T e

¢,

r'd

SLCCR

STANFORD CENTERFORCHICANORESEARCH
’ STANFORDUNIVERSITY



CASAin the Chicano Movenent : | deol ogy and
QO gani zational Politics in the Chicano Community
1968- 1978

by
David G Qutiérrez

V@r ki ng Paper Series, No. 5

David G Qutiérrez is currently conpleting
his doctoral dissertation in the Departnment of
Hstory, Sanford University

August, 1984

The purpose of the SCCR Wrking Paper Series is to publish works that
significantly increase our know edge about Chi canos and other Latinos. W
invite your comments and your critique. Pl ease address your comments directly

to the author.

Sanford Center for Chicano Research, Cypress Hall - "E' Wng, Stanford, " CA 94305



In the md-1960s, Mexican Anerican participation in the Arerican political
process underwent dramatic changes in California and other parts of the Sout hvest . 22
Partly in response to the profound social disruptions of the tines—the G vil
R ghts Mvenent, urban race riots, protest against the war in Vietnam the
student novenent, to name but a few-€hicanos in nmany areas increasingly turned
to nmore mlitant forns of political nobilization and action. Facing persistent
discrimnation in enployment, housing, health care and education, Mxican Anericans
by 1968 had formed a variety of organizations to articulate their grievances and
voi ce their denands.

Cnhe of the inportant groups founded during thi ls era was the Centro de Accidn
S e e emer o ae Teib e adtr ey TCASRLEED ShegmmytveRsy
Founded in Los Angeles in 1968, CASA played a central role in the new style
political activity that characterized other organizations in what becanme known as
t he Chi cano m)vementv. CASA was uni que, however, in that the organization
represented two generations of Mexican Anerican activists and two distinct forns
of political action. CASA's evolution froma grass-roots social service/advocacy
association to a radical Mrxist-Leninist "vanguard® in rmany ways reflected the
political history of Chicanos in the post-Vorld War Two era. The probl ens CASA
faced as an organi zati on—+nternal conflicts over such factors as |eadership,
programgoal s, and political ideology, as well as external pressures arising |
from police harassnent and conflict with other Chicano groups—are obstacl es
that Mexican Arerican political organizations have faced historically. Smnlarly,
the process of internal fragmentation over fundanental issues of goals and tactics,

which nore than any other factor led to CASA's ultinate dissolution, is a process

that has characterized the Chicano novenment as a whol e.

x
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The Enmergence of the Chicano Movenent

CASA' s devel opment can only be understood within the context of the najor
historical forces which influenced its establishment. Although an extensive
survey of Chicano political history is beyond the scope of this paper,
some di scussion of major political developrments in the Mexican Arerican
community helps clarify CASA' s activities. The phenonenon that becanme known as the
Chi cano movement coal esced as such only after a series of |ocalized protests
erupted in widely separated communities. The earliest protests concerned the
issues of land reformand labor organization. Later protests were centered in
various urban barrios and addressed a wide array of issues ranging from civil
rights to comunity control of educational policy to advocacy of the rights of
undocument ed persons from Mexico. Chicano organizations founded during the 1960s
reflected both the range of issues confronting Chicanos, ahd their heterogeneity as
an ethnic group.

Perhaps the best-known of early Chicano protests were the canpaigns of
Reies Lopez Tijerina in New Mexico and Cesar Chavez in California. In New Mexico
t he dom nant issue was |and reform In 1962, Tijerina founded the Alianza Federal
de Mercedes (The Federal Alliance of Land Grants) to press for the return of |ands
he argued had been illegally appropriated by individuals and the governnent in
violation of the 1848 Treaty of Quadal upe Hdalgo. Tijerina s irredenti st
organi zation argued that under the terns of the treaty between the United States
and Mexico, the heirs .of the original H spano hol ders of Spanish land grants
held legal title to disputed lands in northern New Mexico. sing the wdely
publicized land grant issue as a central thene, Tijerina was also able to tie

in issues of general discrinmnation and injustice against H spanos in New Mxi co.?



In the Central Valley of California, the right of agricultural workers
to organi ze and negoti ate contracts were inportant issues to Chicanos. In
1965, GCesar Chavez gained national promnence as he led the fledgling
National FarmWrkers Association (later the United Farmworkers Union) strike
and boycott in Delano. Although primarily a struggle for union recognition
Chavez' activities had much broader political inplications. Chavez skillfully
enpl oyed enotional |l y-charged synmbols such as the UFWs stylized bl ack Aztec eagle
and banners of the Virgen of Guadal upe to inspire solidarity anmong the
farmwrkers. The UFWs struggle, dramatized by the national nedia, also
i nspi red Chi canos across the country, who cane to view the farmworkers' efforts
a part of a camaign for social justice for 3 ghicancs:” |
Al'though Tijerina and Chavez' novenents addressed Very di fferent issues
and served different contituencies, their influence was felt beyond the borders
of New Mexico and California. The two activists' ability to link their specific
causes to broader issues affecting Mexican Anericans served to encourage Chi canos
t hroughout the country. Although an increasing political awareness was nost
apparent anong rel atively young, educated urban Chicanos, many ot her Mexican
Arericans were politicized during this period. Hstorian Juan Gomez- Qui fiones
argues that Chicanos saw such protests as challenges to oppressive institutions,
and as such, were "attractive to many Mexicans, cutting across class, regional
and generational lines since nbst Mexicans in sone way or another had directly
or indirectly experienced economc or social discrimnation and racism"55
Ironically, both'Tijerina and Chavez' influence waned considerably by 1967
and 1968. Tijerina was convicted for his part in the famous Tierra Anarilla
courthouse raid and was in prison by 1969. Chavez decided to eschew direct

political involverent and concentrated his efforts in nore traditional |abor

uni on organi zi ng among the farmworkers. However, by the end of the decade, two new



Chicano | eaders had risen to national prom nence—Rodol fo "Corky" Gonzales in
Col orado, and Jose Angel Gutiérrez in South Texas. Both played vital roles as
wi despread protest activities in Chicano communities began to take on the
characteristics of a cohesive political novenent.

