisholm, herself a Brooklyn College alum, raised 
the bail money. She convinced Dr. Thomas W. Matthew, the president 
of NEGRO, the National Economic Growth and Reconstruction Orga
nization, to put up his share of Interfaith Hospital, a drug treatment chnic 
in Queens, as collateral. And she got the Reverend Wilham A. Jones of 
Bethany Baptist to put up his church.̂  ̂As it turns out, the case never 
went anywhere—the state never produced any evidence, and after about 
a year of delays and negotiation, the attorneys and judge reached a deal 
in which the students accepted a short probationary period, and the 
charges were dismissed and the students’ records ultimately expunged. 
The Kingsman editorialized that the probationary period “seems suspi
ciously like a move to repress dissent on campus, since the 19 are not 
guilty enough to be prosecuted.



After the arrests and subsequent stationing of one hundred New York 
City police officers on campus, a large group of students and faculty went 
on strike. Their demands were; Drop the charges against “the BC 19,” 
implement the eighteen demands, and get the police off campus. Askia 
Davis said he didn’t reahze how much support the black and Puerto 
Rican students had from the majority white campus until this point. The 
Kingsman editorialized in favor of the strike: “The 20 arrests on Tuesday 
morning were conducted in a manner that heaped disgrace on the Amer
ican legal system and added to many students’ hatred and distrust of the 
New York City Police.” It demanded that the administration remove 
police from campus, reporting that an officer had arrested a student for 
spitting, which led to a bloody clash.̂ '* The relentless pressure finally 
induced the college to make concessions, and President Peck and the 
faculty went on record urging the Board of Higher Education, the gov
erning body of CUNY colleges, to enact a new open-admissions policy. 
They passed a resolution urging the Board of Higher Education “to offer 
a college education to every high school graduate in the cify, particularly 
needy Negroes and Puerto Ricans.Clearly, the students’ efforts to 
bring the black liberation movement to Brooklyn College had an effect; 
it had a similar effect across the river in Manhattan, but without the 
criminal prosecutions.

Student activists at the City College of New York (CCNY) had also 
engaged in a long series of escalating tactics before two hundred of them 
took over the buildings of south campus on April 22, 1969, and renamed 
it the “University of Harlem.” As at most colleges, the assassination of 
Martin Luther King Jr. had precipitated a transformation in black student 
consciousness and sparked a new determination, even a sense of Obliga
tion, to step up the pace of change. “The movement really began in 
1968,” south campus occupier Sekou Sundiata recalled.̂ * The struggle 
at City was led by the Black and Puerto Rican Student Community 
(BPRSC)— â name that richly signifies the pohtics of the era by empha
sizing the collective over the individual and asserting a black/brown part
nership in a Black Nationalist era that was moving toward third 
worldism. The left-wing W. E. B. Du Bois Club also contributed to the 
formulation of the “five demands,” having presented President Buell 
Gallagher with a petition of 1,600 signatures to “End Racism at CCNY” 
in November 1968. This evidently motivated students of color to launch 
their own effort. “We were indignant,” Sundiata said, “that the Du Bois 
Society was circulating those kinds of demands which really articulated 
our interests, and that we had not moved on them ourselves.
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City College, located in the heart of Harlem, was only 4 percent black 
and 5 percent Puerto Rican.̂ * As a professor put it, “There City College 
sits, smack dab in the middle of the largest Black community in the 
country, and only 9 percent of its day time students are Black or Puerto 
Pdcan. And 5 percent of that 9 percent came through the SEEK pro
gram.” ®̂ As at Brooklyn College, City’s faculty and students were pre- 
dominandy Jewish, a composition that reflected, in part, the legacy of 
anti-Semitic admissions and hiring practices at private universities. The 
students rehed on research by CUNY economics professor Alfred Con
rad to ascertain the racial composition of area high schools and, as a 
result, they called for a student body that was 43 percent black. This 
constituted an enormous jump and suggests that students had embraced 
a radical new conception of a public university’s responsibility to its com
munity. As the students put it, “We are committed to make this college 
more relevant to the community.” '̂’ While this may have seemed radical 
in 1969, in many ways it was an approach steeped in the history of City 
College, which had been founded as a free college to serve the children 
of the poor and from 1900-1925 had required only a high school 
diploma for entrance. A minimum grade average was then introduced 
but open admissions returned for World War II veterans.̂ ’

