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Brooklyn College Belongs
to Us

The Transformation of Higher Education
in New York City

Black student activism exploded in the spring of 1969. It was the high-
water mark of the Black student movement, with militant actions and
mass confrontations at campuses across the country, most notably at
the University of California, Berkeley; Cornell University; Harvard Uni-

versity; Rutgers University; and Howard University. Coinciding with

the noaacummw-oo=ﬁo_-0m.wzvmn..mnroo_m movement, the Black student
movement in New York City aimed to redefine the relationship between
universities and Black communities. Like students in San Prancisco,
Chicago, and other cities, students in New York wanted some form of
open admissions in public institutions-of higher education. But as else-
where, the struggle over higher education in New York was hardly over
a single issue: it encompassed admissions, faculty hiring, curriculum,
and overall mission. In the spring of 1969, students at every single divi-
sion of the City University of New York (cuny) rose up in protest. The
two-week occupation of City College in Harlem precipitated a political
crisis in the city and ushered in a major shift in public policy; asa result,
the protest received extensive local and national media attention, but
strikingly it has garnered little attention from historians. Similarly, the
struggle at Brooklyn College has been virtnally forgotten, even though
it was pivotal in reshaping the admissions policy, the university’s rela-
tionship to communities of color, and the curriculum. As one observer
noted, “The integration of cuny has been the most significant civil
rights victory in higher education in the history of the United States.”!
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Yet the Black student movement in New York City has been left out
of most narratives of the Black freedom struggle, a striking elision in
light of the fact that much of the post-civil-rights backlash has focused

on ending affirmative action in college admissions.? The quest for open.

admissions, and the articulation of higher education as a social right of
the working class, has been either vilified or erased from movement his-
tory. Black students in New York had an enormous impact on univer-
sity policies, structures, and cultures. These students may have read
Quotations from Chairman Mao, but they won reforms that dramati-
cally opened up public higher education and opportunity stiuctures in
the region, paving the way for the expansion of the Black middle class.
While they achieved a great deal, they inspired formidable opposition,
previewing the political conservatism that would later gain wider as-
cendancy in urban, state, and federal governments.

This story, like the stories of other campuses, complicates the widely
held view that Black nationalist politics of the late r9éo0s blocked mul-
tiracial alliances, moved class issues off the radar, muted Black women’s
voices, and alienated and drove away white allies. In fact, this genera-
tion had a flexible and dynamic conception of so-called identity politics:
they forged alliances with Latino and Asian American activists and kept
socioeconomic issues front and center, African American femate students,
moreover, fought for Black studies and affirmative action as much as
their male peers, notwithstanding the prevalence of male leadership.
And the stizdents won considerable support from elders in the commu-
nity. Yet, as elsewhere, the emphasis was not on Interracial organizing
but on Black student assertion. Black and Puerto Rican students on
cuNy campuses took the lead in shaping the tactics and goals of anti-
racist activism, while radical or liberai white students:organized support
efforts separately.

Black and Puerto Rican students had long gained entry to tuition-
free City, Brooklyn, Hunter, and other colleges under the prevailing ad-
missions standards. Affirmative action, meaning programs and policies
aimed at admitting “minority™ students who did not meet the prevail-
ing entrance criteria, began with the Search for Education, Elevation
and Knowledge (SEEX) program enacted by the legislature in 1966. Re-
flecting the new clout of a growing block of Black and Puerro Rican
legislators in Albany, as well as the efforts of Black professors Kenneth
Clark and Allen Ballard in allegiance with enlightened white adminis-
trators, SEEK provided promising graduates of city high schools a college
education and the extra acadeinic support, counseling, and remediation
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their own direct action. One tactic they used in order to overcome
Black students’ sense of isolation in the classroom, especially in the face
of offensive or insensitive racial remarks, was to get groups of Black
students to register for the same course. In 1969, five or six Black stu-
dent activists plus several more nonpolitical Black students enrolled in
an introductory literature course taught by Robert Firzhugh. The first
day, Askia Davis recalls, Fitzhugh walked in and saw “this sea of Black
faces. He was shocked.” “We were polite,” he remembers. “We wanted
tolearn.” Orlando Pile asked Fitzhugh why there were no Black writers
on the syllabus, and- he even presented the professor with a list of im-
portant Black writers. One imagines that James Baldwin and Richard
Wright were probably on this list. Fitzhugh retorted that these writers
were “social activists, not major novelists.” A “personal confrontation”
ensued. Fitzhugh asked Pile why he didn’t Jeave the class if he didn’t like
it, and Pile replied, “Why don’t yon?” “And then,” says Pile, still incredu-
lous many years later, “the professor walked out!” BLAC leaders arranged
with the dean for the Black students to withdraw from the course, and
the activists did, but the nonpolitical Black students chose to remain.
A couple of weeks later, they had changed their minds and told Pile that
Fitzhugh was grading all of their work poorly, and had “disrespected
them” when they brought it up. Number eleven on the list of eighteen
demands calied for the dismissal “of all White professors who have
demonstrated racist tendencies,” specifically, Robert Fitzhugh of the En;
glish department.i®
The “18 Demands? illustrate the students’ political sensibilities and
vision. The demands are bold and wide-ranging, yet at the same time,
specific and pragmatic, suggesting the students’ complex sense of their
role. The first demand called for the admission to the college of all Black
and Puerto Rican high school graduates who applied.!* The second de-
mand called for “a free tutorial program” and “basic skills courses” to
enable students “to fulfill their scholastic potential.” While the first goal
seems to reject all entrance criteria, the second one illustrates that the
students still took academic success seriously. Even though students
were challenging prevailing definitions of who was qualified to enter
college, they were not rejecting academic cubture or excellence. On the
contrary, they wanted to benefit from it.!2 Most significantly, the de-
mands show the students’ desire to have Brooklyn College serve the edu-
cational needs of the population of Brooklyn, not only of those whose
test scores were the highest.
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The students called for Afro-American and Puerto Rican institutes to
be “controlled by Black and Puerto Rican students with the help of the
Black and Puerto Rican faculty and the community” The wording of
this demand suggests that the students did not trust the college to set up
the instrutes, and so claimed this role for students of color and their
faculty and community allies. At many campuses, student activists
had a ¢onception of Black studies as a social movement-—seeing it as
a bridge between, Black students and Black communities, in addition to
its transformative intellectual potential. The thirteenth demand called
for a special course that would give academic credit for field work in
thé’community, reflecting this generation’s desire ro make their college
educations “relevant” to community needs, and their desire not to wall
themselves off in an ivory tower. Indeed, Brooklyn College set up an
entirely new college—the School for Contemporary Studies—that in-
corporated many of these goals. Echoing a similar demand at City Col-
lege, the fifteenth demand asserted that students majoring in education—
future public school teachers—should be required to take courses in
Black and Puerto Rican studies. This reflected the students’ sense of
obligation to use their position inside the college to affecr the educa-
tion of Brooklyn youth of ali ages. The students also demanded the
hiring of Black and Puerto Rican professors in all units of the college,
showing their desire not to let the creation of the new Afro-American
and Puerto Rican institutes create an excuse for the other departments
not to diversify.!?

