The Latino Civil Rights Movement
Aaron Schutz

Video: “Taking back the schools” (Chicano!: the history of the Mexican American civil rights movement; pt. 3)
All of you have heard of the civil rights movement.  Martin Luther King and hopefully Malcom X.  What most of you don’t know, if my experience with these classes is any guide, is that there were parallel civil rights movements going on in other communities as well.  The video we are watching on Wednesday represents one of the events of the Latino civil rights movement. One of the reasons I like using this video is because it introduces people to a complexity of the civil rights movement that is usually ignored.  As the movie also points out, it’s important to understand that the first important school desegregation court decision was about Mexican American students, not African Americans.
I’m not an expert on what activists at that time called the Chicano movement, and I’m not going to go into detail about it here. 

However, there are a few things that will be helpful for you to know to understand what is happening in the video.
THE MYTH OF SPONTANEITY

Studies of the civil rights movement have showed that actions that seemed spontaneous to outsiders were actually almost always well planned ahead of time.  While it’s true, for example, that Rosa Parks didn’t necessarily plan not to move from her seat at the moment she made this decision, the bus boycott itself was planned for quite a while ahead of time, and drew upon an earlier, much less contentious and much shorter bus boycott that had happened earlier elsewhere in the South.  In fact, local groups almost held the boycott some months prior to Parks’ decision.  But the woman who didn’t give up her seat that time turned out not to have the spotless “character” they felt they needed.  So they waited for the next opportunity.  

The point, here, is not that they knew what would happen ahead of time.  Of course, they didn’t.  In fact, learning to plan for the unpredictable will be a key part of our final exam.  But they prepared as well as they could.  And they drew upon a wide range of established organizations and experienced leaders to make it happen.  The same is true the events described in our video.
THE GENESIS OF THE LA SCHOOL REVOLT

The movie we will be watching tells the story of the Chicano student revolt against the public schools in Los Angeles at the end of the 1960s.  The documentary is wonderful, but one of its failings is that it can give one the impression that the leaders of this movement just emerged out of thin air.  Nothing could be farther from the truth.  In fact, Latinos had been working to develop leaders, including student leaders, in a range of different ways for years prior to this.  And the key leaders of the LA student revolt emerged from this effort.
In the decade or so prior to the LA revolt, numbers of Mexican American students on college campuses in California were increasing at a fairly fast pace (even if they remained small in comparison with whites).  These college students created their own “Chicano” organizations and often became radicalized in the “heady” environment of the 1960s, supported by a small number of sympathetic professors.  Among other things, these organizations began to fight for Chicano Studies programs in their universities.  Students traveled to areas where Latino radicalism was emerging in the United States, and also attended national, regional, and local meetings where they framed their own vision of what a Chicano struggle might look like.  As with all social movements, there was not one single vision that everyone agreed upon.  Instead, these were contexts of strong debate and disagreement.  At these meetings, women also began to resist the ways in which men tended to dominate the “movement.”  
The following is an extended section taken from Chicano, a text written by F. Arturo Rosales to accompany the documentary series our movie is part of:

