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IRIS MORALES
b. 1948

Morales was one of a handful of women in the early years of the Organizag,
served as the Party’s deputy minister of education and, along with othe, "
confronted male chauvinism and sexism within the group and made the groy, -
responsive to women's issues and rights. Some years later, after the Organ;..
disbanded, she received a law degree from New York University, became gy,
tor, and worked for the Puerto Rican Legal Defense and Education Fund (PRL :
Directing jPalante, Siempre Palante! led Morales to create the Latino/a g, 3
Network Service (LENS), a community empowerment nonprofit organizagjg, .
uses visual media to foster dialogue on social and political issues relevap; .-
Latino community. She is currently the executive director of the Unioy, g
Awards program, a philanthropic initiative in New York City aimed at supp ke
groundbreaking grassroots projects or organizations that address pressing
issues. ‘

In PALANTE, SIEMPRE PALANTE!: The Young Lords,” the selection }
lows, Morales addresses her working-class background and role as a U.S.‘

iPALANTE, SIEMPRE PALANTE!: The Young Lords
A CHILDHOOD As “Go-BETWEEN"

. parents came to the United States during the Puerto Rican migration of
¢ late 1940s. My mother came from the northwest town of Aguadilla to
in the garment industry as a sewing-machine operator. My father, a
rcane cutter from Sabana Grande, worked as an elevator operator ’in
veral New York City hotels. They met and married in the United States
d raised four daughters. As the oldest child, I became the translator for
y parents, serving as the bridge between the Puerto Rican culture and the
merican way of life. Other family members would bring letters they received
om North American institutions asking me to translate from English into
panish and write any required English response. Neighbors would regu-
rly ask my mother’s permission for me to accompany them to the Social
ecurity office, the worker’s compensation or welfare office, or any other
lace where English only was spoken. Often when on a translating trip at
he hospital or local school with my mother or a neighbor, another persoI:]——
’panish-speaking stranger—would also require and request translating
sistance.

e role as “go-between” helped in my later radicalization because 1 got to
ee institutional practices up close. I got to feel the disdain and injustices
h which people, bureaucrats, and institutions responded to Puerto Ricans

| experienced the mistreatment and humiliation. It seemed that all the
titutions—from the local school to the Social Security office to the hospi-
| emergency room—were willing to experiment with and throw away our
s. I felt the disrespect and the lack of understanding of people who are
poor, who speak another language, and who are of a different skin color
These exPeriences with institutional racism were imprinted somewhere in.
Iy consciousness. Later when I read about the racist practices of U.S. insti-
tions in other communities or countries, I connected with it and th;)ught
65, I have seen them do that. Yes, I know how the holders of power exploitY
r communities. Those early experiences were invaluable in becoming a
tical person and being able to maneuver the system to survive,

)

Puerto Rican who eventually became a translator between her migrant parep,.,
English-speaking society. She describes some of her experiences growing up Py
Rican in New York City, discusses what led her to join the Young Lords, proyige,
insider’s view of the organizations achievements and weaknesses, and notes g o
in the history of Puerto Ricans in the United States. e
The former Young Lord Pablo “Yoruba” Guzman is a media journalist and,
most former members of the Young Lords’ leadership, still active in conscioygp
raising community-oriented projects. The son of a U.S.-born Cuban mother 4
Puerto Rican father, Guzman was born in Spanish Harlem and raised in the g
Bronx. He was eighteen years old and a college student at the State Universigy
New York at Old Westbury when he joined the Sociedad de Albizu Campos
later the Young Lords, eventually becoming the Party’s minister of informatig
semester in Mexico during his first year in college helped connect Guzmén with
Latino roots. As a black Puerto Rican growing up in New York City, Guzmén
identified with the civil rights struggles of African Americans. He once stated t
“Before people called me a spic, they called me a nigger.” o8
During his post—Young Lords years, Guzman worked for WBAI-FM and was bri
its programming director. He published numerous articles in the Village Voice and
Latin New York, a magazine geared to the Latino community and that focused!
music and performance. He has won Emmy Awards as a television reporter, work
for WNBC and later for CBS News in New York. Guzman shared his early experien
as a member of the Young Lords in the volume Palante: Young Lords Party (197
where in a sentence he attempted to capture the essence of the organization: “We
trying to make a society where opportunity is the rule for everybody.” More than
decades later, he recounts the history and activities of the Young Lords and sumn
rizes the organization's main accomplishments in “La Vida Pura: A Lord of the B
rio.” This essay, which appears below, was originally published in the Village Voicein |
1995 and was reprinted in The Puerto Rican Movement: Voices from the Diaspora

LeapING Up To THE YoUuNG Lorps EXPERIENCE

‘ Englitical awakening began while I was in high school. I learned that the
4 f > govemmex?t forced Native Americans to live on reservations and interned
1 imnese Amer'lcans in concentration camps during World War II. Through
¥ :dsiChO'OI frlends,.l attended youth meetings of the Student Non-Violent
@ | . Adr‘:atmg Commf!ttéel(SNCC) and the NAACP (National Association for

M _ dvancement of Colored People), i i
1 Rt the Voo o ple), and I marched in demonstrations
i %esttgl:dgraduating frofn high school, I became a tenant organizer with the
oy - [l, e Blo'ck Agomation, a neighborhood storefront set up by a group of
ia University students. We went knocking door-to-door, talking to

&l
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people about housing problems—everything from lack of heat and hot wate,
to vermin infestation. We represented tenants in court and conducte‘ed rent
strikes, organizing people to fight for decent and humane livipg conditiong,

