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From West San Antonio to East L.A: Chicano Comunity Leadership Conpared!

Rarely did community organi zational |eadership arise spontaneously in
both San Antonio's Wst Side and East Los Angeles; rather it originated in one
area first and then spread, usually in a nodified form to the other. This
paper exam nes patterns of activismin these two barrios, while expl oring some
of the connections between the Chi cano Movenent of the late sixties and early
seventies with earlier and subsequent periods. Significantly, the energence of
nunerous and diverse coalitions in the post-Wrld War Il period brought into
play the evol ving question of Chicano identity, which surfaced as voluntary
associations increasingly cane into contact with governmental institutions, and
as local groups challenged the authority of the Catholic Church and the
Denocratic Party. San Antonio, inportantly, has long had a hi gher proportion
of Mexican Americans in its total popul ation(now roughly one-half as agai nst
thirty percent in Los Angel es County, which conprises the |argest Mexican
American nmetropolis in the nation), as well as a greater percentage of

nati ve- born Chi canos. ?

The large migrant popul ations which resided in the colonias of turn of
the century San Antonio and Los Angel es faced a daily struggle which often
precluded their participation in organizations. The nmutualistas which arose in
the late nineteenth century and persisted until the Great Depression provided
not only energency nmedical and burial benefits to their nmenbers, but comunity
solidarity. The Mexican Consul in San Antonio during the 1920s partially

bri dged the gap between the nutualistas and the horel and through its com siones

honorificas, which, after 1921, assisted with |egal problens and conplaints

agai nst enpl oyers. The Consul renumined decidedly non-partisan in electora



matters and refrained frominvol venent with broader goals of comunity
devel opnent within the larger urban context. In Los Angel es, the Confederacién
de Soci edades Mexi canas, established in 1926, united the nunerous nutuali stas
inthat city. The Comté de Beneficencia Mexicana, founded in 1931 by Jose
Sol orzano, an enpl oyee of the Southern Pacific Railroad, perfornmed inportant
charitable work in the depression years, establishing anong other projects a
free nedical clinic in the barrio. |In cooperation with the Los Angel es Mexican
Consul ate, the Comté also assisted in the voluntary repatriation of Mexican
nationals in the early 1930s, and remrai ned active in the barrio through the
1960s, when it took on a quasi-governnental function in the "War on Poverty."?
Emerging middl e-class groups in San Antonio sent del egates to help form
the League of United Latin Anerican Gtizens in Corpus Christi in 1929 fromthe
nerger of three Texas mutual benefit associations. LULAC, which required al
its menbers to be either native-born Anericans or naturalized citizens,
concentrated on civil rights issues, including the inprovenent of Mxican
Anmerican educational prograns and institutions through the provision of
schol arships and by initiating legal challenges. Firmy believing in the
advant ages of |earning and speaking English "for the enjoyment of our rights
and privileges," and, significantly, naking it the official |anguage for its
neetings, LULAC vigorously fought the practice of segregating the Spanish-
speaking in southwestern schools. The Wrld War |l years sawa lull in the
organi zation's activities on San Antonio's Wst Side, while the federal Fair
Enpl oyment Practices Commission in the early 1940s took an interest in
conbating discrinmnatory hiring and pronotion practices at Kelly Air Base,
whi ch abutted the outskirts of the barrio and increasingly enployed many of its

resi dents.*



VWartine community nobilization by the Mexican- Anerican conmunity in
Los Angel es remai ns overshadowed by the hysteria involving the Sl eepy Lagoon
Murder Trial and the "Zoot Suit R ots." Several community organi zations,
however, including the Coordinating Council for Mexican American Youth, the
Mexi can Wl fare Coomittee, CQultura Pananericana, and the American-Mexican
Victory Youth Club, joined coalitions with Anglo liberals synpathetic with the
Sl eepy Lagoon defendants in their appeal s process. Moreover, |awer and
busi nessman Manuel Ruiz chanpi oned the public image of the Mexican Anerican,
whi ch had been distorted by |ocal newspaper descriptions portraying pachucos
and zoot-suiters as Mexican hoodl uns terrorizing the Gty of the Angels in
their gangs. As Secretary of the Gtizens' Committee for Latin American Youth,
Ruiz exhibited strong | eadership, witing pointed letters to |ocal agencies,
public officials, and newspapers counteracting the effects of w despread
xenophobi a, discrinination, and nisinformation.®

