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COI~E-L~TO~ 

"STARTED ON AVALON. COP STOPPED TO WRITE A 

FELLOW A TICKET. COP JUMPED OUT OF THE CAR, 

CALLED YOU A 'NIGGER,' PUSHING, NOT TALKING TO 

YOU LIKE YOU ARE A MAN. THAT'S HOW IT STARTED. 

THEY GOT THE MAN'S MOTHER. PEOPLE STANDING ON 

THE STREET SAW IT AND THEY JUST DIDN'T LIKE IT. 

THE TENSION JUST BUILD, MAN. PRETTY SOON THE 

WORD GOT AROUND ALL OVER. 'CAUSE EVERYBODY 

KNOWS. I'VE BEEN BUSTED MYSELF AND I KNOW HOW 

THEY WANT TO GET YOU DOWNTOWN, FIVE OR SIX OF 

THEM JUMPING ON YOU. I WISH IT WERE STARTING ALL 

OVER AGAIN." 

WATTS NEGRO 
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Voices from Watts 

During the Watts incident, KPFA reporters, 
Walter Thompson and Al Silbowitz, interviewed 
both participants in the looting and others in the 
area. Below and on the front cover are excerpts 
from these interviews. 

NEGRO YOUTH 

"I don't feel bad about it. I think what the peo­
ple did by burning the business, I think that was 
good, because we don't own them, they overcharge 
us and everything. Actually, the people that was 
looting, taking stuff home with them, they could 
never afford it, they would never probably have 
got it anyway, so this was a chance to come down 
to get what you want and take it home. And the 
best thing they did while they were doing it, in­
stead of leaving the business there where the 
white man could come back after this is all over 
with and start selling products and making money 
off you again was to burn it down, completely. 
And I think they should have done that. Going back 
when they started bombing churches in the south, 
there was one Christmas where the people said 
let's boycott and don't buy nothing from the white 
man. I don't think that was too wise, too much of 
a good idea. Blt the best thing they should have 
done was what we did in Los Angeles, burn their 
business. This way they couldn't get no business. 
If they keep on burning their bUSinesses, this will 
make it kind of hard for them to make any money. 
I'm not going to go hungry for nobody. " 

"If we had never started this, we'd still be 
walking around here hungry and starving, half­
clothed and things like that. Some of the people 
around here, they!re not going to go for that. Lot 
of people out here want to look kind of decent on 
the streets and things and we going to tear off 
anytime we get ready to. Cause they're not going 
to do nothing. " 

"I think there's another way although I've seen 
this coming on and everything. I think they got 
what they asked for. White merchants there in 
the town. They're the ones that hold the stores, 
and I think they got what they asked for for a long 
time, because most of these people around in 
this neighborhood are on the county. That check 
comes every month. Look at these projects, we 
have four projects down here in what they call 
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"Area Watts" and the project people have to pay 
rent. Okay. How do they live comfor table? 
They can't even get a decent piece of furniture in 
their homes. I mean that they have to pay light 
bills, gas bills, all of this. How do they expect 
them to live decently .? And they 'lIre out paying on 
another bill trying to get the furniture. They get 
behind a couple of payments and the man wants to 
come and take it out of their house. I really 
think they got what they were asking for ... " 

" ... I'm not going to fight for the United States. 
I'm not from the United States. I'm not an Ameri­
can. You get drafted today, go to Vietnam, get 
all shot up in the hip and the head, come back 
home and couldn't go buy a hamburger. " 

"They're not going to draft me, I got too many 
felonies. I mean, I'm not going anyway. I'm 
twenty-three and I'm not going in the service at 
all. . .. I'm glad I got these felonies. I'm not 
going to fight for the United States of America. 
... they're not going to take me and send me to 
Vietnam and let me fight against some body and 
then over here in the United States they fighting 
us and trying to kill us off. " 

CLEVELAND WALLACE, Los Angeles CORE 

"You'll find 30% of the people in Watts are 
unemployed, 60% receiving aid from the county, 
and the rest are working in menial jobs, just 
jobs that barely pay their existence. It's frustra­
tion out there. They feel that everything is being 
taken from them, t he white merchants in the 
area are exploiting them and that they have no 
way out. 

"Where the Negroes come from is very inter­
esting, also. They come from the southwest 
part of the United States out this way to California 
and they go from what we call the "cottonbelt re­
gion", Mississippi, Georgia, Alabama, north 
and middlewest. Sometimes they'll leave from 
there and come out this way. You will find that 
these people are very militant when they come out 
here and they even feel more strongly about this 
when they see what conditions they have to live 
under here, the disrespect that the police give 
to their women and children and themselves, and 
the inconvenience of being arrested and having an 
arrest on their record and not being able to get a 
job. Once you've been arrested here, whether 
you're convicted or not, the police keep a record 
of it and they will use it against you, especially 
if you are a Negro. 

"And they felt that the chief is not very respon­
sive to the Negro community. In fact, he is hos­
tile toward the Negro community and he has let 
them know it. So they really feel that they have 
no other recourse but to riot. This is one of the 



reasons that the riot is going on now, plus one 
other. You will find that, at this point, the N:egro 
community is more unified than it has ever been 
before. 

"You will find two words used very, very much 
out there, that is 'brother' and 'whitey', and any 
time they see a white person driving by, up until 
the troops came in, they would stone him and try 
to stop him and pull him out and beat him, and 
try to turn over his car and burn it. And they're 
not interested in talking to anyone because they 
feel that no one would listen to them anyway. 
They've been ignored so long until right now it's 
going and they don't want it to stop until they burn 
down everything they can possibly burn down. " 

JOHN SHABAZZ, minister of Black Muslim 
Mosque #27 

" ... It's not just police brutality, it's white 
brutality, it's white oppression, it's white man's 
four hundred years of slavery of the black man. 
This is what's culminating. It's the same thing 
that's happening all over the world. Everything 
that's happening in the world is race. Everything 
happening all over the world is black versus white. 
That's where it is today and it took the Negro in 
America longer than everybody else to catch on 
despite the fact that the Honorable Elijah Muham­
med has been trying to tell them that for thirty­
five years. And then it took the black man in Los 
Angeles longer than all the rest of the black peo­
ple in America, longer to catch on. When he 
caught on, I think you have to admit that he seems 
to have caught on better than everybody else. 

" ... Mr. Muhammed was teaching us that the 
white man should listen to his solutions and he 
showed the solution to the problem. He said that 
if he doesn't that there would be a blood bath 
throughout America, that the black man and the 
white man were going to start clashing and this 
was back before any of the sit- ins or any of the 
bus rides, freedom rides and all that, that 
caused all this bloodshed. Blt he said that the 
closer that the black man continued to try to get 
to the white man and the more the white man lis­
tened to the people that the white man set up as 
Negro leader s, the closer we'd come to bloodshed 
in the streets and he said, and then they would 
clash. 

"And he showed us in the Bible and he put it 
on the front page of Muhammed Speaks, the quota-
tion from the Bible that, "Your agreement with 
hell shall not stand, " and that there would be a 
breaking away of this agreement and then the 
judgement would sit. Well this is, as he pointed 
out, this is a means of showing that there would 
be this attempt by the black man and the white 
man to integrate and to get along together and to 
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be brothers and all this, but it couldn't stand. 
Every bill, every agreement they make, as the 
U. S. News and World Report pointed out this 
week, every civil rights bill that the Negro has 
ever asked for has now been signed into law and 
the problem is greater than it was before he got 
any bill signed into law. So therefore, the agree­
ments are not standing, and still the black man is 
in trouble. Still the black man's in worse shape 
than he's ever been. So he's rioting. Yes, this 
is inevitable. Mr. Muhammed has been tell­
ing the white man that this would happen and he ' s 
telling him now that it's going to keep on happen­
ing. It's not going to stop. " 

BOB FREEMAN, Chairman, CORE Committee 
on Police Malpractice, Los Angeles CORE 

"We're called sometimes when police are even 
there outside of people's houses threatening to 
break the door in because they want to come in 
and search without a warrant. 

"One morning about three o'clock a lady called 
me from the Watts area and some policeman from 
West Covina had knocked on her door at three 
0' clock in the morning. When she went to the 
door she saw no one and she looked further and 
turned the light on and she saw a man in a plaid 
jacket hiding pressed against the wall. Naturally 
this frightened her because she had no husband 
there in the house. And she says, 'Who is it?' 
And they said nothing and the second time they 
jumped up with shotguns. They were all plain­
clothesmen and they told her they wanted to come 
in to search her house. And she asked them for 
what and they said, 'We want to search. Open the 
dOOr' or we'll kick it down. i And she asked if they 
had a warrant . They said, 'No.' And she said 
she wasn't going to let them in. They kicked and 
kicked, but it was a pretty heavy door, and they 
couldn't kick it down. So she got me on the phone. 
We went out there. They didn't attempt to stop 
us from going into the house. In fact they made a 
lot of comments. There were about four of us. 
We entered the house to take a statement from the 
lady. 

"I got on the phone immediately and called the 
Los Angeles Police Department to ask them about 
it because this lady was living in Los Angeles. 
They said they knew nothing about West Covina 

policeman being there, however, the lady should 
have let them in. I told them that these people 
didn't have a warrant. They said that she should 
let them in anyway. So she refused to do this. 
She had nothing to hide and she would let them in 
if they got a warrant. They came back telling her 
that they were going to get a 'telephonic' warrant. 
So we all wondered what a 'telephonic' warrant 
was and I called the LAPD again and asked them 



about a 'telephonic' warrant and they never heard 
of one. However, the captain downtown did say 
that they should notify the LAPD. 

"These policeman refused to give their badge 
numbers. I went around the back and one was 
hiding--he thought he was hiding behind a tree but 
everybody could see him--and I asked him for his 
badge number. Finally I told him it was a law, 
that I had already called the West Covina police 
and they said their policemen don't refuse to 
give their badge numbers. I told him that I called 
his office and talked to the watch commander, so 
he finally gave me his number. 

"They waited there--this was three o'clock 
in the mroning--they waited there until about 
eleven 0' clock. They finally got a warrant. They 
made numerous threats to break down the door, 
even after we were there, but she wouldn't let them 
in. Soon as they got the warrant, she let them in. 
They came in and they were very nice because we 
were right there in the living room. They didn't 
tear open a thing, throw things over the house, 
scatter things around, but she had nothing to hide. 
They came in- - they were looking for her son, 
incidentally, who is grown and doesn't live with 
her at all. 

"However, we found the next day that while 
they were there four West Covina policemen 
were at her daughter's house and her neice's 
house and they just tore the house apart. They 
took records, they took all of her personal records, 
her checkbook, her receipts and everything, and 
$45. 00 in cash which she never got back. 

"This is one of the incidents. This is not the 
Los Angeles Police Department, but we have 
numerous other incidents where people are beaten 
up. They are arrested for questioning on some­
thing and they are asked, 'Did you do this? ' 
'No, we didn't.' And they start beating on them 
and saying, 'Yes, you did do it.' This happens 
day in and day out in that community. 

"Very little of this is carried in the news­
papers. The general question about police brutal­
ity is carried in the newspapers because there are 
always charges of police brutality, but we always 
get the answer from City Hall that there is no 
police brutality. In January, a few members of 
my committee and I met with Mayor Yorty. We 
had attempted to get a meeting with Mayor Yorty 
way back in September , but he turned us down. 
We wrote numerous letters, but he did not want 
to meet with us. Our Los Angeles CORE Chapter 
decided to have an action against the Mayor's 
office . They got word of this somehow and sent 
us a letter stating that he would meet with us and 
would talk with us. However, when we walked in, 
he promptly informed us that he was there to lis­
ten and not to talk. 
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"However, we did discuss many things ... 
The Mayor said that there was no need for any 
of this, that there was no police brutality . This 
was on Friday that wernet with him. On Monday 
morning, the Mayor made a public statement on 
three of these things ... He didn't mention that we 
had asked for them; we assume that it was because 
it was around election time that he did this ... 

"There is a section of the LAPD that handles 
complaints. Our criticism of that is that it should 
be some outside agency handling complaints, some 
type of police review board. My committee feels 
that we have in Los Angeles a unique thing, a 
civilian police commission that has the powers 
given by the City Charter to rule the Police De­
partment. They're Chief Parker's boss--techni­
cally. In reality, they're not. They're ruled by 
Chief Parker. They admit that they do what he 
tells them to do because they don't know police 
work. They're not full time men; they don't have 
the money that they should have, they say ... We 
feel that having an internal review department in 
the Police Department is iust like having a man 
judge himself. The Police Department is judging 
itself. Naturally, if there exists bigotry in the 
police department, the adjudication of these com­
plaints is going to be bigoted. Anyone who has 
really gone in to investigate the thing has come 
out with the conclusion that there was police mal­
practice. Blt nobody does anything about it ... 

" ... When I talked to people in Watts, their 
response always was something like this, 'The 
police have been beating us all the time; we've 
been taking it all the tim~; tonight is our night. ' 
That was the first night. However, there was a 
meeting on the second day, and everybody thought 
there would be some kind of negotiation between 
the Police Department and the police who were 
rioting--people from the community. However, 
Chief Parker came out with a statement that he 
didn't want to talk to anybody. The second night 
I went out and started talking to people. This is 
what they were angry about. Their statements 
were, 'If Parker doesn't want to talk to us, we'll 
burn the whole damn town down, and the next time 
we want to talk to him, we won't have to get on 
our knees to talk. ' 

"They were also angry about other statements 
that were made by various officials. County 
officials made some statement that they were 
going to withdraw all of the country checks unless 
they stopped rioting. And they said, 'We don't 
give a damn about the country; we don't have any­
thing anyway, so we have nothing to lose. ' ... 

" ... There has been quite a bit of civil rights 
activity, which has been ignored by the power 
structure, which has been laughed at and derogated 
by Chief Parker. Blt the fact that these protests 
have been going, and have been in large part ig-



nored or played down by Chief Parker and Mayor 
Yorty, and therefore have really not made the 
gains that they should have made. You see, 
these people who are rioting are not members of 
CORE. When the bulk of the people look at these 
organizations ... they don't feel like going out and 
letting somebody spit on them or kick them or 
call them names. However, they hold a certain 
hope that these organizations will do some good. 
If their efforts are futile because the powers that 
be play them down, laugh at them, derogate them, 
naturally these people give up hope altogether in 
these organizations, and will take it in their own 
hands. I had people tell me, after I told them 
that I was from CORE, 'We're for you and what 
you're trying to do, but we don't believe it that 
way man, and you couldn't do anything, so we're 
doing it now.' This is how the people feel." 

