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The war waged by the U.S. imperialists 
against the Islamist forces of Al Shabab in 
Somalia has been sharply escalated under 
President Trump, wreaking further havoc 
on that already devastated country. The 
U.S.- led terror campaign, which Wash-
ington expects to last for years to come, 
has driven some 2.6 million Somalis from 
their homes; untold thousands languish in 
squalid refugee camps. As a result of mil-
itary terror, drought and disease, famine 
stalks the population.

The ground war against the Shabab 
militia is being carried out by imperialist 
proxies—more than 20,000 African Union 
troops and the ragtag Somali army—over-
seen by some 500 U.S. military person-
nel. Meanwhile, unmanned and manned 
U.S. aircraft rain death and destruction on 
Somali villages in areas controlled by the 

Islamists. By the Pentagon’s own count, 
over 250 people have been blown away in 
some 30 airstrikes so far this year.

That carnage is a direct continuation 
of Barack Obama’s drone attacks in Paki-
stan, Yemen, Somalia and elsewhere that 
symbolized his execution of the “war on 
terror.” Apologists for the capitalist Dem-
ocratic Party claim that the Trump admin-
istration has lifted Obama- era restrictions 
on drone strikes by declaring wide swaths 
of Somalia “areas of active hostilities.” In 
fact, the rules of engagement had already 
been loosened toward the end of Obama’s 
presidency. As the New York Times (27 
November 2016) reported at the time:

“In Somalia, the 2013 rules limiting air-
strikes away from ‘areas of active hos-
tilities’ still apply for now. But in prac-
tice, restrictions are being eased there 
in another way: Over the past year, the 
military has routinely invoked a built- in 
exception to those rules for airstrikes 
taken in ‘self- defense,’ which can include 
strikes to help foreign partners even 
when Americans are not at direct risk.”

Layer upon layer of secrecy and deceit—
including adamant Pentagon denials of 

civilian deaths—keep the sordid reality 
of U.S. military operations in Africa from 
the public eye. However, Amnesty Inter-
national’s report The Hidden US War in 
Somalia, published last month, details a 
number of cases of U.S. drones blowing 
away farmers in their fields, individuals 
in their vehicles and other noncombatants. 
Retired brigadier general Donald Bolduc, 
who was commander of Special Opera-
tions Command Africa until 2017, told 
Amnesty that individuals are considered 
lawful targets based solely on four crite-
ria: age, gender, location and geograph-
ical proximity to Al Shabab, that is, all 
military- age males in its territory are fair 
game. During a review prompted by the 
report, AFRICOM, the U.S. Africa Com-
mand, grudgingly admitted to having 
killed two civilians a year ago.

Today, the U.S. has at least 7,200 troops 
and 34 military bases in Africa, including 
the airfield, Camp Baledogle in Somalia. 
The U.S. bases are mainly concentrated 
in West Africa, Libya and the Horn of 
Africa, serving as launchpads for drone 
attacks and commando raids against those 

designated “terrorists” by Washington. In 
one August 2017 raid, documented by 
Christina Goldbaum in two Daily Beast 
articles (29 November and 6 December 
2017), U.S. special ops and Somali army 
troops stormed a village, slaughtered ten 
unarmed civilians and placed weapons 
near the bodies to disguise the massacre. 
Such operations are carried out under the 
September 2001 Authorization for Use 
of Military Force that was passed with 
the near- unanimous support of Congress, 
including “progressive” 2020 Democratic 
presidential hopeful Bernie Sanders.

The U.S. military presence in Africa 
can only sow increased instability, vio-
lence and desperation throughout the con-
tinent, which has suffered over a century 
of colonial and neocolonial rape by the 
European and U.S. imperialists. It is in 
the interest of the American proletariat to 
demand the withdrawal from Somalia of 
all U.S. troops, as well as those of the Afri-
can Union. While we communists oppose 
everything that Islamist reactionaries like 
Al Shabab stand for, we recognize that any 

APRIL 15—Last Thursday, Julian 
Assange, the founder of WikiLeaks, was 
dragged out of the Ecuadorean Embassy 
in London by British cops and arrested. 
He is now being held in the maximum 
security Belmarsh prison on an extradi-
tion request from Washington. Assange, 
an Australian citizen, has been in the 
crosshairs of U.S. imperialism for years. 
Both Democrats and Republicans have 
been howling for his head ever since 
2010 when WikiLeaks released a trove 
of documents provided by Chelsea Man-
ning, then an intelligence analyst in the 

U.S. Army, that exposed U.S. war crimes 
in Iraq, Afghanistan and elsewhere. No 

extradition! Free Julian Assange now! 

For unobstructed passage to any country 

that grants him asylum!

Assange resided in the embassy for 
seven years, having been granted polit-
ical asylum by Ecuador’s then president 
Rafael Correa. At the time, he was fac-
ing deportation to Sweden on bogus 
allegations of “sexual molestation” and 
“rape,” which was simply a step toward 
handing him over to U.S. authorities. 
Correa’s successor, the U.S. imperialist 

lackey Lenín Moreno, revoked Assange’s 
asylum (as well as the Ecuadorean citi-
zenship he had acquired). Trampling on 
the sovereignty of his country, Moreno 
threw open the embassy doors to the 
British cops.

Workers in the U.S. and Britain must 
fight to keep Assange from falling 
into  the clutches of the U.S. imperi-
alist  butchers. The Partisan Defence 
Committee, a legal and social defense 
organization associated with the Sparta-
cist League/Britain, wrote to the British 
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Bodies of Somalis killed in U.S.-led raid last May. AFRICOM head, Marine General Thomas D. Waldhauser (second from right), greeted by U.S. ambassador 
on visit to Somalia, November 2018.

Ruptly

Arrest of Julian Assange, April 11.

Killer Drones and Imperialist Terror
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We reprint below a March 23 letter by 
the Bay Area Spartacist League to the 
editor of the San Francisco Bay View 
newspaper. It was published April 2 on 
the Bay View’s website under the head-
line: “It’s True: As San Francisco Mayor, 
Dianne Feinstein Did Repeatedly Fly a 
Confederate Flag in Front of City Hall.” 

*   *   *

To the Editor:

The San Francisco Bay View has been 
falsely accused of retailing fake news for 
publishing the article “1984: Confederate 
flag of slavery taken down from San Fran-
cisco Civic Center—3 times!” (2 August 
2015). The article first appeared in the 10 
July 2015 issue of Workers Vanguard (WV), 
the newspaper of the Spartacist League, 
under the headline, “We Tore Down the Flag 
of Slavery!” These events were reported 
at the time not only in our paper but also 
in newspapers such as the San Francisco 
Chronicle, San Francisco Examiner, Oak-
land Tribune, Los Angeles Times and USA 
Today, as well as the national black press, 
including the New York Amsterdam News, 
Chicago Defender and Oakland Post.

Apparently, once again, supporters of 
Democratic California Senator Dianne 
Feinstein are determined to write out of 
history the fact that, as mayor of San Fran-
cisco at the time, she infamously fought to 
keep the flag of slavery and KKK race ter-
ror flying in front of City Hall. One tack 
is to claim that the flag was taken down in 
1964 and therefore the events described in 
the article never happened at all.

A slightly less crude approach is taken 
by a 27 February post on snopes.com, the 
“fact checking” website of Snopes Media 
Group (one of whose directors is a former 
Wall Street Journal executive). Snopes 
admits that militants of the Spartacist 
League and Labor Black League for Social 
Defense took down this incitement to geno-
cide in 1984, but rates as “unproven” that 
Feinstein had anything to do with it being 
there. They say, “The Confederate battle 
flag was only replaced once in April 1984, 
not repeatedly” and that “it’s not clear that 
Feinstein herself, as opposed to another 
city official or even a rogue employee, was 
responsible for its replacement.” Snopes 
in all seriousness quotes Thomas Malloy, 
then general manager of the city’s Recre-
ation and Park Department, saying that a 
Confederate flag was put up the third time 
“quite by accident”! Snopes does not men-
tion that Doris Ward, a black member of 
the San Francisco Board of Supervisors, 
found this statement as unbelievable as we 
did, declaring: “I do not accept that it got 
up there inadvertently” (Oakland Tribune, 
6 July 1984). 

The story does start in 1964. But this 
only underscores that Feinstein knew 
exactly what she was doing. At that time, 
the Civil Rights movement was raging 
across the country. The Confederate bat-
tle flag flew over the Alabama statehouse 
of George “segregation forever” Wallace 
and the KKK brutally murdered three 
civil rights workers in Mississippi. Mass 
mobilizations against racist discrimina-
tion had shaken San Francisco.

