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COMMUNITY-BASED
JUSTICE AND
SELF-DETERMINATION

any humane and thoughtful people
Mrecognize that mass incarceration is
not an effective strategy for fighting crime:
the whole approach reinforces the might-
makes-right values that generate violence;
demeaning and often brutal prison con-
ditions undermine prisoner “rehabilita-
tion”; resources that should go to positive
programs for the youth get siphoned off by
the prison industrial complex. But the cur-
rent system is definitely not “misguided”;
it’s very successful in its actual goal: keep-
ing oppressed communities in a perpetual
state of chaos and agony.

ooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo

This text was written by David Gilbert for the 2014 Certain Days Freedom
for Political Prisoners Calendar. See page 33.



Today’s disaster goes back to forces set in motion by then-
President Richard Nixon in 1969. As recounted many years later
when Nixon'’s chief of staff H.R. Haldeman published his diary,
“P[resident Nixon] emphasized that you have to face the fact that
the whole problem is really the blacks. The key is to devise a sys-
tem that recognizes this while not appearing to.” (The Haldeman
Diaries: Inside the Nixon White House, entry for April 28, 1969, em-
phasis in original.) Although the context was welfare policy, this
conversation reveals the strategic thinking that led to the birth of
the terrible twins that continue to take a grim toll today: the ille-
gal, often lethal covert government attacks on the Black Liberation
Movement, and the “War on Crime.”

At the time the Black Panther Party and other revolutionary
groups around the country such as the Young Lords, the American
Indian Movement, and the Crusade for Justice were building pro-
grams such as free breakfast for school children, neighborhood
health clinics, mobilizations against police violence, and free
schools. More than just a series of programs, these efforts were
part of a push for self-determination for the oppressed, to lead to
a situation where people define their own priorities and direction.
They in turn inspired a new crop of struggles by women, lesbians
and gays, environmentalists, labor militants. The movements chal-
lenged the government’s massive misappropriation of resources
for war and repression.

The vicious counter-offensive of imprisonment, assassina-
tion, and fostering divisions decimated the revolutionary orga-
nizations. Ghetto and barrio economies were wrecked as facto-
ries left while drugs came pouring in—all while the mass media
promoted the image that your self-worth depended on what you
could buy. The so-called War on Crime and War on Drugs, sparked
by Nixon and escalated in the 1980s by Ronald Reagan, were actu-
ally a wholesale lockup of Black and Latino men which left gaping
holes in families, with needed co-parents, wage-earners, broth-
ers, uncles, sons missing. Women had to take on the Amazonian
challenge of being single parents within economically devastated
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communities. And now women are being locked up at an unprec-
edented rate, with 250,000 in prison or jail. Having either parent
absent can be traumatic and damaging for the children left behind.
As the mania for mass incarceration spread, many poorer white
people got swept in too. On that day when Nixon complained to
Haldeman about “the blacks’, there were less than 300,000 human
beings incarcerated in the U.S.; today the number is 2,300,000.

The only way to turn around the damage done by crime is to
have community-based justice. On the one hand that involves de-
veloping an economic vibrancy that provides constructive ways
to make a living and to meet community needs such as housing,
education, health care, wholesome food grown in urban gardens.
The companions to that are programs that turn around internal
violence and abuse by fostering and empowering women'’s orga-
nizations, safehouses and anti-rape centers, anti-violence coun-
seling, mental health services, and community organization that
promotes mutual support and respect.

We can’t magically go back to 1969—and the movements of
that day had only started to engage the needed struggles against
male supremacy and homo- and transphobia. What we can do is
build a movement that combines direct opposition to the current,
destructive criminal justice system with efforts for healthier, more
cohesive, self-determining communities.
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A SHADOW
EXCLUSIVE INTERVIEW
WITH NY STATE
POLITICAL PRISONER
DAVID GILBERT

BOB FELDMAN: Your article highlights two key moments: Nixon’s
declaring the war on crime and Reagan’s amping up of the war on
drugs. Are you saying that the drive for mass incarceration has been
a solely Republican initiative?

DAVID GILBERT: Oh no, the Democrats have also been fully in-
vested in mass incarceration—when it comes to screwing those at
the bottom the two parties can be very bipartisan. In the 1980s,
when I came upstate in New York, the governor was the liberal
Democrat Mario Cuomo (his son, Andrew, is the governor to-
day), and the prison population mushroomed—they built 6 new
maximum security prisons and many new mediums that decade.

This interview was conducted by mail in March 2014, by Bob Feldman.
A shorter version originally appeared in The Shadow newspaper, issue 56,
Spring 2014. (Shadow Press, P.O. Box 20298, New York, NY 100009.

Email: shadowpress@rocketmail.com)



President Clinton presided over a major federal expansion in the
1990s, at the same time that he worked to “end welfare as we know
it” So, he continued the Reagan demagogy of turning the frustra-
tions of white working-class people away from the corporate rulers
and toward the despised, racially constructed “others”—pictured
as Black, along with immigrants pictured as Latino—while Clinton
deregulated the banks.

BF: You wrote about the widespread damage from the war on
drugs. Could that initiative have been an honest mistake, a kind of
hame-fisted response to the real problem of drugs?

DG: The architects of that war knew what would happen. The U.S.
already had the very memorable experience of Prohibition from
1919 to 1933. It didn’t at all solve the problem of alcohol abuse,
but illegality made it very lucrative, a bright light for the moth of
violent crime.

The obvious alternative is a public health approach. Tobacco
is the most addictive and harmful drug, yet use has been cut in
half since 1985. And that’s been with only a half-assed campaign,
with tobacco companies still spending over $8 billion a year on
advertising and promotional expenses in the United States alone.

With tobacco, alcohol, and other drugs, there should be no
advertising and no promotion, but extensive education and, as
we did with AIDS education, fostering people’s abilities to find
healthier approaches. Of course there’s no complete solution
without revolutionary social change that enables people to feel
better about themselves. But even in the meantime we can do a
hell of a lot better than the current destructive approach.

