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ABSTRACT

The Community Service Organization, a grassroots social service agency that
originated in Los Angeles in the late 1940s, is generally identified by its male

leadership.  Research conducted for the present oral history, however, indicates
that Mexican American women were essential to the founding of  the organiza-

tion, as well as to its success during the forty-six years it was in operation.
This paper is a history of  the founding of  the CSO based on interviews with

eleven Mexican American women and one Mexican American man, all of
whom were founding members.
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Several assumptions about the Mexican
American/Chicano community include the
notion that it is composed of  “recent immi-

grants” (Ruiz, 1987, p. 3), and that the Mexican-
descent population is “illegal” and therefore not
eligible to participate in mainstream political pro-
cesses.  Mexican-descent people also have been de-
scribed as apathetic and apolitical (Pardo, 1990,
p. 1).  This last assessment is especially ascribed to
Mexican-descent women.

Researchers in the field of  Chicano/a studies
have in fact documented the opposite (García,
1989; Gómez-Quiñones, 1990; Marín, 1991;
Ruiz, 1987).  Twenty years ago, noted Chicano
scholar Ralph Guzmán concluded:

Mexican Americans . . . also have a long
history of  organized struggle, but they
have yet to capture the imagination and
conscience of  their fellow Americans
(Guzmán, 1976)

There are those who consider this assessment
as an affront, but it is the conclusion I have reached
as well in my years as a scholar and activist.  It is
also true that the history of  women in this struggle
has gone unnoticed.  For example, the Commu-
nity Service Organization (CSO) and the historic
1949 election of  Edward Roybal to the Los Ange-
les City Council are often cited in discussions and
research on Chicano/a political activity. Usually
the recognized male CSO leaders are identified and
their various accomplishments discussed.  Rarely
mentioned, however, is the role that Mexican-de-
scent women played in founding and organizing
the CSO.

Exceptions include the work of  Ralph
Guzmán, 1976;  Marguerite Marin, 1990; and
Cynthia Orozco, 1995.  These works, however, dis-
cuss women as a whole and do not identify indi-
viduals and their specific contributions.  In each
of  these works, mention is made of  ways women
were involved, but an in-depth study has not thus

far been produced.  Mario García concludes that
the inability to do a more thorough analysis of  CSO
is the “lack of  archival materials” (García, 1989).
I found that the archives existed in the remaining
offices of the CSO and in the homes of its members.

The intent of this paper is two-fold: first, to
present the histories of  involvement of  eleven
women who were founding members of  the CSO
movement and the Committee to Elect Edward
Roybal; and second, to develop the discussion of
politics and leadership from a Chicana feminist
perspective.

Research Process
Growing up in a union family, politics was always
a topic of discussion at the dinner table and family
gatherings.  Although we were not involved in lo-
cal politics, we were knowledgeable of  state, na-
tional and international political issues.  In fact, I
have heard said that Chicanos, by the nature of
their relationship to Mexico and their experience
in the United States, are immersed in politics (i.e.,
the Mexican Revolution of  1910; immigration;
deportations; union activity; electoral politics).

I was accepted at California State University,
Los Angeles, which at that time was a center of
student activity.  In fact, in 1970, CSULA students
in cooperation with the Third World Coalition,
and Students for a Democratic Society elected Saul
Saucedo as the first Chicano president of  the As-
sociated Student Body (Muñoz, 1989).  Becom-
ing involved with Movimiento Estudantíl de
Chicanos en Aztlán (MEChA), I was introduced
to a young woman named Senda Ríos, who was
the god-daughter of  Congressman Edward Roybal,
and the daughter of  Anthony P. Ríos, executive
director of  the Los Angeles Community Service
Organization.  The significance of  this meeting did
not make an impact until I became deeply involved
in studying California history and Chicano politi-
cal history.
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While I was an undergraduate, Mr. Ríos of-
fered me the opportunity to work as a teacher in a
pilot community teaching project called the PA-
DRES (Parents Activated for the Development of
Relevant Education) Program.  From this involve-
ment I was able to observe some of  the CSO work-
ings and connections.  At one of  the CSO yearly
conventions, I saw that elected officials, judges,
and other dignitaries were in attendance.  It was
inspiring to one day walk into the CSO offices on
Whittier Boulevard in East Los Angeles and see
Cesar Chávez.  There was an aura surrounding
Cesar that I remember to this day, an aura that
surrounded him wherever he was, whether it was
at Los Angeles International Airport or a demon-
stration. During that time, I also noticed numer-
ous women in positions of  leadership.  They were
directors of  programs, and the head of  the Credit
Union was a woman.  It was at this time that I
decided to study the women of the CSO.