In June 1964, a display of “historical 
flags” went up in San Francisco Civic 
Center including the KKK Confeder-
ate battle flag. Within days, Democratic 
Party mayor John Shelley was inundated 
with demands to take down this “badge 
of slavery,” as documented recently by 
Peter Hartlaub in the San Francisco 
Chronicle (25 August 2017). On July 12, 
1964, during a 40,000- strong civil rights 
demonstration protesting the Republi-
can Party convention then taking place 
in the city, activists pulled it down and 
put it in the trash where it belonged (San 
Francisco Examiner, 13  July 1964). It 
had to be removed two more times, as 
Shelley kept putting it back up. Finally, 
in late August, Shelley substituted the 
lesser- known official Confederate “Stars 

and Bars,” which stayed up for a number 
of years. (See San Francisco Examiner, 
issues dated 25 July, 22 August and 28 
August 1964, 2 May 1967.)

In 1964, Dianne Feinstein had already 
been active in San Francisco’s Demo-
cratic Party politics for several years. By 
1981, Feinstein had become mayor herself. 
Confederate- flag- waving Klan and Nazi 
terrorists, emboldened by Ronald Rea-
gan’s racist reaction and war drive against 

the Soviet Union, were on the offensive. 
At a 1981 Memorial Day ceremony, Fein-
stein presided over the re- installation of the 
Confederate battle flag in Civic Center as 
part of a set donated by the Bechtel corpo-
ration, at Feinstein’s request, to replace the 
original flags (Oakland Tribune, 19 April 
1984). “San Francisco is proud to fly these 
flags where both visitors and residents alike 
may see and appreciate the more than 200 
years of America’s rich history which they 
symbolize,” she declared, as reported by 
the 21 May 1981 San Francisco Examiner.

It did not take long before complaints 
started coming in to the office of Super-
visor Doris Ward. Local 6 of the Inter-
national Longshoremen’s and Warehouse-
men’s Union (ILWU) passed a motion 
demanding that the racist banner come 
down. It did come down in 1982 for a 
mass labor rally to get out the vote for 
the Democrats, but went back up within a 
week (see “Black Militant Puts Dixie Flag 
on Trial,” WV No. 357, 22 June 1984).

On April 15, 1984, black Spartacist 
League representative Richard (Ritchie) 
Bradley donned a Civil War Union Army 
uniform, scaled the 50- foot flagpole and 
ripped the flag of slavery down. Cheered 
on by protesters, Pete Woolston, a mem-
ber of the ILWU Local 6 General Exec-
utive Board, burned it. Both Bradley and 
Woolston were arrested. Like Shelley 20 
years earlier, Feinstein put the flag right 
back up. After Bradley ripped the sec-
ond flag to shreds the next day, he was 
arrested again (WV No. 353, 27 April 
1984). Recreation and Park manager Mal-
loy declared that “he will continue to fly 
the Confederate flag until or unless the 

Board of Supervisors orders it down” (San 
Francisco Examiner, 17 April 1984).

In 1984, the Democratic national con-
vention was coming to town and Feinstein 
was angling for a spot on the Democratic 
Party ticket as vice president. To that end, 
she was eager to “make San Francisco 
safe for the neanderthal Strom Thurmond 
types and the current George Wallacites, 
her Dixiecrat brothers- in- arms who will 
soon be arriving,” as we put it at the time 
(WV No. 358, 6 July 1984). 

After an appeal by Supervisor Ward, 
Feinstein grudgingly agreed not to put the 
KKK flag up again. But the city pressed 
charges against Bradley. As Colin Kalm-
bacher, writing on the website Law & 
Crime (27 February 2018), put it: “Fein-
stein’s office worked with San Francisco’s 
then- District Attorney Arlo Smith on the 
prosecution. Of particular concern to 
Feinstein was that Bradley make ‘restitu-
tion’ to the City of San Francisco for the 
destroyed flag.” Bradley demanded his 
day in court to put Feinstein on trial for 
defending the flag of slavery.

On April 29, Bradley climbed the now- 
bare pole a third time to raise a replica 
of the garrison flag flown at Fort Sum-
ter, South Carolina, in 1861, when it was 
attacked by the slaveowners’ Confederacy 
in the first battle of the Civil War (San 
Francisco Examiner, 30 April 1984). 
Feinstein was furious. At Bradley’s trial, 
the vice- mayor testified that Feinstein had 
personally ordered the Fort Sumter flag 
taken down the next day and delivered to 
the mayor’s office, only to be shredded and 
thrown away (WV No. 357, 22 June 1984).

After Bradley’s trial ended on June 4 
with the jury deadlocked eight to four for 
acquittal, the DA moved to dismiss all the 
charges. But Feinstein wouldn’t let it rest. 
She had promised to replace the Confed-
erate battle flag with the “California Hun-
dred” flag of the volunteers from the state 
who fought against slavery in the Civil 
War. Instead, just as Shelley had done 
20 years earlier, she had the Confederate 
“Stars and Bars” run up the bare pole at 
the end of June, on the eve of the Demo-
cratic convention. An “accident”? Let the 
reader judge. In the early hours of June 
29, a group of trusted union brothers cut 
down the whole pole (WV No. 359, 20 July 
1984). Their commendable act finally put 
an end to Confederate flags flying in San 
Francisco Civic Center.

This history shows how race terror and 
its flag are woven into the fabric of capi-
talist society in the U.S. The Civil War that 
ended chattel slavery, together with the 
brief period of radical Reconstruction that 
followed, were the last progressive acts of 
a capitalist class that requires the racist 
oppression of black people to maintain its 
rule. The Democratic Party is historically 
the party of slavery and Jim Crow segre-
gation. It remains today one of the two 
main parties running this racist, capitalist 
order. The Spartacist League sees the fight 
for black freedom as central to the fight 
for workers power in the U.S. That’s why 
we say “Finish the Civil War! For Black 
Liberation Through Socialist Revolution!”

To learn more, readers can visit the Work-
ers Vanguard website at icl- fi.org, where a 
more recent article, “Confederate Flag in 
Dianne Feinstein’s Attic” (issue No. 1130, 
23 March 2018) is posted. The events of 
1984 are fully documented in issues of WV 
published that year dated 27 April, 11 May, 
25 May, 8 June, 22 June, 6 July, 22 July, 
and 14 September. They can be accessed 
through the website’s “archives” link and 
are also available in bound volumes. n
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15 April 1984: Spartacist League supporter Richard Bradley climbs flagpole 
in front of San Francisco Civic Center to rip down Confederate battle flag.

Refuting the Lies

Yes, Dianne Feinstein Raised 
the Flag of Slavery
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military setback for the imperialists aids 
the cause of the workers and oppressed 
peoples of the planet. The U.S. rulers’ 
wars overseas, under both Democratic 
and Republican administrations, go hand 
in hand with their attacks on labor, black 
people and all the oppressed at home. U.S. 

troops, bases out of Africa!

Imperialism is the most advanced 
stage of capitalist development, marked 
by the domination of finance capital. 
In the imperialist epoch, the advanced 
powers wage wars of plunder and com-
pete to redivide the world into spheres of 
exploitation. Opposition to all imperialist 
wars and occupations is a necessary part 
of our fight to forge a revolutionary work-
ers party in the U.S. capable of leading 
the multiracial proletariat to power and 
sweeping away the capitalist system.

Decades of U.S. 
Imperialist Depredations

The 1991- 92 counterrevolutionary de-
struction of the Soviet Union, a bureau-
cratically degenerated workers state, had 
worldwide repercussions, not least in 
the Horn of Africa. That world- historic 
defeat for the toilers of the world elim-
inated what had been the only real mil-
itary counterweight to the marauding 
imperialists.

At the end of 1992, the administration 
of George Bush Sr., operating under a UN 
“humanitarian” fig leaf, sent 25,000 U.S. 
troops to Somalia supposedly to help its 
starving population. In fact, the famine 
coincided with the largest one- year fall in 
grain production in history, engineered by 
the U.S. to drive up prices. Democrat Bill 
Clinton intensified the occupation in the 
guise of saving a “failed state” with the 
approval of Congress, including then Rep-
resentative Bernie Sanders. As we wrote 
at the time: 

“The whole U.S./UN intervention has 
been cloaked in the rhetoric of humani-
tarian aid. ‘Operation Restore Hope’ has 

instead turned Somalia once again into 
a UN ‘trusteeship,’ with imperialist gen-
darmes acting on orders from the Penta-
gon. The American expeditionary force 
went in when the famine was already 
dissipating. The real purposes were to 
allow the U.S. to act as global cops, 
and let President Bush look tough in the 
waning days of his presidency. Now with 
his poll ratings down, Democrat Clinton 
wants to do the same.”

— “U.S./UN Troops Slaughter 
Somalis,” WV No. 578, 
18 June 1993

By the middle of 1993, U.S. helicopter 
gunships were regularly bombing Mog-
adishu. Somalis were brutalized, shot at 
roadblocks and massacred when they re-
sisted the occupiers. After Somali mili-
tiamen shot down two Black Hawk heli-
copters on October 3, U.S. Special Forces 
massacred over 1,000 Somalis. But the 
Somalis fought back, killing 18 U.S. sol-
diers. After that humiliating defeat, which 
sparked an outcry in the U.S. and came 
to be known as “Black Hawk Down,” the 
imperialists withdrew from Somalia, their 
tail between their legs. It is a good illus-
tration of how military blows against the 
imperialists can spur popular opposition 
at home against depredations of the U.S. 
ruling class.

