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A worldwide significance

Devan Sohier

t is a piece of graffiti hastily written on a bank in
Minneapolis: “2018: France; 2019: Hong Kong
and Chile; 2020: Minneapolis”. By placing the
demonstrations underway in continuity with the
Yellow Vests, the student demonstrations in Hong

Kong and the mass demonstrations in Chile, this anony-
mous demonstrator illustrates the global significance of
the social explosion underway.
An explosion taking place in the heart of the United States,
the most powerful imperialism. These are not the first
riots in the United States, but the situation today has a
particular character: no communitarian confrontation,
but, on the contrary, the junction of Black Americans,
Latinos, and a broad stratum of white youth; it is not a
localized explosion, but a simultaneous conflagration of
all the major cities of the country – over one hundred
fifty!
The American working class has been divided by impe-
rialism: between races, between states, between profes-
sions. By bringing together all the components of the
American population on the basis of the recognition of
the particular situation of American Blacks, these demon-
strations mark a step towards the reconstruction of its
unity.
The terrible images of the death of George Floyd provoked
this determined anger of all the Black American popu-
lation and beyond. This new murder condenses the bru-
tality of the American regime against all workers, and
singularly against blacks. It is this same brutality that has
thrown tens of millions of Americans into unemployment,
extreme poverty and sickness in recent weeks. Blacks are
the most affected, every time, because they are the most
precarious; but this is a frontal attack against all workers
and the working population. There is a consciousness of
this among the demonstrators.
The crisis of the American state apparatus is brought to
light by these demonstrations. We have seen some police
and National Guard (reserve military called to the rescue
by the governors of over twenty states) join the demon-
strators. These scenes of fraternization express the crisis
that is tearing apart the American institutions. Faced with
the growth of the demonstrations, Donald Trump has
threatened state governors with deploying the army to
quell the protests that they cannot contain. 
The whole of the American political system is called into
question, Republicans and Democrats, both of which
have perpetuated the oppression of Blacks in the United
States. The death of George Floyd is a trigger of this revolt
by Blacks, Latinos and a broad stratum of white youth
that, together, want to breath at long last (1) and call into
question the policies of those on top in the United States. 
And this is not only an American question. It has a world-
wide impact.
(1) Floyd’s last words were repeating to the police killing
him: “I can’t breathe.” Everywhere in the demonstra-
tions, signs are held proclaiming: “I can’t breathe!”,
which has become a general slogan. �
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Everywhere in the demonstrations, 
signs are held proclaiming: “I can’t breathe!”,

which has become a general slogan.

Oakland is a suburb of San Francisco with
a black majority. It has a special place in
the American black movement, notably
because it was there that the Black Pan-
ther Party, a revolutionary black party,
was born in the 1960s.

What is the current situation in Oakland?
The current situation is a tense one in Oak-
land and with black people all over the
United States. We are angry and we are so
very tired of being treated as less than
human beings. Oakland in particular is
protesting. People have taken to the streets.
Today they are blocking the port of Oak-
land (1) on 7th street with miles of cars to
disrupt.
The demands are to be treated as humans.
For our lives to be valued.  For all the police
officers who commit these heinous crimes
against our humanity to be charged. All
of the police who were present for the mur-
der of George Floyd need to be charged.
Justice must be served. The demonstra-
tions are intercultural. There was one by
the sheriff’s precinct near my house that

I saw personally that looked like it was all
white people. There are a lot of brothers
and sisters from the Latinx community
standing with us as well. I can’t speak for
all teachers, but our most progressive
unions, UTLA (2) and OEA (3), are standing
with the protesters.