San Antoni o, neanwhile, had seen scattered instances of Mexican Amrericans
clashing with Angl os on the near Wst Side, however it escaped prol onged and
bitter confrontations. Community |eadership there focused(largely by default)
on the Spani sh-1anguage press. La Prensa—a newspaper published by Ignacio
Lozano, a "rico" exile fleeing the disruptions of the Mexican Revol uti on—
steered a path between Mexi can nationalismand the growi ng consci ousness of the
second generation. Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, the
immgrants gradually and reluctantly came to the realization that their
exi stence in the barrio, with all its dire consequences, grew increasingly
permanent with each passing year. The four-square-mle area remnai ned, during
the 1940s, rife with overcrowdi ng, disease, and despair. The follow ng decade

saw novenent fromthe original nucleus of settlement by sone middle-class



Mexi can Anmericans, who partook of the benefits of decreased housing
discrimnation and shared, to sone extent, in the post-Wrld War Il econonic
devel opment of the city(which owed largely to the influx of servicenen and
federal dollars to the area's mlitary bases).®

No Mexi cans held el ected or appointed political office in either "capita
city" in the first three decades of the twentieth century. In San Antonio in
1948, for the first tinme, Chicanos and bl acks(who al though representing |ess
than ten per cent of the city's population and confined nmostly to the East
Side, during the depression era enjoyed consi derabl e patronage under their

"boss," Charles Bellinger) forned a coalition allowing Qus Garcia, a nmenber of
LULAC and a World War Il veteran, to win election to the school board, along
with a black candidate. However, later that same year several Chicanos |ost
bids for state and county offices on the Denocratic line as the local "ring"
pitted the two minority groups agai nst one another. In 1953, however, Henry
Conzal es, son of La Prensa's nanaging editor, ran a successful independent
canpaign for the city council, becomng the first Mexican American to hold that
position since the days of the Texas Republic. Throughout the fifties, as a
councilman and later in the Texas Senate, Gonzal es renained the |one voice for
the isolated and virtually ignored West Side. During the 1960 presidentia
canpai gn, he, along with other prom nent Téj anos, worked through the Politica
Associ ati on of Spani sh-Speaki ng Organi zati ons(PASO and the state-wide "Viva
Kennedy" Cubs to help deliver the Mexi can Anerican vote and shore up that key
state for the Denocrats. In 1961 CGonzal es entered Congress, where he has

mai ntai ned a record as a staunch |iberal.’

In Los Angeles, similarly, not until after World War |1 did barrio groups

turn to electoral politics. The Community Service O ganization(CSO,



establ i shed by Mexi can Anerican veterans(includi ng Anthony R os, who |ater
served as state-wi de executive director) with the financial support of
Chicago's Industrial Areas Foundation, energed out of Gvic Unity Leagues
organi zed by Fred Ross, a Methodi st ex-school teacher, and |Ignacio Lépez

editor of the newspaper, E Espectador. The burgeoni ng Mexi can popul ation of

East Los Angel es becane a target area for the | AF, which worked with snal
groups of Mexican Americans experienced in voluntary community work. CSO had
as one of its first projects the election of Edward Roybal to the Los Angel es
Gty Council, a position he had narrowy lost in his first attenpt in 1947. It
began by increasing voting registration from4,000 to 32,000 in Boyle Heights
alone, while widely distributing bilingual instructions on aspects of civic
action, such as advising property owners on obtaining essential city and county
services. In 1949 Roybal won, as did Ernesto Padilla, a CSO supported
candi date for council nearby in the Gty of San Fernando. The chapters in Los
Angel es soon deci ded, however, that given their limited resources priorities
should lie in attacking the social problens of the barrio. Thus they abandoned
the idea of electoral activismas a part of their community service and ceased
wor ki ng exhaustively for specific candi dates, although teans of volunteers
continued to |aunch periodic voter registration drives.?

By 1950 CSO s three branches in East Los Angel es--Boyl e Hei ghts,
Bel vedere, and Lincoln Hei ght s—devel oped a strong voice, calling attention to
nmles of unpaved slum streets, |obbying for the inmprovement of traffic lights
and signals, and fighting for the construction of recreational facilities.