Later when I entered City College, I joined ONYX, the Afrlcan.An?eriCan
student organization; there were no Puerto Rican or LaFino organlzatlf)ns on
campus. I studied African American history and especially the teachings of
Malcolm X. As the number of Puerto Rican students increased on campys,
we organized the first Puerto Rican group, called Puerto Ricans in Studeng
Activities (PRISA). _

During this time, I was also working as a teacher in the Academy for Blac)
and Latin Education (ABLE), a storefront school on 105th Street and Colup,.
bus Avenue. Several African American men from the neighborhood createq
the school; we had attended school together and knew the neglect of the pyp.
lic school system first hand. ABLE was an alternative way for young people tq
complete their high-school equivalency diploma. But as we taught'our classes,
many of our students, who were addicted to heroin, nodded 0}Jt in class anq
were unable to learn. When we searched for treatment services, we found
none. St. Luke’s, the local hospital, was completely unresponsive to our con-
cerns. As a result, ABLE organized a takeover of the hospital administratiye
offices demanding services. Out of the takeover, ABLE successfully negoti.
ated the first thirteen hospital beds in the city to specifically treat drug addie-

ion among adolescents.

tlOzl‘grour'ndgthis time | participated in cultural activities at the East Wind in
Harlem and at the Gut Theater in El Barrio where 1 met many emerging
poets, writers, and political leaders of the day. Although impressed with the
artistic and intellectual vibrancy of the cultural move'n.'nent, I was dis-
appointed with those who justified the second-class position of' women of
color as a positive cultural legacy. Also in El Barrio, conne(_tted with the Beal
Great Society' and joined a bus load of Latinos and Latinas arld African
Americans on a trip through the Midwest to the Crusade for Justice Co“nfer-
ence in Denver, Colorado, in 1968.2 It was there that I first met Jose “Cha
Cha” Jiménez and other members of the Chicago Young Lords.

Cha Cha, a soft-spoken and unassuming leader, told us that the. Young
Lords were originally a street gang that developed in Chicago c‘lurmg the
1950s to protect neighborhood territory. Cha Cha, a member since 1959,
had been in and out of jail for petty offenses. In jail, he met Fred Hampton,
the leader of the Chicago Black Panther Party, who introduced l?im to poh'tl-
cal ideas. They talked about the movement for Black liberation and dis-
cussed building unity between Blacks and Puerto Ricans. When Cha Cha
got out of jail, he returned to his neighborhood and organized the YouEg
Lords to protest the city’s urban renewal plans that would have uProotedt e
Puerto Rican/Latino community. It was 1968, and the gang, while p.rote:St‘
ing urban removal, was transformed into the Young Lords Organlzatl(:l‘:
(later the Young Lords Party). They designed a button with a map of Puer ,

formed in 1967.

antinov rocacy founded on
L A Rrveny odvecidy geoup- fan 2. The group Crusade for Justice

the Lower East Side of Manhattan in 1964 by
former gang leaders. The East Harlem br?nch,
dedicated to “total environmental control,” was p. 787). 3

was founded =
and directed by Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales (Se? i
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Rico and the slogan, “Tengo Puerto Rico En Mi Corazén” (“I have Puerto
Rico in my heart”). They went door-to-door promoting community control
and self-determination for Puerto Ricans and pressured institutions to
respond to the concerns of the surrounding Latino community. The Young
Lords Organization set up “serve the people” programs and united with the
lack Panthers and the Young Patriots (a radical hillbilly group) to organize
the Rainbow Coalition. From the streets of the second-largest Puerto Rican
community in the United States, the Young Lords Organization was becom-
ing known as fighters for the equality of Puerto Ricans.

The winter after the Denver conference, I traveled to Cuba where sup-
porters from every country in the world gathered to participate in the tenth
anniversary celebration of the Cuban Revolution. While I was in Cuba, my
fellow Latino and Latina and African American students at City College
took over the university demanding open admissions and African American
and Latino/Latina studies. From the Cuba trip, I returned to Harlem Uni-
versity where the takeover was still in progress.

Within six months, I was working with the Young Lords in El Barrio. Join-
ing the Young Lords was a natural progression of the activism I had been
involved in and the ideology for liberation that I was developing.

THE YOUNG LORDS' ACHIEVEMENTS AND CONTRIBUTIONS
Puerto Rican Pride, Political Militancy

At a significant historical moment, Puerto Rican youth entered a national
and worldwide movement that said, in no uncertain terms, the status quo
must change. Inspired by liberation struggles worldwide, in the United
States, and in Puerto Rico, the Young Lords militantly and proudly stood up
for the Puerto Rican community. It was a stand against economic exploita-
tion, social injustice, and colonial dependency that resonated throughout
the communities in the United States. It was a call for revolution!

The Young Lords said, “We're tired of injustice, and we're not going to take
it lying down.” That was the first step toward a very simple, popular appeal,
reflected in the garbage offensive. The squalor of the barrio was the most vis-
ible and physical manifestation of oppression and neglect. Streets overflowed
with garbage because the people of EI Barrio were not a high priority for New
York City sanitation services. When the Young Lords swept the streets and
set fire to the garbage throughout the summer of 1969, they pressured the
$anitation department to clean up the barrio streets. From East 110th Street,
the garbage offensive spread to other blocks in the neighborhood and estab-
lished the Young Lords as street fighters willing to confront the police and
government authority to get results.

