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The Alaska Cannery Workers Association 
and the Ebbs and Flows of Struggle

Manong Knowledge, Blues Epistemology, 
and Racial Cross-Fertilization

Michael Schulze-Oechtering

November 28, 1973 marked the beginning of a legal battle that radi-
cally altered conditions in Alaska’s salmon industry.  That day, Fili-
pino and other non-white workers filed a class action lawsuit against 
the New England Fishing Company (NEFCO), one of the largest 
cannery operations in the region.  In what would be the first of three 
anti-discrimination cases filed by workers of color in the industry, 
Domingo v. NEFCO targeted a system of racial segregation that en-
sured every aspect of life and labor in the canneries—from employ-
ment, housing, and food—were separate and unequal.  While this 
legal challenge fit firmly within a tradition of Filipino labor activ-
ism in Alaska that stretched back to the 1930s, it had roots in Se-
attle’s Black Power Movement.1  Specifically, two of the plaintiffs, 
Silme and Nemesio Domingo, had political ties with members of the 
United Construction Workers Association (UCWA), a militant group 
of black workers in Seattle’s construction industry.  During the sum-
mer of 1972, when UCWA activists took to the streets, shutting down 
Seattle construction sites in protest of the industry’s failure to abide 
by affirmation action law, the Domingo brothers mobilized a base of 
Asian American supporters.  The UCWA returned the favor by al-
locating $3,000 to organize cannery workers in Alaska the following 
summer.  This gesture of solidarity culminated in not only the law-
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suit described above, but also the formation of the Alaska Can-
nery Workers Association (ACWA), an “autonomous [cannery] 
worker organization” modeled after the UCWA.

The multiracial alliance that evolved between black and Fili-
pino workers in the Pacific Northwest was not isolated to mate-
rial support.  As the backstory behind the ACWA’s logo, which 
depicted two waves crashing into each other, suggests, ideas 
flowed effortlessly between the two groups.  Michael Woo, a Chi-
nese American laborer and the UCWA’s only non-black member 
at the time, recalled, the logo was a result of “political conver-
sations” between black and Filipino workers.  “[UCWA leader] 
Tyree [Scott] was there,” Woo explained, “listening to. . .Silme 
[Domingo]. . .talk about movement work.”  In a 1989 speech en-
titled “Framing Our Work,” Scott delved deeper into this con-
versation, noting that “Silme likened our struggle to the flow of 
a river.”  Even as conditions changed, he explained, “the ebbing 
river would flow. . .[in] the same path as it had during the last 
flow.”  As Scott reminded the audience, “those of us who want 
the river to flow in a different path must work hardest during the 
ebb to change the river’s bed, creating a new path.”  This meant 
that “we could change things but that we had to work hardest 
when things were bleakest.”2 

ACWA logo button.  Courtesy of University of Washington Libraries Special 
Collections, Cindy Domingo Papers, accession# 5651-001, Box 3, Folder 30.

This brief account of black and Filipino workers converg-
ing not in conflict, but in solidarity calls into question a standard 
comparative framework used by civil rights historians and Eth-
nic Studies scholars alike:  differential racialization.  This term 
accounts for the unique ways racial groups experience white su-
premacy, particularly slavery and its afterlives, settler colonial-
ism, and foreigner/enemy racialization.3  When this idea has 
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been applied to the study of multiracial coalitions during the 
Civil Rights/Black Power era, scholars conclude that differen-
tial racialization resulted in divergent movement concerns that 
severely impeded the possibility of cross-racial coalitions.4  The 
history of the ACWA, however, points to a more fluid world of 
political possibilities, a dynamic social environment unforesee-
able under the framework of differential racialization.

In contrast, this paper advances the concept of racial cross-
fertilization.  While the movement concerns and strategies of ac-
tivists of color were shaped by distinct processes of racialization, 
racial cross-fertilization accounts for the ways these ideas shaped 
one another and become mutually reinforcing.  This process was 
evident in the ACWA’s first two years (1973 to 1975).  During 
this period, the organization’s labor activists found inspiration 
from the situated knowledges of both black and Filipino work-
ing-class communities:  “blues epistemology” (to borrow from 
Clyde Woods) and “manong knowledge.”  In a Gramscian sense, 
these two “knowledge systems” constituted organic intellectual 
critiques of the plantation and the cannery.5  By examining how 
blues epistemology and manong knowledge cross-fertilized in 
the ACWA, this essay deepens our understanding of late 1960s 
and 1970s social movements and their multiracial politics.6  
Namely, the concept of racial cross-fertilization calls upon schol-
ars to recognize the productive ways aggrieved groups have 
questioned, crossed, and, at times, blurred racial boundaries.  
The Pacific Northwest’s unique history of Afro-Asian labor his-
tory offers an ideal case study to begin this line of inquiry.

Blues Epistemology and the 
United Construction Workers Association
In his classic text on race, economic development, and cultural 
resistance, Development Arrested, Clyde Woods provided a gen-
erative framework for the study of black working-class con-
sciousness.  Through understanding the blues as an epistemol-
ogy, Woods defined its practitioners as “organic intellectuals” 
who firmly grasped slavery’s enduring impacts in a supposed 
“age of emancipation.”  In doing so, his scholarship placed those 
who toiled at the bottom of the plantation social hierarchy in the 
same political lineage as radical intellectuals more commonly 
associated with the Black Radical Tradition, such as W.E.B. Du 
Bois and C.L.R. James.7  Expanding on this perspective, Woods 
interpreted the blues as an “intellectual movement” that was de-
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veloped by two generations of working-class African Americans.  
They witnessed their hopes for emancipation quickly dashed by 
the “overthrow of Reconstruction.”8  Within their music, Woods 
identified a “tradition of investigation and interpretation” that 
has equipped formerly enslaved populations and their descen-
dants with the theoretical tools to analyze the plantation system 
and its various reincarnations.9  Thus, the blues—not necessarily 
in its musical form, but as an epistemology—offers a generative 
entry point for examining the working-class consciousness of 
black workers in Seattle.

