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Political Prisoners 
in the U.S. 

Breaking 
the 

Silence 

I
n 1983, Susan Rosenberg and Tim Blunk, two long-time anti-racist and 
anti-imperialist activists, were convicted of possession-not use--of 
handguns, explosives and false ID. They were sentenced to 58 years. 

This is roughly three times the sentence given to the Thpamaros, the urban 
guerrilla organization that shook the Uruguayan military dictatorship to its 
foundations in the late 60s. Two months after Susan and Tim were busted, 
Don Black, Grand Wizard of the Alabama KKK, was arrested with an entire 
boatload of weapons and explosives, en route to a coup attempt in the 
Dominica. The Klanleaderwas sentencedtotwoandahalfyears,andislong 
since back on the street 

Why does the U.S. government think that Susan and Tim are 23 times 
more dangerous than the Klan leader? It's not about the "crime"-Susan and 
Tim got 58 years without ever being accused of harming anyone. It's about 
scaring people who would consider taking direct action against imperialism. 

Not content with this virtual life sentence, the U.S. government is putting 
Susan and Tim on trial again, along with Dr. Alan Berkman, Marilyn Buck, 
Linda Evans and Laura Whitehorn. The Resistance Conspiracy defendants 
are accused of conspiring to bomb three military installations and the U.S. 
Capitol (in the aftermath of the Grenada invasion). The defendants already 
stand convicted of many of the acts alleged in the conspiracy. True, for most 
citizens the legal system prohibits double jeopardy. But for revolutionaries 
the law is a frill on a no-frills journey to life in prison. 

So two days before a statute of limitations ran out, the government dished 
up a warmed-over conspiracy charge made of allegations that had been lying 
around in the files since 1983. Susan, Tim, Marilyn and Linda are each 
already serving sentences ranging from 30 to 70 years on related charges. 
But the government needed to construct a case to put Alan Berkman and 
Laura Whitehorn away for life. In a previous trial, Alan "only" got 12 years 
after the U.S. government prosecutor had explicitly asked the judge to 
"warehouse this man for the rest of his life." And Laura Whitehorn, who has 
so far been sentenced to only two years for giving false statements on a 
passport, would be out on the streets if not for these charges. Laura has been 
in prison for over three years, making her the longest -held pretrial detainee 
in the country, one of the early victims of the Bail "Reform" Act of 1984. 

One final irony: the Resistance Conspiracy trial will be held just down the 
hall from Ollie North's trial. If you're looking for violence (60,000 dead and 
wounded in Nicaragua) and crime (drug-running, illegal anns sales), Ollie 
North is it. But lucky for Ollie, that most violent of governments takes care 
of its own. 

While Ollie hops in his car and drives back and forth to court each day, 
the Resistance Conspiracy defendants are being jailed under terrible condi
tions. When the prisoners were first transferred to the DC Detention Center, 
guards passed rumors to the 98 percent Black prison population that the 
comrades were Klan members being indicted for the attempted assassina
tion of Jesse Jackson! Most of the defendants arrived already exhausted and 
with an array of serious health problems. Dr. Alan Berkman is recovering 
from a battle with cancer; Marilyn Buck had recent leg surgery and was 
deprived of rehabilitation therapy. A warehouse for thousands of Black 
women and men, the DC jail typifies the racist and inhuman character of 
U.S. prisons. For the Resistance Conspiracy defendants, their ability to 
prepare for trial is seriously jeopardized. They were deprived of sleep; loud 
rock music blared 'til midnight; they were reawakened at 2 a.m., again 
around 3, and then up for a new day at 4 a.m. 

The defendants are sent to court with SWAT teams escorted by helicop-, ( 
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ters. Once in court, a video camera is pointed at the defense 
table and supporters, turning the courtroom into an arena 
of surveillance. The defendants are kept draped in shack
les behind a bulletproof glass shield, suggesting that they 
might jump up at any moment and spray the jury with 
bullets. In March, representatives of theN ational Confer
ence of Black Lawyers, the National Lawyers Guild and 
others stated that, "The defendants are being denied a fair 
and impartial trial based on speculation born of their 
supposed political ideologies." 

Simultaneously, in Springfield, Massachusetts, three of 
the Ohio Seven-white working class revolutionaries
are on trial. Ray Levasseur, Richard Williams and Patricia 
Gros Levasseur are accused of seditious conspiracy (con
spiracy to overthrow the government) and racketeering in 
connection with 19 actions carried out in 1976-84, includ
ing bombings of South African consulates, corporations 
and military targets. When the Ohio 7 were arrested, their 
children, ages 2 to 11, were illegally held and interrogated 
from two to eight weeks. 