According to the Los Angeles Daily News, CSO was "one of the nation's finest

deronstrations of grassroots denobcracy in action."® By 1952, with sone 3,000

menbers in Los Angeles County, it had becone the |argest Mexican Anerican



QO ganization in California. Throughout the decade, branches enmerged in the
southern and central reaches of the state, addressing everything from

nei ghborhood issues to civil rights(the Los Angel es chapter boldly opposed the
McCarran-\Val ter |egislation, which, anmong other things, facilitated deportation
of naturalized citizens). Mexican American veterans of Wrld War |l and the
Korean War, significantly, continued to be outspoken chanpi ons of equality

as a result of their exposure to the world outside the barrio, while new faces
emerged fromall walks of life.' During the peak years of CSO activity in Los
Angel es during the md-1950s, Cesar Chavez worked on the small, full-tine
staff, which according to Ross, dedicated itself to seeing that "new life is
continual ly punped in fromthe bottom "

In 1960, soon after the Industrial Areas Foundation w thdrew financia
support in favor of a rural mgrant worker program Herman Gallegos hopeful |y
noted that "for many years we were dependent on the |AF for organizational
hel p. Today we have found full-tinme organizers of our own, and only require
the Foundation's help on a part-time basis, through its educational and
| eader ship training prograns."' CSO had also relied on the dw ndling
contributions of wealthy Anglo liberals and subsidies from several branches of
organi zed labor. However, without outside support it collapsed and renai ned
inactive for several years until federal funds transformed its voluntary
service chapters into a program of consuner education for |owincone Mexican-
Arerican families in East Los Angeles, giving it a new lease on life in the
early 1960s. Meanwhile, a burgeoning ethnic consciousness among raza(Chi cano)
yout h devel oped, changing the conposition and tactics of barrio | eadership.*

Renewed et hni ¢ consciousness |ed some comunity |eaders to challenge the

hi erarchy of the Roman Catholic Church(and later that of the Denocratic Party),
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whi ch had | ong enjoyed enornous deference and uncritical support anong Mexican
Anericans in southwestern cities. San Antonio and Los Angel es, significantly,
each had strong prel ates who presided during years of considerable netropolitan
growmth, fromthe 1940s to the late 1960s. San Antonio's Archbi shop Robert
Lucey, Chairman of the Bishops' Committee for the Spanish Speaking(forned in
1945), evidenced a strong concern for the Mexican Amrerican mgrant workers in
Texas, opposing the extension of the Bracero Programfor Mexican nationals and
greeting marchers who passed through San Antonio on their way to Austin in the
sumrer of 1966. However, he showed little concern for the problens facing
urban residents. Large-scale social action focusing on the Wst Side itself
began only after one of Lucey's subordinates, Father John Yanta, independently
applied for federal funding in 1964. Hi s San Antoni o Nei ghbor hood Youth
Organi zati on(SANYO, with multi-service centers, soon becane the biggest and
most active anti-poverty agency in the Southwest.

Los Angel es Cardinal Janes Francis Ml ntyre, Lucey's counterpart, also
sought to minimze the need for social change. He tightly controlled his
subordi nates, becoming a bulwark of Catholic conservatismin the nold of New
York's Francis Cardinal Spellman, while stubbornly protesting the enlightened
reforns of Vatican Il. In 1963 Ml ntyre suppressed a challenge by one Anglo
clergyman for action by the Archdiocese in fighting racism poverty, and
segregation in the barrio. Mlntyre's policy of |arge-scale parochial school
construction, begun in the late 1940s, ainmed, above all, at keeping Mexican
Anericans |loyal and observant. Al though the Archdi ocese built hundreds of
school s throughout its domain between 1948 and 1963, by the 1967-1968 acadenic
year only 15% of the eligible population in East Los Angel es attended

el ementary Catholic Schools, with 23%enrolled in grades seven to twelve
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Many Cat holic residents began questioning the Church's commitment to education
citing high tuition costs and insufficient financial assistance provided to
needy Chicano famlies. Meanwhile, waves of activismswept the East Side,
i ncl uding the high school "blowuts" of 1968, with their attendant sit-ins and
arrests, and the anti-VietnamWr "Chicano Mratoria" of 1969-1970, culmnating
in the unprovoked and disturbing killing of journalist Rubén Sal azar
Sinultanéously, on the national stage Cesar Chavez and the United Farm Wrkers
Organi zing Committee pressured the church hierarchy to back publicly the grape
boycott.

