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A young Puerto Rican man, father, worker, and member of the Movimiento Pro 

Independencia opposed being drafted for the Vietnam War in 1965. Soon after, Sixto Alvelo 

became a symbol of male resistance against a feminized colonial system that was understood as 

“an organism with intervened powers, which was obediently subjected to the desires of the 

metropolitan power.”2 La Escalera, a journal by radical university professors, became an 

important site for the discussion of this case and many other instances of colonial resistance in 

Puerto Rico. The 1960s at the University of Puerto Rico (UPR) became a highly contested 

decade for university reform, anti-imperialism, anti-colonialism and anti-war activism fueled in 

part by La Escalera and a surging student movement. The founders of this journal were 

convinced that university professors ought not to remain on the sidelines, but had to insert 

themselves as political subjects and advocates of social responsibility.3 

In October 13, 1965, a group of UPR professors organized an “educational marathon” in 

the same spirit as the teach-ins done in the United States. They wanted to discuss, what they 

termed, the fundamental reasons for the Vietnam War, as well as how local newspapers like El 

Mundo were lying about it, and how the Puerto Rican government had its hands tied-down 

because of its colonial relationship with the US. Chancellor Jaime Benítez and Law School Dean 

                                                
1 I would like to thank Francheska Alers-Rojas, Mayra Rosario-Urrutia, Larry La Fountain Stokes, Gervasio L. 
García, and the American History Workshop at the University of Michigan for their insightful comments and help in 
the editing process for this paper. 
2 Manuel Maldonado Denis, “La resistencia al colonialismo: Sixto Alvelo,” La Escalera I, no. 5-6 (Junio-Julio 
1966): 19. (All translations from Spanish to English in this paper were done by me.) 
3 Richard Levins, “La ciencia y la Universidad,” La Escalera I, no. 8 (Octubre 1966): 14. 
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Dr. David Helfeld prohibited the event to be celebrated at the Centro Universitario arguing it was 

tainted by partisanship.4 Education, the professors countered, could not take place without 

assuming a position. Defiant, they carried out their teach-in from the sidewalk adjacent to the 

university fence. Standing on the steps of a wooden ladder and using a megaphone, the 

professors spoke over the fence to students and workers inside campus and to city dwellers 

outside. This ladder and the performance itself, declared La Escalera in their first editorial, 

became symbols of justified and energetic defiance against the somewhat ambiguous but always 

unilateral repression of certain sectors of the University administration.5 The wooden ladder also 

became a symbol for the conscious minority of university professors who rose up to vigorously 

defend freedom of expression and reform in the University.6 This marked an important step 

towards the configuration of the radical intellectual in Puerto Rico’s public.7 From that direct 

action the journal La Escalera was born. In its first issue, published February 1, 1966, the editors 

claimed it would provide a radical space for open intellectual debate about current local and 

foreign affairs.  

This paper attempts to unravel the networks of collaboration and conversation that 

contributed to building transnational activism against the Vietnam War, imperialism, and 

violence in Puerto Rico. My presentation focuses on La Escalera’s discourse on radical politics 

and how it can be understood as a turning point for the university community. Its construction 

and embodiment of the radical intellectual, as an active agent who continually moves between 

direct action and politically engaged scholarly work, was and still is influential at the UPR. As a 
                                                
4 Leroy Robinson, “¿Por qué se hizo el maratón educativo fuera del campus?,” La Escalera I, no. 1 (Febrero 1966): 
17-21. Translated by Ina Franco. 
5 “Editorial: Hoy nace LA ESCALERA,” La Escalera I, no. 1 (Febrero 1966): 1. 
6 Ibid. 
7 I use “public” as defined by Michael Warner, “Public and Counterpublics,” Public Culture 14, no.1 (2002): 50: “A 
public is a space of discourse organized by nothing other than discourse itself. It is autotelic; it exists only as the end 
for which books are published, shows broadcast, Web sites posted, speeches delivered, opinions produced. It exists 
by virtue of being addressed.” 
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building block for my research into violence, politics, and media, my scope is limited to the 

period between 1966-1969 through the discussion of La Escalera’s editorials. In them, as made 

clear by the editors, is where the official stance of the journal is articulated. Nonetheless, I 

counterpoint the editorials with other articles because some of its authors were influential 

members of the editorial board or respected intellectuals during that period.  

