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The essays published here continue with the important task of remembering and 
writing the history of the organizations and social movements developed by Puerto 
Ricans in New York City during 1960s and 1970s. They are intended to stress that 
forgetting what happened, remembering what didn’t and not challenging dominant 
visions carries serious political consequences that reverberate into the present.

It is a sad truth that dominant visions of Puerto Ricans continue to be encased 
within the 1960s “culture of poverty” paradigm. Images and clichés of collective 
pathologies, marginalization, generalized apathy and individual disorganization—
disseminated by both the media and academics—are repeated often enough 
without questioning. The intentions of the authors included in this special number 
of CENTRO Journal is to remember and project into the future the dynamism that 
Puerto Ricans generated during that crucial decade of the 1960s.

This is the story of the children of the immigrants who came of age in the New 
York City of the 1960s. Their experiences were encased within the collision of 
powerful forces affecting the city, Puerto Rico, the United States and the world. 
By the 1960s New York City’s deindustrialization had taken away many of the 
factory jobs held by both Puerto Ricans and Blacks. Aside from unemployment  
and personal despair, deindustrialization led to the deterioration of neighborhoods, 
schools, services and to a generalized feeling of marginalization. The dramatic 
increase in unemployment in the industrial sector also dictated a decrease in  
wages for those fortunate enough to still have their factory jobs.

But sources of hope and examples to follow came from different places. 
Paramount among these was the Civil Rights movement, with its demands for 
equality, the end of discrimination, the opening of economic opportunities,  
and the questioning of the “melting pot” myth. The resurgence of the 
independence movement in Puerto Rico provided a sense of national pride and 
the hope of self-determination. Finally, the war in Viet Nam and the anti-war 
movement it generated highlighted the imperialistic nature of the United States, 
and more importantly, the possibility of resistance.
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The issue starts with an analysis by Anthony De Jesús and Madeline Pérez,  

and with Louis Nuñez’s first hand account, of the participation of Puerto Ricans  
in the school decentralization movement of the 1960s and the creation of one  
of the most important institutions for the Puerto Rican Diaspora, Aspira.  
In the following essay, Edna Acosta-Belén masterfully documents the cultural 
expressions—art, literature, music, newspapers and magazines—that maintained, 
expressed and fostered the development of a distinct Puerto Rican identity in 
the Diaspora. Andrés Torres’ poignant story looks at the migration of Puerto 
Ricans with disabilities and, in this case, the crucial role played by the Catholic 
Church in providing support for organizing. The following three pieces focus on 
radical politics. Rose Muzio carefully examines the important story of El Comité, 
organized by housing activists in the Upper West Side of Manhattan during the 
late 1960s. Two interviews, done renown documentarians, will provide a wealth of 
information on the pivotal events within the period. Iris Morales’ interview of the 
late activist, and former Young Lord, Richie Perez helps to document important 
events within that organization. Five of the student activists who participated 
in the takeover of City College—an action that led to the establishment of 
departments of Puerto Rican studies throughout the City University of New 
York—are the focus of Lillian Jiménez’s interview. Here, for the first time,  
we have an account of that movement.

It Is a sad truth that 
domInant vIsIons of 
Puerto rIcans contInue 
to be encased wIthIn the 
1960s “culture of Poverty” 
ParadIgm.

The last four pieces build on Jiménez’s interview by analyzing one of the 
lasting contributions of the ‘Puerto Rican movement,’ the development within 
the Academy of Puerto Rican studies as a field of study. Significantly, three of 
the essays discuss the pivotal role within this process played by the Centro de 
Estudios Puertorriqueños. Maribel Ortiz Márquez discusses the work of Frank 
Bonilla in describing the field of study and in providing its academic legitimacy; 
Nélida Pérez’s first-hand account documents the creation of Centro’s library and 
archives—cornerstones for encouraging research and safeguarding the “memory” 
of the Diaspora; and Carmen Teresa Whalen looks at the historical role played  
by this journal in safeguarding the memory of the “movement.” Finally, in the  
last essay, Pedro Cabán looks into the field’s history and also the future 
challenges that will come.

 This number of CENTRO Journal is not about the haze of retrospection. It is 
intended to rescue, tell and encourage the retelling of histories that tend to be 
denied or ignored. Ultimately our goal is to emphasize that these rich histories,  
and other similar ones, are integral to the telling of the history of New York City. 


