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Editors’ Note: This article contains portions
of the text of several letters and interviews by
Assata Shakur and comments by two noted
attorneys, Lennox Hinds and Michael Ratner.
The text that follows in italics is by Rosemari
Mealy, who has excerpted Assata’s writings
for CovertAction.

[ : overtAction Quarterly has always at-

tempted to present an alternative per-
4 spective that goes directly to the heart of
political issues. When tyrannical governments
infringe on the basic fundamental rights of indi-
viduals and groups through both domestic and
foreign counterinsurgency programs, their vic-
timization has been reported in this magazine.
Revelations over the years have exposed, for ex-
ample, the vicious methods of the FBIs Counter-
Intelligence Program (COINTELPRO) used
against U.S. political activists. Many innocent
individuals have been entrapped and then rail-
roaded through a hostile court system, criminal-
ized for no other reason than speaking out and
acting on their political beliefs. Forgotten in gen-
eral by the American public, more than 200 of
these men and women currently languish in pris-
ons throughout this country, some for more than
25 years.

One person who was able to escape horren-
dous persecution, after being convicted in 1977
by an all-white jury and sentenced to life plus 33
years in prison, was Assata Shakur (formerly
known as JoAnne Chesimard).

In her written statement to the 54th Session
of the United Nations Commission on Human
Rights, held in Geneva, Switzerland in March
1998, Assata Shakur testified:

The U.S. Senate’s 1976 Church Committee
report on intelligence operations inside the
U.S.A. revealed that, “The FBI has attempted
covertly to influence the public’s perception of
persons and organizations by disseminating
derogatory information to the press, either
anonymously or through ‘friendly’ news con-
tacts.”

In 1978 my case was one of many cases
brought before the United Nations..., exposing
the existence of political prisoners in the Uni-
ted States, their political persecution, and the
cruel and inhuman treatment they receive in
U.S. prisons.... [See sidebar.]

I was falsely accused in six different “crim-
inal cases,” and in all six of these cases I was
eventually acquitted or the charges were dis-
missed. The fact that I was acquitted or that
the charges were dismissed, did not mean that
I received justice in the courts; that was cer-

Rosemari Mealy is a radio producer-activist and host on
WBAI-FM in New York City and on its Pacifica Network.
She is the author of Fidel and Malcolm X: Memories of A
Meeting (Melbourne: Ocean Press, 1993). Mealy has lived
and worked in Cuba. (Photo on left by AP/Wide World
Photos. Assata being transferred to Middlesex County
Jail after her indictment.)
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tainly not the case. It only meant that the “ev-
idence” presented against me was so flimsy
and false that my innocence became evident.
This political persecution was part and parcel
of the government’s policy of eliminating po-
litical opponents by charging them with
crimes and arresting them with no regard to
the factual basis of such charges. ...

On May 2, 1973, 1, along with Zayd Malik
Shakur and Sundiata Acoli, were stopped on
the New Jersey Turnpike, supposedly for a
“faulty tail light.” Sundiata Acoli got out of the
car to determine why we were stopped. Zayd
and I remained in the car. State Trooper Har-
per then came to the car, opened the door, and
began to question us. Because we were black,
and riding in a car with Vermont license
plates, he claimed he became “suspicious.” He
then drew his gun, pointed it at us, and told us
to put our hands up in the air in front of us,
where he could see them. I complied and in a
split second, there was a sound that came from
outside the car, there was a sudden movement,
and I was shot once with my arms held up in

the air, and then once again from the back.
Zayd Malik Shakur was later killed, Trooper
Werner Foerster was killed. I was left on the
ground to die and when I did not, I was taken
to a local hospital where 1 was threatened,
beaten, and tortured....

Even though trooper Harper admitted that
he shot and killed Zayd Malik Shakur, under
the New Jersey felony murder law, 1 was
charged with killing both Zayd Malik Shakur,
who was my closest friend and comrade, and
charged in the death of Trooper Foerster. Nev-
er in my life have 1 felt such grief. Zayd had
vowed to protect me, and to help me to get to
a safe place, and it was clear that he had lost
his life trying to protect both me and Sundiata.
Although he was also unarmed, and the gun
that killed Trooper Foerster was found under
Zaydss leg, Sundiata Acoli, who was captured
later, was also charged with both deaths.
Neither Sundiata Acoli nor 1 ever received a
fair trial. We were both convicted in the news
media way before our trials. No news media
was ever permitted to interview us, although

THE U.N. PETITION

On December 11, 1978, attorney Lennox Hinds, on behalf of the National Conference of
Black Lawyers, the National Alliance Against Racism, and the Commission for Racial Jus-
tice of the United Church of Christ, sent a petition to the United Nations Commission on
Human Rights alleging a “consistent pattern of gross ... violations of human rights and fun-
damental freedoms of certain classes of political prisoners in the United States because of
their race, economic status, and political beliefs.”

