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manuscript entitled “One Drop of Blood: Racial re-Formation and Meanings in Puerto Rican 
Society, 1898–1960s,” which is a historical analysis of race in Puerto Rican society.

abstract

In an effort to claim a dignified place in the United States as American citizens, 
“Boricua” leaders developed core political skills from African American 
grassroots organizations: established networks, adapted strategies of community 
activism, and found a path towards social justice. Individuals, such as Arturo 
Schomburg and Pura Belpré, played a crucial role in moments that marked 
the two “histories” of Puerto Ricans in the US: the official one—written by the 
System about them—, and the other—that had to be written by them. Historical 
facts, film highlights, newspaper articles, and popular music also evidence 
how events were conceived by the media, and by those few protagonists who 
bore a name, and had credentials to support it. In the end, Puerto Ricans and 
African Americans crossed along racial, political, and cultural lines, revealing 
a transcendental association that brought conflict, social transformation, 
but ended up in a stronger democracy for the American nation. [Keywords: 
Puerto Ricans, African Americans, Interracial collaboration, Civil Rights]
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studies have shown that the puerto rican community in the united 
states, despite their citizen status, share issues of adaptation, identity, 
and discrimination with other immigrant groups (sánchez-korrol 1983; 
whalen 2001; rodríguez 1989; thomas 2010). According to 2000 Census, there 
are more than 800,000 Puerto Ricans in New York. It is still the largest and the most 
documented Puerto Rican community in the United States. Particularly documented 
are the Puerto Rican’s experiences after arrival in New York and what expectations 
they had for their new life in the city. Interestingly, their experiences in many ways 
mirrored the experience of the other ethnic groups already in New York such as 
Italians, Irish, Jews, and African Americans. However, the focus of this article, entitled 
“Asserting Their Rights,” centers on the cultural, political, and social interactions 
developed among Puerto Ricans and African Americans. Undoubtedly, the ethnicity of 
these two groups contributed significantly to similarities in their migratory experience 
and the struggles related to it. In the end, they found communality in their experiences 
and used it as a tool to demand and exercise their civil rights. 

“Asserting Their Rights” is conscious that many social-political frameworks can 
be identified according to each stage of the processes experienced by all Puerto 
Rican subjects, movements, alliances, and organizations mentioned, or described 
in this article. However, this academic aspect of a scholarly work has been partially 
avoided in order to let the essay narrate how these characters transit through 
singular periods in history. As fluid entities these women and men constructed their 
subjectivities when they adopted new notions of identity, and adapted themselves 
to different social and political situations. This work is intended to be read mostly 
by scholars who can address particular facts and find the appropriate theoretical 
concept to name them, as a basic skill during his/her professional formation. But, in 
the end, it is relevant for me as an intellectual to let these characters be protagonists 
in their own hi/stories. The ego has to step back, watch, and show how a handful of 
Puerto Rican immigrants asserted their rights, and participated along with African 
American people in changing the course of US history.

 
Colonialism and Migration

For more than five hundred years Puerto Rico and its people have been colonial 
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subjects; first, more than 400 hundred under Spanish regime—since 1493 until 1898—, 
and over 100 as a US territory after the Spanish-American war. 

When the United States became involved in what began as the Cuban-Spanish 
conflict of 1895, high hopes arose within many sectors of the Puerto Rican society; 
the United States was seen as a model of economic progress and liberty (Guerra 
1999). However, the thought of Puerto Rico being ruled by an Anglo Saxon country 
fueled discussion on issues of citizenship and class among the Puerto Rican people, 
whose culture was essentially influenced by a Hispanic-Roman Catholic ideology. 
Nevertheless, immediately after the war ended in 1898, the island became a possession 
of the United States. In the meantime, the question of citizenship and the contemplation 
of annexing the island to the Union became the headlines of the American press and 
topic of debate for political leaders.

 All kinds of legal and constitutional arguments in the US Congress delayed 
the conferral of the American citizenship to Puerto Ricans. Regarding this issue, 
Juan F. Perea (2001) points out that the United States Supreme Court likewise 
played an important role in this decision. He compared the Puerto Rican saga 
with African American disenfranchisement under the Dred Scott decision and the 
eventual legalization of segregation laws (known as Jim Crow) under the landmark 
case Plessy v Ferguson (1896). Perea concluded that these two cases established a 
precedent for the legalization of second-class citizenship for colored people. The 
heated debate among members of the US Congress reluctance on granting American 
citizenship to Puerto Ricans because they were considered racially inferior1 supports 
Perea’s statement. Moreover, for the Congress, the issue of citizenship implied a 
possible annexation of the island to the Union, an issue that was also scrutinized 
and considered by President Taft. In an effort to reach a compromise with the 
Congress, the President was willing to support the cause of citizenship without the 
“concomitant hope of statehood” (Weston 1972: 193). In the end, by virtue of the 
Jones Act of 1917, which established that Puerto Ricans living on the island are not 
allowed to vote for the President and the island will not have representation in the 
US Congress, Puerto Ricans became American citizens.

Incongruously, Puerto Ricans have been allowed to give their lives for the 
Union by serving in the military. Burnett and Marshall (2001) and Cabán (1999), 
in contested arguments on the timing of the US Congress decision, suggest that 
by 1917 the US participation in the World War I created an urgent need to recruit 
citizens. This period also coincides with the US enactment of migration quotas that 
restricted influx of people from the Asiatic continent to the United States. They have 
been an important source of labor. One might add this factor to the argument about 
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the Congress’s decision of granting American citizenship to Puerto Ricans. Puerto 
Ricans took advantage of their new status and felt entitled to enjoy the benefit of 
cruzar el charco, or traveling to the United States, in order to improve their lives. 
In other words, the “American Dream” was extended to Puerto Ricans along with 
the “ticket” of the American citizenship. Although James Truslow Adams does not 
propose the concept in Epic of America (2001), its practice is intrinsic to migrations.