On another level, we reclaimed our identity, our heritage, our place in
Society. Although we were living in the United States, we declared, “We're

terto Rican and proud.” We were now here in mass numbers, and our gen-
fration asked, “Where do we go next? Our mothers have worked in sweat-
Shops; our fathers have been dish washers. We want better jobs and doors
%Pened to quality educational opportunities.” We were trying to figure out
OUr situation without too many role models.
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SERVE THE PEOPLE: THE BASIC IDEOLOGY

In the fall of 1969, the Young Lords began to work with welfare mothers anq
expanded activities to provide free breakfast for children and free clothing
programs. As the programs grew, they required more space. Looking aroung
El Barrio, the Young Lords assumed that the local churches would want tq
help. Since the First Spanish Methodist Church on 111th Street was not
used during the week, the Young Lords approached the pastor requestin
space. Not knowing that the reverend was a Cuban refugee, the Young Lords
him to open the basement facilities for the free breakfast
program. He adamantly refused. One Sunday, the Lords went to church to
address the congregation directly. When they got up to speak, a signal was
given to the police, who were stationed throughout the church. Bedlam broke
out as police attacked, beat, and arrested members. The incident gained
strong media attention— Young Puerto Ricans ask Church for Food Pro-
gram for Children. Thirteen Arrested” read the headlines.

About three weeks later, the Young Lords occupied the church, named
the People’s Church, and set up “serve the people” programs. We ran free
breakfast and clothing programs, provided health services and community
dinners, set up a liberation school, and on New Year's Eve held a revolution-
ary service to herald the “People’s Decade.” We proved that programs to
serve the barrio community were possible when there was political will
Thousands of people passed through the doors of the People’s Church,
attracted by the spirit and clarity of purpose. We explained our programs
and recruited hundreds of supporters. But the church’s pastor continuedto
deny the use of space. The Central Committee of the YLO negotiated with
the police, and at the end of eleven days, the police moved in. They arrested

106 Young Lords and supporters who, with raised fists and singing “Que
Bonita Bandera,” filed out of the church into the waiting police wagons.
Puerto Ricans watched closely. Some were frightened by the militant rhet

oric, but the Young Lords won the hearts of the barrio community. li

People’s Church he miserable living ¢

drew national media attention to t
tions of the Puerto Rican people in this country. It became a political lar
Rican popul

mark proclaiming the dissatisfaction of the growing Puerto
in the United States. A new generation of young Latinos and Latinas ch
lenged the system, boldly demanded respect, and popularized the idea

“serve the people.”

tried to convince

THE MEMBERS WERE THE STRENGTH OF THE ORGANIZATION
The militant spirit and commitment to work directly in the commu
attracted many of the best organizers. Activists who had participated in
Civil Rights, Black liberation and cultural Nationalists movements jol
anizers with experience fighting for educatioh

Others were community Org
jobs, housing, and health issues. Some united from the student protest mo®
College takeovers. 8

ments including the Columbia University and City _
We were convinced that we could make the world a better place for alld
humanity. After all, the richest country in the world had resources t0

vide food, clothing, housing, and health care for everyone. It was un

scionable to have so few with so much and so many people with so little: d‘
nitY:

believed that the most disenfranchised segment of our commu

T

il
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most oppressed—
they hsg nothing ttl.c‘)el(s)?:elt:(l)): ‘:lple“—would play a revolutionary role because
. . s, “community” included
today are considered part of the “ 2 uded these people, wh
e “underclass.” We identi e
th(fr ]Teosyt oppr(isseg st}alctors because we came from fl?(:;f:esi Cto g
oung Lords had popular a | T
iz kb : ppeal because the issues
g’icansgbor(r)lu; Vc‘l//ere issues that we had lived. Most meml)erst:lvat W; e
speaking homr;s 0; ;‘lalsed in Fhe United States in working-class ani;eS “‘f"]:o
P farhiliae wi;h fhmajl(_])réty had attended U.S. public schools anpc? were
other U.S. institutions. Y ; e
o ed s. Young Africa .
joined and made up about 25 percent of the AR B ARCHR KD, ek
cubans, Dominicans, Mexi memberShlp- Other Latinos—
Pné membet w , Mexicans, Panamanians, and Colombians—also joi
B Fahis in tﬁi Jli;PSi:)neSfe-Hawaiian. Young Lords were veteran(s”o;'ntel?-
s, former prison inmat : " a3
and alcoholics. ates, recovering heroi .
b oo Y:)lenW]e: w;re college students and high-school froutli'?l:oalddwts
or: Some vgv erzrv est :;’:;e ?]so y;ung factory and hospital worker(s)r;g:é
4 s from Puerto Ri d ;
ad fought in Vi ico and the United
e theirglatentZ::namaThe Young Lords were committed men asnt:]it\i/s i
R teuianin ths anc early twenties who had experienced raci o
Qb e United States. We learned to work t h cism and
OP"I{ i onds that have lasted a lifetime Gmethel nddlepdl:
e strength %
differences gnd (:]fnilhe :(oucllx.g Lords Organization was in transcending o
B waified conscioers anding the power of collective action. The Ygo i
B litation suffers dl;)s;ess through bold public actions that focused on li;:g
' our community. Ev h . o
tactics ha TR y. Even those who disa :
R ek M?nti(;tagrelﬁ the injustices we pointed to were clear. Thger fd ;V l'tlh iy
R rdiour rys 1ll.f1'111y used the mainstream media to get our n?r s’ Infor-
i fEl)mmumtl.es and. across the United States. Through t}fsslgg’faom
[osevbisclioe: pulilishec, 1376 fand e Sfalisied? Ay
’ 1 . O,
R d};y_lgmta'tllln?s }?nd Latl.nas also discussed the major pol?ticgfaer‘t1 on
oy jus t ose taking place in the local community b -
. and international current events as well e ey
e organizati )
many org%mizai::::; t(;)(:l :ll:etd I())efOple on Rl i v ckbaoiiding it
at. Ofrten | y :
Young Lord . people vehemently disagreed wi
» (g) " s. Today we could identify a dozen organizyati . hed ik
[ p s(li ion papers on this or that. Who knows, who 30,?:1 that have put
ngaged a " ’ caresr e Y
do otgher thg.enel'atlon, and from that a movement and people w O.llng'Lords
ings. That was a tremendous contribution s e