The UCWA was composed of working-class African Amer-
ican migrants who escaped a neoplantation system in the U.S. 
South, only to find a new set of race and class contradictions in 
Seattle.  Similar to other metropolitan cities on the west coast of 
the United States, Seattle’s black community grew exponentially 
in the post-World War II era, from 3,789 in 1940 to 26,901 in the 
start of 1960.10  Once southern migrants arrived, they encoun-
tered a pervasive system of racial segregation that relegated 
them to the margins of the economy.  By all measures, organized 
labor led the charge.  According to Quintard Taylor, most labor 
unions in the city “either disallowed black membership or lim-
ited it to a token number of workers.”11  This ensured that white 
workers disproportionately benefitted from Seattle’s thriving 
post-war economy.  Between 1965 and 1968, “the Seattle-Everett 
Metropolitan area generated more than 148,000 jobs,” many of 
which were unskilled.  Regrettably, Taylor writes, “that unprec-
edented boom did not absorb the estimated 3,000 unemployed in 
the [historically black] Central District.”  For that reason, Seattle 
exhibited abhorrent racial discrepancies in unemployment:  as 
Taylor notes,  “In October 1967, black unemployment stood at 10 
percent. . .triple the rate of the entire city.”12

Among Seattle’s house of labor, the building trade unions 
were prime violators of racial segregation.  In 1970, they boasted 
combined membership of 15,000 workers, but less than ten were 
black.13  With construction contractors drawing employees almost 
exclusively from the ranks of these unions, racial exclusion eas-
ily became an industry norm.  By June of that year, however, it 
appeared that discriminatory industry practices were on the 
downturn.  Starting in August 1969, grassroots protests in Seattle 
compelled the U.S. Department of Justice to intervene in shame-
ful practices of institutionalized racism.14  The result was a law-
suit of national significance, U.S. v. Ironworkers Local 86.  As civil 
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rights lawyer William Gould argues, “at the time of its issuance,” 
it was the “most comprehensive Title VII decree rendered by any 
court.”15  What made the affirmative action plan distinct from 
others was the strict timetable for desegregation imposed by the 
judge.  By creating yearly benchmarks for integration, the ruling 
provided community advocates with a mechanism to numerically 
prove whether or not unions were abiding by the law.  Further-
more, in the interests of expediting integration, Federal Judge 
William Lindberg instituted an independent apprentice program 
to fast-track black workers into the trades and created the Court 
Ordered Advisory Committee, an organization of interested par-
ties—management, labor, and “minority community representa-
tives”—that oversaw the progress of desegregation and reported 
directly to Judge Lindberg.16

The UCWA formed quickly after this decision, and the black 
labor activists at its helm displayed the “boundless social vision” 
that Woods identified in the blues.  Designed as a “watchdog 
organization,” intent upon monitoring the progress of industry 
desegregation itself, UCWA organizers linked their activism to 
the court order.  In the process, they significantly stretched the 
application of anti-discrimination law.  Rather than simply find-
ing employment for their members, UCWA activists, as Trevor 
Griffey explains, “enlist[ed] black workers to study the law, de-
termine their rights, and decide for themselves how and in what 
ways to assert them.”17  This brand of participatory democracy 
even molded the group’s organizational structure; at all levels, 
the UCWA was administered by the very workers that sought 
to enter an industry hell-bent on their exclusion.  While the 
group’s board of directors changed over the years, it consistently 
was composed of black construction workers, with individuals 
named in the original suit serving in the beginning.18  Griffey 
maintains that this organizational structure fostered “a particular 
kind of working class and racial pride:  a self-conscious aware-
ness that the search for survival made one an expert in one’s own 
life, and that such personal expertise was essentially non-trans-
ferable and should not be ceded to others to interpret.”19

Akin to Woods’s reading of the blues tradition, UCWA orga-
nizers did not confuse the passage of civil rights law with genu-
ine emancipation.20  This was evident in their protracted strug-
gles against institutionalized racism in Seattle’s building trade 
unions.  During the group’s first two years, organizers came 
face-to-face with a clear structural flaw of the industry’s affirma-
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tive action plan.  Despite strict timetables for desegregation, the 
control that the unions held over the dispatching and training 
of black apprentices and journeymen remained unchallenged.  
Under such conditions, black workers spent days at a hiring 
hall without a work assignment.  Once black apprentices were 
dispatched, they discovered that the white workers in charge of 
their on-the-job training used their positions of authority to rein-
force workplace racial hierarchies.  The results were predictable:  
Marginal employment and hostile working environments led to 
high attrition rates of black workers across the industry.21 

By the summer of 1972, the contradictions of the court order 
erupted in the streets.  After the UCWA surveyed the industry 
landscape in late May 1972, they discovered, at best, less than 
forty black workers were employed in trade, where Lindberg’s 
decree called for three hundred by that year.  At this point, their 
members refused to respect the legitimacy of this flawed affirma-
tive action plan.  As UCWA activist Tyree Scott recalled, “In ‘72, 
we sat down and. . .planned it from day one. . .win or lose, we 
would take them on one more time in the streets.  And just show 
them that they are violating the court’s order.”22

What ensued was a campaign of construction site closures 
known as the June First Movement.  During these demonstrations, 
Silme and Nemesio Domingo encountered a brand of Black Power 
that had the potential to radically alter the configuration of race 
and labor in Alaska’s salmon industry.  Politically, however, the 
Filipino brothers were not blank slates who were molded by mili-
tant black workers.  Rather, it was their conditions of labor and a 
culture of resistance in the canneries that first radicalized them.

