
breaking work on women, racism, and prisons, and to take part in numerous move-
ments for change. Here is part of an essay she wrote in 1970 on the prison system.

Angela Davis, “Political Prisoners, Prisons, and Black
Liberation” (1970)4

In the heat of our pursuit of fundamental human rights, Black people have been
continually cautioned to be patient. We are advised that as long as we remain
faithful to the existing democratic order, the glorious moment will eventually arrive
when we will come into our own as full-fledged human beings.

But having been taught by bitter experience, we know that there is a glaring
incongruity between democracy and the capitalist economy which is the source
of our ills. Regardless of all rhetoric to the contrary, the people are not the ulti-
mate matrix of the laws and the system which govern them—certainly not Black
people and other nationally oppressed people, but not even the mass of whites. The
people do not exercise decisive control over the determining factors of their lives.

Officials’ assertions that meaningful dissent is always welcome, provided it falls
within the boundaries of legality, are frequently a smokescreen obscuring the invi-
tation to acquiesce in oppression. Slavery may have been un-righteous, the con-
stitutional precision for the enslavement of Blacks may have been unjust, but
conditions were not to be considered so bearable (especially since they were prof-
itable to a small circle) as to justify escape and other acts proscribed by law. This
was the import of the fugitive slave laws.

Needless to say, the history of the Unites States has been marred from its incep-
tion by an enormous quantity of unjust laws, far too many expressly bolstering the
oppression of Black people. Particularized reflections of existing social inequities,
these laws have repeatedly born witness to the exploitative and racist core of the soci-
ety itself. For Blacks, Chicanos, for all nationally oppressed people, the problem of
opposing unjust laws and the social conditions which nourish their growth, has
always had immediate practical implications. Our very survival has frequently been
a direct function of our skill in forging effective channels of resistance. In resisting
we have been compelled to openly violate those laws which directly or indirectly
buttress our oppression. But even containing our resistance within the orbit of
legality, we have been labeled criminals and have been methodically persecuted by
a racist legal apparatus. . . .

The prison is a key component of state’s coercive apparatus, the overriding
function of which is to ensure social control. The etymology of the term “peni-
tentiary” furnishes a clue to the controlling idea behind the “prison system” at its
inception. The penitentiary was projected as the locale for doing penitence for an
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offense against society, the physical and spiritual purging of proclivities to chal-
lenge rules and regulations which command total obedience. While cloaking itself
with the bourgeois aura of universality—imprisonment was supposed to cut across
all class lines, as crimes were to be defined by the act, not the perpetrator—the
prison has actually operated as an instrument of class domination, a means of
prohibiting the have-nots from encroaching upon the haves.

The occurrence of crime is inevitable in a society in which wealth is unequally
distributed, as one of the constant reminders that society’s productive forces are
being channeled in the wrong direction. The majority of criminal offenses bear a direct
relationship to property. Contained in the very concept of property, crimes are pro-
found but suppressed social needs which express themselves in anti-social modes of
action. Spontaneously produced by a capitalist organization of society, this type of
crime is at once a protest against society and a desire to partake of its exploitative con-
tent. It challenges the symptoms of capitalism, but not its essence. . . .

Especially today when so many Black, Chicano, and Puerto Rican men and
women are jobless as a consequence of the internal dynamic of the capitalist sys-
tem, the role of the unemployed, which includes the lumpen proletariat in revo-
lutionary struggle, must be given serious thought. Increased unemployment,
particularly for the nationally oppressed, will continue to be an inevitable by-
product of technological development. At least 30 percent of Black youth are
presently without jobs. In the context of class exploitation and national oppres-
sion it should be clear that numerous individuals are compelled to resort to crim-
inal acts, not as a result of conscious choice—implying other alternatives—but
because society has objectively reduced their possibilities of subsistence and sur-
vival to this level. This recognition should signal the urgent need to organize the
unemployed and lumpen proletariat, as indeed the Black Panther Party as well as
activists in prison have already begun to do.