PEOPLE’ :
PLE’S HEALTH: A POLITICAL PRIORITY

People’s health
I was a political priority for th
sinning, “H ; y for the Young Lords right
Chil drengcann(:)v: Ican Cl.nldren go hungry in the richest country %n t}f:eom tlgg
R e earn in school if they do not have breakfast,” we : O;h.
- or[:iergt :1;11 was about the nutrition of children, about h;lvin 23111 . 1 he
Beorprehehsive }?Velahhealthy mind. Subsequently, the Young Lon%is c: e zll
B e progia :n prograr: advocating for preventive care and devee?:)e
s dts 2
A g b around drug addition, lead poisoning, lubercuIOSiI;
very Saturday, Youn |
A g Lords, accompanied
nts, ¥ A panied by a gro i
went knocking door-to-door talking to familie% a;lg :(fllI:cet(ilrl:cga] S'tu-
urine
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samples from their children. The testing exposed the high incidence 9f leaq
poisoning in our community. Landlords used cheap lead-b.ase.d paint ff’r
tenement walls, and young children unknowingly put the chipping paint i
their mouths and suffered brain damage. Journalists wr'ote about it, anq
officials passed legislation requiring the removal of the paint. '

Similarly, the Young Lords exposed high levels of tu-berculos'ns when con-
ducting door-to-door testing in the Bronx® and El Barrio. We tr.led to get city
administrators to bring a tuberculosis detection X-ray tl‘}.le into our com.
munities, but they refused. One day in June 1970, we liberated the z(-ray
truck, named it the “Ramén Emeterio Betances* F.ree X-ray Truck, and
brought it into East Harlem. The driver and technician stayed in the truck
and helped us take X-rays. Over the next three days, we tested hundreds of
Pe;))\l;el:ebelieved that institutions in a community have a resp'ons%bility to t.hat
community. Lincoln Hospital in the South Bronx was a dilapidated bUI!d-
ing that had been condemned twenty-five years earlle.r.'The community
called it the “butcher shop.” Although the city kept promising anew fac111'ty,
they never got to its construction. With the Health Revolut.lonary Unity
Movement (a group of hospital workers, doctors, and community members),
the Young Lords rallied for community-worker control qf Lincoln and formed
the Think Lincoln committee. When a young Puerto Rican woman, Carmen
Rodriguez, died from a botched abortion, the Young Lords orgamzed' protests
that brought attention to the deplorable hospital care for Puerto Rican and

i merican women.
Af;:;]l:l;\ l9e70, the Young Lords occupied Lincoln 'Hospital for one day. ThF
demands to the hospital included immediate funding to bu1lfl a new hospi-
tal; door-to-door preventive health programs in the community; no person:
nel cutbacks, and child care for workers and patients. A second Lincoln
Hospital takeover took place later that year, and fifteen people were arrestc_ed.
It resulted in the hospital administrators agreeing to the creation of Fhe Lin-
coln Detox Program, which would serve hundreds. of peoplfe ad(.hcted to
heroin. We believed in community control of institutions; and in spite of t'he
personalities and big egos, we understood the importance of collective
action. In 1976, the city built the Lincoln Hospital that now stands at 149th
Street in the South Bronx.

FREE PUERTO RICO NOW!

While working in local communities, we raised consciousnes.s about' Fhe
United States’ colonial domination and exploitation of Puerto Blco. Uniting
with the Puerto Rican Socialist Party, El Comité, the PLllerto Rican Student
Union and other groups, we made sure that the colonial status of Pueirtso
Rico got on the agenda of progressive movements across the. United S.ta g;
In 1970, the Young Lords and the Puerto Rican Student Union organlﬂz;: 3
student conference at Columbia University specifically to create hre-
Puerto Rico Now!” committees in every school and college: campus. A td O/;ls
sand students from throughout the major northeastern cities attended.

3. A New York City borough north of Manhattan.
4. See p. 228.

F |
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a result of that work, we also mobilized ten thousand people in 1970 to
march to the United Nations calling for the liberation of Puerto Rico and
an end to police brutality,

PRISONERS’ RIGHTS

Also, from the beginning, the Young Lords made a commitment to work
with brothers and sisters in prison. We communicated regularly with Lati-
nos in prisons who wrote us describing inhumane living conditions, and we
set up the Inmates’ Liberation Front. More than once, brothers showed up
straight out of jail to the Young Lords office “reporting for duty.”

When the Attica rebellion took place in 1971, the inmates specifically
requested that the Young Lords participate as one of the prisoners’ repre-
sentatives negotiating with authorities.> A former Attica inmate, José “G. 1,
Paris, and seventeen-year-old Central Committee member Juan “Fi” Ortiz
represented the organization in the historic negotiations. With other pro-
gressive organizations, the Young Lords organized support demonstrations
in communities throughout the city.

Young Lords also participated in organized campaigns to free political
prisoners Martin Sostre, Eduardo Pancho Cruz, Carlos Feliciano, the five
Nationalist prisoners, and the Black Panthers.

