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IN THE SOUTH-EAST part of Los Angeles,
Southern California's major artistic creation
rises some 100 feet above the tawdry frame
and stucco homes and ugly streets of the
city's major slum. Simon Rodia, an Italian
immigrant tilesetter, settled in Watts and
built his Towers over a period of thirty
years. They are a bizarre creation of con
crete and metal covered with junkyard
ornamentation (broken tiles and dishes,
Seven-Up bottles, sea-shells, old jugs)
which spring from a walled garden with
murals of multi-coloured mosaics imprinted
in some places with his tools, his hands,
and his initials. Some time after Rodia left
Watts, a group of concerned art-lovers set
about incorporating this undefinable and
fantastic piece of folk-art into the main
stream of American culture. Now the visitor
to the Towers pays 50c admission and can
buy a glossy booklet with professional
photographs, romanticised history, and
suitably effusive praise by celebrated
critics.

The Watts Towers came to public at
tention after city bureaucrats attempted to
pull them down as "unsafe." (Calculation
and tests eventually proved that an earth
quake would have destroyed the City Hall
before the Towers). The rest of Watts 
the overcrowded and frustrated ghetto 
remained unnoticed until the eruption of
August, which occurred, coincidentally, less
than a month after Rodia's death. The" Los
Angeles riots" have been described, ana
lysed and photographed in a thousand
journals of a hundred countries; there is no
need for repetition. The images - the
charred remains of liquor stores and pawn
shops, bleak as empty eyesockets, the star
ing hatred of Negro faces - are unfor
gettable and eminently tragic.

Most of the causes for the outbreak are
apparent. Most are reflected in the statis
tics: 98% Negro population, largely mi
grants from other states; two-thirds with less
than high-school education; unemployment
at least three times the average for the city;
87% of the homes built before 1939. Of
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30 alleged rioters shot to death, 14 had
been convicted of crimes (chiefly burglary
or petty theft), and all, apan from three
students, were in jobs either menial or
transient or both. "Employed at one time
as a hospital canteen worker" stands as a
grim epitaph to many. Three quarters were
born outside California, mainly in the
south west.

TO THESE LONG-TERM CAUSES of resent
ment were added more immediate ones. A
referendum in November had repealed an
anti-discrimination housing law; the federal
anti-poverty programme had been stalled by
local political squabbles over who should
control the patronage; the weather had been
hot. The police were ever-present and dis
criminatory. (Police brutality is only symp
tomatic of injustice: law-enforcement agen
cies are entrusted with the task of eliminat
ing crime and keeping order. Police fears
of the septic overflow which American
society produces in the ghettoes cycle into
police brutality, and black resentment re
inforces police racism and harsh treatment.)

The responses to the uprising-an up
rising which caused 35 known deaths, over
700 injuries, 1,000 fires and property
damage of $200 million-have been pre
dictable too. A plethora of investigating
commissions, relief bodies, ad hoc com
mittees with grandiose "programs" have
come, belatedly, to integrate Watts into
the mainstream, as the artlovers did earlier
for the Towers. But with most of them
concern for order rates higher than concern
for the community of Watts, just as we
suspect the succession of well-dressed, gush
ing women and earnest reporters who went
to seek out Simon Rodia in northern Cali
fomia after the Towers had become famous.
For most Americans, the solutions to prob
lems like Watts are just mopping-up opera
tions before the Great Society arrives for
all.

MARTIN LUTHER KING ARRIVED to speak for
the people, but found that even CORE and
SNCC had both feared and scorned Watts:
the civil rights movement has not yet in
volved the hard core of Negro deprivation.
The left was equally dogmatic; two young
inhabitants of Watts, who had been trying
for months to raise the community to action,
wrote in Liberator "If [a revolutionary
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group] . . . had existed, large areas of the
community could have been liberated from
police control, and stores and factories
rather than being burned could have been
seized and made the property of the people.
This organisation did not exist and so we
had an uprising instead of a revolution . . .
even if a revolutionary Black government
had been established in south-east Los
Angeles it would eventually have fallen un
less it had spread to other cities. Revolu
tionary organisation must be community
wide but also nation-wide."

Talk of revolution in America is-at
. present-quite unreal, though what the

pressures of automation will do to the social
structure is still uncertain. Robert Theobald
has suggested the separation of wage and
work: a fixed minimum income for all.
Others, in Monthly Review, have suggested
that those who "do not work . . . do not
expect to work again . . . as they adapt to'
their new conditions of life . . . do not
want to work" are the potential revolu
tionaries in American society.

But in between the dreams of Theobald
and the futurism of the revolutionaries, two
factors are working for drastic and non
violent social change. On one side the
Federal poverty programme specifies com
munity action, community control of funds,
community representation on decision-mak
ing bodies. Among the "outs ", the new
American left - the students, peace
marchers, and civil-rights workers - are
groping from activism to comprehensive
social programmes. They too are stressing
local, community-based activities: the stimu
lation of self-help schemes, political educa
tion in the ghettoes and among the newly
enfranchised southern Negroes. Both ap
proaches circumvent, at least partially, the
traditional mechanisms of American govern
ment. Out of the conflict or co-operation
that occurs will come a new balance of
forces crucial for the domestic future of
the United States.

