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WEB OF POWER: MAPPING INSTITUTIONAL RACISM 
 
The year was 1970. Three eager individuals gathered in a small recently bought storefront office 

space at 1170 Albany Avenue1 in the North End of Hartford. They were focused. They were determined to 

deeply investigate, unearth, and eliminate institutional racism in the city of Hartford. The first step was this 

map of where it was at – locating power. They cut pieces of paper with lists of the Boards of Directors of all 

the major corporations in Hartford – the insurance companies, the banks, the real estate agencies. Gluing 

names on the wall they realized that names were repeated on Boards across companies. Pasting cut up string 

they connected the names; they had created a web of power. They had linked together names that were on 

multiple Boards. Power was in the hands of a few white men.2 

This was the beginning of Education/Instrucción.  

It was right here in this room where their conversations had led to the mapping of power. There 

were three of them: Julia Ramos, Ben Dixon, and Boyd Hinds. Each person came to the room with very 

different frames of reference. Later to be described as pop culture’s 1970s Mod Squad (a group of 3 hip 

multi-cultural crime fighters) “because, you know, when [people] saw us coming, they always expected 

some kind of problem or issue to arise,”3 the co-directors of E/I were from stark different backgrounds but 

held a common moral compass. Ramos was a Puerto Rican woman who grew up traveling with her father 

who was in the military. She spoke Spanish, English, German, and French, and was a recent graduate from 

University of Hartford. Dixon was a Black man who had grown up in the North End of Hartford, seen his 

mother fight for his opportunity to be prepared for college, and received a music education degree at 

Howard University, returning to Hartford to teach shortly after. Boyd Hines was the white man of the 

group, who had grown up in a middle class background in Hartford and was involved in the 60s students 

movement, which gave him some experience with the Civil Rights Movement of Hartford. It was Hinds 

who brought both Dixon and Ramos to teach at the Westledge School, an experimental private school in 
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West Simsbury, which sought to give a wider range of opportunities to young Black and Puerto Rican boys 

and as Ramos describes, was run by men with white guilt. They left the school, dissatisfied with the “band 

aid” approach to a larger systemic issue. They left to address institutionalized racism, the root cause of 

poverty, housing disparities, lack of quality educational opportunities, underemployment, and lack of 

governmental voice. As we will see it was E/I’s very unique and consciousness-shifting strategies that have 

pushed us to create a new category of activism, beyond that which is solely militant or radial and that which 

is solely negotiate or reformist. We call Education/Instrucción radical reformists so as to use the language 

people use but in putting these words together complicating the previous misconception of these labels 

being so distant from each other.       

 

The story of Education/Instrucción is one that begins to explore what it means to be multi-cultural 

and try to teach multi-culturalism, what it means to think in a changing spatial environment which manifests 

itself in growing suburban power, what it means to use education as the tool for both the organizations’ 

own mental and group growth and for state/business-level consciousness, and what a new form of militancy 

looks like when the state-business power structure refuses to be consulted. The narrative of 

Education/Instrucción emerges from a dynamic shift in the Civil Rights movement of the mid-20th century 

while remembering the striking radical roots of its recent past. This story is about a group of three 

individuals from very different walks of life who come together at a poignant political and community 

mobilizing moment in Hartford, CT. Much like other cities, the Hartford of the 1970s is in a whirlwind of 

both federal money and unmet local community challenges. 

In search of and in recovery of Education/Instrucción, I delved into the times and pondered over 

the activist strategy of this remarkable group whose story has not been told. What does E/I do in the 1970s 

(as this decade marks the primary time for which the co-founders are working in this organization) that 

mirrors or changes the way in which activism has been carried out in the past? This paper examines how and 
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why E/I came up with their civil rights strategy, how it compared to strategies of previous groups in 

Hartford and how it changed over time.  

