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As the New York Puerto Rican ethnic barrios began to grow in the 1920s and 30s, issues of educational and citizenship rights, equal treatment, and electoral participation, incorporation, and representation in the
U.S. political system gradually gained more visibility in later decades. Like some other U.S. ethnic groups, identity politics and community mobilization are common strategies in making inroads into the political sphere, and in
overcoming existing political barriers and negotiating with the power structures.

•

I

The passage of the Civil Rights Act by the U.S. Congress in 1964 forbids segregation and discrimination based on race, color, gender, and religion. The Act represents an important legal and symbolic mi lestone
for the struggles carried out by several prior generations of African Americans, Latinos( as), Native Americans, women, and other disenfranchised groups. The new Civil Rights legislation galvanized these populations into con·
tinuing their social and political battles and demands for equality and the empowerment of their communities. In their demands they often adopted the militant and socially transforming outlook of the mid-1960s and 70s,
including mass demonstrations, strikes, boycotts, building occupations, and other forms of civi l disobedience, that in several instances ended in mass arrests, violent confrontations with the police, and the death of a few activists.

II

Within the Puerto Rican community the period of activism during the late 1960s and 70s is known as the Puerto Rican Movement. A myriad of social, cultural, educational, and political outcomes stemming
from this movement paved the way and opened new possibilities for younger generations of Puerto Ricans to continue struggling for equal treatment, creating organizations and institutions to serve their communities, and contri·
buting individually and collectively to their advancement. The movement also gave continuity to a long history of community activism and social and political struggles that had engaged the prior generations of pioneros{as}.
An important part of the Puerto Rican Movement were the crusades to improve the quality of schools in poor neighborhoods, establish community control of local schools, increase access to higher education, and develop
inclusive curricula that reflected the rich history of their communities and the multicultural/ multiracial character of U.S. society. A major challenge was to rectify prevalent stereotypes, problem-oriented perspectives, and distorted
views or omissions about the presence and contributions of Puerto Ricans and other ethnic racial minorities to U.S . American history.

STRIVING FOR EQUALITY AND COMMUNITY EMPOWERMENT
Puerto Ricans join African Americans, Chicanos, and Native Americans in calling for an end to all kinds
1---1
of practices that perpetuated racism , discrimination , and the unequal treatment of people of color.

Early 1960s
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Puerto Rican community leaders urge the U.S. Congress to amend Section 4e ofthe Voting Rights Act of 1965
by eliminating the English literacy test required for voting. Among the leaders were future Congressman
Hernan Badillo, community activist Giberto Gerena Valentin, and civil rights attorney Irma Vidal Santaella.
The year before, Gerena Valentin and Vidal Santaella had been involved in the founding of the National
Association for Puerto Rican Civil Rights ( 1964).

1963 1---'
I

---1 1965
I

1966 f-----l

~----------------------------~ 1968
A Chicago Puerto Rican gang named the Young Lords transforms into the Young Lords Organization. This
political organization engaged Puerto Rican youth and other sectors of the community in denouncing civil right
abuses and pressuring city governments to respond to the needs of poor communities. Chapters ofthe Young
Lords also were established in New York City, Philadelphia , other cities in the Northeast, and Puerto Rico.
Urban renewal efforts in Boston's South End, a tenement district with a
heavy concentration of Puerto Ricans and other Latinos, threatened the
removal of thousands of residents from their community. As a result, Puerto
Rican residents mobilize to create the tenants' organization, lnquilinos Boricuas en Accion (IBA) , and pressure city officials for participation in development plans and the building of affordable housing. As a result, the Villa
Victoria housing and community complex was built in the early 1980s.

A Puerto Rican contingent to Martin Luther King's historic August 23, 1963 March on Washington is
organized by Pu erto Rican community activists and coalition builders Gilberta Gerena Valentin and
Manny Diaz, among others.

: - y 1968

r---

Outbreak of the first major Puerto Rican riot in the United States in the Division Street neighborhood of
Chicago. The disturbances began during the holding of th e first Puerto Rican Parade and in reaction to the
police shooting of a Puerto Rican youngster. These conflicts were a manifestation of the urban unrest that
afflicted many U.S. cities in the late 1960s, due to pervading racism and discrimination , the neglect by city
governments of deteriorating conditions in poor ethnic neighborhoods, and the urban renewal projects that
displaced them and forced them to relocate. In the following years rioting spread to oth er Puerto Rican
communities in New York, New Jersey, and Philadelphia.
Under the leadership of Gilberta Gerena Valentin and others, Puerto Ricans are mobilized to support the
Poor People's Campaign. The Campaign was conceived by Martin Luther King to bring another mass
demonstration to Washington, D.C. and pressure the U.S. Congress to adopt an Economic Bill of Rights for the
poor. Four days before the scheduled June 19 Solidarity Day in the nation's capital, about four thousand
Puerto Ricans expressed their solidarity with the Campaign by holding a one day rally.
A group of women leaders establishes the National Conference of Puerto Rican
Women (NACOPRW) to advocate for equal rights and improve the status of Puerto
Rican women. Chapters were established in Washington , D.C., New York,
Philadelphia , and a few other cities.

{Villa Victoria, c. 1982} [IBA Records, Archives & Specia l Collections, Nort heast ern University Librari es]

197 2 1-----1

(P hot o of NACOPRW logo). [NACOPRW]

Urban renewal projects forcing the removal of Puerto Ricans and other
minorities from their neighborhoods since the late 1960s, extended to many
U.S. cities in later decades. Among them was the Puerto Rican community
protest against the city's gentrification projects in the Lower East Side.

1980s - 1990s

[Ma rl is Member Photog raph ic Co ll ect ion, c.1990s].

