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as a result of his doings Los Angeles
was—and is today—the outstanding
open-shop town in the United States.”

Key was the jailing of the McNamara
brothers in 1911, The McNamaras,
organizers for the Iron Workers, were
charged with dynamiting the Times
Building. Their case galvanized labor in
L.A. against the hated union-busting Otis
regime. Demonstrations of 20,000 came
out in support of the McNamaras, and
Socialist Party candidate Job Harriman
was poised to Iakcﬁhc mayoral elections.
But when defense ¥awyer Clarence Dar-
row had the McNamaras change their
plea to “guilty,” th# ride was turned. The
streets outside the courthouse, which had
been filled with the McNamaras™ defend-
ers, were empty. The McNamara boys
were thrown behind bars, one for life.
Otis rode high in the saddle, trampling
any opposition to the rule of his dynasty.
This was the high point of what the
Times termed the “Forty Year War”
against labor, a defining event which
has conditioned class relations in Los
Angeles ever since.

Davis reports that “onc AFL union
after another had been broken in a suc-
cession of violent metal trades strikes
and street transport lockouts. Only ITWW
seamen and longshoremen defied the
Merchants and Manufacturers Associa-
tion crusade to make the open shop
complete” (City of Quartz). Through the
1920s, white mainstreeters  from  the

Midwest flocked to L.A., making it one
of the most right-wing nativist cities in
the country. In the ’30s, tens of thou-
sands of “Okies” from the Oklahoma-
Texas dust bow! joined the Depression
migration to the Los Angeles basin. The
first years of the stormy CIO organiz-
ing drives which established industrial
unions in the Midwest auto, steel and
rubber centers passed L.A. by. But as
the U.S. geared up for World War II,
industry in Los Angeles was booming.
In March 1941, the UAW-CIO won an
NLRB election at the North American
Aviation plant in Inglewood.

On June 5, the 12,000 workers at
North American struck. Roosevelt im-
mediately ordered them back to work,
and dispatched an army of 3,500 battle-
ready troops to open the plant. As
Art Preis reports in Labor’s Giant Step
(Pioneer, 1964), “Roosevelt acted with
confidence because he felt he had the
backing of high CIO and UAW offi-
cials.... Thus, the United States govern-
ment waged its first military engage-
ment of World War II on American soil
against American workers resisting hun-
ger wages.” As troops drove workers
back with blows from the rifle butts,
cries broke out “Heil Roosevelt!” Sol-
diers armed with trench mortars, antitank
guns, machine guns and two antiaircraft
guns cleared the area. Local strike lead-
ers yielded, advising workers to go back.
In a final blow, the UAW International

“Open shop”
L.A.: Roosevelt
sent in federal
troops to break
UAW strike at
North American
Aviation in
June 1941.
Bonapartist
cops ride
roughshod in
town where
labor has
historically
been weak.

suspended local union officers, redbait-
ing them as communists,

When the UAW was finally established
in the aircraft plants of Southeast
L.A., and the Steelworkers at the Kaiser
plant in Fontana out in San Bernardino
County, it was strictly from the top
down. During the war years, women
workers were heavily employed in' the
aircraft plants, and many black workers
from the South found jobs there. But
the pervasive atmosphere of racist reac-
tion (which exploded in the 1943 anti-
Mexican “Zoot Suit” riots) continued
to dominate the area. (North American
refused to hire any blacks.) Chester
Himes' 1945 novel If He Hollers Let
Him Go tells of the experiences of a
skilled black shipyard worker confronted
by Jim Crow segregation in and out of
the plants. In his autobiography, Himes
noted that he had lived in the South, sur-
vived seven and a half years in prison,
five Depression years in Cleveland, “But
under the mental corrosion of race prej-
udice in Los Angeles | had become bitter
and saturated with hate.”