I am also interested in navigating the silences of La Escalera with regards to women in 

Puerto Rico. By critically engaging these silences we come to terms with what Gervasio García, 

one of the founders of the journal, called critique: the honest contrast of uneven knowledge with 

the purpose to overcome what exists.8 The uneven appearance of women authors or women as 

historical subjects in these first four years of the journal can point to its gendered construction of 

the radical intellectual, while also suggesting a coming transformation. To understand this, 

however, it is important to create a context for La Escalera. 

In the midst of the Cold War, discourses of loyalty, patriotism, and militarism were 

pervasive in Puerto Rico. Any sign of defiance to state policies and resistance to colonial 

relations was met with social and institutional harassment, imprisonment, bodily harm, or even 

death. In the UPR, un-tenured professors who openly defied the administration were exposed to 

dismissal while also becoming the targets of continued surveillance from federal authorities for 

their “subversive activities.” The governing Partido Popular Democrático had ruled since 1940 

with little opposition thanks to a combination of legal measures and institutional practices. One 

of these was the 1948 “Gag Law” or ley de la mordaza:9 it outlawed public displays in favor of 

overthrowing, destroying, or paralyzing the insular government. Its more visible objectives, 

                                                
8 Gervasio L. García, “La crítica histórica: ¿ejecución, perdón o comprensión?,” in Historia crítica, historia sin 
coartadas: algunos problemas de la historia de Puerto Rico (1985: repr., Río Piedras: Ediciones Huracán, 1989), 
20. 
9 Ivonne Acosta, La Mordaza: Puerto Rico, 1948-1957 (1987: repr. Río Piedras: Editorial EDIL, 1998). 
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however, were the suppression of dissidence and independentista fervor, as well as the 

imposition of “labor peace” for the government’s economic and industrial projects. The UPR 

was no different when dealing with its own dissenters10: protesting students were expelled; 

professors involved with socialist or independentista groups were harassed and even fired. 

Chancellor Benítez even enacted his own version of a gag law which prohibited partisan 

activities on campus (i.e. rallies, marches, meetings) arguing that the university was meant to be 

a “house of study” (casa de estudio), a sanctuary for knowledge. Benítez’s project would be one 

filled with continued challenges, affirmations, and modifications at the end of the 1950s and 

during the 1960s. 

The rise of the US civil rights movement in the 1950s-60s, the escalation of the Vietnam 

War, widespread student activism, the Cuban Revolution and the founding of Claridad, the 

Movimiento Pro Independencia’s (MPI) newspaper, in 1959 lit the fuse of resistance in the 

hearts of many in Puerto Rico. Defiance of an unjust system became a political and moral 

imperative for La Escalera. Informed by student activism in the US and at the UPR,11 Richard 

M. Levins, Gervasio García, José Emilio González, Georg Fromm, and Charles W. Lewis, all 

founding members of La Escalera, were among the 35 professors who organized a teach-in in 

1965 to discuss the Vietnam War and its association with Puerto Rico’s colonial relationship to 

the United States.12 But after the activity was prohibited, only 5 more joined them to carry it out. 

                                                
10 "Editorial: El "striptease" liberal," La Escalera II, no. 5 (Septiembre 1967): 1-2b; Gervasio L. García, "El factor 
M, los prejuicios políticos y la Universidad: el caso de R. Levins," La Escalera II, no. 5 (Septiembre 1967): 3-11; 
Robert W. Anderson, “Las luchas universitarias por la reforma,” in Frente a la torre: ensayos del Centenario de la 
Universidad de Puerto Rico, ed. by Silvia Álvarez Curbelo and Carmen I. Rafucci (San Juan: Editorial de la 
Universidad de Puerto Rico, 2005), 208-225. 
11 Strikes in UC Berkeley, scholarly activism in the US against the Vietnam War, the student mobilizations in 
defense of the leftist Puerto Rican professor José María Lima, and student demands for a university reform in the 
UPR. 
12 “Atención: Editorial del Boletín de la Asociación Americana de Profesores Universitarios,” La Escalera I, no. 5-6 
(Junio-Julio 1966): 17; “Hoy nace LA ESCALERA,” 1; Harold Jacobs, "Los liberales y la huelga estudiantil en la 
Universidad de Berkeley," La Escalera II, no. 5 (Septiembre 1967): 12-14, 16-22. 
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To Gervasio García, editor of La Escalera, the university community could not stand idly while 

