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T H E
A N D T H E
O F L A T
J o h a n n a F e r n a n d e z , P h .D

B aruch C o lle g e

n the second half ofthe 1960s, the politics and models of

protest engendered by the Black Power M ovement captured

the imagination of a generation and awakened a m ultitude of
radical movements among diverse groups with a history of racial
oppression in the United States. Organizations such as the Young
Lords Organization, which fashioned itself after the Black
Panther Party launched im portant local organizing efforts that
won important reforms for poor Latino and A frican A merican
urban communities around issues of housing and urban renew al
in Chicago and childhood lead poisoning, sanitation, and the
crisis in public hospitals in New York. This article explores the
character and influence of protest movements in the late 60s
through a review of the emergence of Young Lords Organization
in Chicago and New York, a Puerto Rican revolutionary
nationalist organization that consciously fashioned itself after the
Black Panther Party (BPP)1 and ardently cham pioned the
independence of Puerto Rico, Americas last standing neo-
colony.2 As products of the postw ar racial and political economy
of northern cities, YLO members launched one of the first Latino
form ations that identified w ith the Black Power movement and
that saw itself as part of the A frican D iaspora. The history of
m ilitant urban activism in the late 1960s suggests that
organizations like the Young Lords and the Black Panthers were
spawned by the deep and unprecedented social and economic
changes taking place in northern cities in the postw ar period and
that their practices and politics were also tied to these
developments. The history of the Young Lords Organization
challenges m ainstream depictions of the civil rights and black
power movements. It suggests that although racial inequality in
A merica impelled the movement’s emergence, the objectives and
character of protest, were integrally woven with grievances of
social and economic im port and driven by a strong class
impulse.2

The YLO was a radical political group that first emerged in
Chicago in the late 1960s. It was heavily influenced by the politics
and protest style of the Black Panther Party and led by 1stand 2nd
generation, Puerto Rican radicals raised in the M ainland US,
rather than on the island as well as other Latinos. The members
of the organization were youth who were radicalized by the civil
rights and anti-war movements of the 1960s and whose political

outlook was shaped by the social and economic crises that began

to grip northern cities in the postw ar period.

One of the most striking aspects of the history of the YLO is

its genesis. 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 tum ult of

1968. Im printed in the Young Lords’evolution from gang to

political organization is a powerful story of agency and rebirth.

This extraordinary and deliberate political transform ation on the

part of poor urban youth challenges the dom inant historical

narrative of radical movements of the sixties, which featured

w hite students, urban rioters, and a narrowly conceived New Left

as its m ajor protagonists.3

The phenomenon ofthe proliferation of gangs in postw ar

Chicago is complex and obfuscated by contem porary media-driven

and racialized understandings of this form of social organization.

In 1950s Chicago, gangs were a way of life in poor and working

class neighborhoods, black, white, and the hues in between.

Through these form s of social organization, young people of all

races soughtto cobble together an identity and a sense of

belonging. They provided a structure for benign social activities,

such as parties, fundraisers for the acquisition of stylish jackets,

w hich became associated with a particular gang form ation, as well

as for more marginal activities, such as petty crime.4 In times of

economic uncertainty, when ethnic and racial tensions grew, local

gangs engaged in defensive com petition for turf control along

racial and ethnic lines. But in the racially shifting neighborhoods of

postw ar Chicago, racial turf wars were fed, generally, by the influx

of black, Puerto Rican, and M exican migrants to the city at a

moment when the economic structure of the city was changing.

Butlocally and on the ground, urban renewal policies exacerbated

inter-gang violence and rivalry as working class families were

displaced from their homes to make room for middle-class

housing and business-led economic development.5

The Chicago Young Lords

recount stories of multiple

displacem ents from their neighborhoods, a process which usually

culm inated w ith their relocation to the unwelcoming

neighborhoods populated by Irish, Italian and G erm an

im migrants and their descendents. Former Young Lords describe

the brutal racial harassment they suffered. One former member,

Rory Garcia, remembers waking up one day and refusing to go

school, because he “simply did

not want to fight anymore.” He



left school in 9th grade and never went back.6 Former members
describe how their gang networks and activities taught them how
to fight at a young age - and prepared them to navigate the m ean
streets of Chicago.