The second most controversial BPRSC demand was for a school for 
black and Puerto Rican studies. According to the students, the curricu
lum at City College offered “virtually nothing” on Africa or African 
Americans. In the words of Toni Cade, author of the groundbreaking 
feminist text The Black Woman: An Anthology, and a highly regarded men
tor to the protesting students, the English department clung to “the 
deeply entrenched notion that Anglo-Saxon literature is The Litera
ture.”^̂ The leadership of SEEK professor Toni Cade is worth elaborat
ing on, especially since activism from the late 1960s, including the black 
student/black studies movement, has been framed—ind not inaccu
rately—as a quest to restore black manhood.̂ * Still, black women played 
critical roles in these movements. Cade penned an open letter to students 
encouraging them to seize control of fheir educational destinies. Steeped 
in the vernacular of the era, it offered both guidance and soHdarity and 
conveyed the humanism propelling radical activism. It bears quoting at 
length. “Dear Bloods,” she wrote: “There are two traditions within our 
culture that are worth looking at, for they tell us a great deal about our 
responses. One, we have been conditioned to turn off, short out, be 
cool; two, we have often been pushed to make something from nothing. 
The first response is a negative one. We did it, or do it, to survive
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surely— b̂ut at great cost to ourselves. We’ve learned how to bottle up 
anger, put our minds in ajar, wear a mask. The second is a creative urge. 
It too comes out of the need to survive. . . . Out of which bag do you 
dip?” she asked. “Something out of nothing is so much better than blow
ing a fuse,” she advised. “On the assumption that all of you mumblers, 
gramblers, malcontents, workers, designers, etc. are serious about what 
you’ve been saying (‘A real education—blah, blah, blah’), the Afro- 
American-Hispanic Studies Center is/was set up. Until it is fully operat
ing, the responsibility of getting that education rests with you in large part. Jump
ing up and down, foaming at the mouth, ratthng coffee-cups and other 
weaponry don’t get it. If you are serious, set up a counter course in the 
Experimental College. If you are serious, contact each other.” And she 
closed, “Serious, Miss Cade.” ‘̂'

Cade was not only a key supporter of the students, but she formulated 
and pubhcized a model for a black and Hispanic studies center at City 
College. “At least 90 percent of the several hundred rebellions that have 
taken place on the American college campuses and in the American high 
schools in the last six years,” she wrote in a campus newspaper, “were 
propelled by and revealed a gross dissatisfaction with the curriculum (its 
premises, its omissions, its presentations, its designers).” Contestations 
over knowledge and learning had moved to the forefront of black activ
ism. This essay was composed before the takeover of south campus, but 
Cade saw it coming. “We can safely assume that an explosion is immi
nent,” she declared. “The students have already indicated that they are 
weary of being Bed to, tired of playing games, damned if they’ll be indoc
trinated, programmed, ripped off any longer.” Cade proposed that the 
center be “a course-offering agency, a research agency, a buttress, a skills 
bank, [and] a conference center.” Doubtless her most controversial idea 
was for the center to be “controlled by Black and Latin students and 
faculty who wiU have the power to hire using their own standards, and 
to design courses considering their own needs.” Toni Cade appended a 
list of courses that the center might offer, including “American Justice 
and the Afro-American,” “Negritude,” “Revolution,” and “Trends in 
Western Thought.” Her eventual goal, which in light of the demograph
ics of City College was very radical, was that “the Center would lead 
ultimately to a Black University.

In February 1969, the college had hired Barbara Christian, the hterary 
scholar who would produce pioneering scholarship on black women 
writers during her long career at Berkeley, and Wilfred Cartey, a Trinida- 
dian-bom literary scholar, to design a black studies program. Both were
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also affihated with Columbia University at the time. According to Chris
tian, the call for such a school was “a very controversial demand.” Ini
tially, she wrote, “the students were primarily concerned with their own 
culture—black, African, Afro-American, West Indian, Puerto Rican cul
ture.” But, she said, the involvement of Asian American students in the 
struggle at City College encouraged them to broaden their vision. “The 
students then took a look at how many courses were offered on Latin 
America, how many courses on Asia. And there were very few.” This 
desire to address the needs of all “minority” groups on campus induced 
Christian and Cartey to propose a school of urban and third-world stud
ies, but the faculty senate rejected their proposal late that spring.̂ '’ As we 
shall see, the college administration resisted the proposals designed by 
black professors and moved instead to implement a very different vision.

