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Abstract 

 

Juárez-Lincoln University:  
Alternative Higher Education in the Chicana/o Movement, 1969-1983 

 

Jaime Rafael Puente, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor:  Emilio Zamora 

 

This thesis project centers on the use of pedagogy and education as forms of 

social protest during the Chicana/o Movement. Following Chicana/o Movement 

historiography, this project seeks to explore and explain the events behind the 

establishment and demise of Juárez-Lincoln University in Austin, Texas.  Using this 

institution as the primary focus, the history of the Chicana/o Movement will be examined 

using the lens of liberation pedagogy to explore how and why an institution such as 

Juárez-Lincoln University is missing from the larger historical narrative.  Placing Juárez-

Lincoln University into the context of the Chicana/o Movement will then provide a space 

for examining the use of education and radical pedagogies as a form of social protest 

equal to the more visible and studied La Raza Unida Party.  This study will serve an 

introduction to the complex history of education as activism during the Chicana/o 

Movement.  
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Introduction: Pursing a Radical Pedagogy: Following the Trail of 
Juárez-Lincoln 

Over the course of my graduate studies in the Center for Mexican American 

Studies I have witnessed several attacks to the academic discipline of my choice.  

Beginning with the banning of the Tucson ISD Mexican American Studies program and 

continuing to the most recent attempts to defund the “study of race, class, and gender” by 

the Texas Legislature.  All of these issues arise at a moment not unlike the historical 

moment of the 1960s and 1970s.  Four decades ago, it was Chicana/o student activists 

calling for the inception of pedagogies that support the growth of the community rather 

than its continued exploitation.  Now, the legacies of those turbulent years – young 

scholars like myself – are fighting similar battles to save the work of so many dedicated 

activists.  One recent study shows why the radical pedagogies of the 1960s and 1970s 

need to be remembered, catalogued, and shared, with the current generation of academic 

entrepreneurs.  First picked up by The Chronicle of Higher Education, the Georgetow 

Public Policy Institute’s “Separate and Unequal” report sheds light on the current state of 

the university system saying it reinforces white racial privilege because it leads to two 

separate pathways: one for white students, and one for brown and black students.   True 

to the racial formation model, this unequal division of resources contributes to the 

maintenance of white power, rather than to the dismantling of it.  As a non-traditional 

student myself, the revelations in this reports do not seem as much like a revelation than a 

confirmation of more than forty years of critiques on the traditional higher education 

industry.  Breaking down the ability for education to reproduce white privilege began 

long before the July 2013 report, and this imperative drove two of the most important, yet 
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least studied, functions of the Chicana/o Movement in Texas, the establishment of 

Colegio Jacinto Treviño and Juárez-Lincoln University.1  

Throughout the 1960s, Mexican American students in high schools, colleges, and 

universities, across Texas organized to demand educations that reflected their 

experiences.  Acrss the state, students, parents, and civil right’s activists used the 

resources at their disposal to challenge anti-Mexican American curriculums and 

education policies.  The lack of representation at all levels of the education spectrum 

created and sustained the unequal conditions imposed on Mexican American students in 

Texas public schools.  High school student walkouts, beginning in the mid-1960s, 

became one of the most visible and effective methods of protest against the public school 

system.   One high school walkout, in Crystal City in 1969, gained so much attention 

from local residents, education activists, and civil rights pioneers that it spurred a national 

meeting of the Mexican American Youth Organization.  That meeting in Mission, Texas, 

became known as the La Lomita meeting, and it spurred a number of organizations and 

political initiatives under the banner of La Raza Unida Party.  The La Lomita meeting is 

one of the key moments when the Chicana/o Movement in Texas is formalized.  In 

addition to the founding of La Raza Unida Party, the La Lomita meeting also marked the 

beginning of the effort to establish a first-of-its-kind college specifically for Mexican 

Americans.  Building and running a Chicana/o college, however, did not make the list of 

primary goals of the meeting, and did not get the full, official support of the MAYO 

delegates.  The establishment of Colegio Jacinto Treviño, and later Juárez-Lincoln 

University, occur because of the meeting at La Lomita, but the historical records of that 

                                                
1 “Arizona Education Chief Moves to Ban Ethnic Studies in Tucson Schools”; “Don’t Compromise 
Mexican American Studies’ Track Record of Success”; Fonte, Wood, and Thorne, Ashley, Recasting 
History: Are Race, Class, and Gender Dominating American History?; Carnevale and Strohl, Seperate and 
Unequal: How Higher Education Reinforces the Intergenerational Reproduction of White Racial Privilege. 
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moment often treat the Chicana/o college idea as a fleeting attempt best left for the 

dustbin of history. 2 

One of the motivations I have for doing this research is to better understand why 

Colegio Jacinto Treviño and Juárez-Lincoln University are largely absent from the 

historiography of the Chicana/o Movement.  If education is cited as one of the primary 

motivations for Chicana/o Movement activism, why are two of the most innovative 

examples of education as social change treated as peripheral to the movement rather than 

central to it?  Early studies of the Chicana/o Movement either treat the establishment of 

the Colegio in Mercedes or the University in Austin as tangential to the main story of 

activism and protest.  Historian and Chicana/o Studies pioneer Ignacio Garcia’s United 

We Win only mentions Colegio Jacinto Treviño and does not discuss Juárez-Lincoln at 

all.  While Garcia’s work is an important and detailed study of La Raza Unida Party’s 

turbulent life, the brief mention of the Colegio and director Narcisso Alemán obscures the 

centrality of education as activism within early Chicana/o Movement efforts.  Similarly, 

Armando Navarro’s extensive work detailing MAYO, La Raza Unida Party, and The 

Cristal Experiment, describes the Colegio as a “top priority” of MAYO, but leaves the 

trail cold after that.  These early histories of the Chicana/o Movement, as important to the 

historiography as a whole, leave many questions about the importance of education 

unanswered.3 

Michel Rolph-Trouillot’s critique of historical production is useful here because it 

offers a theoretical basis for engaging the historiography without falling into the trap of 
                                                
2 For a detailed and early study of the so-called Cristal Experiment see Armando Navarro, The Cristal 
Experiment. Ignacio García detailes the rise and fall of La Raza Unida Party as a national political group, 
and describes in detail the problems Chicana/os faced in South Texas leading up to the meeting in Mission, 
Texas. See: United We Win, 37–56. Armando Navarro provides further study of the group that spurred the 
formalization of the Chicana/o Movement in Mexican American Youth Organization Avant-Garde of the 
Chicano Movement in Texas, 45–79; For a brief update on the events at La Lomita and the establishment of 
the Texas LRUP see Navarro, La Raza Unida Party, 24–33. Marc Rodriguez provides more details about 
the issues driving activism in Crystal City, and describes how Chicana/o Movement activism foilowed the 
migrant stream to Wisconsin in The Tejano Diaspora, 38–59; Montejano, Quixote’s Soldiers. 
3 García, United We Win; Navarro, Mexican American Youth Organization Avant-Garde of the Chicano 
Movement in Texas, 180 Quote; Navarro, The Cristal Experiment; Navarro, La Raza Unida Party. 
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criticizing for the sake of criticism.  In Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of 

History Trouillot deconstructs the desires behind historical narratives because a given 

story of an event reflects as much about the political and historical moments in which 

they it is produced than the historical moment being desribed.  Trouillot explains that, 

“historical authenticity resides not in the fidelity to an alleged past but in an honesty vis-

à-vis the present as it re-presents that past.”  A history’s meaning and worth, for 

Trouillot, is best determined, not through its literal recreation of the past, but through an 

analysis of the political and rhetorical motivations behind what is included and what is 

left out of the narrative.  The decisions to document one part of a historical event while 

leaving out another is the job of the historian, and that decision is most often made 

according to what kind of project is being pursued.4  

Juárez-Lincoln University is left out of early Chicana/o Movement historiography 

because it does not readily fit into the analytical frame used to describe social movement 

activism.  Books written about soldiers challenging dictatorships and fighting for 

community control contribute to a perspective of history that privileges direct political 

action because those narratives reflect a need to insert Chicana/os into the lexicon of 

United States History.  Trouillot’s claim that “historical production is itself historical” 

reflects the choices made by Chicana/o Movement scholars to privilege its most visible 

flashpoints in order to make their own mark on the field of history.5  Lorena Opreza’s 

Raza Si!, Guerra No! and David Montejano’s Quixote’s Soldiers, for example, make 

choices about the people, places, and events studied in order to advance the overall 

scholarship of the movimiento according to their own positionality within the academy.6  

This discussion of motivations behind historical inquiry is important to the task at hand 

                                                

4 Trouillot, Silencing the Past, 148. 
5 Ibid., 145. 
6 Oropeza, Raza Sí!, Guerra No! Chicano Protest and Patriotism During the Viet Nam War Era; 
Montejano, Quixote’s Soldiers. 
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because it opens a space for me to divulge my own interests and desires for entering the 

historiographical conversation about the Chicana/o Movement. 

Colegio Jacinto Treviño and Juárez-Lincoln Center have not had a proper 

historical appraisal because their contributions have been less accessible as rallying 

points for the continuing Chicanoa/o Movement.7  Rather than articulating a history of 

open rebellion this project chooses to examine pedagogy and education as methods of 

social change that were less visible than street marches and political victories yet equally 

revolutionary.  Following Trouillot’s imperative that “only in the present can we be true 

or false to the past we choose to acknowledge,” I must admit that my motivations for 

writing the history of Chicana/o alternative higher education are both personal and 

political.  I chose Juárez-Lincoln University, and its precursor Colegio Jacinto Treviño, 

as the focus for my research because of their rich potential for historical production, but 

also because they represent a moment of the past that is incredibly useful to the present.8  

In the spring of 2012, around the time that I first encountered Juárez-Lincoln 

University, the state of Arizona began dismantling Tuscon ISD’s very successful ethnic 

studies program.  The program and the teachers running it were castigated in local and 

national media for indoctrinating students with anti-American ideals and racial animosity 

toward Anglos.  The attack on ethnic studies in Arizona claimed to operate, not on the 

basis of race or ethnicity, but on the content of the material being taught.  However, only 

courses taught on Mexican American history and literatures were targeted for removal.  

The violence of that process resonated with Mexican Americans across the country 

because the condemnation of Chicana/o epistemologies not only denied the contributions 

of Mexican origin people to the development of the United States, but it also attempted to 

erase the Civil Rights era by removing it from high school curriculums.  Arizona’s now 

                                                
7 By saying “continuing Chicana/o Movement” I am referring here to the political work that continues to be 
done by former movement activists and leaders.  I am also acknowledging the long history of activism by 
the Mexican American community prior to the Chicana/o Movement proper. 
8 Trouillot, Silencing the Past, 151. 
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infamous SB 2281 is just one example of the resurgence that white supremacy has made 

in American society and politics.  The curriculums, texts, and historical narratives that 

promote the liberation of the Chicana/o mind became the target of state officials who 

were determined to stifle the success of Tucson ethnic studies program.  When the 

Juárez-Lincoln University story revealed itself to me I recognized its importance to the 

current historical moment, and I seized it.  Placing the independent Chicana/o university 

in its proper historical context will show how pedagogies of liberation are essential to the 

continuing cause of social, political, and economic equality.9  

The development of Juárez-Lincoln University from the meager beginnings in 

Mercedes as Colegio Jacinto Treviño to its end in Austin, Texas, is one of the most 

important and widespread efforts of the Chicana/o Movement.  The establishment of a 

Chicana/o oriented institution of higher education in Texas emerged almost 

simultaneously as other non-traditional colleges and universities around the United 

States.  The difference between the other institutions and what became Juárez-Lincoln 

University was the grandiose nature of the vision Texas Chicana/os had for their project.  

Rather than being a mobilizing ground for radical activists, the goals set out by Juárez-

Lincoln founders intended for the school to be a training ground for activist educators 

who would be armed with the knowledge, consciousness, and pedagogical tools to 

radicalize the public school system in the state and nation.  The establishment of Juárez-

Lincoln University took on the task of demystifying the complex power structures that 

maintained white supremacy and kept people of color from accessing the social mobility 

promised by the Civil Rights Movement.   The history of these efforts is a crucial, yet 

understudied, part of the Civil Rights era. This project aims to fill one small gap in the 

                                                
9 Lewin, “Citing Individualism, Arizona Tries to Rein in Ethnic Studies in School”; “Don’t Compromise 
Mexican American Studies’ Track Record of Success”; “Marxist Agitator Dolores Huerta Speaks at Tucson 
High School ‘Republicans Hate Latinos!’ (Audio)”; “MEChista Madrassa at Tucson Magnet High School”; 
“Superintendent of Public Instruction Tom Horne’s Statement”; “Tucson’s Mexican-American Studies 
Ban”; Palos, Precious Knowledge. 
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historiography of the moment by illuminating the work done by Chicana/os to 

reconfigure the epistemological ruts that perpetuate social, economic, and racial 

inequality. 

Oral History and Method 

The history of the Chicano/a Movement is often focused on the bombastic 

activism of student walkouts, community protests, and political organizing, but some of 

the most under-studied expressions of the Chicano/a moment are the efforts to produce 

self-sufficient institutions of higher education.10  While there is a body of documents 

organized under the name “Juárez-Lincoln University Records, 1969-1978”, the full story 

of the institution does not lie in the loosely organized collection.  This project relies on a 

collection of interviews conducted over the course of two academic semesters as primary 

source material that will be supported with archival documents.  My use of oral history 

interviews places the onus for historical documentation back into the hands of the 

Chicano/a community because, as historian Paul Thomson points out, “the community 

can, and should be given the confidence to write its own history.” Reliance on historical 

memory in this essay will place the object of narrative into the hands of the very people 

who created that history.11  

For the purposes of this project I will rely on four interviews conducted with 

Martha Cotera, Andre Guerrero, Roberto Villarreal and Jose Urriegas. Each person 

interviewed directly, and indirectly, participated in the establishment of Colegio Jacinto 

Treviño and Juárez-Lincoln University. These interviews were conducted in person and 
                                                
10 For examples of historical studies that focus on the more visible efforts of Chicano/a Movement activists 
see: Armando Navarro, Mexican American Youth Organization Avant-Garde of the Chicano Movement in 
Texas, 1st ed (Austin, Tex: University of Texas Press, 1995); Armando Navarro, The Cristal Experiment: A 
Chicano Struggle for Community Control (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1998); David 
Montejano, Quixote’s Soldiers: A Local History of the Chicano Movement, 1966-1981, 1st ed (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 2010); Ignacio M. García, United We Win: The Rise and Fall of La Raza Unida 
Party (Tucson: MASRC, the University of Arizona, 1989); Maylei Blackwell, Chicana Power!: Contested 
Histories of Feminism in the Chicano Movement, 1st ed, Chicana Matters Series (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 2011). 
11 Thompson, “The Voice of the Past: Oral History,” 30. 
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via telephone, recorded, and preserved for future study and further analysis. In the spirit 

of shared authorship the interviews were loosely structured around the larger topics of 

Colegio Jacinto Treviño and Juárez-Lincoln University.  This process allowed the 

interviewees to provide their own timeline of events, and facilitated the creation of rich 

oral texts about Juárez-Lincoln University in the Chicana/o Movement that can provide 

insights well beyond the scope of this project.  If one considers the role of the present in 

historical production, as Trouillot calls for, the importance of semi-structured interviews 

lie mostly in their ability to counteract the influence of dominant historical narratives.  

Regardless of what I thought I knew about the subject my collaborators were sure to 

correct my analytical errors as they saw fit. 

The guidance provided by my collaborators toward a more nuanced understanding 

of Juárez-Lincoln University assured that my own preconceptions did not overpower the 

complexity of events surrounding the institution.  Oral history interviews are incredibly 

valuable in this respect because, as Allesandro Portelli describes, they often reveal 

historical “elements whose existence or relevance were previously unknown to the 

interviewer.”12  Creating a space for the narrator to guide the process of the interview 

allows for the recreation of events that he or she considers the most significant.  For the 

discerning scholar it is in these moments that interviews are most useful because they 

support the recovery of historical narratives that may have been previously overlooked or 

strategically understudied.  The research conducted for this project is a testament to the 

influence a single interview can have on one’s analysis, but the reliance on multiple 

interviews assures that the history Colegio Jacinto Treviño and Juárez-Lincoln University 

will not suffer from a lack of complexity or complication.  

The decision to use a semi-structured interview is a methodological choice, but it 

also a practical choice made in consideration of the people whose stories I solicited.  My 

                                                
12 Portelli, “What Makes Oral History Different.” 
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collaborators are all seasoned activists and intellectuals, and they each asserted their own 

expertise in relation to their involvement with Colegio Jacinto Treviño and Juárez-

Lincoln University.  The investments made by Martha Coterea, Andre Guerrero, Roberto 

Villarreal, and José Urriegas contributed to the schools’ establishment as the premier 

sites of epistemological innovation during the Chicana/o Movement.  Each person I 

spoke to contributed to this project in his or her own way.  Martha Cotera, for example, 

contributed to the establishment of both institutions by organizing the libraries, research 

programs, and community support.  Andre Guerrero, co-director and founder of both 

Jacinto Treviño and Juárez-Lincoln, used his expertise as a curriculum specialist to 

secure state accreditation for the bilingual and bicultural teacher-training program.  

Roberto Villarreal, a physicist, historian, and life-long political activist, used his 

organizations skills and research expertise to carry on where Cotera and Guerrero left off.  