This brief history offers a dram atic example of how a
complex web of conscious interventions and unplanned
circum stances contributed to the radicalization and
transform ation of this gang. The prim ary architect of the Young
Lords’political conversion was its chairman, Jose “Cha Cha”
Jimenez. Like many black and Latino urban youth of his time, the
Puerto Rican gang-leader-turned-activist was radicalized in
prison. lronically, incarceration during this m oment of social
upheaval, opened up possibilities for some. In prison, Jimenez
read the story of religious transform ation told by Thom as
M erton in his bestseller Seven Storey M ountain. He also read The
A utobiography of M alcolm X. These books were made available
to him by a prison inm ate and librarian who was a member of
the N ation of Islam. Conversations about these books with fellow
inm ates in the atm osphere of possibility created by the social
movements of the era awakened Jimenez to the world of political
ideas. The N ation of Islam ’s religious intervention in the prisons
and its contribution to the transform ation of M alcolm X is
perhaps the pivotal centerpiece of the otherwise untold history of
the evolution and character of northern struggles. Upon release
from prison, Jimenez was targeted by a war on poverty program
designed to bridge inm ates’transition from jail to civilian life and
help them find employment. 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 where active.

In short, the actions of the N Ol in prison, an anti-poverty
program , the conscious intervention of a seasoned, local activist,
and the atm osphere of possibility created by the social
movements of the era all contributed to Jimenez’political
transform ation and drove him to take on the Herculean task of
redirecting the activities of his gang. Jimenez also cites the
dram atic example of the Black Panther Party, which established a
compelling model to follow. But challenges for Jimenez
abounded. He suggests that the learned behavior of survival
adopted by gang members was perhaps his greatest stum bling
block. In many ways, gang members were conditioned to
thinking narrowly and in a sectarian fashion about turf control
and protecting their own and consequently they were not easily
politically mobilized.

The transform ation from gang to political organization did
not come easily. Jimenez explains the alienating experience of
living through two opposing realities: being a respected leader of
his com m unity one day and then awaking to the painful process
of being an outcast, a suspected “com munist” the next. Until one
nightin 1968, that is, when a group of five Young Lords
w itnessed the fatal shooting of one of the gang, M anuel Ram os,
by an undercover police officer, James Lamb. That night, the
Young Lords who were present during the altercation were
arrested. Jimenez, who was not at the party, was the person the
Lords called from prison. That was the turning point. The five
Young Lords spent weeks in prison. They were never charged
w ith a crime, and the police officer who fatally shot their friend
was never brought up for charges. In the weeks that followed, the
Young Lords would be politically transform ed by the campaign
they would mount to bring officer James Lamb to justice.

In the weeks and months that followed and in consultation
w ith Panther leaders Fred Ham pton, Bobby Lee, and Henry

“Poison” Gaddis, Jimenez proceeded to turn the Young Lords into

the Panther’s Puerto Rican counterpart.7 Because of their
established gang network, hundreds of young men and women
joined the Young Lords Organization and partook in their

m ilitant neighborhood protests against urban displacement
under the guise of urban renew al.

The example set by the Black Panther Party provided a
compelling model of protest that was instrum ental to the
evolution of the Young Lords. Following the first wave of urban
upheavals beginning in Harlem in 1964, the BPP’s founding
mem bers resolved to organize the radicalized sections of poor
and working class A frican A mericans. To this end, the BPP

7

initiated a series of “survival program s,” aimed to address the
systemic causes of the riots. The first of these was a civilian patrol
unit to monitor police arrests and defend com m unity residents
against police aggression in East Oakland, California. Later, the
Panthers added a children’s breakfast program , an ambulance
service, and a lead poisoning detection program to their
compendium of activities.8