After the U.S. withdrawal, a degree 
of civil order across much of Somalia 
was re- established by the sharia- based 
Islamic Courts Union (ICU), an alli-
ance of various Islamists. Its retrograde 
regime in Mogadishu was toppled in 2006 
when Ethiopian troops acting as Amer-
ican proxies—and in the service of the 
Ethiopian rulers’ own interests—invaded 
Somalia with the support of U.S. Special 
Forces and airstrikes. Washington’s stated 
rationale for the overthrow of the ICU was 
to prevent the emergence of an Al Qaeda 
“safe haven.” As it happened, Al Shabab 
emerged as an offshoot of the ICU out of 
the fight against the two- year Ethiopian 
occupation, eventually taking control of 
Mogadishu and most of southern and cen-
tral Somalia. 

Once again, the imperialists inter-
vened using African proxies. In 2011, 
an African Union “peacekeeping” force 

sponsored by the UN, funded by the 
European Union and commanded by U.S. 
military “advisers,” ousted Al Shabab 
from Mogadishu and, the following year, 
from the southern port of Kismayo. That 
force, the African Union Mission in 
Somalia (AMISOM), continues to sow 
terror in the countryside. Al Shabab has 
retaliated with its own heinous terrorist 
attacks in Uganda and Kenya, target-
ing soccer fans, a shopping mall and a 
university campus. In turn, Somalis in 
Kenya have been the victims of brutal 
pogroms.

What explains the U.S. imperialists’ 
longstanding military engagement in 
Somalia? The answer begins with that 
country’s strategic location. Just off Soma-
lia’s northern coast is the Gulf of Aden, 
which leads to Bab el- Mandeb, the narrow 
choke point through which all maritime 
traffic from the Mediterranean Sea to the 
Indian Ocean passes. Then there is the 
continent- wide importance of Africa’s 
natural resources, from copper and other 
metals to oil. (Exploitation rights to oil 
and gas deposits off the coast of Somalia 

are to be tendered later this year). And 
with the rise of militant Islamist forces in 
Somalia, largely in reaction to imperialist 
aggression, the U.S. rulers keep waving 
the banner of the endless, worldwide “war 
on terror.”

Not least of the imperialists’ concerns 
in Africa is the influence of the Chi-
nese bureaucratically deformed workers 
state, which for the past decade has been 
Africa’s biggest trading partner. The 
most powerful of the remaining coun-
tries where capitalist rule has been over-
thrown, China is the central target of the 
imperialists’ global counterrevolution-
ary machinations. It is a crime that the 
Stalinist rulers in Beijing today contrib-
ute over 2,000 troops to UN “peacekeep-
ing” missions across the continent. Such 
missions are undertaken on behalf of the 
imperialists.

Imperialist subjugation of dependent 
countries like Somalia is an obstacle to 
social progress and promises only fur-
ther slaughter and misery. The way for-
ward for Africa’s impoverished masses 
is shown by the program of permanent 
revolution, developed by Leon Trotsky 
and verified by the Russian October 
1917 Revolution. Trotsky recognized 
that in semicolonial countries modern-
ization and liberation from the imperi-
alist yoke require smashing capitalist 
rule and opening the way to socialist 
development. The continent’s proletar-
ian concentrations —from the industrial 
workers in South Africa and Egypt to the 
oil workers in Nigeria and the port work-
ers in Kenya—are crucial to this per-
spective. As we wrote in “U.S. Troops, 
Bases Out of Africa!” (WV No. 1122, 
17 November 2017):

“The task of Marxists is to forge Trotsky-
ist vanguard workers parties—sections 
of a reforged Fourth International—that 
would link the struggle for workers rev-
olutions in Africa to the fight for prole-
tarian revolution in the U.S., France and 
other imperialist centers. With the prole-
tariat in power on a global scale, technol-
ogy and industrial development will be 
tapped to lift the world’s masses out of 
want and misery on the road to building 
a classless communist society.” n

Somalia...
(continued from page 1)

Fighting for  
Revolutionary Continuity

The ideas of revolutionary Marxism do not 
exist in the abstract; they are carried forward 
by successive generations of revolutionary 
fighters. Jim Robertson, the founder of our 
international tendency, devoted much of his 
energy to politically arming a new layer of 
communist militants. That vital concern is 
expressed in the following quotes from Leon 
Trotsky, co-leader with V. I. Lenin of the Octo-

ber 1917 Russian Revolution, and James P. Cannon, the founding leader of American 
Trotskyism. The International Communist League seeks to maintain and extend the 
proletarian, revolutionary and internationalist tradition of our Marxist forebears in 
our fight to reforge the Fourth International, the necessary instrument to lead the 
working class to power worldwide.

I think that the work in which I am engaged now, despite its extremely insuffi-
cient and fragmentary nature, is the most important work of my life—more import-
ant than 1917, more important than the period of the Civil War or any other.

For the sake of clarity I would put it this way. Had I not been present in 1917 in 
Petersburg, the October Revolution would still have taken place—on the condition 
that Lenin was present and in command....

Thus I cannot speak of the “indispensability” of my work, even about the period 
from 1917 to 1921. But now my work is “indispensable” in the full sense of the 
word. There is no arrogance in this claim at all. The collapse of the two Interna-
tionals has posed a problem which none of the leaders of these Internationals is at 
all equipped to solve. The vicissitudes of my personal fate have confronted me with 
this problem and armed me with important experience in dealing with it. There is 
now no one except me to carry out the mission of arming a new generation with 
the revolutionary method over the heads of the leaders of the Second and Third 
International. And I am in a complete agreement with Lenin (or rather Turgenev) 
that the worst vice is to be more than 55 years old! I need at least about five more 
years of uninterrupted work to ensure the succession.

—Leon Trotsky, Trotsky’s Diary in Exile (25 March 1935)

*   *   *
I also remember the words Trotsky wrote in his Diary in Exile, when he was in 

Norway and he was bound hand and foot and he was not in good health and he was 
55 years old.... He said: I must live another five years to prepare the succession. I’ve 
often thought of those words [and] that that is the supreme duty of the leaders—to 
prepare the succession. And some of us went about it consciously, I especially. One 
man can’t do it all, as quite a few nuts think they can. One man can’t live forever 
and his greatest contribution is to prepare others to take his place.

—James P. Cannon, Interview with Harry Ring (13 February 1974)

TROTSKY LENIN

Last week, Jim Robertson, a central founder of the Spartacist League/
U.S. and the International Communist League, died. He was 90 years 
old and had been a member of the workers movement for more than 70 
years. He remained an active collaborator and an essential component 
of the leadership of the SL/U.S. and of the ICL up until the very end.

His death is a tremendous loss to the ICL. We extend our con-
dolences to Jim’s family and his numerous friends and comrades.

A thorough appreciation of Jim’s life and work, as well as 
notices for memorials, will be published in an upcoming issue of 
Workers Vanguard.

Spartacist

AP

The real face of U.S. “humanitarian” 
occupation of Somalia: Marine kicks 
boy in Mogadishu, December 1992.

Jim Robertson
1928-2019
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We reprint below an article from Work-
ers Hammer No. 244 (Winter 2018-2019), 
publication of the Spartacist League/ 
Britain, section of the Interna tional Com-
munist League (Fourth Internationalist). 
The Socialist Party ad dressed in it is an 
affiliate of the Committee for a Workers’ 
International (CWI), as is Socialist Alter-
native in the U.S.

“Some of the most disturbing prison 
conditions we have ever seen.” That was 
the verdict of the 2017- 18 annual report by 
the Prison Inspectorate covering England 
and Wales. More than 80,000 men and 
women are crammed into squalid cells, 
often for 22 hours a day, in prisons crawl-
ing with rats and cockroaches, full of bro-
ken glass, exposed wiring and overflowing 
toilets—conditions in which even animals 
cannot legally be kept.

The report gives a small window into 
the lives of prisoners. They are beaten, 
terrorised and strip searched; denied med-
ical care and fed (or starved) on £2 [$2.60] 
a day. Her Majesty’s dungeons express in 
concentrated form the organised violence 
upon which this nasty, racist, capitalist 
society depends.

With prisoners driven to the point 
where they can tolerate their conditions 
no longer, suicides and incidents of self- 
harm are rampant. There has recently 
been a series of prison riots in England, 
Scotland and Wales, including during 
summer 2018 at Lowdham Grange prison 
in Nottingham. Prisoners rebelled after 
having been subjected to racist taunts and 
violence from balaclava- clad screws; one 
handcuffed inmate was thrown down the 
stairs. The November 2016 riot at HMP 
Bedford broke out after prisoners there 
had been locked in their cells 23 hours a 
day and denied basic items such as toilet 
paper and soap. In September 2015, on 
the 25th anniversary of the Strangeways 
prison riot, the largest in British history, 
Stuart Horner, serving a life sentence for 
murder, scaled the roof at Strangeways to 
deliver the message: “It’s not 1990, tell the 
government we’ve all had enough, sort the 
whole system.”