Gonzal es, a forner professional boxer, had been active in Denbcratic politics
in Denver for sone years and had directed several War on Poverty prograns in the
Denver barrios. In 1966, disillusioned with the Denocratic party, he established
the Crusade for Justice as a self-help civil rights organization. Fromthe onset,
the Crusade for Justice enphasized the need for Chicanos to develop a positive
sel f-image and sense of ethnic solidarity. Gutiérrez, on the other hand, becane
active while a student at Saint Mary's College in San Antonio. In 1967, Gutiérrez
and several Saint Mary's students founded the Mexican Anerican Youth Organization
(MAYOQ, which while sinmlar to the Crusade for Justice in many respects, placed
speci al enphasis on the need for local Chicano comunity political education and
or gani zat i on. 66

Gonzal es and Gutierrez' rise to promnence as regional Chicano |eaders
occurred in the context of an increasing assertion of ethnic pride by young
Chicano activists. By late 1967 and 1968, Chicanos had mounted spontaneous protests
and school wal kouts (which they called "blowouts") in a nunber of communities
i ncl udi ng Denver, San Antonio, Qystal Gty, Texas, and Los Angel es. Numerous
student organi zati ons such as Young Chicanos for Conmmunity Action (YOZA), the
Mexi can Anerican Student Association (MASA, and the Myviniento Estudiantil
Chi cano de Aztlan (MEChA), anong others, played catalytic roles in the nascent
~ Chi cano ml)vement.77 Th(; rising ethnic consciousness anong Chicanos was further
reflected by the energence of such organizations as the Brown Berets, a nilitant

param litary youth group patterned after the Bl ack Panthers.

e of the promnent effects of this process of politicization was the
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devel oprent of two concepts which greatly influenced the course of non-
traditional Chicano politics over the next several years. These two concepts—
" Chi cani smo" and" Azt | an"—bot h concerned the issue of Chicano identity and
together forned the cornerstones of the novenent's early ideology. Defining
the terms precisely is difficult in that they referred to an anmal gam of factors
which varied fromone group or individual to another. Nevertheless, during the
1960s an incréasi ng nunber of Mexican Anericans began to ref er‘ to thensel ves as
"Chi canos” rather than Mexican Arericans or Latin Anericans. Once considered
derogatory, the term Chicano becane a termthat set the group apart—a positive
assertion of ethnic pride which at once stressed the irrpbrtance of a shared

| anguage, culture, and history, while rejecting the notion of Angl o- Anerican
superiority. The terminpli ed solidarity against what was perceived as a shared
history of racial oppression and discrinination. 1In a sense, group identity as
afdi camosbninaal i y- masgl habnzadt pisipricdrest nagemenstcarhes I\/iaxd)cénCAlTeiri cams' tpol iytical | y®
and economically-marginalized position in American society.

This historical sense of group solidarity was carried one step further in the
concept of Aztlan. To many Chicano activists, Aztlan referred to the synbolic,
nyt hi cal honel and—the American Sout hwest—to which the "bronze mestizo"
descendants of the Aztecs had returned. The concept received wi de attention at
the historic First National Chicano Youth Conference held in Denver in 1969.
Sponsored by Corky Gonzales' Cusade for Justice, the conference narked a new
stage in the Chicano novenent. The conference attracted over 2000 del egat es
representing a wide variety of Chicano students, community activists, and political
organi zations fromall over the country. For the first time, activists involved
inwdely scattered protests converged to discuss the goals and tactics of a
broader based noverent.®’

The plan adopted by the conference participants was called, significantly,
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"B Plan Espiritual de Aztlan," which, in addition to its synbolic imagery,
also set forth a specific ideology and plan for political action. The
conference participants drew inspiration fromthe various protest activities
in Chicano barrios and rf rom such influential expressions of ethnic pride as
Gonzal es' epic poem "Yo Soy Joaquin" (published in 1968). The Plan of Aztlan
set the foundations for a ethnic separatist ideology which dom nated the nmovenent's
rhetoric into the 1970s. Although the Plan baldly stated that "social, econonic,
cultural and political independence is the only road to total |iberation from
oppression, exploitation, and racism" much of the rhetoric was intended primarily
to instill a greater sense of comunity anong Chicanos. As Gonez- Qui nones has
conment ed, Chicano nationalismwas seen as "the key to organi zing, but not
neccessarily the end goal...Nationalismprovided the rat iAonaI e and psychol ogi cal
substance for a collective Mexicano identity through the vehicles of synmbols and
sub-concepts which had the possibility for wide acceptability. w1010

Despite the enthusistic proclamation of the Plan of Aztlan, this early
expressi on of Chicano nationalismwas in sone ways a high water nark for the nascent
nmovement. Al though the Plan held high synbolic value for nmany of the young
Chicano activists, the novenent remained fragmented and dispersed. This was due
in part to the difficulties inherent in attenpting to unite a geographically
and socially diverse popul ation behind a single ideology or program and in large
part to disputes anong the |eadership over the best course of action. (One of the
mai n planks of the Plan of Aztlan was the establishnent of a separate Chicano
political party to meet the needs of a population many felt had been ignored by
the two major parties. ' By 1970, both Gonzales and Qutiérrez had established | ocal
chapters of the new party which was called La Raza Uhida Party (the United People's
or United Race Party).

Fromthe onset, Gonzales and Qutiérrez held different conceptions of the

new party's proper role. A though the Raza Unida Party (LRP had run candi dates



in local elections in 1970 and 1971, with the exception of Qitierrez' success

at Oystal Cty, Texas, the party was able only to split what traditionally had
been a solidly Denocratic vote in the Chicano connnunity.”” The essential difference
bet ween Gonzales and Qutierrez' view of LRJP was that CQutiérrez saw the party as

an immedi ately viable vehicle for electoral political change, while Gonzal es

saw it more as a tool for conmunity organization.lzm In an effort to build a

united party, Gonzales and Qutiérrez net in the fall of 1971, and although the

two still disagreed, plans were set for a national convention of LRUP in 1972.