Between 1968 and 1970, the Chicago YLO led a series of
m ilitant cam paigns with a com m unity service aspect akin to the
Black Panther Party’s survival programs. In Chicago, a city
targeted by the Johnson adm inistration’s war on poverty
initiative, the YLO established tactical alliances with social service
organizations, com m unity advocates and government antipoverty
programs. The Young Lords’protest actions included the
occupation of the Armitage Street Church in Chicago following
several failed attem pts at convincing church leadership to allow
the group use of the space to set up a day care program and a
health clinic. Collaborating w ith other radical organizations and
social service groups, the Chicago YLO successfully stopped an
urban renewal plan for construction of middle-income homes in
the city’s W est Lincoln Park neighborhood, which would have
displaced Puerto Ricans and other Latinos.9

The Puerto Rican radicals inspired the form ation of sister
organizations in other cities, the m ost influential of which was
based in New York City. The New York Young Lords subsequently
duplicated the organizing efforts of the Chicago group in Puerto
Rican neighborhoods including, East Harlem and the South
Bronx. In New York, where college education became widely
accessible to racial minorities in the 1960s through pioneering
programs at the City University of New York, the Young Lords
Organization-later renamed the Young Lords Party (YLP)-was
initiated by politicized students in 1969. It flourished alongside
the conflagrations of New Y ork’s city and labor politics in the late
1960s. These young men and women - full of passion- came of
age during the racially divisive NY C teacher’s strike of 1968, the
school decentralization movements in Ocean-Brownsville,
recurrent housing struggles, the welfare rights movement, the
prison rebellions at the Tombs and A ttica, local street riots, and
the rise of Puerto Ricans and other Latinos as an electoral force
in the city.

Before long the New Young Lords became known for
organizing m ilitant, m edia savvy com m unity-based protest
campaigns against inadequate health care, dilapidated housing,
hunger, lead poisoning and tuberculosis among poor children
and city residents, irregular sanitation services. Eventually the
NY group severed its ties to Chicago and renamed itself the
Young Lords Party. The YLP established branches in the Bronx,
East Harlem , Brooklyn, the Lower East Side, Hartford,
Bridgeport, Newark, Camden, and Philadelphia.

Like the Black Panthers, the Young Lords were self-proclaimed
revolutionary nationalists who argued for Puerto Rican

Independence, and fought against poverty and Puerto Rican



oppression in the US. They were nationalists because they believed
that in order to fight oppression, Puerto Ricans needed to form
their own separate organizations. They argued that building a
separate Puerto Rican organization was crucial because itwould
build confidence amongst Puerto Ricans and in the process com bat
the negative psychological wages of racism. One ofthe major
contradictions of their nationalist orientation was that
approximately 30% ofthe organization s membership both in
Chicago and in New York was composed of African A merican and
non-Puerto Rican Latinos.10

These self proclaimed revolutionary nationalists and
anti-capitalists were influenced by variants of M arxism , M aosim ,
theories of revolution that emerged out of national independence
struggles espoused by Franz Fanon, Ernesto Che Guevara, and
Regis Debray as well as the ideas of the father of Puerto Rican
nationalism : Don Pedro Albizu Campos.

Because Puerto Ricans were relatively new arrivals in New
York and Chicago, the emergence of an organization as radical as
the Young Lords became the subject of hundreds of articles in
local news publications including the New York Times and the
Chicago Tribune. As recent arrivals, Puerto Ricans were not
expected to assert them selves in such dram atic a fashion. In fact
according to one New York Times article, Puerto Ricans were
viewed as a “mild mannered” people. So what led to the adoption
of radical politics by this section of Puerto Ricans? The riots were
the single development that m ost influenced the emergence of
northern urban radicalism in the 1960s. In 1966 over 24 cities
went up in flames. That same year Puerto Ricans rioted in
Chicago. And the day before the D etroit riots of 1967, Puerto
Ricans rioted in East Harlem . D etonated in each case by the
police shootings of Puerto Rican civilians, these riots
m arked a turning point for Puerto Ricans in the U.S.

m ainland. M oreover, rioting by an ethnic group, which

had been previously referred to as a “m ild-m anner

people,” revealed the extent of civil rights injuries for

m inority groups other than Afro-A mericans. These events
opened the possibility for reform ulating a public debate
on inequality that the mainstream media had largely cast
in black and w hite.