The Fire Last Time—Watts 1965

On April 29, the racist rulers of Amer-
ica watched their TV sets in horror
and fear at the multiracial explosion of
outrage which engulfed the streets of
South-Central Los Angeles. In an ele-
mental way the eruption in L.A., which
was echoed in integrated protests and
upheavals across the rest of the country,
was a revolt against a system which has
condemned the working class, minorities
and poor to minimum-wage exploitation,
unemployment lines, soup kitchens, bro-
ken unions, broken lives. As we noted
at the time, “The match that lit up L.A.
has burned a gaping hole in the New
World Order that is widening with each
passing day. From the White House to
the California state house, America’s rul-
ers know they are all guilty, and they’re
nervous as hell.”

The glamour capital of the U.S. is
now seen worldwide as the symbol of
the desperate conditions of life for
impoverished blacks and Latinos in
America. The first instaliment of a spe-
cial six-part series in the Los Angeles
Times (11-16 May) titled “Understanding
the Riots,” opined: “The date could be
August, 1965, when Watts first erupted.
But this is April, 1992, the verdict is in,
and the eyes of the world are watching....
How did Los Angeles reach the point of
crisis—again?”

On 11 August 1965 the black popu-
lation of Watts in South-Central L.A.
erupted in outrage against their system-



atic brutalization by the police, tem-
porarily driving the cops out. At the
time, bourgeois journalists nervously
described it as the beginning of the
“second Civil War.” The National Guard
was called in. As Gerald Horne, author
of the upcoming book, Fire This Time:
The Wartts Uprising and the Meaning of
the 1960s, commented: “It took 15,000
troops to subdue Watts and South Central
Los Angeles in 1965, which is more
than it took to subdue the Dominican
Republic.”

Coming a year after the Harlem police
riot, the explosion in Watts presaged
the ghetto upheavals that would spread
through the inner cities of America. Mar-
tin Luther King Jr. came out endorsing
the brutal cop/Guard suppression of the
black rebellion, in which 31 blacks were
killed: “It was necessary that as powerful
a police force as possible be brought
in to check them” (New York Times,
16 Auwgust 1965). The spirit of King’s
pacifism was captured in the Black
Muslims’ famous cartoon, captioned: “If
there is any blood spilled in the streets,
let it be our blood!”

For black militants across the country,
this graphically demonstrated what the
preachers’ policy of turn-the-other-cheek
“nonviolence” really meant: support for
the racist capitalist order. In the context
of growing opposition to the U.S. war
in Vietnam, this would soon lead to a
split in the civil rights movement and
the emergence of the “black power”
wing.

The Watts upheaval grew out of a
background of rising black unemploy-
ment and a rigid pattern of segregation
going back decades which kept blacks
out of houses, schools and jobs outside
of “their” neighborhoods. Many South-
ern blacks had immigrated to Los Ange-
les at the time of the Second World
War, when the city was a center of
war production. The Roosevelt admin-
istration enforced ‘“fair employment”
orders on government contractors, war
industries and unions to make up for the
labor shortage. But when the war ended,
thousands of blacks were driven out of
their jobs.

Rigidly segregated in South-Central
L.A. on one side of Alameda Street,
which came to be known as the “Cotton
Curtain,” blacks were kept out of the
higher-paying jobs in the auto, steel and
rubber factories on the other side of the
street. On the other side of the “Cotton
Curtain” lived Southern white workers,
many of whom had also come to L.A.
during the war. It was a line that blacks
were not to cross. Any who tried were

set upon by white gangs with names
like the “Spookhunters.” But the top
enforcer of segregation was the LAPD
under Chief William Parker.

Brought in to combat corruption in the
LAPD following the “Brenda Allen”
scandal of the late 1940s (where the cops
were exposed as being on the protection
payroll and client list of a local madam),
Parker militarized the LAPD. He mod-
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PKaul/LA. Times
City of Rage. U.S. Army, National Guard and LAPD occupied L.A. ghetto to
suppress Watts rebellion of 1965, and again this year to squelch upheaval after
the racist acquittal of cops who beat Rodney King.

Maimin/L.A. Times
eled them on the Marines, in line with
his conception of the cops as the “thin
blue line”—the last line of defense for
(white) “society.”

A viciously right-wing puritanical
bigot and self-proclaimed white suprem-
acist, Parker waged war on “race mix-
ing.” Cops were sent in to drag white
women out of black bars on Central
Avenue. According to one black busi-
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nessman, during the 1950s L.A. cops
blockaded his record store warning
whites to keep out because “it was
too dangerous to hang around black
neighborhoods.”