In evaluating the susceptibility of the Black and Brown unemployed to organ-
izing efforts, the peculiar historical features of the U.S., specifically racism and
national oppression, must be taken into account. There already exists in the Black
and Brown communities, the lumpen proletariat included, a long tradition of col-
lective resistance to national oppression.

Moreover, in assessing the revolutionary potential of prisoners in America as a
group, it should be borne in mind that not all prisoners have actually committed
crimes. The built-in racism of the judicial system expresses itself, as [W. E. B.]
Du Bois has suggested, in the railroading of countless innocent Blacks and other
national minorities into the country’s coercive institutions.

One must also appreciate the effects of disproportionately long prison terms
on Black and Brown inmates. The typical criminal mentality sees imprisonment
as a calculated risk for a particular criminal act. One’s prison term is more or less
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rationally predictable. The function of racism in the judicial-penal complex is to
shatter that predictability. The Black burglar, anticipating a two-to four-year
term, may end up doing ten to fifteen years, while the white burglar leaves after
two years.

Within the contained, coercive universe of the prison, the captive is confronted
with the realities of racism, not simply as individual acts dictated by attitudinal
bias; rather he is compelled to come to grips with racism as an institutional phe-
nomenon collectively experienced by the victims. The disproportionate repre-
sentation of the Black and Brown communities, the manifest racism of parole
boards, the intense brutality inherent in the relationship between prison guards
and Black and Brown inmates—all this and more causes the prisoner to be con-
fronted daily, hourly, with the concentrated systematic existence of racism.

For the innocent prisoner, the process of radicalization should come easy; for
the “guilty” victim, the insight into the nature of racism as it manifests itself in the
judicial-penal complex can lead to a questioning of his own past criminal activ-
ity and a re-evaluation of the methods he has used to survive in a racist and
exploitative society. Needless to say, this process is not automatic, it does not occur
spontaneously. The persistent educational work carried out by the prison’s polit-
ical activists plays a key role in developing the political potential of captive men
and women.

Prisoners—especially Blacks, Chicanos and Puerto Ricans—are increasingly
advancing the proposition that they are political prisoners. They contend that they
are political prisoners in the sense that they are largely the victims of an oppres-
sive politico-economic order, swiftly becoming conscious of the causes underly-
ing their victimization. . . .

Racist oppression invades the lives of Black people on an infinite variety of lev-
els. Blacks are imprisoned in a world where our labor and toil hardly allow us to
eke out a decent existence, if we are able to find jobs at all. When the economy
begins to falter, we are forever the first victims, always the most deeply wounded.
When the economy is on its feet, we continue to live in a depressed state.
Unemployment is generally twice as high in the ghettos as it is in the country as
a whole and even higher among Black women and youth. The unemployment
rate among Black youth has presently skyrocketed to 30 percent. If one-third of
America’s white youths were without a means of livelihood, we would either be
in the thick of revolution or else under the iron rule of fascism. Substandard
schools, medical care hardly fit for animals, over-priced, dilapidated housing, a wel-
fare system based on a policy of skimpy concessions, designed to degrade and
divide (and even this may soon be canceled)—this is only the beginning of the list
of props in the overall scenery of oppression which, for the mass of Blacks, is the
universe.
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In Black communities, wherever they are located, there exists an ever-present
reminder that our universe must remain stable in its drabness, its poverty, its bru-
tality. From Birmingham to Harlem to Watts, Black ghettos are occupied,
patrolled and often attacked by massive deployments of police. The police, domes-
tic caretakers of violence, are the oppressor’s emissaries, charged with the task of
containing us within the boundaries of our oppression.