Is California still under a stay-at-home
order?
Yes, everyone’s on some form of stay at
form order, as a state, but the state is
reopening in phases: today, some counties
are moving into stage 2. The Bay Area (4)
is still on phase 1. More restaurants are
open for take-out, construction resumed.
But for the most part, I think we are still
under a stay at home order, but it is now
and always been lenient: they told us to
maintain social distance of six feet.  The
protesters seem to be trying to maintain
social distance, but no one’s really talking
about Covid-19 anymore. Everyone’s just
talking about the protests and what hap-
pened to George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery
and Breonna Taylor, and of course it’s
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bringing up pain from past people: Botham
Jean, Atiana Jefferson, Trayvon Martin, Philando
Castile… the list is long, there are so many
names.  I think people are just really, really sick
of it. And tired. It’s just one after another. It
doesn’t end. Something has to change.
I’m struck by the fact that these demonstrations
are taking place throughout the United States,
not just in isolated cities.
I think, with Trayvon, or Mike Brown in Saint
Louis, they had an epicenter, but there were
always protests elsewhere. I will say for Oakland:
whenever there was a protest, with all those
people just named, we always had a protest,
always. It’s a pretty progressive city, so there are
always people out here who take up these
causes. But this seems different, I agree, because
it seems to be everywhere. From what I see on
CNN, it’s in every single major city, small cities.
And what I’m noticing is different, also, is usually
people will be in San Francisco or in Oakland,
downtown. It seems like now it’s in every city
around the Bay Area, including suburbs. At a
mall near where I live, a group of 300 people
came. It’s not in Oakland, it’s not in San Fran-
cisco, and they came and looted this mall. To
me, it’s different: it’s more intense because peo-
ple are going everywhere.   
And I think what’s adding to that is  people are
unemployed. People have been in their homes
for two to three months – in my county since
March 13. People are sick of it. I did not watch
the George Floyd video because I did not want
my soul to be disturbed as much as I knew it
would be, but anyone who has actually seen
that must be just super disturbed and just tired
of seeing another name added to a list that is
already miles long. And these are just the ones
we know about: that’s the thing that’s scary and
disgusting. These are the ones that we have
video evidence, that we know for a fact what
happened.  But think of all the countless people
that this has probably happened to and there’s
no one to account for it, there’s no way of know-
ing. Because maybe there wasn’t a video, or if
there was, maybe no one released it. Or thinking
back to the time when there was no cellphone
video: it was just someone’s word against the
police. And the police stick together, they have
that “blue wall”.

Right now, what is the social situation in
Oakland, with all the unemployed people,
with no paycheck, and just this check of just
1,200 dollars?
I know the situation is bad. In our school district,
the vast majority of students have one or both
parents that are out of work. People are scared,
they’re hungry. Everything that comes with the
thought of being out of work, or your work not
being open, or not having sufficient work to
cover your very expensive life, because it’s very
expensive to live here. I can speak as a teacher.
I know the parents of my students are frustrated,
same as everyone. Distance learning isn’t easy,
and a lot of parents have multiple children in
the home, so they have to keep up with lots of
different online class schedules. It can be a lot,
especially for students with moderate to inten-
sive disabilities. If students are non-verbal, or
they’re not interested in the computer, or they’re
young, it’s really hard. I know parents are eager
for schools to open, but given the Covid situa-
tion, it’s not looking like we are going to open
in August. Not fully, not in the way that we were
pre-Covid.

We have a lot of statistics that show Covid
has been hitting black people much harder.
Is this also the case in Oakland? Does this
fuel the protests?
They showed us a map, and it does look like the
areas where people don’t have as much money
are the hardest hit. Across the Bay Area, areas
where black people live are more impacted.
And, for sure, this is fueling the protests, at least
indirectly. Covid is definitely the gasoline that
is lighting these protests on fire. Just the inequity
and everything. Black people, or even people
that aren’t Black but don’t have as much money,
they are the ones that are working essential jobs,
so they’re more likely to get it, but they’re also
probably underpaid. So, there’s frustration about
that, and there’s also frustration around the
racism. The systematic racism, and then just
the overt racism of getting killed and the killers
not being charged. So, all of that, added together,
it’s exploding.
I saw in several places that some cops keeled
down or even joined the protests.
I’ve seen some of that. My feelings are mixed. I
do understand that, as individuals, some police

officers may be good people, and they may really
be interested in helping the communities that
they serve. And they may also look at what hap-
pened with George Floyd and with other black
people as something wrong and something that
shouldn’t happen. But I can’t help but reflect
that it’s easy to do that when the police officer
that did this particular thing is all the way in
Minneapolis. I want to point out that the system
of policing in the United States, everywhere,
there’s something broken about it, and it needs
to be fixed. 
Also, I want to point out that police officers’
unions were very upset when Colin Kaepernick
(5) was kneeling during our national anthem,
when he was just trying to peacefully bring
about a knowledge, an awareness of what’s hap-
pening to us. And he was doing it silently.  Colin
Kaepernick still doesn’t have a job to this day
because they didn’t want him to protest in that
non-violent way. So now, for them to now take
the kneeling, it feels a bit hypocritical. It feels a
little too late, even though I recognize the
humanity of these police officers.
The policing institution needs to be revamped
and rehauled. Something needs to be done to
deal with the white supremacists who have infil-
trated the police force. And even if you’re not
an overt racist, there’s the implicit bias that a
lot of police officers have.  There have to be
some sort of changes. It’s time for something
new.