MIKE HANNON, Los Angeles CORE, recently 
suspended from the Los Angeles Police Depart­
ment 

"I don't believe that the Los Angeles Police 
Department can pretend that they have not been 
adequately forewarned about impending violence 
in the Negro areas of this city. Civil rights lead­
ers in Los Angeles for years have been trying to 
tell the police department that the attitudes and 
practices of the police officers in those areas 
were building up the kind of hostility and frustra­
tion that was going to lead to really major vio­
lence. The Police Department has continued to 
insist that their policies are above reproach and 
that their practices reflect these policies. Now, 
the department knows this isn't true, and I know 
from my own personal experience that this isn't 
true. 

"Up until 1961, the Police Department in Los 
Angeles was rigidly segregated. Integration 
happened the first part of July in '61. Prior to 
that time there were only certain geographical 
areas Negroes could work in, the predominantly 
Negro areas. Therewere only certain jobs they 
could hold; there was never an integrated radio 
car team. If they had three Negroes on a watch 
where they were running two man cars, they 
would put one car out with two Negroes in it and 
keep the other man in the station filing papers or 
something rather than put him out in the car with 
a white officer. Since the integration, Negro 
officers have been working all over the city and 
so they are much more thinly spread in the Negro 
areas than they were. However, the department 
certainly isn't making any special effort to utilize 
Negro officers in this Situation, except in such 
public positions as the public information division 

"During the trial of my case, one of the issues 
-Ln~olved an article I wrote for the Los Angeles 
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CORE-Iator in which I referred to bigotry on the 
Police Department and the use of police facilities 
to promote right-wing political causes. The . 
defense came into the trial well prepared to 
prove that everything I said in that article was 
true. We were not allowed, however, to put 
this evidence on. For two days we tried to 
present witnesses to show what the actual prac­
tices of the Los Angeles Police Department were 
in Negro neighborhoods--not only civilian wit­
nesses, but police officers. We did put on the 
stand two Negro police officers who were will­
ing to testify to the kind of things that go on in 
Los Angeles. While we weren't allowed to put 
this testimony directly before the police judges, 
we did make offers of proof of exactly what these 
men were willing to te.stify to, so the department 
was aware of what we were going to put on. 

"I can cite a couple of examples. One Negro 
officer, Norman Eadlund, came in prepared to 
testify that while he worked at 77thBtation--the 
station that controls the Watts area where the 
rioting started--a couple of years ago he saw a 
stone-cold sober Negro man come into the detec­
tive · bureau on 77th Street to find out why his 
brother had been arrested. He insisted on know­
ing after they told him to get out; they booked 
him drunk. In the same week a Negro police 
officer tried to arrest a white bar owner who 
was a friend of the detectives and was unable to 
get him booked at 77th Street station. 

"We brought in other witnesses. Another 
retired police officer would have testified to the 
particular harassment of racially mixed couples 
in cars containing white and Negroes by officers 
in the minority communities. I've personally 
seen this, too. I'll be riding in a police car and 
my partner says, 'Look at that. Lets go shake 
that car.' 'Why?' 'Well look there's a 'nigger' 
in there with that white woman,' or vice versa. 

"My own experience in five years in Newton 
Division was that , while there are a lot of fine 
men on the police department, the prevailing 
attitude on the part of white police officers is 
one of white supremacy, nicely structured by 
right-wing ideologists like William Buckley who 
make all this garbage sound almost respectable. 
But nevertheless , these feelings are there. 
They're very open. 

"I've also worked as a patrol officer in white 
areas of this city, and it's like two different 
worlds the way the policeman react to their 
o.rdinary contacts with citizens. Simple things 
like how you act when you go in somebody's 
home. When I worked Highland Park Division 
a white area, officers would take a seat if the; 
were offered them or they would take their hat 
off; they were courteous in their language. 
More typical in Newton division, in the Negro 
area, officers, even if they were answering a 



call to make a burglary report, would stomp 
around the victim's home like members of the 
Gestapo looking for Jews hiding in the ghetto. 
Rudeness, discourtesy, just a generally well 
displayedandopen attitude of complete contempt 
for the people they were working for is so com­
mon and such a standard practice that the po­
lice department evidently thinks it's, normal. 

"I've seen the chief of police on television 
the last few days trying to blame the whole thing 
on agitators. Parker said, 'Agitators have ' 
been going into that neighborhood for two years 
and telling those people they're deprived, and 
so naturally they are beginning to believe them. ' 
My God, does he really believe these people are 
so stupid that they don't know they're deprived 
until agitators tell them so? The whole trouble 
is that the Los Angeles Police Department is 
run by a blind man. He's blind and deaf and 
willfully so. William Parker is the same man 
that was telling the Civil Rights Commission a 
few years ago about how his officers had to deaJ 
with people not far removed from the wild tribes 
of the hills of Mexico. And he's no slouch at 
right-wing activities, either. As recently as 
May of this year, just before my trial, P~ker 
transcribed a radio interview for the Mamon 
Forum-- Manion is on the National Council of 
the Birch Society and the editorial staff of 
their magazine, American Opinion-- the same 
Chief Parker who insists mrer an_c:;1 over to the 
press that hE: doesn't know anything about Birch-
ers on the Police Department. He says he does­
n't consciously know a single member of the 
Birch Society. The man is just either a liar or 
willfully blind. 

"John Rousselot claims 2,000 Birch Society 
members among peace officers in Los Angeles 
County and I wouldn't be surprised if this wasn't 
a very accur,ate figure. I know several men at 
Newton Station where I worked for quite a long 
time, that admitted membership in the Birch 
Society. I know that the Los Angeles Police 
Department does have a right-wing front group 
called FIFO, Fire and Police Research Associa­

tion of Los Angeles, which is very active in pro­
moting right-wing causes. They've got five 
registered lobbyists in Sacramento. They put 
out a monthly smear sheet that has attacked 
everything that even smells of liberalism in the 
entire state and nation. They've attacked Braden, 
the Board of Education Chairman; they've at­
tacked the union movement; there was even an 
article entitled, 'Sex, Sukarno, and the State 
Department, ' signed by a police officer where 
he accuses the American State Department of 

, providing prostitutes for Sukarno. 

"Chief Parker himself characterizes police 
officers as naturally conservative, ultra-conser­
vative, or very right-wing. Now I don't believe 
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that this should be grounds for expelling anybody 
from the police department. I'm not in favor of 
political loyalty tests under any circumstances. 
There are police officers of quite liberal persua­
sion. There'S one man who's high in CDC circles 
who'S a police officer, but he's very quiet about 
his political affiliation. Other officers, even 
Negroes who are involved with the civil rights 
movement are very, very quiet about it on the 
police department. I object to the fact that they 
can talk arid those of us who are left of center or 
even mildly liberal are just not a1l9wed t9 speak. 
Anytime I get into a controversy WIth a nght-
winger they say that I'm causing morale problems 
and I'm a troublemaker. 

"The whole line of these right-wing organi­
zations that are appealing to lower middle class 
whites plays on their feelings of white supremacy, 
plays them up as the good, decent, hardworking 
people who are supporting all these lazy no- good 
loafers living off county aid, and, of course, 
completely ignores the factors which cau~e u~em­
ployment in this country and create the SItuatIon 
that make this aid necessary. 

"The major problem, it seems to me, be­
tween the police department and the Negro com­
mun:ity is a total lack of communication and a 
total lack of any attempt to comprehend or under­
stand the whole life of the people that they're 
dealing with in this community. The police 
department in Los Angeles fits into the general 
pattern of California criminal law enforcement 
like a handful of nineteenth century gravel 
thrown into a twentieth century machine. The 
courts the penology system, the probation and 
controi departments, all operate in terms of 
rehabilitating a person who's committed anti­
social acts so that his behavior patterns will 
be changed. The Police Department, on the 
contrary, works for a police chief who sets 
absolutely the line of the police department, and 
Chief Parker'S line is: ' I believe that man IS 
inherently corrupt, that his criminal tendencies 
must be constantly repressed. ' 

"The Police Department has got to maKe a real 
real effort to educate its officers about the Negro 
community that it works in so that they don't be­
lieve that the civil rights movement, for instance, 
isnpthing but a great big Communist plot, so that 
they have some understanding of the probl<! ms 
and frustrations of the people they're dealing 
with and they know what the social dynamics 
of uris community are. Secondly, the Police 
Department js not under civilian control in this 
city. The police chief has civil service tenure 
on his job as police chief, which he shouldn't 
have. In many Cities, a man has his civil ser­
vice tenure at the highest rank he's made through 
the civil servic:e process, ,usually deputy chief 
or captain or inspector. Let those people take 



the exam for chief and have-tenure in thier perm­
anent rank, but not an iron clad grip on the~ job 
at the top of the pyramid of authority like Chief 
Parker has. But I would go further, I think 
that policing is so important because it's the 
actual point of contact between the people and 
the machinery of the state that the ordinary cit­
izens ought to have some direct control over 
this body of armed men with monopoly on the use 
of force. Therefore, what I personally advocate 
is the creation of a directly elected civilian 
police commision of full-time civilians who will 
supervise the operation of the department direct­
ly. " 

JERRY FARBER, English Department, Californ­
ia state College, and volunteer worker for Non­
violent Action Committee (NV AC) 

"The Los Angeles paperS tend to over and 
over again use the adjectives, 'grim,' 'omi­
nous, ' 'jeering, ' 'angry, ' 'furious, ' and so 
forth. There is certainly a lot of host ility in 
this, but there is one word they've left out, 
that 's 'happy. , There's an enormous amount of 
joy in that community. I think back to Wednes­

day night after it really got going and the kids 
started throwing rocks at passing white cars. 
Then particularly Thursday night when I was 
down in the Watts area on Avalon. There was 
some heavy looting going on; people were happy. 
This is important; it may be hard for some 
persons to accept. I don't mean just the kids 
were happy or just the gangs were happy. I 
heard an older woman say that for the first time 
in her life she was proud to be black. Down on 

central near the NV AC office there are some peo­
ple who h;ive small businesses there, some Ne­
groes, and they may not be participating, but 
they're looking and they're smiling, digging it. 

"Just as I was leaving around three o'clock 
they were doing a lot of rock throwing and the 
police were coming in and making some arrests. 
Kids had kind of 0rganizedthemselves--organ­
ized isn't the word--they disorganized them­
selves into small roving bands of bottle and 
rock throwers. With some other people I 
passed by one of these groups and the kids 
said, 'Man, you know we've been taking it for a 
long time, and now were giving it. I don't care 
what happens; I'm ready to die, ' he said, 'but 
for once the tables are turned.' And I think this 
is an important part of it. 

"Also, the people throughout the whole com­
munity are aware that they've been getting 
screwed all their lives. When they see these 
businesses being looted, they don't exactly feel 
sad or guilty about it because there's kind of a 
feeling that maybe they've got it coming. A lot 
of the people involved in this don't have the kind 
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of identificat:ion with this society that a white 
man has. It's not their society and so for once 
maybe they're getting their own back. 

"And then there's perhaps something even 
deeper. A lot of the people are saying with all 
of the looting and the burning and the rock 
throwing, 'Dammit, I exist.' 'Here I am. ' 
And that 's soemthing, because that whole ghetto 
has been invisible in the sense of Ralph Ellison's 
InviSible Man. That is, most of the people in 

-Los Angeles hardly know of its existence. There 
are people who have lived here all their lives 
and never been in the Negro community. But 
it's not even in that sense that they've been invis­
ible. They've been invisible as part of the soc­
ial structure, as part of the political structure. 

-They've been cut out, and so here their pres­
ence is being felt. They're thrusting them­
selves in on the white society on their own 
terms and there's a certain amount of just sim­
ply pride in asserting identity. Yorty or Parker 
or someone said as recently as two weeks ago 
that we have the best race relations of any city 
in the United States. Well, we don't, dammit, 
we don't. We dog.'i; at all and people have to 
face up to this." 

Editor's Note: If you wish to hear the tapes or 
play them for a group, contact Bryson Collins, 
841-9899. 

HARLEM 

What happens to a dream deferred? 

Does it dry up 
like a raisin in the sun? 
Or fester like a sore-­
And then run? 
Does it stink like rotten meat? 
Or crust and sugar over--
like a syrupy sweet? 

Maybe it just sags 
like a heavy load. 
Or does it explode? 

Langston Hughes 



Watts: Burning the 
American Dream 

The views that I am about to 
express a r e my own since I do not feel 
that I can represent anyone but myself. 

In the August 17th edition of the 
Los Angeles Times there appeared ' an 
editorial by Evans and Novack. This 
editorial' s main theme was that there 
had been a waste of poverty money in 
Philadelphia, Penna . because the head 
of the poverty program (in Philadelphia) 
had gone to Harrisburg, the State Capi­
tol, to lobby against the Governor's 
veto of a bill that would give extra 
money to welfare r ecipiants. He had 
a l so carried l ocal people with him. 

In the above two paragraphs are 
embodied the causes and aspirations of 
the Civil Rights Movement, the Peace 
Movement, The Free Speech Movement, the 
Negro riots (if you wish to call them 
that), the white teenage riots (if you 
wish to call them that), the fast 
advancing global racial war which will 
be the end of the human race as we know 
it. A presumptuous conclusion, since 
we have God on our side. 

Let me explai n. There are two 
waves sweeping this globe and they are 
as related as the tidal-wave is to the 
earthquake. The first wave is the 
revolt of t he have-nots (mainly non­
Caucasian ) against the haves (mainly 
whites). There is not a non-white 
people on this earth who have not 
suffered at the hands of whites. This 
is a fa c t that a ll our glorified history 
books cannot cover up. 

The second wave is a desire of 
people to speak for themselves. This 
wave crosses all racial barriers. 