The first national La Raza Unida Party convention marked another significant
turning point for the Chicano noverent. On one |evel the convention was a strong
denonstration of resolve. Hundreds of del egates cane from Chi cano comrunities
t hroughout the Southwest and Mdwest. The apparent unity at the convention,
however, nasked the growing conflict for |eadership between Gonzal es and Qutiérrez.
In a recent article on the devel oprent of LRUP, Mifioz and Barerra point out that
while the struggle between the two | eaders represented personal conflict as well
as regional rivalry the crucial issue facing the convention was the continuing
debat e over the movenent's ideol ogy and politi cal strategy.JSH By the time of
the H Paso convention, the question of the future direction of the novenent had
conme down to a choice between planning a national (or at least regional) third-
party challenge for community control within the existing electoral framework; and
a nore radical programwhich incorporated Marxian notions of class struggle with
exi sting concepts of Chicano nationalism (Gonzales, one of the prime franers of
the Plan of Aztlan, advocated a programof what one scholar has termed "nationalistic
socialism" which enphasized a strongly ethnocentric separati st approach to
conmuni ty organization. " Jose Angel Qutiérrez, on the other hand, while also

supporting continued nilitant Chicano protest, advocated third-party politics as



as the best nmeans to achieve neaningful social change in the barrios.
Al though Qutiérrez ultimately was elected national chairman of the party
after a rather bitter behind-the-scenes struggle, the basic issue of the

nmovenent's guiding political philosophy went unresolved.

CASA AND THE CHI CANO MOVEMENT

Al 't hough CASA was founded during this period of intense Chicano political
activism the organization ironically had ties to a nuch older tradition of
| abor and and political activism Both of CASA's prinmary founders, Bert N
Corona and Sol edad "Chole" Alatorre, had long careers as |abor union and political
organi zers in the Mexicano/ Chicano comrunity. Al atorre had spent nmany years
organi zing workers in a number of unions. Corona had been active since the 1930s
as an organi zer for the Internati onél Longshoremen' s and WWrehousenen' s Uni on,
and had participated in the historic Congress of Spanish- Speaki ng Peoples in 1939.
Corona was also a founding nenber and past president of the Mexican Arerican
Politi cal‘ Associ ation (MPA.

MAPA, organized in California in 1958, played a crucial early role in
increasing effective Chicano political participation in that state. Although
Chicanos had a long prior history of political organization and protest throughout
t he Sout hwest, MAPA set precedent by explicitly utilizing an ethnic designation
and actively pursuing Chicano political interests. 5" Unlike other cont enporary
Mexi can American organi zations such as the Texas-based League of United Latin
Anerican Ctizens (LLAQ and the Anerican GI. Forum which formally refrained
fromdirect political involvenent, NMAPA agressively nounted a political canpaign
whi ch included voter registration drives, political semnars in the barrios, and
| obby efforts on behalf of the Chicano community. 10! & MAPA s strident insistence

in enphasizing its ethnic nakeup and goals was even nore renarkable in that it
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followed a period of unusually intense nativism and xenophobia specifically
directed at Mexicans. In the context of the passage of such legislation as the
McCarran-Walter Act of 1952, and the nass deportations of Mexicans (and many
U S citizens of Mexican descent) which occurred under Operation Wtback in
1954-57, NMAPA' s position in 1958 represented a radical assertion of ethnic
pride. MAPA s political activismalso flewin the face of the widely-held
stereotype of Mexican Anericans as fatalistic, lazy, non-participants in
Anmeri can poIitics.1717
Corona's experience in MAPA strongly influenced his political outlook and
strategy, but he and Alatorre patterned CASA on an even ol der form of association
in the Mexican American comunity. CASA was founded as a "voluntary...denocratic
nut ual aid assistance social welfare organization," nodeled closely after the

. . ]
MExi can mutualista.

Mexi cans in Mexico and what |ater b,ecane the sout hwestern
United States had formed these organizations since the md-nineteenth century
to provide thenselves with services often denied econom cally-narginal people.
Services provided by the mutualistas ranged fromcredit and insurance to |egal
defense, but the nutualistas also provided places for entertainment and the
exchange of ne/\s.l"‘Q In his recent study on nmutual aid societies among Mexicans,
Jose A Hernandez also argues that the nutualistas also provided the prototypes
for |abor organization and collective bargaining among Mexi cano |aborers in the
Sout hwest . 2 20

CASA' s establishnent in 1968 as a nutual aid organization was notable
in several respects. Corona has stated that CASA was founded partly as a
sel f-conscious effort to provide an organizational apparatus in the urban
barrios simlar to that provided by the United Farnworkers Union in the rural

areas. 221
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I ndeed, CASA's early activities attest to its strong working class and trade-
unionist orientation. Wilizing contacts established in MAPA and in their
| abor organi zing work, Corona and Al atorre were quickly able to forge a
colaition of trade unionists and comunity activists (prinarily nmenbers of
MAPA) as CASA's core. Anong CASA' s najor activities during 1970 and 1971
were the organi zation of strike support conmttees and the devel opnent of
Chi cano caucuses in union locals in the construction, shipyard, butcher, and
cannery industries in the Los Angeles area_2222

The single factor that clearly distinguished CASA from other Chicano
groups organi zed during this period was that fromits inception CASA's main thrust
was the organization and defense of undocunented Mexican workers. In 1968, the
Mexi can immgration issue had not yet achieved national prom nence, and CASA s
effort represented a significant departure among contenporary Chicano organi zations.
Al'though virtually every inportant Chicano and Hi spanic orgvani’zation was
advocating the rights of immgrants by the md-1970s, CASA had anticipated the issue
by several years.

During its first years of operation CASA acted essentially as a social

service and |egal defense association primarily assisting i ndocunentados. By

1972 CASA had affiliated (though autononmous) chapters aiding Mexican workers in
San Diego, Santa Ana, San Jose, and Qakland in California, San Antonio and

the Ro Gande Valley areas of Texas, Qeely, Colorado, and Chicago. In

Los Angeles, a fifteen dollar fee served both as dues in the organization and
as a fee for any legal assistance provided CASA offices.zgﬂ CASA provided its
nmenbers with services ranging fromvisa and imigration counseling, divorce
consultations, and notary, to legal defence. CASA also held weekly neetings

where nmenbers were instructed as to their legal rights in the United States.