The petition, referring to the case of Assata Shakur, stated that, “The FBI and the New
York Police Department, in particular, charged and accused Assata Shakur of participating
in attacks on law enforcement personnel, and widely circulated such charges and accusa-
tions among police agencies and units. The FBI and the NYPD further charged her as being
a leader of the Black Liberation Army, which the government and its respective agencies de-
scribed as an organization engaged in the shooting of police officers. This description of the
Black Liberation Army and the accusation of Assata Shakur’s relationship to it was widely
circulated by government agents among police agencies and units. As a result of these ac-
tivities by the government, Ms. Shakur became a hunted person; posters in police precincts
and banks described her as being involved in serious criminal activities; she was highlight-
ed on the FBI's most wanted list; and to police at all levels she became a “shoot-to-kill’ tar-
get.”

In response to the petition, seven international jurists visited a number of prisons on
August 3-20, 1979, and reported their findings. They listed four categories of prisoners, the
first of which were political prisoners, defined as “a class of victims of FBI misconduct
through the COINTELPRO strategy and other forms of illegal governmental conduct who
as political activists have been selectively targeted for provocation, false arrests, entrapment,
fabrication of evidence, and spurious criminal prosecutions. This class is exemplified by at
least: The Wilmington Ten, the Charlotte Three, Assata Shakur, Sundiata Acoli, Imari Oba-
dele and other Republic of New Africa defendants, David Rice, Ed Poindexter, Elmer "Ger-
onimo’ Pratt, Richard Marshall, Russell Means, Ted Means, and other American Indian
Movement defendants.” -

“One of the worst cases,” they wrote, “is that of Assata Shakur, who spent over twenty
months in solitary confinenent in two separate men’s prisons subject to conditions totally
unbefitting any prisoner. Many more months were spent in solitary confinement im mixed
or all-women’s prisons. Presently, after protracted litigation, she is confined at Clinton Cor-
rectional Facility for Women in maximum security. She has never on any occasion been
punished for any infraction of prison rules which might in any way justify such cruel or un-
usual punishment.”
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Assata speaking to U.5. Women’s delegation, Havana, Cuba, January 1998.
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Affirmation

! befieve in living.

! believe in the spectrum

of Bela days and Gamma people.

I believe in sunshine.

In windmills and waterfalls,
tricycles and rocking chairs.

And | believe that seeds grow info sprouts.
And sprouts grow info trees.

I believe in the magic of the hands.
And in the wisdom of the eyes.

I believe in rain and fears.

And in the blood of infinity.

1 believe in life.

And i have seen the death parade

march through the torso of the earth,
sculpting mud bodies in its path.

I have seem the destruction of the daylight,
and seen bloodthirsty maggots

prayed fo and saluted.

| have seen the kind become the biind
and the blind become the bind

in one easy lesson.

I'have walked on cut grass.

I have eaten crow and blunder bread
and breathed the stench of indifference.
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| have been locked by the lawless.

Handcuffed by the haters.
Gagged by the greedy.

And, if | know any thing at afl,
it's that a wall is justa wall
and nothing more at all.

It can be broken down.

I believe in living.

I befieve in birth.

| believe in the sweat of love
and in the fire of trutiy.

And i believe that a Jost ship,

steered by tired, seasick sailors,

can still be guided home
to port.
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A LETTER TO THE POPE
Havana, Cuba
March 1998

Your Holiness

I hope this letter finds you in good health, in
good disposition, and enveloped in the spirit of
goodness. I must confess that it had never occurred
to me before to write to you, and I find myself
overwhelmed and moved to have this opportunity.
Although circumstances have compelled me to reach
out to you, I am glad to have this occasion to try
and cross the boundaries that would otherwise tend
to separate us.

I understand that the New Jersey State Police
have written to you and asked you to intervene -and
to help facilitate my extradition back to the
United States. I believe that their request is un-
precedented in history. Since they have refused to
make their letter to you public, although they have
not hesitated to publicize their request, I am com-
pletely uninformed as to the accusations. they are
making against me. Why, I wonder, do I warrant
such attention? What do I represent that is such a
threat? )

Please let me take a moment to tell you about my-
self. My name is Assata Shakur and I was born and
raised in the United States. I am a descendant of
Africans who were kidnaped and brought to the
Americas as slaves. I spent my early childhood in
the racist segregated South. I later moved to the
northern part of the country, where I realized that
Black people were equally victimized by racism and
oppression.