The urban riots were a bold rem inder of the class
divisions in A merican society. These rebellions were a raw
m anifestation of the anger and political disenchantm ent
possessed by racial m inorities in the postwar North. They
dram atized the conditions of racial apartheid,
unem ployment, inferior education, housing, and medical
care in N orthern cities.
The riots expressed the sentiment that racial and economic
inequality in the N orth was a structural feature of
A merican society requiring fundamental change, and that
nothing short of a full-scale rebellion would bring about
an equitable social order. In many ways this logic was
right. W hile in the South white suprem acists were at the
helm of arenegade and anachronistic system of racial
segregation that was marginal to the A merican political
and economic structure and therefore could be defeated, in
the north, problem s were more structural and entrenched
in the very fabric of the system , and therefore
required changes of revolutionary proportion.
A fter W W Il northern cities became more
segregated by race and more divided by class
than ever before in the history of the cities.11

First W W Il encouraged a mass migration

of people of color into the cities because during

the war the economy was cranked up atmaximum capacity for
the war effort. AA from South, Puerto Ricans from PR, Mexicans
from M exico, and Chicanos and N ative A mericans 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 led to the rise of the civil rights movement.12
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 Rican youth. As sons
and daughters of the postw ar migration, their consciousness was
shaped by an unlikely com bination of politicizing experiences
from the rise of the civil rights movement and the Vietnam W ar
to their own experience in an urban setting beset by industrial
decline and greater economic and racial segregation. The
convergence of Puerto Rican migration w ith the rise of the civil
rights movement, in particular, had a profound impact on the
racial consciousness of the children of Puerto Rican migrants.
A mong other developments, this process gave birth to an
organization with the kind of politics held by the Young Lords
Organization, which would insist that Puerto Ricans and A frican
A mericans shared com m on political and economic interests.
However with the end of W orld W ar Il came along-term
process of structural changes in the economy ofnorthern cities.
A process of de-industrialization took hold which created a
sizable class of perm anently unem ployed and discouraged,
young workers - a completely new development in modern
urban history. The consequences for the newcomers was
devastating. The industrial base of the cities, which up
until then had provided stable and consistent

em ployment to new migrants was now evaporating. And

because African A mericans, Puerto Ricans, M exicans,

and Native A mericans began to migrate into the cities in

large num bers as a result of the war-time labor demands
of W W IIl. People of color were disproportionately
affected by these new changes. The situation was such

that the Bureau of Labor Statistics began to publish 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 predom inantly

Black and Puerto Rican men in their prime working

years who were living in New York’s poorest slum s.

Compared with black and w hite men, lack of job activity

was lowest 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 in finding em ployment.13 In Chicago
22% of industry left to the suburbs between 1950 -

1977 14 A nd city conditions were further worsened by
tax-base erosion, which further worsened the disrepair of
the urban environment after the depression.

These conditions, com bined with police brutality and
northern racism on the one hand, and on the other the
raised expectations about change produced by the
southern civil rights m ovement - alongside very little real
progress led - to the riots. The riots were a call to action

for radicals. They suggested to many that if organized,
the anger of the riots could lead to social change.

These conditions also influenced the character of



organizations like the Young Lords. It is no surprise, that in the the YLO challenged quite sharply the bankruptcy of these