The non-white wants a say in 
dete rmining his own destiny and is 
willing to die for that right. The 
ri ght to represent himself. The 
thinking Caucasia n sees this and iden­
tifies with this aspiration, not only 
out of f ear. not onl y out guiltJ but 
out or the same frustration. In spite 
of a material advantage (gained at the 
expense of the non-white) the white has 
started to realize that he has no say 
in his destiny either. You can tell 
when a whi te has "arri ved" when he 
sheds his guilt and fear, (which knocks 
the props out of his paternalism) and 
r ealizes that the Civil Rights Movement 
is not a movement solely for black 
people but for al l people. 
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The movement against the war i n 
Vietna m has t his same frustrati on at 
its base. People are becoming aware 
that their destinies are not i n their 
own hands but rest i n the hands of those 
who "represent" them. The Free Speech 
Movement was s imply students asking for 
the ri ght to think and expl ore instead 
of being fed into the automated ma ­
chinery tha t has been set to turn them 
into non-thinking robots. Other stu ­
dents who have not figured out the 
r eas on for their frus t r at i ons, destroy 
resort towns . 

This was clearly pointed out by 
the students who worked i n Mis s is s ippi 
during the Summer of 1964 . They went 
in idea listic, bent on lifting t heir 
lit tle bl ack brother to freedom . They 
came out hostile towards t he system t ha t 
was dest roying them a s individua l s . 
What had really happened was that they 
discovered that they were in the same 
boat as the Mississippi blacks . In 
fact, they were worse off because t he 
blacks were at l east aware of their 
predi cament . (Who lifted who up? ) 

In short, they had discovered 
that people, given the opportunity, 
are the best masters of their f ate s and 
captains of their souls. The Ameri can 
people have been so robotized, , (and 
consequent l y so removed from the above 
thought ) that if you were to move the 
subway entrances i n New York just fifty 
feet, you could tie up the i s l and of 
Manhattan. 

I mentioned the editorial by Evans 
and Novack for two reasons. First, 
because I wa nt to point out that they 
are as wrong as you can get . Anyone 
who cannot see the relationship between 
the poverty program and welfare is 
blind. That is if you assume that t he 
poverty program was designed to a id 
poor people, (which inCidenta lly , it 
wasn't). I have to go on the assumption 
that Evans and Novack feel it was, since 
they didn't state otherwise. Even then, 
I could find, in this age of automation 
and cybernation with the accompanying 
l ack of jobs, few better ways of 
spending poverty funds. 

Secondlft, people like Evans and 
Novack, who 'represent" those f ew people 
who want to do all the thinking for 
the many, have a monopoly of the means 
of mass propaganda. That may well be 
our salvation. (If we are to be saved, 
and I don't believe it). To get our 
message over, we have to rely on per­
sonal contac t with people. This is our 
ace in the hole, but it is also our 
dilemma. An ace in the hole is usually 
of lit t le value without one up and 
showing. Are we really willing to give 
up the concept of "established and 



responsib l e leadership"; willing, if 
necessary, to shed ourselves of wordly 
possessions and positions; willing to 
let people decide for themselves what 
is best for them and work with them 
towards their goals; willing to believe 
that they have this ability, (Fannie 
Lou Hamer is more representative than 
an exception); willing to explore the 
possibilities of independent politica l 
action instead of being wedded to 
one party; and finally, which may well 
be the joker in the deck, willing to. 
create moral instead of physical . 
confrontations? . 

I f ee l that these things had to be 
pointed out before we can start to talk 
about the revolt that occurred in Los 
Angeles. Just try to imagine the 
frustration that takes place in a 
ghetto such as Watts. Constant 
bombardment by a ll the media of 
propaganda, talking about Negro gains . 
The Civil Rights Bill, the voting rights 
bill, the "defeat" of Goldwater, token 
black representation in higher positions, 
as just a few examples. 

None of the above have or will 
mean one damn thing to the Negro buried 
in Watts. (Add to this the passage of 
Proposition 14 which told him that he 
couldntt even physically relocate). 
He is caught between the illusion of 
great strides being made by black 
people and the reality of his own 
worsening conditions. Throw into this 
the gestapo role of the police, (I call 
them gestapo because they serve the 
power structure and not the people) and 
you have your revolt. 

I find it amusing that those who 
are quickest to condemn the revolt of 
the people in Watts, who were only 
asking to share in the American dream, 
are the people who worship our revolt 
against mother England. The ridiculous­
ness of the mental state of white Amer­
ica can be clearly seen in the cry of 
many whites that the people who revolted 
should be sent to Vietnam. 

The tragedy of Wa~ts is that we 
are not profiting from the revolt, as 

~'have not profited from revolts in 
the past. 

The people are asking for the 
removal of one symbol of oppression, 
Chi e f . Parker. The i nadequa te Mayor, 
who makes decisions for the people of 
Los Angeles is defending his warden of 
Watts. The people are asking for jobs 
while we a ppoint washed up politicians 
and "Negro leaders" to poverty jobs 
which means that they can now get paid 
to sit among the unpaid and show them 
the proper way to eat at the table, 
~very important if you want to be 
I acceptab l e" ), though the teacher at 
times has troub l e identifying what is 
being eaten, if indeed eating is taking 
place at all. 

The people want 3. civilian review 
board, but the reply from the decision­
makers i s that the police can best 
investigite the police. When the people 
retort: "then let us investigate our own 
revolt," the response is to appoint an 
ex-head of the CIA to do the job. 

The· tragedy of Watts is that we 
are seeking a structure for the solution 
of the pro~ lems facing us instead of 
freeing people and l etting their aspi­
r ations determine the structure. This 
convinces me that we do not trust free 
people. (1 1 m positive that guilt plays 
a m~jor role here). 

"Sti ll water runs aeep and dirty 
at the bottom ." The city of Los Angeles 
had become "still." The political 
machinery had ground to a halt. The 
"haves" had depended on Chief Parker to 
maintain the calm while they slumbered 
in a steri le world of material comforts. 
Thei r sediments had drifted to the 
bottom to such an extent that the people 
of Watts were being smothered. They 
coughed up the secretions and flung them 
back towards the surface whence they 
came. 

Watts was saying to white America 
that the b l ack man in this country will 
tolerate no slumber nor will he walk, 
pea cefully to the gas chambers. 

Lou Smith 

It •• • violence is the final support of power and 
the final resort of those who would contest it. It 

C. Wright Mills 
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WATTS' 

"It couldn't happen out here on the West 
Coast" was the complacent tone as the wave of 
Negro rioting swept the slums of the large east­
ern cities in the summer of 1964. There were a 
few civil rights leaders and social scientists who 
predicted trouble, but trouble did not come that 
year. And after all, why should it? The Negro 
was getting a great break out on the West Coast. 
Los Angeles Police Chief Parker cited an Urban 
League report showing that Negroes were better 
off in Los Angeles than in the East. Negroes 
were not packed into tenement slums as in 
Harlem but lived in houses on streets lined with 
palm trees. There were of course some trouble 
spots. In 1963, the California Advisory Commit­
tee to the U. S. Commission on Civil Rights 
reported: 

The committee concluded that the attitude 
and opinion of the great majority of Los 
Angeles Negroes was one of expectation 
of unequal law enforcement ... whether 
justified or not. 

The Commission was urged to investigate the 
charges that the Los Angeles police used exces ­
sive force. But that was three years ago and 
following the release of the Commission's 
report Chief Parker instituted a number of pro­
grams to improve the image of the police. He 
ran training sessions on minority groups and 
began a program to convince children that the 
policeman was "friendly Officer Bill." 

In a very real sense the Negro ghettoes on 
the West Coast were invisible. The deceptive 
exteriors of the houses, the lack of rats, and 
the palm trees do not fit into the traditional 
image of a slum community. The freeway net­
work--so highly developed in Los Angeles-­
allows people to pass through a slum every day 
without knowing it. Watts was a prime example 
of the "invisibility" of the Negro slum. If a 
person had heard of Watts at all, it was usually 
because it was the location of the "Watts 
Towers, "an interesting and beautiful construc ­
tion of steel, mesh, concrete, broken bottles, 
tiles, and shells, built by an immigrant who 
worked alone for 33 years. 

However, the most important reason for 
"invisibility" was that Negroes had not pushed 
themselves forward politically or any other way. 
There had been no race riots to remind the city 
that it had crammed some 10% of its population 
into 1.5% of its land area. Nor had the Negro 
community any political spokesman to present 
its case. The city councilman for Watts is a. 
white who voted against a city Fair Employment 
Practices law and attributed the riots to a "group 
of people who are not law-abiding, and who were 
encouraged by the Chinese Communists in the 
community. " 

AN ANALYSIS 
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There are, of course, Negroes on the city 
council. (In fact, L.A. is the only major city in 
the country with a higher proportion of Negroes 
on the Council than in the population.) But these 
men are not responsible to the ghetto and are dis­
missed by most of the Negroes as "Uncle Toms." 
In their election, they had all received a mandate 
"to get rid of Parker, " which is within the power 
of the city council. Yet, none had taken the ini­
tiative in this. There is almost no political 
organization in the Negro community to force 
politicians to even the demagogic militancy of 
Harlem's Adam Clayton Powell. The absence of 
a traditional political machine means that Negroes 
do not even get the slight representation and 
services provided by the machines of the Eastern 
cities. 

Not until August 1965 did the Negro really 
intrude on white Los Angeles. Overnight the 
invisible became visible and every would-be 
liberal politician (and even a number of conserva­
tives) was wringing his hands and making speeches 
about the conditions of poverty which lead "to 
senseless viol ence." Politicians made speeches 
about how 60% of the population was on welfare, 
30% to 40% were unemployed, about how terrible 
it was that children in the ghetto Were fed their 
meals on an average of 22 cents per day. We 
will say more about the responses to Watts 
later. Suffice it to say here that no matter how 
much "civic leaders" and "responsible Negroes" 
decried useless violence, the problems of Watts 
and Central Avenue were now visible to the entire 
nation. 

The "Riot" 

The traditional image of a riot is that of a 
completely aimless and senseless action in 
which the participants have lost control of them­
selves and are just striking out at whatever th~y 
contact. This image is a myth for at the base of 
most riots there are real social questions. 
Although played down by radio, TV and the 
press, there was a high degree of social con­
sciousness in the Watts "riots" --probably more 
so than in the riots that took place in the East 
last year. By social consciousness I mean the 
extent to which actions were directed against 
specific social grievances and the extent to 
which the participants understood this. 

In the Watts "riots, " the actions were 
generally directed against the symbols and mani­
festations of their oppression--the white mer­
chants and the Los Angeles police. 

The grievances against the local stores 
were many. Store s in Negro g hettoe s are notori-
0us for shoddy merchandise at high prices. 
These businesses can be maintained because the 
local community cannot afford to travel far away 



to shop. But even more important is the credit 
system. Precisely because they live in poverty, 
many Negroes must get credit to buy both basic 
necessities and symbols of self-respect w hich 
include clothes, furniture , and automobiles. 
Credit is available to them only from the local 
merchant at outrageous credit charges. When 
a customer cannot meet his credit payments the 
merchandise is reposse ssed and often sold again 
as new. There i s a story told about "the thous­
and-dollar l amp " so dubbed by salesmen in a 
furniture s t ore because it had been sold, re ­
possessed and sold again as new so many times. 
The l amp a nd the store were destroyed. 

Intensifying these grievances is the fact 
that the s t ores are largely owned by whites who 
are seen as taking the Negroes ' money back with 
them to the white areas at night in "Jew canoes " 
(Cadillacs) . . That Negroes are exploited by 
these stores has little to do with the color of 
the owners. The practices by Negro business­
men are often as bad. What is a t fault is the 
economic system that places the impoverished 
at the mercy of store owners such as those 
de scribed above. But the fact that most store 
owners are white provides an easy reason and 
understanding for oppression. It is much easier 
to strike out at a white store owner as the symbol 
of oppression than at an economic system. 

This is further intensified by the overt 
and/or covert racist attitudes on the part of the 
white merchants. Take, for example, the follow­
ing report in the Los Angeles Times: 

B., a Caucasian who owns a clothing and 
yardage goods store in Watts said he, too, 
had always been fair and honest with his 
customers. But one of his stores was 
burned out and the other was looted .... 

B. didn't blame his old cust omers for what 
had happened to his shops. "It's Negroes 
from the South," he said. "They never had 
anything and don't know how to act. Now 
they've torn down what we had." 

B. doesn't blame all Negroes--he makes 
distinctions. It couldn't possibly have been 
his cust omers that harmed his store because he 
had a lways been fair and honest with them. No 
Negro who knew how fair and tolerant he was 
would have don e this to him. But the facade 
slipped away; the Times article goes on: 

While B. was talking with a reporter, a 
group of Negro men gathered round to 
listen and comment. 

A police car with f our w hite officers in it 
and four shotguns sticking out of the 
windows cruised s lowly past the group. 

"Hey! Why didn't you u se that thing when 
you had a chance?" B. yell ed t o one of the 
white office rs, pointing at his gun. 

The policeman held up two fingers. 

"You s hould have got five of them, " B. re­
plie d to the sardonic ge sture . 
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Thus, especially at t he earl y stages of th e 
riot , white-owned stores were burned and looted 
and Negro-owned s tores were l eft untouched . 
There was some publicity given by the press to 
the signs that were painted on s tore w indows , 
such as "blood brothers," "Negro," "Negro 
owned, " "soul brother, " etc. But at the earl y 
stages of the riots these signs were not w ide ly 
used and were generally unnecessary--people 
knew what was what. While white stores were 
hit and Negro s t ores wer e untouched in general, 
t here were a number of cases where s t ores whose 
w hite owners had good reputations were not 
l ooted and where stores owned by Negroes w hich 
had bad reputations were attacked. In some cases 
white merchants put up s ign s such as "soul 
brother" in the hope of coming through un scathed 
but usually this did not fool ~nyone. On the 
other hand, there were few signs put up on the 
4200 block of Central Ave nue--known among 
Negroes as "Swing Alley," yet most of the Negro­
owned stores were not d ar:l<)q·3d . 