WOMEN'’S LIBERATION

The Young Lords Organization raised consciousness about feminism and
women’s rights. The initial Central Committee was all-male, including Felipe
Luciano as chairman, David Pérez as minister of defense, Juan Gonzalez as
minister of education, Pablo “Yoruba” Guzman as minister of information,
and Juan “Fi” Ortiz as minister of finance. With the consent of the Central
Committee, women members organized a caucus to discuss “women’s issues”
and study the thirteen-point program of the organization.

To us, point thirteen, “We want a socialist society,” meant the liberation of
both women and men. As we met and talked, our indignation at our second-
class status grew. We worked just as hard as the men; we also put our lives
on the line, and we wanted our voices as women reflected in the ideology
and activities of the organization. The Young Lords would have to concretely
address the oppression of Latinas and machismo. We prepared a list of
demands that were presented to the Central Committee.

First, we wanted women represented in the top leadership. The Central
Committee appointed Denise Oliver as the first woman to the Central Com-
mittee in 1969; with her participation, we gained a strong feminist advocate
in the leadership. A year later the Central Committee added another woman,
Gloria Fontafiez, to the top leadership. We also wanted all other leadership
levels and all ministries to include women. The Central Committee responded
by appointing women to the national and central staffs and to the defense
ministry. Some brothers said, “The women are not as politically developed

5. In September 1971, almost half of the prison-
€rs at the Attica Correctional Facility, in Attica,
New York, rioted and seized control of the
Prison. For four days, authorities negotiated
With the prisoners over demands for better living

conditions. When negotiations failed, state po-
lice regained control of the prison. Among the 39
people killed were prisoners, correction officers,
and civilian employees.



1436 / Iris MORALES

as the men.” Our response was, “Women will develop within struggle. py,
women in leadership.”

We also demanded that the thirteen-point program and platform of th,
Young Lords be changed. Point ten read, “Machismo must be revolutionary
and not oppressive.” We responded that machismo coul'd never be revoly.
tionary. That is like saying, “Let’s have revolutionary racism.” It is a contry.
diction in terms. The Central Committee rewrote point ten and moved it
position to number five. It said, “We want equality for women. Down wi},
machismo and male chauvinism.” This point was the only change that the
Young Lords ever made to the program.

The Young Lord women won an important victory. Ho’\’vever, we knevs'/ that
it was not enough to say, “We want equality for women.” We were not inter.
ested in just a paper victory. Significantly, the Central Com‘mfttee agreed
that machismo or abuses of women would be grounds for discipline, suspen.
sion from leadership, or even expulsion from the organizati9n. Most of the
leaders were disciplined or suspended for machismo at one time or another,

Accountability was extremely important because many or.gan.lzatlons prac-
ticed only lip service when it came to feminist ideas. We m?lsted on.child
care so that women could attend meetings and be politically involved in the
movement. It is still the case, and it most definitely was then, that women
are the primary child-care providers.

We insisted that every issue of the Pa'lante newspaper reflect the strug-
gles of women and include articles written by women. Wome’n wrote art.i-
cles about women’s oppression and machismo, about workers. struggles in
hospitals and factories. We also wrote an initial article exposing t}:ne mass
sterilization of Puerto Rican women. We reported on a conference in Can-
ada, which we attended to express solidarity with the women of: Vie.tnam.

With these principles in place, more women joined the organization. The
internal struggle strengthened the participation of women and gave voice to
Latinas across the movement. We considered ourselves feminists but dis-
tinct from the White women'’s liberation movement, which believed that
men were the principal enemy. We were critical of tbat movement for pur-
porting to speak for all women when it represented primarily White, middle-
class women. It never successfully addressed the concerns of women 'of color
and poor women. In fact over time, the demand for afﬁrmative' gctlon in some
industries became synonymous with creating job opportunities for White
women but leaving people of color behind. '

We organized the Woman's Union, a mass organization for Latinas, work-
ing directly around women’s issues, such as child-care and he.alth concerns.

In El Barrio, the union tried to establish a much-needed childcare center,
but the project got mired in New York City regulations and bureaucracy:
The Women's Union published its own newspaper, La Luchadora. It wroie
about the three levels of oppression faced by Latinas—as women, as work:
ers, and as Latinas. The paper reached out to all Latinas—homema!(e.rs,
factory and hospital workers, students, and also women w}'w made a hvmg
on the streets as prostitutes. La Luchadora also provided lnfor.matlon anol
took positions on such critical health issues as the l'le(?d for birth contrr-
information, the right to an abortion, and the battle against the forced Slt‘e’_
ilization of women. The Woman's Union held meetings and conducted po f“
cal education classes and activities with Latinas throughout communitiés
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and schools and led the way for other Latina organizations that subsequently
developed.

DEALING WITH INTERNALIZED RACISM

The Young Lords believed that to create a new society, we had to deal with
internal contradictions among the people, such as domination based on gen-
der or race. The organization unmasked and exposed the existing racism
among Puerto Ricans and Latinos. There was much denial about the exis-
tence of racism in Puerto Rico, even in the independence movement. Yet
examining the economic and social structure of Puerto Rico or Latin Amer-
ica showed that White, European descendants held the upper positions of
power and privilege. Further, they excluded and systematically exploited
people of African and indigenous descent.

The Young Lords also challenged the hypocrisy in our culture that
accepted the racist ideology inherent in such sayings as “hay que mejorar
la raza” (“to better the race”) and “pelo bueno, pelo malo” (“good hair, bad
hair”). The organization opposed white supremacy and cultural genocide—
the devaluation and destruction of our culture. Instead we celebrated our
African ancestry and culture; members wore large Afros, and some assumed
African names. We fought “colonized mentality,” the psyche of inferiority
resulting from U.S. colonial domination of Puerto Ricans and consistently
presented these ideas in the Pa'lante newspaper and other publications, such
as the pamphlet entitled “The Ideology of the Young Lords.”