When I finally sat down to write about the
CSO, my thoughts went to identifying the women
who took part in its foundation.  As I became quite
close to the Ríos family, I decided to begin my
interviews with Lucy Ríos, and then speak with
Urusula Gutiérrez (sister of  Tony Ríos), and of
course Lucille Roybal, wife of  Congressman Ed
Roybal, and mother of  Congresswoman Lucille
Roybal Allard.  The first two I knew how to ap-
proach.  I was hoping that Lucy would help me
gain access to Mrs. Roybal—and she did.  My first
significant observation was that nearly 50 years after
the start of  the CSO, some of  the women still had
the numbers from the “phone trees” that had been
established.  Lucy gave me three or four numbers,
which led me to Margarita Duran Mendez, who
gave me an additional three or four numbers.  Later,
Henrietta Villaescusa gave me additional numbers.
Eventually I interviewed twelve women.  More
women have been interviewed since completion
of  the original study, and it is the author’s plan to

identify women across the state who were involved
in the CSO.

In starting the interview process I did not have
a hypothesis.  My purpose was to gather the raw
data, contrast it to existing works on the CSO,
and then arrive at a concluding hypothesis.

The CSO Women
Let me first say that I do not call these women
Chicanas.  Although two of the women would
come to call themselves “Chicana” and “feminist,”
the rest called themselves Mexican American.  In
fact, for Carmen Mendez joining the CSO move-
ment was a way to validate her ethnic identity,
something she feels the schools had tried to deni-
grate (Mendez, Summer 1991).  Lucy Ríos also
spoke of  her grandfather instilling in her a strong
sense of  being Mexicana.  Lucille Roybal, how-
ever, specifically identified herself  as a “Californio”
(Ríos, 1991; Roybal, 1991).  For all the respon-
dents pride in their ethnicity was a way to get back
at a system they thought was racist.  This was the
bond that shaped the early CSO movement.

The women interviewed are part of  the gen-
eration that first called itself  “Mexican American.”
They are the generation that gave birth to the
Chicano/a Baby Boomer generation.  At the time
of  the interviews, 1991-1992, the women ranged
in age from 62 to 86, meaning they had been born
between 1905 and 1929.  They are part of  the po-
litical generation that grew up or came of  age dur-
ing the Great Depression, and fought in World
War II.  They witnessed the deportation of  Mexi-
cans in the 1930s, the Zoot Suit Riots, and the
Sleepy Lagoon murder case in Los Angeles.  More
significantly, after the war, they sadly came to know
that though they had fought to make the world
safe for democracy, at home civil rights for Mexi-
cans and Mexican Americans were being denied
(García, 1989; McWilliams, 1990; Gonzalez,
1990, 1995).
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Of  the 12 persons interviewed, only two were
not born in the U.S.  María Durán was born in
Mexico, but was educated in New Mexico.  She
later came to Los Angeles with her husband.  Lupe
Morales was also born in Mexico—Chihuahua to
be exact, but her father, a journalist, was forced to
leave during the Revolution of  1910.  He later went
back and brought his wife and children to  Texas.
In El Paso, Lupe graduated high school and then
attended a business college.  Unlike the women
who went to school in Los Angeles, Lupe had posi-
tive memories of  her school experience (Morales,
1991; Mendez, 1991).

The rest of  the women were born in the United
States.  Some were third and fourth generation,
and could trace their ancestry to the time of  the
early Spanish colonization of  the 1600s.  “My fam-
ily has been in New Mexico since day one,” said
Estelle Guzmán, during a 1992 interview.
Enriquetta Villaescusa recalled that she and her
father had both been born in the same house in
Tucson, Arizona (Villaescusa, 1991).  Lucille
Roybal said: “My mother’s family was in Califor-
nia when it was Mexico.  They had a ranch in Baja
California and they had a townhouse in Old Town
San Diego. . . so I’m a Californio.  I can’t go back
anywhere.  My father was born in San Francisco.”
(Roybal, 1991).  Lucy is second generation; both
her parents came to the United States in the early
1900s.  In fact, her father had been drafted for
World War I but just as he was about to leave the
war ended.  Lucy was born in 1922 (Ríos, 1991).

Of  the twelve persons interviewed, only one
did not graduate from high school.  Estelle
Guzmán went to the community college and re-
ceived an associate’s degree.  Two women,
Enriquetta Villaescusa and Mary Sparkhul, became
registered nurses.  Enriquetta went on to receive a
bachelor’s degree in nursing and later a master’s in
Public Health.  Margartia Duran Mendez was one
of  the first Chicanas to receive a B.A. in Political

Science from UCLA in 1946.  In 1950 she received
a master’s degree in Social Work from the Univer-
sity of  Southern California (National Association
of  Social Workers (NASW), California News, Sept.
1991).

The Personal is Political
It is alleged that women’s involvement in any kind
of  politics, especially before the 1960s, was a re-
sult of  their husbands’ involvement.  However, I
found that the women were politically active in
their own right.  Several of  the women took the
initiative and personally challenged patriarchal/
racist institutions and individuals in their forma-
tive years, and at a time—the 1920s and 1930s—
when there was not a visible Mexican American
women’s movement.