Later in the riots, there was not so much 
discrimination, especially as people moved 
ou tside their own immediate communitie s to 
"where the action was" in the hope of taking 
part in the looting. But in general, stores which 
proudly di splayed the Negritude of the ow ners 
were not severely damaged. 

That the stores were the focus of much of 
the activity was made clear by the Los Angeles 
Fire Department's statistics on the damages 
during the riots. Of 209 structures that the 
Fire Department lists as destroyed or badly 
damaged by the riots, most are markets, liquor 
stores, furniture stores, clothing stores, etc. 
Only a few residences are listed and all but one 
of these is adjacent to or in the same building 
as a store. The one exception is listed by the 
F ire Department a s vacant. 

The second, and perhaps more important, 
symbol of oppression to many of the "rioters, " 
was the Los Angeles police . What wa s involved 
here was the s imple question of dignity . Resent­
ment toward the police in the Negro community 
of L. A. has been noted for years, as it has in 
a ll the large American cities. 

During interviews, rioters made complaint 
after complaint about the treatment they, or 
friends or relatives, had received from the 
police. It was not only a question of brutal 
treatment--this was, of course, important- -but 
also simple indignities such as being called 
"boy" and "nigger." All through the riots the 
police denied mistreatment of Negroe s and racism 
in the force. But the statements and the a ctions 
of the police during the riot told a different story. 
Police Chief Parker like ned the rioters to "monkeys 
in a zoo" and refused to meet with Negro" leaders. " 
Newspapers sent Negro reporters into the a rea to 
cover the story and mo s t of them reported some 
indignity to themselves. "What do you w ant 
here, black boy? " a cop asked one reporter. 
A civil rights worker and fri end of Negro State 
Assembl yman Mervyn Dymally related the 
following: 



... we were there when policemen stuck 
a gun in the face of Assemblyman Merve 
Dymally and told him [after Dymally had 
identified him self] . . . that if he took a 
goddamned step, he'd blow his head off, 
he didn't give a damn who he was. 

Apprently even being a "responsible Negro 
leader" doesn't protect one from indignities. 
Such incidents were so common that few news 
storie s did not contain at lea st one of them. 
Newsweek, for example reported: 

On Vernon Avenue a pedestrian who was . 
halted by a cop protested loudly that he 
was only bound home from work. "Don't 
yell at me," said the cop, "you lost your 
rights a couple of days ago." "He thinks 
everyone black is wrong," said the pedes­
trian to the cop's two companions. "Well, 
you ain't the man no more. Who are you 
to judge any black man?" 

These examples show a tone and an atti­
tude which does not show up in the public rela­
tions releases of the police department about 
"friendl y Officer Bill" or in attitude survey 
questionnaires. These were the indignities that 
were symbolized by the white policeman in Watts 
against whom the Negro community for one week 
overtly directed their fury. 

A word should be said here about the ques­
tion of violence on the part of the rioters. The 
rioters were anti-white but generally they did not 
direct themselves against individual whites who 
happened to be around. In this sense what took 
place in Los Angeles was not a race riot. Whites 
could and did come into the riot area to help 

participate in the looting or just stand around 
and watch. White reporters and TV crews gave 
varied reports of their treatment by Negroes. 
Some were not bothered at all, others were 
attacked. While the situation was varied 
regarding the attitude Of the rioters toward 
whites, one thing appeared to be crucial for 
a white to remain untouched--that he did not 
try to dissuade those who were looting stores. 

There were rumored to be a number of 
gangs · which did look for any white person to 
beat up, but for the most part it seems that most 
of the" rioters" were interested in looting the 
stores and stoning and avoiding the cops. 

There was even a difference between the 
Negro attitude toward the cops and his attitude 
toward the National Guardsmen. The Guardsmen 
were not regarded as the bitter enemies as were 
the cops. Days after the riots were officially 
over one could. still see very plainly this differ­
ence in attitude. Guardsmen who were stationed 
on the streets might be seen playing ball with 
some kids or talking to some Negroes. There 
was undoubtedly an ai.r of tension but not the 
bitter hostility that could be seen when a police 
car would roll by knots of people gathered on the 
street. Numbers of Negroes would tum and raise 
their fists and/or fingers toward the cops in 
defiance. 
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The press,especially the TV, played up the 
violence of the rioters despite the Negro who 
stepped in front of a camera and pleaded, "Tell 
it like it is!" But the statistics tell a somewhat 
different story. Of the 3 6 reported dead a s the 
results of the rioting, only three were whites. 
One was a fireman who died when a wall collapsed 
on him. The other two were police officers. At 
first the press claimed that they had been killed 
by snipers. It only later came out that one had 
died when a policeman had tripped and his shot­
gun fired wildly. The events of the second death 
were not clarified until three men were indicted 
for the murder of Deputy Sheriff Ludlow. Until 
September 1st, the press referred to the "cold­
blooded killing by hoodlums." Then the Los 
Angeles Times stated that Ludlow's partner 

... reportedly told the grand jury he 
approached the car carrying a shotgun 
and one of the occupants grabbed it. 
Ludlow rushed up and was shot in the 
stomach when the shotgun discharged 
during a struggle for the weapon. 

The rioters tended to avoid the police. 
When they did come in contact with the police, 
their fighting usually took the form of hurling 
rock's, bottles and other obj ects. But, gener­
ally speaking, it was the police that sought 
out the rioters and not the rioters the police. 
There were undoubtedly some snipers, but these 
were greatly exaggerated by the police and 
press. 

In fact, most of the !:?rutality and violence 
toward individuals was inflicted by the police 
upon Negroes they caught looting or just stand­
ing around. The police were tired and on edge 
and they were even less likely to take that spirit 
of defiance and self-respect which had developed 
in the Negro community. Every new act of police 
brutality or indignity against a Negro further 
increased the defiance of the Negroes, which in 
tum increa sed the brutality of the police. 

Revolution? 

What was extremely important about the 
"Watts riots" was the extent and way in which 
the Negro participants articulated their grievances 
and their actions. In Harlem there were left-wing 
political groups which made a conscious effort to 
try to articulate demands for the Negro community 
and mobilize Negroes for specific actions. 
Although they were not of great influence, they 
at least existed and could be pOinted to by the 
liberals and reactionaries as the "cause" of 
the riots. In Los Angeles these groups were 
extremely small, unorganized, and generally 
caught unprepared for the riots. They played 
no discernible role. The Black Muslims 
(although they command a great deal of sym­
pathy and respect in the Negro community, 
largely because they are constantly attacked 
and harassed by the police) also appeared to 
play little role in the rioting. 

The rioters themselves saw their actions 
as a revolt against "whitey" or "The Man. " 
Newspaper interviews and radio call-in shows 



w ould commonly have such statements as "Man, 
this ain't no riot , it's a revolution." A number 
of times the struggle with the police was com­
pared to the Hungarian Revolution of 1956. 

A Negro psychiatrist who stayed in the 
Watts area during the rioting put it this way: 

They feel morally right about what they 
have done. They look upon it as a revolt 
rather than a riot and therefore subject to 
a different value ' system. They see their 
insurrection as an opportunity to achieve 
dignity and self respect. It is as if they 
were saying, "It's better to be feared 
than to be held in contempt. " 

The pride that Negroes felt for their 
actions of a few days before was evident. They 

. --may have been defeated in som~ military sense, 
but what was important was that the cops could 
not do it. The cops were defeated and had to 
call in thousands of national guardsmen. Even 
Police Chief Parker's statement (which once 
again illustrated his mentality), " Now we are on 
top and they.[Negroes] are on the bottom, " was 
greeted with mixed feelings in the Negro commu­
nity. The staterrient coul d be interpreted to mean 
that at least for a while Negroes were on top. 

The sense of dignity and pride that the 
Negro community felt is perhaps best illus­
trated by a story from Life Magazine (August 27, 
1965). Shane Alexander relates the story of a 
Negro friend of hers from Watts, Stan Sanders. 
Sanders is a Negro who has made it. He had 
been student-body president of Whittier College. 
He had' been a football star and after college 
had turned down a $13, 000 offer from the 
Chicago Bears in order to become one of 
America's first Negro Rhode s schola rs . He had 
studied at Oxford and had traveled around 
Europe. And he had led a parade down the 
main streets of Watts as part of Stan Sanders 
Day. Here was a Negro success story. Two 
years ago he said: 

There are degree s of being a Negro. I 
don't think like a Negro but like a human 
being. If somebody wants to reject me 
on the basis of color that's his problem, 
not mine. 

But the" riots" gave Stan Sanders a new 
pride in being a Negro. Alexander quotes him 
as follows: 

"I find the Day [Stan Sanders Day] and 
the riots absolutely compatible, " he said. 
"A community takes pride in things it has 
achieved. Then it vents its hatred against 
things it despises." At the height of the 
violence, he went on, he foun d himself 
joyous ly speaking the nitty-gritty Negro 
jargon he hadn't used since junior high, 
and despite the horrors of the night, this 
morning he felt a strange pride in Watts. 
"As a riot, " he told me, "it was a master­
ful performance. I s'ense a change there 
now , a buzz, and it tickles . For the first 
time people in Watts feel a real pride in 

14 

being black. I remember, when I first 
went to Whittier, I worried that if I didn't 
make it there, if I was rejected, I wouldn't 
have a place to go back to. Now I can say: 
'I'm from Watts. "' 

What is of overriding significance in the 
"Watts riot" is the high degree of social con­
sciousness that pervaded t he actions. In many 
ways the riots resembled nineteenth-century 
peasant jaqueries with a ll the problems· of those 
actions. 

There was ·no leadership and immediate 
direction. What happened in what place was 
largely the result of accident. Much was 
dependent on radio and TV reports of "whe re 
the action is" to bring peopl e from surrounding 
areas onto the scene. Nowhere was action 
sustained for any long period of time. The 
length of the " rioting " wac. largely due to its 
spreading from one area t o th e next. Where 
it would spring up each time depended greatly 
on chance groupings of people, and triggering 
incidents. 

People were striking out at the visibl e 
symbols of their oppressive conditions. But in 
the absence of a leadership and a program to 
identify what was responsible for those condi­
tions and to provide alternatives to them, huge 
amounts of energy were fruitlessly disSipated. 
The burning and looting, of white-owned stores 
gave the Negroe:;; involved some feeling of 
dignity long denied them. But there was little 
dent on the economic system which spawned 
those stores, and which will now rebuild them so 
that they can return to the same practices 
(perhaps more subtly) which made them a 
symbol of oppression. 

The Liberal Response 

One of the most important aspects of what 
took place in Los Angeles was the response to 
it on the part of liberals and the civil rights 
movement. The similarity of the responses 
from a wide range of leaders was remarkable. 
There were generally two parts to the response. 
First, the breakdown of law and order was 
attacked and Negroes were criticized for 
resorting to "sensele ss violence." Secondly, 
there was some statement about how bad social 
conditions had produced the riot. The two 
leading liberal cartoonists in the nation por­
trayed this theme. The Mauldin ,cartoon showed 
a ,Negro banging his head against a wall (with 
the impact labeled "riots") while a door right 
next to him marked "civil rights" was partly 
open. This was over the caption "The Hard 
Way." Similarly, Herblock showed an ugly 
man marked" stu pid injust ice" looking at his 
water reflection labeled "stupid violen'ce. " 
The caption w,as "You ugly devil. " 

In the same vein California ' s Governor 
Brown declared that while poverty is no excuse 
for violence, neither is violence an excuse for 
forgetting about poverty. LBJ was also careful 
to balance hi s remarks. In one speech he 
likened the rioters of Los Angeles to the KKK 



and insisted that "Neither old wrongs nor new 
fears can ever justify arson or murder." He 
then followed this with the promise to continue 
fighting poverty: "And we shall overcome, and 
I am enlisted for the duration." 

And let it not be thought that this was the 
response of only a narrow section of Democratic 
party liberals. The same response eminated 
from most of the "respectable" civil rights 
leadership. To some extent the message of 
Watts reached even Barry Goldwater who had 
much the same response as Johnson and Company: 
"The thing that happened in Los Angeles--and . 
I think it will happen again in this country-­
was caused by people ... just being fed up 
with not being able to get jobs, with not being 
able to live as well as other people live .... 
I don't discount the agitation that took place, 
but I think we better get on the job with pro­
viding training, providing incentive, and pro­
viding integratioo wherever it doesn't exist 
for all people whether they be Negro or white, 
whose education and economic backgrounds 
have not been as fortunate as some of the 
others. " 

This element in the initial liberal 
response to "Watts"--the extensive softening 
of criticism by reference to the social problems 
involved--is extremely important. Suddenly it 
became not only fashionable, but imperative, 
for politicians to quote extensively from social 
scientists about the grinding conditions of 
poverty. The Labor Department study which 
stressed the breakdown of the Negro family was 
often cited. Newspaper editorials are titled 
"Jobs Are Key in Negro Crisis." Overnight, 
the question of how to get jobs, better housing, 
and improved conditions for Negroes was in the 
forefront of the new s. 

And this led to some action. Leroy 
Collins was sent in to resolve the political 
disputes that held up the War on Poverty money 
for Los Angeles. Large numbers of business­
men--especially those with businesses in the 
ghetto, such as chain stores--were offering to 
hire Negroes. In part, this was the mood of 
the time immediately following Watts; but even 
more important, if your business was in the 
ghetto, it suddenly became good business to 
hire Negroes for all jobs, including and espe­
cially managerial jobs. "A kind of insurance, " 
one businessman admitted in a more candid 
moment: 

In the labor movement the" riots" caused 
considerable stirrings. A number of confer­
ences were held to discuss a program to get 
jobs fer Negroes. A number of proposals were 
made by union leaders to deal with what every­
one recognizes is the crucial problem in the 
ghetto--jobs. Most important was the proposal 
of the L.A. County Federation of Labor execu­
tive board that hiring policies in the construc­
tion crafts be "relaxed, " in order that Watts 
residents be given priority in the rebuilding in 
that area. In effect, the proposal was for 
"preferential treatment" for Negroes and was 
rejected by the conservative craft unions. 
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(Numbers of others have also broached the 
extremely delicate subject of "preferential 
treatment." Vice-President Humphrey said 
that new jobs and educational opportunities 
must be "deliberately opened" for Negroes.) 