The cost of the war on drugs has been staggering. Since 1970
the U.S. has spent $1 trillion; yearly arrests total 1.6 million. So
over the years millions have been arrested—which means many
millions of children subjected to the trauma and harm of a parent
wrenched from their lives.



Globally, thousands of human beings have been killed, an es-
timated 70,000 in Mexico alone, as well as thousands in Central
America, from the violence spawned by illegal lucrative drugs. The
result of all this carnage: today more people use drugs than when
the war was launched. Could you imagine a program like Head
Start or Food Stamps still getting funded with a cost/benefit ratio
like that? Actually, they are getting cut back despite—or maybe be-
cause of—their proven effectiveness.

Let’s talk for a minute about children—a concern my son has
studied, advocated about, and educated me on—because it is so
heart-rending and also is a key way the system is crime-generative.
Today, there are 2.7 million children under the age of 18 who have
a parent in prison or jail. That situation leads to an array of devel-
opmental problems, including a trebling of the risk of eventually
themselves also being criminalized by the system.

The criminal justice system isn’t broken. It’s doing what it was
designed for: to generate public support for police state measures
while tearing apart and turning back what was an inspiring chal-
lenge from the Black and other insurgent communities.

BF: You wrote that there were about 300,000 persons behind bars
when Nixon took office and about 2,300,000 today. That’s a stun-
ning sevenfold, close to eightfold increase. But I've seen a wide range
of figures for the increase over those years, between four times and
nineteen times. Why are the figures given for that all over the map?

DG: The discrepancies stem from a confusion in terminology.
Even some people who write intelligently about criminal justice
issues aren’t aware of the difference between “prisoners” and
“those incarcerated.” Prisoners, at least technically, refers to those
in state and federal prisons; the number incarcerated is about 40%
higher because it includes people in local jails—which hold those
awaiting trial who couldn’t make bail and those serving relative-
ly short sentences. Someone who inadvertently compares those



incarcerated today with “prisoners” back then will end up with an
inflated ratio. My figures compared incarcerated then to incarcer-
ated today.

Another possible source of confusion is the distinction be-
tween numbers and rate. Rate is figured relative to overall popula-
tion; that didn’t mushroom quite as much because U.S. popula-
tion also increased (from 203 million to 308 million) over those
decades. The comparison is still stark, from 161:100,000 in 1972 to
707:100,000 today—a 4.4-fold increase. The rate is the best way to
compare countries of different sizes, with the U.S. rate being over
five times that of most other industrialized nations. Rate also gives
the clearest picture of the fundamental racism of the U.S. system:
a Black man is 6 times more likely to be incarcerated than a white
man. Incidentally, for Black men the U.S. rate is about 4 times what
it was in apartheid South Africa.

There’s more to say about the reach, or the crush, of the crimi-
nal injustice system. The figure for incarcerated is on a given day,
but many people are in and out of jail (and then sometimes back
in again) in a short amount of time. Overall there are close to 12
million entries into jails in the course of a year. There are another
5 million people who aren’t behind bars but under sanction and
control because they’re on probation or parole. And 5.85 million
people, way disproportionately Black, have been stripped of the
right to vote due to prior convictions.

Circling back to your original question: readers should be
alert to a possible confusion between the numbers given for those
in prison and those incarcerated, and also between numbers
and rate. I think the best readily available statistic to indicate the
scope of the problem is to compare the numbers of those incar-
cerated—people in prisons and in jails—on a given day, which is
the comparison I provide in my article. And, the number behind
bars is even a bit higher; we also care about the 70,000 in juvenile
facilities, the 34,000 being held in immigrant detention, and those
incarcerated in military brigs, on Indian Reservations and in U.S.
territories. That brings the total up to 2.4 million.



miss_millions (flickr) (CC BY 2.0)

BF: What role do private prisons and profits from prison labor play
in this expansion?

DG: We on the left tend to look for a direct dollars and cents expla-
nation for every development, but often policy flows from broad
strategies to maintain class control. The Prison Industrial Complex
has nowhere near the size nor the strategic economic position of
the Military Industrial Complex. There are now some vested inter-
ests that play a role, but they were too tiny and insignificant when
the hyperexpansion of prisons began in 1970 to be a driving force.
Even after all these decades of expansion, private prisons only ac-
count for 10% of U.S. prisoners, and prison labor, which is very in-
efficient, generates only minuscule revenue. (See former political
prisoner James Kilgore, “The Myth of Prison Slave Labor Camps
in the U.S.,” Counterpunch, August 9-11, 2013.) If you look back
at when the expansion began, you see a period when the ruling
class was greatly threatened by Black Liberation and other move-
ments, and felt pressed to develop a counteroffensive. Repression,
rather than profit, was and still is the major impetus for mass
incarceration.




BF: Right now many mainstream voices are calling for reducing the
number of people in prison. Is this a major turnaround? Why are
we seeing this change now? What are the prospects of significant
reductions?

DG: Two vectors have converged from opposite directions. On the
top, the passion for tax cuts for the rich and resulting fiscal stresses
have pushed officials to look for budget savings. Previously prisons
weren’t up for such discussion. But the war’s very success in beat-
ing back political and social insurgency gives them a little breath-
ing room at the same time that crime rates (street crime, that is;
the more serious, colossal crimes of wars of aggression, hunger,
environmental destruction, etc., keep rolling along at a most dan-
gerous pace) are down. So cutting prison costs is a reasonable re-
form for some in power.

The only reason such a change can even be considered is
because there’s been a strong push from below. Even in the dark-
est days of the demonization of “criminals,” there were many
principled people who, despite feeling isolated, stood fast in the
trenches to oppose that onslaught. There are a number of valuable
organizations, involving some outstanding individuals, but rather
than attempt a list here, I'll refer readers to the appendix in Dan
Berger’s The Struggle Within (Kersplebedeb & PM Press, 2014—
see page 31). So there was always a clear voice opposing that trend.