Mary Sparkhul and Urusula Guitiérrez both
challenged the traditions of  their Irish and Mexi-
can Catholic families during the 1930s.  Unwill-
ing to submit to her mother’s demands, Mary went
to the City Mother and asked to be placed in fos-
ter care.  She was sent home and told she should
be glad she had a home during the Depression.
Mary pursued her plan to leave home by pursuing
a nursing career (the training required student
nurses to live at the hospital).  Urusula, on the
other hand, sought to move away from an abusive
step-father.  She succeeded, and was placed in a
religious boarding school.  (Sparkhul, 1991;
Guitiérrez, 1991).

One summer Lucy Ríos went to work in the
garment district.  Against her father’s wishes, Lucy
joined the movement to organize the shop, and
took part in the strike.  Her family didn’t talk to
her for a week as they believed that union organiz-
ing was not the proper behavior for a young
woman.  Lucy dropped out of  school and contin-
ued to work until she got married and became a
housewife.  “I kept the home fires going,” she said.
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(Ríos, 1991).  Interestingly, for years her family con-
tinued to ridicule her and the other members of
the CSO.  Her family believed that nothing would
come of all the effort (ibid.)

A theme that ran through the interviews was
the discrimination that the women had faced in
the Los Angeles school system during the 1920s,
30s and 40s.  They recognized both ethnic and
gender discrimination, although the latter was not
explicitly identified as gender based.

I didn’t know how to accept myself.  At
home Spanish was spoken; at school we
were punished and made to feel  inferior
for speaking Spanish.  This one teacher
didn’t think I should take secretarial
classes, she believed I belonged in the sew-
ing classes (Mendez, 1991).

In an angry and frustrated voice, Estelle
Guzmán explained,

[T]hey had me sitting in this classroom
putting weights on these big skirts that
were for some play or something.  My time
could have been better used. I didn’t know
that could have been different (Guzmán,
1992).

Lucille Roybal felt alone in her struggle to find
a teacher who would let her take the necessary busi-
ness classes.  She knew her father would tell her
that she was doing something wrong in fighting
the system that said she belonged in home eco-
nomics (Roybal, 1991).  For Henry Nava, the at-
titudes of teachers left a lingering sense of anger:

As far as my thoughts are concerned, I
was quite angry to hear the teachers tell
me that I, as a Mexican, could not go to
college.  That soured me on my attitudes
towards school teachers, towards Anglos,
and you could say towards the establish-
ment because I started to see that teach-
ers were a product of  the establishment.
They were the establishment expressing
itself  to me (Nava, 1991).

These experiences were carried deep in the hearts

and minds of  the persons I interviewed.  It is this
spirit that united the founding members of the
Los Angeles Community Political Organization,
which later became the CSO, and the Committee
to Elect Edward R. Roybal in 1947 and 1949.
Henry Nava was president of  the CSO during the
successful campaign in 1949 that sent Roybal to
the U. S. Congress.

Extending Civil Rights
In telling the story of  the women of  the CSO, one
is also telling the story of  how people can come
together to alter the status-quo, and how some-
thing tangible can be created from nothing but
human commitment, spirit, and dedication.  The
story of  the CSO is several stories intertwined:  the
CSO story, the women’s story, the story of  the
Committee to Elect Edward Roybal, and lastly, the
Mexican American community’s story.

The thirty founding members of  the CSO were
originally a group of  people affiliated by family,
friendship, and work.  Most had not had any real
civic involvement accept union organizing, church
activities or the YMCA.  Edward Roybal, however,
had developed a network tied to his work with the
Tuberculosis Association coordinating mobile units
for T.B. testing.  He made contacts with doctors,
educators, and other Los Angeles civic leaders
(Guzmán, 1976; Gómez-Quiñones, 1990; Lopez,
1962).

It was 1947 and the United States was still reel-
ing from the euphoria of winning the war for de-
mocracy.  Mexican Americans had also gone to war,
and were an important part the American effort.  It
has been documented that Chicano G.I.s garnished
more medals than any other ethnic group during the
war (Meier and Ribera, 1993; Acuña, 1981).  Whether
at the front, in the defense industry, in the garment
industry, or as wives living with rations and the fear-
ful anticipation of husbands and sons being called to
war, Mexican-descent women became very patriotic
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(Roybal, 1991; Apodaca, 1991).  Because Anglo Ameri-
can males were going to war, jobs not normally open
to Mexicans and women became available.  Maria
Duran worked as a “Rosita the Riveter” during the
war and established contacts with the steel workers
union (Mendez, 1991; Santillán, 1989). Later, in the
early CSO days, she was able to get financial support
from the same union.  Urusula Gutiérez struggled to
become a cutter in the garment industry.  Cutting
was usually a man’s job, but with the war there was a
shortage, and eventually she succeeded (Gutiérrez,
1991).