During the first week of Novenber, 1969, Chicano activists, angered with
Cardinal Ml ntyre's neglect of the overwhelmngly Catholic residents of the
barrio, formed a coalition with [aw students. Mechistas(activists in the
Chi cano student organization with branches at universities and col |l eges), and
Raul Ruiz, editor of La Raza—a radical comrunity newspaper. This new
organi zation, Catolicos por |a Raza(CPLR-Catholics for Qur Race), also included
di senchanted cl ergymen and | ay people who had previously left the church as a
result of McIntyre's inaction. CPLR called for the Archdi ocese to investigate
the problens facing East Los Angel es residents, to support |eadership training
classes in Catholic parishes throughout the barrio, and to make church
facilities available for coomunity meetings. Cardinal MlIntyre, for his part,
refused to conprom se. The newy constructed and costly St. Basil's Church on
W shire Boul evard, which many clainmed served nerely as a "monunment” to the
Cardi nal, becanme a focal point in the devel oping struggle, which La Raza's
editorial staff fueled with pointed articles.® In early Decenber, 1969, CPLR
held a press conference attacking the Archdi ocese and announced its conmt ment

to the "return of the Catholic Church to the oppressed Chicano comunity."?'’



The conflict culmnated on Christmas Eve, 1969. During a peaceful
m dni ght nass outside the steps of the church conducted by CPLR nmenbers, a
violent confrontation erupted as County Sheriff's Deputies noonlighting as
church ushers arrested several Chicanos who had tried to attend the schedul ed
services within(including Ruiz and | awer Qscar Zeta Acosta), all of whomthe
Cardinal pronptly |abeled "rabble." This widely publicized epi sode caused
defections fromthe church by sone of the previously faithful and di smayed nmany
of those who remai ned. Ml ntyre soon stepped down, replaced by the Vatican in
atinely fashion with the nore liberal Bishop Tinothy Manni ng, who devel oped a
sonewhat cordial relationshipwith CPLR In early February, 1972, Manning
named Juan Arzube, an Ecuadorian priest, as Auxiliary Bishop of Los Angel es,
authorizing himto investigate the needs and probl ens of residents of East Los
Angel es and to identify courses of action for dealing with them The follow ng
year Arzube publicly aligned hinself with Cesar Chavez, and in 1975 he visited
San Antoni o, where an inportant new federation of predom nantly Chicano,
pari sh-based units called Communities O ganized for Public Service, or CCPS,
had begun to attract attention.?'®

The San Antonio Archdiocese in the early 1970s | ooked to reduce its debt,
stop the re-zoning of sone residential areas for light industry, and fortify
the ol der parishes which had Iost nmuch of their financial base to "white
flight" after several decades of suburban expansion. Thus it readily supported
QOPS, which nobilized in 1974 around the issue of providing stormdrains on the
West Side, where, after flash floods, residual pools of water renained for days
deep enough for nei ghborhood children to swmin them Some prom nent
comunity | eaders had previously received val uabl e experience agitating for the

i nproverrent of barrio through "G tizens' Participation" conmttees of the Mdel
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Cties Program which began in San Antonio in 1966, setting the precedent of
involving local residents in decisions affecting their comunities. This
federal | y-funded project began an arduous process of solving the runoff
probl em by constructing a three-mle long, concrete-lined pilot channel for
Al azan- Apache Creek, which OOPS finally saw through to conpletion in 1975.%°

Ernesto Cortes, Jr., a native of San Antonio, played a significant role
in organi zing COPS, styling its appeal to self-interest rather than to
i deol ogy. He adopted former Chicago C O organi zer Saul Alinsky's
"confrontati on" approach, fashioning it to his honetown situation in 1973 and
keepi ng the organi zati on focused on the immediate problens of struggling
homeowners as he accunul ated a strong record of tactical victories concerning
nei ghbor hood problens. QOPS consistently opposed unregul ated North Side
subur ban devel opnent, and at one point it joined forces with environnental
groups to vote down the construction of a proposed shopping center that would
have threatened the city's underground water supply. Wiile it extracted
commtnments fromcandi dates for specific prograns, it only occasionally offered
endorsenents, and never sought to run its ow nenbers for public of fice.