Paradoxically, as the students were strugghng to radically expand the- 
size of CUNY colleges, the already-existing SEEK program was slated 
for drastic cuts, a development that foreshadowed worrisome things to 
come. In his February 1969 budget proposal. Governor Nelson A. 
Rockefeller slashed SEEK funding. This sparked a mass spring mobiliza
tion on New York campuses, which all sent busloads of students to 
Albany to save SEEK—CCNY alone sent thirty-five buses. StiU, despite 
their staunch support for SEEK, the Black and Puerto Rican Student 
Community rejected patemahst aspects o f  its structure—such as rules 
prohibiting their election to student government. But most bothersome 
was that SEEK counselors were mostly white and were required to be 
chnical psychologists. The students felt that this stigmatized SEEK stu
dents as “psychologically flawed.” The only counselor of color was Betty 
Rawls, who became a strong ally and mentor to the student activists 
and participated in the spring negotiations with administrators. Thus, the 
BPRSC demanded “a voice for SEEK students in setting guidehnes for 
the SEEK Program, including the hiring and firing of all personnel.” 
Like their counterparts in Brooklyn, the students occupying south cam
pus also demanded that courses in Spanish language and black and Puerto 
Bdcan history be required for all education majors.̂ ^

The response to the five demands revealed a wide gap in perception 
between black and white New York communities. On the one hand, the 
students received an outpouring of support from black and Puerto Rican 
New Yorkers, who provided south campus with food, solidarity, and 
protection. They viewed the sit-in as part of the civil rights movement’s 
quest for equal opportunity and inclusion. But the students also faced 
substantial criticism and, they felt, misunderstanding. They were accused
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of lowering standards in both admissions and curricular offerings, of sup
porting racial exclusion, and of generally pushing an agenda that was 
more political than academic. Inresponse, they issued press releases offer
ing careful elaboration of their positions. They explained that yes, white 
students could take courses in the school for black and Puerto Rican 
studies; it was not a “racial” project, but one meant to teach and rdsearch 
the>history and culture of “80% of the world’s population.” Moreover, 
“the school is not a vehicle for pohtical indoctrination.” It “will not 
have a watered down degree,” they emphasized. Students had to meet 
aU the regular requirements to graduate. And the admissions demand—to 
offer graduates of area high schools a proportionate place at City—“will 
not lower the standards of the college. Students would be given support
ive services on the model of SEEK arid would not be allowed to move 
•on through the college unless they fulfill the standards for graduation at 
C C N Y .”38

Students also sought guidance and solidarity from faculty, who orga
nized two support groups: the Black and Puerto Rican Faculty Group 
and the integrated but predominately white Faculty for Action.̂ ® The 
students worked with both groups. As white SEEK professor Fran Get- 
eles remembered, the student activists were savvy organizers who under
stood that both groups had something to offer. Some scholars of the civil 
rights movement, and especially of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee, have lamented that the rise of Black Power pohtics led to 
an emphasis on slogans and speeches at the expense of grassroots organiz
ing.But Geteles’s memory complicates this interpretation. She felt that 
“the students were very smart poHticaUy. They adopted Black Nationalist 
thought and rhetoric but didn’t behave in an exclusionary way. They 
were shrewd organizers.” A Brooklyn College professor had a similar 
recollection. Carlos Russell, an Afro-Panamanian educator and activist 
who directed SEEK before becoming dean of the School of Contempo
rary Studies at Brooklyn College, described black student activists there 
as committed and ideahstic. To illustrate, he related how one cold winter 
day, a student gave his shoes away to a homeless man: “They were like 
SNCC,” he said, referring not to the group’s northern image but to its 
reputation for identification with ordinary folks in the South."*'