Despite the patriotism displayed by the Mexi-
can community of Los Angeles, justice and equal-
ity were not forthcoming.  In L.A., their image
had been tarnished by the Zoot Suit Riots and the
Sleepy Lagoon murder case (Meier, 1993; Acuña,
1981; McWilliams, 1975), and in Texas, Felix
Longoría, a decorated serviceman who died in
battle, was refused burial in his hometown cem-
etery because he was Mexican.  Eventually, in 1948,
he was buried at Arlington cemetery in Washing-
ton, D.C., as a result of  an executive order from
President Truman (Meier, ibid.; “Quest for Em-
powerment”, 1993).

In various places in and around East Los An-
geles (La Carioca, St. Mary’s Church, and the
homes of  Mexicanos) people discussed the impor-
tant issues of  day.  Uppermost in their minds was
the poor treatment of  Mexicans, substandard civic
services, lack of  quality education, housing and
medical services, and police brutality (Ríos, 1991).
For example, Alberto Camarillo and Jorge
Bustamante document that Mexican children were
only allowed to go to city and county pools the
day before they were emptied to be cleaned.  The
CSO came to the conclusion that Mexicans lacked
representation in government, and it was decided
in 1947 to run a candidate in the upcoming ninth
district city council election.  The CSO found that
there had not been a Spanish-surnamed person in
public office since the late 1800s.  The next issue

was who to run for office.  “We sat around the
booth at the Carioca.  We looked around at each
other and decided Eddie had the cleanest slate,”
said Lucy Ríos (ibid.).

In these early gatherings the women were ac-
tive participants, not bystanders.  At first, Lucille
Roybal was ready to move from Boyle Heights to
her dream house in El Sereno until Ed told her
about the election.  She cried but asked if  this is
what he wanted to do.  Seeing his interest she
agreed to stay in Boyle Heights. (Roybal, 1991)

From the very beginning Lucille threw herself
into the election and turned part of  her home into
a campaign headquarters.  She became the office
manager, part-time campaign manager, and full-
time candidate’s wife, going to League of  Women
Voters meetings, candidates meetings, PTA meet-
ings, and other election-related events.  “We
learned as we went along,” she said. Following the
election, several of  the women became involved in
mainstream social and political institutions, but
in 1947 meetings were conducted at the grassroots
level—in their homes.  Several of  the women
pointed out is that, in contrast to today’s elections,
in 1947 and 1949, everyone was a volunteer.  Cam-
paign literature was all hand made using mimeo-
graph machines, typewriters, and hand stamping
letters.

As I entered Lucy Ríos’ home to interview her,
she yelled from the kitchen, “I just kept the home
fires burning,” playing down her contributions to
the CSO, but she added “I did a lot” (Ríos, 1991).
Lucy’s home also became a main location for or-
ganizing the Roybal campaign.  As Lupe and Rob-
ert Morales lived across the street, their home also
became a campaign center.

Nevertheless, for all their effort in this first at-
tempt, they lost.  Roybal told Lucille after the de-
feat that they could now move to their new home.

I told him he was crazy.  He had lost by
only 300 votes.  The others kept telling
him that he would do it next time.  By
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that time the house didn’t mean that
much; it was these people who had worked
so hard.  I saw their enthusiasm and knew
we couldn’t let them down.  We never lived
in that house in El Sereno (Roybal, 1991).

The group behind the 1947 campaign was not
formally organized, but afterwards, the thirty
founding members formed the Community Politi-
cal Organization (CPO).  However, because of
the increase in red baiting, the name was changed
to Community Service Organization (Across the
River, pg. 5).  “The response was electrifying,” ac-
cording to a 1950 CSO publication.

Eleven of  the thirty founding members were
Mexican American women (CSO 10th Anniver-
sary Program).  The CSO counted women in its
roster as full members with full voting rights.  “I
didn’t join the League of  United Latin American
Citizens [LULAC] because women were brought
in only as an auxiliary group.  CSO granted us full
membership with full voting rights.  Also, in
LULAC you could only speak English, in the CSO
Spanish was allowed.  In fact, most meetings were
bilingual,” Ríos said (Ríos, 1991).  Unlike other
organizations, the CSO was a multiethnic and mul-
tiracial group that sought to empower the
Mexicano/Chicano community by electing a Mexi-
can American to office.  It was understood that
the candidate would represent the entire commu-
nity.  Although East Los Angeles has been consid-
ered as primarily a Mexicano/Chicano enclave,
other ethnic groups once shared the eastern banks
of  the Los Angeles River.  For example, in 1947,
the East L.A. neighborhood of  Boyle Heights had
a large Jewish community, and in the area of  Olym-
pic and Atlantic Boulevards, an Irish community,
and Japanese Americans lived in the area around
Eastern and Brooklyn Avenues (Sparkhul, 1991).
As Lucy Rios recalled, “the Newmans—he was a
police commissioner and was married to a Mexi-
can woman—and the Sparkhuls both donated time
and money” (Rios, 1991).  Maria Duran, through

the CSO Civil Rights Committee, established re-
lations with the Jewish community and the
NAACP.