By early 15609, student activists had engaged in extensive ozganizing
on campus and had gained considerable support. The rac faculty ad-
visor was Professor Craig Bell, but all among the small number of Black
professors on campus supported them, as did several white professors,
“especially and very vocally” Bart Meyers.!* Reflecting the movement’s
tarn toward self-determination, it was important to Black and Pterto
Rican students to organize and lead their own struggle. The largely
white Students for a Democratic Society chapter on campus supported
the citywide push for open enrollment, and they were engaged in a
range -of campus actions that spring. Pile said that their support was
fine, but “they could not be part of us*1*

In mid-April, frustrated that neither the administration nor the fac-
ulty had yet considered the eighteen demands, a group of Black and
Puerto Rican students took over the microphone at a faculty meeting and
commanded the professors not to leave. “Militant™ students disrupting
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normal campus procedures and making “demands™ to a “frightened”
faculty became the archetypical sequence of events at American cam-
puses in x969. “We want the 18 demands presented now,” Askia Davis
declared. “You will not shut your eyes any longer,” he told the faculey.
“Brooklyn College belongs to us, not you.”!s The president subse-
quently participated in a forum of two thousand people, but the admin-
istration, according to the student-radicals, took a “rigid stance.”??
Studerit demonstrations culminated in a mass demonstration at.the
end of April, One hundred and fifty students from srAC and the Puerto
Rican Alliance, as well as forty whire students, “squeezed into” the presi-
dent’s office in Boylan Hall, where a meeting among administrators and
student representatives over Black and Puerto Rican issues was in prog-
tess. They dramatically presented the eighteen demands, but the presi-
dent was actually out of the office. Some students. engaged in minor
vandalism, and someone spray-painted the words power and revolution
on walls inside and outside the building. In the meantime, some white
students took over other campus buildings, and unknown persons set
small fires on the campus. The students stayed in Boylan Hall for a cou-
ple of hours and left when they heard that the police had been cailed. 1%
In early May, one hundred students led by SDS held a demonstration
inside the dean’s office, and acts of arson and vandalism continued,
alongside daily and increasingly large rallies. On May 6, President Peck

. alleged that a hundred, mostly Black and Puerto Rican students blocked N

firefighters from enteting the administration building to douse 2 small
fire, reportedly the fifth small blaze of the day.

In contrast to City College, where administrators negotiated with
student activists, at Brooklyn College they turned to law enforcement
to quell student protest. They gor an injunction barring students from
“congregating in or near buildings, creating loud or excessive noise, or
employing, inciting or encouraging force or violence.” Students fought
the injunction with attorneys from the Emergency Civil Liberties Com-
mission and the New York Civil Liberties Union, who argued that it
was an unconstitutional restraint on freedom of speech and assembly. It
should be noted that there were many white students who had been
advocating and engaging in aggressive forms of protest—and this was
well known to campus authorities. Indeed, some Brooklyn College offi-
cials, like administrators at many American colleges, saw radical whites,
espécially those in SDS, as more destructive than Black student activists.
Some even viewed white radicals as instigating Black student revolt, Peck
later testified before a U.S. Senate committee investigating campus riots.
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Montana senator Lee Metcalf asked him, “So you think that SDS in
spite of the fact that they were not part of this black revolt, spurred it
on and encouraged it, and, using your phrase, masterminded it?” To
which Peck replied, “All they could.” He added that he did not think
SDS had the same emotional commitment to “the cause of blacks” but
used it to advance general social destruction. Interestingly, though, this
worldview did not prevent Peck from targeting Black and Puerto Rican
students—and no white students—for arrest that spring.*

Shordy before dawn on May 12, x969, police officers raided the
homes of seventeen Brooklyn College students, all of them either African
American or Puerto Rican, including Orlando Pile and Askia Davis.
They arrested the students and even arrested Pile’s mother, Blanche Pile,
for interference. Another two students were also indicted. Because they
were <college students with no criminal records, and they had strong
family and community ties, the fifteen-thousand:dollar bail for each
student was widely seen as excessive. The students spent four days at
Riker’s Island. They were each charged with eighteen felonies and five
misdemeanors, including inciting riot and arson, which together carried
a sentence of 228 years. The allegations had come from an undercover
police informant who had infiltrated srac.and befriended the stadents.
“He looked the part,” given his big Afro, dark skin, and beard, Askia
Davis notes. “He had the rhetoric, but he was really a cop.” In Pile’s
view, the allegations by the police informant were a form of retalia-
tion: they represented the administeation’s attempt to thwart the Black
student movement and block their demands to change Brooklyn Col-
lege. The day after the raids, the prosecuror claimed to have found in
various homes “a revolver,a sharp-edged spear and clubs,” as well as
batteries and gasoline, which he called “material used to manufacture
firebombs.”20

The cighteen-year-old Davis was a member of the Black Panther
Party and had actually been named on the original warrant for the New
York “Panther 21,” but had been in California when the police made
those arrests. “It was meant to be the Panther 22,” he says, which likely
explains the overwhelming force they used to arrest him that morning
i May. He remembers his thoughts when he heard a knock on the door
early that morning. “A young lady lived next door. I was basically try-
ing to seduce her. She used to knock at my door; we used to tease and
flirt, but nothing ever happened. So I get this knock at five o’clock in the
morning, and I said, “Wow, she finally gave in’” Nine police officers
came to make the arrest. Three came through the door. “They threw me
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to the floor; put a gun to my head, and cocked the trigger” When the
officer finally puiled the gun back and saw the very youthful-looking
Davis, he said, “God, you're nothing but a kid” They searched the
house and found nothing unlawful. Riker’s was a “rough experience,”
but it made him fee! he could endure hardship and prevail. He believed
that authorities were trying to punish and intimidate them for their
activism.! .