No conprehensive nmenbership lists exist, but historian Rodol fo Acuna esti nates
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that by 1972, CASA had a nationwi de core menbership of over 2000, and had
assi sted several thousand nore Mexican and Chicano workers, who were therefore
al so nomnal |y rraaml)ers.2424 Case files fromthe Los Angel es office indicate that CASA
assisted at |east 6000 indocurentados between 1969 and 1973;525

The organi zation's working-class character began to change, however, by
early 1973—+eflecting political devel opments within CASA and in the |arger
Chicano community as well. In 1973, however, CASA began to expand its advocacy
and protest activities in response to raids by the Inmgration and Naturalization
Service (INS in the Los Angel es area, and to changes in federal immgration law
proposed by Representatives Joshua Eilberg and Peter Rodi no.2626 Ei | berg and Rodino's
I egi slation would be introduced in various forns in successive Congresses throughout
the 1970s. The main provisions of the proposed |egislation—sanctions against
enpl oyers who "know ngly" hired undocunented aliens, increased INS border enforcenent,
strict numerical ceilings on annual legal inmgration, and the devel opnent of a
national worker's identification card-set the parameters of debate on the cont enpor ary
immgration issue. Hspanic organizations across the country i medi ately protested
agai nst the proposals, arguing that they were inherently di scrini nat ory agai nst
all persons of Mexican descent. CASA for its part, sponsored a conference on
immgration policy attended by over 450 del egates representing a |arge nunber of
H spani ¢ organi zations. The conference passed a series of resolutions denouncing
the Ei |l berg and Rodi no plans, and CASA was instrunental in formng the National
Coalition for Fair Immgration Laws and Practices, an unbrella organization it
woul d direct until 19787 4

Wi | e CASA' s progranati ¢ enphasi s was changi ng, the organi zation's

nmenber ship al so began to change. As CASA's influence grew in the Los Angel es
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Chi cano community, the organization attracted increasing nunbers of young
Chicano students and community activists. These new CASA menbers were
strongly influenced by the nationalistic ideologies which had energed in the
previous few years, and in contrast tb the ol der CASA nenbers, they had little
or no previous union or organizing experience. ® 7R Most of the new acti vi st
nenbers were affiliated with the Los Angel es-based Casa Carnalism and the
National Committee to Free Los Tres (CALT). Casa Carnalisno was a militant
Chi cano community organi zation ostensibly forned to conbat drugs in the barrios.
The CALT was forned after three nenbers of Casa Carnalisno were convicted of
assaulting a federal narcotics officer posing as a drug dealer in East Los
Angeles.BQq In 1973, thirty-five menbers of the CFLT formed a collective within
that organization for the formal study of Marxist-Leninist political philosophy.
This proved significant in that the CFLT nenbers who eventually joined CASA
cane largely fromthe study group.3030

The integration of nmenbers of the CFLT had a profound inpact on the
organi zation. By 1974, the infusion of a Marxist-Leninist perspective into
CASA' s internal organization had opened serious rifts anong the | eadership. The
essential conflict revolved around the question of the nature and future direction
of the organization. The old-1ine MAPA | eadership represented by Corona and
A atorre, while working closely with the young activists, neverthel ess conti nued
to enphasi ze direct organi zati on and assi stance to unorgani zed, undocunented
workers. In addition, it was their viewthat CASA's political activities should
focus on reformoriented electoral politics. A though Corona hinself had by this
time repudiated participation in traditional two-party politics and advocated
strong Chicano support of the new La Raza Whida Party, he continued to enphasize
the efficacy of participation in electoral and issues-oriented politics.slﬂ By

1974, however, the spectrumof political views within CASA had shifted so that



-13-

Corona's stance essentially represented the nmoderate position. The CFLT

al so enphasi zed the inportance of CASA s working class "base" but their views
were inforned by nore theoretical Marxist-Leninist class analyses. The CFLT
faction sought to deenphasize the social-service aspect of the organization,
hoping to transform CASA into a "revol utionary vanguard" dedicated to the
"l'iberation of the Mexican people. n2? Corona and Al atorre, while encouragi ng
the younger CASA nmenbers to pursue their goals, continued to believe that their
skills were best suited to direct organizing efforts. Thus, in early Decenber
1974, after ensuring that CASA s outstanding debts had been cleared, Corona and

Al atorre called for new elections and resigned from the organization. 33

CASA as a Marxist-Leninist "Revolutionary" O ganization

The ol d | eadership's departure, along with the elections that were held
later that Decenber, radically transforned the organization. CASA's new
| eader ship was now conmposed prinmarily of college students, law students, and a
few professionals. Significantly, at least two active and two ex-nenbers of the
CFLT collective were elected to office.34% The new | eaders quickly devel oped a plan
of action which included general reorganization, consolidation of internal
political education, study of new means of financial support, and nost
importantly the continuation of CASA's immigration work. Not surprisingly, the
thrust of CASA's inmgration efforts was substantially altered. As far as the
new | eadershi p was concerned, CASA's efforts should not be expended on social
services to individual undocurented workers, but on the mass organi zation and
political education of these workers in preparation for a "revolution of the
proletariat.” ne nenber of CASA's Political Comm ssion commented on the new
posi tion:

W have gone froma defensive organization to an offensive and

potentially clandestine organization prepared for a protracted
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struggle. An organization which can multiply itself
georetrically according to the base it has established
for itself and the integration of its ideology in the
mass consciousness of that base 37

The changes occurring within CASA during this period were in nany ways
influenced by a general process of ideological flux within the Chicano
novenment. After the experiences of the LRUP convention in 1972, novenent
| eaders (and a few Chi cano academ cs) began to reassess the nationalism
represented, for exanple, in the Plan de Aztlan, and instead began to focus their
anal ysis based on Marxian notions of class conpetition and expl oi tation.
Gomez- Quinones interprets this period as one in which, "Political activists
becane increasingly concerned wth understanding how economc and class
expl oitation and raci sm had shaped the Mexican experience in the United Sates. »336
Al though by no neans causally rel ated, the ideol ogical shi ft' Wi thin CASA reflected
a general broadening of the range of political perspectives in the Chicano
novenent .