Education/Instrucción was an educational research action organization that set out to tackle 

institutional racism with a model to potentially appeal to these corporations. They set out to be consultants, 

strategically pinpointing the power brokers of the city and beyond the city limits and raising their 

consciousnesses to be able to deal with the growing multi-cultural world. But alas the power brokers, 

obstinate in their ways, were unreceptive, and although the well-educated, well-researched model was 

upheld, tactics slightly evolved from the radical roots of Hartford's civil rights movement had to be 

implemented. Militancy came into a new form. The racism of Hartford-based banks, insurance companies, 

real estate agencies and government bodies was exposed in the media as leverage to threaten their funding 

and legitimacy: pressure for their change. E/I was a model for a new form of resistance. Was this new 

model a compromise of the radicalism that had been its roots, or was it the fulfillment of early Civil Rights 

dreams?  Is this a story of naivete and disillusionment, or of hard-nosed pragmatic activism that refuses to 

compromise its core beliefs?  We will find the answers in the history of Hartford’s struggles for equality, 

and in the biographies and interactions among the core activists who comprised Education/Instrucción. 

 
 
RECOVERING THE ROOTS: AN EARLY 20TH CENTURY OVERVIEW  
OF BLACK AND PUERTO RICAN ACTIVISM IN HARTFORD 
 
 In order to frame the activist work of Education/Instrucción it is important for us to delve back 

into the context and strategies of Black and Puerto Rican activists of the first half of the 20th century. What 

were these activists confronting and how did they respond to the injustices? How did people of color in 

Hartford negotiate with the state and when did they have to embrace more militant forms of activism? It is 

important that we situate E/I in a place and time which has strong activist roots. 
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 Black and Puerto Rican identified peoples in Hartford are critical agents of inquiring and disrupting 

the racist, sexist, classist conditions in which they find themselves. Their stories are a part of a sturdy 

lineage of negotiation and militant politics that interweave through various periods where the state and civil 

society is at unrest and needs are unmet. In order to map the kind of activist strategies of E/I we map out a 

basic outline of conditions and activist strategies from the Great Migration/New Negro Movement through 

the emerging 1970s identity politics. New Negros claimed physical and intellectual spaces as resistance to 

the regimented confined living spaces to which they were relegated. Black men of the 1940s created 

government councils of their own outside of the government due to the lack of representation and access to 

government. With heightened distress and mistreatment around the workplace, schools, housing, and 

government agencies, Black women and men and incoming Puerto Ricans of the 1950s and 1960s were fed 

up and resorted to more militant strategies. Verbal negotiations and spaces were not enough. People 

marched, participated in boycotts and strikes, as well as rioted due to the inadequate responses to their 

demands. Here is a story of when negotiations are made between active people of color and the holder of 

resources. It is a story of how these negotiations are not enough. It is vital to note that weaved within the 

fabric of all of the employed activist strategies there has been collective story-telling and learning process 

that has given life to the movements. Education/Instruccíon explicitly discusses their need for continual 

communication, bouncing off of ideas and sharing of stories in order to have the energy and be intentional 

about their approach to the overarching goal of eliminating institutional racism. Depending on the landscape 

and how it alters, we find how Black and Puerto Rican peoples in Hartford have navigated the city to push 

for needs being met.  

 In order to understand the ways in which strategies of Black and Puerto Rican-led activism formed 

and changed over time, we have to understand the landscapes for which it emerged. As we will see 

throughout the history of the activism of the 20th century, it is particularly in the prosperous times of the 

city for which people of color are more and more aware of their isolation from this wealth and resources. 
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The history books will tell us that the city was booming but the communities of color that we are interested 

in here are battered even within these seemingly great moments. 

 By the turn of the century, Hartford had already become the insurance capitol of the nation. Six 

major banking and insurance companies reigned in Hartford – Aetna, Connecticut, Hartford, National, 

Orient, and Pheonix; these companies contributed to the accumulated wealth in the city.4 By the 

declaration of World War I in 1917, Hartford’s Colt was already hyper producing firearms for the war 

effort. Employment at just this company went from 800 to 8,000 during the war.5 Hartford as a more 

visible whole was the home of Mark Twain and Harriet Beecher Stowe in the earlier century. The city 

housed one of the top high schools in the state. Everyone wanted their children to attend the esteemed 

Hartford Public High School. The economy was quite healthy at the time and educated people were 

cultivating the city. But who got to reap the benefits and who was isolated further by these gains?  