"Preferential treatment" has long been 
recognized by some radicals, civil rights 
leaders, and social scientists as absolutely 
necessary for the Negro to a c hieve real econom­
ic gains. Employment, education, housing, 
family structure, and morals are all closely 
interrelated. Without a decent income, an open 
occupancy housing law is next to meaningless 
for most Negroes. Because of the large 
unemployment and underemployment in the 
United States, even if there were no discrim­
ination on the basis of color, the Negro would 
still bear the brunt of unemployment. The dis­
crimination of the past would still be at work 
so that in competing .with whites for the scarce 
jobs, the Negro would have less seniority, a 
poorer education, less job experience, less 
contacts for jobs in crafts which are presently 
all white, etc. Some civil rights l eaders argue 
that the problem cannot be solved until there is 
full employment and that therefore the demand 
for preferential treatment only detracts from the 
main goal of employment for all. 

But precisely because full employment is 
necessary, "preferential treatment" as a demand 
takes on additional importance. In order to 
overcome the tremendous political obstacles 
against getting a program of full employment, 
the civil rights movement needs allies. The 
likeliest of these allies is the labor movement. 
In the context of the cold war, large unemploy­
ment, and rapid technological change, the labor 
movement has had to choose between two politi ­
cal strategies. The first strategy involves 
fighting for the unemployed and those most vul­
nerable to displacement as a result of technologi­
cal change, as well as fighting for those union 
members who are at present secure in their jobs. 
Such a program would involve fighting for great­
er control over technological change , extensive 
public works, extensive retraining programs, 
"30 for 40" (thirty hours· work for forty hours' 
pay), price control, etc. A real struggle for 
such demands would make the trade union move­
ment truly the ally ot the Negro struggle. The 
second strategy is largely limited to attempting 
to maintain the security and increase the benefits 
for those union members whose jobs are not 
threatened by technological change. 

Unfortunately, to one degree or another, 
practically tne entire labor movement has by 
default concentrated its efforts on the second 
strategy at the expense of the first. There are 
many reasons for this. The second strategy can 
be pursued largely at the bargaining table with 
individual industries and companies. The first 
strategy means that the unions must focus their 
energies politically. While many of the elements 
of the first strategy have been raised by the labor 
movement, the Johnsons and Kennedys, the 
businessmen, Dixiecrats, and city machines 
with which the labor movement is" allied" within 
the Democratic party oppose such measures. The 



labor movement, rather than fighting this a lli­
ance, has acceded to it as the l esser evil and 
has taken the path of least resistance --taken 
what concessions it can get from the Democrat­
ic party and focused its efforts on protecting 
the jobs and increasing the benefits for those 
presently enrolled in unions. 

"Preferential treatment, " however, threat­
ens this path of least resistance for it refuses to 
all ow unions to provide security and benefits 
(such as passing on jobs from father to son as 
in the construction trades) at the expense of the 
Negro. In effect, by challenging the labor 
movement's ability to protect its present mem­
bers at the expense of the Negro, the Negro 
demand for "preferential treatment" is a pressure 
on labor to make the political fight that w ill 
benefit not only its present members but also 
the unorganized and unemployed. 

Thus, it is extremely significant that the 
question of "preferential treatment" was raised 
as a result of the "riots, " and t hat it was 
supported by significant sections of the labor 
movement in Los Angeles. 

Action, promises, and rhetoric were only 
one theme in the general response. A second 
theme which in many ways ran counter t o the 
first was also clearly present . This was in one 
form or another an attempt to deny tha t there was 
anything so basically wrong with the conditions 
of the Northern ghetto that could produce a 
"revolt" against law and order, and privat e 
property . The variations on this theme included: 
(1) If Negroes had real leadership, the l eader­
ship could have prevented the riot. (2) Only a 
small number of Negroes were involved--"We ab­
hor the violence to which the city has been 
subjected by a small number of lawless individ­
uals, " was the statement issued by a middl e 
Class Negro service sorority. (3) The problem 
is not really in the North where Negroes are 
treated well. The probl em is that the North is 
having to pay for the disrespect for law and order 
which was taught to Negroes by whites in the 
South. (4) The problem was in immediate or 
contributing factors such as the arrest which 
trigtered the "riot, " the hot weather, etc. 

As time passes thi s theme is becoming 
more and more predominant in official liberal 
c ircles. It completely misses the l essons of 
"Watts " for in fact what took place was the 
product of the fa ilure of liberalism to deal with 
the probl ems and conditi ons of life in the ghetto. 
The "riot s" were not the work of ,a small number; 
on the contrary, the overwhelming majority of 
ghetto Negroes participated in or identified with 
w hat happened . 

One reason that the liberals have increas­
ingly emphasize d this theme is that it is extreme­
ly difficult, if not impossible, to solve the 
problems of jobs. and the social conditions of 
the ghetto within the framework of liberalism. 
The task i s just too awesome. It is much easi er 
to concern oneself with better public relations 
for the police and other" solutions " that, it is 
hoped, will eliminate the triggering incidents 
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that sparked the" riots, " than with providing 
fu ll empl oyment. 

And, as time passes, many of the insights 
that white liberals had for a short while, gradu­
'ally fade and we are once again treated to 
speeches about how the re is progress being made 
(Civil Rights Act, War on Poverty, etc.) and that 
Negroe s cannot expect to have thing s changed 
overnight. Even if real progress were being made, 
how l ong Negroes must wait is open to debate . 
But no matter how well meaning are those who ask 
for patience, their words are empty for, in fact, 
over the l ast few y.ears the Negro-white gap is 
increasing, not decreasing. Between 19 6 0 and 
1963, according to a Department of Labor study, 
the ratio of Negro family income t o whit e family 
income not onl y d id not ri se, but fell from 55% 
to 53% . 

Thu s many of the promises for immediate 
action to meet the problems of jobs, housing, 
education, etc. are being forgotten as they meet 
institutional resistanc'e . Other programs which 
have actually begun are gradually following the 
course of most such " poverty" programs--those 
sections of society with pol itical power (which 
of course does not include the ghetto Negro) are 
tw i sting the programs to meet their own needs 
so that very littl e assi stance, if any, fil t ers 
down to the poor themselves. The reason the 
l essons of "Watts" are so easily "forgotten" is 
because there was and i s no l eadership or on ­
going organization in the Negro community which 
commands the respect of the ghetto . As a result 
there is no leade rship which can "wat chdog" the 
programs and politicians and mobilize (or threaten 
to mobilize) massive portions of the ghetto to 
increase pressure at critical point s, to prevent 
politicians, trade union l eaders and others from 
following the usual "path of l east resistance" 
at the expense of the Negro. This is the real 
t ragedy of "Watts." 

The Role of the Civil Rights Movement 

The relationship of the c ivil rights movement 
to what t ook place in Los Angel es, last August, 
must be understood from both a long and short 
range point of view . Over a period of time, the 
civil rights movement made two important contribu ­
tions to the "riots. " 

First, a lthough they rarely ever directly 
affected the ghetto Negro, the civil rights activi­
ties of the past two years , did make an impact on 
the ghetto. It mu st be understood w hat poverty 
and the conditions of ghetto l ife do to people. 
So enervating are these problems that the Negro 
(or anyone else ) who must live with them day to 
day cannot continua lly cope with them. To 
consciously recognize these problems and to 
be abl e to do nothing about them --i. e., to 
continually have immediat e goals which are 
a lways beyond reach--i s an i ntolerable s itua­
tion. The problems are internalized as personal 
failure, personal weakness. This was especial­
l y true in the United States before the advent 
of civil rights movements. Before the "di s ­
covery" of poverty, the tone was that if you 
didn't make it , it was because you were not 



trying or you had no talent. Under these circum­
stances it is far easier and "natural" to lower 
your sights and your goals to those things which 
there seems to be some chance of obtaining--
to deal almost exclusively with problems of how 
you are going to live for the rest of the day or 
week. 

Overcoming this sense of futility is a very 
long and difficult process. Years and genera­
tions of ghetto life develop barriers against 
having hopes raise d, for to raise one's hopes 
also means to take a chance that the hopes will 
not be realized. It is far safer not to raise one's 
hopes and expectations. 

This has been by no means ove rcome by the 
civil rights movement, but the situation has been 
changed somewhat. In the first place, the civil 
rights movement, even though largely middle 
class in nature has helped provide a new-found 
sense of dignity in being Negro. The ghetto 
Negro cannot, in general, identify with the" non­
violence" aspect of the civil rights movement 
because in the violent world in which he lives 
"non-violence" is a symbol of their weakness 
and their practically" begging" position vis-a­
vis whites. But, nonetheless, there was still 
much that the ghetto Negro could identify with 
in the civil rights movement. Every demon­
stration, sit-in or appointment of a Negro to 
high public office is, in one sense, felt ever 
so slightly as a victory for all Negroes. Thi s 
increase in a sense of dignity and self-respect 
is very important for people to act. 

In the second place, to some degree, the 
civil rights movement, both directly and indir­
ectly through its influence on liberals, has 
changed the context of poverty. The message 
is presented again and again in a thousand 
different ways: Poverty is not because you have 
failed, but because you are oppressed; it is not 
your inadequacy as a man that is responsible 
but that you have been denied your rights and 
your opportunity; it is not your fault but the 
white man's fault. And when civil rights agita­
tion and increasing unrest force LBJ to spread 
his consensus wings a bit further to try to hold 
his coalition together with "We shall overcome, " 
the message that it is not your fault comes 
through just a little bit more. All of this ever 
so slightly raises the veil of futility that hangs 
over the lives of ghetto Negroes and allow s that 
much more hope, that much greater expectation 
of what is due them and what is possible, and, 
consequently, that much greater possibility of 
them acting to change their lives. 

The second aspect of the relationship of 
the civil rights movement to the "riots" was the 
contribution years of civil rights activity made 
toward the liberal responses. In many ways, the 
civil rights movement was responsible for creat­
ing the political atmosphere so that it was 
necessary for liberals (and even conservatives) 
to at least for a mome nt raise the social ques­
tions that were involved and to make promises 
for changing the social corrlitions which were 
at the base of the "riots." The nature of the 
response of liberals has been already discussed. 
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Suffice it here to note the role of the civil rights 
movement in making this the politically necessary 
response. 

As important as these contributions of 
the civil rights movement are to what happened 
in Watts--and they must not be forgotten--the 
riots also clearly demonstrated the limitations 
and the failings of the civil rights movement. 
It was clear for all to see that the civil rights 
movement was an essentially middl e class 
movement in constituency which had developed 
no roots in the ghetto. Recognized civil rights 
leaders were not able to provide any of the 
leadership so desperately needed by the Negroes 
in Los Angeles. Instead, they told people, 
many of whom for the first time were fighting to 
change their lives and perhaps for the first time 
felt a real sense of dignity, to go home--that 
is, return to their normal situation. And, as 
was to be expected, little attention was paid to 
them except to boo them down'. Martin Luther 
King, after meeting with the white public offi­
cials, tried to hold a series of meetings in the 
ghetto. His reception was so poor at the first 
one that order could be obtained only by eject­
ing hecklers calling out the slogan of the 
"riots," "Burn, baby, burn!" King canceled 
the remainder of his tour. It was rumored that 
the reason given for cancelation was" security. " 

The failings of the civil rights leadership 
was no better indicated 'by the fact that their 
statements were no different from those of the 
liberal politicians. There were the same two 
parts, although sometimes in reverse order. 
There was the condemnation of " senseless 
violence" and a statement about the social 
causes which produced the" riots. " 

From Puerto Rico, Martin Luther King 
announced that he backed the "use of the full 
force of the police power to quell the situation 
in Los Angeles, " but that what was needed in 
the long run was a massive program to relieve 
joblessness and poor housing conditions. James 
Farmer of CORE stated: "I unqualifiedly condemn 
the suicidal path of rioting. This is not the 
bridge to freedom . . . but we must remember 
that the outrage of unemployment and hopeless­
ness that pervades the ghetto remains a prelude 
to the outrage of the rifle and the gasoline 
bomb .... " The Los Angeles Urban League 
"deplored the wanton destruction of life and 
property." The L. A. NAACP urged that the 
California National Guard be kept in the riot 
area for a longer time. 

The established civil rights leadership 
began to issue soul-searching statements. The 
civil rights movement was middle class. The 
things on which it had focused (legal barriers, 
public accommodations, bank jobs, etc.) had 
been 'of little relevance to the ghetto Negro. 
They had failed to develop roots in the community, 
they said. "We as Negro leaders--and I include 
myself--have failed to take the civil rights move­
ment to the masses of the people. We've got to 
take this movement to the people who are forgot­
ten and neglected," said King. 



"Community organization" was the answer. 
Every civil rights leader talked of new programs 
to develop roots in the ghetto. But this was only 
part of the problem. The civil rights movement 
had been talking of "community organization" 
for years. Bayard Rustin, the leading political 
strategist of the established civil rights leader­
ship and an assistant to Martin Luther King, is 
one ~f the many who has long called for working 
in the community: "We must bring to the move­
ment a totally new type of worker who is prepared 
to stay in the community day after day doing 
tedious nondramatic work in addition to demon­
strations." CORE has established "Freedom 
Houses" in a number of areas. 

The problem is not just" going to the 
people" but "what you bring to them." One of 
the main reasons that the established civil 
rights organizations had failed t,o develop r~ots 
in the ghetto is that they have l1ttle or nothmg 
to offer the ghetto Negro. They have tried to 
organize in the ghetto with a political program 
oriented not to building an independent Negro 
movement but toward building a base of support 
among white liberals. This is the politics of 
accommodation or as it is called by its propon­
ents "coalition politics." Its leading theoreti ­
cian is Bayard Rustin. 

On paper, the first part of the theory is 
fine. The real problems facing the Negro are 
economic--Negroes need decent jobs, and 
therefore the economy must be boosted to full 
employment. Massive public works and retrain­
ing programs are necessary. These are federal 
programs and to get them a powerful political 
movement must develop. Negroes alone cannot 
do it--they need allies among whites. There must 
be alliances and coalitions. 