Smlarly, CASA's evolving position on the Mxican imm grant worker
contained inplications that were not confined exclusively to the organization
itself. Wile CASA was in effect stepping back fromits earlier policy of direct
aid to inmmgrant workers, its new policy was an attenpt to politically educate
those workers for fuller participation in the comng socialist revolution.
Breaking fromwhat Qustavo Segade has described as the novenent's "racist and
culturally exclusive" concept of a "bronze nestizo nation," CASA advanced a cl ass
position strongly influenced by the notion that advanced capitalismhad created
an international proletari at.37q7 CASA s ideol ogy stressed the working-class
solidarity of the "Mxican popul ation on both sides of the border,"” and in this

manner did not distinguish between "Chicanos” and "Mxicanos."® ~ CASA advanced
manner did not distinguish between '"Chicanos" and '"Mexicanos." CASA advanced
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the innovative concept "sin fronteras" (wthout borders) which differed from that
of Aztlan in that the forner proposed a socialist revolution led by the working
classes fromboth the United States and Mexico. In contrast, the nationalistic
concept of Aztlan, while recognizing the historical and nystical bonds existing
between the two peoples, nevertheless was committed primarily to the advancenent
of Chicanos in the United States.
It is not surprising that the political line advanced by CASA's Los Angel es
| eadershi p caused controversy within the organization. In addition to having
i medi ate inmpact on the Los Angel es menmbership, this shift also sparked
di ssension among CASA's autononous affiliates. The issue was discussed inconclusive--
ly in national meetings held in Chicago, Los Angeles, and QCakland during the early
mont hs of 1975, but it was not until the National Reunion neeting held in Los
Angeles that July that the issue finally cane to a head.s’qq The ensui ng debate
centered on the future direction and ideology of the organi zatibn, with the
del egates from San Diego, San Jose, and Geeley strongly dissenting against CASA's
new stance as a revolutionary vanguard. Though the Los Angel es position was
finally accepted by a majority vote of the delegates, opposition was strong
enough that the San Diego and San Jose centers withdrew from the national
organi zation. The Geeley group w thdrew six nonths Ialer.“ol40
Despite the dissension which surfaced openly at the sunmer national meetings,
CASA' s | eadership was able to institute a plan of action to consolidate the
organi zation along its new i deol ogical lines. Although several structural changes
were instituted at the national neetings, one of the nost inportant decisions had

been made tentatively the previous Decenber follow ng the change of |eadership. a4l

At that tinme a decision was reached to nove operations of Sin Fronteras, the

- official "organ" of the National Coalition for Fair Immgration Laws and Practi ces,

42
from CASA-San Antonio to Los Angeles.” At the time of its creation in 1974,
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Sin Fronteras was staffed in San Antonio largely by menbers of the CFLT

faction within CASA. For the first year of publication out of CASA-San Antoni o,
Sin Fronteras' articles primarily concerned inmmgration news and the activities
of the National Coalition. Wth the decision to nove the newspaper's operations

to Los Angel es, however, S n Fronteras becane nore explicitly CASA' s official

Voi ce.
The newspaper played an increasingly inmportant role in propagandi zi ng CASA s
political line within the Chicano movenent, and served as the primary node of

communi cation to the "unorgani zed masses.” The publication of Sin Fronteras

becane a calculated effort to promote CASA's reformed ideological position, while
also discrediting rival positions within the nmovenent. Carlos Vasquez, a nenber
of CASA's Political Conmssion and National Coordinating Conmm ssion, comrented on
the role of the paper in an internal docunent,

we nust carry out nass education through our nass abt ions to all

of the working class but keeping in mnd our strategy for this

hi storic period and concentrating on our people. This is not

the narrow nationalist approach to organizing the working class,

but rather a realistic and correct position considering the

ampunt of division and ideological confusion which still exists

anong our people. (43

Although Sin Fronteras was clearly a vehicle for the dissemnation of CASA s

political ideology, the newspaper (especially after the nmove to Los Angel es)

was also a rather professionally conceived and executed political newspaper. It
differed fromthe MAPA paper, The Voice, in its enpahasis on revol utionary

politics, but it provided coverage on a nuch broader spectrumof issues, as did 9

~other radical Chicano papers published in the Los Angeles area during the period®

Neverthel ess, the primary function of the paper was to comunicate CASA's vision
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of socialist revolution to Mexi can and Chi cano workers. Al infornational
articles were witten fromCASA s new political perspective, while CASA' s

i deol ogy was devel oped further in Sn Fronteras editorials and in a regular
political commentary colum witten by nenbers of the Political Comm ssion.

It was in these editorials and comrentaries that CASA' s |leaders attenpted to
systenmatically assess the Chicano novenent and offer CASA's alternative to the
courses of action presented by other Chicano organizations.

CASA's growing conflict with other leftist Chicano organizations stenmed
froma nunber of factors which affected the entire Chicano novenent during the
md-1970s. As the catalytic anti-war and Gvil R ghts novenents died down, nuch
of early inpetus for inmmediate social and political reformin the Chicano novemnent
also waned. In CASA' s view, however, much of the responsibility for the novenent's
decline rested with Chicano |eaders thenselves. A draft of CASA' s new Regl ament o
(by-laws) written during this period made clear that althoughrthe novenent had
rai sed "many correct denocratic demands," it had not devel oped the "political
strategy and tactics to consolidate the mass activity. It was unable to achieve
the goals it so idealistically set for itself in the Spiritual P an of fetl ap, "B

In 1976 and 1977, a scathing critique of the Chicano novenent appeared in

Sin Fronteras. CASA argued that the ideology of Aztlan provided only a "narrow

and chauvi ni stic nationalismwhich excluded anyone not born in the United States,"
and thus obscured the real issue facing Chicanos and Mexi canos alike—their
mut ual expl oitation under "Anerican inperialist donmnation. nae” According to CASA
the key to the novenent's mnal ai se was the fal se consci ousness i nposed on the

Mexi can peopl e who were exploited and alienated fromtheir "true" class interests.

Witing in the June 1976 issue of Sn Fronteras. Carlos Vasquez attacked the

concept of Aztlan because it falsely distinguished working people "according to

where we happen to be born, how well we speak the national |anguage, and what our