context of a postw ar urban economy, which for the first tim e in theories.
modern urban history, created a class of perm anently In fact, contrary to the static narrative of the postw ar urban
unemployed urban dwellers that radical organizations like the crisis as a force that prostrated com m unities of color, the local
Young Lords and the Black Panthers would launch a critiqgue of histories of the Young Lords and the Black Panthers suggest that
this development --at the same time that they would decide to they were among the first to identify the causes of and launch a
organize whatthey called the “young lumpenproleterian cats:” fight back against whatwe know today as the urban crisis.
here referring to a term coined by Karl M arx to describe the At the same time, the increased racism in m ainstream
permanently unemployed and discouraged workers living on the political debates about the origins of the urban crisis coupled
margins of society. So part of what is see happening is that w ith the increased racial segregation in the cities — that people of
radical grassroots movements that were cohering in the second color were moving in and whites were moving out -- made an
half of the decade reflected the distinctive social features of the interracial struggle with white A mericans very difficult to
urban environment in which they emerged. The urban imagine. So what we see happening is that the m aterial basis for
movements built by the YL and BPP and others emerged out of black and white solidarity was evaporating. Instead dram atic
and were aresponse to the new technical and educational action was created by polyglot groups birthed of the increasingly
structures of capitalism and its “modernization” in the second m ulti-ethnic character of the A merican ghetto. M oreover, the
half of the 20th century. Thus, these young militants were era s nationalist political orientation was shaped by the
reacting to special conditions at the same time that they were dem ographic changes taking place in the cities. This situation
trying to make sense of them .15 determ ined, in part, the strong racial nationalism of urban,

In the cities the burden of poverty, of the kind that was radical politics in the 1960s as practiced by people of color. The
being produced in the postw ar period, was disproportionately organizations coalesced on the basis of race and ethnicity
borne by people of color, especially the young men amongst reflecting the residual racial configuration and ideology of the old
them . Yet, in public discourse in the 1960s urban poverty was racial structures in America, but on the ground in its racial
increasingly seen as a racial phenomenon rather than as a makeup and com position, they were a harbinger of things to
product of the postw ar, structural transform ation of the cities. come: the group reflected the diverse racial and ethnic makeup of
A nd increasingly, racist theories about the dysfunctionality of the the postm odern city, of which Los Angeles is the best exam ple.
black family and the propensity for violence among black and D espite its largely Puerto Rican membership and professed
Latino males came to explain the causes of the new urban crisis. Puerto Rican nationalism , the organization possessed a rare

In their papers and in their public meetings orgs like the BPP and m ulti-racial and m ulti-ethnic com position that presaged the



contem porary dem ographic character of American cities.

O perating in the interstices of the late 1960s and early 1970s, the
YLO and the YLP attracted Chicanos, African Americans, and
other Latinos. According to Iris M orales, former mem ber of the
YLP and producer of the documentary film on the Young Lords,
/Palante, Siem pre, Palante/, “activists who had participated in the
civil rights, Black liberation, and cultural nationalists movem ents
joined.” Puerto Ricans were a majority of the members, but

A frican A mericans “made up about 25 percent of the
membership. Other Latinos -Cubans, Dominicans, M exicans,
Panamanians, and Colum bians -also joined. One member was
Japanese-H aw aiian.”16 M ost im portantly, non-Puerto Rican
members were not merely passive participants in the
organization, but were integral to its life-blood. As mentioned
previously Oliver, was the first woman elected to the Young
Lords’central com m ittee. Pablo Yoruba Guzman, one of the
founders of the New York group and member of the central
comm ittee was of A fro-Cuban parentage, and O m ar Lopez, the
major strategist of the Chicago YLO was M exican A merican.

W ith a form al leadership in New York largely composed of Afro-
Latinos, and w ith fully one-quarter of its mem bership com prised
of African A mericans, YLP members launched one of the first
Latino form ations that identified w ith the Black Power
movement, that saw itself as part of the A frican D iaspora, and
that was instrum ental in theorizing and identifying the structures
of racism em bedded in the culture, language, and history of Latin
A merica and its institutions. Along w ith several of her peers in
the YLP like Iris M orales, Oliver was among the first individuals
in the United States to initiate the work of analyzing racial
identity and racial form ation in Latin America and the specific
historical circum stances and com paratively different economic
and political contours within which racism emerged in that
continent.

But one thing we can learn from history is that conditions
alone do not aradical movement make. The conditions outlined
above, combined with northern racism and police brutality on
the one hand and on the other the example set by organizations
such as the Black Panther Party were instrum ental in fueling a
radical movement. The riots functioned as a call to action for
radical activists. A fter the riots, radicals understood that militant
action alongside a radical analysis of the problem s of American
society could influence a wide periphery ofworking people. The
emergence of the Black Panther Party in 1966 was the most
dram atic exam ple of this development.