As Marxists, we support any amelio-
ration of the horrific conditions for those 
locked behind bars and barbed wire. 
However, we understand that the prisons 
cannot be reformed into humane institu-
tions. They are part of the machinery of 
capitalist state repression, whose core is 
the police and the army. The fundamental 
function of the capitalist state is to main-
tain through force or threat of force the 
rule and property of the exploiting class.

The brutal and dehumanising condi-
tions of imprisonment serve only to fur-
ther degrade those deemed criminals by 
this predatory society. In fact, the world of 
lumpen crime merely reflects on a small 

scale the “ethics” of the big bourgeoisie. 
As the murderer Macheath says in Bertolt 
Brecht’s Threepenny Opera, “What is the 
crime of robbing a bank compared to the 
crime of founding one?” The fate of the 
prison population is linked to the struggle 
of the proletariat to emancipate itself from 
the system of capitalist wage slavery.

The Marxist attitude towards crime and 
punishment is that we are against it. Social-
ists do not proceed from the standpoint of 
punishing the offender. Such a vindictive 
attitude is fundamentally a religious rather 
than a materialist conception of social rela-
tions. Of course, a humane and rational 
society, which capitalism decidedly is not, 
may find a need to separate out certain 
dangerous individuals—for the protection 
of others as well as themselves. But this 
would be done without stigma or depri-
vation and with education, medical care, 
rehabilitation and the goal of reintegration 
as productive members of society.

Money for Guns Not Butter?

England and Wales have the highest in-
carceration rate in Western Europe. The 
prisons are filled to overflowing with 
those at the bottom of society, driven out 
of the productive economy into a lumpen 
existence and/or framed up based on class, 
racial or religious background—including 
as a result of the anti- Muslim “war on ter-
ror.” Incarceration rates for black people 
in Britain are even more disproportion-
ate than in the U.S., as a September 2017 

review by a committee headed by Labour 
[Party Member of Parliament] MP David 
Lammy reported. Black youth are nine 
times more likely than white youth to 
be banged up. Gypsies, Roma and Irish 
Travellers, who make up 0.1 per cent of 
the population, make up fifty times that 
proportion of the male prison popula-
tion. Muslims comprise five per cent of 
the population, but almost 15 per cent of 
prisoners.

The Blair Labour governments’ “tough 
on crime” policies produced a rise in incar-
ceration rates, and the construction of a 
raft of new prisons, many run by private 
companies. [Labour leader Jeremy] Cor-
byn’s 2017 general election manifesto 
recycled Blair’s slogan “Labour is tough on 
crime, tough on the causes of crime,” and 
promised more prison guards, cops and 
immigration police. This manifesto was 
praised by the Labourite refor mists of the 
Socialist Party as “an important step in the 
right direction” (Socialist, 18 May 2017).

Trampling on the elementary principles 
of socialism, the Socialist Party likewise 
demands more money and more screws: 
“The prison and probation services must 
be fully renationalised with all staff cuts 
reversed, and fully funded to ensure 
the safety of all prisoners and workers” 
(Socialist, 23 August 2018). This is an 
obscene twist on the shopworn reformist 
demand for butter not guns.

There may be no lower form of life than 
private contractors like G4S, who pad 
their pockets at the expense of prisoners. 
But whether contracted to private capital-
ists or directly run by Her Majesty’s cap-
italist government, prisons are hellholes.

Overcrowding in the prisons is a result 
of deindustrialised Britain casting off huge 
numbers of the population as surplus to its 
needs—fit, in the eyes of the bourgeoisie, 
only for a cage. In particular, black and 
Asian youth are targeted under the “war 
on drugs,” for purported gang connec-
tions or for carrying a knife. Our answer 
to such racist witch hunts is  simple: Let 

them go!

We are against all state measures to dis-
arm the population, which leave weapons 
only in the hands of the cops and crimi-
nals. We also oppose laws against drug use, 
gambling, prostitution and other “crimes 
without victims,” including mutually con-

sensual sexual relations—down with age 

of consent laws! Such laws extend the 
reach of the state into the private affairs of 
individuals and help to buttress the social 
order by ideologically regimenting the 
bourgeoisie’s wage slaves. The 2017 ban 
on smoking in prisons cruelly deprived 
prisoners of one of the few reprieves they 
were allowed.

Socialist Party Backs the Jailers

Because prisons are a core compo-
nent of the bourgeois state, the attitude 
of ostensible socialists on this question 
is a key test of their political credentials. 
Grotesquely, the Socialist Party has taken 
the side of the jailers. Many recent issues 
of its newspaper, the Socialist, have fea-
tured articles promoting the POA [Prison 
Officers’ Association] screws “union” and 
retailing its demands to make the prisons 
“safe.” The safety of prisoners is endan-
gered by the prison guards themselves! 
Prison guards, like the cops, have no 
place in the workers movement. Police 
and probation officers out of Unison [pub-
lic service union]! Immigration cops out 
of the PCS [Public and Commercial Ser-
vices Union]! POA out of the TUC [Trades 
Union Congress]!

The fundamental purpose of the cops 
and the prisons is not to protect working 
people from crime, as the Socialist Party 
would have us believe, but to protect the 
power and profits of the capitalist class 
against its enemies, real or perceived—
centrally the working class. That is why 
an army of cops flooded the coalfields 
during the heroic 1984- 85 miners strike, 
and why strike militants filled up the jails. 
And why the Pentonville Five dockers and 
the Shrewsbury 24 building workers were 
locked up for picketing during 1972 strikes.

Then there are those who were “inno-
cent until proven Irish”—like the Guild-
ford Four and the Birmingham Six, 
framed up for pub bombings the cops 
knew they did not commit. Bobby Sands 
and nine others starved to death in 1981 
on hunger strike fighting for Irish Repub-
licans at Northern Ireland’s notorious 
Maze Prison to be recognised as politi-
cal prisoners. Shamelessly, in 2008 the 
Socialist Party hailed a campaign by air-
port security guards—adjuncts of the cap-
italist state. One of these, Madan Gupta, 
had previously been a prison guard at the 
Maze during the hunger strike.

Never Nearer to Menshevism

Iain Dalton of the Socialist Party’s 
national committee has written a pam-
phlet hailing the 1918- 19 cop “strikes,” 
outrageously titled “Never Nearer to Bol-
shevism”—The Police Strikes of 1918- 19 
(2018). Dalton enthuses: “Even at Spe-
cial Branch, 25 sergeants and 16 consta-
bles joined the strike!” This is the very 
agency dedicated to spying on and perse-
cuting militant trade unionists and leftists, 
including the Socialist Party!

Inspired by the October Revolution 
in Russia in 1917, a wave of working- 
class struggle swept Britain after World 
War I. In reviewing his own book for 
the Socialist (30 August 2018), Dalton 
claims: “Nothing terrified the ruling 
class as much as the thought that the very 
‘armed bodies of men’ making up part 
of their state machine—the police and 
army—could become infected with the 
revolutionary malady.” What a perversion 
of truth! The cops knew they were well 
placed to demand better terms for their 
services to the ruling class in suppress-
ing the “revolutionary malady.” They had 
been busy arresting strike leaders, con-
fiscating socialist literature (including 
10,000 copies of Leon Trotsky’s pamphlet 
War and Revolution), disabling printing 
presses and attacking protests.

Socialist Party

Guards rally at Leeds prison during national walkout demanding increased 
repressive measures against prisoners, September 2018.

 Socialist Party photos

Socialist Party backs the jailers. Left: Prison guard “union” leader Joe  Simpson 
addresses SP’s Socialism 2012 conference. Right: SP poster defending 
 capitalist prisons.

Peter Taaffe’s CWI: Correctional Workers International

Britain’s Prison Hell

Cops, Prison Guards  
Out of the Unions!
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The Socialist Party wilfully obscures 
the difference between police—who vol-
untarily hire themselves out to terrorise 
blacks and minorities, smash picket lines 
and otherwise violently defend capitalist 
class rule and property—and soldiers, 
who are used as cannon fodder in the 
capitalist rulers’ wars abroad. In condi-
tions of revolutionary turmoil, it is possi-
ble and necessary to split the base of the 
army away from the officer corps; but the 
police must be swept away altogether.

In his History of the Russian Revolu-
tion (1930), Trotsky describes the enor-
mous hatred for the police among the 
proletarian masses in Russia in Febru-
ary 1917: “Toward the police the crowd 
showed ferocious hatred. They routed the 
mounted police with whistles, stones and 
pieces of ice. In a totally different way 
the workers approached the soldiers.... 
The police are fierce, implacable, hated 
and hating foes. To win them over is out 
of the question.”

