


Organizeed Labor in Ghinatown
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¢‘@ power under difficult conditions. Their efforts culminated in the

successful Chinatown garment workers’ strike of 1982, in which
20,000 strikers — almost all women — marched through Chinatown

with union buttons and picket signs, demanding ratified union
contracts and their rights as workers.

March down Mott Street, July 15, 1982.
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Exploitation!

Exploitation in the restaurant industry can include everything from
wage theft to gruelingly long hours and unsafe working conditions. It
was — and still is — rampant, particularly when workers are
undocumented or have other reasons to fear an authority’s intervention.
In the 1970s and 1980s in Chinatown, local political corruption, the
influence of local gangs, and a lack of state oversight over restaurants
combined to form an environment where abuses of power within

restaurants went unchecked. |
Low, low pay...

Jimmy Ong, one of the founders of

CSWA, noted in
: a 2007 intervi
With amNY that at thig t5p g

average restaurant w
paid around

time, the
Oorker was

$300/month
ly £
—hour WOork week, o

S

e

In February of 1980, the newly-
formed CSWA faced its biggest test
yet. Silver Palace, one of
Chinatown’s largest banquet halls,
was accused of stealing tips from
its employees. Anyone who raised
+ go Silver Palace: o 1980-  the issue to management was then
summarily fired.
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Resturaunt Werk

A New York Times article discussing the controversial protest tactics of CSWA
utilized in the struggle against Jing Fong management, April 2, 1995. vorkers and - InCluding py

The Fight continues: Jing Fong Pushback!

In 1995, fresh off another battle with Silver Palace, CSWA picketed against
Jing Fong, Chinatown’s largest banquet hall/restaurant at the time. Jing
Fong management had violated labor laws by stealing workers’ tips — the
same practice that had landed Silver Palace in hot water — and had fired a
waiter for reporting it. Some Jing Fong workers opposed CSWA’s protests,
worrying that declining profits and negative attention on the restaurant
would lead to them losing their own jobs.

But the protests only grew larger — and more theatrical. It also upset
many older Chinatown residents and restaurant owners when CSWA
picketers paraded a fake coffin in front of Jing Fong, and even more when
they staged mock funerals for the business. Whether out of a sense of
propriety or discomfort with a symbol of death being invoked in this
context, many felt that it was not right for an intra-community struggle
to be aired out so publicly in the streets. Others, 1led by CSWA organizers
and Chinese American students, embraced a diversity of tactics as the best
chance they had of winning this fight.
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P EHeat ™ Al o Y ™ struggles in Chinatown,
including the 1982 garment
workers’ strike and the
1980 Golden Palace
protests, had been led by
adult workers, radical
youth were at the heart of
1995’s protest against Jing
Fong management.

THese young people were inspired 1o
wobilize by footage of the Tiananmen
Square massacre.

For youth with parents working in the garment factories or the banquet
halls, the labor violations were not just a matter of political principle,
but the very foundations of their lives. [«..] The students on hunger strike
were instrumental in bringing attention to the fight for the Jing Fong
staff's rights. Their strike lasted seven days, and by its conclusion, news
cameras and reporters were on the ground to document it.
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Betty Yu’s Documentary

[Betty Yul, a documentary filmmaker who was also on the ground protesting,

later turned her footage from her experience into a short documentary film,
Resilience (2001).
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-Virjinia Yu

Yu's film explores her mother, a garment worker, fighting against sweatshop
conditions. It also provides a firsthand account of her and her sister,
Virginia Yu, leading and participating in the 1995 hunger strike. The film
draws a strong connection between the sisters' grounding in their mother's

labor activism and the development of their own political principles as
youth activists.

Questions to consider:

. How di.d the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre
influence these student protesters? Why do
you think they invoked that historical

moment?

. Virginia Yu said, “But T think without the
support of the community... it would be way too
dangerous.” What does this tell us about the
jmportance of collective action?

. What personal risks were the student hunger
strikers taking? Would you have joined them?
Why or why not? | o
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