In Hartford, Cf, Puerto Rican independence activists 
arrested almost four years ago are standing trial. They 
have been accused of participation in an anned expropria
tion carried out by the Macheteros, a clandestine organi
zation in Puerto Rico. In the case, the U.S. is relying on 
thousands of hours of illegally obtained wiretap evidence. 

The treatment of political prisoners in these and many 
other cases exposes the lengths to which this government 
will go to silence dissent. While many of us understand the 
repressive U.S. role in the Third World, the fact that the 
exporters of torture are also carrying out human rights 
violations right here passes unnoticed. International law 
against torture is not limited to condemnations of system
atic beatings or electric shock alone. Psychological tor
ture, isolation, sensory deprivation, denial of medical 
care, sleep deprivation, grossly excessive sentences and 
sexual abuse are techniques which are universally recog
nized as fonns of torture. And when the U.S. government 
uses them against political prisoners here it is up to us to 
hold the state accountable. 

lntemationall y there is a new groundswell of concern 
for political prisoners and human rights. In 1991, a human 
rights summit will be held in Moscow. To create momen
tum on the question, the Soviet Union has released 400 
political prisoners and Cuba 200. On the right, Chile has 
announced an amnesty. Yet the U.S. stands aloof, posing 
as the human rights cop of the world. According to the 
official dogma, political prisoners don't even exist here. 

But the U.S. stands on increasingly shaky ground. The 
Reagan administration stood by fuming while Mexico 
released Puerto Rican freedom fighter William Morales to 
asylum in Cuba. Hundreds of members of the Italian par
liament have joined a campaign to demand the U.S. free or 
repatriate Italian anti-imperialist prisoner Silvia Barald-

Breakthrough 

ini. Here, the movement exposed the infamous Lexington 
Control Unit. A chain of events was set in motion; the 
Soviet Union raised the issue at a summit; Amnesty 
International denounced the unit; a federal judge admitted 
there are political prisoners in the U.S., and th~ Bureau of 
Prisons was ordered to close Lexington. 

Today more than 150 political prisoners remain incar
cerated in the U.S. as a result of their activities in the 
Puerto Rican independence movement, the Black libera
tion/New Afrikan independence movement, the Native 
American struggle for sovereignty, and the white anti
imperialist and anti-nuclear movements. (See list, pp. 42-
43.) Leaders like Dhoruba Al-Mujahid bin-Wahad, Leo
nard Peltier, and Geronimo jUaga Pratt will soon be 
starting their third decade of imprisonment. 

In December 1988, on the 40th anniversary of the 
Universal Declaration · of Human Rights, the Freedom 
Now Campaign was launched at the United Nations, 
organized to press for human rights and amnesty for 
political prisoners. In February, it addressed the U.N. 
Human Rights Commission in Geneva. This ambitious 
effort., embracing families and supporters of most political 
prisoners in the U.S., has begun to break the silence on this 
issue. (To contact the Campaign, see page 43.) 

For too long, some people on the left have been reluc
tant to support political prisoners imprisoned for actions 
with which they disagree-in particular, for the use of 
armed tactics. The Resistance Conspiracy defendants and 
the Ohio 7, along with many other political prisoners, are 
revolutionaries, who believe that "power concedes noth
ing without a demand." They understood that this would 
mean directly confronting the war makers and were pre
pared to accept the consequences of their actions. We 
believe these comrades and the armed movement they 
represent have always been an integral part of building a 
movement of resistance to U.S. imperialism. 

Political debates in the movement about strategy and 
tactics will-and should-be carried out. The questions 
and the consequences are serious. But regardless of what 
your conclusions may be, the old slogan, "an injury to one 
is an injury to all," is as true today as ever. Above any 
differences, our obligation to support comrades who are 
being attacked by the state remains. Campaigns to protect 
human rights and win freedom for political prisoners are 
integral to every progressive political movement in the 
world. With the international community already moving 
to challenge the U.S. about political prisoners, it is time for 
all of us to speak. loudly and clearly on this issue. 

The trials of the Ohio 7, the Resistance Conspiracy 
defendants and the Hartford independentistas are happen
ing right now. We can't let the government bury these 
comrades alive.Contact their defense committees at the 
addresses on page 44. We need to publicize their cases, 
write to them and organize support wherever we can. 0 
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vicious repression in our communities. 
Here in Los Angeles, as the mythology of the criminal 

Black youth and the lost cause of saving the Black com
munity is perpetuated, in South Central plans are being 
made to buy up all of the property in our community which 
has been blighted by the criminal element. 