In and of themselves, these political 
judgments are accurate. However, what they 
mean in practice depends on the answers to a 
number of questions. Who are the allies of the 
Negroes? How are these allies moved to take 
action? On what basis or on whose terms are 
coalitions built? 

For Rustin, and for most of the established 
civil rights leadership (with the exception of SNCC) 
the coalition has already been established. 
Rustin talks of "the coalition which staged the 
March on Washington, passed the Civil Rights 
Act, and laid the basis for the Johnson landslide-­
Negroes, trade unionists, liberals, and religious 
groups." (On e might also ask whether this 
coalition as described doesn't also include 
Lyndon John son, Bobby Kennedy, and the north­
ern city machines.) In answer to our first ques­
tion, then, the coalition is already partly formed 
and it includes the trade union movement, 
liberal s, etc., as they are now. The answer 
t o the other questions flow from this. To hold 
the coalition together one must be careful not to 
alienate one 's allies. Finding themse lves 
unable to build a base in the Negro ghetto, 
the established middle class Negro leadership 
has a ttempted to substitute a base in the liberal 
(non - Dixiecrat?) w ing of the Democratic party. 
To the extent that they try to mobilize masses 
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of Negroes it is not for building an independent 
Negro movement but to help them develop t~e,ir 
base among the white liberals. Where mobll1z­
ing masses of Negroes may .alienate their ne:-v­
found white allies, the civil rights leadershIp 
chooses not to mobilize. A number of examples 
make this clear. 

1) The politics of accommodation were 
evident before the 1964 Presidential elections 
when the civil rights leadership called for a 
moratorium on demonstrations. Instead, they 
urged the civil rights movement tc? use i~S 
energies in defeating Goldwater (1 . e., m 
supporting Johnson). In effect, they asked 
the civil rights movem ent to lay down the one 
weapon it had at that time--direct action--out 
of fear of the "white backlash." This meant 
that the liberal "allies" of the Negro feared 
that if the Negro were to press for his demands, 
some whites would be alientated. LBJ's margin 
of victory would not be so great. Thus t,he ci~il 
rights movement was expected to subordmate Its 
needs and demands to the needs of its "allies." 

2) The role of the established civil rights 
leadership in the "Atlantic City Compromise" of 
the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party, needs 
no further discussion here. In the debate that 
ensued, the defenders of Rustin made a number 
of arguments which deserve attention for they 
illustrate the orientation of their politics. They 
argue that Rustin, and the civil rights and liberal 
leadership, did not" sell out" the MFDP by 
urging acceptance of the compromise. Rather, 
they say, Rustin carried the MFDP's own strateg¥ 
to its logical extent. The MFDP had chosen as 
its strategy to seek official recognition of the 
Democratic party. In urging acceptance of the 
comoromise, Rustin et al. were only trying to see 
that the MFDP achieved this recognition. What 
Rustin's defenders do not see from their politi ­
cal vantage point is that the basic aim of the 
MFDP was to build an independent political 
movement in MiSSissippi. The attempt to seek 
recognition, whether right or wrong, was a 
tactic subordinate to this basic aim. Rustin 
and his associates made this tactic into a basic 
aim, and hence flow s their logic. The distinc­
tion is crucial. On the one hand were the 
MFDP leadership whose first concern was the 
effect of the compromise on the movement back 
home. On the other hand were those whos e 
concern was the impact of the compromise on 
the Democratic party. 

3) Those civil rights l eaders like Rustin 
who act consistently on the basis of "coalition 
politics, " have undermined those weapons which 
the Negro can utilize by himself. Hence, they 
have discouraged direct action, Saying that 
"politics" (i. e., their version of "coalition 
politics") is more important. They have opposed 
demands such as school bUSSing and preferen­
tial treatment because (in the words of Rustin's 
associate, Tom Kahn), "it drives a wedge 
between Negroes and those whites who stand 
the most to gain from a political alliance for 
economic reform." I have argued earlier that 
the demand for preferential treatment may drive 
a wedge between Negroes and the labor move­
ment as the labor movement is now. But the 



demand may also serve as a spur to get the 
labor movement, once more, struggling for a 
political program which would be the basis 
f or a real Negro-labor alliance. 

Another ."weapon" that Rustin has tried 
to undermine is race--the very fact of being 
Negro. It may sound more radical to say that 
the problem is not one of color but one of class. 
But for Rustin, pride in being Negro which 
manifests itself in forms of black nationalism 
and separatism is a barrier in creating his 
coalition. It alienates whites. But race 
consciousness is fostered by the very condi­
tions in which Negroes live. It helps hold 
the movement together, and in the absence of 
a developed political program it makes it 
possible, to some degree, for those Negroes 
who have escaped the ghetto to continue to 
identify with it and provide leadership for it. 

Not all of the established northern civil 
rights leadership follow completely the logic 
of the politics of accommodation. To the 
extent that they have their own organizational 
interests or have a base in the Negro middle 
class, some of these leaders will disagree 
over this or that pOint with Rustin who, respon­
sible to no one, has fewer such "restraints." 
There are also hopeful signs of the beginnings 
of a break with these politics in the North. 
Farmer's speech at the recent CORE Convention 
calling for greater independence in political 
action is an encouraging development. But, 
by and large, the established civil rights 
leadership still works within the framework 
of the politics of accommodation. Within this 
framework the civil rights movement has been 
able to make itself felt, has won some real 
victories, and contributed to the Watts 
"uprising" as described earlier. However, 
in the last few years the politics of accomo­
dation have become more and more of a brake 
on the Negro struggle. 

Nowhere could this be better seen than 
in the response of civil rights leaders to the 
"riots." For example, King and other civil 
rights leaders denounced the" rioters" for 
using violence. Yet, their well known prin­
cipled pOSitions about "non-violence" did 
not prevent them from throwing their moral 
weiqht behind the police use of violence to 
(in King's w ords) "quell the situation." This 
is especially interesting when we recall that 
it was the police that were responsible for most 
of the violence toward people. (If King's main 
concern was, instead, violence against 
property it might be another question.) Why 
didn't King call for the police to stop USing 
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violence--for them to withdraw from the" riot" 
area, and to protect w hi te s by preventing them 
from going into the ghetto. 

Violence, clearly, was not the real ques­
tion. A violent struggle was going on. King 
and other civil rights leaders felt compelled to 
take .sides. 

Even though they knew full well of the 
conditions that led the Negroes of Los Angeles 
to do what they did and what their action meant 
to them, these civil rights leaders took the side 
of the police. They had to do so to keep from 
alientating and losing their base among white 
liberals and sections of the Negro middle class. 
The" rioters" had gone too far--well beyond the 
framework of the politics of accommodqtion. 
They had attacked private property, and defied 
the police, and they felt a new sense of dignity. 

As a result, there were no known and 
respected civil rights leaders who could be 
accepted as leadership for the Negroes of Los 
Angeles. There was no one to channel the 
tremendous energies which were, in large part, 
fruitlessly dissipated. 

************ 

The ·political lessons of Watts must not be 
lost. The Negro civil rights movement must turn 
its back on the" social brokers" and direct itself 
toward building a real movement in the ghetto. 
This means a program not subordinated to the 
needs of the liberal wing of the Democratic party, 
but a program around dignity and self-respect~ 
jobs and housing, and independent political 
power. This means utilizing every weapon 
available to the Negro: from demands' for 
preferential treatment to demands for more 
control over deciSions affecting the community; 
from direct action to independent political 
action. Only once such a movement has been 
built can a real "coalition" be forged which 
will not sacrifice the needs of the Negro in 
the process. 

Such a movement and necessary leader­
ship do not develop overnight. It takes years 
of ·steady and patient work to develop a program 
and a leadership that can command the recogni­
tion, respect, and confidence of the ghetto 
Negro. This means organizing in the ghetto. 
It is not an easy process to organize the ghetto, 
and overcome the sense of futility that the Negro 
feels and there are other enormous problems as 
w ell. But it is impossible so long as the program 
one has to offer is the politics of accommodation. 

Mike Parker 



Are Civilian Review Boards the Answer? 
Sympathy for the helpless victims of 

police "brutality" in the South as well 
as public indignation at the harshly 
oppressive and discriminatory treatment 
received by American -citizens at the 
hands of some law-enforcement officials 
throughout t he nation have created strong 
interest in eliminating the conditions 
fostering such abuses. This popular un­
rest calls attention to a l ong -neglected 
issue. Stated most generally, it is: 
What is the proper way for society to 
gove rn the activities of its public law­
enforcement officials? To the individual 
this means: What is the nature and ex­
tent of police invasion of personal pri­
vacy that can be justified by the neces ­
sity of containing crime? 

Police activities influence the day­
to-day living conditions of a l arge num­
ber of people. Until recently few indi­
viduals or groups questioned the signif­
icance of unrestrained police discretion. 
Today, however, scholars and legal au­
thorities are increasingly devoting 
efforts to illuminate the intricacies 
of this complex issue. The establish­
ment of an independent civilian review 
board has frequent l y been proposed as 
one means of providing the members of 
society with power to control the ac­
tions of police. This article examines 
the current controversy over the idea 
of civilian review, briefly reviews how 
other communities have attempted to 
meet the problem and sets forth a number 
of key issues raised by the proposa l of 
civilian review of police conduct. 

Arguments Against Civilian Review. 
Most policemen and law-enforcement 
spokesmen accept the general principle 
of review of police conduct. It is the 
manner in which the principle is to be 
implemented which currently rests at the 
heart of the debate. The chief argument 
of law-enforcement officials against the 
establishment of civilian review boards 
has been that existing remedies for 
dealing with complaints of police mis­
conduct are adequate . Direct compensa­
tion for da.mages result~ng from asserted 
police violations of civil rights, po l ice 
spokesmen maintain, is available through 
civil court actions against specific 
officers. In most jurisdictions there 
exist criminal sanctions for potential 
appli cation to policemen found by a 
court to have violated any-law governing 
police conduct . Police officials opposed 
to the idea of civilian review a l so point 
to the f act that intra-departmental re ­
view procedures have been established in 
all major police forces to guarantee 
that citizen compla ints of police mis­
conduct will be evaluated responsibly 
and professionally by police executives 
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anxious to insure a high quality of law 
enforcement . Thus, it is clear that 
police do not reject the principle of 
review, but rather the ad hoc creation 
of a formal agency staffed by citizens 
to carry out the process of reviewing 
and passing judgment upon allegati ons 
of police misconduct. 

Police opposition to the establish­
ment of civilian review boards, of course, 
goes farther than merely asserti ng the 
adequacy of existing judicial and ad ­
ministrative procedures. Law- enforce­
ment spokesmen have long maintained that 
the creation of civilian review boards 
would undermine police morale by ques ­
tioning the integrity of the behavior 
of all police, from the cop on the beat 
to the chief department executive. A 
primary requisite of efficient crime 
control, they maintain, is that police 
receive trust and cooperation from the 
civic community and an autonomous sphere 
of operations. In the review of Michae l 
J. Murphy, former Police Commissioner 
for the City of New York, the establish­
ment of a citizens' board to review 
poli ce actions 

... would dilute the responsibility 
of the Police Commissioner to main ­
tain discipline of his department 
and result in a breakdown of morale 
among our policemen who have been 
doing their best in a dangerous and 
thankless job. It is even possible 
that the police attitude may become 
lithe only way to keep out of trouble 
is to do nothing." 1 . 

Almost exac tly one year before the 
Watts uprising, Los Angeles Police Chief 
William H. Pa rker announced his inten­
tion to "wa lk out" if an independent 
civilian review board were formed there. 
His r eas ons for threatening to do so 
included the morale-destruction argument 
as well as a somewhat less often stated 
proposition about the incapacity of 
civilians properly to evaluate police 
practices. Chief Parker claimed to be 
unwilling to "share ... responsitility 
or authority for police administration 
with any group of citizens who lack the 
expert ~raining to know what they're 
doing. II Whether he would extend his 
charge to civic ignorance to every sec­
tor of society -- including the oft ­
labeled "responsible middle class" com­
munity -- or confine it, in his words, 
to " ... persons ... from minority 
elements -- many of them demagogues with 
axes to grind ... "3 is unclear, but the 
genera l import of his remarks needs no 
clarifica tion. 

The argument which appears to at-



tract the greatest attenti on of the lay 
public and the mass media i s that the 
operations of civilian review boards 
would handicap police efforts to cope 
with an apparently increasing crime rate 
and a growing tide of disrespect for the 
law and law-enforcement officials . Ex­
Commissioner Murphy has stated emphati ­
cally that "any board of [the independ ­
ent civilian review] type would ... 
destroy the efficiency and

4
effectiveness 

of the Police Department." Chief 
Parker has c l aimed that "the pressures 
being put upon the police throughout the 
nation by such groups as the American · 
Civil Liberties Union - - in relation to 
these so - called citizens ' boards to 
review police actions -- have engouraged 
a flouting of police authori ty. II 
Cri ti cs of the poli ce, mos t of whom ten d 
to be proponents of the civilian review 
concept, are, according to the Los 
Angeles Police Chief, contributing to 
the eruption of sporadi c anarchy ang an 
utlimate destruction of the nation. 
Ironi cally, while this argument seems to 
draw the heaviest popular support for 
police opposition to civilian review, 
it appears at present to have more 
limi ted currency among policemen and 
l aw - enforcement spokesmen than either 
the adequate-remedies argument or the 
moral - di sintegration argument . 

Arguments for Civili an Review. 
Proponents of civilian review state that 
boards located wathin the existing 
structure of the police department do 
not provide adequate protection of the 
aggrieved parties. They state that many 
people will not take their compl aints 
directly to the police. This attitude 
reflects the widespread belief that 
police cannot be trusted regard l ess of 
the safeguards that are bui l t into an 
internal review system. 

With an internally operated system, 
the police department is a lways open to 
the hard-to-defend charge of whitewashing 
misconduct complaints. Police review 
board hearings are often closed to the 
public, complainants do not have adequate 
legal representation, and the composition 
of the board, usually staffed by former 
police officials or FBI men, is such that 
the appearance of a fair and just hearing 
i s difficult to maintain. 