Then, since 2010, Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow has
had a tremendous impact. The timing was right since the main-
stream was finally opening a bit to looking at these issues. There
are valid criticisms about what The New Jim Crow left out—some
of the most central realities like the history of revolutionary Black
struggle, and the broader context of how the U.S. maintains a
global empire of exploitation. But the book provides a powerful,
irrefutable indictment of the fundamental racism of the criminal
justice system, and that’s been a big plus for the anti-prison move-
ment. By the way, forty years of mushrooming prison population
also swept in a growing number of poor whites. In a sad irony,
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many white prisoners buy into white supremacist ideology as a
way to feel they’re better than other people, even while racism is
in fact the underlying reason for their current plight. Conversely,
the only period of positive reforms for prisoners as a class flowed
directly out of the Civil Rights and Black Power Movements.

Naturally, those on the top are only considering minimal re-
forms, to save a little money and to clean up a sullied image, in the
interest of maintaining the overall repressive, punitive nature of
the system. They'll be ready to revive the “tough on crime” dema-
gogy if they feel they need it. So it’s up to us who are or stand with
the oppressed to take this opening to generate a movement that
wins major, qualitative change.

BF: Some activists work for prison reforms; others say the only so-
lution is abolition, closing down the entire prison industrial com-
plex. How do you see the role and relationship of these two different
positions?

DG: Well, it shouldn’t be an either/or. We need reforms that can
make a difference in people’s lives and build momentum for
change. But we don’t want cosmetic changes that help the carceral
state continue ... for example, dividing “nonviolent” and “violent”
convicts as a way to deflect challenges to the fundamentally re-
pressive nature of the system.

In New York there’s a promising new project that tries to com-
bine realizable reforms with challenging the overall logic of incar-
ceration: Release Aging People in Prison (see page 29). There’s also
an important effort to coordinate the various—many but mostly
small—groups statewide which work for justice, to try to develop
more of an overall movement: the NYS Prisoner Justice Network
(see page 29). Nationally, there are a number of groups such as
Critical Resistance, the Campaign to End the New Jim Crow and
others that are listed in The Struggle Within and on pages 28-29 in
this pamphlet.
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I don’t think there is a magic formula for avoiding co-opta-
tion. We have to do our best to formulate far-reaching demands, to
always educate about the systemic nature of the problems, and to
work to build movement momentum. People on the outside have
been responding to courageous prisoners’ struggles like the recent
(suspended for now) extensive hunger strike against indefinite
solitary confinement in California which was followed by similar
actions in a few other states. These actions fit into an international
context of resistance, with hunger strikes at Guantanamo Bay and
by Palestinians in Israeli prisons.

BF: What about the victims of crime? What will happen if many, let
alone all, prisoners are released?

DG: Our concern isn’t about only one, particularly hard-hit sec-
tor, prisoners. Even more, our commitment is to our communities.
Most of the people hurt by crime live in the same neighborhoods
that prisoners come from, and these victims tend to be the least
vindictive about pushing for punishment as opposed to rehabili-
tation. That understanding comes out of the reality that the sys-
temic problems—poverty, inadequate medical care, racism, male
supremacy—do a lot more damage than street crime.

The keylink here is that prisons don’t make people safer. Quite
the contrary, because of the way the criminal justice system tears
apart poor neighborhoods—especially the harmful impact on the
children of prisoners—they're crime-generative. That’s spelled
out at book length in Todd R. Clear’s Imprisoning Communities
(although his alternatives aren’t nearly radical enough). That’s
why my brief piece for the Certain Days calendar stressed the vital
importance of economically viable and politically self-determin-
ing communities.

The New York Post and other media sensationalize any pa-
rolee who commits a major crime. Communities absolutely need
and have a right to be safe from people who prey on those more
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vulnerable than themselves. But we need to recognize that the
criminal justice system, by removing parents, taking potential
wage-earners out of the local economy, and promoting the break-
down of family and community ties, generates a lot more violent
crime than it prevents.

Those sincerely concerned about real harm need to pur-
sue a more holistic and community-based approach, which
will do a lot more to promote safety and security. I don’t think
abolition means letting every single prisoner out tomorrow. At
the same time as we build the outside communities, we need
real, constructive programs for people who've been damaged
by this society in ways that lead them to do harm to others.
A dynamic activist group in Pennsylvania has stressed the process
involved with the word “decarcerate”: Decarcerate PA.

BF: What kind of alternatives do you see? Are there any successful
examples?

DG: Perhaps the most pervasive and harmful interpersonal vio-
lence in our society—and in many others—is violence against
women and abuse of children: a horror for the very large number
who experience it directly, and a terror that constricts the lives of
all women. This grim reality undermines the humanity of all of us.
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The mainstream discourse pits women'’s safety against re-
leasing prisoners. Radical women of color have challenged that
formulation, not only because they see the damage done to their
communities by mass incarceration, but also because they under-
stand that the state itself is a major abuser of women of color. Beth
Richie’s Arrested Justice goes into it in depth, and INCITE! Women
of Color Against Violence (see page 28) has been a leading orga-
nization in this regard. (See for instance their excellent book Color
of Violence: The INCITE! Anthology, edited by Andrea Smith, Beth
Richie, and Julia Sudbury.)

So some of the people hit hardest by individual violence are
clearest about the systemic nature of the problem. They've advo-
cated community-based and women-led alternatives. Some tra-
ditional Native American practices provide an inspiration for that
approach.

The problem is that it’s very hard to show current examples
that are very successful on any scale. I think that’s a result from
how torn up the communities are, which goes back to the state’s
destruction of revolutionary organizations, followed by the
loss of decent jobs, the drug plague, and the damage from mass
incarceration.

There’s no easy answer. But probably the most hopeful di-
rection is women'’s organizing, including specifically feminist de-
mands, combined with overall community organizing and pro-
grams to meet people’s needs similar to what the Panthers and
other groups tried to offer.