Parker was the enforcer of the L.A.
rulers’ viciously racist, anti-labor social
order. As one observer described it, Par-
ker “was to the Los Angeles oligarchy
what the army in El Salvador is to its
oligarchs, the enforcer of their rigid
social views” (John Gregory Dunne in
the New York Review of Books, 24 Octo-
ber 1991). %

In 1953, the LAPD chief supplied
“crime  statistics” yto bolster the Los
Angeles Times crusade against public
housing as evidence of “creeping social-
ism.” Parker ranted that public hous-
ing would lead to “jungie life.” Under
a Times-sponsored mayor, plans were
laid and carried out to level Bunker
Hill, where poor Mexican Americans and
whites crowded together in ramshackle
rooming houses, and use the site for lux-
ury redevelopment. Residents of Chavez
Ravine, which like Bunker Hill had been
one of the proposed sites to build public
housing, were driven out of their homes
to pave the way for Dodger Stadium.

Meanwhile blacks and other minorities
were prevented from moving to other
neighborhoods by Jim Crow housing leg-
islation and deed restrictions providing
for the “exclusion of all non-Caucasians
from occupancy, except as domestic ser-
vants.” Sometimes non-Christians were
banned as well. In 1964, when the civil
rights movement was protesting against
Jim Crow segregation in the Deep South,
Proposition 14, which voided Califor-
nia’s “fair housing laws,” was passed.
Nine months later Watts exploded.

The liberal pacifisi1 and legalism of
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the civil rights movement had no answer
to the oppression of blacks outside the
South who had formal “legal” equality
but, as in Watts, were brutally terrorized
by racist cops., segregated in impover-
ished ghettos ridden with unemployment
and despair. Black oppression is rooted
deep in the social and economic structure
of American capitalism and can only be
solved through a thoroughgoing socialist
revolution. The young black militants
who broke with King’s cringing pacifism
to embrace the slogan of “black power”
represented the best of a generation. But
they never found the bridge to the pro-
gram of a revolutionary integrated strug-
gle for workers power.

Aftermath of Watts

The L.A. rulers used the Watts riot to
whip up a white racist “law and order”
frenzy. LAPD chief Parker took to the
airwaves to warn: "It is estimated that
by 1970, 45 percent of the metropolitan
area of Los Angeles will be Negro. If
you want any protection for your home
and family...you're going to have to get
in and support a strong police depart-
ment. If you don’t, come 1970, God help
you.” This was echoed by the McCone
Commission, headed by ex-CIA chief
John McCone, in its “investigation™ of
the Watts upheaval. The Commission’s
report predicted “that by 1990 the core
of the Central City of Los Angeles will
be inhabited almost exclusively by more
than 1,200,000 Negroes.”

The Watts rebellion and the racist
alarmism of the McCone Commission
spurred the creation of the “Committee
of 25,7 representing the interests of the
biggest Downtown L.A. corporations.
As Mike Davis puts it in his essay
“Chinatown, Revisited?” (Sex, Death
and God in L.A.) the Committee of 25
“was the closest thing to an ‘execu-
tive committec of the bourgeoisie’ that
Southern California had seen since the
class wars of the 1930s.” Although
opposed to black Democrat Tom Bradley
when he ran for mayor, they came
to see in this ex-cop the man they
needed for the job of redeveloping
L.A.’s Downtown as a fortress against
the hideously oppressed minorities that
surrounded it.