Advocates of civilian review claim 
that it is even more difficult for 
complainants to obtain satisfactory 
redress through the courts. The filing 
of a criminal charge against a policeman 
depends upon whether the District Attor­
ney feels that prosecution is feasible. 
Since the District Attorney normally 
works close ly with the police, he is 
pl aced in the uncomfortab l e position of 
having to prosecute the policemen who 
usually supply him with valuab l e infor­
mation and is therefore often reluctant 
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to do so. Very few cases are handled 
in this manner, and in those cases where 
the District Attorney does prosecute. 
f ew convictions are obtained. Frequently 
the only witnesses to the alleged mis ­
conduct are the police offi cer and the 
complainant. If the compl ainant has a 
past criminal record which may place 
his integrity in question, it becomes 
increasingly difficu l t to establish the 
officer's guilt beyond a reasonable 
doubt . In addition to these problems, 
many kinds of alleged po li ce misconduct 
(for example, discourtesy or psychologi ­
cal harassment) are not criminal offenses. 
Redress through civil action, civi lian 
review advocates argue , can be even more 
difficult to obtain. For those citizens 
most likely to allege violation of their 
civil rights, lawyers' fees and the 
prospect of protracted litigation are 
formidable barriers to initiating civil 
suits. Court action, therefore, rarely 
provides complainants with a satisfactory 
method of handling grievances. 

Advocates of civilian review argue 
than an independent board would improve 
police-community relations. Rather than 
impairing police morale, they argue, the 
operation of an impartial board would 
keep the public informed of the disposi ­
tion of misconduct cases, bring the facts 
into the open and prevent charges of 
concea l ment or whitewash by police. In 
those cases where the charges were found 
to be groundless, policemen wou l d be 
publicly exonerated and their reputations 
protected. In this sense police morale 
as well as community respect for the law 
officer would be strengthened. 

From the citizen ' ~ perspective, 
civilian review advocates claim, the 
operation of an independent board can 
act as a safety value for the communi ty . 
With an impartia l board available to 
hear the pent-up grievances of citizens, 
the community is in a better position 
to identify potential danger s pots or 
to have appropriate public agencies take 
corrective action to eliminate the causes 
of such grievances . Often complaints 
resu l t from misunderstanding of police 
actions. Thus a civi l ian rev~ew board 
cou ld seek to correct misunderstandings 
whenever they OGcur and raise the general 
level of respect for l aw enforcement. 

It is often said that crime rates 
are rising drastically, that the police 
must centralize their resources and 
increase their efficiency in order to 
combat this crime rise, and that civi li an 
review would serve onl y to fragment an 
already splintered law-enforcement proc­
ess. Some l aw-enforcement experts call 
for a closer scrutiny of the basic 
assumption t hat crime rates are drasti ­
cally rising. Although one can today 
pick up a recent copy of the FBI Uniform 
Crime Reports and find statistics showing 



tremendous increases in rates of sel.ected 
crimes, the basic question here is how 
are these figures computed? Since World 
War II, l aw- enforcement agencies have 
expanded their operations and surveil­
lance techniques as well as increased 
the efficiency of thei~ activi ties. 
Police departments are therefore better 
able to detect crimes, collect informa­
tion and tabulate accurate statistics on 
al l forms of criminal activity which had 
not been reported earlier (including some 
newly-defined categories of criminal 
conduct). A significant part of the 
increase i n crime r ates, these same 
experts claim, reflects the improvement 
in statistical collection of cases plus 
the expanding scope of police surveil­
lance . Therefore, appeals for increased 
police efficiency based upon crime 
statistics should be carefully examined, 
especially when coupled with argume nts 
opposing civilian review. 

Civilian review advocates will 
admit that the operations of citizens' 
boards would increase costs and dupli cate 
efforts already expended in internal 
disciplinary processes of poli ce depart­
ments. The efficiency or cost criterion, 
h.owever, is a false one for measuring 
cases involving alleged police misconduct. 
The important issue here is whether the 
complainant can obtain a fair and just 
resolution of his grievance; the economic 
issue should be of secondary importance. 
The courts have long recognized that 
the re is a delicate balance to be a­
chieved between developing more effec­
tive ways of maintaining social order 
and protecting the rights and freedoms 
of individuals. Democrati c notions of 
justice demand ass iduous effort to up­
hold individual rights when threatened 
by increasingly efficient police tech­
niques. Proponents of civilian review 
feel t hat it is in the long-run interest 
of individual liberty to provide the 
conditions for a just hearing, regard­
less of cos~ considerations , in order 
to avoid violating individual freedoms 
and prevent the growth of a totalitarian 
police system. 

Opponents of civilian review argue 
that only police officers themselves 
have responsibility for and competence 
to evaluate problems of police disci­
pline. Advocates of civilian review 
reply that the internal complaint system 
l acks necessary safeguards against dis­
honesty or unjust exoneration of accused 
offi cers, and that, furthermore, it is 
incapable of sustaining the public 
confidence necessary to the satisfactory 
handling of citizen complaints. Here 
the civi lian review ~dvocates c l aim an 
institutional advantage. By establish­
ing an independent and impartial agency 
which can hear a ll sides to a compl aint, 
the public's contro l over police poli­
cies and activities would be maintained 
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t hrough a repre s entative bo~rd in the 
democr~tic traditi on. One suggested way 
t o increase the expertise of the board 
as we ll as to redu ce the grounds f or 
misunderstanding of police a ctions is 
to have the pol ice r epresented on the 
boa rd itself so that the police view­
point will be expressed and their 
expe ri ence called upon . 

Civilian Review in Ac ti on . Only 
two citi es (Philade lphia in 1958 and 
Rochest e r, N.Y . in 1953 ) have e stablished 
civilian r evi ew boa rds. 7 Since the 
Philadelphi a boa rd ha s been operating 
for some seven years now, it will serve 
as the §odel for di scussion and eva l­
uation. 

Any interested citizen or organiza ­
tion can bring a complai nt to the board's 
attention where it i 3 o~ficially written 
up and signed by the complaining party . 
During the period from 1958 to 1964, the 
Philadelphia board received 510 com­
plaints. Fifty-one per cent of these 
cases were voluntarily withdrawn by the 
complainants after a preliminary discus­
sion of the case, while another thirty 
per cent were cleared when the police 
ac t ion was found to be proper and no 
dis cipline was recommended. Thus, only 
59 cases, roughly ten per cent, were of 
such a serious nature as to warrant 
recommendations by the board to the 
mayor for reprimands, suspensions or 
c learing the arrest records of the 
complainants. (The remaining ten per 
cent of the cases refer to those stil l 
pending investiga tion or in process. )9 

However success f u l the results of 
the Philadelphia board mar appear to 
certain public officials, 0 several 
features appear t6 limit the effective­
ness of the board's operations. The 
board does not have subpoena power to 
call witnesses so each compl ainant must 
bring his own witnesses to the hearing. 
A more serious defect is the fact that 
the board does not have its own inves­
tigators but must rely upon the police 
department to investigate compl aints . 
The usual limitations of an inadequate 
budget, staff, and time prevent the 
foundation of a more comprehensive 
service and keep the existing staff 
preor.cupied with the day-to-day case 
load . A procedural weakness is the 
failure of the board to prepare written 
opinions explaining its decisions. A 
full explanation of each decision is a 
necessary safeguard against arbitrary 
judgment as well as a way to set gui de ­
lines for future poli ce conduct and 
board decisions. The board can only 
recommend to the police commissioner 
and mayor what action needs to be taken. 
In those cases where the board 's recom­
mendation is contested by the police 
commissione r , the mayor is called upon 
to arbitrate. The experience of the 



Philadelphia civilian review board shouJd 
suggest some of the factors to be taken 
into account by communities considering 
the establishment of similar procedures. 

Some Key Problems. The problems of 
civilian review may be broken down into 
three general categories dealing with 
the who, what, and how of civilian 
review: Who is to sit on civilian re­
view boards? What aspects of police 
conduct are civilian boards to review? 
And how are civilian review boards to 
deal with cases of alleged police mis­
conduct? The first set of problems 
speaks to the composition of civilian 
review boards, the second to the con­
tent of civilian review proceedings, 
and the last to the distribution of 
authority between citizens' review 
boards and other existing regulatory 
bodies. 

Many civilian review advocates and 
opponents view the matter of the member­
ship of civilian review boards with 
great concern. Obviously, any civilian 
review board which failed to provide 
representation for those segments of the 
community which most often charge police 
violations of civil rights could hardly 
be expected to obtain widespread confi­
dence. Civil rights organizations, 
familiar with the difficulties inherent 
in gaining meaningful representation 
for minority interests in newly-created 
community political organizations often 
set up in response to the pressure of 
racial tensions (human rights comis­
sions, community relations boards, etc.), 
correct l y sense the importance of 
obtaining influence in the selection of 
members. At the same time, civil rights 
groups interested in civilian review of 
police conduct are aware of the problem 
of representation. One aspect of the 
problem involves exercising influence 
in the selection process; the other has 
to do with ensuring that those board 
members chosen to represent the interesm 
of civil rights groups and the minority 
community .remain accountable to and 
controllable by their constituency. In 
an agency like a civilian review board, 
as in other political organizations, 
there exists a potentiality for coopta­
tion, whereby interest-group factions 
are absorbed into the larger organiza­
tion, their energies turned to satisfy­
ing the demands of the larger organiza­
tion, and their capacity to serve the 
needs of their constituencies eroded. 

Police, on the other hand, are 
anxious to insure that the law-enforce­
ment perspective be represented on 
citizens' review boards and seem equally 
anxious to bar from membership " .•• 
persons from minority elements -- many 
of them demagogues with axes to grind 
... ," to repeat the phrasing of Los 
Angeles Police Chief Parker. Recogniz-
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ing civilian review as a potential means 
of draining off some popular discontent 
with police operations, of course, some 
far-sighted law-enforcement spokesmen 
may see strategic value i n providing 
formal representation for the minority 
community on civilian review boards. 
If the pressure for civilian review 
becomes sufficiently great, it may be 
anticipated that some l aw-enforcement 
officials will voluntarily seek "respon­
sible middle-class" Negro citizens for 
civilian review board membership, in 
order to avoid being forced to deal with 
potentially more militant members of the 
Negro community who may obtain member­
ship. 

Since civi lian review boards would 
necessarily enjoy a certain public 
importance and formal political status, 
determination of membership would un­
doubtedly corne to rest upon some estab­
lished mode of selection -- election, 
mayoral or city counci l appointment, 
human relations commission delegation, 
etc. Each of these would have certain 
advantages and disadvantages, depending 
in good part upon the political disposi­
tion and organization of particular 
communities. For a number of reasons, 
it seems likely that some kind of 
appointment method would be chosen in 
m"",t ~o·"'m'mt-5Pfl. with thp. T'eB '..~ ~ t that 
strong pressures woula probauly be 
activated to seat "civic leaders" (pre­
dominantly from the business community 
and the clergy) on civilian review 
boards. Unfortunately, only unusual 
configurations of politica l conditions 
would enab l e members of progressive 
civil rights organizations and civil 
libertarian segments of the legal 
profession to gain significant voice on 
citizens' review boards. 

The content of civilian review 
proceedings, that is, the concrete 
aspects of police action with which 
civilian review boards may properly 
concern themselves, is of no less impor­
tance than the composition of the boards. 
Currently, most proponents of civi lian 
review seem to concentrate upon the 
arrest and post-arrest stages of the 
criminal process as providing the 
greatest potential for police mis­
conduct# citing arrest practi ces and 
interrogation techniques as the most 
common cause of complaints of police 
misbehavior. These are important areas, 
where some of the most glaring cases of 
police lawlessness allegedly occur, but 
equal ly important are those phases of 
law enforcement prior to the time of 
arrest, when police behavior possesses 
a very low level of visibility. Thus, 
for example, at the pre-arrest stage, 
detectives may be found to conduct 
investigations in ways which violate 
legally-protected rights of personal 
and domestic privacy, patrolmen may be 



found to enforce certain l aws regulating 
the flow of people and goods i n discrim­
inatory or ineffective ways, and i nves ­
tigati ng officers may be found to provide 
unfair or inadequate t r eatment of crimi­
nal compl aints in ghetto areas. 

To mu ltiply the instances in whi ch 
potential poli ce misconduct may occur, 
however, is not to state that ~ll 
as pects of pol ice behavior cou l d reason­
ab l y be brought under the scrutiny of a 
citizens ' review board . The nature and 
extent of reviewable poli ce actions 
would both strongl y inf l uence the 
capaci ty of civilian revi ew boards to 
serve f airly and effectivel y the inter­
ests of citi zens and also heavi l y con­
dition the r e l ationship of these boa rds 
to law-enforcement agencies, the courts, 
legislature and electorate. Perhaps 
the most important implication of this 
statement is that the success of civil­
ian r evi ew, once estab li shed, could not 
be measured realistically in terms of 
any kind of overall impact on the char­
acter of police administration . Civil ­
ian r eview critics and a dvo cates alike 
a r e s ometimes incli ne d to envi sion the 
e s tablishment of civi lian review boards 
as a dramat i c , comprehensive means of 
revo l utionizing l aw-enf orcement opera ­
tions -- as a step which wou l d precip­
i tate civic di saste r or utopi a , de­
pending upon whe t he r the viewpoint is 
that of an opponent or an advocate of 
ci vi lian r evi ew. A more sensible view 
wou ld seem to include an awa reness that 
the basic quality of poli ce a dmi ni stra­
t i on is a matter properly l eft to 
legislative a~d judicial processes 
designed to gove rn the genera l re l at i on­
ship of the state and i ts institutions 
to society and i ts members . If civilian 
review i s to perform a meaningful ro l e 
in t he community, i t must be explici t l y 
confined to a limi ted realm of pol ice­
ci t izen interactions. Civi lian review, 
in short, cannot be l ooked upon as a 
panacea . Instead, it should be evalu­
ated in te rms of its objecti ve potential 
as a mode of communicating citizen 
dissatisfaction to police administrators 
and pub l ic officials and, at best, a way 
of providing redress for certain deter­
mi nate categori es of l egitimate griev­
ances of the l egally dispossessed . 