The media gave an inflammatory account. The New York Post re-
ported that the students were in possession of “The Writings of Che
Guevara,” “Quotations from Mao Tse-tung,” and a “typewritten docu-
ment entitled ‘Blueprint for Campus Revolt, ” which the district attor-
ney said referred to the “strategy at San Francisco State College.”2
New York Daily News readers were given an over-the-top account de-
signed to stoke fears of communism: “Brooklyn District Artorney Eu-
gene Gold revealed that 122 detectives making pre-dawn arrests in four
boroughs found inflammatory writings of Chinese and Cuban Commu-
nists.”* This media frame exacerbated the already powetful stigma of
criminal prosecution in the eyes of the broader public. But closer to
home, the arrests backfired, generating greater support for BLAC from
both the campus and community,

Black leaders in particular stepped up. “The black community really
got together” to support us, Davis says. Attorneys George Wade and
Ray Williams argued before Judge Dominic Rinaldi that the bail was
punitive. Williams also pointed to the racial bias in the arrests, noting
that “there were 5.D.5. stndents involved but they were not brought
in because they are white.” Qurraged at the assertion, the judge warned
him against “using the courtroom as a vehicle for racist statements.
But the Appellate Division ordered the bail reduced to sixty-five hun-
dred dollars. U.S. Representative Shirley Chisholm, herself a Brooklyn
College graduate, raised the bail money. She convinced Dr. Thomas W,
Matthew, the president of the National Economic Growth and Recon-
struction Organization, to put up his share of Interfaith Hospital, a drug
treatment clinic in Queens, as collateral. And she got Reverend William
A. Jones of Bethany Baptist to put up his church,* As it turns out, the

_ case never went anywhere—the state never produced any evidence. Af-
ter about a year of delay and negotiation, the attorneys and judge
reached a deal in which the students accepted a short probationary
period, and the charges were dismissed and the students’ records ulti:
mately expunged. The Kingsman editorialized that the probationary

-
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period “seems suspiciously like a move to repress dissent on campus,
since the 19 are not guilty enough to be prosecuted.”

After the arrests and the stationing of one hundred police officets on
campus, a large group of students and faculty went on strike. Their de-
mands were; drop the charges against the “BC 19,” implement the eigh-
teen demands, and get the police off campus. Askia Davis says he didn’t
realize how much support they had from the majority white campus
until this.point. The Kingsman.editorialized in support: “The 20 arrests
on Tuesday morning were conducted in a manner that heaped disgrace
on the American legal system and added to many students’ hatred and
distrust of the New York City Police.” It demanded that the administra-
tion remove police from campus, reporting that an officer had arrested
a student for spitting, which had led to a bloody clash.?® The relentless
pressure finally induced the college to make concessions, and President
Peck and the faculty went on record urging the Board of Higher Educa-
tion, the governing body of cuny colleges, to enact a new open admiss
sions policy. They passed a resolution urging the board “to offer a col-
lege education to every high schiool graduate in the city, particularly
needy Negroes and Puerto Ricans,”?” Clearly, the students’ efforts to
bring the Black liberation movement to Brooklyn College had an effect.
An even more epochal story unfolded in Manharttan,

Student activists at the City College of New York {CCNY), too, had
engaged in a long series of escalating tactics before two hundred of
them took over the buildings of south campus on April 22, 19869, and
renamed-it the “University of Flarlem.” This was preceded on April 16
with a boisterous march through campus by Black and Puerto Rican
college and high school students and their left-wing white supporters,
who chanted the popular Black Panther refrain: “The Revolution has
come, time to pick up the gun.” As at most colleges, the assassination of
Martin Luther King Jr. sparked a neWw determination, even a sense of ob-
ligation, to accelerate the pace of change. “The movement reallybegan in
1968,” recalls south campus occupier Robert Feaster, who later took
the name Sekou Sundiata.?® The struggle at City was led by “the Black
and Puerto Rican Student Community”-—a name that richly signifies
the politics of the era by emphasizing the collective over the individual
and asserting a Black-brown partnership in a Black nationalist era that
was moving toward “Third Worldism.” The left-wing W.E.B. Du Bois
Club also contributed to the formulation of the “five demands,” having
presented President Buell Gallagher in November 1968 with a petition
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of sixteen hundred signatures titled “End Racism at CCNY.” This evi-
dently motivated students of color to launch their own effort. “We were
indignant,” Sundiata says, “that the Du Bois Society was circulating
those kinds of demands which really articulated our interests, and that
we had not moved on them ourselves.”?

City College, located in the heart of Harlem, was only 4 percent Black
and 5 percent Puerto Rican.?® As a CCNY professor put it, “There City
College sits, smack dab in the middle of the largest Black community in
the country, and only 9% of its daytime students are Black or Puerto
Rican. And 5% of that 9% came through the seEx program.”3! Like
Brooklyn College, City’s faculty and students were predominantly Jew-
ish, a composition that reflected, in part, the legacy of anti-Semitic ad-
missions and hiring practices at private universities. City College had
developed a reputation as the proletarian Harvard, as a bastion of edu-
cational excellence for the sons and daughters of immigrants. The stu-
dents relied on research by cunY economics professor Alfred Conrad to
ascertain the racial composition of area high schools, and as a result,
they called for a student body that was 43 percent Black. “The racial
composition of all entering classes should reflect the Black and Puerto
Rican population of the New York City high schools,” was the most
controversial of the five demands. It envisioned an enormous ¢hange in
enrollment and suggests that students had embraced a radically .new
conception of a public university’s responsibility to its community, As
the students put it, “We are committed to make this college more rele-
vant to the community.”? Th sonte respects, though, this was an ap-
proach steeped in City College hisfory. CCNY had been founded as a
free college to serve the children of the poor and, from 1900 to 1925,
had required only a high school diploma for entrance. A minimum
grade average was then introduced, but open admissions returned for
World War I veterans.* Kenneth Clark, a City College psychology pro-
 fessor, often reminded New Yorkers that the policy of open admissions
“is as old as the history of the college itself. . . . We are not developing
something new,” he said; “we are returning to the historic purposes of
the city colleges, the basic rationale upon which they were set up over
16C years ago, when the deprived groups were immigrants from southi-
crn and eastern Europe.”*