Las casitas, little wooden houses that evoke colorful rural and semi-urban houses with
gardens in Puerto Rico, begin to emerge in abandoned lots of destroyed buildings. The
community-built casitas were a grassroots response to urban decay and renewal
proj ects that often displaced residents from poor ethnic neighborhoods. Among the
most prominent and long-lasting casitas are Rincon Criollo, built in New York's South
Bronx in 1987, and La Casita de Don Pedro, built in Chicago's Paseo Boricua in
1998. They represent important cultural and social public gathering spaces where the
community celebrates historical and holiday events.

1980s - 1990s

I

The Boricua Gay and Lesbian Forum is founded in New York City to give
visibility to their civil rights and liberation struggles, and raise awareness
about the concerns and discrimination experienced by this sector of the
community.

-----1 1987

(Phot o of Latino Lesbian and Gay Coa liti on at Puerto Rica n Day Parade, 1995). [HoMoVisiones]

(P hot o of a New Yo rk casita o n cove r of CENTRO Journal; p hot o by Mart ha Cooper, 1995).

POLITICAL PARTICIPATION AND PUBLIC SERVICE
Since the early 1920s, political clubs, register to vote
campaigns, participation in the political campaigns for New York
City mayor, state governor, the U.S. Congress, and other positions
in local boards and state races have been a steady component
of Puerto Rican efforts for increased participation and
representation in the U.S. political process.

I

----1 1960s-Present
I

1965 f-.-----'

Puerto Ricans often supported African Americans in demonstrations
against racial segregation. An exa mple is this march in New York by the
International Ladles' Garment Workers' Union (ILGWU) Local23-25,
which had many African American women and Latinas among its
members, was one of the groups supporting the protest.
[KaAnl

I

(A register to vote ca mpaign booth, c. 1970s) [OGP RUS]

New York City rally of Puerto Rican pro-independence groups calling for th e
release of Puerto Rican political prisoners. Freeing the political prisoners,
especially Nationalists who had been incarcerated in fed eral prisons since the
1950s, was an important component of the agendas of many stateside Puerto
Rican political groups during this period.

________________________JI~19~7~o~l------!l 197o
I

Hernan Badillo becomes th e first Puerto Rican elected to the U.S. Congress. He was a Democrat representing the
21st District ofthe South Bronx and was the first Puerto Rican to be elected Bronx Borough President in 1965.

1971
Maurice Ferre is el ected Mayor of Miami, becoming the first Puerto Rican mayor 1--"
1
of a U.S. city. A Democrat, he occupied this post for twelve years.
----1 19 7 3
Puerto Rican independence supporters displayed a Puerto Rican flag across the forehead
I
of the Statue of Liberty and demand the release of Puerto Rican Nationalist political
prisoners. Several political prisoners were released a year later by PresidentJimmy Carter. ----1 19 7 7 1----1
(NCPRR Nationa l March for Just ice poste r d isp laying the im age of t he Statue of Li berty w ith t he Puerto Rican
flag, 1986)[Centro Posters Co llection]

Irma Vidal Santaella becomes the first Pu erto Rican woman to occupy a seat in th e
NewYork State Supreme Court. In the mid-1970s, she had been a founding member
of th e National Association for Puerto Rican Civil Rights and a member of New
York City's Commission on the Status of Women .

•

1--1 1981

Th e Puerto Rican Political Action Committee of Connecticut (PRPAC) in Hartford, CT begins to play a major role
in th e political mobilization of the community and its struggles for participation and representation in the city's
el ectoral politics. Hartford currently has the highest percentage of Puerto Ricans in th e United States, who __j
constitute about one third of the city's population. Since 2001 , it has elected Puerto Rican mayors on two I
separate occasions.
Antonia Pantoja becomes the first Puerto Rican
woman to receive the Presidential Medal of
Freedom from President Bill Clinton.
(Photo of Pantoj a w ith President Bill Clinton, Hillary Clinton, and
Bronx Borough President Fernan do Fe rrer, 1996). [CPMP]

The National Puerto Rican Coalition, Inc. (NPRC) is founded in Washington, D.C. as an advocacy organization
representing the needs of U.S. Puerto Ricans. The organization was created through the coll ective efforts of forty
Puerto Rican community leaders.

~-----~

1981

L __ ___J

The National Congress for Puerto Rican Rights (NCPRR)
was created in the South Bronx to advocate for the human
and civil rights of the Puerto Rican peopl e, and fight
against racism and discrimination.
(NCPRR rally aga inst police b ruta lity, 1990s) [RPP]

1992
1985

Nydia Vellizquez becomes th e first Puerto Rican woman to be elected to represent New York in th e U.S.
Congress. Luis E. Gutierrez is elected representative for the state of Illinois the same year. They joined New
York's representative Jose E. Serrano who has been serving in Congress since 1990. In 2006, Raul Labrador
was elected to represent the state of Idaho.

1992

I
~---- 1996

Pu erto Rican fed eral judge Sonia Sotomayor becomes the first Latina to be appointed to the U.S. Supreme
Court by President Barack Obama. (Photo of Justice Sot omayor by Mark Lenni ham). [AP]
Poster Content

(Ma rch of pro- indepe ndence groups in suppo rt of the release of Puerto Rican polit ica l pri so ners,
1971) [MCP].
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I

2009

A security guard working at the U.S. Navy base in th e island ofVieques, Puerto Rico,
David Sanes Rodriguez, is killed by a stray bomb during Navy target practices. This
incident spurred an international movement to get the U.S. Navy out of Vieques.
Many members of the U.S. Puerto Rican community participated in the Vieques
solidarity movem ent that end ed in 2003 with the withdrawal of the U.S. Navy from
the island.

I

(Photo of Vieq ues Sup port Cam paign banner at t he National Pu erto Rica n Day Pa rade in New York
Cit y, 2001). [NPRDP]
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