Contrary to the Socialist Party’s fre-
quent assertions that the cops are working- 
class lads, as professional strikebreakers 
the cops fall outside the social relations 
of the process of production, regardless 
of their social origins. They are neither 
workers nor any part of the working class. 
As Trotsky put it in “What Next?” (1932): 
“The worker who becomes a policeman 
in the service of the capitalist state, is 
a bourgeois cop, not a worker.” Every 
trade- union member who’s been done for 
defending a picket line, and all the black 
and minority youth who’ve had their heads 
bashed for walking down the street, know 
what “militant police action” means.

The Socialist Party’s attitude towards 
the forces of state repression is not some 
bizarre accident. The Socialist Party is 
a descendant of the Militant tendency. 
Buried for decades in the Labour Party, 
Peter Taaffe’s followers adapted to their 
host. Taaffe argues at great length in “The 
Role of the State,” printed in The State: A 
Warning to the Labour Movement (1983), 
that socialism can result from electing a 
Labour government. Following a parlia-
mentary vote, Labour would supposedly 
proceed to nationalise the commanding 
heights of the economy (and grant com-
pensation based on “proven need,” appar-
ently for those capitalists who fear being 
forced to live by their own labour). Of 
course, this pipe- dream has nothing to do 
with the Labour Party’s real programme 
or practice.

In place of the Marxist understanding 
that proletarian revolution is necessary 
to overthrow the class dictatorship of the 
exploiters, Taaffe alleges: “A peaceful 

socialist transformation of society, would 
be entirely possible if such bold steps were 
to be taken by a Labour government.” As 
for the cops, army and other armed defend-
ers of bourgeois class rule, Taaffe lamely 
asserts that “Measures to make the state 
more accountable to the labour movement 
must be stepped up.”

This political bacillus has a name: 
reformism. Despite their (selectively) quot-
ing Lenin by the bucketload, the Socialist 
Party’s programme is for the working class 
to take over the existing bourgeois state 
through bourgeois elections. This is the 
same programme that Lenin targeted in 
his scathing polemics The State and Rev-
olution (1917) and The Proletarian Revo-
lution and the Renegade Kautsky (1918).

In The State and Revolution, he quoted 
Marx’s assertion, based on the experience 
of the Paris Commune, that “The working 
class cannot simply lay hold of the ready- 
made state machinery and wield it for its 
own purposes.” As Lenin explained: “The 
‘special coercive force’ for the suppres-
sion of the proletariat by the bourgeoisie, 
of millions of working people by handfuls 
of the rich, must be replaced by a ‘special 
coercive force’ for the suppression of the 
bourgeoisie by the proletariat (the dicta-
torship of the proletariat).” This was what 
the Russian workers and peasants, under 
the leadership of the Bolshevik party, did 
in October 1917.

The Bolsheviks on Crime  
and Punishment

After the October Revolution, the 
Bolshevik- led workers in Russia were 
determined that the penal code of the 
new proletarian dictatorship would not be 
based on the principles of retribution. The 
1919 Bolshevik programme described 
the fundamental alteration that had taken 
place in the penal code, “introducing 
conditional sentences on an extensive 
scale, applying public censure as a means 
of punishment, replacing imprisonment 

by compulsory labour with retention of 
freedom, and prisons by institutions for 
training, and establishing the principle of 
comradely courts” (quoted in E.H. Carr, 
Socialism in One Country, 1924- 26, Vol. 2 
[1978]).

The struggle to consolidate Soviet power 
required defeating the forces of internal 
counterrevolution and imperialist inva-
sion. The war against counterrevolution 
was understood as a temporary episode 
requiring temporary, drastic measures, 
including revolutionary terror. In contrast, 
the Bolshevik penal code was a more per-
manent feature of the proletarian state.

The Bolsheviks understood that the 
workers state would wither away only 
after a series of socialist revolutions had 
swept away the global capitalist order and 
ushered in a society freed from material 
scarcity. Then, as Lenin observed in The 
State and Revolution:

“Freed from capitalist slavery, from the 
untold horrors, savagery, absurdities and 
infamies of capitalist exploitation, peo-
ple will gradually become accustomed to 
observing the elementary rules of social 
intercourse that have been known for 
centuries and repeated for thousands of 
years in all copybook maxims. They will 
become accustomed to observing them 

without force, without coercion, without 
subordination, without the special appa-
ratus for coercion called the state.”

Following the failure of the 1923 
German Revolution, with the impover-
ished Soviet workers state isolated and 
exhausted from years of imperialist war 
and civil war, a bureaucratic caste repre-
sented by J.V. Stalin usurped power from 
the working class through a political 
counterrevolution beginning in 1923- 24. 
The perspective of world revolution gave 
way to the narrow, nationalist dogma of 
“socialism in one country”; the goal of an 
egalitarian society to the assurance of the 
material welfare of a privileged bureau-
cratic layer. In the face of the growing 
contradictions within the workers state, 
the bureaucracy required more prisons 
and executioners. By the late 1930s a 
whole generation of revolutionaries from 
Lenin’s time had been eradicated.

Nonetheless the social foundations 
es tablished by the October Revolution 
remained in place. Until capitalist coun-
terrevolution in 1991- 92, we stood for 
the unconditional military defence of the 
Soviet workers state against imperialism 
and internal counterrevolution and for 
workers political revolution to oust the 
Stalinist bureauc racy. The Socialist Par-
ty’s forebears in Militant rejected this per-
spective whenever it was concretely posed, 
finally standing on Yeltsin’s barricades of 
counterrevolution in Moscow in 1991.

The perspective of Marxists is to do 
away with the whole system of crime and 
punishment, together with the capitalist 
prisons and the rest of the bourgeoisie’s 
repressive apparatus. Reorganising the 
world economy on a planned basis to serve 
the collective needs of humanity is the nec-
essary prerequisite to establishing a com-
munist society where crime and punish-
ment have become relics of a barbaric past 
with no place outside the history books. n 

Home  Secretary to denounce the vendetta 
against Assange and demand “the imme-
diate and unconditional release of Julian 
Assange and an end to all extradition pro-
ceedings. This includes the possibility of 
extradition to Sweden on cooked- up ‘rape’ 
charges, which were never anything more 
than a flimsy cover for handing Assange 
over to the vengeful US rulers.”

Washington’s extradition request is 
based on the accusation that Assange con-
spired with Manning to crack a Depart-
ment of Defense computer password. 
An extradition hearing is scheduled for 
May 2. If sent to the U.S., Assange will 
likely find himself facing far more serious 
charges, and could disappear into one of 
the bourgeoisie’s dungeons.

A taste of what is in store for Assange 
is shown by the Obama administration’s 
treatment of Manning, who was convicted 
for violating the Espionage Act and held 
in torturous prison conditions for seven 
years. Since last month, she has been back 
behind bars for courageously refusing to 
testify before the grand jury that indicted 
Assange. The U.S. imperialists and their 
British junior partners want to send a 
message that anyone who tries to reveal 
imperialist atrocities will be severely pun-
ished. Free Chelsea Manning!

Democrats hold particular animus to -

ward Assange because in 2016 WikiLeaks 
released a cache of Hillary Clinton emails, 
including some pointing to her role in the 
2011 invasion of Libya, as well as the 
machinations of her presidential cam-
paign (see “WikiLeaks Reveals Truths,” 
WV No. 1099, 4 November 2016). Dem-
ocratic Party pols and the liberal press 
claim, without any evidence, that Assange 
is a Russian agent and blame him for the 
election of Trump. As part of the smear 
campaign, the Guardian last November 
ran a now- debunked story that Trump 
campaign manager Paul Manafort met 
with Assange inside the Ecuadorean 
Embassy in advance of the 2016 elections.

A number of leading bourgeois news-
papers, including the New York Times 
and the Guardian, published (and prof-
ited from) material made available by 
WikiLeaks, only to turn on Assange 
and help lead the witchhunt against him. 
Their editorial boards heaved a collec-
tive sigh of relief that the indictment did 
not include any charges related to pub-
lishing leaked material, which could set 
a precedent for going after these news 
outlets. Even so, by treating news gath-
ering processes—communicating via 
encrypted messages, cultivating sources 
and encouraging them to provide more 
information—as parts of a criminal con-
spiracy, the indictment is an attack on 
freedom of the press.

The New York Times, the U.S. bourgeoi-
sie’s paper of record, praised Assange’s 

arrest. An 11 April editorial declared: “The 
administration has begun well by charging 
Mr. Assange with an indisputable crime.” 
The Times editors, who are crusaders for 
the anti-Trump “resistance,” then wring 
their hands that “there is always a risk 
with this administration” that his prosecu-
tion “could become an assault on the First 
Amendment and whistle- blowers.” In fact, 
an all- out war on whistle- blowers, not least 
WikiLeaks, predates the Trump adminis-
tration. Obama used the 1917 Espionage 
Act to prosecute more people for leaking 
secrets than all of his predecessors com-
bined, and his Justice Department laid the 
groundwork for Assange’s indictment.