The final interview with José Urriegas established a baseline from which the other 

narratives are positioned.  Urriegas’s involvement with early Chicana/o Movement 

mobilizing was critical to the rapid growth of activism in Texas, and the funding 

networks he helped cultivate became useful beyond their initial purposes.  These 

conversations, while they are by no means the complete version of events, create an 

archival body reflective of the people and events that make Juárez-Lincoln University an 

important element of Chicana/o Movement history.13 

Oral history as a method requires a choice about who will be interviewed and 

what pieces of each interview will be included in the final product.  Some of these 

decisions, however, were not mine to make.  An interview with Leonard Mestas, a key 

figure of both Colegio Jacinto Treviño and Juárez Lincoln, would greatly enhance this 

                                                
13 Puente, Interview with Martha Cotera; Puente, Interview with Andre Guerrero; Puente, Interview with 
Jose Urriegas; Puente, Interview with Roberto Villarreal. The interviews gathered as part of this research 
were recorded using both video and audio according to the type of interview conducted.  The interviews 
have been transcribed, and prepared for submission to the Mexican American Library Project at the Nettie 
Lee Benson Latin American Collection.  
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project, but he could not be reached.  Other decisions that will affect this research, for 

better or worse, concern the interviews I could not pursue due to time and logistical 

constraints.  Carmen Lomas Garza, Aurelio Montemayor, and Narcisso Aleman, each 

have their own story to tell about the Colegio and University, but the limitations of the 

project push their oral narratives outside its scope.14  These choices reflect a bias toward a 

particular narrative, and because of that the research reflects the perspectives of the 

individuals whom I interviewed.  Portelli points out that these biases are essential to the 

production of oral histories because they “can never be told without taking sides, since 

the ‘sides’ exist inside the telling.”15  To make the most of these oral narratives I need to 

acknowledge the biases that arise when two people come together to write history, and 

not be afraid to express my own bias as the writer of Juárez-Lincoln’s story.  The task of 

interpreting meaning in relation to broader historical contexts is still my responsibility, 

and in order to do that I must come to terms with the fact that each person is taking a 

side.  

Getting to know the Colegio and the University through primary documents and 

piecemeal secondary sources my ideas of the people and personalities involved were 

colored by what I touched.  The interviews, however, provided a context that only 

physical presence and vocal communication could provide. Going into each interview I 

presented myself as a researcher, but because of my own positionality as a young 

Chicano pursuing a Mexican American Studies degree, I also treated my collaborators as 

respected community elders.16  In this way, I assumed the role of a participant-observer 

that created an imperative for me to be aware of these circumstances.  Valerie Yow calls 

the dynamics of an interview “important data in their own right” because they make 

                                                
14 Aurelio Montemayor and Narcisso Aleman are an important part of the history I am writing, but their 
participation comes primarily from the written records available through the Juárez-Lincoln Papers.  
15 Portelli, “What Makes Oral History Different,” 41. 
16 It bears note here that my advisor Emilio Zamora is a long-time friend and colleague of the individuals I 
interviewed. In addition to their own willingness to assist me in my research they all participated as a 
gestures to their relationship with Dr. Zamora.  
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analytical tools out of the “interactive process of interviewer and narrator, of interviewer 

and content”.17  The interactions that occur during an interview are useful to the historical 

process because they help pinpoint important topics that may only be accessible through 

non-verbal cues.  Being aware of a person’s disposition in the context of an interview 

may lead to the discovery of what professional gamblers call a tell.  While the object of 

an interview is not to dupe or exploit the narrator, being able to perceive micro 

expressions helps build the rapport needed for an open conversation.  For example, the 

interviews I conducted were aided by my ability to judge when a follow-up question was 

appropriate and when it was prudent to let the narrator speak uninterrupted. By following 

these basic oral history guidelines and supplementing my findings with archival research, 

I have been able to craft a narrative, while at times disjointed, of Chicana/o activist 

educators in the 1960s and 1970s.  The story of Juárez-Lincoln, as well as Colegio 

Jacinto Treviño, would be incomplete without the direct input of its most dedicated 

supporters. 

Chapter Summaries and Outline 

The first chapter of this project details the convergence of federal resources with 

radical activists in the United States.  The War on Poverty initiatives set in motion by the 

Johnson Administration helped mobilize Chicana/os in Texas, and the story of those early 

successes foreshadows the building of Colegio Jacinto Treviño.  While a full history of 

Jacinto Treviño is beyond the scope of this narrative, the school’s early days is intimately 

tied to that of Juárez-Lincoln University because of the people involved with both 

schools.  This chapter will discuss how the Colegio in Mercedes, Texas, served as both 

the ideological foundation for the Chicana/o college as well as the example of what not to 

do when building a self-sustaining college.  This chapter’s main goal is to describe the 

                                                
17 Yow, “‘Do I Like Them Too Much?’: Effects of the Oral History Interview on the Interviewer and Vice-
Versa,” 67. 
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roots of Juárez-Lincoln within the establishment of the formal Chicana/o Movement in 

Texas, and set the stage for the larger endeavor of building a Chicana/o University. 

Chapter two of this project takes on the monumental task of telling the story of 

Juárez-Lincon University from beginning to end. The history of the school, its 

pedagogical motivations, and the academic interventions made, will comprise the bulk of 

the narrative.  Equally important, however, are the personal and political conflicts that 

emerged as the University came under its own accreditation.  Juárez-Lincoln’s story is 

never far from that of the Chicana/o Movement as a whole, and this chapter – chisme and 

all – makes that point clear.  From 1971 to 1979, the institution known as Juárez-Lincoln 

Center, and then University, has its dirty laundry aired out to get behind the causes for its 

demise.  Like many social movements, the internal personal disputes contributed as 

much, if not more, to the slow dissolution of the school.  This chapter ends with an 

argument that, despite its so-called failure, the school’s success remains in the ideas first 

articulated with Jacinto Treviño; that education must be a process of personal liberation 

to be successful.  Juárez-Lincoln, though only in existence for less than a decade, did just 

that.  It established a model in the United States for personal liberation through education 

that transcended its own corporeal existence. 

Chapter three takes a different turn in the Juárez-Lincoln story because it centers 

on the school’s ability to translate its pedagogical model into a useful community-

building tool.  The rapid growth of the school in 1975 provided for its own building and 

dedicated location for a Chicana/o community center.  The dedication of Juárez-Lincoln 

founders to the betterment of their community reflected the long-standing impetus by 

Mexican Americans to engage in collective action, and this resonated with the growing 

Chicana/o community in Austin, Texas.  That the school’s demise coincided with the 

growth of the building as a site for Chicana/o activism is a contradiction that is hard to 

explain given the current evidence.  I end this chapter by reiterating my appraisal of the 

success or failures of Juárez-Lincoln by arguing that despite the formal social 
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movement’s demise the legacy of the work done by Chicana/os from 1969 to 1979 did 

not necessarily mean that it would be forgotten or erased.  The spirit of Juárez-Lincoln 

University remained in the people and community it mobilized. 

The purpose of this project is not to argue the success or failure of the institution, 

but to reach new insights about the historical processes that defined the Chicana/o 

Movement.  Juárez-Lincoln did fail as a self-accredited institution.  Underneath the facile 

claims of failure, however, lies a rich story of a group of people dedicated to the social 

uplift of Chicana/o people.  This project is only a small step toward a much deeper 

understanding of the Chicana/o Movement through its pedagogical innovations.  
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Chapter 1: Alternative Education and the Chicana/o Movement:  
Colegio Jacinto Treviño and Juárez-Lincoln University, 1969 – 1970 

Building on the successes and setbacks of the Mexican American Generation, a 

new era of political actors capitalized on the support offered by the Civil and Voting 

Rights Acts of 1964 and 1965.  These activists pursued more radical paths toward 

equality than their forbears.  Rather than seeking to assimilate into an Anglo dominated 

society, a diverse group of Mexican origin people who identified as Chicana/os used their 

political, organizational, and intellectual acumen to assert a vision of United States 

society that not only included, but also celebrated their mestizo identity.  The Chicana/o 

Movement swept across the United States beginning in the 1960s, and while some have 

focused on the more overt political activity of the time few have studied the use of 

education as a tool for social change.  This chapter bridges a gap in the historiography of 

the Chicana/o Movement by placing Colegio Jacinto Treviño and Juárez-Lincoln 

University at the center of Mexican American activism in Texas from 1969 to 1975.  The 

project as a whole is focused on Juárez-Lincoln University, but that story is incomplete 

without a discussion of Colegio Jacinto Treviño.  The earlier incarnation of the Chicano 

university emerged from the same meetings that incubated La Raza Unida Party in its 

infancy.  The rapid growth of the Colegio in Mercedes, Texas, solidified its position as a 

bastion of political thought and activism in South Texas and proceeded to challenge 

white supremacy in the region as no other group had done before. 

VISTA and the Mobilization of the Chicana/o Movement 

The legal gains of the 1940s and 50s ushered in the Civil Rights era and in the 

mid-1960s Congress further dismantled the federalization of white supremacy by funding 

President Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society initiatives.  The CRA and the VRA are two of 

the most memorable elements of President Johnson’s attempt to help “every full citizen… 

build a richer life of mind and spirit,” but the two landmark pieces of legislation were 
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bolstered by the many pieces of legislation that addressed issues more fundamental to 

everyday life than segregation and disenfranchisement.  President Johnson’s 

announcement of The Great Society served as the ideological vehicle driving his recently 

declared War on Poverty, and the speech at the University of Michigan in May of 1964 

marked the beginning of a concerted effort by the Johnson administration to directly 

address the daily lives of the nations poorest communities.   The Economic Opportunity 

Act of 1964 (EOA) is one of the most important legislative tools in President Johnson’s 

arsenal because it provided the organizational, financial, and political support of the 

federal government to grassroots social activists like those organizing students, 

farmworkers, and poor Mexican Americans in Texas.  The establishment the Office of 

Economic Opportunity (OEO), with Sargent Shriver leading the way, ensured that the 

three main components of the EOA, Job Corps, the Community Action Program, and 

Volunteers in Service to America (VISTA), were able to proceed unencumbered by 

partisan and ideological opponents at the federal level.18   

VISTA, more-so than Job Corps or the Community Action Program, served a 

special purpose in the growth of the Chicana/o Movement in Texas because it provided 

organizing experience, financial support, and a network of contacts within the United 

States government that few Mexican American political activists enjoyed prior to the 

1960s.   The OEO, directed by Sargent Shriver, used VISTA as a tool for direct social 

change at the local level by arming people who desired social change with the weapons to 

make it happen.  According to James Gaither, a staff assistant to President Johnson for 

the War on Poverty, there was no doubt that programs led by the EOC initiatives, such as 

VISTA, “had some impact on militancy and community disruption,” in the United States.  

In Texas, VISTA served as ground cover in the long-standing battle against white 

                                                
18 “Remarks at the University of Michigan, May 22, 1964”; Clayson, “The War on Poverty and the 
Chicano Movement in Texas: Confronting the ‘Tio Tomás’ and the ‘Gringo Pseudoliberals’”; Gillette, 
Launching the War on Poverty, 282–94, 387; Matusow, The Unraveling of America, 243–273. 
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supremacy, and through the work of influential Chicanos such as Mario Compean and 

Jose Urriegas the service program became the bedrock of early movement organizing.  

Chicana/o Studies scholar Armando Navarro briefly discusses the role VISTA played in 

the early days in work, but his focus on the movimiento obscured the federal program’s 

influence.  By allowing Raza Unida founders to recruit and educate community members 

to their cause – an act that violated its official charge – VISTA mobilized Chicanisma/o 

in Texas.  The use of the federal volunteer and service program for local community 

organizing, however, was not a behavior limited to Chicana/os in Texas.  Oral histories 

from the Johnson Administration acknowledge the widespread practice of using VISTA 

infrastructure to assert an inherently political message or goal.  Regardless of their 

directives, VISTA volunteers in Texas, as one former organizer recalls, used the 

resources provided them to assert their own Chicana/o idea of society rather than accept 

what many the continued dominance of Anglo power that President Johnson described in 

May of 1964.  Taking the resources from VISTA and using it to press for a more radical 

vision of society than even Johnson could envision became the task of Chicana/os 

working in the program, and that is exactly what they did.  As a training program for 

grassroots political organizers the Volunteers in Service to America program empowered 

young Mexican Americans to create for themselves the institutions of social change.  

Colegio Jacinto Treviño and later Juárez-Lincoln University are beneficiaries of the 

assistance VISTA provided because the networks built to carry the CRA and VRA to the 

doors of Texas’s poorest communities became the network Chicana/os used to inform, 

organized, and mobilized each other.19    

The bulk of the research for this chapter occurred during extensive interviews 

with several of the key individuals who were involved with the founding of Colegio 

                                                
19 Review of Economic Opportunity Programs by the Comptroller General of the U.S. Made Pursuant to 
Title II of the 1967 Amendments to the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964.; García, United We Win, 22; 
Clayson, “The War on Poverty and the Chicano Movement in Texas: Confronting the ‘Tio Tomás’ and the 
‘Gringo Pseudoliberals’.” 
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Jacinto Treviño and Juárez-Lincoln University.  Austin-based activist and restaurateur 

Jose Urriegas, while not directly involved with the founding of the Colegio or University, 

offers key information about the role VISTA played in South Texas and how that served 

the Chicana/o Movement in the state.  Urriegas’s oral history speaks to the connections 

between street-level – what some may call radical – activists or educators and the streams 

of federal support that provided the mobilizing funds necessary to kick-start the 

Chicana/o social movement for equal rights.  I interviewed Urriegas in his restaurant 

Mexitas where he often hosts a cadre of activists whose own political history dates back 

more than forty years.  During our discussion, Urriegas described how his early life and 

childhood memories continue to inspire his need to seek social change and support the 

efforts of others doing the same work.   

 In 1965, when the first VISTA volunteers began entering the field, social, 

economic, and racial inequality defined the world for many Mexican Americans in South 

Texas.  Born in Uvalde, Texas, Jose Urriegas spent most of his early life living and 

working in the region where he experienced the suffering of extreme poverty, the sting of 

racism, and dreariness social stagnation first-hand.  By the time he joined VISTA in 1967 

he had become emboldened, not by rhetoric, but his own desire to change how the people 

in his community lived.  VISTA provided the financial resources Urriegas, working in 

concert with Mexican American Youth Organization leadership, recognized the need to 

expand their efforts throughout Texas if a statewide La Raza Unida Party were to be 

viable.  Outsider leadership, however, hindered early VISTA efforts, and Chicana/os 

working with the program in Texas demanded more local control of the money flowing 

into their communities.  Mariano “Nacho” Aguilar and Gil Murillo, according to various 

accounts, are responsible for the grant that established the Minority Mobilization Project, 

a Chicana/o run wing of VISTA that became responsible for some of the more overt 

organizing activities.  Urriegas’s recollection of this time sets the stage for the rapid 

development, split, and redevelopment of Colegio Jacinto Treviño and Juárez-Lincoln 



 18 

University.  The relationships of these institutions to La Raza Unida Party in the late-

1960s defined their growth, demise, and much of how they have come to be 

remembered.20 

By 1968, the Minority Mobilization Project assumed a dominant role as the 

financial foundation beneath many Chicana/o Movement organizing efforts.  For 

Urriegas, the opportunity to “raise hell and get paid for it” attracted people from across 

South Texas who had never organized politically, and this contributed to the flood of 

activism among the historically disenfranchised people.21  Armando Navarro in La Raza 

Unida Party: A Chicano Challenge to the U.S. Two-Party Dictatorship briefly discusses 

the role VISTA played in South Texas and quotes Luz Gutiérrez who points out the need 

to pay organizers if their efforts for social change were to succeed. According to 

Gutiérrez MAYO needed “to have an organization to provide jobs for the people doing 

the organizing.”22  The economic circumstances of the Mexican American community in 

South Texas were dire in the 1960s, as they were in the decades before, but VISTA and 

the MMP, by virtue of the organizing jobs they brought to the region, created the 

economic space for young Chicana/os to join the movement.  Where entrepreneurialism 

and private investment bolstered other social movements, government investment 

supported the Chicana/o Movement. 

VISTA and the MMP provided a solution to a few of the financial troubles facing 

South Texas organizers.  Money began to flow from the U.S. government, and Urriegas, 

as the state director of the MMP, used it to hire and train an army of organizers. The task 

of spreading the word about the Chicana/o Movement in the form of La Raza Unida Party 

became the task of the MMP, and so too VISTA, in Texas.  In his interview, Jose 

                                                
20 Navarro, Mexican American Youth Organization Avant-Garde of the Chicano Movement in Texas, 154–
165; Navarro, La Raza Unida Party, 26–33; Montejano, Quixote’s Soldiers, 64–67; Puente, Interview with 
Jose Urriegas. 
21 Puente, Interview with Jose Urriegas. 
22 Navarro, La Raza Unida Party, 26. 
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Urriegas points out that money from VISTA and the MMP allowed them to hire one 

hundred and eighty six organizers that were spread out across South Texas and The 

Valley.  The establishment of paid positions at the lower level of the organization and an 

additional eighteen positions at a supervisory level gave MAYO the momentum needed 

to expand their success from Crystal City and Winter Garden to the rest of the state and, 

eventually, the nation.  The use of VISTA and MMP as vehicles for Chicana/o Movement 

activity in South Texas eventually collided with federal officials who were less than 

supportive of the so-called radicalism of the movimiento.  Before they could be 

defunded, however, organizers were able to train hundreds of Chicana/o activists that 

could be employed for supporting walkouts, electoral politics, and farmworker strikes.  