In response to the seizure of south campus, CCNY president Buell 
G. Gallagher closed the college. This created an opportunity to negotiate 
an end to the crisis, and for two weeks negotiators from aU sides worked 
eight to fourteen hours a day to reach a setdement. But GaUagher’s deci
sion also galvanized the opposition. It’s important to appreciate that City
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CoUege alumni held influential positions in city government, media, and 
the courts, and many clamored for a police response. Mayor John Lind
say’s pohcy was to bring in poUce only if requested to do so by the 
coUege president, and GaUagher did not want a pohce raid. At a key 
faculty meeting, WUfred Cartey stirred his coUeagues with moving argu
ments against caUing the police to open south campus, advocating instead 
“conciliation with black students.” Also influencing administrators was 
CCNY’s location in Harlem, an African American neighborhood whose 
community leaders had aligned themselves with the students. Askia Davis 
thinks this was the main reason arrests were not made at City but were 
made at Brooklyn CoUege, which is located in an area that was affluent 
and white."*̂

GaUagher’s early pubhc statements reinforced two common—though 
contradictory— v̂iews of black student activists of this era: first, that they 
embodied/portended violence, and second, that they were more prag
matic and serious about reforming higher education than white student 
radicals, who were typicaUy portrayed as either more frivolous or more 
destructive. The occupation of south campus at City CoUege occurred 
shortly after a photo had circulated around the world of black students at 
ComeU exiting a building heavily armed after the administration had 
agreed to several of their demands. In the eyes of some, CorneU became 
Munich—and denunciations of liberal “capitulation” to threats of armed 
violence proliferated. GaUagher took to the airwaves in New York City, 
declaring over WCBS radio, “Both incidents [CCNY and CorneU] Ulus- 
trate graphicaUy the failure of student extremists to understand what a 
university stands for.” At this juncture, GaUagher revealed his distance 
from black students and a lack of understanding of their particular 
motives: “The student militants’ rejection of personal accountability, 
regardless of whether their background is privileged or ghetto, stands at 
the heart of the campus revolution across the country. Tyranny, whether 
exercised by the majority, or a minority, is stiU tyranny.” He also echoed 
a widely held view among coUege officials that student radicaUsm would 
strengthen conservatism. “With each forcible takeover, each ransacking 
of administration files, each disruption of classes for the majority of stu
dents, the hands of the ultraconservatives in the legislature are strength- 
ened.”"*̂ Yet, at the same time, as GaUagher began negotiations with the 
students, he came to respect their sincerity and the seriousness of their 
mission. A week later he was asked to defend his decision not to caU the 
pohce when he had caUed them several months earlier to queU a largely 
white antiwar protest. “The circumstances are not the same,” he
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explained. “They were causing extensive damage . . . smoking pot and 
fornicating in public,” but the black and Puerto Rican students occupy
ing south campus “are behaving in an orderly manner.” And as he got 
to know black and Puerto Rican student activists that spring, this view 
soUdified.'”

The upcoming fall election turned the CCNY sit-in into a citywide 
pohtical controversy and foreshadowed the way that racial backlash poh- 
tics would dramatically shape electoral discourse in the ensuing decades. 
State senator John J. Marchi, who was opposing the hberal Lindsay for 
the Republican nomination, attacked the mayor “for not taking swift 
pohce action” at City and other CUNY campuses.Actually, there was 
at least one police officer on south campus—an undercover agent, whom 
the students had discovered, interrogated, and released."'*’ Another pohti
cal aspirant took the matter to court. City Comptroller Mario Procac- 
cino, who was seeking the Democratic nomination for mayor, obtained 
a Supreme Court injunction directing the college to open on May 5. 
This was precisely when students and administrators all beheved they 
were making substantial progress in the negotiations. Police opened the 
campus and occupied it for rest of term as a wave of fires, vandalism, 
and violent attacks on black students followed. Gallagher, president for 
seventeen years, resigned on May 10."''̂  He said- that “poUtically moti
vated outside forces” had made it “impossible to carry on the process of 
reason and persuasion. ”"'® Indeed, that same day a New York Daily News 
editorial called for the House Internal Security Committee to probe 
charges that “Red Cuba and Red China are helping to finance some of 
the worst campus troublemakers.” It called for a “Hayakawa for City 
College,” referring to the authoritarian president of San Francisco State 
CoUege, who was willingly doing the bidding of conservative Cahfornia 
politicians, most notably Governor Ronald Reagan. Their wish seemed 
to come true with the selection of Joseph Copeland as acting president, 
whose commencement address equated the occupiers of south campus 
with the Ku Klux Klan, sparking a walkout by graduating black and 
Puerto Rican students.