The genesis of these events [in Los Angeles] is found at Camp Hess Kramer, a 400-acre spread in the rolling hills just east of Malibu. Significantly, here too were the elements that linked previous Mexican American politics and its ideological orientation to Los Angeles Chicanismo. In April, 1966, in an effort to tackle Mexican American youth issues, such as gangs, school dropout rates, access to college education, the Los Angeles County Human Relations Council invited adults in community leadership positions to meet with about 200 teen-agers from various backgrounds in round table discussions.
The next year, many of the same young people attended a follow-up meeting at the camp. As one of them, David Sanchez, began to stand out, adult camp organizers decided to mentor his progress. Since age fifteen, Sanchez had worked as a youth counselor for the Social Training Center at the Episcopalian Church of the Epiphany under Father John Luce. The Episcopal priest introduced Sanchez to one of Los Angeles's busiest political activists of the time, Richard Alatorre, then a staff member of the Los Angeles Community Services Program, an associate of the NAACP Legal Defense Fund and a Democratic Party activist. Alatorre's connections earned Sanchez a place on the Mayor's Youth Council, which elected him chairman. But according to Sanchez, the Young Republicans did not want a Mexican in that position and tried to oust him. Moctezuma Esparza, however, another council member and an articulate Camp Hess Kramer veteran versed in parliamentary procedure, scuttled their plans.
By his own admission, Sanchez was cleancut and not a cholo (street tough). When he was chairperson, no inkling existed as to the future of this precocious teen-ager, except that he might be headed for a successful college career. But most young Mexican American males growing up in East Los Angeles, regardless of their orientation, eventually butted heads with policemen. At one point, Sanchez had been "slapped around by the police/, an experience that convinced him that police brutality was a community problem. When he tried to bring up the issue to the youth council, it was ignored because the adult politicians did not wish to air the problem.
In Los Angeles, most Mexican boys his age worked in grocery stores, movie theaters and car washes to make spending money. Richard Alatorre, however, obtained for Sanchez a winter job with the Boy's Club while Father Luce used him as youth counselor in the summer under the auspices of Volunteers ln Service to America (VISTA). In the summer of 1967, at age seventeen, Sanchez wrote a successful proposal to the Southern California Council of Churches for funding to start the Piranya coffee house-envisioned as a teen-ager hangout to keep them out of trouble. The grant provided rent and other expenses for one year, enough time for a social revolution to emerge. Sanchez recruited Vickie Castro, Ralph Ramirez and other friends from Camp Hess Kramer, and they formed the Young Citizens for Community Action (YCCA). The Pirayna became the headquarters of the YCCA. This upward bound, clean-cut youthful group became the foundation of one of the most militant, sometimes violence-prone, Chicano organizations in the country: the Brown Berets.
Initially, the group worked within the system, but the social ferment which characterized East Los Angeles during this time radicalized the YCCA, Eleazar Risco, for example, a Cuban acculturated to Mexicans (he spoke Spanish with a Mexican accent), began publishing La Raza, a tabloid specializing in exposing police brutality and educational inadequacies, issues that resonated among East Los Angeles Mexican Americans.
The crudely printed, passionately written, if not too well-researched, La Raza; which Risco regularly left at the Piranya clubhouse, excited the young patrons who read not only about police brutality, but also blistering attacks on the school system. This latter issue was close to a group more interested in college than gang life. In 1967, for example, when Julian Nava, the Harvard-educated historian, successfully ran for the Los Angeles County School Board, members of the YCCA worked enthusiastically on his campaign. He became the first Mexican member to ever serve in that capacity.
But La Raza also appealed to the cholo element of East Los Angeles. Risco and his helpers shaped the tabloid's content to appeal to this marginalized element, chronicling la vida loca, as life in LA's mean streets was known. Police-bashing was particularly attractive to this group. To their delight, the first issue of La Raza led off with a banner headline of EJ Papa newspaper attacking LAPD Chief Thomas Redding, "Jefe Placa, tu abuela en mole (Fuzz Chief, your grandmother in chili sauce). But the LAPD and the Sheriff's Department, noting the critical police stance of persons connected with Father Luce's operation, harassed Piranya club members by enforcing a curfew law for teen-agers. David Sanchez's sister, for instance, was detained because she was in the coffee house after 10 p.m. The group decided to protest. For many YCCA members who picketed the sheriff's sub-station located across the street, it was their first militant act. Not all of the coffee-house members agreed with the gradual radicalization of the group, however, and many walked out as a consequence.
About this time, Carlos Montes, who also played a crucial role in the rise of the Brown Berets, entered the scene. As a student at East Los Angeles City College, he had obtained a job as a teen post director for the Lincoln Heights area. This was a federal program sponsored by Father Luce's center and the CSO that Tony Rios, Cesar Chavez's former boss, ran out of Los Angeles. The YCCA members spent a great deal of time at the Church of the Epiphany, and soon Montes blended in with them. At Father Luce's center, Montes also met the passionate Risco, who produced La Raza in the Church basement.