YOUNG LORDS OUTSIDE NEW YORK

Outside New York, Latinos and Latinas were inspired by the ideology and
actions of the Young Lords and sought to connect with the organization.
Defense Minister David Pérez was in charge of visiting interested groups.
He traveled to other cities, assessed the groups’ work, conducted political
education classes, and developed relationships. In this way, the organiza-
tion established solid branches in Newark, Philadelphia, and Bridgeport
and developed close political ties with groups in Boston, New Haven,
Jersey City, Hoboken, Cleveland, Detroit, and other cities. The branches
followed the thirteen-point program, conducted “serve the people” pro-
grams, and organized at the community level for Puerto Rican/Latino
concerns in their city. They all faced direct police harassment, fire-

bombings, and repression—often more severe than what was experienced
in New York.

SHORTCOMINGS AND WEAKNESSES
Youthfulness

Though the youthfulness of the organization was a strength, it was also a
Major limitation. Certain mistakes made by the Young Lords were simply
the result of lack of life experience and perspective. Also, with initial suc-
fesses and growing recognition, a youthful arrogance and failure to under-
Stand organizational vulnerabilities developed. Accordingly, destructive
Orces were able to capitalize on this lack of experience and maturity.
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The organization’s rules of discipline required'that me.mll))ers' workl dtwe“ty~
five hours a day, eight days a week.” Membership on this asis cout not he
sustained over the long term. Because of the full—‘tlme co'm.mltm?lrﬂlh, pefople
with full-time jobs and/or families coul.d not easily partlc1pat€;i - erefore,
the membership base remained primarily you.th, students, alnd <13 unen.
ployed. Yet, the organization paid little attention to persona e\./ebolzimem
issues of the youth members, such as getting a .formal education or job, evel.
oping relationships, childbearing, and parenting.

Centralism and Democracy

A more serious problem had to do with a faulty decision-mak:lg procfe“s;, and
this was related to our militarist structure. We foll'owed the.: theory ﬁ' emo.
cratic centralism,” attempting to balance c'entrahzed fiec151on-ma ing with
democratic participation by the membersh'lp. Ce'ntrahsrlr: was nect‘essary to
discuss the strategy and tactics involved in various takeover act lllons'and
activities that required maximum security and trust. How?ver, at (Zi ell-lt:ime's
there was little democracy. In practice, the Qentral Commlttje m? e z:i dec,-
sions and set the direction of the organization. T.hfe ﬁrst(iea l¢13.rs ’(1)}}]1“ ed the
organization, and they decided who else would join leaders ip. d(?re ‘:fEre
no elections. Emphasis on strict adherenc.e to Cf:ntral Co‘mmltt.eel lgec 1}‘:?5
frequently stifled member creativity and initiative. Charismatic leadership
sustained the organization initially but fmt'over the long te;m. il
At different points in the organization’s hlsfory ar{d as ear y.asl ; ,d ere
were various internal crises expressed as conflict against z;lpartlcu z;r (;)a e:i or
the struggle for the inclusion of women. These were rea by pz’art (i)cez; ::3 ;:r
struggle to democratize the organization, to ha\./e‘ mem ke'rs VO . y
extension, the community, really heard in the deC}smn-ma l1)n% procebétween
Unfortunately, the organization never .achleved a b']é'l an;e g
democracy, individual freedom, and collective accountabi 1tyl.)‘ s ; tionf
nization evolved from the Young Lords to the Pju'erto Rican Revo Fdemoxz
Workers Organization in 1972, trll{(}elre was a detce::ilﬁgc le:;;;}ejéfnr:)c; :Cy N
- osite was true. There was a to nocracy.
:2321;/13‘111:;? Z:cpiged and established the politics of the organization expect-
i rs to follow. ; '
m%{'/’}l}e':‘::::bers raised differences of opinion.with 1deologlydo‘r‘ tactlrctsu :r
leaders, they were often subjected to name-calling and labe eb (;p(ﬁ"obeing
ists.” The Central Committee even fa]sely.accus?d some mel,'(m er Sy
police agents. During the Puerto Rican R.evolutlonary W}(l)r :ie.rsa preed ,with
ruling group maintained control by accusing everyone “i 0t 12(igibility "
them of being agents and collaborators. Th'e accusations lost cr -
allowed real agents to continue to operate in the movement unexp

The Move to Puerto Rico

The Young Lords sought to define the rela‘tionship between Pl:]ert(:o[;f:m
in the United States and Puerto Rico. Initlall)", .the Young Lor SR}i)CO e
the “Divided Nation” theory. This was the position tha.t Pﬁer{? e ol
divided nation with one-third of Puerto Ricans living in t eﬂ ni o
and two-thirds living in Puerto Rico. From that position flowe

ad
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olitical consequences. Among them was the decision that the primary
struggle of Puerto Ricans in the United States was the liberation of Puerto
Rico. In March 1971, the Young Lords launched “Ofensiva Rompecadenas”
(‘Break-the-Chains Offensive”) directing resources and attention to Puerto
Rico. The U.S. branches were considered the base area necessary to keep
the Puerto Rico branches in El Cafio and in Aguadilla operating. The mili-
tary slogan was, “Prepare the base, to defend the front.”