Sista II Sista in Brooklyn and Sisters in Power for Action in
Seattle, to give two examples, seemed to have this approach, but
found it hard to sustain. The women of the Malcolm X Grassroots
Movement put out a terrific 2-page program in 2010, “What Sistas
Want” On the international level, Maria Poblet, of Causa Justa,
wrote a very encouraging account of the World March of Women.
I'm sure there are other examples, but nothing yet that I know of
that has very developed or prominent success.
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BF: How else does the criminal justice system affect women?

DG: While women are about 11 percent of prisoners, that means
there are 250,000 behind bars, and their numbers have been
growing at a much faster rate than men. About two-thirds of fe-
male prisoners are mothers; being torn away from one’s children
is wrenching. A very large percent of women convicts were pre-
viously subjected to physical and/or sexual abuse—and now find
themselves subjected to constant surveillance and frequent pat
down searches by officers, often males.

But probably the most extensive impact on women goes back
to what we were saying about neighborhoods: with so many men
in prison, women are left with the daunting job of being single par-
ents, with stressed extended families, confined within a depressed

economy.

TRANSFORMATWE.
FoRMS OF

Jusmice!

PoLIT\CAL
PRISONERS

Dave Onion / multi.lectical.net

BF: How do you see the relationship between mass incarceration
and political prisoners?

DG: In the Certain Days piece I say that the government’s illegal
campaign to destroy the radical movements and the drive toward
mass incarceration were evil twins conceived as part of the same
counter-offensive. Standing in opposition to this is a unity be-
tween prison struggles and efforts for and by political prisoners.
In the 1970s, a key cause we fought for was prisoners’ rights.
Once incarcerated, many of us have contributed—as writers,
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educators, initiators of parenting programs, jailhouse lawyers,
AIDS activists. And it goes in both directions. The solidarity many
prisoners showed me made a big difference in my ability to parry
harassment.

At the same time, who is in prison and why is very political —
it’s all about race and class. Also, some people are in prison for
resisting attacks on women, gays or transgender and gender non-
conforming people. And prison struggles themselves have pro-
duced some outstanding political leaders.

So thereis a fluid, dynamic interaction between political pris-
oners and mass incarceration. We can’t gloss over the ways some
street crime preys on the oppressed. But we need to work for all
prisoners to become socially conscious, so that instead of doing
harm when released they can contribute to rebuilding their fami-
lies and communities.

BF: You talk about “political prisoners.” What about “terrorists”?

DG: What a frightening word, and at times reality. The U.S. govern-
ment has accomplished a master stroke of propaganda in turning
the meaning of thatword, and the emotions it evokes, upside down.

In international law—and for a long time even in U.S. sources
such as the Army Field Manual—“terrorism” is defined basically
as warfare deliberately waged against civilians with the purpose of
destroying their political will.

The U.S. government, along with allied repressive regimes
in the Global South, is clearly, hands down, the greatest terror-
ist in the world. In fact, it was the wholesale killing of civilians in
Vietnam—there are still babies born with birth defects today from
the 20 million gallons of Agent Orange rained down upon the
Vietnamese during the war—and the assassination of Panthers in
their beds that drove some of us to pursue armed struggle in the
first place—we were trying to oppose that carnage.

Anti-imperialist radicals directed our efforts against corpo-
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rate and government property. The Black Liberation Army’s con-
flict was with armed professionals, the police, who functioned as
an occupying army in the ghettos. Revolutionaries have the high-
est standards about avoiding and preventing civilian casualties.

The establishment has inverted the term as a slander against
anyone who fights the ruling classes. The U.S. had Nelson Mandela
on their official “terrorism” list up until 2008 . And recently the FBI
put Black freedom fighter Assata Shakur on the top of their “do-
mestic terrorism” list—for her crime of being shot by the police
while she had her hands raised in the air.

Now in today’s world there are some insurgents that do target
civilians. And they almost always have reactionary politics. Here I
won’t review the CIA’s sordid history, going back to the 1950s, of
fostering right-wing Islamist extremists as an opposition to pro-
gressive national liberation. But let’s look at the current U.S. se-
ries of drone attacks in several countries. These criminal bomb-
ings have killed hundreds of civilians, which naturally generates
a lot of anger. Many counterinsurgency experts assess that for ev-
ery militant killed in this way many more are created. The “war on
terror’, like its cousin the “war on crime’; promotes the problem
it claims to be fighting to stop—and then that situation is used to
build public support for further escalation of those wars. The grim
result is the increased number and size of such terrorist groups.
Even though I place the major blame on the system for generating
such hatred, I can’t at all condone such attacks on civilians or the
ideologies that justify them.

BF: How do you define “Political Prisoners” in the U.S.? Who are
they? How many are there?

DG: There are well over a hundred. Unfortunately there’s not one
master list, partly because of varying definitions of who's a politi-
cal prisoner, but also because people’s organizations are still too
small and fragmented to put it all together.
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In my view, a political prisoner is anyone who's incarcerated
as a result of her or his political positions or actions, usually as
part of an explicitly political group. There’s quite a range, including
people we refer to as “Prisoners of War” because they were cap-
tured as a result of the just struggles for Black, Native American,
Puerto Rican, or Chicano liberation; ex-Panthers who were framed
(some are still in from the 1970s); anti-imperialists fulfilling our
responsibility under international law to oppose racist and repres-
sive regimes; working-class militants opposing capitalism; more
recent environmental and animal liberation cases; nonviolent
civil disobedience against nuclear weapons and/or drone attacks;
grand jury resisters; those who expose government surveillance;
people imprisoned for militant demonstrations (such as against
the G-20 meeting in Toronto); those entrapped by agents trying to
undermine such protest; those being framed or entrapped due to
the prevailing Islamophobia.