Bradley’s 1969 mayoral campaign had
been backed by more farsighted sections
of the bourgeoisie, particutarly represent-
ed by Westside Jewish liberals. They rec-
ognized the need to have a black mayor
to keep the lid on. Although defeated in
that bid by fellow Democrat and racist
populist demagogue Sam Yorty, in 1973
Bradley was elected with the money

and enthusiastic backing of the Westside
establishment and the Times, and the
votes of the city’s black population.
Various rad-libs and reformists, with
the Stalinists of the Communist Party in
the lead, hailed Bradley’s election as a
victory of a great “progressive coalition.”
But as we wrote at the time:
“The ruling class didn’t have to fear that
Bradley’s election might lead to the frus-
tration of ‘rising expectations’ (the usual
bourgeois explanation of ghetto rebel-
lions); Bradley gave oppressed blacks
nothing to expect. The rulers understand
that, in addition to maintaining a fagade
of representative democracy, a moderate
black politician obedient to the dictates
of finance capital can often be an effec-
tive vehicle for containing and channel-
ing the militancy of labor and oppressed
minorities.”
— WV No. 26, 3 August 1973
An ex-LAPD lieutenant who cam-
paigned in his uniform and openly
appealed to the forces of “law and order,”
Bradley paid back his minority constit-
uents with even more poverty and depri-
vation. While programs for the poor
received nothing from the city’s reve-
nues, his administration gave developers
massive tax breaks for the “renewal” of
Downtown and other real estate specu-
lation which earned them vast fortunes.
Even the miserable federal and county
aid for social programs was overwhelm-
ingly diverted to redevelopment. As
one black resident of South-Central
commented bitterly during the 1992
upheaval, “Having a black mayor didn’t
make any difference. Everything was the
same. If it had been a white mayor, it
would have been the same.”

Capital of the Third World

By 1990 the Downtown citadel, whose
development had been spurred by the
racist alarmism of the LAPD and the
McCone Commission, was surrounded
not by blacks but by a “second city” of
over one million impoverished Spanish-
speaking immigrants. At the time of the
Watts rebellion, the population of greater
L.A. was 85 percent white; by the time
of the 1990 census it was 40 percent
Hispanic, 37 percent white, 13 percent
black and 10 percent Asian. As an article
in the Village Voice (9 June), entitled
“The First Multicultural Riots,” noted:

“After the 1965 Watts riot, politicians
made pious promises to improve condi-
tions in the inner cities. ... Instcad, whites
moved wholesale to the western part of
the city or plowed over desert land in all
directions to build new, homogeneous
(read: lily-white) suburban communities.
The new suburbs are self-incorporated
and have rules to keep ‘undesirables’

from moving in.
“That left the city to the terribly poor



1943 “Zoot Suit” riots were a racist pogrom by L.A. cops

and the terribly rich, who built up
walls, set up sophisticated clectronic
surveillance systems, and hired private
police to protect them. Los Angeles re-
emerged just a scant 10 years later as an
even more segregated city of isolated
communities.”
An article in the New York Times
(28 June) noted that this eclection year
the most common sign on the front lawns
of Hollywood Democrats, who were the
main force behind the election of Brad-
ley in 1973, wasn’t “Vote for Clinton™
but “Armed Response.”
Today in Watts and South-Central

L.A. the population is more than half

Latino. One demographic researcher
commented, “If you take the puast 27
years, I would challenge you to find
any other place of equal poverty that
has experienced such dramatic cco-
nomic and demographic change™ (New
York Times, 15 May). While the city’s
aerospace industry was a big recipicent
of the Cold War Il military buildup
against the Soviet Union, its population
was also swelled by desperate refugees
from death squad terror and murder in
Central America—the front line of the
“war against Communism’™ in America’s
backyard. Some 300,000 Salvadorans—
close to 10 percent of the entire popu-
lation of that country——sought refuge in
Los Angeles.

While there are long-established Mex-
ican communitics such as East L A over

the last decade the ncighborhoods of

Pico-Union, Koreatown and the vast
South-Central district have filled up with
Central Americans and Mexicans, many
of whom paid covore smugglers their last
savings to bring them across the bordei
to El Norte. Yet once arrived in the “land

AP

of opportunity,” they found their oppor-
tunitics severely limited. The poverty
rate in Watts is three times the national
average and higher than 1965. If statis-
tics show the median houschotd income
has risen slightly, it's only because many
immigrant famiilics are crammed in two
and three to a house, and impoverished
“illegals™ don’t answer the knock of the
census taker. The looting during the
recent explosion in South-Central was
nore like the 1939 hunger riots in Cara-
cas than what the bourgeoisie calls a
“race riot.”