As expected, after the 1920s Puerto Ricans began to migrate in larger numbers 
to the new mainland. Many of them settled in the rural areas to work on farms, but 
the great majority became established in urban centers. In New York City, Boricuas’2 
cultural and social organizations provided them with mechanisms of support 
(Sánchez-Korrol 1983). However, in spite of being American citizens and having these 

new means to survive, the processes 
of arrival and getting settled were 
not easy at all.

The historiography about the 
Puerto Rican migration in the United 
States focuses on their process of 
arrival, issues of adaptation, and 
community building. Some of these 
sources demonstrated that by the 
1930s there were dozens of Puerto 
Rican organizations. Similar patterns 
are seen in Philadelphia, Chicago, 
Dover (New Jersey), and Hawai’i, 
among others. As more approaches 
were adopted, the scope of the 
scholarship broadened. 

Since the 1950s, social scientists 
began to address issues pertaining 
to the Puerto Ricans’ interaction, 
or in other words, the social devils 
confronted by them in urban centers. 
Surprisingly, in this scholarship, 
issues regarding Boricuas were tied 
with other minorities, particularly 
with African Americans. The most 
notable studies on this trend are 

Flyer from a United Bronx Parents’ activity in honor of 
Dr. Martin Luther King. The Records of the United Bronx 
Parents Inc. Archives of the Puerto Rican Diaspora. Centro 
de Estudios Puertorriqueños, Hunter College, CUNY. 
Reprinted by permission.
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the books by Oscar Handlin (1959) and by Nathan Glazer and Daniel Patrick 
Moynihan (1970), which established a parallel between both groups. Further 
studies (Torres 1995; Jennings 1977, 1995) emphasize the competition for economic 
resources, political power, housing, and jobs. A contemporary study (Fernández 
2003) focused on combined strategies of Puerto Ricans and African Americans, and 
indicated that, in their quest for social, political and economic inclusion, the groups 
intersected in different scenarios. For instance, Brian Purnell’s (2006) research on 
the Brooklyn chapter of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) documents the 
interaction of Blacks and Puerto Rican demanding a better educational system and 
the desegregation of schools.

Collaboration and interaction between Puerto Ricans and African Americans not 
only ask emphatically for social justice. Glasser (1997), Rivera (2003) and Washburne 
(2008) document their connection in music. For instance, Rivera analyzes hip-hop, 
and mentions that the media silenced Puerto Rican’s contribution to this musical 
genre. Evidently, this scholarship evolved as this experience became more complex 
and more intrinsic to the American history.

1890s–1930s: Schomburg and Belpré: Afro-Boricua pioneers

In 1898 Puerto Rico became a territory by the United States, which eased travel 
between the two nations. Before that, Puerto Ricans sought refuge there from the 
repressive political environment on the island. In the late nineteenth century, Puerto 
Rican-born Arturo Alfonso Schomburg (1874–1938) moved to New York City and 
embraced what would be a lifelong quest for Puerto Rican independence and for his 
African identity documenting the history of the African Diaspora. Interestingly, his 
experience has been interpreted as one of many “migrations” (Hoffnung-Garskoff 
2001), which led him to transform himself from a black Puerto Rican to an African 
American. He married twice to African American women, and immersed himself into 
black culture. This placed him alongside other important figures of the black struggle. 
Hundreds of publications deal with Schomburg’s life and impact, but more important, 
his papers and documents turned out to be the foundation of the Schomburg Center 
for Research in Black Culture.

As mentioned earlier, the Spanish American war was a benchmark in Puerto 
Rican history. After gaining the American citizenship, many aspects of their society 
changed. Key to these transformations was the total makeover of the educational 
system. Among its many initiatives, the government arranged to send Puerto Ricans of 
African descent to racially segregated schools in Alabama, Pennsylvania, and Virginia 
to receive “vocational training.”3 Booker T. Washington, who was an integrationist 
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and a controversial leader in the African American community, embraced the idea of 
“bring[ing] a number of promising negro young men and women.”4 As a principal of 
the Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, Washington accepted the offer of the Puerto Rico 
Department of Education to cover boarding and other related expenses for fellow 
students accepted to Tuskegee. From 1899 to 1915, the Department of Education 
sponsored Puerto Rican children and monitored the progress of the students.5 

As a principal of the Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, Washington accepted the offer of 
the Puerto Rico Department of Education to cover boarding and other related expenses 
for fellow students accepted to Tuskegee.

 The opportunity to learn a “trade” gained popularity among many poor people on 
the island. For instance, a letter from Lino Padrón Rivera illustrates his eagerness to 
receive an education and improve his social status. Lino praises Booker T. Washington 
for his generosity and commitment to the poor. 

The fate of Lino in Tuskegee needs to be uncovered. Whatever his experience 
in Alabama, it seems that it provided him with leadership skills. Years later (1915), 
he is portrayed in a photograph that lists him as a co-founder of the Socialist Party 
of Puerto Rico.

Also in this period (1890s–1930s), announcements in the US had already an imagery 
of Puerto Ricans. For example, a photo from 1895 shows three American models 
impersonating Puerto Rican women, and a military officer grabbing the arms of the one 
in the center—“Apparently, its purpose was to motivate American soldiers to visit Puerto 
Rico. It is [in] the vicinity of the Spanish-American War.” Juan Ortiz-Jiménez (2007: 8) 
in his study about Puerto Rican film industry also indicates that, in 1917—the same year 
in which the American citizenship was granted to Puerto Ricans—the recently created 
Tropical Film Company, interested in bringing a new image for Americans, hoped to 
“offer throughout its films an example of the cultural development in Puerto Rico, to let 
the United States know that Puerto Rico “is not a pig’s ear,” so they filmed many scenes 
in the University of Puerto Rico main campus, which was founded in 1903.