VISTA and the MMP became hallmarks of early movement organizing, and their 

influence carried through to other forms of activism including the establishment of a 

Chicana/o college.23  

The December 1969 MAYO conference at La Lomita Mission followed, among 

other things, the decommissioning of the VISTA program in Texas by then governor 

John Connally. Without the full support of the Johnson Administration, many of the key 

elements of the War on Poverty were dismantled or folded into other government offices 

after President Nixon took office in 1969. Chicana/os, however, had already made use of 

the resources provided them through VISTA, and organizations such as La Raza Unida 

Party and the Mexican American Legal Defense and Education Fund (MALDEF) stepped 

in where the War on Poverty stepped out. 24  One of the most visible and studied 

                                                
23 Puente, Interview with Jose Urriegas; Navarro, Mexican American Youth Organization Avant-Garde of 
the Chicano Movement in Texas, 153–174. 
24 The decommisioning of VISTA coincided with an increase in negative attention on MAYO and other 
high-profile Chicana/o Movement activities. The appearance of federal support for the defiant Chicana/o 
youth outraged moderate and conservative elected officials included San Antonio's Democrat Henry B. 
Gonzalez. The end of VISTA support for Chicana/o Movement efforts, however, did not have the desired 
effect. For more see: Montejano, Quixote’s Soldiers; Gillette, Launching the War on Poverty; Clayson, 
“The War on Poverty and the Chicano Movement in Texas: Confronting the ‘Tio Tomás’ and the ‘Gringo 
Pseudoliberals’”; Navarro, Mexican American Youth Organization Avant-Garde of the Chicano Movement 
in Texas; Navarro, La Raza Unida Party. 
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examples of this is the establishment of La Raza Unida Party at the La Lomita meeting 

where Chicana/o political activity and social thought asserted a new form of self-

determination.  Scholars have written about this aspect of the social movement, but a less 

studied, yet equally important, initiative to emerge from the La Lomita meeting was the 

establishment of a university by and for Chicana/os.  The concept carried forward the 

idea of so-called liberation schools that supported the Crystal City, and although the 

money coming from VISTA stopped flowing, access to federal funding continued to 

buoy Chicana/o efforts for social change.25 

Urriegas, never failing to command attention, described in the interview his own 

desire to take the political fight to the doorsteps of white supremacy through direct 

action.  The VISTA and MMP supervisor from Uvalde, Texas, supports the claim made 

here and elsewhere that federal support was the most important aspect of early Chicana/o 

Movement efforts.  VISTA and the MMP, according to Urriegas, provided “for the first 

time in the history of our community” the mobility of mind and action needed to shake 

people of their complacency.   Being able to move bodies from town to town and county 

to county made it possible for the infant organization to exert power and effectively 

challenge white supremacy in places like Del Rio and Cotulla.  After VISTA’s demise in 

1969 the power it afforded MAYO and La Raza Unida Party became the lifeblood of 

Colegio Jacinto Treviño and Juárez-Lincoln.  The Nixon Administration’s move away 

from the War on Poverty began by disarming one of its central components, VISTA, but 

other equally successful programs, such as federal financial aid and farmworkers 

programs, became the primary source of support for less bombastic forms of Chicana/o 

activism.26 

                                                
25 Navarro, Mexican American Youth Organization Avant-Garde of the Chicano Movement in Texas, 177–
81. 
26 Puente, Interview with Jose Urriegas; Clayson, “The War on Poverty and the Chicano Movement in 
Texas: Confronting the ‘Tio Tomás’ and the ‘Gringo Pseudoliberals’”; Gillette, Launching the War on 
Poverty. 
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Education as Activism in the Chicana/o Movement 

Between the December 1969 walkout in Crystal City, Texas, and the city’s school 

board elections in 1970, the La Raza Unida Party asserted itself more and more as a 

political force to be reckoned with in South Texas.  Using the groundwork laid by VISTA 

and the MMP Chicana/os began using their newfound political power to shake up the 

region’s social order.  Histories of MAYO and early LRUP activism mention the role of 

groups such as Texans for the Educational Advancement of Mexican Americans (TEAM) 

that mobilized in support of Crystal City school walkouts.  Martha Cotera and Andre 

Guerrero, both young academics at the time, point to their membership in TEAM as an 

early entry point to their work as Chicana/o Movement pioneers.27  During the walkouts, 

educators such as Cotera and Guerrero, descended on schools where students protested to 

insulate young activists from retaliation by school officials.  Because of TEAMA’s 

participation in the Crystal City walkouts of December 1969 the students who joined the 

protest were protected from further harassment.  The histories of TEAM, and efforts like 

it, have been studied in the form of liberation schools in South Texas, huelga schools in 

Houston, and other elementary or secondary institutions.  Its role in the development of a 

distinctly Chicana/o pedagogy at the college and university level, however, has yet to be 

examined.28   

The local election season in 1970 changed the way politics in Texas are 

understood because for the first time Chicana/o activists were considered integral to 

securing a political victory.  The routing of the Crystal City school board election, for 

example, could not have happened without the prior mobilization of VISTA, MMP, and 

TEAM activists.  The problem arose, however, in the mechanics of making the so-called 

second electoral revolt reach all the way down to the students in Crystal City schools.  

While Jose Angel’s master plan included the installation of Chicana/os at the top levels of 
                                                
27 Navarro, Mexican American Youth Organization Avant-Garde of the Chicano Movement in Texas, 143. 
28 Puente, Interview with Martha Cotera; Puente, Interview with Andre Guerrero; Navarro, Mexican 
American Youth Organization Avant-Garde of the Chicano Movement in Texas. 
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city government the reality of doing this for every teacher in every school was a logistic 

impossibility.  The backlash from Anglo teachers significantly affected the ability of 

what Navarro calls The Cristal Experiment to be successfully implemented. According to 

the interview conducted with Andre Guerrero, the local chapter of the Texas Classroom 

Teachers Association took to the radio in Cristal telling other teachers to boycott the 

recently elected Chicana/o administration. White Texans’ animosity toward any kind of 

change in South Texas, especially change led by so-called radical Chicana/os, spanned 

the spectrum of racial backlash. While people such as Urriegas were leading strikes and 

returning violence with violence or political maneuvering, educators such as Cotera and 

Guerrero began to use the tools they had at their disposal to prevent students from being 

exposed to the more nefarious attacks on their futures.29 

As Guerrero tells it, the 1970 election is the moment when MAYO and Raza 

Unida efforts materialized into tangible power in Crystal City, and it was also the 

moment when his role as a leader became clear. Guerrero describes the events that pulled 

him deeper into the Chicana/o Movement by focusing on the attacks made to the lives of 

Crystal City youth:  

Raza Unida Party candidates – or activists -- were elected and they were going to 
make some changes. And so the teachers then… uh boycotted. The white teachers 
were boycotting the school. In fact, there was a…I heard it myself driving 
around… I remember… there was a radio... a news show on the radio from the … 
I think it was the classroom teachers association urging teachers themselves… I 
mean this is a teachers association urging other teachers not to go to work there 
and to boycott the school. If you can believe that… this was not the students 
boycotting this was the teachers boycotting with the support of the teachers 
associations. 

Guerrero’s memory of the Crystal City Takeover centers, not around the political 

battles waged on the streets and in the ballot boxes, but the events that happened after the 

elections were won. The practical, day-to-day efforts of making the Chicana/o Revolution 

real and lasting happened in the classrooms.  What use was it for the Crystal City School 
                                                
29 Navarro, The Cristal Experiment, 72–76. 
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Board to be led by Chicana/os when the directives they made fell on the deaf ears of 

predominantly white teachers and teacher unions?   Having worked with groups such as 

TEAM and the Southwest Education Lab both Guerrero and Cotera had the qualifications 

to lead an effort to combat racism and hegemony at the source of its power – the hearts 

and minds of Chicana/o youth. With the help of Aurelio Montemayor and Leonard 

Mestas the establishment of a Chicana/o university took shape at the same moment that 

Raza Unida Party efforts moved from a local focus to a statewide vision.30   

The need to produce knowledge and document history with an eye to the 

experiences of the Chicana/o spurred the establishment of Colegio Jacinto Treviño.  

Located in Mercedes, Texas, the university was viable only because the political wins of 

1970 shed light on the inadequate systems of education available to Chicana/os at the 

time. Armed with the latest pedagogical philosophies, embodied in the seminal text 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed by Paulo Freire, education activists led by Aurelio 

Montemayor dedicated themselves to rebuilding the Texas school system from the-

ground-up.  Guerrero points out the motivations behind the Colegio’s mission to provide 

Chicana/os with an education that was responsive to their unique needs as bilingual and 

bicultural students: 

It was a Master’s program to prepare educators because there were so many 
school districts that had teachers that were underprepared to teach our kids. And, 
they didn’t know the issues facing our kids. And our kids had a lot of … In those 
days it wasn’t what you called a drop out it was called a push out. A lot of our 
kids never completed they were getting bad grades they never went anywhere. 
And, habíen muchos professores y administradores, escueladores gabachos. So we 
wanted to pay more attention to our community. So we got that thing started. 
Martha and I both quit our jobs at the [Southwest Education] Lab, and moved 
down there. And were down there full-time working. A long story short… there 
was sort of a revolution down there. And half of us were thrown out and half of us 
stayed. 

                                                
30 The development of Colegio Jacinto Treviño, as described by Guerrero and Cotera, can be seen as a 
practical solution to the problems of carrying the Chicana/o revolution in South Texas beyond electoral 
victories. A deeper study on this topic may offer insights to the debate surrounding the local versus 
statewide scope of La Raza Unida Party. Was José Angel right to continue building the ground up?  
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Guerrero quickly placed the conversation into historical context, and proceeded to 

explain in greater detail the establishment and early life of what became Juárez-Lincoln 

Center and University. His history is important here because it connects the 

discrimination that drove South Texas residents to organize politically, in the form of La 

Raza Unida Party, and the production of a Chicana/o learning center outside of the 

traditional college or university model. 

The early life of Juárez-Lincoln Center [University], as stated in this chapter, 

owes much to the activism of the Chicana/o political vanguard that mobilized 

communities across South Texas. The community foundations built in this time sustained 

both the fledgling colegio as well as the people who quit their day-jobs to carry out the 

work of la causa. In her interview, Martha Cotera describes the sacrifices made by her 

and her young family to support the efforts of the fledgling colegio: 

Juan was graduating from UT, and so we decided to… actually instead of helping 
the college from afar, we decided to uh… quit our jobs – he had been a TA and I 
was at SW Labs. So I resigned my position, you know, and I went to work with 
the college… to organize their library… to set up the library and also teach 
information… We went totally on a volunteer basis. We did not have a salary. 
And we had... they gave us an apartment and we had contributions from the 
community… they gave us a lot of food… USDA food. 

The upstart Chicana/o college relied upon the support of the community it served, 

and the people who dedicated themselves to the school’s existence lived off of their 

relationship to the working-class community in Mercedes. The realization of Colegio 

Jacinto Treviño embodied both the sacrifices and hopes of the Chicana/o moment, and 

the Mexican American people who supported the Colegio in South Texas, no matter 

they’re affiliation, participated in a long tradition of collectivist political action 

supporting alternative education institutions.  The Colegio, like the escuelitas of the early 
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1920s and the huelga schools of its day, sustained and was sustained by the community it 

served.31  

Like many social movements, the Chicana/o Movement’s rise to prominence was 

the result of actions by people whose motivations varied as much as their tactics.  Not 

everyone involved in the Chicana/o Movement found it feasible to submit themselves to 

the various repercussions incurred by proponents of direct action.  One must resist the 

urge, however, to assume that participation in decolonial projects such as Jacinto Treviño 

happened outside of the realm of racial violence.  Starting a Chicana/o college, while not 

as combative an endeavor as taking over a town’s government, threatened the dominant 

racial order in Mercedes.  Unlike the more visible forms of the Chicana/o Movement, the 

new colegio did not pose a threat to the gains made by the few upwardly mobile Mexican 

Americans in the town.  The fear created by white residents of Mercedes who did not 

want a Chicana/o center of knowledge in their community was assuaged by the support of 

the more broadly defined Chicana/o community.  The Chicana/o Movement was no 

longer an act of defiant people marching in the streets.  The movimiento took new shape 

as a knowledge producing force that Mexican Americans could rally behind as a 

reflection of themselves, their collective past, and the future they for their children.  The 

nationalist rhetoric being spouted by some of the movement’s more vocal leaders, by the 

beginning of 1970, had already soured the reputation Chicana/os had in some of the more 

conservative Mexican American communities; except for those pursuing education as 

social change.  

The one detailed study of Colegio Jacinto Treviño, a Master’s Thesis by Carlos 

Cantú from University of Texas-Pan Am, describes the threats made against the school as 

                                                
31 Chicana/o Movement historiography often focuses on the education as a catalyst for activism rather than 
a form of activism.  For studies of education as the catalyst for activism see: San Miguel, Let All of Them 
Take Heed; San Miguel, Brown, Not White; Blanton, The Strange Career of Bilingual Education in Texas, 
1836-1981; and Behnken, Fighting Their Own Battles. The long history of using collectivist political action 
among Mexican Americans is described in De León, Ethnicity in the Sunbelt; and Zamora, Claiming Rights 
and Righting Wrongs in Texas. 
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enough for students and staff to stand guard throughout the night in fear of being 

bombed. The threats that did occur, however, were defused by the strength of community 

that protected the Colegio from outright attack. The most devastating blows to the 

Colegio, however, came from the inside, and it would be the internal disputes that could 

do what groups like the John Birch Society could not.  The establishment of Colegio 

Jacinto Treviño, as Cantú describes, is a testament to the dedication of a group of people 

seeking to educate young Chicana/os in a way that will not only make them useful 

members of society, but also leaders of the Chicano/a community.  The variety of thought 

and action in the movimiento, however, made the path to leadership overly difficult 

because of the inconsistency of message.  While some wanted more radicalism others 

wanted more pragmatism.  When some wanted to march and riot, others wanted to 

negotiate.  The factionalism in the Chicana/o Movement, whether it be the arguments 

between communists and anti-communist or feminists and non-feminists, became one of 

the most debilitating parts of the entire effort.  The handicap of dealing with incongruous 

ideologies made consistent progress hard to come by.  The short life of Colegio Jacinto 

Treviño is one example of this unfortunate piece of Chicana/o Movement history.32 

Historian Maylei Blackwell’s ¡Chicana Power! is an important, and recent, 

addition to Chicana/o Movement historiography because it details the contested 

experiences of early activists.  While her work focuses on Chicanas from California, it 

                                                
32 The great de-bunking of the myth that Chicana/os do not actively demand their rights to education is 
provided by The great de-bunking of the myth that Chicana/os do not actively demand their rights 
education is provided by Guadalupe San Miguel in “Let All of Them Take Heed”: Mexican Americans and 
the Campaign for Educational Equality in Texas, 1910-1981, 1st ed, Mexican American Monograph 11 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1987); Emilio Zamora points to las escuelitas in Texas as a way that 
Texas Mexicans used their resources collectively to educate their children in Claiming Rights and Righting 
Wrongs in Texas; The most extensive work on bilingual education in Texas is Carlos Blanton's, The 
Strange Career of Bilingual Education in Texas, 1836-1981, 1st ed, Fronteras Series no. 2 (College Station: 
Texas A&M University Press, 2004). For detailed descriptions of the dangers involved with Chicana/o 
Movement activism see: Navarro, The Cristal Experiment; Navarro, La Raza Unida Party; Montejano, 
Quixote’s Soldiers. Carlos Cantú describes in detail the threats made against the university from 
antagonistic whites in Mercedes that were both violent and political. For a introduction to the history of the 
Chicana/o College see: “Colegio Jacinto Treviño: A Microcosm of the National Chicano Movement” 
(University of Texas-Pan American, 2008). 
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details the events at La Conferencia de Mujeres por La Raza in Houston in 1971.  That 

event, as Blackwell decrsibes, created a trauma in the lives of its organizers and attendees 

that continue to haunt them. A history about this type of event is successful, according to 

Blackwell, when the “voices and perspective of the organizers” is taken into account 

because it provides “a better understanding of their view of what would become a 

notorious split.”  Such a statement may seem obvious, but until Blackwell published her 

book there had been very little written on the conference outside of its so-called failure. 

Similarly, the rupture of Colegio Jacinto Treviño is partly to blame for the school’s 

minimal appearances in the historiography of the Texas Chicana/o Movement. The 

efforts to better understand the meanings behind ideological lacerations, such as those 

that occurred at La Conferencía and Jacinto Treviño, require recognition of memory as 

transitory and constantly in flux. Blackwell’s assertion that oral history is the 

“opportunity to understand the past and the narrators’ changing relationships to their past 

selves” is critical to this project.  A history of either college, Colegio Jacinto Treviño and 

Juárez-Lincoln University, is incomplete without a discussion of the events that caused a 

group of Chicana/os to go their own way.  Andre Guerrero and Martha Cotera’s 

descriptions of how and why they disassociated themselves from the Colegio reflect the 

contested definitions of what it meant to be Chicana/o in the movimiento.  The question 

became: Is Chicana/o education a viable form of social protest?  In the early months of 

1970, that question was heavily argued.33   

The conversation I had with Martha Cotera at her home in November of 2012 

started with her firing a series of questions at me that she used to gauge my credibility as 

a scholar and student of Chicana/o history.  Cotera quickly asserted herself as the expert 

on the topic by telling me where my history really begins – with the establishment of 

T.E.A.M and the work being done by the Southwest Voters Education Laboratory.  Her 

                                                
33 Blackwell, Chicana Power!, 163, 165. 
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narrative authority carried the interview through a detailed and entertaining route of 

education history in Texas. Martha sat in the driver seat and I stepped in to navigate by 

asking for clarification or details as needed. Over the course of two and a half hours 

Cotera described the ideas and motivations behind the colegio as expressions of 

contemporary liberation pedagogies and theologies as well as the “indo-hispanic” values 

that undergirded Chicana/o ideology.  Events like the painting of Our Lady of Guadalupe 

in San Juan, Texas, disturbed less radical Mexican Americans in the region and caused 

some to turn on those leading direct action efforts.  However, the position of the colegio 

as a member of the Chicana/o community in Mercedes was never questioned.  According 

to Cotera, “The vendidos were never going to support any part of the movement, and 

that’s what the farmworkers recognized. And, that’s why they supported us. The people 

that mattered supported us, and the people that didn’t support the movement, didn’t 

support us.”  The reciprocity and collective action driving the early development of 

Jacinto Treviño protected it from external threats.  It was not the Baptist preachers, Henry 

B. Gonzalez, or Governor Connally, who were the most threatening to the Colegio, but 

those fighting for control within the institution.  Cotera, asked if being associated with 

radicalism hurt or helped their cause, made it clear that the most threatening behaviors 

were coming from within:  

The other thing that’s very interesting… about the dynamics, and where [the 
threat of the communist label] became a reality was when… I don’t know whose 
bright idea it was… I’m assuming that it was – because he came up with all the 
bad bright ideas – este Narcisso Alemán… to bring in people from California…. 
He brought in these students from California who went around with a little red 
book and never read it… Mao’s Red Book… who loved drugs, sex, and little red 
book. And, they did give the colegio a very bad name, and that’s when we left… 
that’s when we left. We didn’t have any time in our lives to spend trying to 
legitimize something that these awful people who had been brought on purpose to 
destroy the college… You know we were not going to be destroyed, our 
reputations and all… and time, and effort and life… because these people had 
another agenda…. When they came down and they started luring students away… 
to all night parties and stuff like that… on the basis that they were the quote cool 
revolutionaries… you know the Mao’s… the Communist Red China followers... 
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they didn’t know what they were doing. When they started doing that, that’s when 
the Colegio split. That’s not what we were about, and if some of the Colegio 
leadership wanted to do that then they could have them. And, we walked out.34  

The frank condemnation of Narcisso Alemán, one of the Colegio administrators 

vying for power, pinpointed his motives and his students’ objectives in the Colegio as 

being disruptive.35  Cotera’s visible anger reflects the lingering resentment she has for the 

internal agitators who threatened her work and livelihood.  The internal disruptions 

occurring in the early days of Jacinto Treviño were marked by a division between two 

factions: those who saw education as the most effective form of activism and those who 

believed protests were the most effective way to seek change.  This conflict would soon 

drive a deep and damaging wedge into the center of the new colegio. 