Seniel Ostrow, noted Los Angeles industrialist
of  the 1940s, told historian Florence Mischel that
it was through him and at the request of Mayor
Fletcher Bowron that Saul Alinsky’s Backyard
Movement of  Chicago became involved with the
CSO.1  Fred Ross2 was brought in to lend his skills
in community organizing (Mischel, 1985), but
James Mendez noted that CSO’ers already knew
about organizing and had already started mapping
out strategies before Ross appeared (Mendez,
1991).  Ostrow concludes that the CSO was at
the top of  the achievements he was most proud of
“because it affected so many people.”  Ostrow was
one of the main CSO benefactors.

After officially forming the organization, CSO
members asked themselves: what caused Roybal’s
defeat?  Their conclusion was that Mexican Ameri-
cans were not registered to vote.  “There were only
three thousand registered Mexican American vot-
ers in the whole of  California!” Ostrow explained.
In Los Angeles County in 1947 there were approxi-
mately 400,000 persons of  Mexican-descent (Daily
News, 1949).  The CSO found for itself  two im-
mediate tasks: voter registration, and increasing its
membership.  The main organizing tool was home
meetings.  Lucy Ríos, Lucille Roybal, Lupe Mo-
rales, Maria Duran, and other women took it upon
themselves to organize these meetings, which in-
volved each person inviting five or more neigh-
bors, friends, or family to their homes.  During
the meetings, the organization’s leaders were in-
troduced, and would discuss the CSO motive and
philosophy.  Meetings were held all over Boyle
Heights, East Los Angeles, and in the county in
areas like Watts, El Monte, Lincoln Heights, and
the San Fernando Valley.  In the course of  two years
CSO developed from a thirty-member core group
into a 3,000-member civic action group dedicated
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to “helping people help themselves”(CSO 25th
Anniversary Program).

The voter registration drive was one of  the
CSO’s first successful projects.  In the first three
months of  the drive, the number of  registered
Mexican American voters in the 9th Councilmanic
District increased by 15 thousand, and 17 new
precincts were created in the Belvedere area alone
(ibid.).  No one had thought previously to register
the Mexicans.

Before they could register people, CSO mem-
bers had to become deputy registrars.  “The hard-
est thing that I ever did was [becoming] a registrar
of  voters.  We went door to door registering votes.
It was the hardest thing.  It would take me an hour
to get one  registration,” said Lucille Roybal
(Roybal, 1991).  Volunteer registrars waged a non-
partisan, door-to-door campaign designed to over-
come the fear of  red-baiting and anti-Mexican ha-
rassment.  Women acted as block warriors bring-
ing voters to the polls on election day.  Ultimately,
87 percent of  those they registered voted in the
1949 election.  By 1972 CSO had registered more
than 500,000 voters.  Needless to say, Edward
Roybal and the CSO won in 1949.

The women also took leadership in other ways.
While they were not as visible as the men in the
organization, the women advocated for the CSO
through the “comadre grapevine.”  They were also
leaders of  committees and other activities.  They
looked to each other for the courage to challenge
traditional Mexican women’s roles.  Maria Duran
was seen as a “spark plug”—a woman who believed
an obstacle was a challenge to be creative.  She was
one of  the women on the executive committee,
and acted as spokesperson for the CSO.  She
chaired the important social committee, which,
contrary to its name, was the main fundraising unit
of  the early CSO.  The CSO was also supported
by Saul Alinsky’s Industrial Areas Foundation,
which provided funds for Fred Ross, a secretary,
and an office (CSO 25th Anniversary Program).

A major obstacle to registering voters was citi-
zenship.  The CSO was the first to organize citi-
zenship classes for Mexicans in L.A.  Again, women
like Marian Graff, Henrietta Villaescusa, and Lupe
Morales took the leadership in organizing these
classes, and also created the bilingual literature
needed for the predominantly Spanish-speaking
population (Graff, 1992).  “In those days you could
only take the citizenship exam in English.  Well,
we got the Immigration Department to allow
Mexican Americans eligible for citizenship to take
the examination in Spanish . . . that had to be one
of  the most important things that ever happened
to this state,” Ostrow told Florence Mischel
(Mischel, 1985).