Students in sEEK developed a distinet consciousness that helped forge
the unity and discipline that were at the heart of successful Black student
organizing. A series of rules differentiated sEEx students from others at
City College and made them feel like outsiders: they were barred from

o
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playing on athletic teams, for example, and from participating in stu-
dent government, As a result, the Onyx Society, the City College Black
student organization originally formed in 1966, shifted away frormr a
social focus toward a more political orientation. A “Committee of Ten®
emerged within Onyx, and these students became the leaders of the
south campus takeover in April. As on other campuses, these budding
revolutionaries did not just pick up megaphones and shour slogans—
they immersed themselves in the contemporary literatere of Black radi-
calism. They read and debated Malcolm X, Frantz Fanon, Nathan Hare’s
Black Anglo-Saxons, Carmichael and Hamilton’s Black Power, and
Harold Cruse’s Crisis of the Negro Intellectual 3
During the 1969 protest, three students played leading roles as nego-
tiators: Charles Powell, who was also a member of the Black Panther
Party, Serge Mullery, and Rick Reed, who had formerly worked with
SNCC. Reed was reportedly “the visionary and the $trategist.” Accord-
ing to one student, he “had great insight and inspired the belief that we
could change the admissions system.” Henry Arce and Luis Reyes Ri-
vera were key Puerto Rican student leaders. During the two-week oc-
cupation of south campus, Arce’s mother-organized the delivery of food
from the community, and prominent politicians and activists visited
“the University of Harlem,” including Kathleen Cleaver, Betty Shabazz,
Adam Clayton Powell Jr., and James Forman.?¢ “Members of the com-
munity are constantly coming onto the campus to examine what we are
doing and to give support,” the Black and Puerto Rican Student Com-
munity (BPRSC) announced. These visitors sometimes joined student-
led classes offering “political and social analysis of what is happening in
this country.”¥
After admissions, the second-most controversial BPRSC demand was
for a School for Black and Puerto Rican Studies. According to the stu-
dents, the curriculum at City College offered “virtually nothing” on
Africa or African Americans. In the words of Toni Cade, author of the
groundbreaking feminist text The Black Woman: An Anthology, and a
highly regarded mentor to the students, the English department clung
ta “the deeply entrenched notion that Anglo-Saxon literature is The
Literature.”® The leadership of seex professor Toni Cade is worth
elaborating on, especially since the Black [iberation movement from the
late 19605 has been framed—and not without some merit—as a quest
to restore Black manhood.?? Still, Black women played critical roles in
the campus uprisings. Cade penned an open letter to students encourag-
ing them to seize control of their educational destinies. Steeped in the
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vernacular of the era, it offered both guidance and solidarity and con-
veyed the humanism propelling radical activism. It bears quoting at
lensgth, “Dear Bloods,” she wrote, “There are two traditions within our
culture that are worth looking at, for they tell us a great deal about our
responses. One, we have been conditioned ro turn off, short out, be
cool; two, we have often been pushed to make something from nothing,
The first response is a negative one. We did it, or do it, to survive surely—
but at great cost to ourselves. We’ve learned how to bottle up anger, put
our minds in a jar, wear a mask. The second is a creative urge. It too
comes out of the need to survive. ... Out of which bag do you dip?”
she asked. “Something our of nothing is so mucl better than blowing
a fuse,” she advised. “On the assumption that all of you mumblers,
grumblers, malcontents, workers, designers, etc. are sefious about what
you’ve been saying (‘A real education—blah, blah, blah"), the Afro-
American-Hispanic Studies Center isfwas set up. Until it is fully operat-
ing, the responsibility of geting that education rests with you in large
part. Jumping up and down, foaming at the mouth, rartling coffee-cups
and other weaponry dof’t get it. If you are serious, set up a counter
course in the Experimental College. If you are serious, contact each
other” She closed with: “Serious, Miss Cade,™®
Cade was not only an adviser to the students, but she also formu-
lated and publicized a model for a Black and Hispanic studies center at
City College. “At least 90% of the several hundred rebellions that have
taken place on the American college campuses and in the American
high schools in the last six years,” she wrote in a campus newspaper,
“were propelled by and revealed a gross dissatisfaction with the cur-
riculom (its premises, its omissions, its .presentations, its designers}.”
Struggles over knowledge and learning had moved to the forefront of
Black activism. This essay was composed before the takeover of south
campus, but Cade saw it coming: “We can safely assume that an explo-
sion is imminent,” she declared. “The students have already indicated
that they are weary of being lied ro, tired of playing games, damned if
they’ll be indoctrinated, programmed, ripped off any longer.” Cade pro-
posed that the center be “a course-offering agency, a research agency,

a buttress, a skills bank, [and] a conference center.” Doubtless the most.

controversial idea in Cade’s proposal was for the center to be “cons
trolled by Black and Latin students and faculty who will have the
power 10 hire using their own standards, and to design courses consider-
ing their own needs.” She appended a list of courses that the center mighs
offer, including “American Justice and the Afro-American,” “Negritude,”
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“Revolution,” and “Trends in Western Thought.” Her eventual goal,
which in light of the demographics of City College constituted a radi-
cal departure, was that “the Center would lead ulrimately to a Black
University,” ! )

In February 1969, the college shad hired Barbara Christian, a
Caribbean-born literary scholar who would produce pioneering schol-
arship on Black women writers during her long career at Berkeley, and
Wilfred Cartey, a Trinidadian-born literary scholar, to design a Black
studies program. Both were also affiliated with Columbia University;
Christian completed her doctorate there with honors in 1970, Accord-
ing to Christian, the call for a School for Black and Puerto Rican Studies
was “a very controversial demand.” Initially, she wrote, “the students
were primarily concerned with their own culture—Black, African, Afro-
American, West Indian, Puerto Rican culture.” But the involvement of
Asian American students in the struggle at City College enconraged
them to broaden their vision, “The students then took 2 look at how
many courses were offered on Latin America, how many courses on
Asia. And there were very few.” This desire to address the needs of all
“minority” groups on campus induced Christian and Cartey to propose
a School of Urban and Third World Studies, but the faculty senate re-
jected their proposal late that spring.* As we shall see, the college admin-
istration resisted the proposals designed by Black professors and moved
instead to implement a very different vision.

Paradoxically, as the students were struggling to radically expand the
size of CUNY colleges, the already existing seEx program was slated
for drastic cuts, a development that foreshadowed worrisome things
to come. In his February 1969 budget proposal, Governor Nelson B.
Rockefeller slashed seex funding. This sparked a spring mobilization on
New York campuses, which all sent busloads of students to Albany to
save SEEK, CCNY alone sent thirty=five buses. Still, despite their staunch
support for SEEK, the BPRSC rejected paternalist aspects of its structure.
Most bothersome was that SEEK counselors were required to be clinical
psychologists, a requirement that helped make them mostly white. serx
students felt this stigmatized them as “psychologically flawed.” The
only counselor of color was Betty Rawls, who became a strong ally and
mentor to the student activists, and who participated in the spring ne-
gotiations with administrators. Thus, the BFRSC demanded “a voice
for SEEX students in setting guidelines for the SEEK Program, including
the hiring and firing of all personnel.” And in their list of five demands,
the students, like their counterparts in Brooklyn, stipulated that courses
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in Spanish language and Black and Puerto Rican history be required for
all education majors,*3