 Black peoples’ activism in Hartford is about claiming space at a moment of greater constraint in the 

early part of the 20th century. Contrary to the passive characters described in the Charles S. Johnson 

report,6 Black people are active in moving (The Great Migration), connecting, cultivating the educated 

Black elite, and forging spaces in both more confined Black areas as well as some negotiated spaces in other 

parts of the city.  Black people in the earliest part of the century were dealing with the risk of leaving their 

homes to try and find new lives in northern cities as well as finding ways to re-define and cultivate spaces 

within the constraints. The confines of the living spaces, the lack of quality jobs, access to quality education 

and access to governing bodies were all issues that Blacks and later Puerto Ricans would be making 

negotiations, being resourceful, and making demands about. 

Black people lived in close quarters in distinct areas in the North End of Hartford from early on.   

In Johnson’s assessment of the “political division of the city” he finds that not only are there “10 wards” that 

the city is divided into but that there are “limitations to the mobility of the Negroes living there, and they 

are to be found packed closely together in communities,” and “in those sections previously occupied by 
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whites who have moved to more desirable areas.”7 As a report that Schlichting describes, “An analysis of the 

concentration of African Americans within the confines of Ward 3…shows that…35.7% of the total black 

population resided in just one ward…concentrated on just a few streets…Capen and Martin streets…make 

up a distinct African American area.”8 Furthermore, 

…the homes of Negroes must, in point of location, conform to the larger community’s unwritten code. They must be 
located where Negroes are permitted to live. This same law operated to throw upon Negro communities…the burden 
of congestion and high rents. Property with little or no value for residence…deteriorated and impossible to keep in 
repair, usually takes on value when Negroes begin to live with each other for it….They must live here if nowhere and 
they are willing to pay dearly for the privilege of a dwelling.9  

Much like the rest of American cities the dilapidated tenement style housing was a distinct living space for 

the New Negros. These particular analysts allude to desperation for housing because of lack of possibilities 

and that Blacks may be paying more than the worth of the dwellings. 

Both Black newcomers to Hartford and Blacks living there all their lives constantly dealt with the 

limited mobility within the workforce.  During the war and at the point of Great Migration, southern blacks 

were being pulled into the tobacco fields outside of the city, residing in the barracks and than in the city 

itself. “Connecticut growers decided to recruit black agricultural workers from the South,” but when there 

was so much of a boom in the factories that really help war thrive like Colt Fire Arms, blacks wanted to 

take part in this money-making as well, but, “they were nevertheless relegated, for the most part, to 

unskilled or semi-skilled jobs.” And more than that,  

Black workers with trades such as carpentry or bricklaying were excluded from labor unions and often were unable to 
find steady work in their professions. Black women faced even more severe workplace discrimination…According to 
the Encyclopedia of American Social History: African Americans were confined to so-called Negro jobs…where the 
work was heavy, hot, dangerous, and dirty…lower salaries…White women refused to work beside black women and 
demanded separate eating and sanitary facilities; white customers objected to black saleswomen, receptionists, and 
secretaries…the proportion of black women in domestic service grew from 44 percent in 1900 to 54 percent by 1930; 
it was one of the few areas of work open to them.10  

But Black people actively chose to leave their homes, resisted the limitations in various ways, created new 

spaces and were entrepreneurs.  