I grew up and became a political activist, par-
ticipating in student struggles, the anti-war move-
ment, and, most of all, in the movement for the
liberation of African Americans in the United
States. I later joined the Black Panther Party, an
organization that was targeted by COINTELPRO, a
program that was set up by the Federal Bureau of
Investigation (FBI) to eliminate all political op-
position to the U.S. govermment’s policies, to de-
stroy the Black Liberation Movement in the U.S.,
and to discredit activists and to eliminate poten-
tial leaders.

As a result of being targeted by COINTELPRO, I,
like many other young people, was faced with the
threat of prison, underground, exile or death.

At this point, I think that it is important to
make one thing very clear. I have advocated and I
still advocate revolutionary changes in the struc-
ture and in the principles that govern the U.S. I
advocate an end to capitalist exploitation, the
abolition of racist policies, the eradication of
sexism, and the elimination of political repres-.
sion. If that is a crime, then I am totally

guilty. )
To make.a long story short, let me emphasize
that justice for me is not the issue ... it is

justice for my people that is at stake. When my
people receive justice, I am sure that I will re-
ceive it, too. I know that Your Holiness will
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wh your own conclusions, but I feel compelled to
=sent the circumstances surrounding the applica-
o of “justice” in New Jersey. I am not the

-2t nor the last person to be victimized by the
=w Jersey system of “justice.” The New Jersey
State Police are infamous for their racism and bru-
rality. Many legal actions have been filed against
them and just recently, in a class action legal
procesding, the New Jersey State Police were found
quilty of having an “officially sanctioned, de
facto policy of targeting minorities for investiga-

tion and arrest.”

nlt'mugh New Jersey’s population is more than 78
percentz white, more than 75 percent of the prison
popuilation is made up of Blacks and Latinos. Eighty
percent of women in New Jersey prisons are women
of color. There are 15 people on death row in the
state and seven of them are Black. A 1987 study
found that New Jersey prosecutors sought the death
penalty in 50 percent of cases involving a Black
defendant and a white victim, but in only 28 per-
cent of cases involving a Black defendant and a
BElack vietim.

Unfortunately, the situation in New Jersey is not
unicque, but reflects the racism that permeates the
entire country. The United States has the highest
rate of incarceration in the world. There are more
than 1.7 million people in U.S. prisons. This num-
b=r does not include the more than 500,000 people
in city and county jails, nor does it include the
alarming number of children in juvenile institu-
tions. The vast majority of those behind bars are
pecple of color and virtually all of those behind
bars are poor. The result of this reality is dev-
astating. One third of Black men between the ages
of 20 and 29 are either in prison or under the ju-

isdiction of the criminal justice system.

Prizons are big business in the United States,
and the building, running, and supplying of prisons
has become the fastest growing industry in the
country. Factories are being moved into the prisons
and prisoners are being forced to work for slave
wages. This super-exploitation of human beings has
mzant the institutionalization of a new form of
slavery, Those who camnot find work on the streets
are forced to work in prison.

Mot only are prisons being used as instruments of
ecocnonic exploitation, they-also serve as instru-
ments of political repression. There are more than
100 political prisoners in the U.S. They are
African Americans, Puerto Ricans, Chicanos, Native
mmericans, Asians, and progressive white people who
oppose the policies of the United States govern-
ment. Many of those targeted by the COINTELPRO pro-
gram have been in prison since the early 1970s.

Although the situation in the prisons is an indi-
paticn of human rights violations inside the United
Stares, there are other, more deadly indicators.
Thers are currently 3,365 people now on death row,
and more than 50 percent of those awaiting death
are people of color. Black people make up only 13
percent of the population, but we make up 41.01
percent of persons who have received the death
penzlty. The number of state assassinations has in-

m |'I' '-..-

T
i
i

o

=

"

E
¥
i

(1]

Number 65 CovERTAETION QUARTERLY 39



Elana Levy

creased drastically. Tn 1997
alone, 71 people were execubed.

A gpecial reporter assignaed oy
the United MNations Organization
found serious human rights viola-
ticns in the T.8., especially
those related to the deabh penal-
ty. According to these findings,
pecple who were mentally i1l were
sentencad to death, people with
gevers mental and learning dis-
abilities, as well as minors under
age 18. Sericus racial bias was
found on the part of judoes and
prosecutors. Specifically men-
tioned in the report was the case
of Mumia Abu-Jamal, the only po-
litical pri=cner gn death row, who
was sentenced bto death because of
his political beliefs and because
of his work a=z a jeournalist, ex-
posing police brutality in the
city of Philadelphia.