Now, personally, I don’t consider those with reactionary
political purposes, such as neo-Nazis or abortion clinic bomb-
ers, as political prisoners. Nor do I include those who really fit the
above definition of terrorism. In both cases, the motive may be
political. But to me, political prisoners are those who fight against
oppression.

While there isn’t one complete list, the best ones—along
with more background info and updates—can be found at these
two websites: www.thejerichomovement.com and www.abcf.net.
For an excellent overview of the range of political prisoners, with
many examples, see The Struggle Within, mentioned above, which
is a very accessible primer at 110 pages.

BF: Why have Mumia Abu-Jamal and Leonard Peltier received the
most international attention? Has that spotlight detracted from oth-
er political prisoners in the U.S.? What has the role been of groups
like Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch?
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DG: There are a few reasons. In both cases, there’s compelling evi-
dence of innocence. Mumia was under the threat of execution for
decades, and the barbarism of the death penalty helped mobilize
international protests. Also, Mumia is a superb journalist—the
volume and quality of what he produces is amazing—and he also
has a top-flight support organization.

Leonard stands as the most salient example today of the
U.S!s long and brutal campaign of genocide against Native
Americans. Also, just turned 70 and after some 37 years in pris-
on, he has serious health problems, including diabetes and high
blood pressure.

Leonard and Mumia are very clear about supporting all po-
litical prisoners. Their demonstrable innocence underscores how
far this government will go to suppress dissent. That doesn'’t at all
invalidate—in fact it helps clarify—the legitimacy of those who are
in for resisting, even when that may involve breaking unjust laws.
You know, three of my co-defendants were part of the Panther 21
case twelve years before our bust, a notorious frame-up where all
the defendants were found not guilty—but not before the NYC
Panther chapter had been incapacitated by jailings and legal
costs. Who could have a better reason for moving into clandestine
means of resistance?

Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch limit their
support to “prisoners of conscience”—those incarcerated solely
for political opinions. They usually don’t take on the U.S. govern-
ment and, in general, follow a very Western definition of human
rights as about political expression, but not dealing with the most
basic human rights under international law of food, shelter, health
care, education. Global capitalism is depriving literally billions of
human beings in these ways.

Still, when these groups speak out about a few of the most
egregious examples of political prisoners being denied fair trials,
there’s value to that.
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BF: You spoke of Leonard Peltier’s illness. Are other political prison-
ers having serious health problems? Have many died in prison?

DG@G: Sadly ... sadly many beautiful comrades have died in prison—
not always, but often because of poor medical care compounded
by the toll prison stress and diet can take. Just in New York State
since I've been in, we've lost Kuwasi Balagoon, Nuh Washington,
Jah Teddy Heath, Bashir Hameed—each one a thoughtful, caring
human being with a lot to contribute.

Marilyn Buck, an inspiring example of a white person who
was consistently anti-racist, was released just a couple of weeks
before she died of cancer in 2010. There’s Merle Africa who died in
prison in Pennsylvania, Native American political prisoner Eddie
Hatcher, and far too many more nationwide.

That reality makes current medical issues all the more ur-
gent. Seth Hayes’ diabetes has been badly mismanaged for years
now. Jalil Muntagim and Mutulu Shakur each had minor strokes
with inadequate follow-up therapy. It took years for Tom Manning
to get sorely needed joint replacement surgeries. Jamil Al-Amin
(H. Rap Brown) has been diagnosed with Multiple Myeloma, can-
cer of the plasma cells; it was only after family and supporters on
the outside brought pressure to bear that he was transferred to a
federal medical prison, and very serious concerns remain about
his health care.

I'm not able to be on top of and up-to-date on all the situa-
tions. I'd encourage people to go to the Jericho website and also to
the defense committees for specific political prisoners.

Many Shadow readers know that we just had a major, long-
fought, successful campaign to get the spirited, radical attorney
Lynne Stewart—and it’s a travesty that she was locked up in the
first place—compassionate release from federal prison, where her
breast cancer proceeded to stage IV. We've had some successes
in campaigns to win better medical care, but lots of setbacks, too.
There’s a long, long way to go—not just for political prisoners, but
around prison health care in general.
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BF: Who are the political prisoners in New York State, and what is
their current status?

DG: New York State is holding several ex-Panthers and Black
Liberation Army members, including Herman Bell, Seth Hayes,
Jalil Muntaqgim, Abdullah Majid, Sekou Odinga. My own case
results from being an anti-racist ally of the Black movement.
Mohamman Koti and Maliki Shakur have been in since the 1970s
with cases related to the Black liberation struggle.

All of us have been in prison for over 30 years, Seth, Herman,
and Jalil for more than 40. Whenever one of those three goes to the
parole board—in New York State it’s every 2 years—he gets anoth-
er 2-year “hit,” despite having an outstanding prison record and
tremendous community support.

Koti was just denied parole for the sixth time. He’s 88 years
old with multiple, very serious medical issues, and he got another
2-year hit despite a great prison record.

What'’s happening to those political prisoners is a particularly
intense example of how the board regularly denies parole to many
who are worthy. Organizing against that, such as with the Release
Aging People in Prison (RAPP) project, is another example of the
common ground for political prisoners and all prisoners.

BF: Do you feel that students at law schools and universities in gen-
eral have protested enough against continued incarceration of po-
litical prisoners like yourself?

DG: Well, of course there should be more protest about that, as
well as a host of other vital issues. We need much bigger and more
active radical movements on the range of ways imperialism is op-
pressing humans and destroying nature.

To me, the point of political prisoner work is not so much
sympathy for the individuals involved—although that’s certainly
avalid consideration—but even more, to understand and develop
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the continuity of struggles involved. The reality of political pris-
oners is a way—one of many—to give lie to the U.S. government’s
claim to being a beacon of human rights. And it’s a very impor-
tant and helpful way for today’s activists to incorporate how the
struggles against injustice have been going on for decades, and
will have to continue for decades more.