s

inmmgrant status is defined by an inperialist state which knows no borders in
its exploitation of human | abor power or its suppression of human rights.” 747
The nmoverent had been undermned further because its goals had been defined by
el enents of the Mexican people "with no direct ties of participation in the
wor ki ng force."“sl'R CASA's |eaders argued that it was this critical lack of class
consci ousness that explained the novenent's "regionalism cannabalism and
cuadi | I'i smp" which had stifled its growth in the years follow ng the mass
mobi | i zations during the Viet nam var.® +%
The crucial issue underlying CASA's ideol ogi cal offensive was in essence the
persi stent and troubl esone question of Chicano identity or "nationality." Indeed,
by 1976 the so-called "national question" was the essential issue facing the
Chi cano nmovenent itself. How did a novenent based in large part on its menbers'
sense of ethnic identity reconcile the increasing tendency of many of its |eaders
toward a class analysis of Chicanos' position in Arerican soci ety? The
contradiction which had been submerged in the rhetoric of the movement since the
First National Chicano Youth Conference now nore and nore became the focus of the
nmoverment's internal debates. In early 1976, for exanple, attacks by a rival
group known as the August Twenty-N nth Mverent (AN pronpt ed CASA to el aborate
its position as to the "correct political line" for the Chicano mnvenent.mm The
ATM which also clained to be a Marxist-Leninist organization, was founded in 1975
after the Labor Conmittee Chapter of the Los Angeles area LRUP split fromthat
gr oup. 5°'  The essential ideol ogi cal difference between CASA and the ATM concer ned
the increasingly crucial issue of nationality. The ATMs position (which was
somewhat illogical considering its professed Marxist-Leninist ideology) was that
Mexi can-stock people residing in the Anerican Southwest (for however |ong)

‘ . . 2 .
constituted a distinct, oppressed "Chicano nation "% CASA, which, as we have seen,

recogni zed no distinction between "MxXicans" (to use CASA s termnol ogy) on either
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side of the border, rejected the ATMs position as an opportunistic attenpt
to further subvert the novenent.
Yet other groups were even nore vocal in their attacks on CASA (he
prom nent organization, the Trotskyist Socialist Wrkers' Party, dismssed CASA' s
stance of the national question as a nere inmtation of positions devel oped
el sewhere. In a speech delivered to the 1976 SW convention, O ga Rodriguez
comrent ed,
the Puerto Rican Socialist Party (PSP has had an influence on
t he Chi cano noverent, especially on the | eadership of CASA
An exanple of this is CASA s evolving position on the Chicano
nationality. Its position that there is no such thing as a
separate Chicano nationality, but that Chicanos are sinply
part of the Mexican nationality, appears to be nothing nore
than a mechani cal application of the PSP s position on
Puerto Rcans in the United States vis-a-vis Puerto R cans
in Puerto Rco. (53
d ga Rodriguez' comments to the SAP convention were true, in part, since CASA
did nmaintain strong ties with the PSP and other radical organizations. Antonio
Rodri guez, CASA's National Coordinator since the 1975 reorgani zati on and an
influential menber of the Political Commission, corresponded regularly with
| eaders of the PSP, and on several occasions addressed neetings of that
organi zation. CASA' s ideology and position on the national question, however,
was nuch nore than an enulation of the PSP position. Evidence fromthe CASA files
clearly denonstrates that CASA's evolving ideol ogy was strongly influenced by
their readings of Marxist theoreticians such as Lenin, Stalin, Che Quevarra,
Le Duan, and Ho Chi I\ilhn.54q/' CASA s ideol ogy represented a sophisticated worl d-

view which reflected a sincere dedication to the view that a vanguard organi zati on
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led by cormitted, disciplined revolutionaries would bring about the successful
soci al i st revol uti on.

In the long run, however, CASA s preoccupation with such sweepi ng i deol ogi cal
questions exacted a severe toll on both the organization's political efficacy and
its credibility in the Chicano/ Mexi cano comunity—and this was also true of a
great many ot her radi cal Chicano organizations. Al though CASA nmenbers were highly
visible in the international socialist novenent during this period, one nust
guestion how rel evant these activities appeared to the working-class menbers of
t he Chicano and Mexicano comrunities. CASA, for exanple, while cutting back its
direct social services to undocunented workers, sent delegations to the PSPs
convention in 1975, to Quba in March 1976 and again in 1978, and to the Wrld
Federation of Trade Wnhions Congress in Cyprus in March 1977.555

Many CASA nenbers were concerned about such devel opnments. A neno
circulated armong nenbers in late 1976 or early 1977 clearly dérm’nstrat es this
concern: "V¢ have concluded that the lack of an organizational presence had been
one of the main limtations to our organizational expansion...In alnost all of the
geogr aphi cal areas (Wth CASA offices) there is no consistent work in conmunity
i ssues such as the struggle for equal education and housing. A The nenmp goes
on to provide a telling insight as to the organization's real effectiveness in
the coommunity at this juncture:

W nmust play an active rdle in the struggles of our people, they
must see us as fighters. At present, there is practically no
organi zati onal _presence: San Jose, Chicago and San Antoni o do
not have offices and the offices of the local commttees of Los
Angel es are alnost always closed. This gives us the image of

an under ground organi zation. (57)

In addition to its internal organizational difficulties, CASA's
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revol utionary ideology and actvities attracted the attention of federal agencies

and local police. Jose Jacques Medina, a promnent nenber of the organization,

was arrested in 1976 for violating the terms of his visa, and spent the next

several years fighting deportation by the Immigration and Naturalization Service.

More serious to the organization was evi dence that government agencies had illegally

wi retapped CASA's tel ephones and had broken into CASA's Los Angel es of fi ce. ®28

Under provsions of the Freedomof Information Act, Antonio Rodriguez and CASA s

| egal staff obtained documents which proved CASA had been under intense

surveillance by the FBI, CIA, and local police since the organization's founding.

The documents also indicate that CASA had been infiltrated by police i nf or mant s. >
Despite these rather serious pressures, perhaps no other factor denonstrates

CASA's growing crisis nore tellingly than its activities on the issue that

continued to forma large part of the group's raison d' etre. By 1976, the

immigration issue had becone perhaps the nost pressing issue ih Chi cano politics.

Wien Jimmy Carter, with the overwhel m ng support of Chicano voters, defeated

Gerald Ford in the 1976 presidential elections, Chicanos had reason to expect a

fresh approach to the increasingly volatile issue. However, when Carter sent his

proposed inmmgration |egislation to Congress the follow ng sunmer, Chicanos

across the country were outraged to learn that the so-called Carter Plan

contai ned many of the same objectional conponents advocated by previous

Republ i can admini strations. ® 60
CASA, for its part, proceeded along prograromatic I_i nes simlar to those

pursued by the organization under Corona. In 1976 and the early part of 1977,

CASA sponsored several immgration conferences, and Sn Fronteras continued to

provi de extensive coverage on the issue. Arguing fromits distinctive
i deol ogi cal perspective, CASA demanded the basic right of all workers to organize,

and for an end to right-to-work legislation and discrimnation in enpl oynent.