In the U.S., Puerto Ricans found opportunities that held the potential to improve 
their lives. Important accounts of the migrant experience are seen in the works of 
Bernardo Vega and Jesús Colón.6 Both arrived in New York when the Puerto Rican 
community was an enclave made up of artisans and tabaqueros. The anecdotal 
literature also demonstrates that in the early 1920s the cigar workers were interacting 
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with other working-class people in the city, especially with Cubans and African 
Americans. Many Puerto Ricans crossed class and racial lines and integrated into 
communities such as Harlem.

Harlem represents a good example of the cross-cultural interactions of peoples of 
African descent. There, African American and other Afro-Caribbean peoples created 
a center of intellectual exchange where black leaders, artists, writers, musicians, 
preachers, and workers also established networks with Spanish-speaking people, 
most of them Puerto Rican. A pioneer in such cultural exchange, writer, librarian, 
and educational activist Pura Belpré (1899–1982), was hired as a Spanish-speaking 
assistant in 1921 at the 135th Street Branch of the New York Public Library (NYPL). 
Belpré became the first Puerto Rican ever to be hired by NYPL.7 

While working in the children’s division, Belpré discovered her passion for 
storytelling. Inspired by Mary Gould’s The Art of Story Telling, Belpré wrote her first 
children’s book, entitled Pérez y Martina. It was the first Puerto Rican children’s story 
ever presented in the public library. 

It is important to put Belpré’s writing in its own discipline (children’s literature), and 
to ponder the role animals play in such a narration destined for kids. When Dorfman 
and Mattelart (1972: 41) first criticize Disney characters, they observed that “the child 
identifies him/herself with the playful bestiality of animals (…) [That] the animal is the 
only living being in the universe that is inferior to the child, that has been surpassed by 
the child, and that would become the animated doll for the kid.” They also declared that 
children collaborate while lending the adult their position to represent him/her. If the 
child represents authority (the adult) and achieves power over animals—who become 
representations of submissive beings (like the child), what relationship can be traced 
between Dorfman’s and Mattelart’s comments, and Belpré’s characters?

First of all, Martina y Pérez is based on a traditional folktale that tells the love 
story between a cockroach (Martina) and a mouse (Pérez), two animals that belong to 
different species. In the original version, Pérez drowns in a saucepan full of soup (his 
death could be interpreted as a conservative punishment for those who cross political, 
class, religious, cultural, or racial lines to marry someone from a different social 
backgrounds). Despite the fact of not having the “expected” happy ending, its implicit 
discourse talks about two beings who dared to love one another in a world, which laws 
did not allow such unions to end up in happiness.

Second, Martina y Pérez can be seen as an allegory of the relationship between Puerto 
Ricans and African Americans, as well as of the lives of Arturo Schomburg and Pura 
Belpré. Insects and mice are linked to lesser moral values. Courage has been granted 
to the lion, and intelligence has been reserved for the owl, for example. Cockroaches 
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and mice live in dark and filthy environments, settings that also function as perfect 
metaphors for subversion. From such obscure and abandoned levels, characters can 
establish social alliances and rise with huge transformations, like Boricuas and blacks 
did when they joined (a sort of “marriage”) and demanded visibility, fair treatment, 
and political representation. So the relationship between Martina and Pérez let kids 
know that love can be found away from their close cultural circle. Through that story 
children knew about the possibility of crossing ethnic lines in order to find a mate. 
A great change will start years later when such a generation of children was able to 
search for love among different ethnic groups, like both Schomburg and Belpré did 
when they married African American spouses.

Finally, Puerto Ricans also have the concept “ratón de biblioteca” (library mouse), a 
phrase comparable to the American term “nerds.” However, in this case, we can forget 
that the library stands out as a symbol of power, and the librarian custodies knowledge. 
Arturo Schomburg was a researcher, and Pura Belpré was a librarian. As a matter of 
fact, the 135th Street Branch of the NYPL where Belpré was first hired became later 
the “Center for Research in Black Culture,” and was named after “Arturo Schomburg.”

As for the Puerto Rican community in this period (1890s–1930s), it continued 
to migrate right after the stock market crash in 1929, and expand its presence in 
southwest Harlem. As a consequence, Belpré was transferred to the 115th Street 
Branch, which at the time was in need of a Spanish-speaking librarian. Once there, she 
worked closely with organizations, such as the Association for the Advancement of the 
Puerto Rican People. The name of this group suggests that the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) inspired its founding members. A recent 
study (Núñez 2009) places Belpré as a respected member of the Harlem Renaissance 
intellectual circles, for—through her position as a librarian, and her storytelling—she 
served and empowered the community. A series of letters sent by group leaders and 
librarians acknowledging her contributions, confirm commitment and passion.8 

In 1942, while presenting a paper in Cincinnati, Belpré met her future husband, the 
African-American composer and violinist Clarence Cameron White. One year after 
they married, she resigned from her position as a librarian to continue her writing and 
go on tour with her husband. Being married to White gave her access to the African-
American intellectual elite that later acknowledged her achievements and referred 
to her as a fellow member. A publication from the artist producer Ona Bryant Talbot 
identifies Belpré as an example of “artistic Negro power.”9 

Belpré remained politically active during her marriage. She was listed as a special 
consultant for the Workshop for Cultural Democracy. This organization promoted an 
interracial approach to education, and counted with W.E.B. Dubois and Dr. Leonard 
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Covello among its Board of Directors. In addition to her numerous publications and 
puppet shows and story-telling performances, Belpré wrote book reviews for the 
Baltimore Afro-American newspaper.

After the death of her husband in 1961, Belpré returned to her work in the New 
York Public Library system. There she worked at the forefront for social justice 
and education, and strengthened her connections with the Harlem and the Bronx 
communities. She developed more programs for sectors that were neglected by the 
educational system, complementing those duties with her writing and other activities 
until her death in 1982.