Henrietta Villaescusa, believing that the Boyle
Heights CSO was overly male dominated, started
her own CSO chapter in Lincoln Heights.  She
was its first president.  As a nurse, she organized
mobile health units that traveled throughout East
L.A. providing health care to isolated areas and
families.  Dr. and Mary Sparkhul and Lucille
Roybal were involved in this program as well.  The
Lincoln Heights chapter was involved in numer-
ous issues, including educational reform, support
of  labor unions, voter registration, and commu-
nity involvement in elections.

In most areas, the CSO became an umbrella
service group dealing with housing, labor, neigh-
borhood improvement, police-community rela-
tions, and health.  Local, state and federal agencies
came to trust CSO as the group to contact in East
Los Angeles.  The CSO went on to have chapters
in California and Arizona.  In San Jose, Cesar
Chávez joined the CSO and became a state direc-
tor;  in Stockton Dolores Huerta joined.  It was in
the CSO that both honed the organizing and ad-
vocacy skills that would serve them later as inter-
nationally recognized leaders of  the United Farm
Workers (Levy, 1966; Rose, 1990).

The CSO at its height had 19 chapters
throughout California and Arizona.  The Los An-
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geles chapter (LACSO), through the War on Pov-
erty grants was able to develop and implement in-
novative projects for the East Los Angeles com-
munity.  Several of  these programs were developed
and directed by women.  Edith Brown directed
the Alcoholism Help and Prevention Program
(AHPP).  The AHPP was one of  the first commu-
nity-based, family-focused alcoholism treatment
programs in the East Los Angeles area.  In 1964
the CSO was able to charter a credit union.  Un-
der the leadership of  Flavia Vasquez and the credit
union committee, banking services became avail-
able to low-income persons and families, some of
whom were undocumented.  By 1972 LACSO
credit union had $91,000 in assets and had made
over $250,000 in loans to its members.

As part of  the Office of  Economic Opportu-
nity-funded Consumer Action program, LACSO
formed a Buyers Club in 1966.  Members of  the
Consumer Education class organized the club as a
cooperative to offer quality products at reduced
cost.  On May 24, 1968, the club opened its first
Buyers Club Center, which was directed by Margot
Benavides.

Since its inception, the CSO has been con-
cerned with educational issues. Under the leader-
ship of  Margaret Gutiérrez, the CSO sponsored a
program directed at working with first and second
graders and their parents in 1971. The PADRES
(Parents Activated for the Development of  Relevant
Education) program provided after-school instruc-
tion to Spanish-speaking children and their par-
ents.  Margaret Gutiérrez developed the program,
the curriculum, and was the PADRES program first
Director.

In the 1980s, under the leadership of  Rosie
Vasquez, the CSO in Los Angeles County became
a clearing house to help the undocumented with
the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA)
amnesty processing.  During this period the CSO
also assisted families in saving their homes from

foreclosure through a Department of Housing and
Urban Development program (Apodaca, 1991).

The CSO has been sharply criticized by later
generations.  Those involved in the CSO have been
called accommodationist, assimilationist, reform-
ist, and ‘poverty pimps,’ among other things.  The
actors in that early period see things in a different
light.  Fred Ross writes, “the CSO, as we called it,
was a movement among the Chicanos with, at that
time, the reputation of  being the most militant
and effective organization of  its kind in the United
States!” (Ross, 1989: p. 1).  For Margarita Duran,
her early CSO years were the most exciting of  her
entire career as an activist and social worker
(Mendez, 1991).  While Mexican American labor
organizations, political groups, newspapers, and
mutual-aid societies existed before the creation of
the CSO, it forced open doors to government, edu-
cation, business, and cultural institutions for Mexi-
cans, and Chicanos/as.  Although not as vibrant as
in its heyday, and with diminished members and
chapters, the Los Angeles Community Service
Organization remained open and functioning un-
der the leadership of  Rosario “Rosie” Vasquez un-
til October 1995 (Rios, 1996).

REFERENCES
ENDNOTES
1. Mischel, Florence P., ed. An Oral History of  Seniel

Lucien Ostrow. Malibu, Clef  Press, 1985.

2. Fred Ross represented Saul Alinsky’s “Backyard
Movement” in California.  He had been involved
in other grassroots projects in California and was
sent to Los Angeles to work in the CSO.  In 1962
he began working with Cesar Chávez in the effort
to organize the California farm workers.

INTERVIEWS
1. Apodaca, Felicitas C., Summer 1991.
2. Graff, Marian, Winter 1992.
3. Gutiérrez, Ursula, Summer 1991



Mexican American Women and Social Change: The Founding of  the Community Service Organization in Los Angeles 9

4. Guzmán, Estelle, Winter 1992.
5. Mendez, Carmen B., Summer 1991
6. Mendez, Margarita Duran, Summer 1991.
7. Morales, Lupe, Spring 1991.
8. Nava, Henry, Fall 1991.
9. Ríos, Lucy, Spring 1991.
10. Roybal, Lucille, Summer 1991.
11. Sparkuhl, Mary, Summer 1992.
12. Villaescusa, Henrietta, Winter 1992.
13. Rios, Senda, Spring 1996.