As “Ofensiva Rompecadenas” unfolded, members both in Puerto Rico and
the United States questioned the expansion. In April 1972, all the mem-
bers in the Aguadilla branch resigned and the Central Committee accused
them of factionalism. In the United States, many of us concerned about the
decreasing attention to local community organizing activities were at a loss
about what to do. When Minister of Information Pablo Guzman, after

returning from a trip to China, wrote a paper outlining how to get the orga-

theory, concluding that Puerto Ricans in the United States are an “oppressed
national minority” and that Puerto Rico is the nation. Several Central Com-
mittee members and some national staff members, such as Richie Pérez
and myself, supported the paper, and we all agreed to launch a rectification
movement. We were excited about the possibility of revitalizing the organi-
zation and took advantage of the fact that the Central Committee members
who would object were out of town. When they returned to New York, they
were furious.

After a critical meeting, the Central Committee adopted the position
paper. However, they also agreed to discipline the supporters of the rectifi-
cation movement for “violating democratic centralism.” As aresult,
us were sent to branches outside New York, a move to divide the dissentin
group. That is how I got to Philadelphia in 1972,

The move to Puerto Rico was a disaster for the organization and the big-
gest mistake it ever made. The group lost its relationship to the Puerto Rican
community in the United States. Simultaneously, the organization became
increasingly dogmatic as members spent most of their days in endless debates
about Marxist-Leninist-Maoist philosophy. Isolated from reality of the Puerto
Rican/Latino community, the organization became irrelevant.

Leaving the Organization

Iresigned from the Central Committee of the Puerto Rican Revolutionary
Workers Organization in 1975, By then it had disintegrated into a small
group run by Gloria Fontafiez, a self-proclaimed “proletarian leader.” She
Surrounded herself with an unthinking clique who did her bidding, including
itimidation and violence against those members who disagreed with her.
I'was back in New York after having spent two years in Philadelphia. As
Part of the branch there, I first worked as a sewing-machine operator in sev-

oria Rodriguez,
te branch. Mos
Alt}10ugh the bra

a dedicated organizer from New York, was also a leader of
t of the brothers were from the North Philly streets.
nch was in decline by 1972, we organized against the ram-
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pant police brutality and racism for which Philly and so many other url,
cities are well known. We united with other groups, especially the Black
Panther Party and I Wor Kuen, an organization of Chinese-American actjy,
ists. We produced a newsletter, Abuso, and organized students at Temple
University and women in the community.

The year in New York before I resigned, there was little community v,
taking place, no “serve the people” programs, no more door-to-door healgy
testing, no community education classes, no more Women's Union. Mog¢ of
the early Central Committee members were gone. Membership had dwip.
dled. A few organizers were abandoned in factories and other workplace,
The passion, commitment, and hard work of the Young Lords was replace(i
with ideological squabbling. I was totally demoralized. The organizatig,
I joined five years earlier was dead.

I

The Role of Government Repression

COINTELPRO, the FBI's counterintelligence program, was set up to destroy
the African American liberation movement, the Black Panther Party, anq
progressive organizations, such as the Young Lords. Police agents within the
organization worked to intensify the differences and natural contradictiong
that existed among us. Using Nationalism and disagreements about politicg|
strategies, they sharpened divisions and created factions. Intimidation tac.
tics and beatings silenced opposition. They replicated this scenario acrogg
the United States.

The U.S. government’s surveillance and repression against the indepen.
dence movement started with the invasion of Puerto Rico in 1898. For
decades after, the government launched jailings and massacres of proinde-
pendence activists, including the Nationalist Party and its leader, Don Pedro
Albizu Campos.® As the Puerto Rican community grew in the United States
the government extended its repressive activities to activists living in the
United States. In 1960, the New York FBI field office circulated a memo to
its San Juan and Washington, D.C., offices instructing agents to initiate a
counterintelligence program against proindependence activists in New York:
The FBI's articulated goals were clear. Create disruption and discord, demor-
alize activists, and cause defections from the movement. The explicit strategy
was to exploit factionalism—a fault that they identified as endemic within
proindependence groups. Those marching orders were given to FBI agents
who also played that role within the Young Lords. Unfortunately, the full
story of police and government involvement within the Puerto Rican move:
ment in the United States has yet to be told and documented.

PuerTO Rico’s FUTURE

In 1998, the United States marks one hundred years of colonial domina
tion of Puerto Rico. I continue to believe that Puerto Rico should be inde
pendent, a free country, and I support the right of the Puerto Rican peoplé
to self-determination. Within the United States, we have a special respo™
sibility to continue to struggle for Puerto Rico’s independence and for th¢

6. See p. 445.
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freedom of political

rison 7 ;
puerto Rico. P ers who are still in prisons for fighting for a free

Models of Leadership

Not everyone who commits to progressive move
necessarily sustains commitment for a lifetime. I
ractice, by “l/}'nlat a person does. Many leader; s
their personal lives. Yet politics h i s life i
guly tran:form.flocfi‘ety. “Ilieaders" 3:}]:)0‘;:'::;:5‘1/3;% ]yr:)t:tl(l) r::i l\lfﬁol Illmovred e;ftlo
ren must provide for them— i i St
with thei children. Leadrs have vy et o onel 5 414 it time spen
We must reevaluate our notions of le s,
ideas of leadership are stil] quite patriarchal and elitist, Th
leader is still the lone charismatic male heading a h'ls . he
Collective leadership models to include workign i g
gays, and those who are most marginalized need t%)

eadership is determined by
eparate their politics from

organization,
people, women, youth,
be developed. .