The personal sacrifices of Cotera, Guerrero, and others, to build a Chicana/o 

college in South Texas, were overshadowed by the unilateral and dogmatic actions of 

those who saw the colegio as an opportune space in the movimiento to be “el jefe” or “el 

mero mero”. While Cotera goes on to describe the ideological issues dividing the school 

with some amusement, education and pedagogy expert Andre Guerrero takes a more 

serious tone. The deep emotional, economic, and intellectual investment made by Andre 

Guerrero as a founder and champion of the independent Chicana/o college in 1970 could 

not be easily brushed aside even though he continued his work as a founder of Juárez-

Lincoln Center. The “conflicts and the obstacles” that Chicana/os encountered among 

their own ranks compounded with the macro-level discrimination of white supremacist 

power structures to dismantle the very significant work being done. Guerrero’s account 

of the dissolution of the infant Colegio Jacinto Treviño reveals as much about the 

institution as it does the ideological divides occurring in the larger movimiento. Guerrero 

recalls: 

                                                
34 Puente, Interview with Martha Cotera. 
35 Blackwell describes a similar instance of intentional disruption in her account of La Conferencia de 
Mujeres por La Raza. The intentional sabatoging of one Chicana/o organization by another deserves more 
research and study. See: Chicana Power!. 



 30 

This led to our being thrown out… at Jacinto. I think it was in San Juan….  There 
was a motín or a marcha… in San Juan against – I forgot if it was the city, or the 
merchants or the growers or whatever… it was one demonstration among many 
that were going all over the state at that time by Chicana/os.  I had to go to Austin 
to take care of some business dealing with our accreditation…. Well… the Texas 
Rangers came in and they smashed heads and they beat people up….  So we got 
back to the Colegio and we had our big group meeting…. And then Narcisso and 
some of his henchmen challenged us and said, ‘Where were you? You weren’t at 
the marcha.’ …Narcisso put together a lynch committee and we were accused – if 
you can believe this terminology – of un-Chicano activities by not being at the 
marcha. And, I said ‘Oh? On my time, on my gas, in the heat… I drive five 
hours….’ If you go from Mercedes to Austin in those days in my Volkswagon it 
was about a five-hour trip, and it was hot. And, I’m up there trying to save the ass 
of our accreditation and you’re accusing me of not doing work for the 
moviemiento, I said you’re crazy. They said ‘Well if you’re not here, your not 
machando, and not wearing your beret and all that…’ It was a bunch of bullshit in 
my mind and also Marta and Juan’s. In fact, Marta and Juan, I think, were busy… 
Américo was going to be a visiting scholar or professor and I think they had gone 
to Austin to pick Américo up… They brought back Américo, and you know we 
were living in this dilapidated house. The housing… there was no money and 
there in this guest house in the back…. And I remember they had to get mattresses 
to put on the floor so Américo would have a place to stay when he came in from 
UT Austin. So, we were doing things that they considered un-Chicano.36 

The investments made by Chicana/o activists, such as Cotera and Guerrero, to 

make Colegio Jacinto Treviño the premier training institution for bilingual and bicultural 

teachers in Texas competed directly with the attempts by more militant activists to use 

the school as a propaganda machine. For the educators in the group, Aurelio 

Montemayor, Leonard Mestas, Andre Guerrero, as well as Martha and Juan Cotera, the 

use of the school as a breeding ground for confrontation rather than an incubator for 

Chicana/o intellectualism was as ridiculous as it was untenable. Their departure from the 

colegio served as a public disowning of what education activist Aurelio Montemayor 

called the “gospel according to Jacinto Treviño”.  The motivations for starting a 

Chicana/o college for these individuals did not end with getting people into the streets, it 

began there.  The goal to reinvent the entire education system in Texas one Chicana/o 

student and teacher at a time followed the efforts of those marching and protesting.  The 

                                                
36 Puente, Interview with Andre Guerrero. 
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unfortunate reality of the time, however, forced a schism between the two strong willed 

factions within Colegio Jacinto Treviño.37    

Aurelio Montemayor, still one of the most prominent education activists in Texas, 

spearheaded the efforts to start Jacinto Treviño as early as the fall of 1969. His leadership 

in that moment produced a manifesto titled “Rationale for a Chicano Learning Center” 

which provided the vision the Colegio needed to assert itself as the home for Chicana/o 

intellectual production in Texas. Unfortunately, the vision – written in an “ultra romantic 

style” – could not withstand the pressures of “personality conflict, power struggle, 

pomposity, and simply just taking [themselves] too seriously”.  Four years later, 

Montemayor reflected on his manifesto and experiences as a founding member of the 

colegio saying, “I’ll be somewhat happier without the heady self-righteousness that 

comes from being in the vanguard of the attempt to make real those fantastic dreams that 

organizers think are so new and original; the revolution began long before I was born, 

and will continue long after.”38  Montemayor’s meditation on Jacinto Treviño and his 

manifesto place the school into historical context by pointing out that it was neither the 

first nor would it be the last attempt to revolutionize the way Chicana/os learned.  The 

critique of youthful naïveté that colors his sentiments is a prime example of the 

introspection that occurred after the fiasco of the so-called “people’s court”. The group of 

anti-Chicano Chicana/os took their volunteer labor and dedication to education as social 

justice down different paths.  Aurelio Montemayor joined José and Blandina Cardenas at 

the Intercultural Development Research Association (IDRA) and proceeded to build a 

decades long career advocating for educational equity in Texas. Juan Cotera, like 

Montemayor, became disaffected by the events in Mercedes so he and Martha Cotera 

                                                
37 Although this piece is written as a footnote to the original, it reads more as a testimonio than an 
academic critique. Because I do not have an interview with Montemayor I will use the footnote to 
“Rationale for a Chicano Learning Center” to gain a small understanding of how he experienced the Jacinto 
Treviño/ Juárez-Lincoln Center split. Aurelio Montemayor, “Rationale for a Chicano Learning Center” 
Juárez-Lincoln University, Hojas, a Chicano Journal of Education, 38. 
38 Ibid., 38, 38–39. 
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moved to Crystal City to help rebuild the town in the image of the Chicana/o. Martha, 

however, maintained her connection to Andre Guerrero and Leonard Mestas who 

continued working to realize the original vision articulated by Montemayor.   The 

intellectual endeavor activists embarked upon at La Lomita in December of 1969 did not 

die in the spring of 1970; it was reincarnated as Juárez-Lincoln Center in Fort Worth, 

Texas.  
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Chapter 2: Juárez-Lincoln University:  
The first Chicana/o University in the United States, 1970-1979 

The severity of the events in Mercedes that drove a core group of activist 

educators from Colegio Jacinto Treviño spoiled the Chicana/o college idea for some of 

those involved.  Juan Cotera and Aurelio Montemayor, as mentioned previously, moved 

on to other tasks as social justice activists.  Leonard Mestas and Andre Guerrero, 

however, did not give up on making the fantastic dream of the first Chicana/o university 

real.  In fact, the two educational visionaries used the experiences and networks from 

their time with the Colegio to secure the economic foundation for a new Juárez-Lincoln 

Center in Fort Worth, Texas.  The importance of the Chicana/o centered teacher’s college 

was not lost on people doing work in the area of bilingual education at the national level, 

and as Guerrero will describe, these connections bridged the historical gap between the 

schism at Jacinto Treviño and the formal establishment of Juárez-Lincoln University in 

Austin, Texas.  

The end of President Johnson’s War on Poverty meant the end of the VISTA 

money stream for ground-level organizers, but one of the key pieces of legislation 

continued to provide mobilizing power for Chicana/o educators.  The Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act of 1965 established federal funding for public schools, and in 

1968, with the support of Texas Congressman Ralph Yarborough, amendments known as 

the Bilingual Education Act (BEA) ensured support for students who were not only 

disenfranchised by their economic status but the language they spoke as well.  Historian 

Carlos Blanton points out the irony of the BEA considering President Johnson’s own 

history as a Progressive era teacher who practiced English-only pedagogies.   The 

reversal of more than fifty years of restrictions on bilingual education in the United States 
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came at the end of the Civil Rights decade and further dismantled the power of 

segregation in places like South Texas.39   

Chicana/o educators, well accustomed to the flaws of federal legislation, met the 

challenge presented by the law. As Blanton points out, it was the task of “bilingual 

education’s supporters and local activists to force individual states and communities to 

act” on the new federal regulations.  Texas Chicana/os, already mobilized and activated 

by MAYO’s use of VISTA funding, carried the fight for equal access to education from 

the streets to the classrooms by harnessing the strength of the BEA and attacking the very 

foundations of white supremacy.  The Southwest Educational Development Laboratory 

and The National Clearinghouse for Bilingual Education, despite their establishment 

foundations, served as incubators for pedagogies aimed directly as serving Chicana/o 

students.  Because the Department of Education implemented the Bilingual Education 

Act the distribution of grant money to regional offices the way funds were used could be 

determined on a case-by-case basis.  As the money flowed for the larger efforts to 

educate historically underserved communities, Chicana/os such as Montemayor, Mestas, 

Guerrero and Cotera, seized the opportunity to continue what they started in Mercedes.40 

The personal, ideological, and practical divisions within Colegio Jacinto Treviño 

precipitated the establishment of Juárez-Lincoln by forcing the more politic group of 

activists out of the original institution.  The organizing work of the late 1960s began to 

bear fruit in the 1970s with the help of the BEA and the Higher Education Act.  Mestas 

and Guerrero chose to continue the work started at Jacinto Treviño, and while the Coteras 

placed their efforts in Crystal City, Martha continued to shape the future of the new 

institution.  Having established their credibility as educators in Mercedes, government 

                                                
39 Morse, The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965; Brademus, The Elementary and 
Secondary Education Amendments of 1967; Blanton, The Strange Career of Bilingual Education in Texas, 
1836-1981, 140. 
40 40 Years of Commitment to Quality Education, 2–7. 
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support began to flow once more.  Guerrero’s account of this time reflects on the 

importance of having people allied to the Chicana/o cause in a position of influence: 

The move to Fort Worth is kind of an interesting one. There was a gentleman who 
was from the Valle, and he was working for an outfit called the National 
Clearinghouse for Bilingual Education. This was during the Nixon years, they had 
gotten funded, and the director – the national director for that – was in Fort 
Worth. And, he had a staff member. And, the staff member was trying to find 
Latinos. They were under pressure to hire Latinos, and he was from the Valle. 
And, so he... he heard about what was going on, on one of his trips home so he 
stopped in to Jacinto and met a bunch of us…. He had heard that we had been 
thrown out. He came down and found us. Of course we were, you know, no 
money, no jobs… nothing. We could have gone out and gotten jobs but we were 
interested in staying active in the movimiento in some way. He found us. He came 
over and said, ‘I can offer you guys jobs in Fort Worth, and I’ll give you some 
time while you’re on the job to keep this thing alive and look for funding… I 
won’t monitor you too closely and you could still be active in the community and 
come work for us.’ So we moved to Fort Worth.41 

The network of individuals that sustained the Colegio in Mercedes was critical to 

its early existence, and so it was for Juárez-Lincoln’s early days.  The idea Montemayor 

articulated in the “Rationale for a Chicano Learning Center” became the mantle Guerrero 

and Mestas used to gain support among influential people such as those running the 

National Clearinghouse for Bilingual Education.42  After working for more than a year 

without pay the opportunity to earn a salary while maintaining and advancing the cause 

of the Chicana/o college reinvigorated the rebuilding efforts. Even though the split was 

damaging to the cause, the work done by the team of education activists was not lost. 

Shortly after moving to Fort Worth, Mestas began to secure funding from national 

organizations and federal entities such as the Ford Foundation and the Department of 

Labor’s Office of Economic Opportunity, which was still delivering resources to worth 

institutions.  True to Montemayor’s testimonio, the Chicana/o education revolution that 

emerged from the December 1969 meeting at La Lomita in Mission, Texas, did not end 

                                                
41 Puente, Interview with Andre Guerrero. 
42 When asked for the name of the person to whom Guerrero referred he could not remember, and I have 
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with the dissolution of the core group of Jacinto Treviño administrators. The work 

continued, but this time the Chicana/o education revolution chose more pragmatic goals 

that sought liberation through education rather than liberation through confrontation.43  

It took a year and a half for Juárez-Lincoln Center to return from its post-Jacinto 

Treviño exile.  The re-emergence of the Chicana/o learning center at St. Edwards 

University in Austin, Texas, capitalized on the relationships that were built with social 

justice-minded educators across the state. St. Edwards offered the new institution free 

rent and access to the university’s library, and considering Jacinto Treviño’s reliance on 

the generosity of individual donors, the offer could not be turned down. One of the most 

important considerations for the choice of Austin was the city’s location and identity as 

the center of state power. Whether it was accessing previously established networks or 

lobbying the State of Texas for official recognition Guerrero and Mestas chose Austin as 

the site for Juárez-Lincoln for both practical and strategic reasons. The move to Austin 

was the cornerstone of the political project Guerrero and Mestas carried forward from 

Mercedes, and the tactical prowess of the decision helped establish Juárez-Lincoln as the 

leading source of knowledge and information for the Chicana/o Movement in Texas. The 

move solved several practical problems while advancing the school’s political agenda of 

developing a sustainable model of bilingual education to serve one of the nation’s poorest 

and most underserved populations.44  

The NMIC: The Economic Foundation of Juárez-Lincon Center 

One of the projects initiated in Austin capitalized on three elements central to the 

development of the new Juárez-Lincoln Center and it is a clear example of why Mestas 

and Guerrero chose the city.  First, Austin is a central location for state power, but it is 

also a major throughway for migrant farmworkers.  Texas’s unique status as a major 
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supplier of the national migrant labor pool ensured that challenging state policies would 

be a major component for any attempt to boost Mexican American social mobility.  

Secondly, the academic resources available to the Center through the University of St. 

Edwards, the University of Texas at Austin’s new Center for Mexican American Studies 

as well as the resources available from TEAM and the SEDL, made it possible to do 

serious scholarly work without the Center having its own dedicated library.  The 

proximity to state power and the access to academic resources made the new educational 

center a base for the Chicana/o community in Austin and around Texas to begin 

addressing the problems affecting the lives of farmworkers in the United States.  Juárez-

Lincoln Center, like its earlier incarnation Colegio Jacinto Treviño, dedicated itself to the 

social uplift of Mexican American people.45 

Despite their increased social mobility after World War II, Chicana/os maintained 

their status as the group of people who dominated the lower end of the economic 

spectrum.  One of the tenants of President Johnson’s War on Poverty maintained that all 

Americans should have the opportunities to better their lives and the lives of their 

children.  While the G.I. Bill, Federal Student Aid, and other programs helped some 

reach middle class status, many Mexican Americans in the United States experienced 

limited upward mobility.  While research of the time shows only 8% of Chicana/os 

worked the nation’s farms, recent work by historians shows Mexican Americans still 

dominated the occupation in comparison to white and black workers.  Juárez-Lincoln’s 

mission to provide an accessible means of social mobility to Chicana/os meant that the 

problems facing farmworkers and their families needed to be addressed as a core function 

of the institution.46 
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The dedication to helping farmworkers is by far the most unifying factor behind 

Juárez-Lincoln Center, and it paid off lucratively in a grant from the OEO.  In 1972, just 

after the move to Austin, Leonard Mestas secured funding to create the National Migrant 

Information Clearinghouse (NMIC) to “serve migrant programs and to assist them in 

their efforts of acquiring information.”  The NMIC used federal funds to create a central 

knowledge base of data concerning the working lives of farmworkers in the United 

States.  The data generated by the NMIC could then be used to better direct resources, 

whether they be private or public, to areas where farmworkers needed them most.  