Even before Obama was in the White 
House, the Pentagon aimed to destroy 
WikiLeaks and Assange. In a Counter-
Punch article (18 June 2018), award- 
winning Australian journalist John Pilger 
reported on a secret Pentagon document 
from 2008 that outlined a plan replete 
“with threats of ‘exposure [and] criminal 
prosecution’ and a unrelenting assault on 
reputation. The aim was to silence and 
criminalise WikiLeaks and its editor and 
publisher.”

Central to the assault on Assange’s repu-
tation were the manufactured Swedish rape 
allegations. The two women involved, by 
their own accounts, had consensual sex 
with him. Neither claimed at the time that 
she had been the victim of rape or sexual 
assault. Never formally charged, Assange 
repeatedly offered to be interviewed by 

Swedish authorities in London or by video 
link, but the Swedes refused. They also 
refused to rule out his extradition to the 
U.S. if he went to Sweden for questioning. 
In May 2017, Swedish prosecutors dropped 
the investigation. However, now that he is 
in British custody, authorities are review-
ing one of the cases and might reopen it.

In Britain, a whole raft of liberals, 
Labour Party Members of Parliament 
and reformists like the Socialist Workers 
Party are calling for Assange to be dis-
patched to Sweden to answer the allega-
tions, if demanded by Stockholm. Labour 
Party leader Jeremy Corbyn claims to 
oppose Assange’s extradition to the U.S. 
However, in response to a reporter’s ques-
tion as to whether he would support extra-
dition to Sweden, Corbyn stated: “I do 
think he should answer those questions, 
so yes.” For Assange, Sweden would be 
nothing more than a layover on a journey 
to U.S. prison hell.

It is in the interests of the working class 
and all the oppressed to oppose the witch-
hunt of Julian Assange. We Marxists 
seek to imbue the working class with the 
understanding that imperialist war, with 
all its savagery, is inherent to capitalist 
class rule. The brave acts of truth- tellers 
like Assange and Manning have lifted the 
lid, even if slightly, on imperialist barbar-
ities. Ridding the world of imperialist war 
and pillage requires a series of socialist 
revolutions internationally to shatter the 
capitalist order. n

Assange...
(continued from page 1)
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behind them, which criminalizes any 
contact between adults and children that 
is perceived as sexual, casting adults as 
predators and children as victims.

Dan Reed’s hatchet job presents zero 
evidence, deliberately omits anyone who 
could easily rebut the abuse allegations 
and conceals the accusers’ financial moti-
vations. Howard Weitzman, attorney for 
the Jackson estate, details in both a 7 Feb-
ruary letter to HBO CEO Richard Plepler 
and a 21 February lawsuit against the 
company, how the accusers lack all cred-
ibility. Between 2013 and 2017, Safechuck 
and Robson, the latter a self- proclaimed 
“master of deception,” tried to extort 
hundreds of millions of dollars from the 
estate. Their multiple civil cases related to 
alleged abuse were dismissed with preju-
dice. Still trying to collect huge sums for 
damages, the two men’s lawyers pursued 
a new course: using the court of public 
opinion to help their appeal gain traction.

Characterizing the network’s hit piece 
as a “posthumous character assassina-
tion,” the Jackson estate’s lawsuit rightly 
observes:

“Ten years after [Jackson’s] passing, 
there are still those out to profit from his 
enormous worldwide success and take 
advantage of his eccentricities. Michael 
is an easy target because he is not here 
to defend himself, and the law does not 
protect the deceased from defamation, no 
matter how extreme the lies are. Michael 
may not have lived his life according to 
society’s norms, but genius and eccentric-
ity are not crimes. Nothing and no one 
can rewrite the facts which show that 
Michael Jackson is indeed innocent of 
the charges being levied at him.”

And the facts are that in a 2005 crimi-
nal trial, Michael Jackson was found not 

guilty of 14 counts related to the alleged 
molestation of 13- year- old Gavin Arvizo. 
At that time, Wade Robson, who testified 
on Jackson’s behalf, was adamant in both 
his deposition and on the stand that Jack-
son never touched him or any other child. 
That trial also vindicated Jackson as to 
the previous 1993 child abuse accusations 
against a different 13- year- old. Likewise, 
the FBI conducted extensive investigations 
and surveillance of Jackson for over a 
decade between 1992 and 2005. The Feds 
and prosecutors, intent on finding any way 
to frame a black man for molesting white 
children, could not produce a shred of evi-
dence, including in the over 300 pages of 
FBI documents published online.

Leaving Neverland has begun to receive 
some blowback as multiple discrepancies 
come out in the shady tales of Robson 
and Safechuck, who clearly rehearsed 
their scripted interviews in multiple takes. 
Director Dan Reed has gone to the wall 
over his incendiary piece of fiction, com-
paring Michael Jackson defenders to reli-
gious fanatics, calling them “the Islamic 
State of fandom.” Such defenders would 
include Jackson’s longtime friends Macau-
lay Culkin and Brett Barnes, as well as 
Diana Ross. Barnes, who the film implies 
was the “next in line” to be molested by 
Jackson, denounced the movie in a mes-
sage online: “Not only do we have to deal 

with these lies, but we’ve also got to deal 
with people perpetuating these lies.”

One of those lies is from Safechuck, 
who claims that he and Jackson spent 
their sexual “honeymoon” in the Never-
land train station starting in 1988. Yet 
the station was not built until 1994, when 
Safechuck was beyond his childhood 
years (one of the claims is that Jackson 
dumped kids when they reached puberty) 
and when Jackson, then married, was not 
even living there! Meanwhile, Robson 
claims his first sexual encounter with 
Jackson took place in 1990 when he was 
left alone at the Neverland ranch while his 
family took a trip to the Grand Canyon. 
But according to his mother’s own sworn 
statements, Robson accompanied his fam-
ily on the trip. The timelines of “abuse” 
for Robson and Safechuck are so illogical 
that they could only be manufactured.  

The liberal bourgeois U.S. media, like 
the New York Times, has promoted sala-
cious headlines of the “predator” Jackson 

and blacked out any criticism of Leaving 
Neverland. Meanwhile, countless blog-
gers, YouTube commentators and online 
communities (as well as a couple of foreign 
news outlets) have meticulously pieced 
together the real story. Conservative talk 
show host John Ziegler, who is no fan of 
Jackson, was one of the first to interview 
Michael’s niece Brandi and nephew Taj 
in search of the truth. Well acquainted 
with the accusers, they paint a picture 
of Robson and Safechuck as professional 
opportunists whose families latched on to 
Jackson, took advantage of his friendship 
and generosity, and only turned against 
him when their own personal fame and 
fortune took a downturn years after Jack-
son’s death. Shattering Robson’s pretense 
as a naive, chaste adolescent who was 
duped by Michael into hating women, 
Brandi notes that in her seven- year teen-
age relationship with Robson, he had sex-
ual encounters with multiple women. 

In 2009 Robson, then 27 years old, 
attended Jackson’s funeral and wrote in 
a tribute that Jackson is “one of the main 
reasons I believe in the pure goodness 
of humankind. He was a close friend of 
mine for 20 years. His music, his move-
ment, his personal words of inspiration 

and encouragement and his uncondi-
tional love will live inside of me forever. 
I will miss him immeasurably.” Just two 
years later, after Robson failed to nail a 
choreography gig for Cirque du Soleil’s 
“Michael Jackson ONE” and his career 
dried up, he suddenly “realized” through 
therapy that he had been abused. For 
his part, Safechuck “discovered” his 
abuse when watching Robson on the 
Today show, which coincided with the 
Safechuck family’s financial meltdown.

Moral Frenzies and Mob Justice

In a thoughtful piece called “The New 
Lynching of Michael Jackson” (medium.
com, 27 February), Linda Raven- Woods 
observed: “That so many prominent jour-
nalists and media talking heads have dis-
played the willingness to accept this film 
blindly at face value, without raising the 
much needed questions that need to be 
asked about its veracity, is a bigger unfor-
giveable travesty than the film itself.” She 

goes on to note how the backers of Leaving 
Neverland are confident “that the current 
zeitgeist of MeToo and its ‘don’t question 
victims’ mentality will create the tunnel 
vision needed to willfully blind viewers.” 
In an atmosphere that has junked the pre-
sumption of innocence and due process 
for those accused of sexual abuse, this tale 
finds a fertile medium. 

Up until he died, Michael Jackson firmly 
maintained that his relationships with chil-
dren had been platonic, an assertion backed 
up by forensics and witnesses. But in the 
#MeToo climate of “believe all survivors,” 
HBO’s prurient screenplay was “proof” 
enough to rile up the torch- bearing mob. 
Numerous radio stations around the world 
pulled Michael Jackson’s music, clothing 
lines withdrew their Jackson apparel, and 
an episode of The Simpsons with Jack-
son’s voice was removed from its catalog.