The response to the protest was sharply polarized. On the one hand,

the students received considerable support from many Black and Puerto
Rican New Yorkers, who provided the students occupying south cam-
pus with supplies, solidarity, and legal protection. TFhese community
members viewed the sit-in as part of the civil rights movement’s quest
for inclusion. But the students also faced substantial criticism and, they
felr, misunderstanding. They were accused of lowering standards, sup-
porting racial exclusion, and pushing an agenda that was more palitical
than academic. In response to such criticism, the students issued press
releases offering careful elaboration of their positions. They explained
that, yes, white students could take courses in the School for Black and
Puerto Rican studies; it was not a “racial” project, but one meant 10
teach and research the history and culture of “80% of the world’s
population.” Moreover, “the school is not a vehicle for political indoc-
erination.” It “will not have a watered down degree,” they emphasized.
Students had to meet all the regular requirements to graduate. And the
admissions demand—to offer graduates of area high schools a propor-
tionate place at City—“will not lower the standards of the colilege.
Students would be given supportive services on the model of sEEX and
would not be allowed to move on through the college unless they ful-
filled the standards for graduation at CCNY.>#

_ Many Jewish leaders in New York City vocally opposed the new
Black and Puerto Rican radicalism, seeing it as an unwise rejection of
time-honored liberal assimilation strategies and a possible conduit for
anti-Zionism or even anti-Semitism. The years 1968 and 1969 saw
many flashpoints of Black-Jewish conflict in New York City, as well as
various efforts to articulate the source of tensions. The Black and Puerto
Rican student struggles at City and Brooklyn Colleges took place in this
context. “The rhetoric of the Black Power movement,” wrote a New
York rabbi, “has made Negroes less willing than the youngsters of pre-
vious ethnic groups to demonstrate the patience required for the labozi-
ous step-by-step ascent up the economic ladder. ... The belief that spe-
cial advantages are due him—now being impressed upon the young
Negro by militants—is disastrous and should be exposed for the crip-
pler it is. Jews, at least, had the advantage of kanowing how difficult
their advance would be and therefore plunged into the task of self-
preparation with enormous self-sacrifice and without the self-delusion
being instilled in young Negroes.”* This kind of approach, which pre-

o
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sumed to know the best interests of African Americans, and which
failed to acknowledge the significance of skin color in comparing Black
and Jewish experiences, was being roundly rejected by African Ameri-
cans. SNCC activist Julius Lester offered this response to the rabbi: “}
think that black people have destroyed the previous relationship which
they had with the Jewish community, in which we were the victims of a
kind of paternalism, which is only a benevolent racism. It is oppressive,
no matter how gentle its touch. That old relationship has been de-
stroyed and the stage is set now for a real relationship where owr feel-
ings, our view of America and how to operate has to be given serious
consideration.”46
Students leaders won suppott from the Black and Puerto Rican Fac-
ulty group and the integrated but predominately white Faculty for Ac-
tion.4’ As white SEEK professor Fran Geteles remembers, the student
activists were savvy organizers who understood that both groups had
something to offer. Some historians of the civil rights movernent have
lamented that the rise of Black Power politics led to an emphasis on
slogans and speeches at the expense of grassroots organizing.*® But Ge-
teles’s memory complicates this interpretation. She feels that “the stu-
dents were very smart politically. They adopted Black nationalist ideas
but didn’t behave in an exclusionary way. They were shrewd organiz-
ers.”” A Brooklyn College professor had a similar recollection. Carlos
Russell, an Afro-Panamanian educator and activist who directed sEex
before becoming dean of the School for Contemporary Studies at
Brooklyn College, described Black student activists there as committed
idealistic, and skilled organizers.’ ,
The BPRSC gained considerable support from white students, not-
withstanding a visible and aggressive band of white opponents. SDS
the City College Commune, and the Du Bois Club organized white mcv”
port, In & broadside, “The Stake of Whites in the Struggle,” the latter
group declared, “Right now, it is Black and Puerto Rican youth who are
in the main fighting for this right—-because it is they who have been
most excluded. Bu, is it not in everyone’s interest to fight for the right
to go to college? Shouldn’t white people join their black and Puerto Ri-
can brothers and sisters in this fight and demand an education for all?”
After the protest, southern civil rights leader Floyd McKissick praised
this support as a shift from previous parterns: “This support can signify
the beginning of a truly useful coalition—not the kind of cozlition advo-
cated by so many white labor leaders and their Black flunkies, the kind
that leaves Blacks to rely on the decisions and leadership of whites, but
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FIGURE 14. “Support the Five Demands™ was the rallying cry for m.En_mua at City
College of MNew York during the occupation of south campus in spring 1969,

the kind of coalition which is led by Blacks—especially when dealing
with issues which most directly affect the Black Community.”**

Afcer the seizure of south campus, President Buell G. Gallagher
closed the college and began an intense period of round-the-clack nego-
tiations with student leaders. But an array of critics swung into action.
City College alumni held influential positions in the city, .ﬁﬁ many
clamored for a police response. Mayor John Lindsay’s policy was to
bring in police only if requested to do so by the college ?nmanbﬁ. and
Gallagher did not want a police raid. And Wilfred Cartey had mﬂm..ma
his faculty colleagues with moving arguments against calling the police
to south campus, in favor of “conciliation with black students.” m.w_mo
influencing administrators was CCNY'’s location in Harlem, an African
American neighborhood whose community leaders had aligned them-
selves with the students. Askia Davis thinks this is the main reason ar-
rests were not made at City, but were made at Brooklyn College, which
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is located in an area that was affluent and white.’2 A year eatlier, when
protesting students at Columbia University had taken over several build-
ings on the upper Manhattan campus, city police had evicted the Black
and white srudents with different methods, in part because of the fear
of a Black uprising in nearby Harlem. Police clobbered many of the white
students at Columnbia as they forcibly evicted them, while they arrested
Black students without violence, .