BF: How has the world changed since you were last interviewed by
“The Shadow” in 19912

DG: Wow, there’s been a lot more change than I can adequately
address here. But the central reality is the same: a world defined by
colossal and unconscionable polarization of wealth—and that’s
only gotten worse.

Today 85 individuals own more wealth (wealth involves more
than income, and includes assets like property and investments)
than the poorest 3.5 billion people. That means a billion people
are living without adequate food and/or water, let alone shelter,
medical care and education. Every year 7 million children under
the age of 5 die from malnutrition and other easily preventable
causes.

So, we have the same basic feature of the world—gross in-
equality—but even worse. An important change is how dire the
environmental threats have become. I mean we’ve known about
the problems, and protested some of them, since Rachel Carson’s
Silent Springin 1962. But we're reaching a point where capitalism’s
rapaciousness threatens the collapse of entire ecosystems and has
us catapulting toward irreversible climate change catastrophe.

BF: Why, in your opinion, was the post-2011 Occupy Movement
not as politically effective as the Black Liberation Movement and
New Left of the 1960s?
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DG: Well, first of all, the Occupy movement was a breath of fresh
air. It broke through a media juggernaut that totally misdefined
the issues. After 30 years of mainstream politics totally dominated
by racially coded scapegoating—directing people’s frustrations
against criminals, welfare mothers and immigrants—finally a loud
public voice pointed to the real source of our problems. Their ef-
forts to be more democratic and less sectarian than earlier move-
ment generations were important, if uneven.

At the same time, a spontaneous and predominantly white
movement will inevitably have giant problems of internalized rac-
ism and sexism. That will undermine us if we don’t take it on in a
conscious and open-hearted way. I greatly appreciate the People of
Color (POC) groups who, despite encountering some galling back-
wardness, engaged with various Occupies—like the POC Working
Group at Occupy Wall Street, the Decolonize Portland group, and
the very strong leadership provided by POC for Occupy Oakland.

Occupy hasn’t been able to continue as a coherent, visible
force, but it has generated a lot of new activism.

There’s a tendency to retrospectively glorify the 1960s—we
certainly had a lot of shortcomings back then. Yes, the movements
had a lot more impact. But the comparison isn't fair.

We were inspired and heartened by the era of national lib-
eration—anti-colonial struggles were raging around the world,
in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, and often winning. Those suc-
cesses, in turn, helped inspire Black liberation, Native American,
Puerto Rican, Chicano, and Asian struggles here at home. So there
was a much different sense of scope of struggle and potential for
victories.

< 5 A

Paul Stein (flickr) (CC BY 2.0)
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People in the Global South are still waging crucial struggles,
butwe have less sense of revolution sweeping the globe. Within the
U.S. we have an incredible range of organizing going on around a
wide gamut of issues—from global warming to electronic surveil-
lance and everything in between. And I must say that the young
activists who write me are a lot less arrogant than I was, than we
were, at that age.

But what’s missing is the sense of a strong overall movement
challenging the system as a whole.

BF: How can people best contribute to radical social change today?

DG: First, I salute those who are out there organizing and protest-
ing. They're grappling with many issues—how to have both de-
mocracy and effective organization, how to build coalitions and
deal with the plethora of urgent issues, how to best deal with inter-
nalized racism and sexism ... and a whole lot more.

At the risk of being a bit platitudinous, I'll just stress a couple
of very general thoughts. I think that internationalism is crucial.
It’s not just that the vast majority and the most oppressed live in
the Global South, but even more that we can look there for the
most advanced and instructive efforts for fundamental change.

DC Protests (flickr) (CC BY 2.0)




-
9]
&

D
O

=
Oy

9

Ei
3
=)

-
o
S

-2
c

o
)
>
)

[a)

There are all kinds of lessons, from the efforts to build a hu-
mane, democratic socialism in Venezuela to village-wide mobili-
zations against environmentally damaging dams in India to wom-
en-led struggles against neocolonialism and for food sovereignty
in Kenya. Climate change is a stark reminder that we all live in one
world, and we could do more to incorporate leadership from the
South, such as the Cochabamba (Bolivia) Declaration on global
warming.

For white activists today, we need to always be looking for
ways to build solidarity with People of Color movements. The cen-
trality of white supremacy underscores the value of the growing
movement against the criminal justice system because it’s a cut-
ting edge of racism today. (Environmental justice—the racially
disparate impacts of environmental damage—will be the theme
for the 2015 Certain Days calendar.)

Feminist issues and demands are crucially important. We
men have to do a lot more to oppose violence against women,
share childcare, and on arange of issues. We all need to do ongoing
work on our internalized racism, sexism, homo- and transphobia
and all the ways people are demeaned. If done in an open-heart-
ed way, it’s not “divisive” Quite the opposite, it’s the only route to
overcoming the terrible divisions caused by oppression.

And for young activists I want to encourage a sense of history.
The very real, needed sense of urgen-
cy has to be joined to an understand-
ing that fundamental change doesn’t
come easily. We're in this for the long
haul. Given what’s at stake, it’s well
worth giving it our all. A humane and
sustainable world is not only neces-
sary. It just may be, if we all give our
best effort, possible.
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David Gilbert, a longtime anti-racist and
anti-imperialist, first became active in the Civil
Rights movement in 1961. In 1965, he started
the Vietham Committee at Columbia University;
in 1967 he co-authored the first Students for a
Democratic Society pamphlet naming the sys-
tem “imperialism”; and he was active in the
Columbia strike of 1968. He went on to spend a
total of 10 years underground, building a clan-
destine resistance.