Do you want to add something?
Not really. I know that it’s not over.  A lot of what’s
happening now is kind of unorganized. I don’t
even know if we have proper leadership in place.
There is some organized stuff going on, but
there is no leader to step up and enact some
legislation to appease people.  I don’t see Donald
Trump as being able to fix things. I don’t see
that he’s really said anything, other than things
like Tweeting: “When the looting starts, the
shooting starts.”

(1) One of the principal ports on the west coast of the
United States.
(2) Los Angeles teachers’ union
(3) Oakland teachers’ union.
(4) The greater San Francisco area.
(5) American football player who thus protested against
the murders of Blacks by police at a game.

Human tide in front of the White House (Washington).
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DECLARATION BY ATU-LOCAL 1005

JUSTICE FOR GEORGE FLOYD!
The Minneapolis bus drivers, then those of New York, with their
unions, have since refused to transport prisoners arrested 
during the demonstrations.
The national ACTU supports them in this refusal.

A nightmare for millions
of black Americans was
caught on video in
south Minneapolis and

now has been displayed across
the globe: the execution of
George Floyd by police. Video
posted by the Washington Post
confirmed that George Floyd did
not resist arrest. Yet a white cop
put his knee across George
Floyd’s neck and slowly choked
him to death. He clearly repeats
“I can’t breathe”, with the offi-
cer’s knee on his neck for 9 min-
utes. Other officers stood by
while one murdered George
Floyd. Over the report that some-
one in the area tried to use a
fake $20 bill.
ATU members live with similar

fears on a daily basis. ATU mem-
bers face racism daily. Our mem-
bers live and work in the
neighborhoods where actions like
this happen, and where this took
place, now watched in horror
across the globe.
Police brutality is unacceptable!

This system has failed all of us in
the working class from the Coro-
navirus to the economic crisis we
are facing. But this system has
failed People of Color and Black

Americans and Black youth more
than anyone else. More than ever
we need a new Civil Rights Move-
ment. A Civil Rights Movement that
is joined with the labor movement
and independent of the corporate
establishment’s Political parties so
all workers from every religion, race
and sexual identity can struggle
together for a better future for peo-
ple of color and for our collective
liberation as working people – for
economic justice, racial justice and
to end all oppression and hate in
all its forms.
We oppose the senseless vio-

lence that is now being perpe-
trated by a small group. The larger
issues of justice must not be lost
in the videos that we have seen in
the last few days of the smashing
and burning of property and loot-
ing.
In ATU we have a saying; “NOT

ONE MORE” when dealing with
driver assaults which in some cases
have led to members being mur-
dered while doing their job. We
say “NOT ONE MORE” execution
of a black life by the hands of the
police. 
NOT ONE MORE! 
JUSTICE FOR GEORGE FLOYD!

The images are impressive.
In New York, in Miami, in
Portland (Oregon), in Lex-
ington (Kentucky), in Wash-
ington DC itself, police
officers in riot gear and
National Guardsmen went
down on one knee in the
middle of the demonstra-
tors. Taking a knee has,
since 2016, been a gesture
adopted in protestation
against the murders of
Blacks by police. In other
cities, in Flint (Michigan), in
New Jersey, police officers in
uniform joined the demon-
strations and even held the
banners. Above, police offi-
cers take a knee in front of
the White House.
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Chicago is the city where Obama made his polit-
ical career. The current mayor, Lori Lightfoot, is
a black Democrat.