The occupation of south campus at City College occurred shortly after
a photo had circulated around the world, of heavily armed Black stu-
dents at Cornell exiting a building after the administration had agreed to
several of their demands. In the eyes of some, Cornell becarne Munich—
and denunciations of liberal “capitulation” to threats of armed violence
proliferated, Buell Gallagher took to the radio in New York City, declar-
ing, “Both incidents [CCNY and Cornell] illustrate graphically the failure
of student extremists to understand what a university stands for” At this
juncture, Gallagher revealed his distance from Black students: “The stu-
dent militants’ rejection of personal accountability, regardless of whether
their background is privileged or ghetto, stands at the heart of the cam-
pus revolution across the country, Tyranny, whether exercised by the
majority, or a minority, is still tyranny” He also echoed a widely held
view among college officials thar student radicalism would strengthen
conservatism. “With each forcible takeover, each ransacking of adminis-
tration files, each disruption of classes for the majority of students, the
hands of the ultraconservatives in the legislature are strengthened.”* Yet
at the same time, as Gallagher began negotiations with the students, he
came to respect their sincerity and the seriousness of their mission. A
week later he was asked to defend his decision not to call the police when
he had called them several months earlier to quell a largely white antiwar
protest. “Fhe circumstances are not the same,” he explained. “They were
causing extensive damage . . . smoking pot and fornicating in public,” but
the Black and Puerto Rican students occupying south campus “are be-
having in an orderly manner” And as he got to know Black and Puerto
Rican student activists that spring, this view solidified.5

The upcoming fall election turned the CCNY sit-in into a citywide
political controversy and foreshadowed the way in which racial back-
lash politics would dramatically shape electoral discourse in the ensns
ing decades. State Senator John J. Marchi, who was opposing the liberal
Lindsay for the Republican nomination, attacked .the mayor “for not
taking swift police action” at City and other cuny campuses.’ Actu-
ally, there had been at least one police officer. on south campus—an
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undercover agent, whom the students had discovered, interrogated, and
released.” Another candidate took the matter to court. City Comptrol-
fer Mario Procaccino, who was seeking the Democratic nomination for
mayor, obtained a Supreme Court injunction directing the college to
open on May s, precisely the point at which students and administra-
tors believed they were making substantial progress. It is important to
stress that there were many liberal administrators at CCNY and cuny
who favored negotiation rather than strong-arm tactics. Still, as or-
dered by the court, police opened the campus and occupied it for the
rest of the term as a wave of fires, vandalism, and violent attacks on
Black students followed. The protest leaders and their faculty support-
ers responded with a continued boycott of classes. And the college lost
its president. Gallagher, who had been president for seventeen years, re-
signed on May 10.® He said that “politically motivated outside forces”
had made it “impossible to carry on the process of reason and persua-
sion.”%? Indeed, that same day a New York Daily News editorial called
for the House Internal Security Committee to probe charges that “Red
Cuba and Red China are helping to finance some of the worst campus
troublemakers.” It called for a “Hayakawa for City College,” referring
to the authoritarian president of San Francisco State College who was
willingly doing the bidding of conservative California politicians, most
notably Governor Ronald Reagan. Their wish seemed to come true
with the selection of Joseph Copeland, a sixty-one-year-old botanist; as
acting president, whose commencement address equated the occupiers
of south campus with the Ku Klux Klan, sparking a walkout by gradu-
ating Black and Puerto Rican students.*

Morte than sixty students walked out of the commencement ceremo-
nies at Madison Square Garden about midway through Copelaiid’s
speech when, after denouncing the old and new left, he went on to as-
sail “racial extremists, both white and black, who seek 1o impose a new
apartheid or racial separatism on American society at 4 moment when
for the first time in three centuries the promise and possibility of racial
reconciliation have at last appeared on the horizon.” Forces on the left,
he said, “exploited every grievance, real and imaginary,” in order “to
create disorder and disruption.” He garnered a combination of boos,
hissing, and applause while the students departed. He moved on to pil-
lory “racial quotas® declaring that “no real contributions can be made
by lowering standards to the level of performance of the ghetto high
schools.” One young man replied to a query about why he had watked
out: “Did you hear the speech? You had no choice.”®!
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To be sure, many administrators at CCNY applauded the student
movement. In- May 1969 George Paster, the dean of students ar City
College, resigned in protest over what he viewed as the hidebound na-
ture of academic institutions. “People who want to change such institu-
tions,” he said, “have ro grab them by the scruff of the neck and yell:
‘please listen to me’ if they are ever to be heard. [ honestly don’t know
any way you can break through the rigidity of the institution other than
the way the blacks and Puerto Ricans have done it.” He felt that students
used force “to be heard pot really to destroy.” Moreover, in a point
echoed by administrators at other campuses, Paster felt that, “once they
had been heard, we sat down to some of the best and most productive
discussions ever in the college—they have taught us so much.”é?

It was not just college administrators, alumni, political conservatives,
or white ethnic politicians who found fault with the Black and Puerto
Rican student movement, Several Black leaders did as well. These critics
included many from the integrationist old guard, like Roy Wilkins, the
longtime executive director of the NAACP, and social democrats, like
Bayard Rustin, for whonu.the identity politics of Black Power was anath-
ema. But since their target was Black nationalism as much as Black stud-
ies, they sometimes invoked an inaccurate or superficial conception of
Black studies. “In their hurt pride in themselves, and in their outrage,
they have called retreat from the tough and trying battle of a minority
for dignity and-equality,” Wilkins said of student militants. “They don’t
call it retreat, of course, They have all sorts of fancy rationalizations for
their course.” Wilkins was particularly aghast at any proposal that
seemed geared for Black students only, calling this “black Jim Crow
studies” or “black academic separatism.”5* Bayard Rustin, a longtime
civil rights activist and key adviser to Martin Luther King, echoed this
concern over separatism and added two others. Black studies, he wrote,
“must not be used for the purpose of image-building or to enable young
black students to escape the challenges of the university by setting up a
program of ‘soul courses” that they can just play with and pass.” And it
must not become “subordinated to political and ideclogical goals™ or
used to “train cadres-of ghetto organizers.”¢*

But the BPRSC at City College also had important supporters among
the citywide Black and Puerto Rican leadership. Louis Nunez, executive
director of Aspira, a Puerto Rican educational advocacy organization,
and an alumnus of City College, expressed -his support for the five de-
mands to the Board of Higher Education. City College, he argued, must
do in the 1970s “what it did so well in the x930s, namely, rajse up

.
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from poverty, in one generation, an entire group.” He endorsed open
admissions, but cautioned that “CUNY cannot blandly assume that mere-
admittance meets the problem” The curriculum would have to be up-
dated, faculty-to-student ratios reassessed, and the qualifications for
faculty reconsidered.®
The student uprisings across the city induced the Board of Higher
Education to accelerate and broaden an open admissions plan slated to
begin in 1975. The original plan was to assign most high school gradu-
ates to community colleges rather than four-year, or senior, colleges, but
student protest won a much larger number of slots at the senior col-
Jeges and moved up the launch date of the admissions plan to 1970. Of
course, the students had not led the call for open admissions, but theiz
suppott for quotas to increase the Black and Puerto Rican student popu-
lation had inspired intense opposition. Allen Ballard, a Black CCNY
professor, director of SEEK, and scholar of Black education, argued that,
“by moving from a quota arrangement specifically designed to serve the
needs of Black and Puerto Rican students to a position of open admis-
sions, the board both diverted the thrust of the Black and Puerto Rican
demands and gained a white middle class constituency for the program.”
Ballard, it should be noted, was the first Black director of SEEX, and he
implemented the BPRSC demand to permit the hiring of social workers,
rather than solely clinical psychologists, as sEEk counselors. Still, the
impact of open admissions on Black and Puerto Rican educational op-
portunity was substantial. “1 don’t know, as of this writing,” Ballard
wrote in 1973, “whether open admissions will be a success or not.
However, it has opened vistas for Black and Puerto Rican high school
youth previously condemned to a life of poverty because their averages
and SAT scores did meet the requirements of the City University of New
York.”% Indeed, the activism of 1968 and 1969 itrevocably altered the
character and mission of the cuny colleges. For their part, alumni saw
open admissions as the death knell of a great university, and donations
plunged.s”