The announced function of the police, “to protect and serve the people,”
becomes the grotesque caricature of protecting and preserving the interests of our
oppressors and serving us nothing but injustice. They are there to intimidate
Blacks, to persuade us with their violence that we are powerless to alter the con-
ditions of our lives. Arrests are frequently based on whims. Bullets from their guns
murder human beings with little or no pretext, aside from the universal intimi-
dation they are charged with carrying out. Protection for drug-pushers, and Mafia-
style exploiters, support for the most reactionary ideological elements of the Black
community (especially those who cry out for more police), are among the many
functions of forces of law and order. They encircle the community with a shield
of violence, too often forcing the natural aggression of the Black community
inwards. [Frantz] Fanon’s analysis of the role of colonial police is an appropriate
description of the function of the police in America’s ghettos.

It goes without saying that the police would be unable to set into motion their
racist machinery were they not sanctioned and supported by the judicial system.
The courts not only consistently abstain from prosecuting criminal behavior on
the part of the police, but they convict, on the basis of biased police testimony,
countless Black men and women. Court-appointed attorneys, acting in the twisted
interests of overcrowded courts, convince 85 percent of the defendants to plead
guilty. Even the manifestly innocent are advised to cop a plea so that the lengthy
and expensive process of jury trials is avoided. This is the structure of the appa-
ratus which summarily railroads Black people into jails and prisons. (During my
imprisonment in the New York Women’s House of Detention, I encountered
numerous cases involving innocent Black women who had been advised to plead
guilty. One sister had entered her white landlord’s apartment for the purpose of
paying rent. He attempted to rape her and in the course of the ensuing struggle,
a lit candle toppled over, burning a tablecloth. The landlord ordered her arrested
for arson. Following the advice of her court-appointed attorney, she entered a
guilty plea, having been deceived by the attorney’s insistence that the court would
be more lenient. The sister was sentenced to three years.)

The vicious circle linking poverty, police courts, and prison is an integral ele-
ment of ghetto existence. Unlike the mass of whites, the path which leads to jails
and prisons is deeply rooted in the imposed patterns of Black existence. For this
very reason, an almost instinctive affinity binds the mass of Black people to the
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political prisoners. The vast majority of Blacks harbor a deep hatred of the police
and are not deluded by official proclamations of justice through the courts.

• • •

On September 9, 1971, more than one thousand inmates in New York’s Attica
Correctional Facility rose up in protest against what they described as brutal con-
ditions in the maximum security prison. They held more than forty guards hostage
in an effort to draw public attention to their situation. In the prison yard they set
up a remarkable community, with blacks and whites working together. Governor
Nelson Rockefeller refused to meet their demands and on September 12, he
ordered a military attack by state police and the National Guard, which resulted
in the deaths of thirty-two prisoners and eleven guards. The troops fired more than
two thousand rounds in the space of nine minutes, and brutalized prisoners as
they retook the prison. Afterwards, no officials, police, or guardsmen were pun-
ished, but prison rebels were given life sentences. Here are two voices from the
prisoners who took part in the Attica uprising. The first is L. D. Barkley, who read
a statement written by the Attica prisoners. Barkley was only twenty-one years
old when he was killed, only a few days after making this statement. The sec-
ond voice is one of the survivors of Attica, Frank “Big Black” Smith, who spent
years campaigning for recognition of the human rights abuses committed against
the Attica prisoners before his death in 2004.

Two Voices of the Attica Uprising 
(1971 and circa 1999)

ELLIOTT JAMES (“L. D.”) BARKLEY (SEPTEMBER 9, 1971)5

The entire incident that has erupted here at Attica is not a result of the dastardly
bushwhacking of the two prisoners [on] September 8th of 1971, but of the unmit-
igated oppression wrought by the racist administrative network of this prison
throughout the year.

We are men! We are not beasts and we do not intend to be beaten or driven as
such. The entire prison populace—that means each and every one of us here—
has set forth to change forever the ruthless brutalization and disregard for the lives
of the prisoners here and throughout the United States.

What has happened here is but the sound before the fury of those who are
oppressed. We will not compromise on any terms except those terms that are
agreeable to us. We call upon all the conscientious citizens of America to assist us
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