PAMPHLETS
Across the River, A Journal of  the Community Service Or-

ganization, 1950.

Community Service Organization, 10th Anniversary
Program, 1957.

Community Service Organization, 20th Anniversary
Program, 1967.

Community Service Organization, Barríos Unidos; 25th
Anniversary Program, 1973.

Mischel, Florence P., ed., An Oral History of  Seniel Lucien
Ostrow.  Malibu, Clef  Press, 1985.

ARTICLES
Apodaca, M. Linda, “The Interrelationship of Gender,

Class, Ethnicity and the Mexicana/Chicana”, pa-
per presented at the National Ethnic Studies As-

Pardo, Mary.  “Mexican American Women Grassroots
Community Activists:  ‘Mothers of  East Los An-
geles’”, in Frontiers: A Journal of  Women Studies,
Vol. 11, No. 1, 1990.

Rose, Margaret.  “Traditional and Nontraditional Pat-
terns of  Female Activism in the United Farm Work-
ers of  America, 1962 to 1980”.  Frontiers,  Vol. 11,
No.1, 1990.

Santillán, Richard.  “Rosita the Riveter:  Mexican
American Women in the Mid-West, 1941 to
1945”.  Perspectives in Mexican American Studies.
Vol. 2, 1989.  pg.115 to 147.

“CSO Bridges Gap for Minority Group”, Daily News,
Jan. 6, 1951.

BOOKS
Acuña, Rodolfo.  Occupied America,  New York:  Harper

And Row Publishers, 1981.

Blea, Irene.  Toward a Chicano Social Science.  New York:
Praeger Publishers, 1988.

Camarillo, Albert.  Chicanos in California.  Boyd and
Fraser Publishing Co., 1984.

García, Mario.  Mexican Americans:  Leadership, Ideol-
ogy and Identity, 1930-1960.  Yale University Press,
1989.

Gómez-Quiñones, Juan.  Chicano Politics:  Reality and
Promise, 1940-1990.  University of  New Mexico
Press, 1990.

Guzmán, Ralph C.  Political Socialization of  the Mexi-
can People.  Arno Press, 1976.

Marín, Marguerite.  Social Protest in An Urban Barrio.
University Press of  America. 1991.

McWilliams, Carey.  North From Mexico.  Praeger, 1990.

Meier, Matt S. and Feliciano Ribera.  Mexican Ameri-
cans, American Mexicans.  Hill and Wang. 1993.

Muñoz, Carlos.  Youth, Identity, and Power.  Verso, 1989.

sociation, La Crosse, Wisconsin.  1978

Chávez, Juanita, “Margarita Mendez Appointed to Los
Angeles County Children’s Commission”.  National
Association of  Social Workers, California News.
September, 1991.

Lopez, Ignacio.  “Roybal Heads for Congress’,  Alianza.
1962.

Orozco, Cynthia E.  “Beyond Machismo, La Familia,
and Ladies Auxiliaries: A Historiography of  Mexi-
can Origin Women’s Participation in Voluntary
Associations and Politics in the United States,
1870-1990".  Renato Rosaldo Lecture Series Mono-
graph.  Mexican American Studies & Research Cen-
ter.  The University of  Arizona, Vol. 10, 1994.



MASRC Working Paper Series10

Ross, Fred.  Conquering Goliath.  Grafico Press Books.
1989.

Ríos-Bustamante, Antonio, An Illustrated History of
Mexican Los Angeles: 1781-1985.  Regents of  the
University of  California.  1986.

Ruiz, Vicki. Cannery Women, Cannery Lives.  Univer-
sity of  New Mexico Press, 1987.

Levy, Jacques.  Cesar Chávez.  W.W. Norton & Co.
Inc.  1975.



Mexican American Studies & Research Center
http://masrc.arizona.edu

Working PaPer SerieS

u
The goal of the MASRC Working Paper Series is to disseminate research on the Mexican American experience. 

Scholars from the Social and Behavioral Sciences, Public Policy fields, and the Humanities are encouraged to 
submit manuscripts. Areas of particular interest include the Mexican immigrant experience in the United States, 

History, Minority Economic Participation, and Public Health. 

No. 1: Bilingual Development and the Education of Bilingual Children During Early Childhood. Eugene 
García and Steve Martínez, 1981.

 
No. 2: The Border Patrol and News Media Coverage of Undocumented Mexican Immigrants During the 

1970s: A Quantitative Content Analysis in the Sociology of Knowledge. Celestino Fernández and 
Lawrence R. Pedroza, 1981. 

No. 3: The Evolution of Higher Education in Mexico: A Profile. Martín M. Ahumada, 1982. 