-22-

Moreover, the organi zati on demanded that the INS cease its factory raids and
nei ghbor hood sweeps. And consistent with its position on the national question,
CASA al so vigorously opposed Bracero-type prograns which provided for tenporary
foreign contract labor in the United Sates.‘”:‘161
CASA' s many activities could not aneliorate, however, the serious weaknesses
within the organization. Mass nenbership in CASA had declined steadily since
Corona's departure in 1974. Wile Corona had clai ned dues-payi ng nenbership of
rroré than 5000 in Los Angeles alone in 1972, available records indicate that this

nunber had di pped bel ow 1000 nati onw de by 1977.&m The decline in nmenbership

had a severe inpact on the operations of Sn Fronteras, since the newspaper was

funded |argely on incone received fromsales, subscriptions, and donations from

CASA menbers and synpathizers. By 1977, Sn Fronteras was consistently running

a deficit.

Despite growing fissures within the organization, CASA was able to naintain
national prom nence in the Chicano novenent |argely because it succeeded in
keeping its internal problens frombecomng public know edge. CASA' s highly
visible participation in the landnmark 1977 National Chicano/Latino Conference on
Immigration and Public Policies, however, changed this situation. The conference,
organi zed in response to the Carter Plan through the efforts of Jose Angel
Qutiérrez and the Texas LRUP, attracted over 2600 del egates froma broad spectrum
of Chi cano/ Lati no organi zati ons including: LUAC the Anerican GI. Forum the
Mexi can American Legal Defense and Education Fund (MALDEF), LRUP, the SWP, CASA,
and representatives of various nmenbers of Congress and governnent agenci es.6363
O the surface, the con;‘ erence was an unprecedented display of unity anong
Chi cano/ Latino groups fromacross the political spectrum Beyond this, however,

the San Antonio conference was crucial in that it nmarked the convergence of the

vol atile issues that had long simrered just below the surface of Chicano politics.
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Di scussion of the immgration issue itself in this forumforced articulation,
or at least recognition of, the various conflicting views on both Chicano
nationalismand the status of Mexican immigrants in the United States
Moreover, it soon becanme clear that several groups, including CASA were attenpting
to use the conference to further their ow ideological positions within the
Chi cano novement. Thus, despite the veneer of unity, the conference ultinately
denonstrated just how variegated and fragmented the movenment was.
Among the numerous organi zations represented at the conference, CASA, the
SW and CGutierrez' LRUP were nost active in attenpting to influence the course
of events. Well before the conference, which was held Cctober 28-30 1977,
Qutiérrez attenpted to strengthen his position vis-a-vis CASA and the SW.
He was well aware of the deep aninosities between the two groups and he expressed
concern prior to the conference that "CASA and the SA would use the conference
as their battleground.” In a letter apparently witten to ahother menber of the
RUP, Cutiérrez concluded, "we nust not allow this devisiveness to infect us."e“64
I ndeed, prior to the conference CASA took steps to undercut the SW's
position at San Antonio. In pre-conference maneuvering at several regional
pl anni ng meetings, CASA vas instrumental in discrediting S#¥ positions, and in

several cases united with other groups to oust the organization from planning

. AR . . . . . . .
sessi ons. ® In a thinly-veiled editorial attack against the S# in Sin Fronteras

CASA comment ed,
W nust be aware of any deviations which will disperse the focus
of the conference and nake it ineffective...there have been nany
i nstances wher'e just as our people achieve political unity, self-
appoi nted vanguards whose practices expose themas opportuni st
try to get a free ride by mani pul ating the struggles of our

people to serve their own sectarian interests. (69
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The striking irony of CASA's attack on the SW here is, of course, that CASA
itself was nore and nore taking on the characteristics of a "self-appointed
vanguard" which it so stridently criticized.

This becane clear at the conference itself, where CASA was burdened with
the task of convincing other groups to accept its political line. The conflicts
whi ch energed at the San Antonio conference were not, as R chard Garcia has
argued in a recent article, strictly those of organizational conpetition.

I deol ogy remained an inportant inplicit issue—especially with regard to CASA
Garcia's assertion that CASA attacked the SWP in San Antonio "not because of any
real political difference vis-a-vis the undocunented workers and the inmmgration
resol utions but because of CASA's desire to control the conference' s resol ution
on the strategy for action," is partially true, but dinnishes CASA s genui ne
concern with the ongoing ideol ogical dismﬂe.a67CﬁSA fromthe onset suspect ed that
the S# and the Texas RUP were allied behind the scenes and contbi nued in their
attenpts to expose what they considered the SW s opportunism However, according
to one del egation at the conf erence, CASA "only succeeded in presenting thenselves
as provocateurs and just another sectarian group pushing their position. They
were criticized for being arrogant, refusing to dialogue, and for their abrasive
tactics. . .Asar esul t, coal i tionsof LRUP, t he SWP, andnor enoder at eH spani cgr oupsconsi st ent | yout vot e
Hispanic groups consistently outvoted CASA on key conference resolutions.

Once again, like the 1972 LRUP convention and many national conferences after
it, the National Chicano/lLatino Conference on Immgration synbolized the fundamental
di sunity of the Chicano novenent. (Oganizations and individuals at the San Antonio
conference were once again torn by factional in-fighting, and the conference did
not even present the inmage of a united front. Al though conference del egates

passed resolutions calling for full ammesty for the undocumented worker,

guarantees of their full constitutional rights, and the right to unionize and
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cl ai m unenpl oynent conpensation, even synpathetic nmedia comented on the
conference”s fragnentation.® 69
The National Chicano/Latino Conference thus marked another major turning
point for the Chicano nmovenent and for CASA. It was not that CASA had been
crushed by rival organizations in the Chicano noverent. According to Garcia,
quite the contrary was true; he felt that CASA had proven it could be "a viable