its government legitimated, through its legislature, the US’ presence on foreign soil.13 As he 

poignantly argued, Puerto Rican soldiers were sent there to die for someone else’s country, the 

same imperial power who had invaded them, and, in the process, they were made the enforcers 

of a criminal war against an innocent people.14 The Vietnam War further revealed the tense and 

oppressive procedures of Empire and colonialism in Puerto Rico. 

The UPR was set to become, after the somewhat “peaceful” decade of the 1950s, a focal 

point of defiance and rebellion since professors hoped to build the foundations for a revolution. 

La Escalera aimed to become the “organ of radical and independent thought, at the service of the 

best interests of the Puerto Rican university community.”15 Their audience was university 

students, professors, and workers who were spoon-fed lies by what they termed the so-called 

“free press” (a direct assault to the conservative and widely influential newspaper, El Mundo).16 

To expose the lies of the press and to fundamentally transform not only the university but also 

society as a whole, La Escalera would dig deeply into the roots of current events. They wished 

to awaken healthy and open discussions that, in turn, would challenge “the intellectual 

conformism and provincialism that induced the university community into a comatose state.”17 

Most of these professors, whose fields went from biology to English to history, philosophy, and 

sociology, were young and un-tenured, so their defiance of institutional politics entailed many 

challenges and peril to their careers. Richard Levins, for example, who was born in the US and 

moved to Puerto Rico in the 1950s were he became an ecology professor, had his tenure denied 

                                                
13 Gervasio L. García, “Dos legislaturas frente a la Guerra de Vietnam,” La Escalera I, no. 2 (Marzo 1966): 17-22. 
14 Ibid., 22. 
15 “Hoy nace LA ESCALERA.” 
16 Richard M. Levins, “Manipulación de noticias en la prensa “libre”: el caso de Vietnam,” La Escalera I, no. 1 
(Febrero 1966): 3. Translated by Gervasio L. García. 
17 “Hoy nace LA ESCALERA.” 
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thanks, in part, to the public pressures made by El Mundo. Yet, these professors thought that the 

rigidly disconnected and pro-status quo work of older scholars needed to be confronted by 

militant and scientifically focused intellectuals.18 As a result, the journal proposed a “new 

intellectual” based on the ideas of Karl Marx and Antonio Gramsci, who were usually quoted on 

the margins of the texts. Fusing Marx and Gramsci, the intellectual must not entertain himself by 

interpreting the world, being enamored with eloquence as an external motor of passions and 

affections, but rather he must change it by actively linking himself to practical life as a builder, 

organizer, and persuader.19  

La Escalera was informed by an international framework that can be seen from the 

topics, authors, and publications discussed in their articles to the mix of Puerto Ricans and 

Americans in their Editorial Board. They included a variety of topics: i.e., the Vietnam War, the 

differences between being a rebel and a revolutionary, the objectives and context of the New 

Left, censorship in the Academy, University Reform, violence in political movements and the 

Cuban Revolution. Though it did not consciously draw inspiration from any local journals, by 

browsing through their sources we can identify the continuous referencing to international 

publications like Ramparts, Monthly Review, International Socialist Journal, and Casa de las 

Américas, to mention a few. Many of La Escalera’s articles where framed with quotes on the 

borders of its pages, most of the time chosen by the editors themselves, from international 

intellectuals like Paul Baran, Frantz Fanon, Ernesto Guevara, Rosa Luxembourg, Bertrand 

Russell and local intellectuals like César Andréu Iglesias, José A. Torres, and Nilita Vientós 