According to a report for the OEO, the migrant information clearinghouse would fill “the 

need… for a communication network and information system which would benefit 

programs service migrants.”  The Office of Economic Opportunity, now under the 

administration of the Department of Labor, granted the upstart Chicana/o college the 

resources needed to accurately identify the many barriers to social mobility for 

farmworkers, Mexican American or not.  The research proposed by the NMIC would 

unify the work already being done by farmworkers advocates and Chicana/o studies 

pioneers, and the establishment of this government funded research institute guaranteed 

Juárez-Lincoln Center’s economic stability. 47   

The NMIC grant made a Chicana/o oriented pedagogy possible in two ways. First, 

the students of Juárez-Lincoln Center conducted NMIC research, and while it was against 

grant rules, it made it possible for tuition and other university expenses to be paid using 

grant funds.  Secondly, the research conducted about farmworkers could be used to 

directly affect their lives and provide enough assistance to make education, at any level, a 

viable option.  Guerrero and Mestas, both well aware of the social and economic issues 

facing Chicana/os, understood the reality of their endeavor.  Unless the daily lives of 

Chicana/os, especially migrant farmworkers, could be improved the possibility of any 
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pedagogical model being successful would be very small. For this reason, the NMIC 

became a central component of Juárez-Lincoln’s mission, and by the spring of 1972 the 

vision that began the Chicana/o academic revolution reached new heights under the 

leadership of Mestas and Guerrero.48   

Juárez-Lincoln Center solidified its position as a leading producer of information 

by Chicana/os for the social betterment of Chicana/os by securing the NMIC grant.  

Around this time, Martha Cotera rejoined Juárez-Lincoln as the cultivator of the school’s 

library and information clearinghouse. Cotera describes her role in the new Center and 

the importance of the NMIC: 

When I came back to Austin I worked with them at St. Ed’s, and I did the migrant 
clearinghouse…. Juárez-Lincoln and the Colegio always had a very strong 
migrant base. The migrant community was someone that needed a lot of work and 
a lot of help because a lot of kids were lost to higher-ed because their elementary 
and secondary education was very spotty. There was no consistency sometimes in 
educational transitions and also in the area of health. So we worked very closely 
with health and education in both colleges. I always told them that I thought that 
the college would be a good base for a national clearinghouse of information 
where information could be disseminated from a central point to all the receiving 
states and receiving communities. And, where we could really help to coordinate 
the transitions in education, library service, and health.49  

Cotera’s return to Juárez-Lincoln helped take Chicana/o Movement activism in a 

direction that championed academic work as a practical vehicle for the mobilization and 

cultivation of politically conscious Mexican Americans. The focus on migrant 

farmworkers reflects the social, political, and economic conditions Chicana/os still faced 

in the United States during the 1970s. The NMIC, as a Chicana/o think-tank, served a 

critical role in the lives of farmworkers that helped reduce the miscellaneous labor costs 

associated with migrant work. Anything that could be done to minimize the time it took 

for migrants to adjust to their host communities meant time that could be used to educate 
                                                
48 For issues regarding the handling of funds see: Box 8: National Migrant Information Clearinghouse in  
“Martha Cotera Papers”; Guererro points out that Mestas's prowess to gain funding matched his prowess at 
handling it. The early success of Juárez-Lincoln, like that of La Raza Unida Party, relied on the unknowing 
financial support of the federal government. See: Puente, Interview with Andre Guerrero. 
49 Puente, Interview with Martha Cotera. 
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themselves and their children.  Cotera is justifiably proud of her contributions to the 

movimiento in this area, and describes some of the work to come out of the NMIC. 

I developed a model, and this was before computers. Now it would have been a 
dream. We worked through Teletype. We also developed printed directories so 
that the receiving communities and the migrants could have these directories and 
they went to Michigan… So you send them to the receiving communities who 
have the directories and they can hand them to the migrants or the migrants could 
take the directories with them. And, they would know the schools that were 
receiving migrants, the health systems, the social services… all the resources for 
migrants in that community. So that it wouldn’t take them years of going back, 
and going back, and going back because sometimes they changed. Instead of 
going to one city they would go to another one. Instead of going to one state they 
might go to another state. A long learning curve that there was no time for [was 
shortened because] they would have the information instantaneously in their 
hands when they got there.50  

Juárez-Lincoln Center’s growth around the National Migrant Information 

Clearinghouse proved its worth to the community as a knowledge producing entity.  This 

imperative continued to inspire others to join the cause of the Chicana/o learning center, 

and by 1974 the school maintained a faculty, staff, and student body that included some 

of the most important individuals in the community.  With Cotera once again a member 

of the Chicana/o college the school’s growth proceeded quickly.  The grant from the 

Department of Labor supplied the NMIC with the funds it needed to support both the 

clearinghouse and the academic side of the Center.51 

The NMIC: Research Supporting Pedagogy 

The decision to move from Fort Worth to Austin, the center of state power, set a 

precedent for Juárez-Lincoln’s future as the knowledge producing institution of the 

Chicana/o Movement in Texas.  Leonard Mestas and Andre Guerrero carried the work 

begun in Mercedes forward by formalizing the structure of Juárez-Lincoln to position it 

for a longer life and greater influence.  Rather than the more democratic style of 

leadership that was originally planned for Jacinto Treviño, Mestas and Guerrero pursued 
                                                
50 Ibid. 
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a more traditional hierarchical structure for Juárez-Lincoln.  When St. Edwards 

University donated space to house the school in 1973 Mestas and Guerrero served as co-

directors of Juárez-Lincoln Center, and the increased funding and access to university 

resources allowed for the National Migrant Information Clearinghouse to begin operating 

under its own direction.  In early 1974, Martha Cotera assumed the role of co-director of 

the Clearinghouse, and took on the task of organizing the research group into a highly 

productive organization that would serve as a bridge between academia and Chicana/o 

communities as well as a link between the federal government and historically 

disenfranchised migrant farmworkers.52 

The activists who founded Juárez-Lincoln Center focused their efforts on building 

the infrastructure to educate students in a way that promoted intellectual liberation from a 

colonial past and present.  The Clearinghouse served an important function in this 

endeavor because it created opportunities for faculty and students to apply their research 

to the problems people faced on a regular basis.  Juárez-Lincoln founders, themselves 

having studied at traditional colleges and universities, made several critiques of academia 

in the United States, and one of the most important centered on the relevance of research 

to its subjects.  The practice of harvesting information from a group of people for one’s 

own benefit correlated to the so-called vendido politics that many in Chicana/o 

Movement despised as much as they despised their Anglo oppressors.  Just as La Raza 

Unida Party challenged vendido politics, Juárez-Lincoln Center challenged scholarly 

exploitation of Chicana/o communities by conducting research that could be used to 

directly affect people’s lives.  By housing the NMIC and connecting it directly to the 

pedagogical endeavors of Juárez-Lincoln, Mestas and Guerrero built new avenues of 

relevance for their students.  The research conducted while at Juárez-Lincoln and under 

                                                
52 Juárez-Lincoln University Records, Benson Latin American Collection, University of Texas Libraries, 
the University of Texas at Austin. The NMIC would later be renamed the National Farmworkers 
Information Clearinghouse (NFIC), and would serve as a federally funded research division within the 
university. 
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the auspices of the NMIC provided new scholars the opportunity to apply what they were 

learning to real-world problems and see the effect on people’s lives.  This form of 

pedagogy ensured that students of Juárez-Lincoln would be well aware of their place in 

society as individuals with the power, and responsibility, to transform the world in which 

they lived.53  

The reinvigorated Chicana/o center for higher education dedicated itself to a form 

of study that promoted the whole development of the student, and the research focus on 

migrant farmworkers complemented that mission well.  Students enrolling in the Center 

beginning in 1972 pursued a Master’s degree in education from The Graduate School of 

Education at Antioch College.  The historically progressive school in Cold Springs, Ohio 

provided the academic authority for the Chicana/o oriented degree by incorporating 

Juárez-Lincoln into the college as a satellite campus.  Like Jacinto Treviño before it, 

Juárez-Lincoln used Antioch’s accreditation to award Master’s of Education degrees to 

its students.  The mission of Chicana/o activist educators coincided with the mission of 

Antioch College in the 1960s, and with the enthusiastic support of Morris Keeton, Vice 

President of Antioch, the academic program in Austin developed rapidly from 1972 to 

1975.  The desire to change the world through education brought together two institutions 

dedicated to social change.  In Austin, the Chicana/o scholars behind this imperative 

seized a new weapon in the struggle for personal and community liberation: The 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed.54 

                                                
53 Aurelio Montemayor's “Rationale for a Chicano Learning Center”, of which Juárez-Lincoln Center's 
mission was based, asserted a common theme among Chicana/o activists at the time: that Mexican 
Americans in the United States lived as neo-colonial subjects. For more see his article in:  Juárez-Lincoln 
University, Hojas, a Chicano Journal of Education. One of the most important critiques of scholarly 
research on disenfranchised communities for this project is Americo Paredes's critique of folklorists 
studying Mexican American communities in South Texas. For Paredes, the desire for empiricism among 
traditional ethnographers skewed the results of their studies which caused more confusion rather than 
alleviating it. For more see: Paredes, "On Ethnographic Work Among Minority Groups: A Folklorist's 
Perspective." Folklore and Culture on the Texas-Mexican Border; 73-110. 
54 The history of Antioch College in Cold Springs, Ohio, is beyond the scope of this research, but its legacy 
as an institution dedicated to increasing social equality is an important aspect of the partnership between it 
and Juárez-Lincoln Center. For a history of Antioch as described to potential students see: “The Antioch 
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Liberation Pedagogies in Practice 

Paulo Freire’s emergence in the late-1960s as a leading philosopher of pedagogy 

and power coincided with the growth of radical student movements around the world.  

The late-1960s student movements, such as the Chicana/o Movement, found a powerful 

ally in Freire because he argued that a radical transformation of the world is possible 

through education.  Rather than making an esoteric argument that would have little 

influence outside of academic circles, Pedagogy of the Oppressed articulated a praxis-

based approach to achieving social revolution.  Freire’s ideas mapped out a way for 

oppressed peoples to dissect, for themselves and others, the intellectual ruts that prevent 

the consciousness necessary for personal and political liberation.  The contradictions of 

education and power in an oppressive society, according to Freire, are well known to the 

dominant elites, and because of this “they instinctively use all means, including physical 

violence, to keep the people from thinking.”  For education to be an act of revolution, it 

must reject the so-called banking method that teaches students to parrot ideas rather than 

deconstruct them because without serious critical thinking radical actions end up 

perpetuating oppression rather than dismantling it.  While Freire’s work arises from a 

particular social and historic moment in Brazil, the concepts of domination and liberation 

through education gave the efforts behind Juárez-Lincoln Center the academic authority 

it needed to be successful.55   

Mestas, Guerrero, and Cotera, each with their own background as pedagogical 

innovators, found currency in Friere’s work and adapted it to their own needs.  The 

convergence of Chicanisma/o, liberation pedagogy, and the Antioch College model at 

Juárez-Lincoln Center became a groundbreaking model of higher education called.  

Cotera discusses the unification of ideas between Chicana/o activists, the Graduate 

School of Education at Antioch College, and Freire’s liberation pedagogy as a 
                                                                                                                                            
Idea”. For a detailed history of Antioch College before and after its major restructuring in the 1920s, see: 
Henderson, Antioch College and Herr, Connected Thoughts; Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed. 
55 Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 149. 
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spontaneous occurrence that supported Juárez-Lincoln’s goal to better educate the 

educators of Chicana/o students in Texas and the United States.  Cotera recalls:  

I would say that a lot of it was almost… was a very spontaneous adoption of a 
value system that valued the individual, you know,  at the core, and the 
individual’s contributions to his own development, to his home, to his 
community, to society as a whole… uh, you know… just because he is, or she is, 
a person worthy of respect…. So a lot of that didn’t have a name.  It was almost in 
our DNA, as it always has been, imported through the generations through our 
DNA and through our work as communidades and raza; you know. But, a lot of it 
was also by reading liberation theology. And, Paulo Freire, of course, was the 
basis – the number one academic, I would say, basis – for our approach to the 
human being becoming educated. And, not only to the human being, but [also] to 
the family around him or her, the community, you know, the state… the nation…. 
The focus was on educating an individual that would be happy at well adjusted in 
whatever community level he or she found him or her self in: self, home, 
community etc.56 

The alliance between Antioch College and Juárez-Lincoln Center was a 

partnership based on mutual desires to elevate the human condition for people suffering 

from poverty and racial injustice in the United States.  Cotera’s acknowledgement of 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed as a fundamental text read by Juárez-Lincoln Center founders 

demonstrates the power of Freire’s work as a unifying structure for radical academics.  

Freire’s work calls for a reconfiguring of the student and teacher relationship, and in the 

1960s, Antioch College launched their own initiative to redefine the modes of instruction.  

Juárez-Lincoln Center is the embodiment of these efforts within the Chicana/o 

Movement, and the despite the influence of great thinkers, it was the knowledge being 

produced by and for Mexican Americans that carried the most weight among movimiento 

activists.57  

Juárez-Lincoln Center took the resources and accreditation offered by Antioch 

College and translated it into an instructional model that resonated with Chicana/os in 

                                                
56 Puente, Interview with Martha Cotera. 
57 In 1965, Antioch College began the Program for Interracial Education (APIE), which led to the New 
Directions Program that directed resources to historically, disenfranchised groups. For more see: “The 
Antioch Idea,” 8–9; and Acuña, The Making of Chicana/O Studies, 99–101. 
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Texas.  Writing in the “Prólogo” of the Juárez-Lincoln journal Hojas, editor Victor 

Guerra-Garza describes the school’s sense of purpose as emanating from “the chicano 

struggle for self-discovery and improvement.”  The establishment of a Chicana/o 

institution of higher education transcended the platitudes of Aztlán and carnalismo by 

engaging in an intellectual examination of the conditions in which Mexican Americans 

lived and change them for the better.   Guerra-Garza describes Juárez-Lincoln’s method 

as one that “promote[d] the liberation (not merely liberalization) of the educative 

process” by challenging students to “discover his [or her] education: to explore, to create 

changes, to transform the world he [or she] lives in: not only to understand and master… 

but to realize that true learning is a personal, developmental experience.”  This is the 

central tenant of the colegio sin paredes (college without walls) model that Juárez-

Lincoln used as its foundational academic structure.58   

The colegio sin paredes, or college without walls, model requires much more than 

classroom learning, and Juárez-Lincoln staff and students had to work closely with each 

other to ensure the level and standards of education would meet accreditation 

requirements. Much of this depended on an independent, personal motivation to 

successfully complete the Master’s of Education degree plan.  Putting education into 

action remained central to the school’s mission.  Guerra-Garza’s prologue even quotes 

Freire to argue for academic programs at the university level where freedom is practiced 

through a “commitment towards a conscious, compassionate, and constant education.”  

The dedication to praxis based education manifested in both the longstanding Master’s of 

Education degree, but also a Bachelor of Arts degree that, upon being formally approved 

and accredited, marked Juárez-Lincoln’s transition from a center to a university. The 

method of instruction for these two programs, the colegio sin paredes model, established 

                                                
58 Juárez-Lincoln University, Hojas, a Chicano Journal of Education, 2–3. 
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a unique style of instruction that was more amenable to the needs non-traditional 

students.59  

The 1974-75 Juarez Lincoln Center Catalog offers a comprehensive description of 

the instructional methods used to facilitate the colegio sin paredes model.  The M.Ed. 

program consisted of a fifteen month, five-quarter schedule that totaled sixty credit hours. 

Candidates for the M.Ed chose their specialization within the larger field of education, 

but all degrees awarded through Juárez-Lincoln maintained their dedication to the ideals 

of personal liberation and Chicanisma/o.  Students worked directly with professors to 

establish a plan to complete the degree over the five-quarter period, and true to the 

university without walls model, the responsibility to develop the curriculum lay in the 

student’s hands.  Faculty committees were then responsible for approving the course plan 

and curriculum.  The dedication to community service as a method of instruction required 

all students to gain experience in their field through volunteer work benefiting some 

aspect of the Chicana/o community.  The final conferring of the degree happened after 

the student successfully defended his or her master’s project to the designated committee.  

Throughout the process of earning a master’s degree, Juárez-Lincoln students were 

encouraged to use the knowledge and information they collected to change the world 

around them.  This imperative, along with the Center’s dedication to the improvement of 

farmworker’s lives, resonated with Chicana/os and non-Chicana/os alike.  From its 

meager beginnings of thirty students in Fort Worth in 1971, Juárez-Lincoln Center grew 

to house 171 students in the 1974-75 academic year.  Within a few months the school 

would continue to expand into a self-contained and accredited university, but it would not 

come without a struggle.60  

                                                
59 Ibid., 4. 
60 "Juárez-Lincoln, The Antioch Graduate School of Education, 1974-75 Catalog," Juárez-Lincoln 
University Records, Benson Latin American  Collection, University of Texas Libraries, the University of 
Texas at  Austin. 
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The University Years: Political Missteps and Personal Disputes 

The development of Juárez-Lincoln into a fully accredited institution finalized in 

1975 when the school received approval from the Texas Higher Education Coordinating 

Board (HECB) to grant Bachelor of Arts degrees in Education.  Rounding out the 

curriculum, the BA degree provided further assistance to students from underserved 

communities because it allowed returning students, veterans, and other people not served 

by four-year, brick-and-mortar universities, the opportunity to get academic credit for life 

experience.  The approval of this degree by the HECB did not occur without a 

considerable amount of initial lobbying by Guerrero, and later, by a young physicist and 

historian named Roberto Villarreal.  Because the teacher training provided by Juárez-

Lincoln Center aimed to create socially aware activist educators it roused the ire of the 

state’s conservative education power structure.  Not long after Juárez-Lincoln’s 

accreditation by the HECB, the TEA, another important governing entity, refused to 

accept the credentials of Colegio Jacinto Treviño students; which signaled the death knell 

for the militant Chicana/o collge.  Similarly, the accreditation process for Juárez-Lincoln 

University became an ongoing battle until its closure in 1979, and Roberto Villarreal 

fought much of that fight.61  

Roberto Villarreal, while a long-time activist, remains largely in the background 

of the Texas Chicana/o Movement narrative, but he is a central part of Juárez Lincoln’s 

story after 1975.  Villarreal joined Juárez-Lincoln while a PhD student at the University 

of Texas at Austin, and like other influential members of the Chicana/o college 

movement, he actively supported the efforts of La Raza Unida Party.  Even before that, 

however, Villarreal established himself as a leading Chicana/o intellectual by becoming 

one of the first Mexican Americans to work as a physicist for NASA.  Villarreal’s early 

life, much like his later life, was marked by activism and intellectual excellence, and the 

addition of his expertise to Juárez-Lincoln carried the school into a new era of 
                                                
61 Juárez Lincoln University: 1975-76 Catalog, 19; Cantú, “Colegio Jacinto Treviño,” 55–6. 
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accountability.  The interview conducted with Villarreal offered key insights to the 

political and personal issues that contributed to the successes and failures of Juárez-

Lincoln University in its final years. 