Police brutality is a daily oc-
currence in our cormmunitises. The
police have a virtwal license to
kill and they do kill: children,
grandmothers, anyone they perceive
to be the enemy. They shoot first
and ask guestionz later. Tnside
the jails and prisens there i= at
least as much brutality as there
was on slave plantaticns. An ever-
inereasing number of prisoners are

found hanging in their cells.

The United States is becoming a
land mare hostile to Black people
and other people of color. Raciam
iz rumning rampant and xenoghobia
ig en the rise. This has beesn es-
pecially true in the sphere of domestic policy,
Politicians are attempbing to blame social prob-
letie on Black people and other people of color.
There have been attacks on essentially all affir-
mative action programs designed to help corract
the accumulated results of hundreds of vears of
slavery and discrimination. In additien, the gov-
eroment sgems determined to eliminate 21l secial
programs that provide assistance to the poor, re-
sulting in a sitvation where millions of people do
nat have access to baszic health care, decent hous-
ing or quality education. It was with great happi-
ness that 1 read the Christmas message that Your
Holiness deliversd. T applaud you for taking up
the cause of the poor, the hameless, the unem-
ployed, The fact that you are addressing the is-
sues of today, unemplovment, hemelessness, childs
abuse, and the drug problem, is important bto peg-
ple all over cthe world, One third of Black pecple
in the United States liwve in poverty, and our com-
minities are inundated with drougs. We have every
reason bo believe that the CIA and other ocovern-
ment agencies are invelved in drug trafficking.

o s T i 1
Although we live in one of the richest, most tech-

nically advanced countries in the world, our real-
ity is similar to an undeveloped, Third Werld
country. We are a people who are truly sseking
freedom and harmorny.

A1l my 1ife T have been a spiritual person. I
first learmed of the struggle and the sacrifice of
Jdesus in the segregated churches of the South. T
converted to Cathelicism as a young girl. Inm my
adult life T have becoame & student of religien and
have studied Christianity, Islam, Amsian religions
and the African religions of my ancestors. T have
cocme to believe that God is universal in nature,
although called different names and with different
faces. I believe that some pecple spell God with
one "0" while others spell it with two.

What we call God is unimportant, &5 long as we
do God’'s work.

There are those who want to see God's wrach Fall
cn the oppressed and nob on the cppressors. T be-
lieve that the time has ended when slavery, colo-
nialism, and oppression can be carried out in the
name of religion. It was in the dungecns of prisan
that T felt the presence of God up close, and it
has been my belief in God, and in the goodness of
human beings that has helped me to survive. T am
not ashamed of having been in priscn, and T am
certainly not ashamed of having been a political
prisoner. I believe that Jesus was a political
prisoner who was executed because he fought
against the evils of the FRoman Empire, because he
fought the greed of the money changers in the tem-
ple, because he fought against the sins and injus-
tices of his time. &% a true child of God, Jesus
gpoke up for the poor, the meek, the sick, and
the oppressed. The early Christians were thrown
irico liens' dens. I will bty and follow the exam-
ple of so many who have stood up in the face of
overwhelming oppression.

I am not writing to ask you to interceds on my
behalf. I ask nothing for myself. I enly ask you
to examine the social reality of the TUnited States
and to speak out against the human rights viola-
tions that are taking place.

Cn this day, the birthday of Martin Luther King,
dre., I am reminded of all those who gave their
lives for freedom. Most of the people who live on
this planet are =till not free. I ask only that
you econbinue to work and pray to end oppression
and political repression. It is my heartfelt be-
lief that all the pedple cn this earth deservio
Jjustice: social justice, politiecal justice, and
economic justice. I believe it is the only way
that we will ever achieve peace and prosperity on
garth. I hope that vou enjoy your visit te Cuba.
Fhis is not a country that is rich in maberial
wealth, but it is a country that is rich in human
wealth, spiritwal wealth and moral wealth.

Fespectiully vyours,

Assata Shakur
Havrana: Cuba
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Mumia’s legal-defense team urgently
needs money to pursue his
appeal. Please make tax-
deductible contributions
payable to the Bill of Rights
Foundation, earmarked
‘Jamal,” and send to the
Committee to Save Mumia \.
Abu-Jamal, 163 Amsterdam o
Avenue, #115, New York, NY —
10023-5001.
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