The impact of open admissions was stunning: thirty-five thousand
freshmen entered CUNY campuses in 1970, a 75 percent increase from
1969. One-quarter of these entering students were Black or Latino. Ac-
cording to New York Post columnist Murray Kempton, “The proof
is not in, but there are grounds for real hope that the deprived can
compete. . . . For the first time, a student at Benjamin Franklin can bes
lieve it when his counselor tells him that, with work, he has a chance to
go to college, and not just any college, but City College.”®® After open
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admissions, 75 percent of New York City high school graduates at-
tended college, a rate well ahead of the national average. According to
historian Conrad Dyer, two-thirds of these students would have been
ineligible ta attend college, even community college, under the old ad-
missions standards. In 1975, five times as many Black and Puerto Rican
students were enrolled in the senior colleges than in 1969. The Black
community struggle for greater access to public higher education also
created many new administrative positions for African Americans. Just
as Charles Hurst became the first Black college president in Chicago
during this time, Richard Trent achieved that statns in New York in
1970, when he became president of the newly created Medgar Evers
College, a four-year cUNY institution located in Bedford-Stuyvesant.?
The quest for Black studies encountered much greater difficulries. To
the extent that ther® was a Black revolution on campus, it was often
followed by a counterrevolution, an administrative attempt to contain
or delimit the expansive vision of student activists and their faculty al-
lies. This is precisely what happened-at Ciry College. Over the summer,
the Board of Higher Education had rejected the demand to establish a
separate school of Third World studies, but it authorized cuny colleges
to set up urban and ethnic studies departments. Without consulting the
BPRSC or Black and Puerto Rican: professors, including the rwo—
Christian and Cartey—that City had hired to design such a program,
acting CCNY president Joseph Copeland announced the creation of a
new Urban and Ethnic Studies department and appointed Osborne E.
Scott, a former Army chaplain and current vice president of the Ameri-
can Leprosy Missions, as chajr.”® Wilfred Cartey called the two-course
department “an.insult not only to the black and Puerto Rican commu-
nity, but to City College itself” This move by a college president to
grant a Black studies program and then turn around and contain or
undermine it was not unigue to City College. Most colleges around the
country failed to finance or build the kinds of innovative, large, and
comprehensive African American studies units that Black student activ-
ists and their faculty allies had envisioned. At City, this development
was transparent, as Copeland had been hired as a revanchist president.
His quest found blunt expression when he publicly called Professor
Cartey “shiftless.” Calling it an “insidious and malicious” remark, Cartey

threatened a lawsuit, declaring, “I'm not seeking an apology. I’ seeking

redress for a group.” For his part, Copeland claimed to have “never
associated that word in m¥ understanding with any racia! group.” But
this supposed naiveté is contradicted by his evident awareness of the
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FIGURE 1 5. The new open admissions policy quickly changed the mnﬂomnmvr.ﬁm of
City College, making it better reflect the racial composition of local high schools.

connotations of the word in his original statement. “He’s too goddamn
shiftless—and you can use that word in your story there—shiftless,” he
had declared.™

Students at City College shunned the department, kept up a battle,
and finally won a Black studies department three years later. In the fall
of T97z, at the urging of a Black faculty and student panel, the college
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made an offer of tenure to Leonard Jeffries, a 1971 cuNy PhD in politi-
cal science who had been teaching Black studies at San Jose State Gol-
lege.” He served for more than two decades as chair before stepping
down as a result of controversy generated by a televised speech that
traded in generalizations and pandering—a speech that called whites
and Blacks, ice and sun people, respectively, and singled out Jews, from
the broader category of whites, as perpetrators of racism. As a rule, a
long-serving chair is not a sign of departmental vitality. Jeffries left the
academic research track early and became active in a grasstoots circle
of Afrocentric educators and community members. In the context of
intense demand for Black studies scholars and limited supply, Jeffries
exemplified a phenomenon of graduate students and newly minted
PhDs hired into senior leadership roles very early in their academic
careers. But the arc of Black studies at CCNY is instructive: a com-

[parative, expansive model was replaced by an administrative shell, and

what finally emerged was a unit known for narrow nationalism and
disconnected from either scholarship and research or a broader social
movement.

The tendency by many to credit—or blame—the City College protest
with the onset of open admissions has, along with the legacy of the crimi-
nal prosecution, worked to suppress an acknowledgement of the signifi-
cance of the struggle at Brooklyn College, But the students there achieved
a great deal. “We were responsible for changing the climate of the cam-
pus,” says Orlando Pile, now a physician.” After open admissions, the
number of Black and Puerto Rican students rose significantly, but as
Askia Davis acknowledges, “it wasn’t just Blacks and Latinos who ben-
efited from open admissions—a lot of working-class whites had been
shut out too.” Other reforms included the establishment of che Afro-
American Studies Institute and the Puerto Rican Studies Institute, which
later became departments; significant changes in required courses; and
more Black and Puerto Rican counselors.?

A significant, though controversial, outgrowth of the protest was the
creation in 1972 of a new division in the college called the Schoo! for
Contemporary Studies {SCS), whose mission was to be “present ori-
ented, concerned primarily with the social problems that are engaging
our contemporary world.” Faculty included Eli Messenger of the New
York Marxist School and the prominent political economist Sumner
Rosen. Until its demisg in 1974, the school was in downtown Brooklyn,
quite a distance from the main campus, and it offered a unique field
studies requirement: students did iﬂnnumw:._um in legal services agencies,
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health service organizations, and penal institutions. “A special feature
of the program,” according to the $CS dean Carlos Russell, “will be an
artemnpt to blend theory and practice towards the creation of a ‘scholar-
activist., ” Ag a two-year program, it also required students to have an
additional major in another division of the college. As Dean Russell re-
calls, the program exemplified the call for relevance raised in the 1960s
by bringing “the streets and classrooms together ™

But at least one student leader was “ambivalent.” Askia Davis “was
of two minds about” the School for Contemporary Studies. “I was anx-
ious about it,” he recalls. He saw the circumstances of its location “as
putting Blacks and Latinos at this extension campus downtown and off
the main campus.” He felt this undercut their mission of reimagining
Brooklyn College as a whole. “We were just beginning to transform the
main campus,” he notes, “and that was very, very important to us.”
The student activists debated these issues. They respected w:.mmnz but
were not responsible for his hiring.”