Manong Knowledge in Alaska’s Salmon Canneries
In the summer of 1971, a group of Filipino cannery workers in 
Uganik Bay, Alaska had reached their breaking point.  By the 
season’s end, the constant racial indignities in Alaska’s salmon 
industry had boiled to the surface.  During a meeting called by 
the cannery foreman to “congratulate the workers on a good 
season,” the proceedings soon erupted into an open display of 
workplace frustrations.  “[O]ne of the young Filipinos. . .started 
saying something about the food,” and soon “everybody was 
saying something about. . .what they felt was not fair.”  In the 
days that followed, industry officials revealed the lengths they 
went to suppress workplace resistance.  Nemesio and Silme Do-
mingo, two University of Washington students who turned to 
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cannery employment to “defray educational expenses,” were 
singled out as ringleaders of the end-of-the-year outburst.  Upon 
returning to Seattle, they received termination letters from their 
employer, the New England Fishing Company (NEFCO), which, 
in unequivocal terms, stated, they “would not be employed. . .in 
any further seasons.”23  

Events such as these emboldened a generation of cannery 
workers to challenge the structural racism they experienced in 
Alaska’s salmon industry.  In explicit and implicit ways, those 
workers harnessed what I term manong knowledge.  Building on 
Woods’s analysis of blues epistemology, I argue manong knowl-
edge is a working-class critique that was rooted in the lived ex-
periences of cannery workers.  Their political analysis grew, not 
only from discussions with their manongs—a term of respect 
Filipinos use for elderly males—but also from their own first-
hand experiences with the collective degradation of laboring in 
Alaska.  The result was a collective memory of their manongs’ 
subversive history.

When Filipino youth toiled side by side with their elders, 
they came face to face with an uninterrupted history of colonized 
labor.  After the Spanish American War, Filipinos were envel-
oped into an expanding U.S. Empire that included territories in 
the Caribbean and Pacific.  This colonial history was also a labor 
history.  As Rick Baldoz observes, after the United States formal-
ized colonial relations in the Philippines, Filipino workers were 
integrated into a “transpacific imperial zone. . .of [commercial] 
agribusiness, mining, and oil production,” of which Alaska’s 
canned salmon industry was central.24  The experiences of the 
Domingo brothers reveal that these colonial labor relations con-
tinued, despite Philippine Independence in 1946.

Filipinos remained an exploitable workforce through the 
postwar years via durable practices of institutionalized racism in 
Alaska.  For one, a dual-union system ensured that white workers 
were disproportionately employed in the industry’s highest-paid 
positions.  Workers responsible for the catching and transporting 
of salmon were historically represented by the Alaska Fishermen’s 
Union (AFU), an almost exclusively white organization.25  Other 
skilled positions, such as machinists and cannery supervisors, re-
mained the sole possessions of white workers due to a process that 
Federal Judge Gus Solomon described as “company nepotism.”  
In court proceedings, NEFCO explained that positions were often 
advertised through “word of mouth,” but evidence showed that 
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“friends and relatives of employees. . .receive first word about job 
openings.”  This process, the judge concluded, “tends to isolate 
non-whites from the web of information” and from employment.26  
The evidence presented by plaintiffs was particularly damning.  
A January 8, 1970 memorandum sent by NEFCO’s vice president 
instructed all cannery superintendents that, “[i]n keeping with 
our previous policy, we are generally obligated to hire a number 
of college students that are either employees’ sons or some close 
business associates.  Please let me know how many openings can 
be filled with this class of people.”27  Remembering these condi-
tions, David Della, a cannery worker and future ACWA member, 
explained the appeal of seeking alternatives to cannery labor.  
Della irately recalled that white machinists “didn’t have to stand 
in the cold like we [Filipinos] did. . .If the machines didn’t break 
down, all they had to do was stand and watch.”28

At the same time, powerful intergenerational bonds resulted 
from Filipino cannery workers laboring alongside one another.  
For one, young workers developed creative methods of shielding 
their elders from long hours on the job.  In periods where fresh 
shipments of salmon were delivered to the fish houses, cannery 
workers were forced to work 18 hours straight, if not longer.  Such 
extended stretches of labor posed a challenge for butchers, who 
were responsible for pushing fish into the machine with blades 
that came down “70 times every minute” and, as one worker not-
ed, “half an inch from your hand.”  As Andy Pascua explained, 
“after 30, 40 hours straight [of] work, it’s hard to keep a rhythm. . . 
you start getting sloppy. . .tired and mistakes start to happen.”  
But to protect elderly workers from this hazard, he remembered 
hiding them under piles of rags as they slept.  In the meantime, 
Pascua and his friends ran the machines short-handed.29

Alternatively, Stan Viernes’s first season in Alaska illustrated 
that intergenerational support also flowed in the opposing direc-
tion.  In his first year as a “slimer,” workers tasked with clean-
ing any unwanted parts of the fish that the butcher machine left 
behind, Viernes woke up one morning screaming in pain.  Due 
to long hours on the job, he developed a muscle lock in his hand.  
As one friend recalled, his fingers were positioned as if he was 
still holding a knife.  Eventually, his “dad. . .come and grab [his] 
fingers and. . .rub them to get the stiffness out.”  Generations of 
exploitation had normalized this occurrence, and once his hand 
was loose enough, his dad simply placed a knife back in it, and 
said, “Let’s get back to work.”30
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Initially, Pascua and Viernes did not read their experiences 
in overtly political terms.  But these events illustrated the condi-
tions that molded their working-class consciousness.  Alaska’s 
salmon industry operated under an economic calculus that saw 
more value in canned fish than the livelihoods of the laborers 
who processed this product.  In this context, Pascua, Viernes, and 
their coworkers displayed a political sensibility that ran coun-
ter to the capitalist logic that structured their employment:  they 
took care of each other.  Everyday expressions of workplace soli-
darity provided two important political lessons for future ACWA 
members:  (1) they gained a deeper understanding of the harsh 
work conditions that their elders endured for decades, and (2) 
they acquired an appreciation for their community’s longstand-
ing methods of survival.