The Black Panther Party was com pelling because it
articulated in simple and uncom promising language the totality
of political and economic grievances w ith which black
northerners had been concerned since the start of the civil rights
movement during W W Il. Their platform read as follows: “W e
W ant the power to determ ine the destiny of our Black
Community,"” ....full em ployment for our people,”c...an end to the
robbery by the white man of our black com munity,”‘decent
housing, fit for shelter of hum an beings,”‘education,’”can
im mediate end to police brutality,” c...clothing, justice, and
peace.’”” 17 And the BPP’ “survival program s” and their dram atic
civilian patrol unit was a brilliant application of their politics
because these addressed the causes of the riots in both economic
and political terms. W hat was different about the BPP was that it
combined concrete com munity-based organizing with an
overarching critigue of capitalism and a critigue of the role of the
state, a com bination, which had not previously been articulated
decisively by any civil rights organization. Their critique of the

state was critical because ittapped into an overarching trend

w ithin the movement wherein the state was a key focal point and
target of protest. Sixties activist critiqued 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 (the prisoner take-over of the
A ttica prison comes to mind). This was also the moment of a
rights consciousness movement, 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 upon more humane priorities. They called
them selves socialists. The Black Panthers then, did three
im portant things: 1) it engaged in a kind of organizing that
connected with the anger and conditions of A frican-A mericans
and other minorities in urban centers; 2) it articulated an analysis
and theory that explained the black crisis; and 3) it put forth an
alternative vision of society. Because the BPP accomplished 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 established 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 maligned and not accorded its proper
place in history and we know very little about the movem ents

that it inspired. These include the

1. Revolutionary Union M ovement (RUM)

2. Brown Berets

3. Health Revolutionary Unity Movement (HRUM )
4 . IW OR KUEN

5.Young Patriots

6. American Indian M ovement (AIM)

7.Young Lords and many others

In the late 1960s the Young Lords captured the political
imagination of a growing num ber of Puerto Ricans and other
racial minorities in Chicago and New York and dram atized the
problems of poor people of color. Beginning in 1969, the Young
Lords in New York engaged in a fast-paced course of dram atic
and media savvy activism and cam paigns, which they called
offensive in deference to the Tet campaign of the Viethamese: a
tell-tale sign of the group’sdynamism and ability to link
international crises with local concerns.18

The first was the G arbage O ffensive, a cam paign protesting
irregular sanitation services in East Harlem and the absence of
garbage cans in that neighborhood. It called attention to the
crisis by sweeping the streets and clearing em pty lots and erecting
traffic barriers at m ajor intersections w ith garbage they collected.
Thus, they stopped traffic for blocks on end, attracted the
attention of thousands of local residents, created a pubic town-
hall meeting effect and in the process captured the attention of
local officials. Their dem onstrations were covered heavily by the
media in the sum mer of 1969 and contributed to making
sanitation a major issue in the run-up to the mayoral election of
November 1969. The group successfully exposed the city for not
deeming Puerto Ricans and A frican A mericans worthy of city
services.19

A quieter and lesser know cam paign was their Lead O ffensive.
In the fall of 1969, the Young Lords launched a cam paign to

combatlead 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 publish their results: that 30% of the
children they tested were lead-positive. The Young Lords had
launched their initiative after the nearly fatal case of Gregory
Franklin, a AA boy who lived in a building with over 100 housing
violations. The militants called 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 credited 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.20

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 YL explained: “People who
claim to be Christian have
forgotten the 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
God.”21

Then in the summer of
1970, they did the unthinkable and occupied 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 conditions to a
dramatic twelve-hour occupation of one of the hospital’s
buildings, the Nurses Residence, a building that formed part of
the Lincoln complex, which in an earlier era housed the first
nursing school for black women in the United States and was 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
conditions; as a result 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 public hospitals. The
Young Lords were among the first activists to challenge the
advent of draconian reductions in social spending in public
hospital and privatization policies in the public sector. Their
actions eventually led to the creation of one of the principle
acupuncture drug treatment centers in the western world at
Lincoln.22