While it is difficult to trace the idea of the walkouts to anyone group or individual, it is certain that Camp Hess Kramer veterans, some who became Brown Berets, were the core planners. But certainly many activists participated from other groups; some were members of one, or more than one, organization. For example, Vicky Castro, Carlos Munoz and Gil Cardenas from United Mexican American Students (UMAS) from California State College Los Angeles and Moctezuma Esparza from UCLA were crucial in organizing the effort. They devoted numerous hours to discussing educational inadequacies and how they could be changed. Perhaps influenced by the black cultural movement, they all agreed that education of Mexican Americans lacked cultural relevancy. Soon the planners favored the idea of a walkout as a means of dramatizing their issues. They then printed propaganda broadsides designed to persuade students to abandon their classes. Their activities became so overt that weeks before the strike, students, teacher, and administrators knew about the impending walkout. In fact, one month before the incident, teachers openly debated the issue and started taking sides. Meanwhile, Chicano newspapers La Raza, Inside Eastside and The Chicano Student helped fuel the passions of students and boycott supporters by spreading an "awareness" among students and nonstudents alike. A few days before the walkouts, for example, La Raza blasted the shortcomings of the school system and encouraged students to leave their classes.
The decision as to when to begin the protest did not come easily, however. The Brown Berets, who dominated the planning group, apparently wanted immediate action, but some of the university students argued for a more cautious approach, according to Brown Beret, Chris Cebada. Because the Brown Berets counted many high school students in their numbers, they won out and the strike was slated for March. In addition, high school students not in the Brown Berets provided leadership. The editors of La Raza, Eleazar Risco and Joe Razo, enthusiastically supported the effort and, indeed, they were later indicted by a grand jury for their role in a "conspiracy to disrupt public schools."

The college students and Brown Berets must have possessed a precise rationale as to why the walkouts were necessary. But only a few of the 10,000 high school students who participated in the boycott were as politicized; they did not have the same ideological motives for their action. As John Ortiz, one of the college leaders, indicated, it was happening at Berkeley...the media reported strikes occurring throughout the country. So many kids got caught in the climate of protest, they were products of their time. Others felt it was the right thing to do. And others because they wanted to 'party,'

This motivation would be true in other Chicano student activities, whatever their character. But in the same statement, Ortiz explains the outcome for the uncommitted who just followed the crowd:
But one thing is for sure; as the strike intensified and people were getting arrested, the students became politically aware. The events politicized the students. And that's why they walked out of their classes!'
CONCLUSION
There is much more that I could say, but I think it’s best that at this point you just watch the movie.  
As you watch the movie I want you especially to be looking for any patterns you can find that seem to emerge from the events you see.  What strategies to the students use and how effective are they?  How do the unpredictable events of history affect their efforts?  What strategies does their opposition use to thwart their goals?  

We will be using this movie as a common context that all of us can refer to as we move forward in the class to discuss different issues around community organizing and social action.  

See you Wednesday!

ASSIGNMENT

(To be completed AFTER our Wednesday meeting)

Remember to read the first two chapters of Reveille for Radicals.  We won’t discuss Alinsky in detail until next week, and I’d like you to get a sense of him yourself before I start giving my own perspective.

Respond to the following questions with a minimum 300 word response.  Remember the criteria for effective responses given in my first Introductory Lecture. (In general, be specific about your points, and give evidence to support them.)  Make sure you read all of the other students’ responses and comments as well as my own.  There will be no required “reply” to the responses this week, but again, remember that there will be extra credit for those who put in extra effort on the forum.
1. Discuss one key lesson that you learned from the video about how best to engage in community organizing.

2. Discuss one key event in the movie that you think illuminates something important about community organizing.

3. Discuss one key quote from the first two chapters of Reveille for Radicals and discuss why it seemed important to you.