In the fall of 1974, the North Central Association of Colleges and Schools began a 

series of inspections at the various satellite campuses of The Graduate School of 

Education.  Still Juárez-Lincoln Center at the time, the inspection at the Austin campus 

produced a report that critiqued the records kept by the faculty, staff, and administration.  

In order to successfully achieve stand-alone accreditation through the Southern 

Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS), the report called for more detailed 

documentation of the curriculum.62  Villarreal, hired to address these concerns, recalls 

why he joined the staff at Juárez-Lincoln: 

I was hired to improve the quality of curriculum that the students had… what they 
wanted to do was upgrade it…. They felt they needed to get the students to do 
better work. So, my job was to supervise the teachers… to improve the quality of 
the work required of the students… Dr. Guerrero and Dr. Mestas did not feel that 
the quality of work being required was not strong enough, did not have enough 
academic quality…. The whole idea was we were really trying to get Juárez-
Lincoln to be self-accredited. We were an accredited university because of 
Antioch; we were under their [accreditation] because they were, and still are, a 
very prestigious school.63 

The transition to a self-sustaining university in 1975 required an elevation in the school’s 

prestige to meet the standards of SACS, the Texas Education Agency, and the Texas 

Higher Education Coordinating Board.  The two leaders of Juárez-Lincoln University, 

Mestas and Guerrero, charged Villarreal with ensuring accreditation in Texas was 

achieved.  Together, Mestas, Guerrero, and Villarreal, began the physically exhausting 

work of building a community oriented and responsive curriculum of the highest order.  

Whether it would be received as such, is another story.  

                                                
62 See: Report of Visits to Antioch College Network Units, September 1974 – March 1975 for the 
Commission on Institutions of Higher Education of the North Central Association of Colleges and 
Secondary Schools in “Juárez-Lincoln University Records, 1969-1978.” 
63 Puente, Interview with Roberto Villarreal. 



 49 

 Juárez-Lincoln Center experienced rapid growth in 1974, and by the spring of 

1975 it also underwent a substantial amount of internal strife that could not be fully 

blamed on the tribulations of the accreditation process.  In January of 1975, Martha 

Cotera resigned her post as the Co-Director of the National Farmworkers Information 

Clearinghouse after a series of conflicts with Director, Leonard Mestas.  During Cotera’s 

tenure as co-director, she designed the operating structure that made the clearinghouse an 

effective research arm for both the Chicana/o community and the Department of Labor.  

The reports written and information collected by the Clearinghouse under Cotera’s 

leadership helped the program earn an additional $200 thousand in grant money to 

narrow the focus of work on farmworkers rather than migrants as a whole.  In that same 

time, however, her stewardship over the income producing entity of Juárez-Lincoln 

Center became a point of contention with the school’s de facto leader, Leonard Mestas.  

Villarreal quipped in his interview that Mestas needed someone to agree with him, not 

someone who would stand by his or her own professional and political convictions.  

Martha Cotera, however, was not – and still is not – that person. 64 

Use of the DOL money became a contentious element between the two firebrand 

leaders of the Center and Clearinghouse beginning in the latter half of 1974.  In letters 

from Marta Cotera to the staff of the NFIC, delivered the following winter, Cotera 

disavows any ability to control NFIC budgets because of Mestas’s continual use of grant 

money for academic purposes.  A chief moment of contention arose through internal 

memos before Cotera’s departure describing how graduate school staff and faculty were 

paid out of NFIC budgets.   The bookkeeping issues beleaguered the Chicana/o university 

as much as, if not more, than its accreditation because of the anger and animosity sown 

within the ranks of the Center and University.  While it may be titillating to assign blame, 

                                                
64 “City Bilingual Ed Center Receives $202K”; While the records available contain a significant amount of 
correspondence regarding grant money, the financial records showing these transactions has not yet been 
found. See Box 1: “Juárez-Lincoln University Records, 1969-1978.” 
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the reality of the situation as presented to through personal accounts and official 

correspondence, reveals a complicated picture of mutual desires and opposing methods.65  

By the fall of 1974 Juárez-Lincoln Center became a hub for Chicana/o activism in 

Austin and a leading producer of Chicana/os certified to teach K-12 bilingual and 

bicultural students in Texas.  The bureaucracies and white supremacist power structures 

that Juárez-Lincoln administrators were forced to navigate, however, contributed to the 

divisions within the institution.  Having learned from the experiences of VISTA and 

MMP organizers, Mestas used his power as an administrator to ensure the school and the 

NFIC did not run afoul of the various rules and regulations associated with federal and 

private grants.  This directive, as enforced by Mestas, collided with the original intent of 

Juárez-Lincoln as a Chicana/o community building and educational institution.  Mestas’s 

attempts to prevent the school from incurring the wrath of the federal government 

appeared to many as the opposite of its mission, and his style of leadership exacerbated 

the growing tensions.  The animosity Mestas harbored against activism in the name of 

Juárez-Lincoln reflects his awareness of the political climate that caused so many 

problems for Jacinto Treviño in Mercedes.  While some, such as Cotera, questioned 

Mestas for his dedication to the original Juárez-Lincoln ideals others, namely Guererro, 

recognized the delicate dance being performed.  As the leader of Juárez-Lincoln and 

administrator of federal funds Mestas had to satisfy the desires and needs of the 

Chicana/o community as well as the organizational demands of the federal government.  

Unfortunately, Dr. Mestas could not be reached for interview making his recollection of 

these issues unavailable to the project, but the candid remarks by Cotera, Guerrero, and 

Villarreal, provide a rough sketch of the determined and dogmatic educational 

innovator.66 

                                                
65 “Juarez Lincoln NFIC Letters, 1975” Martha Cotera Papers. 
66 Puente, Interview with Martha Cotera; Puente, Interview with Andre Guerrero; Puente, Interview with 
Roberto Villarreal; “Martha Cotera Papers”; “Juárez-Lincoln University Records, 1969-1978.” 
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Cotera’s history with Mestas dates back to the early days of Jacinto Treviño when 

it was still just a radical idea thrown around by participants of the La Lomita meeting in 

December of 1969.  Both Cotera and Mestas were pushed out, voted out, or thrown out, 

of the Colegio after the disastrous “people’s court” incident, but there was major 

difference between the two individuals even then.  Cotera, as mera mera of a Chicana as 

one can ever hope to meet, maintained her integrity by refusing to accept the gender roles 

common within the Chicana/o Movement; and for that matter, society as a whole.  No 

one in the movement, nor anyone since, could tell Martha Cotera to act in a way that she 

does not approve, and in the context of Clearinghouse finances, this meant that she 

repeatedly refused the directives of Mestas to pay for academic expenses with money 

designated only for research purposes.  In a letter dated January 8, 1975 to Andre 

Guerrero, Cotera lists a number of grievances against Mestas that include his handing of 

DOL grant money, his style of interoffice communication, and his responsibility for an 

unequal division of labor within Juárez-Lincoln.  When asked about her experiences 

during this time, Cotera appeared calm but still visibly upset about the course of events 

and began with a defense of her own actions to tell the story.67 

That’s the one thing that he was totally hypocritical about… because while he 
wanted employees to do his work, … he was never successful in stopping it, but, 
he did not want the resources of Juárez-Lincoln – supposedly – to be used for 
community… yeah… for grassroots community work. Of course, you know how 
much we, how much people, paid attention to that….  Nobody paid attention to 
that. And, you know, I didn’t feel that I owed him any… uh, what… acquiescence 
to that since I used a lot of my time doing, you know, doing free work for Juárez-
Lincoln. I never got paid for any of the free work – education and other – that I 
did for them.  I was always paid by the clearinghouse. And, I had to put in my 
time there in order to make my claim stick that I didn’t want to co-mingle money 
or time, necessarily. So, I used Saturdays to do community work and all that…. 
But, what his issue was, he didn’t even want us to have files on the community 
work that we were doing. That was really ridiculous. Number one, he was never a 
member of any community he lived… he was only loyal to building up his 
wealth.  So, we never paid any attention to him.... I had totally forgotten about 
that. You know why I forgot about that… because I totally ignored him.  It was 

                                                
67 Puente, Interview with Martha Cotera. 
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not logical for him to have this position because all of our students used 
community service and work to earn their degrees.68 

Cotera’s scoffing recollection of her experiences as a member of the Juárez-

Lincoln administration team centers on the critiques she mentioned in the letter to 

Guerrero nearly forty years earlier.  To many, especially Cotera, Mestas’s attempt to 

build a firewall between community activism and Center duties contradicted the 

expressed intentions of the college without walls model.  Cotera and Mestas’s deep 

personal investments to Juárez-Lincoln University, essential to the institution’s very 

existence, exacerbated the tensions between the two headstrong individuals.  What Cotera 

called illogical, Mestas deemed necessary, and the difference in perspective quickly 

became a dispute marked by anger and insults.  The events culminating with Cotera’s 

resignation are a good example what Freire discusses as a common pitfall in the 

liberation process wherein a leader of an oppressed group, in this case Mestas, attempts to 

conquer his or her constituents rather than gain their acceptance for a given course of 

action.  Mestas embarked on a mission to conquer, and Cotera does not conquer easily, if 

at all.  The dispute between Cotera and Mestas could not be contained within the confines 

of professional communication, and soon it infected the director’s relationships with 

other key individuals within Juárez-Lincoln University.69 

During the interview process, I asked each of the former Juárez-Lincoln 

administrators about his or her relationship with Leonard Mestas and specifically the 

effect of his leadership style on the success of the school.  Roberto Villarreal, in our 

discussion, offered a friendly critique of the director saying that with Mestas “you were 

either a-plus or you were an a… something.”  Villarreal describes Mestas’s leadership 

style by referencing Steve Jobs, the Apple Computers visionary, who is known for 

making innovative technological strides at the cost of being a “hothead.”  The 

                                                
68 Puente, Interview with Martha Cotera; Andre Guerrero confirms the willingness of Juárez-Lincoln 
employees to spurn the rules set by Mestas; see Puente, Interview with Andre Guerrero. 
69 Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 168. 
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comparison with Jobs is telling of Villarreal’s respect for his former boss, but that does 

not prevent him from saying that Mestas, “would discriminate against women; that’s all 

there is to it.”  That Villarreal would preface such a blunt and unequivocating statement 

with an equally strong compliment speaks to his desire to maintain his own integrity by 

calling Mestas’s behavior for what it was.  Villarreal goes on, in the interview, to 

describe how he went from being on Mestas’s a-list to being on the a-something list.70 

This incident would be an example of the kind of relationship that Leonard and I 
had. Like I said, he was high on me…. The thing that started the division between 
us had to do with Martha Cotera. Somebody wrote a complaint to the EEOC that 
Juárez-Lincoln was discriminating against women.  This was from Chicanas – 
Hispanic females. He had got it in his mind that Martha sent it. Now, I had to 
defend five of those things, and we lost each one…. He would treat ‘em badly. 
Sometimes he would ask me to fire somebody… women there… and I said ‘Put it 
in writing. I won’t fire them on my own because they’re doing a good job. You 
put it in writing, and I’ll fire them.’ He would never put it in writing. So I never 
did fire anyone.71 

Villarreal is a scientist, and his intellectual integrity would not allow him to report 

on findings he did not have.  Mestas wanted Roberto to terminate the job of a good 

employee without cause, and when Villarreal refused the act seemed like a betrayal of a 

trusted apprentice.   

Leonard Mestas undoubtedly dedicated to the social uplift of Mexican American 

people and farmworkers in particular, carried the weight of Juárez-Lincoln’s success on 

his shoulders as the leader of the institution.  Not only did Mestas’s leadership run afoul 

of the colegio sin paredes and liberation pedagogy models, it also conflicted with what 

social movement theorists describe as a key element to successful stewardship of a cause 

such as his.  The “ability to promote coalition work among movement organizations, or to 

establish connections to the media and political institutions” is one of the key elements of 

being an effective social movement leader, and Mestas had all of those qualities.  He 
                                                
70 Puente, Interview with Roberto Villarreal; Villarreal cites the recently released biography of Steve Jobs 
in his description of Mestas. For the biography see: Isaacson, Steve Jobs; Maslin. The hothead descriptor is 
quoted in “‘Steve Jobs’ by Walter Isaacson - Review.” 
71 Puente, Interview with Roberto Villarreal. 
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could not, however, manage to overcome the limitations of his own gender bias and 

because that affected his relationships with Villarreal, it also affected his ability to 

promote coalition work.72 

According to Villarreal, the level of animosity that surrounded the dispute 

between Cotera and Mestas rose to a crescendo after he refused to issue a report blaming 

Martha for the EEOC complaint.  While unsure of exact dates, Villarreal points to a 

meeting in late 1975 with Mestas and the entire faculty and staff of Juárez-Lincoln where 

a vote of confidence was taken.  Attendees were asked to choose between Mestas and 

Guerrero, and when the vote revealed itself to be a landslide in favor of Villarreal he says 

the director “blew his stack.”  By many accounts, oral and documented, the leadership 

style of Leonard Mestas at Juárez-Lincoln oscillated between excellence and clumsiness, 

and it would be the clumsiness that would contribute to the school’s ultimate demise.73 

 Both Cotera and Villarreal became the targets of Mestas’s ire because they 

refused to accept his authority over their own convictions.  The meeting to determine 

who was more trusted within the ranks of Juárez-Lincoln was an exercise in futility 

because it reinforced what Mestas already knew.  He lost the confidence of his Chicana/o 

college comrades, and because he held such tight reigns over the direction of the 

university this became a serious problem for the continually embattled institution.  

Without the confidence of his closest allies, the frontlines battle with the modes and 

means of white supremacy (i.e. the state of Texas and the Nixon/Ford administrations) 

became too much to wrangle for one man.  Andre Guerrero knew this well.74 

 In my interview with Guerrero he prefaced his comments about Leonard Mestas 

with a detailed description of the issues the two Chicana/os faced, not just to award 

degrees, but also to make those degrees valuable to whomever they were awarded.  It was 

                                                
72 Porta and Diani, Social Movements, 143. 
73 Puente, Interview with Roberto Villarreal. 
74 I resist the temptation to level critiques of my own against Mestas for his actions. Perhaps, after an 
interview with him, I can clear up some of the confusion regarding these events. 
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not enough to take students’ financial aid, G.I. Bill benefits, or hard-earned money; give 

them a degree; and it have no real value.  Like the Classroom Teachers Association 

resisting the Chicana/o revolution in Crystal City, entities such as the Texas Education 

Agency, the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, and traditional academic 

institutions, did what they could to prevent Chicana/os from teaching Chicana/os.  The 

end game had always been to put Chicana/o epistemologies directly into the classrooms 

of elementary and secondary students in Texas, and the degree from Juárez-Lincoln 

University alone could not guarantee that outcome.  It fell to Mestas and Guerrero to 

ensure their students’ work could bear fruit.  

 Guerrero recalls the opposition to the Juárez-Lincoln project: 

[The University of Texas] didn’t like it because they thought it was competition… 
give me a break… some of those folks were very critical of us. They thought we 
were second rate, thought the program was second rate, and that it wasn’t 
academic enough.  In those days, when they wanted to display racism they 
wouldn’t just tell you ‘you’re Latino you don’t know anything.’  They would say, 
‘well you’re not good enough; the quality is not high enough; the standards aren’t 
high enough.’ That’s the way; that’s one of the forums that institutional, academic 
racism manifested itself…. It got so bad that the coordinating board that controls 
universities and accredits threatened to shut us down.  We had a dean, a vice 
president from Antioch, come down… we told the coordinating board that we 
would sue; that Antioch would sue them on the grounds of interstate commerce. 
So, they backed down.  We had a lot of fights over accreditation.75 

Guerrero’s description of the challenges to Juárez-Lincoln’s relevance shows a 

glimpse of the issues administrators faced in making the academic revolution a 

possibility.  Guerrero, of all the interviewees, is the least critical of Mestas’s leadership 

style; instead, he chooses to highlight the macro-level issues he and his partner had to 

deal with as the public faces of the university.  Still, Guerrero’s revelations about the 

severity of external threats to the university’s existence make the critiques of Mestas by 

Cotera and Villarreal harder to ignore.  As the school became more and more responsible 

for its own fate, Antioch’s ability to step in and save the day dwindled as well.  

                                                
75 Puente, Interview with Andre Guerrero. 
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  After losing the vote of confidence against Villarreal, Mestas used his power to 

enact retribution against those who defied him.  This marked a moment when the dreams 

of a sustainable Chicana/o university started to whither.  The vision of Juárez-Lincoln as 

a product by and for the community, however, transcended Mestas, and many whom he 

tried to expel continued their work.  Despite the conflicts weighing down the academic 

and research institution, the development of Juárez-Lincoln University as a vehicle for 

community action continued as rapidly as ever.  The financial support that helped the 

Center transition into a University also provided the capital necessary to purchase its own 

building.  In 1975, Leonard Mestas secured the funds to move the University into a 

building at East 1st Street and Interstate 35.  The move to its own building was the 

keystone achievement for Juárez-Lincoln, and it provided an immediate base of action for 

the school and Chicana/o organizations throughout Austin.  From 1975 to 1979, Juárez-

Lincoln University declined in effectiveness as an academic institution, but in that same 

time, the ideological seeds sown earlier that decade were ripening for harvest.  The 

community work Juárez-Lincoln prided itself on in the latter years of the school’s 

operations became its saving grace.  Despite the internal and external issues discussed 

here, the ideas behind Juárez-Lincoln ensured it would continue to pursue its mission 

long after degrees stopped being conferred.76 

Few of the people interviewed could speak on details of Juárez-Lincoln’s ultimate 

closure.  Cotera, while still donating her time to the efforts of friends and colleagues 

associated with Juárez-Lincoln University, moved on to pursue her own scholarly and 

professional pursuits.  Villarreal moved on to a position with the Texas Education 

Agency, while Guerrero headed directly for Harvard after leaving Juárez-Lincoln.   