70
"0 Yet

vehicle for attenpting to gain control of the Chicano/Latino novenent.
CASA's performance at San Antonio had the effect of intensifying the organization's

internal conflicts. In the only article to appear on the conference, Sin Fronteras

reported that CASA's lack of success there nmerely denonstrated "the political
immaturity of the Mexican  people's organizations that pernits our manipulation
and division by a 'pseudo’ leftist 'Party,’ formed by the North Amrerican mddle
sectors. wn’! But beyond the post-conference diatribe publically expressed in
t he newspaper, evidence indicates that CASA' s indecisive perfnor'rrance_ at San
Antoni o brought the group's internal conflicts to the surface. A draft meno
apparent|y conposed by Antonio Rodriguez shortly after the conference provides
a clear indication that a crisis was growing within the organization. In
Rodri guez' assessnent,
the lack of a well-defined program strategy and tactics, anti-
inmperialist positions... began eventually to create confusion.
Despite our pronouncenents it became inpossible to collectively,
clearly and positively, define ourselves as a Marxi st-Lenini st
pre-party formation fighting for socialismor national |iberation,
or a nmass denocratic organi zation fighting for equality and |
denocratic rights of the Mexican people. In the mdst of that
confusion, nmenbers began to develop their own individual versions

of our strategic objectives. (72



-26-

As Rodriguez' neno indicates, the basic issue over the nature of CASA as
an organi zation and its devel opnment of a well-articulated political |ine once
again arose to divide the group. By this tinme, however, the ideol ogical and
programati c issues conbined with the organization's internal problens of
finance, norale, and the growi ng differences anong the | eadership to cause its
eventual demse. Wen Carlos Vasquez, a nmenber of the Political Comm ssion and

Director of Sn Fronteras resigned fromthe organi zation in Decenber 1977, CASA

began its rapid decline. CASA's |eadership attenpted to nminimze the event, but
Vasquez' resignation severely polarized the organization into factions that

supported himand those who censured himas a "divisionist el enﬂant."7373
Di ssension increased until in February 1978, the entire Political Comm ssion
resigned en bloc. Frantic attenpts were nade to repair the damage, but the

resignation of many of CASA's nost influential |eaders signaled the end of the

organi zation as an effective force in Chicano politics.

Summary and Concl usi ons

In many respects unique, CASA s organizational history neverthel ess resenbl es
the experiences of a great many other Chicano political organizations. |ndeed,
t he general rmal ai se which has characterized the Chicano novenent since the
San Antoni o conference, particularly among radical or socialist organizations, is
i ndi cative of the conmon problens faced by all groups which have sought to address
the critical issues facing the Chicano community. CASA |ike Chicano organi zati ons
preceeding and followng it, ultimately could not overcone the formdabl e chall enge
of organizing the extrenely di spersed, heterogenous Chicano commnity. In spite
of w despread recognition that Chicanos represent a significantly underprivil eged
segnent of American society, the Chicano popul ation's geographic, political, and
class heterogeneity has undermned virtually all efforts to unite this popul ation

under the |eadership of a single organization.
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CASA's strategy under Corona and Alatorre was to address this fundanental

problemin the tradition of the nutualistas by serving the Chicano/ Mexi cano
community privately as a social service agency and political |obby. CASA' s
trade-uni oni st, working-class orientation contributed greatly to its success in
bui I ding a decentralized, broad-based nmenbership in Los Angel es and nmany ot her
Arerican cities. CASA's early successes, nuch like those achieved by its
predecessors (notably the CSO and MAPA), rested largely on CASA's ability to

provi de visible, imrediate assistance to significant nunbers of the comrunity,
while also effectively | obbying on the community's behal f. As CASA grew, however,
t he devi siveness which has historically plagued Chi cano-oriented groups—romthe
Crusade for Justice to the Congressi onal H spani c Caucus—began to erode CASA' s
internal cohesion and political effectiveness.

CASA s eventual decline centered not so nuch on Corona and Al atorre's
departure, but rather on the new leadership's failure to deverl op arealistic
program or cohesive philosophy that attracted the allegiance of nore than a
few educat ed, socialist-mnded Chicano activists. Conposed prinmarily of young
intellectual community activists, students, professionals, and aspiring journalists,
CASA's new | eaders were in effect estranged fromthe nass menbership which they
clained to represent. Al though CASA's new | eaders groped for a viable plan for
the organi zation's consolidation and expansion foll owing the 1975 el ecti ons,
their grow ng preoccupation with developing the "correct” political position on
various key issues ironically prevented further growh, and alienated the
or gani zati on from ruch 01: its fornmer comunity support. In theory, CASA s
revol utionary rhetoric was neccessary to prepare the way for the type of social
change envisioned by the new | eaders. In practice, however, dogmatic adherence
to CASA's vision of socialist revolution |ost themthe popul ar support critical

for the organization's survival. CASA s strident ideological positions also nmade
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it increasingly difficult to forge and maintain |inkages w th other Chicano-
oriented political organizations. CASA s clashes with the SA# and LRJP at
San Antonio clearly indicate the difficulties inposed on the organization by
its own inflexible ideology. And, of course, CASA's rhetoric eventually
attracted the attention of local police and federal authorities, who legally
and extralegally, constantly harrassed CASA nenbers. Al these factors, when
conbined with the internal conflicts which devel oped among CASA s | eaders
over the organization's proper ideology and program contributed its rapid
slide toward dissolution.

In the end, CASA' s |eadership was unsuccessful in devel oping an appropriate
political strategy and organization to face the conplex and difficult task of
nmobi l'i zing the Chicano community in the present period. CASA s experiences
were not uni que, however, and speak to the common obstacl es faced by the Chicano
novenment generally during the 1960s and 1970s. The i nabi Iitry of CASA and the
other |eaders of the novement to achi eve consensus on the best strategy—from
traditional reformpolitics to denocratic socialismto socialist revol ution—
perhaps nost characterizes the novenent historically. The closely related issues
of ethnic identity and political ideology continued throughout the period to
foil concerted action across a broad front. Antonio Rodriguez' own reflections
on CASA's disintegration could easily be applied also to the Chicano novenent as
a whole. In notes apparently witten to hinself, Rodriguez asked,

do we all agree that the strategy of CASA is to unite the Mexican
people to strugglg for its denmocratic rights within the USA?...C

is it the strategy to unite the Mexican people in the USA to struggle

to recover the stolen lands? O is it to struggle for socialismin this

territory of the Southwest?...Wen we talk about struggling for

socialism are we talking about socialismthroughout the United States



-29-

for all the working class? O are we talking about socialism

for Mexicans onl y’?....7474

The present state of the Chicano novenent is a clear indication that such

fundanental questions have not yet been satisfactorily addressed.
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