The Jewish Defense League (JDL), a right-wing vigilante organization 
led by Rabbi Meir Kahane, had also gone to court to open the college, 
but Procaccino had gotten there first. Formed in 1968 to combat alleged 
anti-Semitism by black New Yorkers, the JDL quickly became notorious 
for fanning the flames of black-Jewish division in the city. In 1969, 
Rabbi Maurice N. Eisendrath, president of the Union of American 
Hebrew Congregations, voiced the perspective of mainstream Jewry
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when he condemned the group; “The so-called Jewish Defense League 
violates every ethic and tradition of Judaism and every concept of civil 
hberties and democratic processes in American Hfe.”®° The JDL’s activi
ties at Brooklyn College betrayed the strong-arm tactics of the organiza
tion and its lack of support among the college’s large Jewish population. 
By 1971, black and Puerto Rican students had a greater visibility and 
presence at Brooklyn College and had begun to win seats in student 
government. Askia Davis believes this growing political clout inspired an 
attack by the JDL. One day that year, Kahane “brought in a huge group” 
to campus. Coincidentally, a few hundred black and Puerto Rican stu
dents were meeting at the student center that day, and the two groups 
converged. “It was really bad,” Davis recalled. Several people went to 
the hospital. Yet Davis remembers this clash as an important turning 
point. “Every year we were subject to some kind of attack at Brooklyn 
College.” But this time, “they attacked us and got beaten. . . . They took 
a heavy blow that day.” He stressed that the students were defending 
themselves: “We had no interest in fighting Kahane or anybody else. We 
were just kids. He brought grown men out on the campus and they came 
out with all kinds of objects: bats, and other things.” Moreover, Davis 
recalled, the skirmish with the JDL did not reflect black-Jewish relations 
on campus: “We had more support among the Jewish students than he 
did,” he said. In fact, college authorities obtained an injunction barring 
the JDL from campus, and Kahane later consented to “refrain from dis
ruptive activities at Brooklyn College.” Looking back, Davis said, “Just 
that we ended up feeling safe was a big, big accomplishment.” '̂

The student uprisings across the city in the spring of 1969 induced 
the Board of Higher Education to accelerate and broaden an open- 
admissions plan slated to begin in 1975. The original plan was to assign 
most high school graduates to community colleges, rather than four-year, 
or senior, colleges but student protest won a much larger number of slots 
at the senior colleges, and moved up its launch to 1970. Of course, the 
students had not led the call for open admissions. TUlen BaUard, a black 
CCNY professor, director of SEEK, and scholar of black education, 
argued that “by moving from a quota arrangement specifically designed 
to serve the needs of Black and Puerto Rican students to a position of 
open admissions, the board both diverted the thrust of the Black and 
Puerto Rican demands and gained a white middle class constituency for 
the program.” Ballard, it should be noted, was the first black director of 
SEEK, and he implemented the BPRSC demand to permit the hiring of
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social workers, rather than solely clinical psychologists, as SEEK counsel
ors. StiU, the impact of open admissions on black and Puerto Pdcan edu
cational opportunity was nonetheless substantial. “I don’t know, as of 
this writing,” Ballard wrote in 1973, “whether open admissions will be 
a success or not. However, it has opened vistas for Black and Puerto 
Pdcan high school youths previously condemned to a hfe of poverty 
because their averages and SAT scores did meet the requirements of the 
City University of New York.”^̂ The impact of open admissions was 
dramatic: 35,000 freshmen entered CUNY campuses in 1970, a 75 per
cent increase from 1969. One-quarter of these entering students were 
black or Latino. After open admissions, 75 percent of New York City 
high school graduates attended college, a rate well ahead of the national 
average. According to the historian Conrad Dyer, two-thirds of these 
students would have been ineligible to attend college, even community 
college, under the old admissions standards. In 1975, five times as many 
black and Puerto Rican students were enrolled in the senior colleges as 
in 1969.“