Arzube, while witnessing a OOPS neeting with nore than a thousand
Mexi can- Anmeri cans | obbying a group of city council nmen, becane inpressed with
their determ nation and noderate, non-threatening(at l|east to the church)
pragmatism and returned hone seeking to establish a simlar organization in
East Los Angel es. Bishop Manni ng approved the proposal and |ocal support soon
materialized. The Industrial Areas Foundation agreed to assist the clergynen
who soon obtained funding fromthe church's Canpaign for Human Devel opnent for
a two-year pilot project. The United Nei ghborhoods O ganization, UNO for

short, thus began its formal operations in Cctober, 1976, with Cortes(hired
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from San Antoni o) as chief organizer. He wisely used Los Angel es parish
priests to hel p break down the uneasiness present anong barrio residents to
activismof any kind; his broad-based efforts also attracted some formner
menbers of CPLR back into fold. #

Keeping to local issues common to the sprawling barrios of East Los
Angel es, UNO set up "action conmittees,” one of which, headed by Father Luis
Aivares of Nuestra Sefiora de Sol edad Parish, successfully |obbied the State
I nsurance Commi ssioner and the Los Angeles Gty Council for the elimnation of
an aut onobi |l e insurance surcharge inposed on barrio residents regardl ess of
their accident claimrates. Subsequently, costs in East Los Angel es dropped by
as much as 38% UNO has al so worked to inprove police-comunity relations,
fought for traffic and safety controls, and challenged red-1ining by bankers of
East Los Angel es residents seeking hone inprovenment loans. By 1981, UNO s
menber ship consisted of sone 93,000 fanmilies based in thirty-two different
church organi zations, twenty-two of themCatholic. Like COPS, UNO appealed to
grassroots activists with allegiance to the communities where they |ived.??

Bot h have acted as consunmer pressure groups, calling attention publicly
to poor conditions in the barrio. COPS, however, has also tried to influence
the allocation of federal funds in favor of Wst Side nei ghborhoods, while UNO
has avoi ded al nost entirely the political arena(dismssing Latino voter
registration as irrelevant, or at least inpracticable, given their |ocal
orientation). FErnesto Cortes, architect of both organizations, envisions
creating a network of dozens of simlar comunity groups "for the next century"”
t hroughout the Sout hwest, which would focus on attaining reachabl e goals, not
on reformng existing institutions. In the early 1980s he trained several |AF

organi zers to work with Mexi can Americans and other mnorities in Fort Wrth,
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B Paso, Austin and the Ro G ande Valley and al so founded the South-Central
Organizing Conmttee in Los Angeles, with a m xed black and Latino
menbership.?® H's theory of conmunity activisminvolves increasing the
traditional accountability of public officials:

W like to think we are engaged in politics in the highest sense.

That neans beyond el ectoral politics. W are trying to have a say in the

everyday process of decision- nak|ng That way organi zations |ike OOPS can

be the consci ence of politicians.

Such an approach, although ainmed at reversing the deterioration of public
services in the barrios, goes against the trajectory of Chicano politics in the
post-Wrld War |1 period, which has consistently sought electoral power. As
early as 1960, for instance, sone "mlitant"” CSO nenbers joined the Mexican
Anerican Political Association in a "non-partisan"” effort to support favored
candi dates and policies. MAPA, which relied for financial support on its own
predom nantly m ddl e-cl ass nenbership, urged Mexican Americans to formcitizen
clubs within both major parties. In 1961 it entered the fray of local politics
by supporting the East Los Angel es Incorporation Movenent. Bert Corona, a
former MAPA organizer with roots in the [abor nmovenment, clained that
i ncor poration(which had failed overwhelnmingly in attenpts in the 1920s and
1930s, when the area's residents were largely first- and second-generation
European immigrants) could reinforce the ethnic identity of the barrio resident
as well as inprove governnental services. Although the neasure lost narrowy,
MAPA' s support of local autonony surfaced as a political issue again during the
next decade. Moreover, unlike PASO its Texas counterpart, MAPA during the
1960s stressed the inportance of recognizing the unique historica

circunstances of the Mexican American in the United States as a tool for his

nobi lization, a theme el aborated upon to a nmuch greater extent and pushed in
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several new directions by activists in the Chi cano Myvenent. 2