MAKING THE DocuMENTARY
iPALANTE, SIEMPRE PALANTE! Tue Youne Lorps

ln l ’ g
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Other since the dlSlllteglatIOIl Of t]le Olga“]zat]o” in tlle ""d'seventles- AS
e leilected on our expel 1ence we exples

Wi 5y Sed concerns ab()ut V‘/hat we saw
haPPe"“lg “ltll Lat]"o a“d Latlna yout]l_the ]nterna] V]O]ence, the deep
sense ()f hopelessness, and the laCk 0{ putpose. We talked about hOW llllpOl—

nt and planned vari-

happens, I inherited the project.

The initi G
becausen trl:l tworkkconsmted of proposal writing, Fund raising was difficult
R higsto]r]y TX;!soe;s were not mtzrested in political projects or Latino/
. was committed to telling the Y, ’
way that we experienced it. History books are > ping Jonds Story, the

. iew , I look
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Acne to complete the project and set a broadcast date.
Important funding source was the Latino/Latina

e outh co i
e than two years, I screened and presented a worky e

-in-progress to student




1442 / Iris MORALES

joined me to complete the project doing everything from research to Origing
music. Among them Vanessa Roman continues as the distribution €oordin,
tor of the documentary. Through these exchanges, we successfully eStab:
lished relationships with the documentary’s intended audience.

In the fall of 1996, [PALANTE, SIEMPRE PALANTE! The Young Lord
was broadcast nationally on public television. That night, 750 people gath.
ered together to watch the broadcast and celebrated the screening with
poetry, hip hop and bomba music, and plena performances at the BOTOUgh
of Manhattan Community College in New York.

DiALoGING wiITH TODAY'S YoUuTH
History and Identity

Young Latinos and Latinas today face a complicated world of poverty,
single-parent homes, segregated and low-quality public schools, drugs, vis.
lence, prison, and lack of jobs. They have grown up familiar with AIpg
homelessness, police brutality, and the criminalization of Latino/Latin;
and African American youth. Subjects of a fast-paced, highly consumer.
oriented society, they buy and wear fashion styles that advertise the logos of
companies that often do not employ people of color. Increasing numbers of
Latino/Latina youth struggle to hold down jobs while attending college,
knowing an education is important to a future in a globalized economy,
Latino and Latina young people are major consumers of television and film,
yet they rarely find positive representations. The Latino/Latina community
continues to be marginalized.

A cultural and political renaissance is happening among Latino/Latina
youth, and they are engaged in renewed interest and exploration. Young
Latinos and Latinas are seeking information about history and the role that
Latinos have played in this country. Books are still scarce; videos are almost
nonexistent. Youth are also interested in the activism of Latinos in the
1960s and 1970s. The Young Lords experience, especially the early period—
very dramatic, militant, defiant—is appealing to young people who are
rebellious.

Young Latino/Latinas are struggling with issues of identity, class, and
race. Second-, third-, and fourth-generation Puerto Ricans in the United
States, many who do not speak Spanish, ask, “Am I Puerto Rican? Am I
American?” When one parent is Puerto Rican and the other African Ameri-
can or Dominican or Irish, they ask, “Where do I belong?”

There are questions that interface with class. In the 1960s, we were pri-
marily working class, all of us. Today the children of a middle-class sector
ask, “Am I really Puerto Rican? My parents are Puerto Rican. We ate rice
and beans, but we were not poor,” assuming that to be Puerto Rican of
Latino means only to be economically disadvantaged.

Latino and Latina youth are insecure about the future. Will there be
jobs? Many are setting up small businesses for economic survival, others
because they want creative independence. Health and environmental con:
cerns also raise the level of insecurity about the future.

Color issues persist. A portion of the documentary addresses the struggl‘f
against racism within the Latino community, and it resonates deeply W!

4
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uth who experience racism as a continuing major internal problem. Study-
ing our African ancestry and promoting our culture is very important to

ung Latinos and Latinas.

Latino/Latina youth are also grappling with what it means to be Latino
gs the community grows to include people from all Latin America and the
caribbean. Young people struggle with maintaining national identity while
gmultaneously developing Latino unity. There are bonds of affinity as well
gs tension and conflict. Clearly, we need varied organizational forms and
multiple tactics to build a mass Latino movement for social and economic
'usti(‘e.

Finally, young people ask many questions about what motivated individu-
als or what motivated a generation to take the actions taken in the 1960s
and 1970s. Of course the related question is, how to motivate people to take
political action today.

BUILDING LENS: THE LaTiNo/LATINA EDUCATION NETWORK SERVICE

PALANTE, SIEMPRE PALANTE! The Young Lords led to the creation of
LENS—the Latino/Latina Education Network Service, a nonprofit organi-
zation that owns and distributes the documentary throughout the United
States. It has been enthusiastically received by youth, community organiza-
tions, and educational institutions. The reception confirms the importance
that young people assign to documenting our history and disseminating our
stories.

LENS is dedicated to using the visual medium as a positive way to open
dialogues about social and political issues. With {PALANTE, SIEMPRE
PALANTE! as an educational and outreach tool, LENS works directly with
Latino and Latina youth. The focus is to motivate young people to develop
their talents for social justice and community empowerment.

THE STRUGGLE CONTINUES

I am pleased to see the resurgence of activism and organization-building
that is underway in our community. We have to use our knowledge and
resources to continue to struggle for economic, political, and social justice.
We need to organize for universal health care, food, clothing, and shelter for
everyone, for quality education and jobs. We have to create conditions to
allow the full artistic, spiritual, and intellectual development of all of us.
Learning from our past to continue toward the liberation of humanity, our
struggle continues.

1996