The camaraderie they displayed in the fish house soon em-
boldened more explicit forms of resistance.  At first, they emerged 
in spaces of leisure.  During the canning season that the Domingo 
brothers were terminated, their struggles for dignity began in their 
dormitories.  Nemesio noted that the Filipino bunkhouses had 
seen little to no improvement for over two decades.  This became 
abundantly clear for the Domingo brothers when they discovered 
their father’s name carved into the wall above Silme’s bunk.  This 
was an especially powerful reminder since the date was also en-
graved, “Nemesio Domingo, 1927.”31  By the middle of the 1971 
summer season in Uganik Bay, Filipino workers took small steps 
to improve their living conditions.  In an attempt to “make [them-
selves] more comfortable,” Nemesio recalled, the men constructed 
“cardboard walls to partition the barracks.”  This attempt to pro-
vide a semblance of privacy, however, would not last long.  Once 
a cannery foreman heard about this, he immediately instructed 
them to take down the cardboard walls because they were a “fire 
hazard.”32  This response was a powerful reminder that even mi-
nor attempts to improve their conditions were going to be imped-
ed by management.

Another industry practice that harkened back to earlier de-
cades of anti-Filipino racism was the policing of interracial in-
timacies.  Scholars have shown that a central feature of white 
society’s scorn for Filipinos during the 1920s and 1930s was the 
specter of interracial mixing with white women.  This anxiety 
was at the root of anti-miscegenation laws, mob violence, and 
the fierce policing of interracial social spaces, such as taxi-dance 
halls.33  Even in the 1970s, this rigid demarcation of racial and 
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gender boundaries still held true in Alaska’s salmon industry.  
“[A] lot of. . .hassle,” Andy Pascua explained, came from pro-
nouncements that Filipinos were “not allowed to interact at all” 
with white women.  In his experience, cannery foremen imposed 
a curfew, and stated, after 6:00 PM, “You Filipinos can’t cross. . . 
onto this [white] section of the cannery.”  Pascua and others were 
livid.  “Well, hell, it’s 6:00,” he remembered, and “we’d cross[ed] 
the line.”34  Without going into too much detail, he remembered 
that many fights occurred because of their refusal to acquiesce to 
company policies of segregation.

Where Pascua was brief in his discussion of altercations, the 
events that led to Nicolas Facelo’s termination sheds light on what 
those fights may have looked like.  According to Facelo’s 1973 ter-
mination report, he was fired for fighting a waiter at a cannery 
cafeteria.  But a closer look reveals that the altercation began be-
cause he broke an unwritten companying policy:  dining with a 
white woman.  When the waiter instructed him to return to the 
table for “Oriental cannery workers,” Facelo’s casual interactions 
turned into an act of resistance.  Instead of going back to his seg-
regated table, Facelo, according to a union report, “stood up and 
fought” the waiter.  Afterwards, the president and business agent 
of Facelo’s own union, Gene Navarro, explained to Facelo that 
the policy of separate eating facilities had been a “previous prac-
tice for almost forty years” and urged the disgruntled worker to 
apologize to the waiter.  According to Facelo’s union termination 
report, “he would rather go home” before he apologized.  While 
Facelo may very well not have been the ideal worker—his cannery 
foreman described him as someone who “[didn’t] want to get up 
in the morning and [was] always late for work”35—his defiance 
and even his questionable work habits should be read within the 
context of a generation of younger cannery workers who increas-
ingly found conditions in Alaska intolerable, especially the racial 
etiquette.

As demonstrated by Facelo’s termination, the Filipino-led 
cannery union ILWU Local 37 had its fair share of complicity in 
objectionable industry practices.  During the early 1970s, rank-
and-file workers, particularly younger ones, found that their 
union officials to be “disinterested” in challenging racist industry 
practices.36  However, it was not until a group of young workers 
shifted their activism from the canneries to Seattle’s International 
District, where hundreds of elderly cannery workers lived during 
the off-season, that they realized Local 37’s radical history.
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Manong Knowledge as Labor History 
On February 13, 1972, King County officials approved the con-
struction of a $40-million domed stadium only blocks away from 
the International District, a neighborhood whose residents were 
predominately Asian, elderly, and poor.37  In a matter of months, 
this massive development had already showed signs of its poten-
tial to displace longtime residents.  By April 1972, ten hotels re-
ceived warning that, “in order to conform to [fire safety] code. . . 
[they] must renovate by May 20 and 28” or face closure.  If this 
were to happen, one writer estimated that 734 people would be 
displaced.  Of this number, 485 residents were retired Asian can-
nery workers and 332 “old single Filipinos.”38  In this context, the 
International District Drop-In Center quickly transformed into a 
social movement space.  The organization’s intent was to “moni-
tor the progress of the stadium project, provide information to 
Chinatown residents, and organize meetings.”  However, it had 
a greater significance to student volunteers.  As editors of the 
Kaibigan, the Drop-In Center’s newsletter, put it, “This group of 
Filipinos has cast off the shackles of apathy in an effort to bridge 
a gap. . .between [the younger generation and] the elderly Filipi-
nos of Chinatown.”39  But for those who had already worked in 
Alaska, volunteering at the Drop-In Center provided them with 
a history lesson about their own union, the ILWU Local 37.

Labor organizing in the canneries began in earnest in the 
1930s.  However, during World War II, union activity stalled.  
Much like the rest of the labor movement, the Local 37 took a “no 
strike pledge” in solidarity with the war effort.  As union activ-
ist Ernesto Magaoang explained, “No struggle of any kind took 
place.  It was unpatriotic to do so.”  But when wartime defense 
industries closed and the veterans of prior organizing campaigns 
returned to Alaska for employment, old timers reclaimed their 
union.  In this period, Filipino activists transferred their union 
affiliation to the left-leaning ILWU and placed “rank-and-file de-
mocracy” and higher wages at the forefront of their politics.40

For future ACWA members, Chris Mensalvas became a his-
tory teacher of sorts.  An “Old Left” radical and former union 
president of the ILWU Local 37, Mensalvas provided a window 
into a progressive community legacy.  In 1948, he not only led an 
effort to revitalize rank-and-file militancy in Local 37, but also 
organized one the largest strikes that California agribusiness had 
seen; Ernesto Mangaoang and Mensalvas coordinated a four-
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thousand-person walkout in Stockton’s asparagus fields.41  Not 
surprisingly, at the height of the Cold War, when immigration 
officials turned their attention to “labor subversives,” Mensalvas 
was a central target.  In 1949, he was arrested on charges of Com-
munist Party membership, and three years later, he found him-
self in the political crosshairs of immigration officials.  His status 
as an “alien subversive” made him eligible for deportation.42  He 
was ultimately spared from deportation, but his tenure as union 
president did not last past 1959.  Luckily for future ACWA mem-
bers, he remained a resident of the International District well into 
the 1970s.