An example of that was the June 1943
“Zoot Suit’” riot in Los Angeles. For a
week, war-drunk  sailors and soldiers
went on a racist rampage against young
Mexteans (and blacks) in downtown
L.A.. while the LAPD regularly arrested
nattily dressed minority  youth. Mobs
brandishing clubs careened through Cha-
ves Ravine and other barrios. They had
intended to continue through the black
district, but as Carecy McWilliams notes
in North I'rom Mexico (1948), “Learning
that the Negroes planned a warm recep-
tion tor them. the mobsters turned back.”
The lynchers had been whipped up by
the Hearst press. which following their
vicious campaign to lock up Japanese
Aumericans in concentration camps then
made Mexicans the next target of their
xenophobia. As shown in Luis Valdez’
movie Zoor Suir, sensationalist coverage
of the “Sleepy Lagoon murder” case was
wiclded to whip up hatred of “pachucos”
(gang members).,

During and after the war, Mexican
labor was brought in under the hracero
program, and then expelled in 1954 in
“Operation: Wetback.” In recent years

and club-wielding U.S. sailors against Mexicans and blacks.
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immigration has swelled as a result of
the U.S.-engineered Mexican “debt cri-
sis” which has sent living standards
plummeting. Today Los Angeles has
the second-largest Mexican population
after Mexico City. Desperate Latino and
Asian undocumented workers supply the
superexploited labor for the garment, fur-
niture and plastics sweatshops that now
occupy the sites of the former rubber,
steel and auto plants. With the destruction
of manufacturing in L.A. during the
1970s and *80s, blacks in South-Central
were mostly driven out of unionized jobs.
In Vernon, the industrial heartland of
Southeast L.A., 80 percent of the work-
force in the garment industry is undoc-
umented and all work for minimum wage.

As David Rieff commented in his
book Los Angeles: Capital of the Third
World:

“For all L.A.’s tradition as an anti-union
town, nothing quite like it had been seen
in the city, or anywhere else in the United
States, since the rise of the trade union
movement more than a century earlier.
This was the employer-employee rela-
tionship as the late ninetecnth-century
plutocrats envisaged it in their most
extravagant moments, a throwback to the
last American gilded age...when Jay
Gould boasted that he could buy one half
of the American working class to Kill the
other half.”

While they pointed to the mass immi-
gration to Los Angeles over the past
decade as a symbol of the city’s “vital-
ity,” the wage-gouging sweatshop bosses
and parasitical speculator “developers”
who run L.A. have counted on playing
the vast, multi-ethnic minority popula-
tions off against each other.

Asians were upheld as the “model
minority.” The entrepreneurial skills of
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Korean and other Asian small shopkeep-
ers were pointed to as the guarantee of
L.A.’s prosperity as the “capital of the
Pacific Rim.” Beginning in 1970, immi-
gration from South Korea took off. In
the past decade the Korean population
of Los Angeles County has more than
doubled, from 60,000 in 1980 to 145,000
in 1990. Most were urban, educated pro-
fessionals who saw little opportunity in
South Korea. Although they arrived with
some personal savings, most “‘got ahead”
by having their whole families work 16
hours a day in the stfall retail businesses
they ran in south L.A.

Rising resentmant against Korean
shopkeepers—crystallized by the 1991
murder of black teenager Latasha Har-
tins by a Korean store owner, and in-
flamed by black nationalist demagogues
who aspire to be the exploiters of “their”
ghetto market—was brought home in
blood and fire during the recent up-
heaval. Conspicuously staying out of
the area during the early hours as South-
Central burned, the cops clearly wanted
to inflame interracial hostility and vio-
lence, particularly between blacks and
Asians. Meanwhile, most Asian immi-
grants are among the miserably ex-
ploited, who are a sizable proportion of
the sweatshop labor.