1940s–1950s: “Adiós a los muchachos” (Farewell to My Friends)

The United States’ involvement in World War II forced African-American and Puerto 
Rican participation in the war. Combined, the two groups represented more than half 
a million soldiers serving in Europe. Despite the numbers, they faced rampant racial 
discrimination, due to the fact that the military maintained a racially segregated force. 
Both groups were often classified as unfit for combat and were not allowed on the front 
lines.10 Pressure from African American civil rights leaders convinced the government 
to set up all-black combat units as experiments. In 1948, the Truman Administration 
created a commission to desegregate the military. However, black and Puerto Rican 
units were still kept separated from those of white soldiers during the Korean War, 
which lasted until 1953.

These words reflect a paradoxical situation: the dynamics of colonization made Puerto 
Ricans perceive the United States as their country and as themselves as honorable 
people while serving the nation that treated them as second-class citizens.

The experience of these two groups during the war is depicted in the film Miracle 
at St. Anna (2008), which was directed by Spike Lee.11 This film is an adaptation from 
James McBride’s novel of the same name.12 Basically, the plot is about black soldiers 
who, during World War II served under white commanders in Italy. Spike Lee’s 
version of the story goes beyond the relationship between the black soldier and the 
little Italian boy, which is the emphasis of the book’s argument. He also gave a more 
prominent role in the story to Héctor Negrón, a Puerto Rican soldier. Unquestionably, 
the fact that Puerto Ricans were assigned to segregated Black units confirmed the 
military’s perception that they were not white.13 
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To this period, composer Pedro Flores (1894–1979) recorded his song “Despedida” 
(Farewell), that tells about a man who says good bye to [my] friends (adiós a los 
muchachos), his girlfriend, and his mother because he is going to battle in other lands 
in order to save his rights, his country and his honor.14 These words reflect a paradoxical 
situation: the dynamics of colonization made Puerto Ricans perceive the United States 
as their country and as themselves as honorable people while serving the nation that 
treated them as second-class citizens.

1960s–1970s: Securing Their Rights 

In 1964, the Civil Rights Act was signed, prohibiting discrimination based on race in 
schools, public places, and places of employment. In 1965, the Voting Rights Act was 
also passed, outlawing practices used in the South to disenfranchise African American 
voters. In 1966, the Black Panther Party (BPP) was formed in Oakland, California. 
Motivated by these developments, Puerto Ricans also mobilized to demand their rights 
and united with African Americans. This coalition was documented in the press.15 

As before mentioned, the association of Puerto Ricans with African Americans was 
fueled by their treatment as second-class citizens.

Inspired by the BPP, the Young Lords was founded in the summer of 1969. This group 
became an important vehicle for helping the Puerto Rican community deal with social 
injustices. They strongly supported the students’ demand for the creation of Black 
and Puerto Rican courses at the college level. That generation of African American 
and Boricuas students in the city of New York, students’ clubs, such as the Toussaint 
L’Overture and the Sociedad Eugenio María de Hostos took the lead in this effort. By 
the fall of 1969, Hunter College established the Department of Black and Puerto Rican 
Studies, opened it to all students, and inspired other colleges and the public school 
systems to do the same (Edy-Rhodes 2009; Jiménez 2009). Two letters substantiate 
this fact: one from SUNY at Fredonia, and another from a New Jersey public school 
official to the acting chair of the Black and Puerto Rican Studies Department at 
Hunter. Both communications request information on how to design and implement 
a similar curriculum in their respective academic systems.16 This interethnic coalition 
is not limited to New York, as Chicanos and African Americans and other minorities 
simultaneously united their efforts nationwide for the establishment of programs that 
would include their historical experiences in the higher education curricula. 
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As before mentioned, the association of Puerto Ricans with African Americans was 
fueled by their treatment as second-class citizens. It was mainly the working class 
Puerto Ricans who spearheaded the associations with the different groups. In addition 
to that, they joined labor unions and the Communist Party in their effort to confront 
and combat discrimination (Torres 1995; Torres and Velázquez 1998; Whalen 2001; 
Fernández 2003; Thomas 2010). 

In the academic circle, reference to the connection between these two groups 
goes back to the late 1950s, when social scientists began to address issues pertaining 
to social inequality among minorities in urban centers. It is not surprising to observe 
that in this scholarship the identifiable issues for these two groups were economic 
resources, political power, housing, and jobs. Consequently, the similarity of needs 
created a measure of competition between them. Other studies indicate that, in their 
quest for social, political, and economic inclusion, the efforts of Puerto Ricans and 
African Americans intersected in different scenarios (Torres 1995; Jennings 1977; 
Fernández 2003). The bottom line is that for Puerto Ricans, these political and civic 
organizations, which proposed interracial coalitions, represented an alternative means 
of fighting against discrimination and other social injustices. 

A good example of that a cross-cultural alliance between African Americans and 
Puerto Ricans was undoubtedly demonstrated when the Communist Party participated 
in the 1969 mayoral race of NYC. For this race the party introduced as candidates 
Rasheed Storey (a factory worker) and Jesús Colón (writer and labor activist). Storey ran 
for New York City mayor, while Colón ran for City Comptroller. The political campaign 
consisted on distributing flyers in English and Spanish addressing problems affecting the 
community. However, the fact that one candidate was a black American (Storey) and the 
other a black Puerto Rican (Colón) became politically attractive for the party strategists, 
their ethnicit was overlooked by the media. For instance, The New York Times followed it 
very closely. A small article profiled the Communist candidates as a 33-year-old “factory 
worker… and a Negro” and a “68-year-old Puerto Rican who is a writer.”18 

In the 1970s, issues pertaining to the state of poverty among minorities in urban 
centers became the subject of government policies. The perception was that African 
Americans and Puerto Ricans shared the position of being at a disadvantage (Jennings 
1995). Nationwide events triggered a fight for political and social inclusion. African 
Americans along with Puerto Ricans used their organizational infrastructures and 
became partners in the war against poverty.

In New York City, grass-roots organizations, such as the Congress for Racial 
Equality (CORE), particularly the Brooklyn chapter, and the United Bronx Parents, 
Inc. (UBP), which was founded in 1965, took the lead in this struggle. One major 
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achievement can be inferred from the names chosen for these institutions. There is 
no African American, no Puerto Rican, and no detail that could link people to racial 
segregation, or exclusion for origin. Individuals transcend all those aspects and merge 
to become a great and diverse community.