No. 4: Reformation of Arizona’s Bilingual Education Policy: Litigation or Legislation? Michael D. Sacken, 
1983. 

No. 5: Hispanic Youth in the Labor Market: An Analysis of “High School and Beyond.” Roberto M. 
Fernández, 1985. 

No. 6: Selections from De la Vida y del Folclore de la Frontera. Miguel Méndez, 1986.
 
No. 7: Entrepreneurship and Business Development: The Case of Mexican Americans. David L. Torres, 1986. 

No. 8: Mexican American Youth Organization: Precursors of Change in Texas. Ignacio García, 1987. 

No. 9: Determinants of Involuntary Part-Time Work Among Chicanos. Roberto M. De Anda, 1987. 

No. 10: Dilemmas of the High Achieving Chicana: The Double-Bind Factor in Male/Female Relationships. 
Judith T. González, 1987. 

No. 11:  Chicano Urban Politics: The Role of the Political Entrepreneur. David E. Camacho, 1987. 

No. 12:  Mexicanos and Chicanos: Examining Political Involvement and Interface in the U.S. Political System. 
John A. García, 1987. 

No. 13: Phenotypic Discrimination and Income Differences Among Mexican Americans. Edward E. Telles and 
Edward Murguía, 1988. 

No. 14:  Hispanic Business in Tucson Since 1854. Melissa Amado, 1988. 

No. 15: An Exploratory Study of Bi-National News in Mexican and American Border Area Newspapers, 1977 
to 1988. Thomas Gelsinon, 1990. 

No. 16: Tierra No Mas Incógnita: The Atlas of Mexican American History. Antonio Ríos-Bustamante, 1990. 



No. 17: El Orgullo De Ser: Mexican American/Latino Applied History Programs, Exhibitions and Museums. 
Antonio Ríos-Bustamante, 1990. 

No. 18: Motivators for Colon Cancer Prevention Among Elderly Mexican Americans. Judith T. González, 
1990. 

No. 19: Predictors of Breast Self-Examination Among Mexican American Women: A Path Analytic Model. 
Judith T. González, 1990. 

No. 20: U.S. Immigration Authorities and Victims of Human and Civil Rights Abuses: The Border Interaction 
Project Study of South Tucson, Arizona, and South Texas. Robert E. Koulish, Manuel Escobedo, Raquel 
Rubio-Goldsmith, and John Robert Warren, 1994. 

No. 21: National Origin Based Variations of Latino Voter Turnout in 1988: Findings from the Latino National 
Political Survey. John R. Arvizu, 1994. 

No. 22: Selections from A Frontier Documentary: Mexican Tucson, 1821-1846. Kieran McCarty, 1994. 

No. 23: Utilizing the Informal Economy: The Case of Chicago’s Maxwell Street Market. Steven Balkin, 
Alfonso Morales, and Joseph Persky, 1994. 

No. 24: José Rangel Cantú: South Texas’ Fiery Radio Warrior. Carlos Larralde, 1995. 

No. 25: Beyond Access to Health Care:Institutional and Cultural Barriers Experienced by Mexican Americans 
in a Southwestern Community. Antonio L. Estrada, 1996. 

No. 26: The Education of Immigrant Children: The Impact of Age at Arrival. Arturo González, 1998. 

No. 27: Mexican American Women and Social Change: The Founding of the Community Service 
Organization in Los Angeles, An Oral History. Linda M. Apodaca, 1999. 

No. 28: The Influence of Cultural Values On Self-Efficacy in Reducing HIV Risk Behaviors. Antonio L. 
Estrada, Barbara D. Estrada, and Gilbert Quintero, 1999 

No. 29: LULAC and Veterans Organize for Civil Rights in Tempe and Phoenix, 1940-1947. Christine Marín, 
2001. 

No. 30: Of Information Highways and Toxic Byways: Women and Environmental Protest in a Northern 
Mexican City. Anna Ochoa O’Leary, 2002.

No. 31: Social Exchange Practices among Mexican-Origin Women in Nogales, Arizona: Prospects for 
Education Acquisition. Anna Ochoa O’Leary, 2004.

No. 32: Flexible Labor and Underinvestment in Women’s Education on the U.S-Mexico Border. Anna Ochoa 
O’Leary, Gloria Ciria Valdez-Gardea, and Norma González, 2005.

No. 33: Viva Emiliano Zapata! Viva Benito Juarez! Helping Mexican and Chicano Middle School Students 
Develop a Chicano Conciousness via Critical Pedagogy and Latino/Latina Critical Race Theory. Martha 
Casas, 2006.  

No.  34:  Mujeres en el Cruce: Mapping Family Separation/Reunification at a Time of Border (In)Security. Anna 
Ochoa O’Leary, 2007.


	WP27Front
	SeriesFront
	WP27
	WP_FLYER3-07