As more and more horror stories are told of so-called 
Black-on-Black crime and as Black businesses are forced 
to shut down and the community becomes a prison shut off 
from the outside world, the image is created that this is a 
hopeless area and the cost of property is driven down. In 
recent months speculators and land grabbers such as the 
University of Southern California have stepped in to buy 
up property in order to "revitalize" the area. Of course, this 
means displacing thousands of Black families which will 
only serve to add to the crisis in housing which already 
exists in this city. 

The New Afrikan People's Organization has posed a 
means to resist this situation in the city. We have been 
working to organize the community on a grassroots level 
by building a Saving Our Youth Freedom Campaign. The 
campaign is organizing around six principles of unity: 

1. To build Black hope, self-respect and unity in the Black 
community; 

2. We want allocated funds (state and federal) to be 
directed to jobs for our youth, not for more police; 

3. Stop U.S. importation of drugs into the Black commu
nity and maintain support for community drug pro
grams; 

4. Stop terrorist so-called "gang sweeps" and the crimi
nalization of the Black community; 

5. Black elected officials must be accountable to the Black 
community first; 

6. Prevent police murders and attacks on innocent people, 
and the military occupation in the Black community. 

These are the things that the campaign is working for. The 
campaign has also targeted five goals which it wants to 
achieve: 

1. To unite all of the organizations, community groups, 
churches, and individuals possible to work for an end to 
the crisis; 

2. To work in the South Central and South west areas of 
the Black community; 

3. To take groups of community people to City Hall and 
local politicians' offices to press our demands; 

4. To help community people develop grass roots solu
tions to the crisis, such as "stop and watch" anti-police 
abuse programs, and anti-crack community patrols; 

5. We will organize marches and rallies throughout the 
Black community to highlight the community's deter
niination to end the crisis in a just and uplifting way. 

Brea/ahrough 

The most seriously effected segment of the community 
in the crisis at this time is the youth. And it is from the 
youth that our most concrete hope is deriving. Members of 
NAPO' s youth movement, the New Afrikan Panthers, are 
working within high school Black Student Unions (BSUs) 
and along with other youth organizations in a rising tide of 
Black consciousness unlike any seen for many years. 

Beginning with the demands of university students for 
divestment in the late 70s and early 80s, a student and 
youth movement has begun to snowball and has moved 
even to the high school and junior high school level, not 
only in Los Angeles, but across the country. 

This rising consciousness among the youth has been 
spurred on culturally by hip hop and rap, by groups like 
Public Enemy and Stetsasonic, and the increased aliena
tion felt by New Afrikan youth from America. The result 
has been an increasing number of youth organizations 
with strong Black consciousness which are beginning to 
be viable alternatives to the gangbanging and drugs, and 
which clearly define the colonial relationship our people 
have to the police. 

NAPO is confident that, though our people are in a 
serious crisis which appears to have no end, we will find 
our answer in the youth of the community. We will find 
relief through organizing of the New Afrikan Panther 
youth, along with other groups, such as the National 
African Youth Student Association, the City-wide Afri
can Student Association and the local BSUs in the high 
schools. These are the organizations which can pose anal
ternative to the brothers and sisters in the community and 
lend ideological direction to our young people through 
Black Consciousness which is opposed to the drugs, gang
banging and the police terrorism, and is willing to move 
the youth to resistance. 0 

Makungu Akinyele is a writer and family counselor in 
the Black community of LA. He is a founding member of 
the New Afrikan People's Organization (NAPO ). NAPO 
grows out of the historic struggle of Black people for 
human rights and self-determination and has become a 
leadingpartoftheNewAfrikan1ndependenceMovement, 
committed to establishing a sovereign socialist Republic 
of New Afrika in the states of Louisiana, Mississippi, Ala
bama, Georgia and South Carolina. They uphold the right 
of New Afrikans to self-defense against racist terror. 
NAPO supports New Afrikan Freedom Fighters and 
campaigns to win the freedom of political prisoners and 
Prisoners ofWar. They have deep roots in struggles for 
Black community control of education and for the full 
participation of New Afrikan women in the liberation 
struggle. For more information, write to NAPO at P.O. 
Box 2348, New York, NY 10027; P.O. Box 5698, Los 
Angeles, CA 90056; P.O. Box 04252, Detroit, MI 48204; 
or P.O. Box 11464, Atlanta, GA 30310. 
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ambitions in order to strengthen its hand both internation
ally and internally. But on the stage of domestic white 
South African politics, the growing far-right exerts con
siderable influence and can be expected to do everything 
in its power to resist even the minimal process of change. 
The recent selection of Willem de Klerk, a pragmatic 
hardliner who beat out more "liberal" contenders, to head 
the Nationalist Party and most likely succeed Botha as 
state president, underscores this reality. In February, news 
began reaching the U.S. that hundreds of Black activists, 
held for long periods in detention, have launched a hunger 
strike-to the death-if they are not formally charged or 
freed. With this dramatic action, the oppressed locked 
inside apartheid's concentration camps move us to refo
cus world attention on the continuing crisis inside South 
Africa. 