I
went to the protests yesterday around 2pm
and was stuck in traffic for 3 hours. I was in
my car with a friend. When we got close to
Trump Tower, the mayor closed the bridges

by the Chicago River and shut down our trains.
That’s when the looting started. 
They took over cop cars, the police and protestors
got violent. The stores were looted. There is spray
paint and vandalism all over downtown. The mayor
put a mandatory curfew from 9pm-6am. She placed
that curfew while the bridges were up, and the
trains were shut down so people could not get out.
So, the looting got worse. It is something I have
never seen in my lifetime here. The protestors were
of all races, but, in my opinion, it seems interesting
to me those who start the looting seem like mostly
white people (1).
The demands of the people are simple, all of the
cops who have murdered black people must be
held accountable. The unions are in support. My
union has demanded that police don’t enter our
schools. I am still waiting on a clear statement from
my union. �

(1) This remark is not unique to Chicago and is confirmed by

a June 2 Washington Post article, citing official sources.

Marlena Ceballos,
union teacher 
from Chicago
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Rodrigo Ibarra, 
Latino labor activist (San Francisco)
What is the current situation in
the United States?
The current uprising is about sys-
temic racism. When this nation
was founded, the most demo-
cratic constitution in the world
did not apply to slaves. Democ-
racy applied only to English set-
tlers, not to blacks, not to
Mexicans (it should not be forgot-
ten that seven Mexican states were
annexed by the United States).

The demonstrations underway
come at a particular moment,
with the Covid-19 epidemic,
lockdown and exploding unem-
ployment. What is the tie bet-
ween this situation and the
demonstrations?
Racism is systemic in the United
States, particularly in the police
forces. Police brutalities go way
back, and, every day, you can read
in the papers about a police officer
that beat up a Black. That is noth-
ing new. What is new is the social
explosion. What is new is the con-
text: we have over 50 million
unemployed. Poverty is spreading,
deepening. The situation of poor
people worsens year after year.
What is also new is that these
demonstrations are a national
phenomenon. We have often seen
demonstrations after police bru-
tality in cities, in states, but, today,
it is at the national level, in all the
major cities. These are sponta-
neous demonstrations. There is

no leadership of the movement,
particularly not Sanders support-
ers. Demonstrators claim to be a
part of Black Lives Matter, but this
is not an organization: these are
spontaneous demonstrations that
use this flag, but there is no struc-
ture. People descend into the
street, particularly the poorest,
the unemployed. They are desper-
ate and angry. The violence and
looting are the expression of a
deep anger. Demonstrators lash
out at police because the police
focus all the frustration of the pop-
ulation.

The crisis seems deep, since we
see police taking a knee is seve-
ral places.
But we are not looking at a gener-
alized phenomenon. In other
places, we see that gangs are pres-
ent, sometimes with weapons of
war, and we do not know what the
police reaction will be. The situation
could change at any moment.
Trump pushes to violence, evoking
a military response. There are
provocations from white suprema-
cists, sometimes with the police. It
is the police who initiate the vio-
lence a lot of the time. Some
Democrats use the argument of
violence to take their distances
from what is happening. The situ-
ation is very volatile and could turn
very quickly, whether it is towards
chaos or towards the organization
of this movement. �

SOME POINTS OF REFERENCE

� Beginning of the 17th century: the first Africans,
taken by force from their continent, were
disembarked in America to be enslaved.

� 1776: with the independence of the United
States from Great Britain and the proclamation
of human rights, slavery was not abolished.

� 1860-1864: The Civil War between the states
of the North and the South leads to the victory
of the former and the abolition of slavery. But
segregation and the oppression of Blacks
continues, more markedly in the South, but
also in the North.

� 1948: some measures are taken to “atte-
nuate” segregation.

� 1955: beginning of the mobilizations of
Blacks for their rights.

� 1965: repeal of segregationist laws.

� 1968: following the big mobilizations of
Blacks for Civil Rights, Martin Luther King, one
of the leaders of this movement, is assassina-
ted, provoking riots throughout the country.

� Beginning of the 1970s: new anti-segregationist
measures are taken, like the ending of sepa-
rate school bussing for Whites and Blacks pre-
texted by the existence of the existence of
schools for Blacks separated from Whites. Even
though, today, mixing has been put into place,
the reality remains social: Blacks are concen-
trated in poor neighborhoods, and so schools
are not all that mixed.

� 2020: The situation of American Blacks has
not improved. Institutional racism, latent
segregation, precariousness and poverty are
the lot of American Blacks.
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