Employers have used undocumented
Hispanic workers as a battering ram
against the few jobs that blacks had
held onto. For example, in the early
1980s an SEIU local of black janitors
who cleaned downtown high-rises was
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Robert Morrow
Multi-ethnic Los Angeles. More than
80 languages are spoken by school
children in L.A.
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Korean youth protest in solidarity with Rodney King, L.A. City Hall, 8 May 1992,

smashed and replaced with non-union,
minimum-wage immigrant labor. And
while the bosses brutally exploit desper-
ate “illegal aliens,” holding the threat of
deportation over their heads, they tan the
flames of racist reaction against Hispan-
ics and Asians with anti-immigration
hysteria and virulent Japanese-bashing.
Now black nationalists and businessmen
are demanding that Hispanic workers be
driven out of jobs in the reconstruction
sites.

Within the logic of capitalism, the
smaller the pie, the more brutal the strug-
gle for a piece of it. And as decaying
capitalism’s pie shrinks rapidly, the strug-
gle is the fiercest among those for whom
society makes it hardest to survive. For
the racist rulers, pitting the oppressed
and exploited against each other is an
essential prop to maintain their increas-
ingly decrepit system of raw exploitation.
That is why they were so shaken by the
multiracial character of the upheaval that
erupted in L.A. following the acquittal
of the racist cops who savagely beat Rod-
ney King. They are haunted by the spectre
of integrated class struggle.

For a Multiracial
Revolutionary Workers Party!

In the aftermath of the L.A. upheaval,
an article by Mike Davis in the Los Ange-
les Times (15 May), titled “To Restore
Hope to Lost Generation, Talk to the
Gangs,” and a column by radical jour-
nalist Alexander Cockburn (San Fran-
cisco Examiner, 20 May) recommended
a program put forward by the Crips and
the Bloods under the slogan “Give Us
the Hammer and the Nails, We Will
Rebuild the City.” The two formerly war-
ring gangs offer to eliminate drug deal-
ing and gang warfare in return for $3.7
million in schools, hospitals and other
social and reconstruction programs in
South-Central. In exchange for the

money, the Crips and the Bloods offer
themselves as part of a new force to
police the area.

Davis argues, “Like the 1965 Watts
riot, this conflict has united warring
gangs around a vision of black power
and community self-determination.” Fol-
lowing the recent L.A. conflagration,
gang members have appeared on many
TV talk shows where they have been
quite articulate in expressing the poverty
and degradation that is everyday life
for blacks in South-Central—contra-
dicting the image of drug-deranged,
inhuman outlaws portrayed by the
bourgeois media and the LAPD. But the
Crips and the Bloods are a far cry from
the former gang members of the '60s,
like “Bunchy” Carter and Jon Huggins,
who in the aftermath of Watts founded
the L.A. branch of the Black Panther
Party.

The Panthers expressed a gut-level
hatred for the whole system of racist,
capitalist “Amerikkka,” and they were
met with the full force of the state. As
opposed to the black cultural nationalists
who pimped off the “war on poverty”
programs of the *60s, the Panthers ini-
tially fought to remain independent of
the bourgeois establishment. In contrast,
the Crips and the Bloods are quite con-
scious that what they want for them-
selves is to cash in on the L.A. riots.
Recently, the two gangs announced the
formation of their own new non-profit
corporation, whose main trade will be
selling gang truce T-shirts. As the secre-
tary of the new Crips-Bloods organiza-
tion, Hands Across Watts, put it: “It’s
straight economics. I make money off of
you, you make money off of me. It’s
either join the system or get rolled over
by it. That’s the American way” (Los
Angeles Times, 6 July).

Davis himself notes in an article
in The Nation (1 June), “The only



national leader whom most Crips and
Bloods seem to take seriously 1is
Louis Farrakhan, and his goal of black
economic self-determination is broadly
embraced.... At the Inglewood gang
summit, which took place on May 5,
there were repeated references to a
renaissance of black capitalism out of
the ashes of Korean businesses. ‘After
all,” an ex-Crip told me later, ‘we didn’t
burn our community, just their stores’.”
Louis Farrakhan—the man who wanted
Malcolm X dead and who praised Adolf
Hitler as a “great man”—carries the ide-
ology of black nationalism to its most
reactionary conclusions. This has gained
broader currency today, as in the L.A.
movie Boyz N the Hood, which compares
the hero to Farrakhan and is infused with
his “black capitalist” message.