To reso l ve the problem of the 
content of civi l ian review proceedings 
requires careful attenti on to thes e and 
other issues. Some civilian review 
advocates may feel that no a r ea of po­
lice behavi or -- on duty or off , pub li c 
or private -- shou l d be excluded from 
the j u risdi cti on of civi l ian review 
boards . Other proponents recognize a 
need to confine civilian review hearings 
to those aspects of law- enforcement 
operations beari ng some demonstrable 
relevance to i ndividual freedoms and­
civil rights . It may be that some lead 
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can be taken from the formu l a used for 
assess ing alleged misconduct in the 
legal profession, where canons of l ega l 
ethics provide cri teria by which the 
behavior of lawyers may be judged. Some 
of these canons operate as regulatory 
standards in areas not governed by 
criminal or administrative l a w, while 
others overlap with State codes. By no 
means do these remarks suggest that 
civilian review may appropriately con­
cern itse lf exc l usively with asserted 
violations of police ethic s , which i n 
specific application (proscri bi ng , i n 
some instances, drunkenness in public 
and certain sexual acti vi ties ) vary i n 
te r ms of relevance to l egi timate citi­
zen grievances . Nor, for t hat matter, 
is i t nece s sarily intended that other 
e l ements of the model used for dis ci ­
pl inary proceedi ng s in the l egal pro­
fession be adopted wholesa le , for one 
of the ma j or f eatures of this model is 
its provis i on of tria l by fellow pro­
fessiona l s . Rather, these comments 
underscore the crucia l importance of 
articul ating the grounds upon which 
civi l ian review proceedings a re to be 
initiated and the standards by which 
their decisions are to governed . 

Pe r haps most demanding of thought ­
ful consideration is the problem of the 
balance of power between citizens ' re ­
view boards and the poli ce , the cou r ts , 
and other gove rnment a l bodi es. The 
probl em consists in determining what 
gene ral powe r s and limi tations ought to 
fall upon civilian r evi ew boa rds and 
how the deri vat i on and distribution of 
these r i ghts and restraints will influ ­
ence the boards' eff ectiveness and 
integrity. At l east three questions 
present themselves: (1) How and what 
kind of l ega l powers a r e to be dele ­
gated to ci vi lian revi ew boards? (2) 
How are the resu l ts of citi zens ' review 
proceedings to be fitted i nto extant 
police discipline systems? and (3 ) What 
judicial response is to be accorded 
these fi ndi ngs and decis i ons? 

Cl early, it is easier to deal with 
the l as t of these questions, since the 
reso l uti on of the fi rst two wou ld i n 
good part determi ne the answer to the 
third. In general, where civi li an re ­
vi ew boards would operate outside of 
f ormal pol ice discipline systems and be 
authorized to impose only advisory 
j udgments , civi l ian review proceedings 
would probab l y not come unde r the 
jurisdiction of the courts, for i t i s 
unlikely that police administrators 
would automatical l y accept civilian re ­
view board recommendations . Instead, 
upon receivi ng civilian board advi sory 
opinions, police departments would 
probably conduct independe nt inquiries 
and reach i ndependent conclusions, 
thereby taking on lega l respor:si bi 11 ty 
for any consequent disci p:inarJ actions . 



If, however, civi li an review pro­
ceedings were t o be adopted as full­
fl e dged suppl ements to existing police 
cont r ol mechanisms, then certain cases 
treated in the civilian review process 
cou ld be expected to result directly in 
fines, demotions, suspensions, and 
dismissals. Because police-defendants 
in some of these cases would be certain 
to a ppeal, as the y are generally entitled 
to do in routine intra-depa rtmenta l 
discipline cases, the courts would be 
ca lled upon to review the proceedings 
of the citizens' boards (contrary to 
the disingenuous suggestion that "the 
next thing you know, these citizens' 
review boards would be firing guys left 
and ri ght, and you'd have to set up 
review boards to review the civilian 
review boards"). In thi s event, an 
established body of substantive and 
procedural l aw would be brought i nto 
forma l application and, theoretically, 
the cases accorded strict due-process 
treatment. 

In general, if civilian review 
boards were to be authorized to judge 
and sentence accused police officers, 
they would necessarily require the power 
to conduc t full and independent investi­
gations, subpoena wi tnesses, a nd impose 
disciplinary sanctions. At the same 
t ime, of course, they would be bound 
by certain restri ctions, including the 
most obvious obligation of granting t he 
pa r t ies to each case of alleged police 
misconduct the right to lega l counsel, 
cross-examination, presentation of 
witnesses, and appeal. This type of 
constitution would be likely to lead to 
the gr owth of highl y adversarial hear­
ings, a development capable of f acil­
itating a particula r kind of "truth­
seeking" but also conducive to time­
consuming and occasionally hyper­
formalized proceedings. It also would 
fail to resolve at least two prob l ems: 
(1) Should stand~ng to bring charges 
be limited to indi vidual Citizens 
cl a iming personal wrongs resulting from 
police behavi or, or should inte r ested 
organizations and citizens' groups be 
granted standing to initiate civi lian 
review proceedings? and (2) Shou ld 
civilian review boards operate on a 
case-by-case basis, or should they be 
empowered to issue general de cisions 
aimed at eliminating patterns of mis­
behavior? Critical of the framework in 
which FEPC's a nd other anti-discrimi­
nation agenci es t ypically operate, most 
civil rights organizations would prefer 
that a broad construction be placed 
upon standing to bring complaints and 
that review boards be authorized to 
provide comprehensive remedies. 

other combinations of legal 
characteristics would be possible and, 
i n t he na ture of the situa tion, likely. 
This conclusion draws strength as much 
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from a recognition of the potentially 
serious and difficult problems in­
vo l ved in delegating lega l powers to 
supra-governmental bodies, as from an 
awareness of the hard realities of 
political life -- although this a lone 
may be of sufficient force to convince 
many. The matter of vesting sanction­
ing authority in such bodies, in 
particular, would appear to raise some 
hi ghly complex problems in j u rispru­
dential and political theory. To 
resolve them would seem to require, at 
a minimum, two accomplishments: (1) the 
articulation of some rationale to jus­
tify the creation of new processes where­
by punishments of state officials may 
be decreed and executed in addition to 
e'stabl ished constitutional and stat­
utorily-designed processes for this 
purpose (and this, it should be empha­
sized, is not to bring the "adequate ­
remedies" c1rgument of civilian review 
opponents in through the back door); 
and (2) the elucidation of some princi­
ple(s) to warrant establishing these 
new processes in certain spheres of 
governmental relations but not in 
others (i.e., a citizens' board to 
review a lleged misconduct on the part 
of NASA personnel?). The resolutions 
of t hese problems would no doubt be 
interrelated, with an 'answer to the 
second question more readily forth­
coming than one to the first, and more 
fundamental, question. 

Most of the militant civil rights 
organizatiolls·tend to define the· matter 
of control l i"ng police lawlessness in 
l a rgely political terms, viewing power 
to impose sanctions as the central 
component of any system designed to 
govern police conduct. Sensitive to 
the recourse to "tokenism" frequently 
taken by public agencies and private 
associations, most civil rights groups 
would regard as meaningless any system 
of civilian review which failed to 
include access to formal disciplinary 
powers. Many law-enforcement spokes­
men, of course, are generally no less 
sophisticated in political calculus, 
and seem to share with civil rights 
groups an understanding of the potential 
si gnificance of civilian exercise of 
disciplinary meas,ures, dreading the 
possibility of such a development with 
the same intensity of emotion that some 
of their critics relish it. 

'1'0 re-state a point made at the 
beginning of this section, police do not 
reject the principle of review. This is 
not to say that they do so other than 
reluctantly; rather, it is to call 
attention to the fact that review of 
police conduct is bui lt into the legal 
and organizational framework of the 
l aw-enforcement system. The problem 
confronting the police, therefore, is 
not whether to be under the governance 



01' some external authority, but what 
kind of governance is likely to be most 
consistent with their interests? Due 
substantially to inaction on the part 
of Federal, state and loca l l aw-making 
bodies, the task of "policing the police" 
has fallen to the Supreme Court of the 
United States . 

It is by now common knowledge that 
the poli ce are less than pleased with 
this resolution of the problem and their 
outrage at recent Supreme Court decisions 
which have the effect of "coddling 
criminals" and "handcuffing l aw enforce ­
ment " i s shared by certain segments of 
t he public and frequently echoed in the 
press. In a recent article, Law Profes ­
sor Herbert Packer has cut to the heart 
of the problem. Speakin~ of the Supreme 
Court's discomfort with the business of 
running police departments" he explains: 

The court deals wit h the unique 
facts of a case at hand. It has 
no fact -finding f aci liti es, excep t 
for its members' uncertain reliance 
on "what everybody knows." It 
cannot independently inform itself 
about the dimensions of the general 
law enforcement prob lem, or identify 
and choose among the range of 
parti cularize d solutions that may 
be avai l able. It cannot frame a 
program, much less carry one out. 
The Court moves wi th greatest 
assurance when it l ooks at a 
particular case and concludes that 
there has been a particular injus­
tice which it should right. It 
moves with unease when it tri e s to 
frame a genera l standard for 
poli ce conduct. It is one thing 
to say: This defendant's con­
fes sion was illegally coerced 
because he was illiterate, 
unadvised of his ri ghts , held in­
communicado, subject to threats, 
beaten,. or whatever. It is quite 
another to say: No pe rson who is 
arrested may be questioned by the 
police until he has been advised 
of his right to remain silent and 
to have the assistance of a l awyer 
and until he has had the chance to 
see a lawyer if he wants to. 

"And yet," his comments continue, "it 
is this second kind of statement ... to 
which the Court has been resorting with 
increasing frequency in the l a st few 
years."ll 

Continued racial unrest and the 
escal ation of "creative tension" may 
resu l t in stronger political pressures 
u pon l aw-enf or cement offi cia l s to 
maintain "law and order," but the 
aftermath of future Selmas may also 
bring i ncreas i ngl y severe respons e s 
from the Supreme Court. The conc l usion 
the refore emerges that, short of a 
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nationwide l egislative awakening to the 
urgency of regulating police conduct , 
the police may soon find themse l ves 
placed upon the horns of a dilemma: 
whether to submit to continuing rule 
by the Supreme Court or to yield some 
ground to the movement f or civilian 
review. The first choice involves 
gove rnance by the blunt instrument of 
sweeping, "consti tutionalized " decisions 
(to borrow Professor Packer ' s term ). 
The second involves an alternati ve form 
of governa nce offering a potentially 
grea ter sensi ti vi ty to the probJe ms of 
day-to-day police work . With future 
Watts-type outbreaks not an entirely 
unrealistic prospect f or Ame rican 
society, it is urgent l y necessary that 
citizens and civic officia ls everywhere 
unde r take e fforts to meet the crisis in 
advance . Some progr am of civi li an re­
view of police conduct is one step in 
the ri ght direction. 
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Who's Decadent? 
Michael Harrington, The Accidental Century. 
Macmillan: 1965. $5.95 

The West is in the midst of a technological 
and bureaucratic revolution. Capitalism as ex­
pounded and extolled by the classical economists 
and the National Association of Manufacturers is 
dead. The working class has not fulfilled Marx's 
predictions. Orwell's 1984 might come true. 

Heard it all before? Michael Harrington 
in his latest book, The Accidental Century, exa­
mines these very familiar notions and attempts to 
unify them under the concept of decadence. The 
technological revolution is being made by grey­
minded bureaucrats, totally lacking in ideological 
zeal and ardor as they parrot the old cliches of 
laissez faire (hence the 'accidental' quality). 
Trade unions have dropped references to the class 
strug~le from their constitutions. Some unions, 
like 'the Mine Workers and the ILWU have made 
their peace with automation at the expense of 
their own membership. Others, like the UAW 
have tried and failed to democratize the techno­
lo O'ical revolution. The Harlem riots of 1964 
w;re an "urban jacquerie , " (p. 136) and Harring­
ton implies that this mode of protest closely re­
sembles the behavior of Orwell's "proles." De-
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cadence is also to be found in the literary and 
philosophical worlds. Both faith and reason are 
bankrupt. His chapter on Thomas Mann, the 
best part of the book in the opinion of this review­
er, traces Mann's obsession with decadence and 
his failure to find 20th century values to replace 
those of the paternalistic, solid North German 
burgher. 

This is a grim picture. Blt Harrington pro­
fesses to be a socialist, and socialists are nothing 
if not optimistic. Since the technological revolu­
tion holds out the promise of superabundance 
without toil, we need only to find means of demo­
cratic controls. The old metaphor of seizing 
power is no longer appropriate, "for that metaphor 
implies that the existing power is suitable to the 
new purpose if only the proper hands are laid upon 
it. It is rather a problem of transforming power, 
of changing it, of making new institutions. " 
(p. 296) Moreover, possible elements of change 
exist: "the racial minorities and the poor general­
ly; the labor movement revived; the middle class; 
both secular and religious humanism. Thus, in 
looking not to the far distance but the immediate 
American future, the struggle of the liberal wing 
of the Democratic party seems to be the point of 
departure for any serious hope , " (p. 302) 

It is easy for the civil rights activist to test 
Harrington's thesis. Granted that barricades are 
passe and that power must be transformed, one 
may observe that bureaucratic power must be 
first resisted on the level at which one meets it. 
When the Berkeley administration attempts to 
smash the student civil rights movement, the 
remedy is not to join your local CDC club, but ra­
ther to organize and fight back. In Harrington's 
perspective for "transformation" there is appar­
ently no room for the FSM. Again, how does 
one analyze Watts in terms of Harrington's argu­
ment? If it was, as The Accidental Century im­
plies, an urban jacquerie, (although to be fair I 
do not know what, if anything, Harrington has 
said specifically about Watts), how does one 
account for the organization and selection of tar­
gets, which, incidentally, included selective 
service offices? 

In sum, recent events have played a very 
mean trick on the decadence- conscious Mr. Har­
rington. They reveal that, in addition to the 
things he lists, what are also decadent are his 
reformist, Fabian politics. The Accidental 
Century stands as a cogent statement of neo­
Fabian thought with which civil rights activists 
should be familiar if for no other reason than to 
combat it in theory and action. 

Joe White 