David Della’s initial introduction to Mensalvas, which lasted 
four hours, demonstrated the type of intergenerational learning 
that the former union president encouraged.  The two met in Men-
salvas’s single resident occupancy home, where he pulled out 
“papers and books about. . .his experiences. . .in the canneries.”43  
One document that Della and his peers likely learned a great deal 
from was a 1949 union pamphlet which detailed the arrests of 
five Local 37 leaders in 1949, Mensalvas included.  More signifi-
cantly, it placed the pending deportations of Filipino labor activ-
ists within a historical context.  Its front cover showed pictures of 
two union leaders, Vigil Duyungan and Aurelio Simon, who were 
shot in 1936 by former labor contractors who were identified in the 
pamphlet as “agents of the bosses.”  According to the pamphlet, 
Duyungan and Simon’s crime was “organiz[ing] a union to elimi-
nate racketeering, peonage conditions and starvation wages.”  The 
pages that followed focused on the Cold War deportation cases 
of five Local 37 members:  Chris Mensalvas, Ernesto Mangaoang, 
Ponce Torres, Joe Fredencio, and Casimiro Abella.  In bold red 
font, the document linked these potential deportations to the fates 
of past union martyrs, reading, “AND NOW THEY TRY TO KILL 
OUR UNION BY DEPORTING THEIR SUCCESSORS.”44  For 
young Filipino workers who had already seen cannery companies 
use terminations get rid of “undesirable workers,” Mensalvas’s 
stories allowed them to interpret their recent experiences within 
the industry through a historical perspective.

Arguably, no one applied this knowledge more than Silme 
Domingo.  According to Domingo’s wife Terri Mast, he “loved 
to talk to old-timers. . .hear their stories and bounce ideas off 
of them.”45  Through those conversations he crafted a theory of 
social movement building that guided the ACWA’s activism.  
Domingo believed that, much like a river, social movements 
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develop in “ebbs and flows,” a theory from Tyree Scott cited at 
the beginning of this essay.  Via the labor history that Domingo 
pieced together from his manongs, he came to grips with the sig-
nificance of his historical moment.  The rising political conscious-
ness of cannery workers in the 1970s suggested it was an ideal 
time to usher in a new rank-and-file movement.

The larger question, however, was how to build such a move-
ment.  For many, workplace organizing in the canneries was fore-
closed by company policies that easily terminated subversives.  
When it came to elected leaders of the Local 37, they were often 
silent, and even complicit, in practices of racial discrimination.  
Thus, the democratic visions imparted by elderly Filipino labor-
ers could not be the sole building blocks for the movement Do-
mingo and his peers envisioned.  It was not until Domingo came 
in contact with black workers in Seattle’s construction industry 
that he and his peers formulated a clear plan to mobilize rank-
and-file cannery workers.  Through the strategies and resources of 
the UCWA, future Filipino cannery workers were able to, in Do-
mingo’s words, “change the river’s bed” and “create a new path.”

The June First Movement: 
An Experiment in Multiracial Solidarity
One might ask, however, why a group of black workers decided 
to make a political investment in the struggles of Filipino labor-
ers.  The answer lies in the June First Movement’s unique politi-
cal culture.  The UCWA’s June First Movement presents a conun-
drum for civil rights historians and Ethnic Studies scholars.  For 
the former, the increased popularity of Black Power in the late 
1960s is generally equated with a turn toward racial separatism.46  
In Seattle, however, black workers achieved their demands for 
community control and self-determination through mobilizing a 
multiracial base of supporters.  Within the field of Ethnic Studies, 
some have begun to question the political costs of multiracial al-
liances, particularly those that use category of “people of color” 
as its organizing rubric.  This political approach, Jared Sexton 
maintains, fails to grasp “the specificity of anti-blackness and 
presumes or insists upon the monolithic character of victimiza-
tion under white supremacy.”47  Yet, as we shall see, the political 
autonomy of black workers was not compromised, but actual-
ized through multiracial solidarity.  Furthermore, in the case of 
non-black activists of color, they did not appropriate the tactics 
of black resistance, as Sexton has suggested.  They learned from 
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them.  The result was a political culture that viewed self-determi-
nation and multiracial solidarity as mutually reinforcing.

After witnessing the power of institutionalized racism to im-
pede what, on paper, was an impressive affirmative action plan, 
the UCWA came to view “community control” as pivotal to the 
overall success of Judge Lindberg’s court order.  In reference to 
the unchecked authority of racist union leaders in the building 
trades, Tyree Scott warned, “You can’t leave those responsible for 
the problems in charge of the solutions.”48  For that reason, the 
UCWA demanded that Judge Lindberg “give some control over 
the [affirmative action] program. . .to a responsible body made 
up of the people affected by [racial exclusion]. . .the minority 
construction workers themselves.”49  From day one, they sought 
to force the issue with a series of worksite closures.

On June 1, UCWA members broke into the control room of 
the Interstate 90 floating bridge and jammed its opening, thus 
blocking the Seattle Police department’s tactical squad from 
crossing Lake Washington.  Using this window of opportunity, 
40 UCWA activists “shut down all I-90 project between Bellevue 
and Issaquah” for a five-mile stretch.  The UCWA followed these 
dramatic actions with demonstrations that abruptly halted con-
struction on two privately funded downtown skyscrapers and 
seven University of Washington projects.  In a matter of four 
days, black workers had disrupted “more than $50 million in 
construction projects,” according to Griffey50  Their message to 
industry officials was clear.  They insisted upon “complete con-
trol over all minority dispatches to construction work in Seattle.”  
If this was not met, they were determined to shut down “all area 
construction projects until the court order was implemented.”51

Larry Gossett, a former leader of the Black Student Union 
at the University of Washington, recalled that the multiracial 
character of the demonstrations was a calculated effort.  Before 
these demonstrations, he noted that “sometimes we’d have 50. . . 
100, sometimes 250 people, but 90 percent of them would be 
Black.”  However, in 1972, “There was an effort made to get other 
people, especially Third World people.”  While it was unclear 
to Gossett if “Chicanos and Asians offered it, or Tyree sought it 
out,” he identified two leaders in particular who mobilized their 
respective communities:  Roberto Maestas, the Director of the 
Chicano English as a Second Language and Adult Education Pro-
gram, an anti-poverty program for recent Chicano migrants to 
Seattle, and Silme Domingo.52  The political bonds between these 
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individuals were rooted in the community space they shared:  St. 
Peter Claver, a Catholic church in the Central District of Seattle.