It is likely that the Bush and Thatcher administrations 
will use the signing of the latest peace accords as a means 
to refurbish the international image of the racist state as 
one committed to progress. Bush has already stated a 
commitment to oppose and reverse momentum towards 
comprehensive sanctions. 

In other efforts aimed at buying time for apartheid, we 
may see renewed pressure to have the regime overturn 
some of its more odious racist laws and speed-up release 
of imprisoned leaders like Nelson Mandela. (Zephania 
Mothopeng, President of PAC, was released in December 
on humanitarian grounds. He is suffering from cancer.) 
The powerful South African military and its Afrikaner 
colleagues continue to fear the impact of Mandela's re
lease on the potentially explosive domestic situation. 
Further, even if Mandela and others are released, it is not 
likely that this will mean the beginning of serious negotia
tions between the liberation movements and the regime 
over the dismantling of the basic structures of apartheid 
and colonialism. 

The following statement by one of the "enlightened" 
leaders of South African finance capital (who was in the 
forefront of moves for dialogue with AN C) indicates how 
far the ruling class is from considering the basic demo
cratic demand of the majority: one person one vote in a 
unitary South Africa. 

The real problem which faces the ANC is to face up to the 
realities of life and realize that none of its ambitions are 
likely to have anything more than ephemeral fulfdlment 
unless it can find a way to insure that business in the general 
sense can operate in a free enterprise system. You can't 
have your cake and eat it. .. You have to make a choice ... 
I don't think our generation is going to see majority rule. 
-Gavin Relly, Chairman, Anglo American Corporation 

Obviously, this choice is unacceptable to the African 
people of South Africa, yet it is the most that imperialism 
is willing to offer. 

Breakthrough 

SEEKING NEW GROUND: 
THE ANTI-APARTHEID MOVEMENT 

During the last wave of broad anti-apartheid action 
occuring in this country between 1984-1986, students and 
the Black community launched a two-year campaign of 
mass actions targetting South Africa and the U.S. Then, it 
appeared to many of us that the uprising in South Africa 
was beading on a lightning path towards the final destruc
tion of the apartheid regime. Television sets across the 
western world tuned to the fiery horizons of Soweto; 
people were genuinely inspired by the scenes of mass 
confrontations in townships where the rule of white su
premacy seemed to be crumbling. History was being made 
not behind closed doors, but in the streets by the direct 
action of the oppressed. 

Many activists have identified the impact that the South 
African media white-out of television news had on demo
bilizing the upsurge of solidarity. Similarly, the adoption 
of limited sanctions by the U.S. Congress and pledges of 
divestment by universities and U.S. corporations undercut 
a great deal of the momentum of the anti -apartheid move
ment here. 

Our attention wasn't on the dynamic role develop
ments in the region play in the struggle to defeat apartheid 
and imperialism. If our view proved too superficial and 
short range to sustain a broad and militant solidarity inside 
the U.S., the physical struggle to liberate the southern part 
of the African continent continued to be fought on ever 
more complex terrain. 

Developing a more sophisticated understanding is 
particular! y pressing now because the anti -apartheid 
movement within the U.S. has the capacity of playing an 
important role in determining whether or not genuine 
independence will come to Namibia. This is a critical 
juncture when what we do or do not do in the next year will 
affect the Bush and Botha administrations' ability to 
recover from their setbacks and entrench imperialism and 
white supremacy for years to come. 

New battles over the U.S. role in Namibia, Angola and 
South Africa have begun. The call for sanctions will 
undoubted! y be one of the first struggles between the Bush 
administration and the Democrat-controlled Congress. 
Today, two years after the passage of many sanctions and 
divestment laws, much of their promise has been circum
vented. Now is a time for vigilance and for following 
closely what the liberation movements are saying about 
what is truly happening in Africa. Before the Bush presi
dency is able to fully implement its strategy, this is a 
moment for activists to demand genuine independence for 
Namibia and peace in Angola. In turn, this necessary step 
will clear the way for a renewed focus against humanity's 
enemy, that garrison of modern slavery and racism, South 
Africa. 0 
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