From Booker T. Washington on, sec-
tions of the black petty bourgeoisie have
had aspirations to be the exploiters of
“their own” people. Farrakhan is a sin-
ister demagogue whose “empowerment”
rhetoric and program match that of the
Reaganite right, from black businesses
to “‘anti-drug” repression. He also sneers
that “women, gays, lesbians and Jews
have taken advantage of civil rights laws,
antidiscrimination laws, housing laws,”
and looks back with nostalgia to segre-
gation, lamenting that “throughout the
South the economic advancement that
we gained under Jim Crow is literally
dead” (Nation, 28 January 1991). And
while the Crips and the Bloods offer
themselves up as auxiliaries to the LAPD
in policing the ghettos, Farrakhan’s
“Nation of Islam” is in line for a contract
from the Bush administration to operate
as the security force in an L.A. housing
project, as they earlier did in the Mayfair
Estates in Washington, D.C. (Los Ange-
les Times, 3 July).

The Crips and the Bloods’ idea that
somehow they are going to “get theirs”
by joining the system in racist capitalist
America is not only reactionary but
totally utopian. The forcible segregation
of the black population in this country
at the bottom of the economic ladder is
an essential part of the bedrock of Amer-
ican capitalism. Fantasies of getting rich
by selling T-shirts only feed into the plans
for minimum-wage, non-union “enter-
prise zones” being pushed by both Bush
and the Democrats. There is no separate
road to equality for the oppressed black
masses in the United States apart from
an integrated class-struggle fight to bring
down the capitalist system which is the
source of black oppression.

For many ghetto youth, the idea that
the power of labor can be mobilized on
behalf of the oppressed. not to mention
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Popular 1990 strike by heavily minority teacher assistants in L.A. schools.
Latino hotel workers, janitors and construction workers have also waged sharp

union struggles recently.

in defense of the unions themselves,
seems bizarre. This isn’t surprising,
given recent experience. It’s not that
there haven’t been hard-fought labor bat-
tles in this country over the past decade.
But they have been repeatedly stabbed
in the back by the bosses’ labor lieuten-
ants in the leadership of the trade-union
movement. The job-trusting AFL-CIO
tops who scream about immigrant work-
ers stealing “our jobs” presided over
the destruction of the unionized manu-
facturing plants that are now the sites
of Third World sweatshop labor in L.A.
Yet the racist, pro-capitalist labor fakers
are not identical with the union move-
ment, which is based on millions of
working men and women.

White workers from Hormel meat-
packers and Pittston coal miners to
middle-aged Middle American Caterpil-
lar workers have struck against the cap-
italists, who exploit them just as they
keep black and Hispanic workers and
poor locked in misery. Recently in L.A.,
Latino workers have been at the center
of a series of labor struggles. In 1989,
the hotel workers fought to defend their
union against the giant Hyatt chain. A
year later the mainly Latino janitors
waged a militant strike which faced
down police attack and won union rec-
ognition. Recently, during the state of
emergency in L.A. the janitors union
held a march of several hundred from

their union hall protesting the racist cop
terror of the LAPD.

These workers can be a vital spark
for the North American working class,
many having experience of militant class
struggle and more open to international-
ist ideas because of their origins. Yet
most are in a very precarious position,
subject to deportation and employer
blackmail. The labor movement must
demand full citizenship rights for
foreign-born workers. And Latino work-
ers must resist the treacherous appeals
of aspiring bourgeois politicos who
would pit them against blacks. Histori-
cally and today, black oppression in this
country built on slavery is key to
ruling-class domination of the workers
and poor. During the L.A. upheaval the
Partisan Defense Committee and Spar-
tacist League demanded that the pow-
erful L.A. unions such as longshore,
aerospace and city workers organize
work stoppages and mass mobilizations
to solidarize with and defend the black
community. :

What is desperately needed is com-
mon class struggle to unite organized
labor with all strata of the oppressed
against their common capitalist oppres-
sors who have impoverished and brutal-
ized the working people who built the
wealth of this country. This requires the
leadership of a Leninist vanguard party
to act as a “tribune of the people.” ®
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