Even if at any point in his life Jack-
son did have some kind of romantic rela-
tionship with an underage boy, that is no 
crime in our eyes. He was accused of vio-
lating laws that prohibit sexual activity, 
even when consensual, before an arbitrary 
age. As steadfast defenders of privacy and 
sexual freedom, the Spartacist League has 
always opposed “age of consent” laws, 
which are intended to stigmatize and 
punish all intimate relationships between 
adults and younger people. By branding 
any sexual act involving a minor as rape, 
such laws are inherently repressive and 
promote state interference into people’s 
intimate lives. 

Sexual activity is natural for humans 
of all ages. The sole guideline for any 
sexual relationship should be that of 
effective consent—that is, mutual agree-
ment and understanding by the parties 
involved, regardless of age, gender or 
sexual preference. In that light, we have 
always uniquely stood for the rights of the 
North American Man/Boy Love Associ-
ation (NAMBLA), which advocates the 
legalization of consensual sex between 
men and boys. We also oppose all legis-
lation against victimless crimes, such as 
pornography, which is simply images and 
words intended for pleasure. 

In anti- sex witchhunts a la Ameri-
cana, mass hysteria and moral outrage 
are crucial ingredients to stoke fear and 
push ideological conformity to bour-
geois norms. The “predator” bogeyman 
is socially useful for the capitalist rulers, 
who can hypocritically parade as “pro-
tecting the children” and divert attention 
from the social system they uphold, which 
regularly denies children basic needs like 
food, shelter and education. Hysteria over 
“child abuse” does nothing to confront 
real violence, but merely serves to bolster 
the institution of the family. The fam-
ily, the main source of the oppression of 
women and youth, is key under capitalism 
to enforcing behavioral roles and the obe-
dience of the next generation. 

During the “Satanic sex ring” panic of 
the mid 1980s and early ’90s, hundreds 
of innocent people, especially day care 
employees, were framed up on fantastical 
charges of raping and torturing children. 
Child psychologists, who implanted false 
“recovered memories” during therapy, 
assisted in the crusade. The ideological 
backdrop was the promotion of “good” 
stay- at- home mothers as against the sup-
posed evils of childcare. A not- so- subtle 
echo of this “right” vs. “wrong” parenting 
schema appears in Leaving Neverland, 
with its warnings against leaving kids 
with strangers or letting them sleep in 
bed with an adult. The implication is that 
only the family can offer a safe haven. 
Yet it is often within the family itself that 
children, who are confined in the horri-
ble straitjacket of moralism and religious 
guilt, suffer criminal abuse.

The graphic sexual accounts in Leav-
ing Neverland, which come off as rather 
gentle and innocuous, are manipulatively 
presented as part of Jackson’s “groom-
ing” process whereby he seduced children 
into loving him. The film’s intention is to 
equate entirely harmless affection from 
adults with assault and trauma. This is the 
shtick of Dan Reed, a self- declared “gun 
for hire” who made his name from tabloid 
movies like The Paedophile Hunter that 
sensationalizes bloodthirsty vigilantism. 
His “grooming” narrative is the focus of 
HBO’s follow- up special After Neverland 
hosted by the billionaire Oprah. Parading 
as an authority on child sexual abuse, she 
invited an audience of “survivors” to take 
part in “this moment” that “transcends 
Michael Jackson.” 

There is a deeper agenda at play, not 
only in terms of boosting profit and rat-
ings, but also in deflecting attention from 
Harvey Weinstein, whom she considered 
a close friend during the many years of his 
alleged serial assaults of women. Oprah’s 
HBO stunt has earned her deserved ani-
mosity from black critics calling her a 
sellout and a traitor for throwing Jack-
son’s corpse to the wolves, with trending 
hashtags #NOprah and #CancelOprah. 
Appearing on Trevor Noah’s The Daily 
Show last week, Oprah claimed that such 
“hateration” would not make her waver 
in her defense of Robson and Safechuck, 
maintaining that molestation amounts to a 
“pattern” of sexual seduction. In fact, the 
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large numbers. Today, they make up 42 
percent of those on death row nationwide, 
while accounting for only 13 percent of 
the population. 

At the same time, we recognize that 
even the abolition of the death penalty 
will not change the violent and oppressive 
nature of capitalist class rule. It will not 
free the innocent languishing in Ameri-
ca’s dungeons, alter conditions for those 
suffering the torture of prison hell or 
change the reality of cops gunning down 
black and Latino youth who are depicted 
as inherent criminals by this country’s 
rulers. Newsom made clear he did not 
plan to overturn any of the death sen-
tences, pledging that “no one who com-
mits a heinous crime will avoid swift and 
severe punishment, including a life behind 
bars.” His successor will have the option 
of restarting the killing machine.

On April 1, the U.S. Supreme Court 
reaffirmed its support to the death penalty 
in the case of Russell Bucklew, up  holding 
the planned lethal injection of the Missouri 
inmate, who risks choking and suffocat-
ing on his own blood due to a rare medical 
condition. According to the majority opin-
ion, the Constitution “does not guarantee 
a prisoner a painless death.” The ruling 
ignited a wave of liberal condemnation of 
Republican- appointed justices. There was 
no similar outcry in 2016 when all but 
one of the liberals on the court supported 
reimposing the death sentence on two men 
in Kansas. As these decisions show, the 
high court of racist American capitalism 
is a reactionary institution, no matter who 
sits on the bench.

Exposure of cases of innocent people 
sentenced to death or executed, combined 
with a series of botched executions, has 
stoked growing popular hostility to the 
death penalty. Significant elements of the 
ruling class uphold it as the weapon of the 
state’s ultimate authority. Reactionaries 
often justify it with reference to religious 
notions like “an eye for an eye.”

The death penalty also serves as a way 
for the rulers to exact revenge on those who 
refuse to be bowed. There is a long history 
of its use against labor militants, such as 
the Haymarket martyrs in 1887, and fight-
ers for black rights. Such was also the case 
with the 2005 legal lynching of Stanley 
Tookie Williams in California, who had 
been convicted of four murders. Williams, 
who always maintained his innocence, 
became an anti- gang and anti- crime cru-
sader in prison, as portrayed in the docu-

drama Redemption. But because Williams 
refused to confess, the state killed him, 
sending the message that black life counts 
for nothing. The authorities were especially 
infuriated that he had dedicated his 1998 
book, Life in Prison, to George Jackson, 
Mumia Abu- Jamal and others imprisoned 
for their political views.

Newsom’s recent move was hardly a 
bold initiative. Twenty states and the Dis-
trict of Columbia have abolished capital 
punishment, and the governors of four 
other states have issued moratoriums. Two 
decades ago, George Ryan, the Republican 
governor of Illinois, temporarily halted 
executions there and commuted over 160 
death sentences.

One can only marvel at the hypocrisy 
of California politicians fawning over 
how that “blue state” now shows the way 
to a more “humane” criminal justice sys-
tem. Its prisons are among the worst of 
the worst in terms of overcrowding, lack 
of medical care and abuse by guards. Hor-
rific conditions in the solitary isolation 
chambers at the supermax Pelican Bay 
State Prison sparked a two- month hunger 
strike by prisoners in 2013. During last 
year’s nationwide prison strike, California 
inmates denounced despicable labor con-
ditions as “modern day slavery,” pointing 
to their enlistment in the dangerous job of 
fighting wildfires, for which they received 
$1 an hour plus $2 a day. 

The death penalty is at the pinnacle of 
the capitalist class’s monopoly of organ-
ized violence against those it subjugates—
the working class, black people and all the 
oppressed. The cops, courts, prisons and 
military are the core of the capitalist state, 
whose purpose is to defend the rule and 
profits of the exploiters. We oppose the 
entire machinery of state repression. 

One week before Newsom announced 
the moratorium, Sacramento exploded 
in protest over the decision not to prose-
cute the police who killed Stephon Clark 
a year ago. The unarmed 22- year- old 
black man was gunned down in a hail of 
20 bullets while standing in his grand-
mother’s backyard. California attorney 
general Xavier Becerra excused the kill-
ers on the grounds that they had reason 
to fear their lives were in “imminent dan-
ger.” Becerra has also refused to release 
the records of crimes committed by the 
police, as was mandated under a state law 
enacted last year.

Democrats: False Friends 
of the Oppressed

Newsom’s claim that the death penalty is 
a “failure” received kudos from a number 
of “law and order” Democrats. One such is 

2020 presidential contender Kamala Har-
ris, who as San Francisco district attorney 
(2004- 11) and California attorney general 
(2011- 17) fought tooth and nail to uphold 
wrongful convictions and pack black and 
brown people off to prison. Today, Senator 
Harris proclaims that she opposes capital 
punishment because it is “immoral, dis-
criminatory, ineffective and a gross mis-
use of taxpayer dollars.” Her actual track 
record, though, is one of defense of Cal-
ifornia’s death penalty, including by suc-
cessfully appealing a 2014 federal court 
ruling that declared it unconstitutional.