In 1967, several Chicano students fromS. Mary's University in San
Antoni 0, anong them Jose Angel Qutiérrez, formed the Mexi can Anerican Youth
Organi zati on(MAYO, which led a series of student strikes and canpus wal kout s,
encouraging service to the barrio. Qutiérrez, a native of Orystal Gty, Texas,
where Anglo minorities had long controlled the overwhel mingly Mexi can American
popul ation of agricultural workers, later helped initiate La Raza Unida Party.
In 1970 LRUP, seeking political control there, ran a slate of candi dates which
forged school board and city council majorities while electing a new mayor.
Its strategy, although successful in Crystal Gty, could not, however, be
applied to San Antonio's heterogeneous Chicano comunity, which included a
growing middle class with less of a history of blatant repression and single-
m nded political exclusion. Moreover, the outlook of the new generation of
activists threatened the "assinilationist" approach first cultivated by LULAC
creating cleavages that dooned third party novenents there fromthe outset.™

Unli ke San Antoni o, which had a near Mexican Anerican mgjority by 1970,
Chicanos in Los Angel es conprised only about fifteen percent of the city's
popul ation, including a much |arger undocunmented and non-voting conti ngent
concentrated in the |lower age brackets, as well as a larger share of recent
arrivals. These denographic trends exaggerated the historic powerless of the
barrio, presenting form dable problens of comunity organi zati on and educati on.
(One approach taken by Raul Ruiz, who, after his involvenment with Catélicos por
la Raza, served as organizer of the LRUP's Gty Terrace branch in East Los
Angel es, opted for electoral campaigns. Ruiz tw ce ran unsuccessfully for

state assenbly as a third party candidate, in 1971 and 1972(in the latter year

with the support of Bishop Arzube, Cesar Chavez, and the United Teachers of Los
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Angel es), as well as for council in 1974. H s strength anong previously
Denocratic voters on one occasion allowed the Republican candidate to win
narrow y, surprising nany observers who had al ways assuned a solid Chicano bl oc
vote. 27

However, Ruiz cane to realize that his challenges nmade little inpact on
| ong-hel d patterns anong the masses of voters, noting in 1973,

The people might be wong in their assessnent of the Denocratic Party but

they neverthel ess believe in it and support it with their votes. CQur

peopl e had formed traditional voting patterns as strong as their

religious patterns. ne could say that a Mexican is born a Catholic and

Denocratic, neither of those institutions really serves hi mbut he

strongly defends and supports them 8
The last significant LRUP challenge in California came in Novenber, 1974, with
a renewed attenpt to incorporate East Los Angel es, which, had it succeeded,
woul d al so have involved capturing a city council majority at the sane
election. The decisive defeat of the nmeasure, however, dashed hopes of
controlling the governnent of a newy created, predom nantly Chicano city of
100,000 and thereby inproving local conditions. Thereafter, LRUP's inability
to achieve state-wi de ballot status, coupled with a decline in student support,
resulted in the demise of this third party novenent.?®

In San Antonio in 1972, the Mexican Anerican Legal Defense and Education
Fund(founded in 1967 with substantial funding fromthe Ford Foundation) and
ot her groups successfully challenged the nmulti-nenber state representative
district for the county, pernmitting the election of several new Mexican
Anerican representatives to the state legislature from single-nenber districts.
This key success hel ped spur the formation of the Southwest Voter Registration

and Education Project in 1974, which subsequently reached out to barrios

nati onwide in an effort to expand the Chicano el ectorate and to increase
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representation. The protection of native Spani sh-speaki ng peopl es as | anguage
mnorities in the 1975 Voting R ghts Act, noreover, constituted a |andmark in
the struggl e against restrictive election laws of all kinds and encouraged
MALDEF to challenge the at-large council districting of the city of San
Antonio. In 1976, in response to its lawsuit, federal nonitors intervened
decl aring that the Chicano community's voting strength had been illegally
diluted. The inplenmentation of a new, district systemfor the election of the
council prom sed a stronger voice for the city's mnorities as well as nore
serious debates on issues.*

The follow ng year voters elected five Mexican Americans and one black to
the council and, subsequently, Chicano candidates have formed successfu
coalitions to ensure their elections, including the county judge and sheriff(in
1978 and 1980, respectively). In 1981, Henry Csneros, a three-termcouncil man
and urban nmanagenment professor at the University of Texas at San Antoni o,
attracted the support of sone North Side interests to expand his strong base on
the West Side. He garnered 62% of the vote to becone the first Mexican
Anerican of a major US <city in recent times, a widely recognized achi evenent.
However, despite the appearance of unifying | eadership, the structural benefits
of the district systemto denocratic el ections, and the nassive voter
regi stration drives of the Sout hwest Voter Registration and Education Project
and COPS, Chicano registration in San Antonio stood at only about 40% of those
eligible in 1980(conpared to 56% anong Angl os). Moreover, the Latino share of
all of San Antonio's registered voters rose only five percentage points, from
37% in 1971 to about 42% in 1981, while turnout levels changed little over the
decade. *!