Mestas, by most accounts, left the activist academic profession for the priesthood.  A 

detailed account of the school’s closure in 1979 is beyond the scope of this project 
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because.  While important to the overall story of Juárez-Lincoln, the coroners report for 

the defunct university will be saved for future examination.  

In ten years, the idea for a Chicana/o institution of higher education went from 

being the zealous overreach of radical activists to a fully functioning and self-accredited 

university.  The unparalleled growth of the university in Austin, contrasted with the fast 

demise of the Colegio in Mercedes.  The two institutions, both grown from the same root, 

had radically different methods of using education as activism, and while Juárez-Lincoln 

did not appear to be as militant as others, the success of their project acted as a Trojan 

horse for Chicana/o ideas in Texas.  When Juárez-Lincoln ceased operations as a 

university it did not mean the failure of another Chicana/o Movement enterprise.  The 

end of Juárez-Lincoln as a formal institution of higher learning meant that the work of 

educating Chicana/o K-12 teachers could not happen under the direct banner of the 

movimiento.  The personal and professional disputes, the never ending accreditation 

battles, and the struggle to somehow keep the money flowing, took its toll on the core 

individuals who made it all happen in the first place.  After the Cotera, Villarreal, and 

Guerrero departures, the task of keeping the institution alive fell to Mestas, and the 

monumental undertaking that came steamrolling out of the La Lomita meeting crawled to 

its final resting place at East First and I-35.  The success or failure of a social movement 

is most easily defined by its lasting power, but for Juárez-Lincoln the true success or 

failure of the institution is seen in the events and work that came after its demise.  Long 

after Juárez-Lincoln has been gone, its legacy as an institution that promoted the 

education of the whole Chicana/o remains.  For a short while, the building once home to 

the University became a monument, not only to the university’s work and ideals, but to 

the Texas Chicana/o Movement as a whole.  
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Chapter 3: We Will Always Be Here: Chicana/o Articulations of Space 
and Place in Austin, Texas 

 

In November of 2011 the Texas Observer published an article titled “Priced Out 

in the Shadow of Downtown Austin” telling the story of Richard Sanchez a longtime 

resident of the Rainey Street neighborhood. The profile of the once vibrant Mexican 

American enclave just west of I-35 and south of Cesar Chavez tells of the dramatic 

changes to the neighborhood over the last three decades. As Sanchez tells it Rainey Street 

was a community that he, his family and neighbors once loved, but has since “gone to 

pot.”77 The Rainey Street Neighborhood that was home to a significant number of 

Mexican American families after the 1960s is now home to upscale restaurants, bars, and 

trendy music venues. The neighborhood as it stands now, however, began in the early 

1980s when developers seeking to capitalize on the rapid growth of the city’s central 

business district started purchasing land in the area.  The gentrification of East Austin and 

the lamentations of long-time residents against this process are the contemporary versions 

of the dispute that led to the destruction of Juárez-Lincoln University’s first and only 

campus in 1983.   

This chapter examines how Juárez-Lincoln’s physical presence in the Rainey 

Street Neighborhood served as both a space for the university to grow as well as a place 

for Mexican Americans to assert their own visions for Austin’s future.  The university’s 

mission to use higher education as a tool for social change supported and was supported 

by the desires of Austin’s Mexican American community to assert its presence and power 

in the city.  Similar to other Chicana/o Movement efforts in Texas, Juárez-Lincoln 

University’s mere presence west of Interstate 35 became an insurgent force against the 

white supremacist power structure that dominated much of the city’s history.  The history 
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of racial discrimination in Austin is central to the story of Juárez-Lincoln and the Rainey 

Street Neighborhood because the institution and community threatened to upturn the 

long-standing system of cultural domination.  The university, as a site of Chicana/o 

knowledge production, became the centerpiece of the neighborhood and this role was 

solidified with the painting of the “Los Elementos” mural.   

Together, with the support of Austin’s Mexican American community, the 

university, its home at 714 E. 1st Street, and the “Los Elementos” mural, became the focal 

point in a dispute over the future of who and what Austin would come to represent. The 

demolition of the building and mural in 1983 turned more than a decade of work into 

rubble, but Austin’s Chicana/o community refused to allow their history and culture to be 

erased from the city’s landscape.  Despite the closure of Juárez-Lincoln in 1979 and the 

destruction of the building in 1983, the university’s presence at I-35 and East 1st Street, 

now East Cesar Chavez, ensured that the identity of Austin, Texas, would never be the 

same.  Unfortunately, the Chicana/o identity established by Juárez-Lincoln in Central 

Austin could not compete with the economic power of developers and the neighborhood 

slowly became what it is now.  The efforts to save the Juárez-Lincoln building and the 

“Los Elementos” mural were unsuccessful yet the coalescence of community behind the 

two landmarks marked a moment when Chicana/os reimagined the future of Austin in 

their own image.  Juárez-Lincoln University’s legacy can be found in the pedagogical 

innovations it made, but equally important is the lasting effect it had on the Chicana/o 

community in Austin.  

Mapping Austin’s Racial Borders 

 Prior to being considered part of the Central Austin Business District, as it is 

now, the Rainey Street Neighborhood skirted the city limits and served as a buffer 

between the racially defined geographic zones of east and west Austin.  From the early 

1920s until the early 1980s a building sat prominently on the corner of East Avenue (I-
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35) and East 1st Street marking the divide between people of color and white Austinites. 

By 1975 the transition from a predominantly white community to a Mexican American 

community was well underway.  The changing identity of Rainey Street and the 

community surrounding it can be traced through the different historical moments of the 

twentieth century beginning with the Depression-era master plan through its current 

incarnation as a hub for patrons looking to partake in Austin’s weird city nightlife.  By 

tracing the history of Austin from the 1929 Master Plan through the Chicana/o Movement 

we can better understand how a once thriving Mexican American neighborhood has 

become a ghost town for drunken bar-goers.  

Over the course of the last three decades the identity cultivated in Austin has 

privileged the eccentricities of the people, places, and events that have made it a mecca 

for upwardly mobile and affluent people from across the United States. Most notable is 

the campaign, and now marketing scheme, to “keep Austin weird”. In Weird City: Sense 

of Place and Creative Resistance in Austin, Texas urban geographer Joshua Long 

describes Texas’s capital city as an “odd mix of musicians, environmentalists, politicians, 

and college students… that embraces itself as artistic, laid-back, progressive, green-

minded, and tolerant.”78  One only has to take a stroll through the UT Austin campus to 

see the pervasive attachment of new and old residents to this concept.  While Long’s 

study focuses on the creative aspects that have helped define Austin as “weird” it 

includes just two discussions of how the urbanization and economic development since 

the 1970s has affected people of color in Austin or the history of segregation in the city.79 

I mention this here because the efforts to “keep Austin weird” exhibit a striking similarity 

to attempts by city planners in the first half of the Twentieth Century to keep Austin 

white. These two efforts to define Austin’s identity offer a useful frame to explore how 
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the Juárez-Lincoln building and “Los Elementos” mural served the Mexican American 

community’s efforts to mark its presence in the city.  

In the yet to be published thesis “Modern Displacements: Urban Injustice 

Affecting Working Class Communities of Color in East Austin” American studies 

scholar Amanda Gray provides much needed context to Long’s study.  Gray describes the 

use of progressive ideologies in the 1920s as catalysts for the spatial organization of the 

city according to contemporary definitions of race and class.  Gray points to A City Plan 

for Austin, Texas produced by a Dallas-based engineering firm Koch and Fowler in 1928 

as the structural document that formalized the segregation of the city.80  For Gray the 

“convergence of modernity with an explicitly segregationist project” represented the 

active link between “the displacement of racialized bodies and the deliberate location of 

industries deemed too objectionable for white spaces.”81  Unlike Long’s Weird City, 

Gray’s project is grounded in the historical conditions of Austin’s development as a 

process of racial and class inequality. Where Long describes the postmodern aesthetic of 

the city as “laid-back and tolerant,” Gray points out the utter intolerance for people of 

color.82  Gray’s project offers a useful discussion of the racialized mapping of Austin’s 

neighborhoods that I will take up in a different way.  

From 1928 until the early 1960s the Rainey Street neighborhood was bordered by 

Red River and East Avenue to the west and east, and E. 1st street and River Street to the 

North and South. (See map insert: Figure 1) Beginning in the late 1950s the development 

of the interstate highway system created forces that would significantly change the 

identity of the neighborhood, but these changes emerged from the framework crafted in 

the 1928 Master Plan. The city government at the time embraced the document as the 

plan that would make Austin into a modern, progressive city. The establishment of parks 
                                                
80 Koch & Fowler and Austin (Tex.), A City Plan for Austin, Texas. 
81 Gray, “Modern Displacements: Urban Injustice Affecting Working Class Communities of Color in East 
Austin,” 21. 
82 Long, Weird City, 175. 
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and other so-called quality of life enhancements signaled a move to “preserve, for the city 

dweller, as much natural topography and scenery as possible.” Included in this plan to 

beautify the city, as Gray points out, was the forced and coerced relocation of the African 

American and Mexican American communities deemed unacceptable to this particular 

vision of Austin.83  

 

Figure 1: Sheet 14, Insurance Maps of Austin, Texas, 1935 84 

                                                
83 Koch & Fowler and Austin (Tex.), A City Plan for Austin, Texas (Austin, Tex: Dept. of Planning, 1957), 
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Community in Birmingham, Alabama,” Journal of Planning Education and Research 22, no. 2 (December 
1, 2002): 99–114. 
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The relocation of black and Mexican American residents of Austin to the east of 

East Avenue beginning in the 1930s reflected the efforts of local power brokers to craft 

their ideal image of the city as modern and progressive, but in overtly racist 

understandings of the concepts.  The construction of Interstate Highway 35 in the early 

1960s served as a concrete border between the clean, desirable, and economically viable 

Central Austin Business District, and the undesirable East Austin enclaves of black and 

Mexican American people.85  In the years after the official planning for Austin’s 

segregated geography, the city’s Mexican American population increased from 9,693 in 

1940 to 39,399 in 1970.86  The four hundred percent increase in population changed the 

face of the city itself, but the growth of economic mobility and political consciousness of 

Mexican Americans as Chicana/os in that time ushered in a new era for Austin’s cultural 

identity.  Like cities across the nation, the Chicana/o generation emerging in the late 

1960s and early 1970s in Austin built on the work of their parents to establish themselves 

as central to the city’s overall growth.87 

The increasing urbanization of the Mexican American population in Texas after 

World War II coincided with demands for political representation at the local, state and 

federal levels of government. Historian Emilio Zamora discusses the way Mexican 

Americans used their economic mobility to establish stronger footholds in the urban 
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centers of Texas in Claiming Rights and Righting Wrongs in Texas: Mexican Workers 

and Job Politics During World War II.  According to Zamora, the decline in Mexican 

American farmworkers from 1930 to 1970 signaled a move to “better-skilled and better-

paying jobs in urban areas.”88   Mexican Americans used their resources to build 

communities in Houston, Corpus Christi, and San Antonio where industries needed their 

labor.  The move to Austin in larger numbers after World War II significantly changed 

the demographic makeup of the city.  Coupled with the effects of white flight and the 

opportunity to purchase houses near the Massengale Meat and Poultry Company on Red 

River the formerly Anglo dominant neighborhood of Rainey Street by the early 1970s 

became a Mexican American stronghold west of the notorious I-35 dividing line.89  The 

growing Mexican American presence in the neighborhood marked a change in the city’s 

political history, and by the mid 1970s the encroachment of brown bodies west of I-35 

became increasingly hard to ignore.  The establishment of Juárez-Lincoln University on 

the corner of East 1st and I-35 in 1975 not only solidified the presence of Mexican 

Americans in an area formerly designated for white residents, but it set the stage for the 

emergence of a community that capitalized on the politically active and socially 

conscious Chicana/o Movement.  

The purchase of the building in the Rainey Street Neighborhood served as a social 

and cultural anchor for the Mexican American community in East Austin as it began to 

emerge as a political force in the city.  Historically, Austin designated the most 

undesirable areas to its communities of color, and the emergence of the radical institution 

of higher learning to the west of I-35 imposed a dramatically different image of the city 

than what was proposed nearly fifty years before. It bears mention here that before the 

university occupied the building at East 1st and I-35, the 1920s era structure served as a 

Baptist Church for what was once a mostly Anglo community. While the exact 
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circumstances of the church’s closure are not known, the transition of the East Avenue 

Baptist Church into the Juárez-Lincoln University campus marks a significant moment in 

the establishment of Mexican American presence in the Rainey Street neighborhood. The 

university’s involvement with the neighborhood coincided with the goals of the 

institution to empower the emerging Chicana/o community with the resources they 

needed to build political, economic, and social capital within the city. While Chicana/o 

activists across the state took to the streets and ballot boxes to demand equal 

representation in schools and political offices Juárez-Lincoln University crafted 

pedagogy around social and ethnic consciousness to support those efforts. The 

intellectual activism that sustained the institution also bolstered the identity of the Rainey 

Street Neighborhood as a Chicana/o barrio. One of the most visible and productive forces 

to emerge from that time was a mural painted by local artist Raul Valdez named “Los 

Elementos”. The mural, like the building that served as its canvas, established an 

unmistakable presence of Chicana/os in Austin, and would become its own form of 

pedagogical intervention to city’s cultural identity.90 
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Figure 2: East Avenue Baptist Church 1953 91 

Raul Valdez, a longtime resident of Austin and former migrant farmworker, 

began his career as a muralist after returning from Vietnam in the late 1960s. After the 

opening of Juárez-Lincoln, Valdez approached the school’s administrators with a 

proposal for the “Los Elementos” mural. According to Valdez, he had to first prove 

himself by painting a mural on the interior of the school. This caveat by the university 

directors to vet the artist’s work ensured that the subject matter would coincide with the 

school’s mission and charge of educating Chicana/os by legitimizing their history and 

experiences.92  By vetting Valdez’s work the university, led by Director Leonard Mestas 

and Co-Director Andre Guerrero, ensured the mural to be painted on its most prominent 

northern face would not only claim the space for Chicana/os, but also act as a form of 

instruction for the larger Mexican American community in Austin.  The use of 
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community murals as a form of spatial identification has been discussed by art historians 

and cultural studies scholars, but not much has been done to connect the radical forms of 

pedagogy, such as that being practiced at Juárez-Lincoln University, with the artistic 

production at the time.93  

Bringing farmworkers back into the educational fold became a primary goal of 

Juárez-Lincoln University. Although many of the university’s students were located 

outside of the Austin area, the administrators and leadership recognized their intimate 

relationship with that part of the Mexican American community.  The connection 

between Juárez-Lincoln, the Mexican American community in Austin, and the history of 

farmworkers in Texas and the United States provided the inspiration for the mural “Los 

Elementos”.  These connections between recent history and ancient history place the 

mural into the larger genealogy of Chicana/o artistic production the United States making 

it a useful addition to the academic project occurring at Juárez-Lincoln University.94 

The building that housed Juárez-Lincoln University consisted of two main parts. 

One was the older main hall of the former church, and the other a multipurpose rear wing 

where the large exterior wall served as the canvas for Valdez’s “Los Elementos”. Having 

proven himself with the interior mural, Valdez began working on the exterior wall in 

1976, and like many of his other works, the production of “Los Elementos” became a 

community project. The inspiration for the mural’s content arose out of discussions with 

Rainey Street residents as well as other members of the Mexican American community in 

Austin. By involving the surrounding community in this way Valdez participated in the 

community mural movement occurring nationally. Like his Taller Siquieros colleague 

Judy Baca in Los Angeles, the Mujeres Muralistas in San Diego, and other muralists 

working in that period Valdez used his art to communicate the ideas of cultural 
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nationalism that dominated Chicana/o Movement ideology. Beyond the expression of 

Chicanisma/o, however, the connection to the larger muralist movement is clear in 

Valdez’s work through his dedication the role of art as a function of community 

knowledge and power. In Toward a People’s Art Eva Cockroft addresses the ability of a 

mural to harness a community’s power through increased visibility because “community 

art becomes a form of symbolic social action and implies further social action.”95 

Because Valdez and his team of muralists expressed this sentiment in “Los Elementos” 

the power of the art translated beyond the canvas of the wall. The completion of the 

mural asserted a distinct vision of growth emerging from the struggles of Chicana/o 

history and visually threatened the hegemony of white power in Austin, Texas. 

The name “Los Elementos” evokes a sense of connection to the earth that Juárez-

Lincoln University sought to appeal in many of its academic, social, and artistic 

endeavors. Juárez-Lincoln’s mission emphasized the importance of educating 

farmworkers in their own history and culture. That dedication is represented in “Los 

Elementos” through mythohistorical imagery, depictions of conjunto musicians, and most 

notably, in the prominence of agricultural symbolism.96  In the far left of the mural a 

serpent spews water and reaches its tongue out and around the legs of a grey-haired 

accordion player. The presence of the serpent in the mural connects the art to the pre-

Colombian history that dominated Chicana/o Movement iconography, and by having the 

tongue wrap around the leg of the accordionist that connection is carried forward to a 

distinctly Texas Mexican identity. As much as the serpent represents the long history of 

Mexican American and Chicana/o people in Texas the water spewing from its mouth 
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portrays the renewal brought out by the efforts of the school to create new opportunities 

as Chicana/os in Austin.  