Harris was also key in maintaining 
the racist conviction of Kevin Cooper, 
a black man framed up and sentenced 
to death for the 1983 murder of a white 
family. Repeated requests for advanced 
DNA testing by Cooper’s defense attor-
ney to prove that the police had tampered 
with evidence were turned down by 
Harris and former Democratic governor 
Jerry Brown. Only after New York Times 
columnist Nicholas Kristof wrote an 
exposé on Cooper’s case last May did she 
cynically proclaim: “As a firm believer 
in DNA testing, I hope the governor and 
the state will allow for such testing.”

The Democratic Party is nothing but the 
other party of racist capitalist rule. Liberal 
darling Bernie Sanders, who is supported 
by an array of fake- socialist groups like 
the Democratic Socialists of America, 
has declared his opposition to the death 

penalty, offering that “the state itself, in a 
democratic, civilized society, should itself 
not be involved in the murder of other 
Americans.” Sanders has made a career 
out of serving the interests of America’s 
“civilized” imperialist rulers, who commit 
mass murder, both at home and abroad.

Sanders voted for Bill Clinton’s 1994 
Violent Crime Control and Law Enforce-
ment Act, which vastly expanded the list 
of federal crimes punishable by death, 
provided for putting 100,000 more cops 
on the streets and devoted billions more 
to prison funding. He voted for the 1996 
Antiterrorism and Effective Death Penalty 
Act, which virtually eliminated habeas 
corpus appeals in state courts for those 
sentenced to death, even in the face of 
compelling evidence of wrongful convic-
tion or even actual innocence. The prison 
population exploded and the assembly 
line of death was kicked into high gear, 
with 98 executions in 1999.

We Marxists recognize that the brutal 
and depraved rule of the bourgeoisie can-
not be reformed. Our purpose is to forge 
a revolutionary workers party that can 
infuse the working class with the under-
standing that the entire capitalist state 
apparatus must be swept away by prole-
tarian socialist revolution. When those 
who labor rule, the racist death penalty 
will be abolished for good, as one of the 
initial steps in the emancipation of all the 
exploited and oppressed. n

only “pattern” in this entire saga is that 
of con artists repeatedly trying to shake 
down an innocent man.

The Man in the Mirror
The legacy of Michael Jackson spans a 

period from his roots as a working- class 
black kid in Indiana to his 45 years as a 
successful entertainer, during which he 
transformed the face of pop music, broke 
records, transcended racial barriers and 
became a celebrated international super-
star. Yet his life was no “American dream” 
but mirrored racist American cruelty. As 
we commented in our obituary for the art-
ist (WV No. 940, 31 July 2009): 

“The tragedy of Jackson’s death is that 
an extremely influential music career was 
driven to the brink of destruction by a 
savagely racist and puritanical witchhunt 
spanning more than a decade. The mass 
hysteria whipped up against Jackson over 
charges of ‘child molestation’ was an 
indictment of this anti- sex, bigoted cap-
italist society, where being an eccentric 
black celebrity is enough for the state to 
try to frame you up with something.” 

From his early years in the Jackson 5, 
Michael Jackson went on to become a 
global icon shortly after the struggles 
of the civil rights movement. Notwith-
standing the “lightening” of his phys-
ical appearance, in a country where the 
color- caste nature of black oppression is 
enforced through the “one drop of black 
blood” rule, Jackson was always a black 
man. And for that he was a marked man. 
Since the days of chattel slavery, in the 

U.S. black skin has carried the stamp of 
permanent servitude, social isolation and 
“inferiority,” regardless of social status 
or success and sometimes because of it. 
Black oppression is the cornerstone of 
American capitalism, enforced by custom 
and law and expressed through segrega-
tion, cop violence and extralegal terror.  

Decades after the racist lynching of 
Emmett Till, accusations of sexual assault 
are still used as a pretext to go after black 
men, including those like Jackson who did 
not conform to toxic stereotypes of black 

male sexuality. Throughout history, anti- 
sex frenzies, not least the current #MeToo 
variant, have fanned the flames of racial 
and sexual bigotry, conjuring up the sup-
posed virtue of white womanhood and 
purity of white childhood. It is perhaps no 
coincidence that Jackson’s favorite book 
was To Kill a Mockingbird, the story of a 
black man ruined by false rape allegations.

As a performer, Michael Jackson helped 
de  fine American pop culture as a whole, 
and for that he continues to be both cel-
ebrated and crucified. His behavior may 

have been an enigma to many, but his lyr-
ics reflected his own struggle to overcome 
the discrimination and hounding he con-
fronted throughout his career. Everyone 
who personally knew Jackson can testify 
to his unaffected “Peter Pan Syndrome” 
and his kindhearted fondness for children, 
which likely derived from his utter lack 
of a childhood. He was exceedingly gen-
erous with his time and money, as shown 
by his commitment to help Robson and 
Safechuck develop their careers. But in 
this callous society, no good deed goes 
unpunished.

Our defense of Jackson over the years 
is an expression of our dedication to the 
socialist liberation of humanity. As com-
munists who champion the cause of all the 
victims of this decaying social order, we 
seek to build a revolutionary party based 
on the vanguard of the working class—
one that can act as a “tribune of the peo-
ple” against every form of oppression and 
bigotry. Such a party will lead the struggle 
for the complete political and economic 
reorganization of society through work-
ers revolution, which will open the door 
to rooting out racial and sexual divisions 
and overcoming material scarcity. A com-
munist world will be one of complete 
sexual freedom and material abundance, 
in which every black child, and all oth-
ers, can grow and develop their talents, 
and every person can express themselves 
fully, propelling human civilization to 
undreamed- of heights. n

Death Penalty...
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“The Michael Jackson cacophony is fas-
cinating in that it is not about Jackson at 
all…. All that noise is about America, as 
the dishonest custodian of black life and 
wealth; the blacks, especially males, in 
America; and the burning, buried Amer-
ican guilt; and sex and sexual roles and 
sexual panic; money, success and despair.”

—James Baldwin (1985)

Recalling the zombie creatures in the 
acclaimed music video “Thriller,” there is 
a renewed feeding frenzy over the deceased 
King of Pop. HBO’s Leaving Neverland, 
a sensationalist four- hour film by Dan 
Reed, showcases Wade Robson and James 
Safechuck, who allege years of childhood 
sexual abuse by Michael Jackson. Falsely 

marketed as a “documentary,” Leaving 
Neverland is based solely on the spurious 
and uncorroborated testimonies of Robson 
and Safechuck, two men who for decades 
were known as ardent defenders of Jack-
son against sexual abuse charges, of which 
the singer was fully exonerated. Now the 
news vultures, with the blessing of the 

“Queen of All Media,” Oprah Winfrey, 
are rehashing the old smear campaign, and 
the racist, anti- sex and anti- gay witchhunt 
that encircled the celebrity during his life 
and hounded him to death. As Marxists, 
we categorically reject such witchhunts 
and the moralistic bourgeois framework 

Last month, California, which leads 
the country with the highest number 
of prisoners condemned to die at the 
hands of the state, granted a temporary 
reprieve to its 737 death row inmates. 
Democratic governor Gavin Newsom, 
referring to the death penalty as “unjust” 
and “wasteful,” signed an executive 
order that closes the notorious death 
chamber at San Quentin State Prison 
and repeals California’s lethal injection 
protocols for the duration of his tenure. 
The moratorium on executions takes 
place against the backdrop of rising 
public opposition to capital punishment 
and debates over what constitutes “cruel 
and unusual punishment.” The order 
also explicitly cites the high costs asso-
ciated with capital punishment, reflect-
ing the financial calculations of a wing 
of the ruling class. 

Any measure that stays the hand of the 
state’s executioners, such as the Califor-
nia moratorium, is welcome. As Marx-
ists, we do not accord the capitalist state 
the right to decide who lives and who 
dies, and we oppose the death penalty 

on principle—for the guilty as well as 
the innocent. The death penalty is cruel 
and barbaric. Its endurance in the U.S., 
alone among advanced capitalist coun-

tries aside from Japan, is the racist leg-
acy of centuries of slavery and segrega-
tion, the lynch rope made legal. Indeed, 
the majority of executions have taken 

place in states of the former Confeder-
acy, and black people have always been 
sentenced to death in disproportionately 
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 Newscom; Reuters (inset)

March 6, London: Supporters of Michael Jackson protest outside Channel 4 headquarters before broadcast of Leaving Neverland. 
Right: Michael Jackson performs in Vienna during 1997 world tour.

 AP Getty

Sacramento, March 13: California governor Gavin Newsom signing death penalty moratorium. Death row inmate 
at San Quentin prison, 2016.
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