 We often think of the Great Migration in very passive ways: southern Blacks were pulled up North 

by recruiters. But here we see that the Great Migration is one of the first massive acts of resistance from 

Southern violence and disenfranchisement. Although it is clear that the conditions of the North are quite 
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confining, the movement had agency in it. As we know from letters of southern Black migrants and 

assessments of prominent New Negros, there was a conscious leaving of the South for the prospect of a 

better life, away from the white racial violence of the South, which makes more complex the notion of 

mere economic pull factors.11 More black bodies moving into northern cities were seen as an asset to 

various factories and farms, but were also seen as a threat. Where would these bodies go? It is clear that 

most Blacks were again regulated to certain neighborhoods in the North End of Hartford. For Blacks who 

had lived there all their lives, some of them more educated, felt they had a moral obligation to integrate 

newcomer Blacks into the city. The women of the Colored Women’s League were particularly involved in 

creating space to educate newcomers to the city so as to build a larger force of more critically minded, 

artistic, bright individuals and give them a sense of home in such a foreign place. The CWL along with 

others of similar foundation claimed both physical spaces (purchasing a center for their work) and utilizing 

this space for the educational and social growth of northern and newcomer southern Blacks, and even poor 

white children.12 The Colored Women’s League was a group involved in the overarching New Negro 

movement. 

 The New Negros in Hartford, much like New Negros around the country were re-defining what it 

meant to be Black in America. The re-defining took a variety of forms. The Black intelligentsia were 

mobilizing, negotiating with the political system and were beginning to burgeon their own community 

organizations such as the establishment of the church, Black fraternities and Black women founded 

clubhouses. 13 Some of the strongest institutions in the black community were churches such as the A.M.E. 

Zion Church. There were clearly various levels of organized resistance. As reported by a Trinity alum in 

her thesis on the creation of the North End of Hartford,  

There are records of public statements by individual ministers or protests led by groups of ministers against: 
(1) the showing of the D.W. Griffith’s film Birth of a Nation; (2) housing conditions for black residents; and (3) 
discrimination in employment. In addition a chapter of the NAACP was in the early stages of organization 
around 1917. One significant activity …was a union organization effort among southern migrant women 
working in the tobacco industry.14 
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By 1930, op-ed pieces frequented The Hartford Courant signed by “THE NEW NEGRO” protesting white 

racial violence, showing solidarity with Southern blacks who had been wrongly accused of various crimes 

and beaten and burned, lynched by whites afraid of black self-determination.15 Blacks were not just named 

the New Negros; they claimed this identity, taking up both intellectual and physical space to do so. 

Education/Instrucción would also find intellectual and physical space to claim their identity, but unlike the 

majority of the activists and activist organizations that we survey here, Education/Instrucción was much 

more inherently multi-cultural.   

As more Blacks arrived in Hartford and the violence of the south began to further be on the minds 

of both whites and blacks alike, new negotiations were to be made. War and prosperity was soon met by 

the depression and war again, both abroad and at home. How was it that with a great a prosperous city 

could there be such maintenance of violence, lack of mobility, and lack of resources for Blacks? “…the 

boom of World War II failed to change the nature of employment, health, education, crime, and social 

welfare for African Americans.”16 By the end of WWII, Blacks were still very much confined to dilapidated 

housing in pockets in primarily the North End of Hartford. In fact by 1940, one third of Connecticut’s black 

population lived in Hartford, 80% of which was quarantined to a 40 sq. block in the North End.17 In 1943 

race riots had spread across major cities such as Detroit, New York, and Beaumont.18 There were no riots 

in Hartford but whites feared that this kind of violence could ensue. Blacks in Hartford felt deeply 

connected to the violence that flooded the streets of cities in the nation. Outraged over the brutal beating of 

a Hartford pastor, Rev. John Jackson of Union Baptist, in Alabama right around this time, Blacks were all 

the more ready to demand a dignified place in society.19 There was a clear connection between southern and 

northern racism. In response to this threat and pressure by outraged Blacks as well as concern for recent 

immigrant populations, CT’s Governor Baldwin set up an inter-racial council supported by the National 

Urban League in 1943.20 Governor Baldwin’s Commission’s (herein called “The Commission”) members 

seemed to be concerned with the possibility of racial violence getting much worse in the state of CT their 