                                                
18 María de los Ángeles Castro-Arroyo, “De Salvador Brau hasta la ‘novísima’ historia: un replanteamiento y una 
crítica,” Op.Cit. núm. 14 (1988-89): 9-55. 
19 Karl Marx, “Theses on Feuerbach,” in Marx & Engels Internet Archive, 
http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1845/theses/theses.htm (accessed August 24, 2012); Antonio Gramsci, 
“La formación de los intelectuales,” in La formación de los intelectuales, trans. Ángel González Vega (Ciudad de 
México: Edición Grijalbo, 1963), 27. 
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Gastón. This variety of sources and references further enhances one of the journal’s objectives: 

to break with provincialism by simultaneously framing the discussion in a local and international 

setting. The Editors argued that because social and national struggles cannot be disentangled 

from each other, since both are rooted in colonial or imperial-capitalist relations, the New Left in 

Puerto Rico had to be international and participate in a global struggle.20 The fight against 

imperialism, colonialism, and structural oppression was one and the same. 

One of the best examples of this was the case of conscription during the Vietnam War 

and how Puerto Ricans were excluded from the debates that made it come to fruition. In the 

1960’s, Puerto Rico lacked, and still does, proper representation in the US Congress and could 

not take part in US presidential elections. Federal legislation, hence, has been produced without 

the participation of Puerto Ricans. When the US decided to mobilize its troops to Vietnam, 

Puerto Ricans were left with three options: join and fight, go against their will, or become 

objectors. Sixto Alvelo, as Manuel Maldonado Denis states in his article on resisting 

colonialism,21 was a 23-year-old Puerto Rican worker, father of a little girl, and member of the 

MPI who repudiated mandatory military service. He became a cause célèbre against conscription 

for La Escalera and for the Left. Maldonado Denis even goes as far as to present him as “the 

symbol of resistance against colonialism and neocolonialism”; a sort of patriotic father that, as 

mentioned at the beginning of this paper, unveils the sterility of the colonial legislature when it 

comes face to face with the metropolitan power.22 The radical, in this particular case, is gendered 

as a virile man that casts off the effeminate colonial government to shame. The colonial 

relationship becomes, therefore, gendered as well: an interaction between a subordinate, 

                                                
20 “Editorial: Primer aniversario,” La Escalera II, no. 1 (Febrero 1967): 1. 
21 Maldonado Denis, 19. 
22 Ibid., 22. 
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feminine colonial body and a controlling masculine Empire. If we follow this argument to its 

logical conclusion, in order to subvert colonialism, a struggle among men must take place. 

This is where the silences I mentioned before gain importance. It was not until the 

journal’s seventh publication that women are even mentioned. From 1966-1969, 89 authored 

pieces were published: only 9 were written by women. Of the 26 different authors who published 

in the first year of La Escalera, only 1 was a woman. She was Margot Arce de Vázquez, an 

already established and still highly respected literary scholar. But even in her article, women 

were not featured as historical subjects or agents.23 Arce de Vázquez employed the same 

dominant terminology of her time, talking about “man” (hombre), in her article on the students’ 

responsibilities and the goal of a university. This was the case throughout La Escalera’s first 

year and in their editorials from 1966 to 1969. To speak of men was to speak of everyone, but 

the social conditions and operations of power they alluded to did not take into account the 

particular experiences of women (or black, gay and lesbian Puerto Ricans for that matter). 

Their first appearance in Leroy Robinson’s article about student housing conditions is so 

revealing. In it, Robinson employs the trope of “home” to critique how the living conditions of 

students were deplorable and not socially safe: “a house is obviously not a home.”24 This 

differentiation, which has been brilliantly discussed before by E. Patrick Johnson, marks the 

home as the privileged site for the heteronormative performance of family were women, as good 

mothers, take care of its inhabitants.25 Robinson goes on to explain how women owners, for 

example, do not nurture the female students with appropriate meals. He then holds the UPR 

responsible for failing to regulate student housing and for letting them be economically exploited 

                                                
23 Margot Arce de Vázquez, “La situación universitaria: derechos y deberes de los estudiantes,” La Escalera I, no. 3-
4 (Abril-Mayo 1966): 26-31. 
24 Leroy Robinson, “Casas de pupilo en Río Piedras,” La Escalera I, no. 7 (Agosto-Septiembre 1966): 28. 
25 E. Patrick Johnson, “Mother Knows Best: Blackness and Transgressive Domestic Space,” in Appropriating 
Blackness: Performance and the Politics of Authenticity (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003), 76-103, 327-32. 
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by women owners. These owners represent the failure of motherhood by not caring for their 

“children,” while the university fails its role of the paternal-state by sanctioning these women.  