David has been imprisoned in New York
State since 10/20/81, when a unit of the Black
Liberation Army along with allied white revo-
lutionaries tried to get funds for the struggle by
robbing a Brinks truck. This tragically resulted
in a shoot-out in which a Brinks guard and two
police officers were killed. David is serving a
sentence of 75 years (minimum) to life under
New York State’s “felony murder” law, whereby
all participants in a robbery, even if they are un-
armed and non-shooters, are equally respon-
sible for all deaths that occur. While in prison,
he’s been a pioneer for peer education on AIDS
and has continued to write and advocate against
oppression. He’s been involved with the annu-
al Certain Days Freedom for Political Prisoners
Calendar (see page 33) since 2001 and has writ-
ten two books from prison that are available
from Kersplebedeb and PM Press: No Surrender
and Love and Struggle (see page 30).
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ORGANIZATIONS MENTIONED IN THIS PAMPHLET

Anarchist Black Cross Federation
www.abcf.net ¢ info@abcf.net

The ABCF works to support political prison-
ers through building alliances and raising
funds. If emailing the address above, include
“prisonspam” in the subject to avoid being
caught by the spam filter.

California Coalition for
Women Prisoners

1540 Market St., Suite 490
San Francisco, CA 94102

tel.: 415-255-7036 x 4
info@womenprisoners.org
www.womenprisoners.org

CCWP is a grassroots social justice organi-
zation, with members inside and outside
prison, that challenges the institutional
violence imposed on women, transgender
people, and communities of color by the
prison industrial complex.

Campaign to End
the New Jim Crow

www.endnewjimcrow.org

Campaign to End the New Jim Crow is a
project of New York City’s Riverside Church
Prison Ministry working to end mass incar-
ceration through public education, study
groups, and campaigns against racist police
practices such as stop-and-frisk.

Critical Resistance
1904 Franklin St., Suite 504
Oakland, CA 94612

tel.: 510-444-0484
crnational@criticalresistance.org
www.criticalresistance.org

Critical Resistance seeks to build an
international movement to end the prison
industrial complex by challenging the belief
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that caging and controlling people makes us
safe. We believe that basic necessities such
as food, shelter, and freedom are what really
make our communities secure; as such,

our work is part of global struggles against
inequality and powerlessness.

Decarcerate PA
P.O. Box 40764
Philadelphia, PA 19107

tel.: 267-217-3372
decarceratepa@gmail.com
www.decarceratepa.info

Decarcerate PA is a grassroots campaign
working to end mass incarceration in
Pennsylvania. We demand that the state
stop building prisons, reduce the prison
population, and reinvest money in our
communities.

Denver Anarchist Black Cross
P.O. Box 11236, Denver, CO 80211

denverabc@riseup.net
denverabc.wordpress.com
facebook.com/denverabc

Providing support to political prisoners,
prisoners of war and social movements.

Freedom Archives
522 Valencia St.
San Francisco, CA 94110

tel.: 415-863-9977
info@freedomarchives.org
www.freedomarchives.org

Freedom Archives is a nonprofit educational
media archive dedicated to the preservation
and dissemination of historical audio and
video documenting progressive movements
from the 1960s to the present. The Archives
also edits an e-newsletter, “Political Prisoner
News”—subscribe via the Freedom Archives
website.



ORGANIZATIONS MENTIONED IN THIS PAMPHLET

Incite! Women of Color
Against Violence

P.O. Box 226

Redmond, WA 98073

tel.: 484-932-3166
www.incite-national.org

INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence

is a national activist organization of radical
feminists of color advancing a movement

to end violence against women of color and
our communities through direct action, criti-
cal dialogue, and grassroots organizing.

The Jericho Movement
P.O. Box 2164
Chesterfield, VA 23832

nationaljericho@gmail.com
www.thejerichomovement.com

The Jericho Movement grew out of a call
for a national march on the White House
during Spring Break of 1998 by political
prisoner Jalil Muntaqim and works to free
U.S. political prisoners. The Jericho website
contains an address listing for U.S. political
prisoners.

Malcolm X Grassroots Movement
(MXGM)

WWW.IMXgMm.org

MXGM is an organization of Afrikans in
America/New Afrikans whose mission is
to defend the human rights of our people
and promote self-determination in our
community.

New York State Prisoner Justice
Network (NYSPJN)

33 Central Avenue

Albany, NY 12210

tel.: 518-434-4037
nysprisonerjustice@gmail.com
www.nysprisonerjustice.org

The New York State Prisoner Justice Network
is a grassroots group providing tools for
communication, coordination, and col-
laboration among organizations and
individuals working toward fundamental
changes in New York's system of criminal
injustice and mass incarceration. Through
local, regional, and statewide meetups,
conferences, and actions, and online, social
media, phone, face to face, and hard copy
exchanges, it promotes movement-building
to challenge mass incarceration, racism,
and abusive prison conditions. NYSPJN's
goal is to replace the current model based
on racism, punishment, and revenge with
community-based, compassionate, and
effective solutions to social problems, for the
well-being of all.

Release Aging People in Prison
(RAPP)

mfarid@correctionalassociation.org
www.rappcampaign.com

RAPP seeks the release of older incarcer-
ated people who pose no risk to public
safety—especially those who have served
long sentences, whose further incarceration
serves no purpose but wastes precious public
resources. We maintain that these elders
could be released if current mechanisms
such as parole and compassionate release
were correctly utilized; we also support
legislation to reform the parole system and
increase the number of releases. RAPP is led
by formerly incarcerated people and hosted
by the Correctional Association of New York
(correctionalassociation.org).
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AVATILABLE FROM KERSPLEBEDEB & PM PRESS

No Surrender:
Writings from an
Anti-Imperialist
Political Prisoner

by David Gilbert wn‘n'pﬁng
Published in 2004 by AG Press ? po‘;;g;mnﬂ

ISBN: 978-1-89492-526-6 ¢ 283 pages

$15.00  David
This first collection of David ; ,h Gilbm

Gilbert’s prison writings is a unique
contribution to our understanding of
the most ambitious and audacious
attempts by white anti-imperialists

to build an underground movement
“within the belly of the beast.” With
unsparing honesty (and unfailing humor), he discusses the errors and
successes of the WUO and their allies; the pitfalls of racism, sexism,
and ego in revolutionary organizations; and the possibilities and perils
facing today’s growing anti-imperialist resistance. Includes forewords
by political prisoners Marilyn Buck and Sundiata Acoli.