Nonet hel ess, increased minority access clearly represented an inprovenent
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over the nmonolithic God Governnent League—a reformmovenent directed by a
busi nessnen's nachi ne which ran San Antonio fromthe md-1950s until the
m d-1970s. Until factionalismbetween downtown interests and North Side
devel opers caused its dissolution, the G3's hand-pi cked council nenbers
controlled |l ocal government, to the detriment of the West Side. Mre recently,
the Los Angeles city governnent, like that of the G& in San Antoni o, has
remai ned behol den to growth-oriented city "boosters" who have done little to
i mprove public services to inner-city residents. East Los Angel es has
hi storically been overpowered concerning such issues as city planning and urban
renewal , the introduction of industry into residential areas, and the
construction of freeways in manners that dissect and further isolate Latino
popul ations. Chicano under-representation in Los Angel es has resulted in the
loss of state and federal funds for health, education, housing, and
transportation. Mddle-class Chicanos, nmeanwhile, nade a definitive break with
the barrio, causing their voice to becone diluted and diffused towards suburban
"quality of life" issues.?

Wiereas in San Antonio federal intervention restructured the politica
system in Los Angeles district elections already existed. Nonetheless, |ower
voter participation and inadequate representation in the Denocratic-controlled
state | egislature caused the nost popul ous ethnic group on the Wst Coast
to remain largely outside the decision-making process. During the
reapportionment process followi ng each U S decennial census, the Denocratic
Party's leadership in Sacranento has, in recent decades, conducted extrene
gerrymandering. Rather than allow ng barrio boundaries sone territoria
integrity, it has systematically spread ninority popul ati ons anmong sever al

districts in order to maxinm ze support for its candidates vis-a-vis the
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Republicans. Such practices in the early 1960s, under Governor Ednmund G
Brown, resulted in no assenbly district having nore than 30% Mexi can Aneri can
regi stered voters. Chicanos constituted nunerical mnorities in each of the
city's fifteen council districts and East Los Angeles, with close to 800, 000
Chicanos in 1967(i ncluding both incorporated and uni ncorporated regi ons), had
been splintered into nine assenbly, seven senate, and six congressiona

districts. A 1971 court ruling (Calder6on v. Los Angeles) that city

reapportionment nmust be nade strictly on the basis of popul ation, not on the
nunber of registered voters, increased the potential for representation in
barrio comunities where |arge nunbers of undocumented immigrants |ived, yet
structural barriers retarded electoral participation and fostered further
hopel essness.

In 1972 an activist coalition, including the group Chicanos for Fair
Representati on, MALDEF, and other citizens' organizations, achieved al nost no
success in |obbying the Denbcratic-controlled state |egislature. However,
political infighting between |egislators and Governor Ronal d Reagan(neither of
whom supported the creation of a "Chicano seat") resulted in a stal emate,
ultimately forcing the intervention of the California Supreme Court. Its 1973
Special Master's Plan for assenbly, senate, and congressional districts proved
nore favorable to Los Angel es Latinos than proposals put forward by the
Denocratic |legislature, but accounted for little genuine progress in Chicano
representation during the course of that decade. However, conmunity-based
activists, scholars, lawers and other professionals in Los Angeles in
February, 1981, revived and strengthened the |obby for the next reapportionnent
battle. Californios for Fair Representati on(CFR), draw ng on the resources of

the Rose Institute of State and Local Governnent(of C arenont Men's Col | ege)
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conduct ed re-nmappi ng plans, offered testinony before |egislative and advi sory
commttees, and drew needed nedia attention to their cause, thereby increasing
the level of influence of the state's four and one-half million Latinos
(overwhel m ngly Chicanos, despite a growi ng Central American influx).3