The UBP activities were not limited to assist the community on educational affairs. 
For instance, in 1971 they began a Summer Lunch Program, which was unique in the 
city. Organizations, such as the Boys Club of NY, the Langston Hughes Community 
Library in Corona, the JA JA Association for the People in Harlem, and even the New 
York City Public School system in Brooklyn, benefited from this initiative.19 

The UBP efforts in helping the community at large were further highlighted, when 
in the late 1970s members from the South Bronx and other New Yorkers protested 
against the film Fort Apache: The Bronx because it stereotyped blacks and Puerto 
Ricans and justified police brutality. This important moment is captured in press 
releases and photographs showing protesters with banners stating “Fort Apache 
Insults all Blacks and Puerto Rican women.”20 

Additionally, the UBP organized many other activities. Its programs included film 
screenings, plays and dances featuring Puerto Rican/Latino and African American 
performers. For example, the Hunt’s Point Branch of the New York Library showed 

Pura Belpré at the Museo del Barrio in New York City (1974). Photographer unknown. The Pura Belpré Papers. 
Archives of the Puerto Rican Diaspora. Centro de Estudios Puertorriqueños, Hunter College, CUNY. Reprinted 
by permission.
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Flyer from Jesús Colón’s 1969 campaign for City Comptroller. The Jesús Colón Papers. Archives of the Puerto 
Rican Diaspora. Centro de Estudios Puertorriqueños, Hunter College, CUNY. Reprinted by permission.
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the film No Vietnamese Ever Call Me Nigger (released in 1969).21 They also organized 
events honoring African American civil rights leaders such as Paul Robeson, and in 
1981 they paid tribute to Dr. Martin Luther King. Interestingly, many of the flyers 
highlighted that a discussion session would follow each activity. The community 
response and support for these activities were precisely the result of the efforts 
and pan-ethnic vision of the UBP members, particularly its founder Evelina López 
Antonetty. She, along with her sisters, Lillian and Elba, played an important role in 
making the UBP an instrumental resource for the South Bronx community. 

Similar to other grass-roots organizations in the city, the UBP organizational goals 
sprung out of its efforts in fighting discrimination in the school educational system. 
In the process UBP evolved and developed other strategies to combat other injustices. 
The UBP does not differ from the CORE Brooklyn chapter, which also began with a 
similar agenda and rallied the blacks and Puerto Ricans in that specific chapter. In this 
sense, Purnell’s study (2006) points out the cross-community collaboration between 
blacks and Puerto Ricans. He observes that this particular example of collaboration 
between the two groups is “one of a string of movements when community activists 
and parents successfully mobilized and organized to take power in their children’s 
educational futures, which they saw as their effort to regain control over the future of 
their communities” (Purnell 2006: 333).22 Under these circumstances, one can recognize 
that the UBP developed programs addressing serious issues affecting the Puerto Rican 
community in South Bronx, such as poverty, drug prevention, delinquency, and bad 
nutrition, among others. Furthermore, this pan-ethnic vision of the UBP can be added to 
the growing example of coalitions established among several minorities in that period.

Although Jennings (1977, 1995) wrote two influential studies on the effect of New 
York City politics towards Puerto Ricans, he focused on achievements represented by 
candidates or individuals, and failed to give credit to grass-root organizations such as 
the UBP for their activism. On the contrary, Sánchez (2007: 153) evaluates the political 
and social involvement of Puerto Ricans in the urban setting, and recognizes that 
“civil rights strategies eventually gave way to comprehensive approaches involving 
planning, training and social engineering, and economic development.” Indeed, this 
reality, applies not only to political leaders but also to community organizations. As 
demonstrated by many of the community groups emergent during the 1970s, the 
Puerto Rican grass-roots leadership community matured in such way that their 
organizational skills highly improved, and that level was nurtured by the experience 
of living in New York City with other minority groups, particularly African Americans.

For Puerto Ricans, the struggle for bilingual education was added to the civil rights 
agenda. It is imperative to understand that the English language was imposed in the 
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Puerto Rican school system for thirty years, from 1900 to 1930, after the island became 
a US territory; this was a consequence of the Spanish-American war.23 However, 
the people resisted that drastic change, and fiercely embraced their culture. In that 
sense, those who struggled to preserve the native language in the mainland can be 
perceived not as having a negative attitude toward the English language, but rather as 
establishing an opportunity for Puerto Ricans to make a political affirmation.

At the forefront, community leaders, led by Dr. Antonia Pantoja (1922–2002) and 
ASPIRA, forced the Board of Education to address this issue. Their push and activism 
resulted in the landmark case ASPIRA v the Board of Education of the City of New York 
in 1972, which established citywide basic criteria for the education of children whose 
functional language was Spanish. Pantoja’s interethnic approach to inner city issues 
affecting the black and Puerto Rican community adds another dimension to the struggle 
of Boricuas in New York. She created several community-based organizations that focused 
on self-empowerment. She used African American and Jewish models to elaborate Puerto 
Rican and Latino institutions. Her legacy and remarkable work were recognized in 1996 
when President Clinton awarded her with the Presidential Medal of Freedom.24  

In addition to sharing experiences of discrimination and exclusion with African 
Americans, Puerto Ricans also have a common historical link with Africa. This 
commonality is made evident through their cultural exchanges. In 1974, Mohammad 
Ali defeated George Foreman in Kinshasa, Zaire, to regain the world heavyweight 
championship. As part of the event, the production team organized a monumental 
cultural event that included top-rate African American performers, such as James 
Brown, the Spinners, B.B. King, the Pointer Sisters, and the most famous tropical-
music band at the moment, the Fania All Stars.25 

Embracing Africa was part of the musical experience for Puerto Ricans musicians. 
In a recent interview Cheo Feliciano, a black Puerto Rican singer and key member of 
the Fania group, reflected on that important moment: “When we arrived in Africa—
and I think I can speak for everyone who was there—we returned to our roots, to 
the mother-land, to the origins….”26 Feliciano’s statement is a good example of the 
relations between music and cultural identity.