The theme of renewal and rebirth is a key element of the Juárez-Lincoln mural, 

and it suits the role the university and building served for the Austin community because 

until that point Chicana/o political and social power had been virtually non-existent. The 

presence of a self-identified Chicana/o university west of the I-35 barrier solidified the 

presence of Mexican Americans in an area of the city once deemed off limits. The history 

depicted in the serpent, almost half of the entire mural, establishes a sense of place and 

anchors the Mexican American community to the center of the city in a way that defies 

the racial geography laid out in the 1928 Master Plan. The reproductive qualities in the 

mural emanate from the serpent through the symbolism of the water, but are also present 

in a more overt way. Above the flow of the water from the mouth of the serpent is a 

gaseous form that is only slightly visible in Rivera’s photograph. However, in the short 

film “We Will Always Be Here” the image of a child curled up in a womb of smoke is 

much more visible. The regeneration of community through the mythohistorical serpent 

places the mural in conversation with the larger Chicana/o mural movement occurring in 

cities across the nation, but it has special significance to Austin’s burgeoning Mexican 

American community because it shows the gestation of political, social, and economic 

power in the form of an unborn child. The imagery of renewal provides a critical 

pedagogical tool that represents where the university and the people the university served 

have traced their lineage as well as their newfound trajectory. 
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Figure 3: Protesters on East 1st Street at Juárez-Lincoln Center 97 

The natural elements reproduced in “Los Elementos” included water, wind, earth, 

and the sun, but as I described above, these all come together to represent the 

continuation of life through rebirth. The conjunto duo bridges the gap between the images 

of the serpent, unborn child, and the life sustaining flow of water with the productive 

forces of the earth represented as agricultural fields. The wind and water emanating from 

the serpent provides the sustenance for the fields, but it is the figure of a woman that 

nourishes the land by harnessing the power of the sun. The most prominent figure in the 

mural is the dark complected and weathered woman who forcefully takes energy from the 

distant sun, bringing it forward over the fields to meet the white waters pouring from the 

mouth of the serpent. The dominance of the female figure is itself an element of life upon 

which the mural places the greatest importance. The significance and power of cultural 
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reproduction is reinforced in the woman’s face as she stares out into the busy 

thoroughfare of East 1st Street (now Cesar Chavez) because it is through her use of the 

sun’s energy that the fields behind her are saved from the serpent’s flood. The symbolism 

here is critical to the social, political, and pedagogical statement being made by “Los 

Elementos”. The Chicana/o community in Austin was not only present west of I-35, but it 

had begun to reproduce itself in its own image.  

 

Figure 4: “Los Elementos” Detail98 

The movement from left to right that begins with the serpent shows the growth of 

Chicana/o identity in Texas as a natural development marked by the larger history of 

Mexican origin people. This visual statement challenged the history of exclusion that 

Mexican Americans experienced in Austin for most of the city’s history up to that point. 

In Walls of Empowerment: Chicana/o Indigenist Murals of California art historian 

Guisela Latorre places the unity and difference between Chicana/o muralists in the 1970s 
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and the Mexican master muralists known as los tres grandes into a dialectic relationship 

that harnessed the power of indigenous Mexican iconography and contemporary 

experiences of Chicana/os. The critique made by Chicana/o muralists in California, as 

Latorre describes, places the structural inequalities Mexican Americans were fighting 

against in the 1960s and 70s into conversation with those of the mythohistorical past.99  

The employment of indigenous imagery and lived experience by artists such as 

Valdez in “Los Elementos” monumentalized the political discourse established during the 

Chicana/o Movement.  This, according to Latorre, created “new symbolic and physical 

spaces for the articulation of a Chicana/o identity.”100  The murals created at the height of 

the Chicana/o moment became part of the everyday, lived experiences for barrio 

residents.  In Austin, however, the presence of “Los Elementos” to the west of the 

historic racial divide inserted Chicana/o identity where some believed it did not belong 

making it an even more powerful political and pedagogical statement. The notion of 

Chicana/o rebirth in the Rainey Street Neighborhood contradicted the geographic racism 

that defined much of the city’s physical space, and the mural’s location on the building’s 

north face only exacerbated this challenge to Austin’s social and political power 

structure. 

The significant presence of Mexican Americans in the Rainey Street 

Neighborhood in 1977, together with Juárez-Lincoln University and “Los Elementos”, 

created a space for the larger Mexican American community in Austin to rally around 

whether they identified as Chicana/o or not. Valdez reveals in his interview that one of 

his dreams at the time was to create a cultural center that would “have all the arts… 

performance arts… gallery and visual arts… murals, public art, literature… workshops 

for the community to express themselves,” but “most of all not censor.” Valdez 

envisioned the space at Juárez-Lincoln as a place for “progressive thought… [a place that 

                                                
99 Latorre, Walls of Empowerment. 
100 Ibid., 71. 
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would] not just follow the line or express stuff that’s not conducive to progress or at least 

enlightenment.” The creation of a cultural center in the Juárez-Lincoln building for 

Valdez would challenge the dominant social and political ideologies that structured the 

lives of Austin’s Chicana/o residents. While those dreams did not come true at the time, 

the fact that Valdez recognized the potential for the site to serve the local community in 

that way is evidence of it being a threat to the established local power structure.101  

The completion of “Los Elementos” in 1977 marked an accomplishment for the 

Mexican American community in the Rainey Street Neighborhood because it galvanized 

the efforts by Valdez and other artists in Austin to start a non-profit organization named 

the League of United Chicano Artists (LUCHA). According to Valdez he had begun 

ascribing credit for his work to LUCHA as a way to empower and build community 

before it even existed. The development of the community art organization functioned as 

the administrative arm for artists working out of the Juárez-Lincoln Building. In October 

of 1979, due to financial and accreditation issues, Juárez-Lincoln University ceased 

operations as a university, but the building continued to serve as a space for community 

activism. LUCHA and other community-based groups such as the Austin Brown Berets 

kept the Juárez-Lincoln building as their base of operations. The closure of the university, 

however, marks a moment when individual financial ambitions undercut years of work 

by the community to establish and secure a permanent position in the Rainey Street 

Neighborhood and through that a centralized position in Austin’s future.102 

In 1975, the U.S Department of Labor granted Juárez-Lincoln approximately five 

hundred thousand dollars to support the efforts of the National Farmworkers Information 

Clearinghouse established as a research arm by the university. In addition to these funds 

Juárez-Lincoln University obtained substantial support from the U.S. Department of 

Education in order to provide a reasonably priced degree programs. A substantial amount 

                                                
101 Puente, Interview with Raul Valdez. 
102 Ibid.; Puente, Interview with Gilberto Rivera. 
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of this money went to the purchase of the building at 715 East First Street. The use of 

government money did not go unnoticed by community members, and it became a point 

of contention after the university shutdown. Shortly after the university closed the 

building was sold to a husband and wife team of investors. While Juárez-Lincoln 

University records provide substantial detail about the circumstances of its closure there 

is little in the archive to explain the sale of the building, and by November of 1980 the 

sale had become a central issue in the struggle to maintain a residential neighborhood in 

the central Austin area.103   

During a public hearing held at Austin City Council on November 20, 1980, the 

dispute between developers and residents took form. The desire by commercial property 

owners to develop their land conflicted with the desire of Rainey Street residents to 

maintain their community. Many of the arguments made during the public hearing were 

articulated along the lines of belonging and financial investment. LUCHA, the East 

Austin Economic Development Corporation, and the Rainey Street Association 

represented the Mexican American residents of Rainey Street at the hearing. The owners 

Juárez-Lincoln Building, Roy and Regina Henderson, along with other people who had 

significant financial stakes in commercial development projects argued that their 

investments outweighed the concerns of those seeking to return the area to a residentially 

zoned district. The minutes of the hearing are far from complete, but the division between 

those with the financial capital to determine the future of Rainey Street and residents 

seeking to maintain their community is clearly evident. The building at 715 East First 

Street, and the mural that graced its northern face, became powerful symbols of the 

                                                
103 According to interviews conducted with members of the community and former university staff 
members the sale of the building occurred under questionable circumstances. Community activist and co-
founder of Juárez-Lincoln University Martha Cotera stated in an interview that the money from the sale 
was never accounted for. The documentation regarding the closure of the university can be found in 
archival documents held at the Nettie Lee Benson Latin American Collection. More research needs to be 
done to gain a better understanding of the events leading up to building's sale. See: “Juárez-Lincoln 
University Records, 1969-1978”; “Martha Cotera Papers”; Jaime Puente, “Interview with Martha Cotera,” 
November 3, 2012; Puente, “Interview with Raul Valdez.” 
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competing visions for the future of Austin’s identity, and Mayor Pro Tem John Treviño, 

Jr. acknowledged this in his closing remarks by saying that the discussion being had 

would ultimately decide the “fate of the neighborhood.”104 The disagreements aired 

during the meeting in November 1980 became the opening salvo in what would become a 

thirty-year struggle by Austin’s Mexican American community to maintain the cultural 

identity established by Juárez-Lincoln University and the “Los Elementos” mural.  

Over the course of the next three years Austin City Council voted several times to 

maintain the commercial zoning of the Rainey Street area and made minimal efforts to 

protect the economically disadvantaged residents and community surrounding the Juárez-

Lincoln Building. In 1983 the Hendersons sold the Juárez-Lincoln building to a 

development firm who immediately enacted plans to demolish the building for further 

commercial development. In a final public hearing held by Austin City Council on March 

3, 1983, the last unsuccessful attempt to save the building was made by appealing to the 

city’s historic structure ordinance. According to the minutes of that meeting the council 

voted to deny zoning the building as a historic landmark at the request of then owner Mr. 

Dwyer, the city Planning Commission, and the Historic Landmark Commission. 

Community activists in favor of the historic landmark zoning pointed to the building’s 

history as home of the nation’s first Chicana/o university, the “worldwide recognition” of 

the mural, and its centrality to the future of the Mexican American community in the 

Rainey Street Neighborhood. One person named in the minutes only as Mr. Pablo spoke 

to the inequality of the historic designation process saying, “the building is of historic 

value because of the murals which were painted on the side of the building… none of our 

buildings are left up long enough to be considered historical.” This statement cuts to the 

core of the dispute occurring in the Rainey Street Neighborhood. While Juárez-Lincoln 

University existed for little less than a decade in Austin, the work and engagement with 
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the community represented decades of struggle to establish space and belonging in the 

city. The refusal to designate the building as a historic landmark for Chicana/os 

represented a resurgence of the infamous 1928 Master Plan that sought the erasure of 

people of color from the areas west of East Avenue which was I-35 in 1983.105  

The Austin City Council in March of 1983 denied the historic designation for the 

Juárez-Lincoln building by deferring to the wishes of the current landowner, but also by 

denying the claims of historic relevance Rainey Street residents had made. The one 

Mexican American representative on the city council at the time made the most damning 

argument against the historical significance of the building saying, “several schools in 

east Austin are more historically significant than the Juárez-Lincoln building… if it is 

zoned "H” the likelihood of someone fixing it up is very slim and the building will 

become dilapidated and attract transients.”106 That such a statement would be made by 

Mayor Pro Tem John Treviño Jr. reveals the power of racialized and classist ideology on 

the decision making process. The attack on the historical significance of the building, and 

so too the “Los Elementos” mural, by Treviño is a terrible reminder of what Paulo Friere 

discusses as the selection of leaders by oppressive institutions that do not favor the 

community as a whole. Following Friere’s model, the installment of a token Mexican 

American city council member in Austin preserved “a state of alienation,” and hindered 

“the emergence of consciousness and critical intervention in a total reality.”107 The end 

result became the destruction of the Juárez-Lincoln building, the “Los Elementos” mural, 

                                                
105 “Austin City Council Minutes - March 3, 1983,” 17–18. 
106 Ibid., 18. 
107 The so-called “gentelmen's agreement” of the 1970s provided space on city council for African 
American and Mexican American representative. That, however, created a system of patronage denying 
poor and non-white communities real access to representation at the city level. See: “Barrientos: A ‘pure’ 
Representation Plan Is Best,” 143, accessed December 7, 2012, 
http://www.statesman.com/news/news/opinion/barrientos-a-pure-representation-plan-is-best/nSgB2/; “10-1 
the Citizens’ Plan for Austin City Elections and Redistricting,” accessed December 3, 2012, 
http://trustaustin.org/. Quote: Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 30th anniversary ed (New York: 
Continuum, 2000), 143. 
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and the ultimate erasure of the Mexican American community from the Rainey Street 

neighborhood. 

The spring of 1983 marked the final days of the Juárez-Lincoln building. 

Thankfully, local resident and active member of the Austin Brown Berets Gilberto Rivera 

captured the destruction of the building and “Los Elementos” mural in a short film titled 

“We Will Always Be Here: The Battle for Juárez-Lincoln”. The documentary shot on 

8mm film for the local community access television station captures the final weeks of 

Juárez-Lincoln’s existence along with the efforts of Austin’s Mexican American 

community to save it from its ultimate fate.  For someone like myself who knows of the 

building and university through oral histories and archival research the film provides a 

look at the emotional connection of the Rainey Street community to the building and the 

mural.  More so, the film captures the intent of economic power brokers and the Austin 

City Council to erase the work done by the members of the Chicana/o community to 

radically change how Mexican Americans in the United States live.  The destruction of 

the Juárez-Lincoln building, like the closure of the University itself, marked the end of a 

chapter, and not the end of a book. 108 

 

                                                
108 Gilberto Rivera, We Will Always Be Here (Sol Rojo Productions, 1983); Jaime Puente, “Interview with 
Gilberto Rivera” DVD, October 4, 2012. 
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Conclusion: Toward a New Appraisal of the Chicana/o Movement 

Juárez-Lincoln University does not appear in many histories of the Chicana/o 

Movement.  While doing initial research on the subject, I found few mentions of the 

school and when there were mentions of the school it happened only briefly.  One of the 

most detailed narratives of the school comes in the page and a half discussion of 

alternative colleges and universities in Rodolfo Acuña’s The Making of Chicana/O 

Studies.  Jacinto Treviño, on the other hand, has been cited as a key function of the early 

Texas Chicana/o Movement.  I asked in the introduction why this is the case, and after 

considerable thought; I believe I have an answer.  The texts Jacinto Treviño appears in 

often privilege the street-level activism of groups like the Brown Berets and La Raza 

Unida Party who, to their credit, laid the necessary groundwork for Jacinto Treviño’s and 

Juárez-Lincoln’s very existence.  The problem arises, however, in the disregarding of the 

substantial work done by the activist educators at both institutions.  This project corrects 

the historiographical oversight of Juárez-Lincoln, and places the institution into its proper 

context as a central component to the Chicana/o Movement effort.  

 The interviews conducted for this essay reveal much about the history and 

personalities that made the school a successful producer of Chicana/o educators.  Asked 

about his final appraisal of the school’s contributions to the Chicana/o Movement and 

Chicana/os as a community, Andre Guerrero responded, “Just because the institutions 

didn’t work, doesn’t mean they weren’t successful.”  The matter-of-fact reply for 

Guerrero is a reaffirmation of the convictions and work that made Juárez-Lincoln the 

beacon for Chicana/o community improvement in Texas.109  

 The events that spurred La Lomita in 1969 affected the entire Chicana/o 

community in Texas, and for several people at that conference became the launching pad 

for formal organizations that could be used to challenge the structures of power that 
                                                
109 Puente, Interview with Andre Guerrero. 
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denied Mexican Americans access to social mobility.  La Raza Unida Party is the most 

famous to emerge from that meeting, and has been the focus of much research in the last 

forty years.  Another, less studied, development from that meeting was Colegio Jacinto 

Treviño.   The colegio’s inception became a major mobilizing factor for the early 

Chicana/o Movement because it helped raise the social consciousness of people who had 

been historically underserved by the public school system. Without political 

consciousness any movement is crippled before it starts.   Jacinto Treviño fit that role, 

and with the leadership of Narcisso Alemán, the quest for militancy quickly 

overshadowed the quest for knowledge.  

 Some of the most telling aspects of how Juárez-Lincoln is so strongly 

connected to the Chicana/o Movement as a whole are the personal disputes that plagued 

the school throughout its existence.  From the initial schism at Jacinto Treviño to the 

slightly paranoid actions of Leonard Mestas, the inability for Juárez-Lincoln 

administrators to maintain their working relationships handicapped the school’s ability to 

be successful over the long haul.   The departure of several key individuals left the fate of 

the school in the hands of Leonard Mestas, and shortly after gaining so much ground in 

the effort to transform bilingual and bicultural education in Texas; the school ceased 

operations as such.  The closure of the school marked another end to the formal 

Chicana/o Movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s, but the legacy established as 

early as Jacinto Treviño carried the school’s mission beyond its temporal barriers. 

 The closure of Juárez-Lincoln in 1979 signaled a major shift in how Chicana/os 

would pursue social change, but it did not mean the end of the Chicana/o pedagogy 

project.  Thanks to the innovative minds of the Juárez-Lincoln the school’s legacy used 

every tool at their disposal to establish a home base for Chicana/o thought and activism.  

Like the very idea of a Chicana/o college, the very idea of a Chicana/o oriented 

community center in the heart of Austin threatened long standing racial orders.  Despite 

the efforts of dedicated community activists the building was torn down in 1983, but not 
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before it was able to unify Chicana/os of all stripes.  While the academic and research 

functions of the university ceased operations in 1979, the continuation of the school’s 

mission occurred through the work of local groups such as the League of United Latin 

American Artists.  

 Juárez-Lincoln succeeded in its mission to revolutionize the education system in 

Texas.  The implementation of bilingual and bicultural teaching methods to the teachers 

of Texas ensured that Chicana/o students would be served in ways that most useful to 

their development as whole human beings.   While the grandiose claims of changing the 

entire education system failed to materialize, the many small changes to how underserved 

students are educated makes it clear that Juárez-Lincoln founders were incredibly 

successful.  The work they began, however, is still desperately needed, and I hope this 

project is one small piece to the new puzzle.  
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