In 1980, Speaker Wl lie Brown rewarded Los Angel es Assenbl yman Ri chard
Al atorre, one of few Mexican Anericans in the legislature at the tine, for his
support with the chairmanship of the Reapportionment and El ecti ons Comittee,
placing himinstantly as an "insider" in power politics, second only to
Represent ative Edward Roybal, a national figure since his election to Congress
in 1962. During |egislative reapportionmennt Al atorre negotiated gains for
Chi cano communities in Ventura, Santa Barbara, and other counties. However, he
could not surnount the barriers of incunbency to create new districts within
Los Angeles, prinmarily because the population of the central city had steadily
decreased in relation to outlying areas. Nonetheless, his voice, along with
the sustained CFR outcry, may well have prevented the state |egislature from
further fragnenting minority popul ations, and, noreover, clearly alerted many
observers to the mechani sns which reinforced Chicano politica
under-representation. The 1982 Los Angel es city reapportionment conflict
i nvol ved two | ocal | y-based organi zations, Project Participar and MALDEF(t he
latter al so has offices nationwi de) which, having gained state-w de experience
the previous year, precipitated a federal suit against the city in 1985 for
voting rights violations(indeed, until that year no Chicano had filled the
position on the Los Angeles Gty Council which Roybal had vacated over two
decades earlier). The lawsuit forced the Council to redraw its district lines,
enabling Goria Mlina to win election as only the third H spanic nmenber in

nodern history(Alatorre hinself won a seat in 1984, but not in a district
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specially created in response to discrimnation). Simlarly, the Republican-
dom nated County Board of Supervisors, which has not had a Mexi can American
nenbers since the 1870s, recently becane the target of a federal suit ainmed at

pronoting equitable representation for the 1990 el ection. *

The cases of San Antoni o and Los Angel es reveal diverse types of
communi ty | eadership, which arose, in part, fromthe need to circunvent the
traditional paternalismof the domi nant religious hierarchy and to challenge
historic patterns of political exclusion. The future of grassroots
organi zations |ike COPS and UNO renai ns cloudy and dubious, owing to their
essentially conservative postures tied in with the Catholic Church. Even
if the "latinization" of American Catholicismproceeds steadily(with the
nam ng of nore Chicano bishops in the Southwest), the purse-strings will remain
in the hands of distant councils. Looking at devel opments in the electora
sphere, the evanescent La Raza Unida Party of Los Angeles forced the Denocrats
to pay greater attention to the "H spanic vote"(this occurred to a greater
extent in Texas, where the LRUP ran candi dates state-wide in the early 1970s),
contributing to the re-focusing of liberal activism LULAC, for exanple
anmended its constitution in the late 1970s to permt local chapters to endorse
candi dates and nobilize voters, and enbraced the cause of the civil rights of
undocurent ed workers(a group which it had long treated somewhat
antagoni stically). Court decisions have hel ped curtail the nost egregious
i nstances of political bias in San Antonio, and to a |esser extent in Los
Angel es. The persistent battles over fair representation reveal that numnerica
strength needs to be bol stered by vocal, broad-based community support . 3°

Struggles by Latinos throughout the nation have varied according to |oca



20
conditions. In New York Gty, for exanple, Puerto Ricans have initiated
successful |egal challenges through coalitions with blacks, yet they have
failed to agree on candidates for city-wide office, despite their conbined
potential at the polls. In Chicago, Puerto Ricans and Chicanos forged a
"united Latino challenge" through the joint efforts of MALDEF and the Puerto
Ri can Legal Defense and Education Fund, facilitating the election of Latino
al dernmen. However, Latino support of black candi dates vani shed after the
reel ection of Harold Washington two years ago, ending the short-Ilived "Rai nbow
Coalition" in that city. Politics in Philadel phia, Boston and other "Snowbelt"
cities, which tend to have nore blacks than Latinos, remain volatile as well.
M am 's huge Cuban popul ation, which previously surpassed other ethnic groups
econom cally, increasingly dom nates the ranks of local political I|eadershinp.
Sout hwest ern barrios, where Chi canos dom nate, nmay emerge as new anchors of
Denocratic political strength. Regardless of the specific direction of future
trends, the devel opment of coordinated political coalitions offers the greatest
hope of focusing comunity activism perhaps in unexpected and nove

directions. ®’
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