The multi-ethnic group’s performance is chronicled in the video/documentary 
entitled Fania All Stars Live in Africa (1974), When We Were Kings (1996), and more 
recently in the film Soul Power (2009). This last film also shows the interaction 
between Fania musicians and African Americans in the plane. It seems that the Fania 
All Stars musicians, led by Johnny Pacheco, created a delightful environment for many 
of the passengers. Reflecting on that historical moment, jazz historian Fred Wesley, 
himself a member of James Brown’s group, acknowledged: “There was a prevailing 
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feeling of excitement throughout the plane as we interacted with one another, 
laughing and talking and anticipating each other’s performances in Africa. Johnny 
Pacheco of the Fan[y]an All Stars provided much of the entertainment with his flute 
and his comedy during the long flight over.”27 

Salsa music speaks of the African influence in Puerto Rican/Latino culture, and 
New York City became the stage for this historic fusion. As many studies on salsa music 
suggest, this genre created a more inclusive venue for cultural expression for Puerto 
Ricans and Latinos (Washburne 2008; Manuel 2006). Cultural scholar Juan Flores 
(2000) asserted to this phenomenon when he stated: “As neighbors and coworkers, 
African Americans and Puerto Ricans had been partying together for many years.” He 
likewise noted that “sharing the musical space” did not hinder the differences among 
them (Flores 2000: 8).28 However, these differences were not an obstacle to create an 
atmosphere of ethnic camaraderie and collaboration, not only in show business, but also 
in other spheres. Moreover, the outcome of Puerto Rican/Latinos interacting with top-
rated African American performers epitomizes Africa as the common denominator for 
the convergence of both communities.

1980s–1990s: Protest and Politics

As a new, conservative administration came to power in the Nation, many of the gains 
made by minorities were threatened, but this did not discourage members of the 
community from celebrating their achievements. They continued to organize events 
honoring outstanding leaders in the civil rights and labor movement struggle. For 
example, the oral history project organized by the Center of Puerto Rican Studies (1983) 
celebrated the life and legacy of the pioneros, including Jesús Colón. Paying tribute to 
Colón legacy was Miriam Colón (no relation) and actor and civil rights activist Ossie 
Davis.29 Davis performed dramatic readings from Colon’s writings. Minutes from the 
organizing committee confirm that Davis was the top choice for this event. Davis’s 
presence at the program spoke to his consistent collaboration with Puerto Ricans.30 

The experience of the Boricua community became more complex and more 
intrinsic to American history when second and third generations took the lead in the 
civil rights struggle (Totti and Matos-Rodríguez 2009). In this period, issues of police 
brutality triggered another movement among the blacks and Puerto Ricans. This shift 
is clearly represented by the activism and militancy of Richie Pérez (1944–2004). 
As an ex-member of the Young Lords, Pérez used his pedagogical background and 
photographic skills to document the new challenges that the community was facing. A 
series of photographs found in his collection at the Centro archives illustrate that the 
struggle continued, and new approaches have emerged to document its complexity. 
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In his particular sample, Pérez also recognized the voices of Asians and Africans 
who were part of the New York City landscape. As a consummate photographer, his 
camera turned out to be a recording instrument. His images of protest demonstrations 
showing interracial unity capture or isolate particular moments in history. Pérez acted 
not only as a protagonist, but he brought the spectator the opportunity of witnessing 
history over and over again. His ability illustrates what Berger (1990) once pointed 
out about the role of the camera and images: objects and subjects combine to become 
protagonist and narrators. Pérez’s criticism to the role of the media in depicting 
minorities plays a pivotal role in this equation.31 Until the end, he stood out in favor of 
social awareness, and the mobilization of people to achieve social justice.

Conclusion

Ever since 1493, Puerto Ricans have been colonial subjects of an empire. The Treaty of 
Paris of 1898, on which the island was placed under the control of the United States, did 
not change such reality. However, Boricuas felt hope that with the American citizenship 
they would not be treated as second-class citizens anymore…. It was a hope that led many 
of them to migrate to the US and search for ways to legitimate their social contribution as 
resourceful people who deserved to be treated as the equals of anyone else.

Some Puerto Ricans settled in the rural areas to work on farms, but the great majority 
established in urban centers, and got strategic alliances with other minorities, especially 
with African Americans, in more levels than one: from social organizations that 
demanded fair living conditions and quality of education, to other interests, like direct 
political participation, and collaborations in the music field. Two main protagonists 
of achievements made by Puerto Ricans in this quest are Arturo Schomburg, whose 
legacy revisited Africa as the common origin for Boricuas and blacks, and Pura Belpré, 
the librarian who understood that significant social transformations are possible while 
working with kids. Belpré demonstrated that we cannot change the current society, but 
we can influence the next society, the one that is to be made by our children.

The African American civil rights struggle influenced many aspects of the Puerto 
Rican community in the United States. Documents from several organizations such as 
the United Bronx Parents Association (UBP) are clear testimony of how Puerto Ricans’ 
grassroots groups adapted and introduced the Civil Rights lexicon to their institutions. 
The founders of UBP understood that discipline and cross-racial coalitions were 
crucial to battle discrimination and achieve social justice. Unquestionably, Boricuas 
realized that they were not alone in this fight.

In 1999 the collaboration between Puerto Ricans and African Americans was tested 
again when civil rights leaders from both communities united their efforts in a non-
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violent demonstration against the US Navy exercises in bombing the island of Vieques 
(a municipality of Puerto Rico). Nearly 200 protesters were arrested—among them, 
Mrs. Jacqueline Jackson (Rev. Jesse Jackson’s wife) and Al Sharpton—and received 
unjustified jail sentences. Reverends Jackson and Sharpton organized rallies with the 
African American community in solidarity to what this cause meant to Puerto Ricans. 
The acts of civil disobedience captured the attention of the international community, 
so the Bush administration was forced to stop the bombing on the island and to reach 
a compromise to withdraw the US Navy from Vieques in 2003.