The absence of women agents generates the impression on the reader that the radical may 

only be a man. As the Norman Mailer quote on the margins to one of Gervasio García’s articles 

states: “being a man is the constant fight of our life and one loses a piece of manliness (hombría) 

with every concession to the power of an authority in which one does not believe.”26 It is not 

only the common usage of the term “man,” rather the emphasis on manhood that displaces 

women from even being considered in this statement. Their status as unuttered subjects further 

reinforced the dominant values in Puerto Rico that a woman’s place was at home as caretaker. 

This notion was slowly and partially beginning to shift.  

For example, in the same essay where Richard Levins presented his conceptualization of 

what a revolutionary academic should be, he argues that women were structurally forced to 

pursue many professions and that their rights to a family should not limit their professional 

aspirations.27 In “La ciencia y la Universidad,” he contends that Puerto Rican women hold an 

intermediate position in women’s emancipatory process because of social and familiar 

constraints in their development: they are expected to marry while young and their professional 

aspirations have to be in tune with these expectations.28 After marriage, women are pressured by 

their husbands to abandon their educational aspirations. Levins even mentions how other women 

in the academy adopt the argument that women should not be admitted to graduate studies 

because soon after they will marry and leave. Despite the fact that he recognizes some of the 

structural limits set against women, he goes on to articulate his revolutionary academic as a 

                                                
26 Gervasio L. García, “La conciencia individual y el servicio militar obligatorio,” La Escalera I, no. 7 (Agosto-
Septiembre 1966): 14. 
27 Levins, “La ciencia y la Universidad,” 14. 
28 Ibid., 10-11. 
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separate subjectivity that fights for women rights. This radical subject should, after all, “fight the 

restrictions against women in the university so that she can study without sacrificing her right to 

a family.”29 Though he recognizes a woman’s importance in the public sphere as a student or a 

professional, Levins reinforces her domestic role as the sole subject responsible for the family 

and as a separate category to that of resisting agent embodied by the revolutionary academic, the 

radical. 

In a time when dissident voices were, for the most part, lacking the necessary vehicles to 

channel their opinions, La Escalera became the bastion where radical intellectuals could meet 

and debate, and offered a fundamentally different view of what the country and the university 

could be. Drawing from a variety of local and international sources, it articulated a project for the 

male radical intellectual to dig deep into the roots of the colonial system and root it out. Bridging 

together national processes to international power relationships, La Escalera challenged the 

provincial university that detached itself from the problems of society. Wavering the flag of the 

New Left, the editors connected their public to struggles in the United States, Vietnam, Cuba, 

and other Latin American countries. To fight nationally was to struggle internationally. 

However, this journal’s idea of the radical intellectual was largely gendered as male while the 

space where it operated was male-dominated. The prevalent absence of women as subjects or as 

authors, proved a challenge to their programmatic project of visibility and for the fundamental 

redressing of socioeconomic injustices. 

The professors that created, wrote for, and made up La Escalera left their imprint, though 

the journal only ran for seven years, on the university Left. The journal opened the door for 

                                                
29 Ibid., 14. 
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future scholarly projects like the Centro de Estudios de la Realidad Puertorriqueña (CEREP) and 

many other academic or political journals (i.e. Sin Nombre, Puerto, Pensamiento Crítico, and 

more recently 80 grados). Many times, after being banned from campus or the university was 

closed down by the administration, student meetings take place from the sidewalk adjacent to the 

university where in 1965 a group of ten professors stepped on a wooden ladder and became 

radicals. 


