by Mathew Garth

Jorget to negotiate, forget how to
negotiate, don’t wait for De Gaulle or
Kirk to abdicate, they won't, you are
not “demonstrating” you are fighting
a war, fight to win, don’t wait for
Johnson or Humphrey or Rockefeller
to agree to your térms because it'’s

yours
— The Black Panther newspaper,
1969

THE HISTORY OF NON-
white people in America is a his-
tory of protest: from the Black Hills of
South Dakota to the lunch counters of
Mississippi to the orchards of South

Blacks, Native Indians and His-
panics have initiated forms of direct
action that other activists have bor-
rowed from, including the sit-in, al-
ternative institutions and armed ac-
tions. They have used these tactics

No More
Business
As Usual

not just in the political arena (to
reclaim the “civil rights” that all
North Americans are entitled to), but
for social ends as well — to rebuild
and sustain their unique cultures
against a tide of white, consumerist
dominati

Blacks have historically been North
America’s most visible minority. By
the 1950’s the limited effectiveness of
longtime legal and legislative efforts
had become clear. Despite decades of
such action, Blacks remained disen-
franchised in the South, judicial de-
segregation decisions were ignored
and Black unemployment rose steadily
during the supposed “relative af-
fluence” of the post-war years.

The Montgomery, Alabama, bus
boycott of 1955-56 kicked off the
nonviolent direct action civil rights
movement. Organized by Martin
Luther King and the Montgomery

Improvement Association, the 381-
day boycott integrated the city buses.
(Their inspiration was, in part, der-
ived from the actions of one Black
woman, Rosa Parks, who refused to
stand at the back of the bus when there
was a seat available in the whites-only
section — a convincing demonstra-
tion of the power of direct action by
even one person at critical times.)
The civil rights activists’ decisive
break with legal tactics, however,
came in 1960 when sit-ins swept the
South. This tactic was first used by
four Black students who sat at a
segregated Woolworth’s lunch coun-
ter in Greensboro, North Carolina.
Organized by the Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee (SNCC),
sit-ins resulted in thousands of arrests
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and made direct action the dominant
civil rights tactic.

The sit-ins’ disruption of “business
as usual” sparked an all-out assault
on segregation. Soon there were
“read-ins” (libraries), “walk-ins”
(parks and theatres), ‘“‘wade-ins”
(swimming pools and beaches) and
“freedom rides” (bus terminals).

Black Power

Although SNCC activists initially
expressed the religious pacifism of
King, they soon came to regard him as
too cautious, and SNCC organizer
Stokely Carmichael called for Black
Power: control of their communities,
schools and jobs.

In 1966 the Black Panther Party
(BPP) was formed. The Panthers cal-
led for armed self-defense and they
set up patrols to confront police haras-
sment in the Black community. They
also worked within the community to
establish alternative institutions (““sur-
vival programs”) that offered break-
fasts, clothing, food and education.
These programs served as a model for
for much of the left and for the counter-
culture’s co-operative institutions.

The Panthers were eventually fel-
led by State repression and internal

factionalism. In 1971, some ex-Pan-
thers formed the Black Liberation
Army (BLA), an armed action group.

While direct action tactics were
taking hold in the Black community, a
grassroots movement of cultural pride
and racial solidarity began to reclaim
Black history. Blacks achieved a new
self-image as a result of direct action
confrontations, the rise of new Af-
rican nations and activists such as
Malcolm X, who helped to instill a
feeling among Blacks that “Black is
Beautiful,” after they had been told
for centuries that it was worthless and
ugly.

When a group of people is econom-
ically and culturally excluded from
the mainstream, it is forced — for its
very survival — to develop its own
cultural forms.

Since these cultures are formed as a
reaction to mainstream authoritarian
cultures, they contain some rebellious
anti-authoritarian values. This shared
outlook creates an intense bond that’s
absent in white movements. As a
result, groups like the BPP reflected
the values of “brothers and sisters on
the block™ more organically than any
white left group has ever reflected its
“constituency.” In a similar sense,
the American Indian Movement
(AIM) developed as a direct expres-
sion of the aspirations of many Indian
People.

Native Autonomy

Vem Bellecourt, an AIM organizer,
pointed out why non-white move-
ments ma.atain autonomy from the
white left. “We strongly believe in
separatism as an absolute. No one
tells a fox he has to be a deer, no one
tells a fox he has to be a robin, a
blackbird or a muskrat. It’s hopeless
to try to change the whites; our energy
is better spent rebuilding our own
culture.”

Like the Black action movement,
Indian direct action has emerged
since World War II alongside a cul-
tural and spiritual renaissance. In
the 1950’s, a groundswell of protest
stopped the Eisenhower administra-
tion’s policy of shutting down reser-
vations and driving Indians into urban
slums.

In the 1960’s, Indians in the United
States rebelled against the Bureau of
Indian Affairs (BIA) system of tribal
government, which had replaced trad-
itional leaders and decision-making
processes with corrupt elections and
puppet leaders.

Part of the rebellion was a rebirth of
long-suppressed traditions such as the
potlatch, a system of redistribution of
wealth through gift-giving among In-
dians, and traditional religion, which
stressed a respectful, eco-conscious
relationship to the earth.

Occupations have been a prominent
Indian direct action. AIM organized
the Trail of Broken Treaties, a nation-
wide trek that ended in the occupation
of BIA headquarters in Washington,
D.C:

The take-over of Wounded Knee in
1973, as a forceful and direct solution
to land claims, shook North America
and ignited a series of Native occupa-
tions.

The seizure of Alcatraz Island, the
fight of Pit River Indians in California
to keep their land, the Puyallup fish-
ins in Washington State for fishing
rights and the fight for an independent
Dene Nation in Canada’s North are
all part of a cultural resurgence and a
political battle.

In similar ways, Cesar Chavez and
the United Farm Workers (UFW)
provided the initial thrust for the
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