In 2006 the Puerto Rican culture received validation in the US mainstream. 
Jennifer López and her husband Marc Anthony produced the film El cantante, in 
which both played the leading roles. It depicts the dramatic biography of salsa singer 
Héctor Lavoe, whose lives between Puerto Rico and New York highlight his struggles 
between drug addition and his musical career. Marc Anthony starred as Héctor Lavoe, 
while López co-starred as Puchi, Lavoe’s wife. The film captures the New York scenery 
in the 1970s, when salsa music emerged as the key representation of the Puerto Rican 
music in the United States.

The film premiered in the Toronto Film Festival and was rated as one of the top six 
movies of 2006. As a consequence of this project, the careers of Marc Anthony and 
López reached a new level of recognition, particularly within the African American 
community. In a recent event (June 2010) at the legendary Apollo Theater, Jennifer 
López and Marc Anthony were honored with the Ruby Dee and Ossie Davies Arts 
and Humanities Award. This recognition is given annually to a couple that is deeply 
committed to their community through humanitarian work. In many contexts, López’s 
and Anthony’s recognition epitomizes the effort that the Puerto Rican and African 
American communities have endured together.

Today, the struggle continues as Black and Puerto Rican/Latino communities 
confront more challenges. However, an important milestone was achieved in the 
American nation when Barack Obama became the first African American President of 
the United States. Following this victory, Puerto Ricans witnessed the confirmation of 
Sonia Sotomayor as judge of the U.S. Supreme Court. 

In their quest for social justice Puerto Ricans and African Americans realized 
that they have many things in common, so they found a common way to rise as one. 
Here lies an inventory of achievements as a demonstration that the US democracy, 
as we know it in 2010, is deeply in debt to blacks and Boricuas. However, it is 
somehow disappointing to notice that both communities are constantly reminded 
that although being American citizens, they must prove—every single day—that they 
honor the US citizenship.
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notes