The demand for curricular change, however, produced a much more 
equivocal outcome. Over the summer, the Board of Higher Education 
had rejected the demand to establish a separate school of third-world 
studies but authorized CUNY colleges to set up urban and ethnic studies 
departments. Without consulting the BPRSC or black and Puerto Rican 
professors, including the two—Christian and Cartey—City had hired to 
design such a program, acting CCNY president Joseph Copeland 
announced the creation of the new Department of Urban and Ethnic 
Studies and appointed Osborne E. Scott, a former army chaplain and 
current vice president of the American Leprosy Missions, as chair.®'* Wil
fred Cartey called the two-course department “an insult hot only to the 
black and Puerto Rican community, but to City College itself” This 
move by a college president to simultaneously grant a black studies pro
gram and then turn around and contain or undermine it was not unique 
to City College. Most colleges around the country failed to finance or 
build the kinds of innovative, large, and comprehensive African Ameri
can studies units that black student activists and their faculty aUies had 
envisioned. At City, this development was transparent, as Copeland had 
been hired as a revanchist president. His quest to put black folks in their 
place found blunt expression when he pubhcly called Professor Cartey 
“shiftless.” Calling it an “insidious and malicious” remark, Cartey raised 
the prospect of a lawsuit and declared: “I’m not seeking an apology. I’m 
seeking redress for a group.” For his part, Copeland did not deny using
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the word, saying, “I’ve never associated that word in my understanding 
with any racial group.” But this supposed naivete is contradicted by his 
evident awareness of the imphcation of the word in the offending quote. 
“He’s too goddamn shiftless-—and you can use that word in your story 
there—shiftless,” he had said to a campus reporter.®®

The tendency by many to credit—or blame—the City College protest 
with the onset of open admissions has, along with the legacy of the 
criminal prosecution, worked to suppress an acknowledgment Of the sig
nificance of the struggle at Brooklyn College. But the students there 
achieved a great deal. “We were responsible for changing the cHmate of 
the campus,” says Orlando Pile, now a physician.®® After open admis
sions, the number of black and Puerto Rican students rose significantly, 
but as Davis underscored, “it wasn’t just blacks and Latinos who bene
fited from open admissions—a lot of working-class whites had been shut 
out too.” Other reforms included the estabhshment of an Afro-American 
Studies Institute and a Puerto Rican Studies Institute, which both 
became departments a year later, significant changes in required courses, 
and more counselors.®̂  An important, though controversial, legacy of the 
protest was the creation in 1972 of the School of Contemporary Studies 
as a division of the college, whose mission was to be “present oriented, 
concerned primarily with the social problems that are engaging our con
temporary world.” Until its demise in 1976, the school was located in 
downtown Brooklyn and offered a unique field studies requirement 
where students did internships in legal services agencies, health service 
organizations, and penal institutions. As its dean, Carlos RusseU, recalled, 
the program “brought the streets and classrooms together.” An evaluat
ing committee later reported that “some students appear to have been 
profoundly affected by their experience in field study.” Nevertheless, the 
m a i n  Campus faculty tended to regard the school’s curriculum, faculty, 
and students as beneath the standards of Brooklyn College, and rifts 
developed internally between Russell and his faculty.®®

These changes on New York campuses were part of a national trend, 
as many colleges and universities began to increase black enrollment and 
implement other reforms in the face of concerted black student protest. 
Having long ignored or postponed social change, universities suddenly 
had to act fast in the face of student revolt. Yet many commentators then 
and since have blamed student activists for “coercing” change or usher
ing in black studies programs of questionable quahtyl even though of 
course it was administrators who estabHshed the programs. But others 
saw inevitability to the confrontations. In May 1969 George Paster, the
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dean of students at City College, resigned in protest over what he viewed 
as the impermeability to change of academic institutions. “People who 
want to change such institutions,” he said, “have to grab them by the 
scruff of the neck and yeU: "̂ please listen to me’ if they are ever to be 
heard. I honesdy don’t know anyway you can break through the rigidity 
of the institution other than the way the blacks and Puerto Ricans have 
done it.” He felt that students used force “to be heard[,] not really to 
destroy.” Moreover, in a point echoed by administrators at other cam
puses, Paster said that “once they had been heard, we sat down to some 
of the best and most productive discussions ever in the college—they 
have taught us so much.”®®

