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The following speech, “Follow the Principles that Won My Freedom,” was delivered by Sostre in 1976 shortly after his release from prison and offers a message of revolutionary optimism about how collective action can succeed—as it did for him—in freeing political prisoners and building a new egalitarian society. It is a message that feels as urgent today as it did then... “Follow the Same Principles that Won My Freedom” by Martin Sostre is excerpted from I Cannot Submit to Injustices: Collected Works of Martin Sostre, edited by Garrett Felber and published by AK Press, reproduced with permission of Felber and AK Press.







      

    

  
    
      



It is a great pleasure to be here after being in prison for nine years. I was the victim of a frame-up because I fought for human rights and because I had the only bookstore in Buffalo, New York, that was disseminating socialist and political literature—literature dealing with the struggle for Black liberation here in this country, the struggle for Puerto Rican independence, literature against the war in Vietnam, and all progressive literature. That bookstore in Buffalo became a center for persons of conscience, for youths who were seeking guidance, for college students.




Naturally, the power structure did not like this, and as a result I was framed. And this is what happened in all of the Black ghettos, especially during the 1960s, and is still happening now.




As a political prisoner and a person of conscience, I suffered eleven beatings in solitary confinement. After one of those beatings I was framed by the same guards who assaulted me. They claimed I was the one who jumped the goon squad of seven that assaulted me. This resulted in another conviction and another four years to run consecutively with the savage sentence I was already serving.




This is how they operate in this country. They make everything legal. That’s how this country can claim that there aren’t any political prisoners, because they use the law to repress. I don’t have to tell you about all of the scandals. It is in the press even today about the FBI agents who are burglars, the CIA agents who are murderers. All the disclosures show that this whole country—from the chief executive in the White House down to the little corrupt cop on the beat who shakes down drug peddlers and frames them when they don’t pay—this entire system is corrupt, racist, and repressive. As a former political prisoner, I consider Mustafa as well as other political prisoners throughout the world my brothers because I can really identify with political frame-up and repression of persons of conscience who fought for human rights and dignity. And I oppose all regimes who oppress and silence the opposition.




But the very fact that I am here now, after being given forty-one years and then four consecutive years on top of that, is proof positive that even the most repressive state can be forced to disgorge its political prisoners and victims of its oppression.




Why did they release me after giving me forty-one years and then four years? Certainly they didn’t have a change of heart all of a sudden.




My case is the classic case of what can be done to free a political prisoner. The only reason they released me, or were forced to release me, was because of pressure. That is the only thing that repressive governments understand. Massive pressure, using all means necessary.




There were about eight defense committees throughout this country that were formed in my behalf. In addition to that, many political groups and individuals joined with my defense committees in picketing and demonstrations, sit-ins, letter-writing campaigns, and petitions. We flooded them with thousands upon thousands of letters.




My defense committee went to Albany and picketed Governor Rockefeller right at the state office building. We gave him no rest. Father Dan Berrigan and his crew sat in at [New York] Governor Carey’s office and forced him to have a meeting with them.




Amnesty International in Germany, which was the group that adopted my case in that country, sent contingents to the American ambassador demanding my release. In Holland also, the American ambassador was confronted by delegations of persons from Amnesty International demanding that they release Martin Sostre.




Placards, posters, that’s the only language they understand. You have to put a fire to their butts.




My being here is a victory of the people. Of course, I served nine years, but I had forty-one years and four years consecutive. So actually, I’m not supposed to be here. When they gave me that forty-one years, I was not a kid; I was forty-four years old then. That sentence meant that I would never see daylight again. It was the equivalent of a death sentence. And yet here I am in the struggle, and they know that they have a staunch revolutionary against them because they never succeeded in breaking my spirit despite the eleven beatings, despite the years in solitary confinement, despite the tear gassings, despite being taken out-of-doors in subfreezing weather buck naked to try to destroy my health. And they will do everything in order to break spirits and obtain complete obedience to their repression. That I could never submit to. Not even the threat of death could force me to do that.




As a matter of fact, in the combined eight years that I spent in solitary confinement I have lost that fear of death. Because I have been through hell, and I know how to fight the devil.




So these are the tactics that we have to use to release Mustafa and all other political prisoners.




This is the most repressive country in the world, oppressive on a world scale. It is a colonialist country that still has colonies like Puerto Rico, a country that, along with South Africa, is one of the most racist regimes in the world. It is a country whose very foundations are on slavery and genocide. The slaughter of the Indians, the enslavement and importation of Blacks, who at this very moment are still maintained in segregated communities. And our president has proclaimed that he will try to do everything possible in order to continue the forced segregation of schoolchildren.




This country claims to celebrate a bicentennial based on liberty. And yet the very founding fathers—George Washington and the rest of them—were slaveowners. The only liberty they were talking about was the liberty to oppress and exploit their slaves and not share the profits with the British.




So, if victory can be achieved here, as repressive and hypocritical as this country is, it can be achieved elsewhere too.




I was a person with no funds. No celebrities came to my help, except at the very end. Only when [Andrei] Sakharov spoke from Russia in my behalf did I get any widespread publicity. And yet it was groups like this one, of persons of conscience in many parts of this country, small but determined groups, not only in this country but in Germany, in Japan, in Holland, and other places where there are Amnesty International branches. It was a cumulative effort of all of these people of conscience, thousands all over the world that have won my freedom, and I am living proof of it. And this is what we are going to do for all political prisoners. All we have to do is to follow the same principles that have won my freedom. Put on the pressure and embarrass repressive regimes that try to pass themselves off as being democratic. By giving them the lie, they will be forced to release the political prisoners in order to maintain the image of a civilized country.




So I urge you to intensify your efforts in every way, physically and financially, because it costs money, leaflets have to be printed, halls have to be rented, telephone bills have to be paid. Put your body on the line when picketing is needed. Help to send letters and petitions. Use all means necessary.




The balance of power in this world is on our side. We will have the egalitarian society that we all seek, a society where we will be able to enjoy all of our human rights and dignities and where we can all share the wealth of the world—and there is plenty here for everyone. The greedy ruling class who monopolizes the wealth must be replaced by humanity, who will share the wealth in common.




      

    

  