An evaluation in 1976 found that “some students appear to have
been profoundly affected by their experience in field study.” But the re-
port cast light on an ironic outcome of the student movement. The SCS,
the evaluation committee felt, had been designed for the “bright, activ-
ist students of the late 1960s,” but it had come to serve the “open-
admissions students”—working-class Black, Puerto Rican, and white
students whose educational needs were different. The students needed
remediation and skills development, and they were “not being suffi-
ciently prepared” at SCS for the transfer, after twe years, to the main
Brooklyn College campus in Midwood, The report called for more
counseling and tutoring and a greater focus on writing and the develop-
ment of academic skills. It lamented that Brooklyn College faculty
seemed to view the SCS curriculum, faculty, and students as beneath the
standards of the college, and it concluded that racism shaped their judg-
ments, Evidently, a majority of the students at the SCS were Black, and
whites on the main campus commonly referred to it as “the black
school.” “Midwood faculty should not describe the SCS as a dumping
ground for unwanted students,” the committee warned, “nor should
they describe it as the “black school’ nor should they commit the serious
educational error of cruelly and publicly pre-judging the ability of the
School's students not on the. basis of their ability or performance buot
merely on their attendance at the School,” Adding to this problem were
internal rifts between Russell and his faculty, and concerns about effec-
tive school leadership. The SCS did not survive the city’s fiscal crisis.”
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Critics of open admissions always remained, arguing that high ad-
missions standards had made City and Brooklyn top schools. “Only at
CUNY,” a SEEK professor wryly observed, “were those standards viewed
as fixed, immutable and exempt from social and political realitigs.”7®
Albert H. Bowket, former chancellor of cuny, thought racial resent-
ment drove the arracks on open admissions. “There’s been a lot of whire
flight from City College,” he observed. “And most of the people who
write about this are City College graduates who are mad.”™ In a fateful
conjuncture, open admissions coincided with the New York City fiscal
crisis of the 1970s, and the sharp drop in funding seemed to make the
discourse of failure shrouding open admissions a self-fulfilling proph-
ccy. The severe budget cuts climaxed in the “retrenchment of 1976,”
when the State of New York tock over the City University of New
York, laid off many faculty, and imposed tuition for the first time.?¢ The

‘case load of sEExX counselor Fran Geteles doubled from fifty to one hun--

dred students. “Class sizes also-grew sharply,” she says, “which made it
much harder to help students as before. Remedial classes had been no
more than twenty; now some had forty students.”®?

At Brooklyn there was a similar surge in enrollments, and a failure
to add the necessary resources and services for the new student body,
prompting a high dropout rate. According to one estimate, in 1970,
thirteen hundred students entered Brooklyn College who would not
otherwise have been eligible. This included several hundred minority
students in the older SEEK and EOP programs. But the majority of open-
admission students hailed from the white working class, They were
“not welcomed with open arms” but faced stigma. The tracking arising
from the need for remediation was expected but reinforced their sepa-
ration from the rest of the college. By 1974, a significant portion of the
first open admissions class had dropped out, whife the share of open
admissions students in succeeding classes had grown to constitute one-
half of the entering class. Then the fiscal crisis hit, sinking the whole ex-
periment. Large numbers of remedial teachers lost their jobs, and some
entrance requirements were reintroduced, “We have come full circle,”
student said.® . .

As a result, an increasingly negative view of open admissions tock
root, One observer summed up the prevailing view by the early ro80s:
it “shuffles its poor students through four years of over-crowded and
undes-taught classes—then pushes them out the door with a worthless
diploma.”® Still, those “worthless” diplomas brought thousands of
Black and Puerto Rican graduates into the middle class, But the attacks
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took their toll. By 1990, some of the creators and proponents of open
admissions were lamenting that .the college had made such a radical
change with too little resources and planning. Allen Ballard thinks
cUNY should have implemented “a well articulated, gradually phased in,
well funded operation aimed at a saveable number of Black and Puerto
Rican students in the high schocls.” Former seex Professor Leslie Berger
feels similarly: “It was almost criminal to let them come in and let them
fail because of the lack of service. We knew what we needed, It was no
mystery.”# In 1998, Republican Mayor Rudolph Giuliani declared that
“open enrollment is a failure,” and the cuny Board of Trustees re-
placed it with standardized tests for admissions and eliminated alf re-
medial courses from the senior colleges. As a City College student wrote,
* “The avenue for education for many NY high school students has been
closed.”® .

This discourse of failure obscures the fact that a generation of law-
yers, civil servants, teachers, artists, and social workers in New York
City got their start through open admissions, notwithstanding its severe
underfunding and other flaws. Black and Puerto Rican college students
in the late z960s rejected market-driven approaches to higher educa-
tion, They insisted upon the right of working-class African American
arnd Puerto Ricans to receive the benefits of public higher education
in Netw York City. As Barbara Christian put it in 1969, a ¥much over-
looked factor is that City College is supported by taxes. And Black and
Puerto Rican people pay taxes just like everybody else. Yet they are not
in any way represented in the ethnic make-up of the College.”%

Inspiring this generation was the conviction. that seniors at poorly
funded and pootly performing public high schools should not be pun-
ished for society’s failure to provide high-quality secondary education
for all, but rather, should be rewarded for their determination and de-
sire to gain a college education. These student activists understood that
college was criticat to social mobility, especially since workers of color
in New York City had already been hit hard by deindustrialization and
automation.®” I’ important to appreciate that the struggle for affirma-
tive action, open admissions, and Black and Third World studies was
centered at public universities as much as, if not more than, at private
ones. This was a struggle not of elites but of the children of migrants
and immigrants, Even with the restoration of stricter admissions re-
quirements and-the increased mition in the 1990s, CUNY campuses still
felt the legacy of the r960s. The student struggles brought an irrevocable
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change to urban higher education and opened doors that were difficult
to entirely shut. A related but different kind of student movement was
taking place at the same time on campuses of historically Black colleges
and universities. All of these diverse campus struggles shared the funda-
mental goal of using higher education to advance the economic security
and social status of African Americans in the United States.
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