StiU, open admissions always retained critics who argued that high 
admissions standards were more important than broad access to public 
higher education. “Only at CUNY,” a SEEK professor wryly observed, 
“were those standards viewed as fixed, immutable and exempt from 
social and poHtical realities. Albert H. Bowker, the former chancellor 
of the City University of New York, thought racial resentment drove 
the attacks on open admissions. “There’s been a lot of white flight from 
City College,” he observed. “And most of the people who write about 
this are City College graduates who are mad.”®* In a fateful conjuncture, 
open admissions coincided with the New York City budget crisis of the 
1970s, and the ensuing drop in funding seemed to make the discourse of 
failure shrouding open admissions a self-fulfiUing prophecy. The severe 
budget cuts chmaxed in the “retrenchment of 1976” when the state of 
New York took over the City University of New York, laid off many 
faculty, and imposed tuition for the first time.®̂  The caseload of SEEK 
counselor Fran Geteles doubled from fifty to one hundred students. 
“Class sizes also grew sharply,” she said, “which made it much harder to 
help students than before. Remedial classes had been no more than 
twenty; now some had forty students.”®®

A New York Times review of a 1984 play called Open Admissions 
reflected the skeptical view of open admissions, saying that it “shuffles 
its poor students through four years of overcrowded and under-taught 
classes—then pushes them out the door with a worthless diploma.”®"* 
StiU, those “worthless” diplomas brought thousands of black and Puerto 
Rican students to the middle class. But the attacks took their toU. By 
1990, some of the creators and proponents of open admissions were 
lamenting that the coUege had made such a radical change with too little 
resources and planning. Allen Ballard thought CUNY should have

implemented “a weU articulated, graduaUy phased in, weU funded opera
tion aimed at a savable number of Black and Puerto Pican students in 
the high schools.” Professor LesHe Berger felt similarly: “It was almost 
criminal to let them come in and let them fail because of the lack of 
service. We knew what we needed. It was no mystery.”®® In 1998, 
Republican Mayor Rudolph Giuliani declared that “open enroUment is 
a failure” and the CUNY Board of Trustees replaced it with standardized 
tests for admissions and ehminated aU remedial courses from the senior 
coUeges. As a City CoUege student wrote, “the avenue for education for 
many NY high school students has been closed.”®®

This discourse of failure obscures the fact that a generation of lawyers, 
civU servants, teachers, artists, and social workers in New York City got 
their start through open admissions, notwithstanding its severe under- 
funding and other flaws. CUNY coUeges today are both more competi
tive and more expensive, reflecting and reinforcing the widening 
socioeconomic divisions in the United States. Black and Puerto Rican 
coUege students in the late 1960s rejected market-driven approaches to 
higher education. They insisted upon the right of working-class African 
Americans and Puerto Ricans to receive the benefits of public higher 
education in New York City. Their tax doUars, after aU, were paying for 
it. As Barbara Christian put it in 1969, a “much over-looked factor is 
that City CoUege is supported by taxes. And Black and Puerto Rican 
people pay taxes just Uke everybody else. Yet they are not in any way 
represented in the ethnic make-up of the CoUege.”®*' Inspiring this gen
eration was the conviction that seniors at poorly funded and poorly per
forming public high schools should not be punished for society’s faUure 
to provide high-quahty secondary education for aU but rather should be 
rewarded for their determination and desire to gain a coUege education. 
These student activists understood that coUege was critical to class mobil
ity, especiaUy since workers of color in New York City had been the first 
and hardest hit by deindustriahzation and automation.®® It’s important to 
appreciate that the struggle for affirmative action, open admissions, and 
black and third-world studies was centered at public universities as much 
as, if not more than, at private ones. This is a story not of eUtes but of 
the chUdren of migrants and immigrants. Like their counterparts in the 
South, they were tired of waiting for someone to enforce Supreme Court 
rulings; they understood that to achieve more far-reaching social change, 
they had to put their bodies on the Une—and so they did.
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Giuliani and his adversaries in the black community fought over so bit
terly between 1994 and 2001. They will need to ask themselves what 
government can do to break down the structural barriers that stiU prevent 
black New Yorkers from achieving “fuU equality” in city life. They wiU 
also need to ask themselves once again whether “equal treatment” is 
truly “equal” if it results in disproportionate hardship for one group of 
New Yorkers. “One City, One Standard,” Rudolph Giuliani’s answer to 
this question in the late twentieth century may not be the answer in the 
twenty-first.
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