At their best, the Young Lords demonstrated a willingness
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 at building

coalitions with health professionals. Their ability to link local
concerns with international causes was effective and tapped into
the broader concerns of the period. They named their campaigns
after the dramatic Vietnamese military campaign against US
forces in 1968, known as the Tet Offensive. 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 of ideas of the
Black Power and Women’s Movements to expose and challenge
the wages of gender inequality, homophobia, and color prejudice
among Latinos. The group’s commitment 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
arrival to the U.S.
mainland many Puerto
Ricans encountered many
of the same racial barriers
as did black 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 black protest groups
prior to the Young Lords’ emergence. The group played a crucial
role in identifying and challenging the unconscious racism
embedded in Latino culture, language, and values.

So what does all of this mean for the study of the Sixties?
The history of the Young Lords suggests that even though the
story of the Sixties is told in black and white, by the mid 1960s,
the movements and its members reflected the multi-racial and
multi-ethnic character of American cities. Most importantly, the
history of the Young Lords challenges mainstream assumptions
about the Civil Rights and Black Power movements. When we
think of the Civil Rights and Black Power or 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 60s movements were impelled by issues of
race, the objectives and the character of protest were integrally
tied to issues of social and economic import; they were driven by
a strong class impulse.

Increasingly, movement activists were concerned with
finding solutions to problems as pedestrian as garbage collection,
the removal of lead paint from tenement walls, addressing the
crisis of health care and its delivery, social welfare programs, and
fighting urban renewal, among other issues. Essentially,
movement activist in were concerned with issues pertaining to a
social democratic polity.



C ONCLUSION

By the 1960s, postw ar deindustrialization, w hite flight, and
residential tax-base erosion in the cities had produced
unprecedented levels of racial segregation, perm anent

unem ployment, and all the attendant problem s of urban decay:
poor education, health, and housing, a disfigured physical
landscape, and explosive tensions between the com munity and
the police. It was against this backdrop that the N orthern
movement emerged. The tem perament of Young Lord m ilitant
activism and the group’sinsurgent politics were rooted in a deep
social disenchantm ent at worsening objective conditions, a
disenchantment that only deepened when the hopes raised by the
civil rights m ovement did not m aterialize in the N orth.

In his widely read and controversial 1964 assessment and
prospective of the Southern civil rights movement, Bayard R ustin
attem pted, among other things, to define the character of its
N orthern counterpart, suggesting that in N orthern ghettos the
civil rights m ovement was “perhaps misnamed.” Rustin, the
skillful strategist of the civil rights movement and forem ost
political com mentator of his time proclaimed that, in the N orth,
“at issue, after all, is not civil rights, strictly speaking, but social
and economic conditions. Last Sum mer’s riots were notrace
riots; they were outbursts of class aggression in a society where
class and color definitions are converging disastrously.”23

As we have witnessed recently in New O rleans, the urban
disrepair against w hich organizations like the Young Lords and
Black Panther fought, and its racialized character, is still with us
today. There is a lot that can be concluded about this age of great
dreams during which ordinary people took the reigns of history
in their own hands. One ofthe mostimportant contributions of
radicals was that they helped alter the term s of the political
debate in A merica. Today, the dom inance of conservative
philosophies upholds that governmentisnotbound to a social
contract in which it is responsible for the well being of its
citizens; that the invisible hand ofthe market rather than big
government will take care of social problem s, of all manor of
crisis, and of wealth redistribution; that success is determ ined by
individual virtue --and that poverty is the result of personal
character flaw.

In the 1960s however, radicals won the argument that
poverty was brought about by circum stances beyond the control
of the poor and that these circum stances had long historical roots
and that they were tied to the organization of society. They won
the argum ent that racial oppression was a natural outgrow th of a
society divided by class; that urban renew al in the form of
gentrification and business-sponsored development would not
solve the profound problems of urban de-industrialization and
disrepair; and finally, among other things, they argued that
im perialist war was not acceptable in a dem ocratic society.

These are all argum ents that merit consideration and urgent

proliferation in A merican society today.
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