1  The array of literature on this issue frames it from a constitutional and racial angle to a 
psychological analysis. See the work of McFerson (1997), Santiago-Valle (1999), Rivera Ramos 
(2001), and Weston (1972).
2  According to the Academia Puertorriqueña de la Lengua Española (2005: 120–1), “Boricua” refers 
to any person or object that comes from “Borikén.” “Borikén” and “Borinquen” are the original 
names given to Puerto Rico by the Taíno-Indians. In the United States, people from Puerto Rican 
descent have widely adopted the word “Boricua” over “Puerto Rican.” Santiago (1995: xiii) states that 
“Boricua” could also be equivalent to what “brother” and “sister” mean for African Americans: “I 
imagined that Boricua was just affectionate slang for Puerto Ricans. I guessed that Boricua was just 
a word that proclaimed that you were down with your people and your culture—no different from 
brother and sister, the terms of endearment used by African Americans.”
3  During the Reconstruction freed blacks confronted many difficulties integrating into the 
society. Segregation laws (Jim Crow) barred African Americans from equal access to public 
facilities including public education. Tuskegee Institute, the Indian Carlisle, and the Hampton 
School were established to provide vocational training to African Americans and Native 
Americans. This policy was an effort to reduce their participation in the society and make them 
assimilate.
4  Booker T. Washington to the editor of the Christian Register (August 18, 1898), “Industrial 
Education for Cuban Negroes” (Harlan et al. 1989: vol. 5, 140).
5  See Booker T. Washington Papers, students file A-K (1906–1914), A-K, reel 684, Library  
of Congress.
6  Jesús Colón born in Cayey, Puerto Rico, in 1901. As a teenager, Colón moved to San Juan, 
where he attended to grammar school. In 1917, he joined the Socialist Party and later moved to 
New York. There he joined the Communist Party and was involved in numerous activities for 
the party and the labor union. He was a prolific writer and his most memorable piece, A Puerto 
Rican in New York and other Sketches (1961), became a key reference on the experience of Puerto 
Ricans in New York City. Colón spent the rest of his life advocating for the workers and Puerto 
Ricans civil rights until his passing in 1974. His papers are housed in the Center for Puerto 
Rican Studies at Hunter College. Bernardo Vega was born in Cayey, Puerto Rico, and died in 
San Juan, Puerto Rico. He is best known for his work Memoirs of Bernardo Vega (1984), which 
is a memoir of Puerto Rican life in New York between the late 1800s and the 1940s from the 
viewpoint of a socialist cigar maker. César Andreu Iglesias, a friend of Vega, published the book. 
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This work is considered a seminal work in U.S. Puerto Rican and Latino literature.
7  Arturo Schomburg was hired in 1932 to work as the curator of the collection he donated to 
the 135th branch. Little is know on how much interaction Belpré and Schomburg had. However, 
there is a handwritten note of Belpré recalling that she met Schomburg and “often chatted in 
Spanish.” See The Pura Belpré Papers (hereafter PBP), biographical notes, box 1, folder 4.
8  Letter to Pura Belpré from M. Cartwright, February 16, 1952. PBP box 22, folder 8.
9  PBP, box 1, folder 3.
10  There is an array of publications dealing with the discrimination against African Americans 
in the military. See Lanning (2004), Moore (2005), Astor (2001). 
11  Several of Lee’s projects include the characterization Black Puerto Ricans as part of the 
human landscape of New York City. 
12  Miracle at St. Anna is the story courage and redemption inspired by the famed Buffalo 
soldiers of the 92nd Division, and a little known historic event in a small Tuscan village at the 
end of World War II. For Mc Bride, the story is about “a little Italian boy who meets a giant 
Negro sharecropper from the South and they become friends. This friendship is really what 
the book is about. It’s not really about the war so much.” David Keithcart interview to James 
McBride. Online interview. http://www.cbn.com/700club/guests/interviews/St_Anna_022004.
aspx. Accessed 10–15–09.
13  During this same period, African American newspapers, such as the Chicago Defender and 
New York Amsterdam News reported on racial issues about Puerto Ricans on the island, while 
other reports openly compared the Puerto Rican migratory experience with that of African 
Americans. On the issue of Puerto Rican racial identity, in his column in the Chicago Defender 
Hughes wrote about the racial identity among Puerto Ricans. In one of the articles, Hughes 
reflects on how certain non-white minorities are making efforts to assimilate and, at times, 
succeeding, while for many others this process continues to be denied due to their blackness. 
Hughes’ stand suggests a misinterpretation of the complexity of Puerto Ricans racial identity. 
See the Chicago Defender, “Fight Jim Crow in Puerto Rico,” September 25, 1943; New York’s 
Amsterdam News, “Heterogeneous Harlem-village goes a rioting”, April 8, 1944; “Harlem’s 
Puerto Ricans,” June 10, 1950. See, Langston Hughes, “Simple says Puerto Ricans must have 
poro in their blood,” November 21, 1953; “Passing for white, passing for colored, passing for 
Negro plus.” October 11, 1952. On this particular subject see Thomas (2009). 
14  Phrasing of “aunque vaya a pelear en otras tierras/voy a salvar mi derecho, mi patria y mi 
honor” (two of the original verses in Spanish).
15  For the purpose of this research I limited the assessment to The Chicago Defender, New York 
Amsterdam News, Variety, The New York Times and light publications such as Jet and Ebony magazines. 
16  Letter from Marilyn Amdur to Professor Beryl L. Bailey, November 17, 1969, Department 
of Black and Puerto Rican Studies, 1969–1978; letter from Charles Smith, April 29, 1970, box 2 
folder 7, Hunter College Archives and Special Collections.
17  According to the New York Times, Storey was the Communist Party’s first candidate 
for mayor since 1933. He was a factory worker. During the 1969 campaign Storey was 
in his early thirties while Colón was in his late sixties. Storey ran for the Communist 
Party in three occasions: in 1973 for NYC mayor; in 1970 for NY Governor; and in 1969 
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for NYC mayor. He was the chairman of the Communist Party for New York State. In the 
1980s, Storey ran for the Pennsylvania House of Representatives 24th district and lived in 
Alleghany County, Pennsylvania
18  See the New York Times “Communist Name Storey,” June 16, 1969. Also the newspaper offers 
an interesting view of the communist candidates; also Ronan (1969). On the politics of race with 
the Communist Party see Naison (1983). 
19  The United Bronx Parents Association Papers (hereafter UBP), box 1, folder 1; box 9 folder 4, 
Center of Puerto Rican Studies.
20  UBP, box 8, folder 7. 
21  The title of this film was taken from a quote that Muhammad Ali made when he refused to 
be drafted during the Vietnam War.
22  It is important to note that the Puerto Rican participation in CORE activities extends 
throughout the entire sixties and early seventies.
23  The effects of the imposition of the English language in Puerto Rico have been widely 
analyzed. The most prominent study is Negrón de Montilla (1977); see also Navarro (2002). 
24  In the fourth part of her memoir, Pantoja (2002) describes the process of creating Aspira and 
its goals.
25  The Fania All-Stars was a musical ensemble established in the late sixties by composer and 
musician Johnny Pacheco and Jerry Masucci. During the 1970s, the star-studded group became 
renowned worldwide for their musical performances. Its members represented the ethnic 
background of NYC, since there were Puerto Ricans, Cubans, and Dominicans. They became very 
popular, and their records are still in high demand. The group ceased performing in the 1980s 
as many members began solo careers and struggled with the emergence of other musical genres. 
Nonetheless, the Fania-All Stars established a legacy for the new generation of salsa singers 
and validated the cultural contribution of Puerto Ricans and other Latinos in the American pop 
culture. On the cultural and ethnic validation of salsa see Washburne (2009). CENTRO Journal 
Vol. XVI No. 2 (Fall 2004) is entirely dedicated to salsa and its impact. Also, Jerri Massucci/Leon 
Gast 1970s documentaries Our Latin Thing and Salsa are key complement to this scholarship.
26  Excerpt from documentary Celia The Queen (2009), directed by Joe Cardona and M. de Varona.
27  Taken from an interview published in the Seattle Times (1997). 
28  The interaction between Puerto Ricans and African Americans is also gathered in the classic 
work of Thomas (1967). Jesús Colón (1961), in the stories “Carmencita” and “I came to New 
York,” also wrote about his interaction with African Americans. 
29  Ossie Davis (1917–2005) co-founded the Third World Cinema Corporation in the 1970s. 
This was a production company intended to provide training in the film industry to African 
Americans and Puerto Ricans. This company produced “Greased Lighting” and “Claudine.” It 
also scheduled a project that consisted on developing a script based on Piri Thomas’ “Savior, 
hold my hand,” which was supposed to be starred by Rita Moreno. 
30  Center of Puerto Rican Studies Papers, box 158, folder 8; box, 159, folder 5. One must not 
forget that Miriam Colón was a good friend of Davies and she probably had to do with his 
involvement in the project.
31  Pérez wrote extensively about issues affecting the community. In addition to being a former 
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Young Lord, he continued his militancy and co-founded the National Congress for Puerto Rican 
Rights. Pérez never stopped fighting for what he thought was human global rights. Whether 
it was in his role as a Young Lord or as an educator in the classroom at Brooklyn and Hunter 
Colleges or as a protester in the streets of New York, Richie Pérez was a fighter. His papers are 
housed in the Center of Puerto Ricans Studies and they are an invaluable source to study the 
Puerto Rican movement in New York. Perez passion and commitment is also documented in Iris 
Morales’ classic documentary Palante Siempre Palante! (1996); also the complete interview is 
published in CENTRO Journal (Morales 2009).
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