Since the late 1960s, Bob Santos, a Filipino community activ-
ist, managed the church’s auditorium.  For those who could not 
afford to pay, Santos, known as “Uncle Bob,” allowed them to 
use the space for free.  In turn, the church site became a “hub of 
activity” for nearly every progressive organization in the city.53  
During the June First Movement, demonstrations, regardless of 
the location, began and ended at St. Peter Claver.  According to 
one UCWA member, “Uncle Bob. . .made that space available” 
and the UCWA met there “almost nightly.”54  He continued

[W]e had the meetings at night to talk about what happened 
during the day, we set out a covert strategy for the following 
day. . .we would meet the following morning. . .come back 
that night [to] talk about who got arrested who didn’t. . .[and] 
planned for the next day’s actions.55

Unsurprisingly, instructors from the Chicano ESL program, 
such as Samuel Cardenas and Lupe Martinez, were some of the 
first demonstrators arrested.  This political relationship was for-
malized a year before the June First Movement.  According to 
Maestas, the Chicano ESL program “use[d] racism against blacks 
as curriculum.”  Given that “black [people] speak English, but 
can’t get [a] job,” Maestas stressed to his students that finding em-
ployment required that they had “to deal with discrimination.”56  
Once the June First Movement was underway, the campaign be-
came another political education lesson.  The program director 
remembered

We invited these humble people with little or no connection 
with black people and said, the black community, they got car-
penters, they got machine operators, they got plumbers, they got 
construction workers and they can’t get a job.  So what does that 
mean to us. . .We got to be alongside them.  Whoever wants to 
come.  You might go to jail, but that is the nature of the beast.57

As for the Asian student unions at the University of Washing-
ton and Seattle Central Community College, one UCWA mem-
ber commented that “they always were around our demonstra-
tions.”58  Even afterwards, Asian American student activists 
used their newspaper to keep racism in the construction trades 
a prominent community issue.  In the August 1972 edition of the 
Asian Family Affair, Quintard Woo took the “white owned and 



A
m

er
as

ia
 Jo

ur
na

l 
20

16

38

controlled media” to task for what he found to be “irresponsible 
reporting.”  In his analysis, local news coverage implied that 
Tyree Scott was simply “stating his opinion,” as opposed to ex-
pressing a reality that “the unions have failed to comply with the 
federal court order.”59  Woo closed the article by explaining what 
Asian Americans could learn from the protests:

The UCWA, a minority organization, is the first hold that mi-
nority people have in the construction industry. . .Asian peo-
ple, as well as all minority people, should and must have the 
freedom to choose their own professions, no matter what they 
may be.  Self-determination is the right to solve our problems 
our way, for if the Man giveth, the Man can just as easily taketh 
away.60

This outpouring of support only strengthened the UCWA’s 
resolve.  During their large-scale demonstrations, such as the clo-
sure of construction sites at South Central Community College 
(SCCC), UCWA member Michael Woo emphasized the signifi-
cance of solidarity:

When we shutdown [SCCC], there were easily 100 to 150 peo-
ple. . .we were running through the construction site with two-
by-fours chasing workers off the job with riot squads sitting 
outside. . .If it weren’t for the critical mass of folks that gath-
ered, not just from the African American community, but from 
all the communities, we would not have had the confidence to 
do the type of actions we did.61

By the following month, the UCWA gained a significant victory.  
On July 13, 1972, Judge Lindberg made the black worker orga-
nization “a party to the case for the purposes of implementa-
tion and enforcement.”  This entailed “a more direct role in both 
screening and referring” black workers entering the trade.  The 
multiracial support the UCWA received during their campaign 
had not been lost on the organization’s leadership.  After leading 
a movement that challenged the entrenched racism of Seattle’s 
building trade union, Woo remembered that “dollars came in” to 
the UCWA and they “had enough money to expand.”  The ques-
tion that the organization’s leadership grappled with was how to 
build a movement.  As Woo recalled, “it wasn’t just black work-
ers that were working to turn back racism in the industry.”62  This 
realization compelled the UCWA to embrace the labor struggles 
of other workers of color, which began by looking within their 
own ranks.
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In the fall of 1971, Michael Woo was an anomaly within 
the UCWA as the organization’s only Asian member.  Howev-
er, UCWA organizers recognized that Woo, as an unemployed 
worker with a wife and child to support, “had needs.”63  Through 
the UCWA, Woo learned a trade as a wireman and found em-
ployment through a laborers’ union.  Of equal significance was 
the political education he gained, as Woo explains:

Tyree took some time to explain to me about the court order 
dealt with blacks going into the trades.  What effect that had on 
Chinese and other ethnic groups [who had no legitimate access 
to redress]. . .It made sense to me that labor will try to divide 
us for some reason.64

The June First Movement gave Woo an opportunity to demon-
strate his commitment to the UCWA.  When worksite closures 
proceeded, Woo said, “I put my principles ahead of my pocket-
book,” and actively participated in all of the demonstrations.65  
This political act cost him his job, but it did not go unnoticed.  
He was hired by the UCWA as a staff organizer that summer.  
The following year, Woo made the case that Alaska’s salmon in-
dustry was ripe for organizing.  He explained, “I used to work 
in the cannery. . . these guys who worked with me. . .pissed off 
and they would do something because they were part of the ASU 
[Asian Student Union].”   Here, Woo specifically referenced the 
summer season of 1967, when he and the Domingo brothers la-
bored in the same cannery.  As a result, the UCWA’s board of 
directors, a group entirely composed of black construction work-
ers, unanimously voted to “invest in this” to the tune of $3,000.66  
Characteristic of Seattle’s unique multiracial politics, Woo, a Chi-
nese American worker, set the stage for the fusion of blues epis-
temology and manong knowledge.