But there was another aspect of the Watts
episode that is significant, especially for
South Africans. The left-liberal Nation
wrote" Watts has recovered its social iden
tity . . . the sad fact is that most race riots
have brought some relief and improvement
in race relations and the Los Angeles riots
will not be an exception." Certainly the
violence was an act of self-assertion, un-
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conscious no doubt, but directed against the
indifference of Los Angeles whites, cocooned
in their self-contained communities north
of Pico Boulevard, and even driving over
the ghetto on the Harbour Freeway while
almost oblivious to its existence. The vio
lence was cathartic, as Fanon has stressed
in another context: an attempt at the des
truction of a relationship. It will also bring
relief: jobs, remedial education, housing,
which will far outweigh the damage. The
effects of the damage fell, for the most part
anyway, on white property-owners who saw
their stores burnt only on the television
screens.

VIOLENCE IS STILL, then, a major method
of domestic interest articulation. But, as
such, its nature varies. In Watts the vio
lence was political only in its repercussions
and its long-term causes. For the most part
it was anarchic, the concert of its actions
held together only by homogeneity of ex
perience. Leaders, if there were any, could
only have come from the gangs of restless
youths whose contempt for the laws was
pathological. It was violence quite distinct
from any of the recent South African mani
festations: the intellectualised or quasi
revolutionary sabotage of respectively the
ARM and Umkhonto, or the semi-organised
terrorism of Poqo.

This violence also poses the same prob
lems for the American desiring social change
as for the South African opposition. Should
it be approved or disapproved ... or what
intermediate shades of attitude can be adop
ted? "Tragic but inevitable". "Tragic
but necessary ". "Tragic but desirable ".
And is disapproval, like most pacifism, not
simply an implicit desire not only to pre
serve a privileged position but to enjoy it
in peace? Or as Martin Luther King,
echoing in reverse a remark of Goethe's,
put it in his famous letter from Birming
ham jail "I have almost reached the con
clusion that the Negro's greatest stumbling
block . . . is the white moderate who is
more devoted to 'order' than to 'justice ';
who prefers the negative peace which is
the absence of tension to a positive peace
which is the presence of justice . . . "

Which leads on to a question harder to
answer, and which the social context of
American violence hardly even poses. Here,
for most, it is a question of approval or

disapproval. For the South African opposi-.
tion there is the further dilemma of passi
vity or initiatory action. If violence is in
evitable is not inaction implicit disapproval?
" Those who profess to favour freedom and
yet deprecate agitation are men who want
crops without ploughing up the ground.
They want the ocean without the awful roar
of its many waters" said Frederick Douglas
over a hundred years ago.

Yet the wish is not the act. Instrumental
violence can only be undertaken success
fully by certain groups in any social con
text ... through them and with them if not
by them: this was the lesson of the failure
of Blanquism. The vectors of conflict indi-
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Kenya's African Socialism

SIRS,-Miss Harris's intriguing interpretation of
Kenya's African Socialism paper suffers from
the conceptual vagueness and confusion which
increasingly limits the usefulness of most writ
ing on African Socialism, including the Kenya
paper. A number of questions need much more
precise and detailed examination than they are
now receiving.

What is the distinction between African
Socialism or social democracy in Africa? To
what extent are there 'common ideological, insti
tutional, and programme elements among the
policies of African and socialist states e.g.
'Ghana, Guinea, Mali, Congo-B which repect
the title African Socialism? Those states e.g.
Nigeria, Cameroun Republic which lay claim to
African (or pragmatic or Ahidjoist) Socialism
but hardly seem to meet any normal set of
Socialist or social democratic crietria?

What, if any, are the relationships between
Socialism or social democracy and a Welfare
State? Is not the position of the Kenya paper
that state expenditure must be concentrated on
productive investment not a welfare state one of
its most socialist stands? Surely the structure
of ownership--or ,at least of economic control
rather than the level of welfare services is the

cate not only the necessary means of change
but suggest who should, who can, under
take the change.

The Watts outbreak left the Towers un
touched. The glossy booklets are still for
sale; one quotation extracted from the taci
turn and self-contradictory Rodia asserts
" I wanted to do something for the United
States because there are nice people in this
country." A recent New Y orker article by
Calvin Trillin records some less patriotic
remarks of Rodia's; but in the last resort
we must presume that Rodia, like the citi
zens of Watts, and like those who will
change South Africa, created for themselves,
in self-realisation, as human beings. _

appropriate test of the presence or degree of
African (or any other) Socialism?

Is acceptance of the need for foreign invest
ment funds properly equated to acceptance of
substantial private foreign investment? The
bulk of intemational capital transfers are public
sector or private loans not direct private invest
ment.

In any event, is the critical choice whether or
not to seek private foreign investment? In
principle at least, such investment can be con
trolled, phased out, isolated from domestic poli
tics and income distribution patterns. Is not
the more crucial issue whether or not to encour
age the growth of a large scale African private
sector? If such a sector is to be encouraged
as Kenya is doing-how is it possible to avoid
increasingly sharp class differentiation?

Is satisfaction from accumulation properly
equated with control over means of production?
Socialist states accept accumulation of consumer
durables (including homes), insurance and r~

tirement claims, bank accounts and government
bands (on which interest is paid) as who desire
to 'accumulate for-to use President Nyerere's
tenninology-power instead of use. Indeed,
neither individual, family, nor co-operative
farms or firms (nor reinvestment by them) are
inherently incompatible with Socialism (much
less social democracy) so long as they do not
depend on non-member labour.

Until a more critical and precise set of con
cepts and criteria is developed and standardised,
writing on African Socialism is likely to re
main in ,that curious realm of Alice in Wonder
land in which words mean what the author
wishes them to mean at the moment and have
no stable objective correlatives.
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