Love and Struggle:

My Life in SDS, the Weather
Underground, and Beyond I-OVE AND

by David Gilbert

Published in 2011 by PM Press > STR GGLE
ISBN: 978-1-60486-319-2 ¢ 336 pages

$22.00 . /1 s
AR | THE Weamy
Today a beloved and admired mentor \ \ "z""’;’;‘ggzgu

to a new generation of activists,
here David Gilbert assesses with
rare humor, with an understanding
stripped of illusions, and with
uncommon candor the errors and
advances, terrors and triumphs of D AVID GILBERT
the Sixties and beyond. With an V([TH AN APPRECIATION'BY BOOTS RILEY
introduction by Boots Riley.
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AVATILABLE FROM KERSPLEBEDEB & PM PRESS

The Struggle Within:
Prisons, Political Prisoners,
and Mass Movements in the
United States

by Dan Berger

Published in 2014

ISBN: 978-1-60486-955-2 * 128 pages
$12.95

An accessible yet wide-ranging
historical primer about how mass
imprisonment has been a tool of
repression deployed against diverse
left-wing social movements over
the last fifty years. Berger examines
some of the most dynamic social
movements across half a century:
Black liberation, Puerto Rican
independence, Native American

PRISONS, POLITICAL PRISONERS, AND }

MASS MOVEMENTS IN THE UNITED STATES
DAN BERGER

£V AFTERWORD BY
RUTH WILSON GILMORE DREAM HAMPTON

the center of

vitaland on,roted
~ANGELA Y. DAVIS .

sovereignty, Chicano radicalism, white antiracist and working-class
mobilizations, pacifist and antinuclear campaigns, and earth liberation
and animal rights. Foreword by Ruth Wilson Gilmore and afterword

by dream hampton.

Prison Round Trip

by Klaus Viehmann
ISBN: 978-1-60486-082-5
28 pages ® pamphlet ¢ $4.95

First published in German in 2003,
the essay’s author had been released
from prison ten years earlier, after
completing a 15-year sentence for his
involvement in revolutionary activities
in the 1970s. It is a reflection on
prison life and on how to keep one’s
sanity and political integrity within
the hostile and oppressive prison
environment; “survival strategies”
are its central theme. Preface by u.s.
political prisoner Bill Dunne.

Prisen
Reund Trip

BY KLAUS VIEHMANN

PREFACE BY BILL DUNNE
INTRODUCTION BY GABRIEL KUHN
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MORE TITLES FROM KERSPLEBEDEB

AMAZON NATION
OR ARYAN NATION

Amazon Nation or Aryan Nation:
White Women and the
Coming of Black Genocide

by Bottomfish Blues
ISBN: 978-1-894946-55-1 ® 168 pages ® $12.95

The two main essays in this book come from the
radical women’s newspaper Bottomfish Blues, which
was published in the late 1980s and early 90s; while a
historical appendix on “The Ideas of Black Genocide

in the Amerikkkan Mind” was written more recently, but only circulated
privately. These texts provide raw and vital lessons at the violent crash scene of
nation, gender, and class, from a revolutionary and non-academic perspective.

Stand Up Struggle Forward:
New Afrikan Revolutionary Writings
On Nation, Class And Patriarchy

by Sanyika Shakur
ISBN: 978-1-894946-46-9 ¢ 208 pages ® $13.95

A collection of writings by Sanyika Shakur, formerly
known as Monster Kody Scott, including several essays
written from within the infamous Pelican Bay Security
Housing Unit in the period around the historic 2011

California prisoners’ hunger strike, as well as two interviews conducted just
before and after his release in August 2012.
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Kuwasi Balagoon, A Soldier’s Story:
Writings by a New Afrikan Anarchist

Kuwasi Balagoon, et al.
ISBN 0-9731432-8-2 ¢ 125 pages ¢ $10.00

A collection of writings by and about Kuwasi
Balagoon, an anarchist member of the Black
Liberation Army who died of AIDS-related
pneumonia while in prison in 1986.
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AVAILABLE FROM KERSPLEBEDEB

certain‘ DAYS:

the 2015

freedOm tor
Political Prisoners =

email: infn@nnrlaimlays.nrg
web: www.certaindays.org
www.leftwingbooks.net/certaindays

to place an order:
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The Certain Days calendar is a joint fundraising and educational
project between outside organizers in Montreal and Toronto, and
three political prisoners being held in maximum-security prisons
in New York State: David Gilbert, Robert Seth Hayes and Herman
Bell. The initial project was suggested by Herman, and has been
shaped throughout the process by all of our ideas, discussions, and
analysis. All of the members of the outside collective are involved
in day-to-day organizing work other than the calendar, on issues
ranging from refugee and immigrant solidarity to community media
to prisoner justice. We work from an anti-imperialist, anti-racist,
anti-capitalist, feminist, queer and trans positive position.

To order a calendar online: www .leftwingbooks.net/certaindays
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The project has a non-exclusive
focus on anti-patriarchal and

Since 1998 Kersplebedeb has been
an important source of radical
literature and agit prop materials.
s P a anti-imperialist politics, framed
within an anticapitalist perspective.
A special priority is given the
continuing struggles of political
prisoners and prisoners of war.
n E B historical and contemporary
writings by revolutionary thinkers

from the anarchist and communist traditions. At the same
time, the leftwingbooks.net website serves as Kersplebedeb’s
storefront, with well over a thousand progressive books and
pamphlets available for mail-order.

The Kersplebedeb website presents

Kersplebedeb can be contacted at:

Kersplebedeb

CP 63560

CCCP Van Horne
Montreal, Quebec
Canada

H3W 3HS8

email: info@kersplebedeb.com
web:  www.kersplebedeb.com
www.leftwingbooks.net