Black Workers Breathe New Life in Manong Knowledge

The UCWA’s support of Filipino cannery workers was part of an 
ambitious expansion effort.  In December 1972, after it received 
a $75,000 dollar grant from the Equal Employment Opportuni-
ty Commission (EEOC), the UCWA crafted a plan to take their 
expertise in equal employment law to new regions and indus-
tries.  The following summer, UCWA activists Tyree Scott and 
Todd Hawkins traveled through Texas, Louisiana, Arkansas, and 
Oklahoma organizing “sister organizations” to the UCWA.  To-
gether these new groups collectively comprised the Southwest 
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Workers Federation.  In contrast to other black radicals that re-
jected civil rights organizing in favor of Marxist and nationalist 
approaches, UCWA organizers viewed the “law as a contested 
terrain.”67  That is, they utilized anti-discrimination lawsuits as 
an organizing tool to mobilize working-class communities of 
color around their equal employment rights.68

A letter Scott and Hawkins wrote to black workers in the 
South captured their novel political approach.  Penned in August 
29, 1974, Scott and Hawkins’s letter argued that the lawsuits filed 
in the region had the potential to put black workers, “into a pow-
er position in relation to the large corporations in your towns.”  
While these companies wielded immense authority “through 
direct employment of the workforce, their impact on the local 
economy and the control of local politics, both black and white,” 
they still “fear[ed] the results of a successful suit.”  In most cases, 
the management and professional staff of these companies were 
white and predominantly male, and thus, would be required to 
take “affirmative steps to employ minorities at all levels.”  In ad-
dition, they faced the possibility of punitive damage charges, as 
well as the loss of any government contracts.  While Scott and 
Hawkins prepared their friends for a lengthy legal process, they 
impressed upon them that Title VII lawsuits were the “first step 
in starting to change the power structure.”69 

In July 1973, the Domingo brothers brought this method of 
labor organizing to Alaska’s salmon canneries in hopes of put-
ting Filipino laborers in their own power position.  Still an un-
dergraduate student at the University of Washington, Silme Do-
mingo stole a letterhead from the Department of Fisheries, which 
Michael Woo and himself used to pose as “business administra-
tion students.”  Their forged letter allowed them to travel unde-
tected in Alaska for two weeks.  Once they arrived at a worksite, 
they developed a routine.  Initially, Domingo and Woo would 
introduce themselves to cannery superintendents, but, according 
to Woo, they “never s[aw] us again.”  Instead, a majority of their 
time was spent “in the bunkhouses, talking and organizing, get-
ting stories and firing people up.”70

The laborers they encountered were enraged by their work-
ing and living conditions.  In previous years, industry workers 
stopped production with wildcat strikes, protested the discrep-
ancy in food provided to white and non-white workers, and, 
in one case, had already organized themselves into a grievance 
committee.71  Taken together, these isolated acts illustrated the 
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potential for a unified worker movement.  By October 1973, a 
little over a month removed from the end of that year’s summer 
canning season, an autonomous worker organization began to 
materialize.  Meeting attendees soon wrote a constitution, elect-
ed officers, and adopted the name of Alaska Cannery Workers 
Association (ACWA).72  By the end of November, the group filed 
its first lawsuit, which targeted NEFCO, the very company that 
had terminated Silme and Nemesio Domingo two years earlier.

While the UCWA’s resources proved pivotal, their analysis 
of institutionalized racism gave Filipino laborers a means to con-
demn industry practices and embolden workplace resistance.  In 
the ACWA’s newsletter The New Tide, which borrowed its name 
from the radical Filipino publication from the 1930s, its members 
articulated a race-conscious critique of corporate power.  In a July 
1974 edition, one activist wrote, “It should be remembered that the 
real enemy of the cannery workers is the company.  It is the com-
pany that makes the bad bunkhouses, pays the low wages and the 
white man high wages and treats Filipinos and non-white workers 
as pigs or ‘brown monkeys’.”73  A similar message was found in 
their correspondence with rank-and-file cannery workers.  When 
cannery workers from California expressed a fear of termination 
for participating in the ACWA’s lawsuits, Michael Woo countered 
with a structural interpretation of “job loss,” asking,

[H]ave you ever thought about how many jobs were lost over 
the past eight years to. . .friends or relatives of. . .white em-
ployees?  Or about the number of brothers who were injured 
because of unsafe or inadequate equipment?  Or how about 
the Egg Department, has completely disappeared in this year’s 
contract. . .Not even to mention those who chose to speak up 
for what they believe is right, and end up with a termination 
letter. . .We are the “nigger” in Alaska and need to start decid-
ing our own destiny.74

During the winter and fall of 1974, ACWA activists made sev-
eral trips to California to build support for their lawsuits.  These 
travels demonstrated yet another parallel between the ACWA and 
the UCWA:  a commitment to multiracial solidarity.  During an 
October 1975 ACWA board meeting, attendees noted, “The Filipi-
nos in [the San Joaquin Valley] generally do not support the Unit-
ed Farm Workers” because they “emphasized too much the Chi-
cano aspect to the point of excluding other people (i.e., Posters are 
all in [S]panish or [E]nglish).”  They continued that, even though 
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“there are more Filipino agricultural workers than Chicanos in 
that area. . .they lost support of the Filipinos.”  ACWA members 
reasoned that this was a result of the UFW’s “narrow outlook and 
planning.”  Thus, board members agreed that the “lesson to be 
learned is that ACWA must be very careful. . .not be labeled as a 
Filipino only group.  We must emphasize our ‘Asian’ focus and in 
a broader sense our support of all Third World people.”75

The clearest example of the ACWA’s multiracial praxis was 
their workplace solidarity with indigenous workers.  In 1974, 
Sammy Daclan, a Filipino cannery worker in Chatham, wrote to 
ACWA organizer Sam Cabansag and explained Filipino work-
ers experienced improved conditions after the NEFCO lawsuit 
was filed, but this did not extend to “Native Alaskans” who 
were “still subject to horrible work conditions. . .poor housing 
facilities, a seasonal guarantee of $600.”  Daclan was unequivo-
cal in the contention that,“[o]ut of the total company’s workers 
the [I]ndians are worst off.”  He also proudly boasted that he 
had “made waves. . .for trying to help the native Indians’ situ-
ation.”  His letter documented a confrontation with a cannery 
superintendent, where he was scolded and reminded that his re-
sponsibilities were as a “delegate for Local 37, not for the native 
Indians.”  In response, Daclan retorted, “I was a member of the 
ACWA so making me the representative of all cannery workers.”  
This confrontation ended with the superintendent walking away, 
but not before Daclan “gave him both issues of the ACWA’s pub-
lication, The New Tide,” which detailed their strategy of worker 
organizing and industry lawsuits to destroy the pervasive sys-
tem of segregation in the canneries.76

After hearing about the developments taking place in Cha-
tham, Cabansag wrote to Woo, “Those organizing efforts are going 
to have to be [a] chief priority.”77  By September of that year, the 
ACWA’s Board of Directors already met with indigenous cannery 
workers and unanimously passed a resolution that acknowledged 
their “rights and necessity for self-determination.”  In doing so, 
they agreed that Native Alaskans had the right to “intervene into 
ACWA litigations in their own behalf.”78  Within the next year, 
Alaskan Legal Services, a law office that provided free legal sup-
port to the state’s indigenous communities, joined the ACWA law-
suit as the representative for Native Alaskan plaintiffs.  By draw-
ing upon the resources and strategies of militant black workers 
in Seattle, ACWA members revitalized manong knowledge, while 
also expanding it in new and exciting ways.
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Enduring Histories of Cross-Fertilization
The ACWA’s legal campaign was a crucial step toward justice, 
one made possible by the support of black workers.  In a matter 
of four years, the ACWA already showed signs of dismantling a 
system of labor segregation that a Supreme Court judge later ac-
knowledged “resembles a plantation economy.”79  In 1977, with 
the first of three lawsuits decided in their favor, ACWA activists, 
much like their manongs three decades earlier, redirected their 
efforts toward reclaiming the leadership of their union.  During 
this time, a key initiative involved linking their union with the 
Kilusang Mayo Uno, an Anti-Martial Law union in the Philip-
pines.  This transpacific worker solidarity resulted in the passage 
of a resolution at the ILWU’s 1981 national convention that called 
upon its membership to investigate labor conditions in the Phil-
ippines.80  This embrace of an explicitly Filipino transnational 
politics did not mean that solidarity with the UCWA was fore-
closed.  Rather, the ACWA’s victories and tragedies in the 1980s 
only strengthened their bonds with black workers.

Part of the money that came from the ACWA’s first legal vic-
tory against NEFCO went back to the UCWA.  As a result, the or-
ganization used its financial resources to send black construction 
workers to Mozambique, where they helped build food storage, 
medical clinics, and housing.81  Tyree Scott notes that this trans-
national partnership was influenced by the tragic deaths of two 
ACWA organizers:  In June 1981, Silme Domingo and Gene Vi-
ernes were murdered in their own union hall.  Eight years of legal 
advocacy revealed that the architect of their assassinations was 
ex-Philippine dictator Ferdinand Marcos.  ILWU Local 37 Presi-
dent Tony Baruso was paid $15,000 by the Philippine Government 
to orchestrate the deaths of the two Anti-Martial Law activists.82  
Scott explained, “The murders were a wakeup call for us all about 
how important international solidarity really was and the threat 
it represented for workers to have this kind of relationship across 
borders.”  To his death in 2003, Scott firmly believed that “the 
problems we face as workers transcend frontiers.”83 

The internationalism of Scott and other UCWA members 
was not only shaped by the deaths of Domingo and Viernes, but 
also their life affirming approach to social change.  During a 1989 
speech, Scott described how his shift toward international solidar-
ity drew inspiration from Domingo’s theory of the ebbs and flows 
of movement building.  He stated, “We are now back working on 
the river’s bed.”84
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The strength of our ideas moved us forward and. . .we found 
companion ideas in this broader world.  We learned from Amil-
car Cabral, the African revolutionary that we must scrap the 
racist culture and all negative aspects of our own culture; that 
we must create a new one respecting everything that the world 
has created for the betterment of humankind.  We came to un-
derstand that he and Silme were both talking about changing 
the flow of the riverbed.85

The fact that Scott compared Domingo to arguably one of the 
most influential African revolutionaries since the 1970s is note-
worthy.86  It suggests that, at least for Scott, manong knowledge 
and blues epistemology continued to be mutually reinforcing.

The black and Filipino workers who anchor this study have 
much to teach scholars and activists invested in multiracial sol-
idarity.  They do not only prove that racial boundaries can be 
crossed, but that they must be crossed.  As George Lipsitz re-
minds us, “At a moment when the people in power cannot fix 
the things they created . . .the people of the world have to find 
each other and support each other.”87  This statement beauti-
fully captures the mixture of social circumstances and political 
decision-making that produced the ACWA.  In the early 1970s, 
Filipino workers were subject to the worst working conditions 
that Alaska’s salmon industry had to offer and their vulnerabili-
ty was heightened by the actions of their own Filipino-led union, 
ILWU Local 37.  Under these conditions, UCWA activists made 
a substantial political investment in their plight.  In the process, 
Filipino workers were integrated into the UCWA’s expanding la-
bor movement, which stretched from Alaska to Arkansas.  From 
this history, the meaning of solidarity is evident.  It is a refusal to 
let other aggrieved groups struggle alone.
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