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Capitalism comes first and next is racism. That when they brought slaves 
over here, it was to make money. So first the idea came that we want to 
make money, then the slaves came in order to make that money. That 
means, through historical fact, that racism had to come from capitalism. It 
had to be capitalism first and racism was a byproduct of that.
   —Fred Hampton, It’s a class struggle goddamit 

 Shortly before the notorious Attica Prison uprising, George Jackson was 
shot and killed inside San Quentin State Prison on August 21, 1971. A captive 
revolutionary, Jackson argued:

It is the system that must be crushed, for it continues to manufacture new 
and deeper contradictions of both class and race. Once it is destroyed, we 
may be able to address the problems of racism at an even more basic level. 
But we must also combat racism while we are in the process of destroying 
the system … Racism is a fundamental characteristic of monopoly capital. 
(Jackson, 2020, p. 112)
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Both Jackson’s and Hampton’s anti-capitalist rhetoric is painstakingly absent in 
the current anti-racist struggles in the aftermath of police brutality and the specific 
context of higher education in prison. We must not forget that we live in a society 
where super-incarceration disproportionately targets Black and Brown communities 
and that state violence is not just racism. Rather, we must see racism and super-
incarceration as part of the larger structural form of oppression: global capitalism 
(Robinson, 2020). Racist police, police brutality, and policing are but extensions of 
the capitalist state that defends the private property of a global elite by criminalizing 
and marginalizing the poor. Correia and Wall (2017) argue that, “[t]he elite fear 
the destruction of their property, yes, but even more they fear the destruction of the 
social relations that make private property possible” (p. 83). The authors continue, 
“[a]nd so they fear a world without police” (p. 83). The protection of private property 
and the maintenance of hierarchical relations, including racialized divisions of 
labor, is why policing exists, not to protect and serve but to continue to exert social 
control over poor communities. Thus, we must, as Jackson (1990) argues, push for 
revolutions that encourage an “overthrow of all existing property relations and the 
destruction of all institutions that directly or indirectly support existing property 
relations,” including prisons (p. 7).
  A fervent critique of global capitalism should be at the heart of any prison 
education program seeking to engage the work of racial justice. The top 1 percent of 
humanity owns more than half of the world’s wealth, and the top 20 percent owns 
just over 95 percent, while the bottom 80 percent share the rest, a mere 4.5 percent 
(Hardoon, 2015). These social inequalities contribute to massive unemployment, 
precarious and surplus labor, and transnational migration, all conditions that are 
super-policed, super-criminalized, and contribute to the caging of poor communities. 
Those who do not fall under the ranks of the 20 percent of humanity are subjected to 
the coercive mechanisms of the state. The police, therefore, are the coercive hand of 
the state.
 Global capitalism is a system that pushes millions of people worldwide into 
the margins of surplus labor, surplus humanity, unemployment, and homelessness. 
According to the International Labour Organization (2014), over 1.5 billion 
workers or about 50 percent of the global workforce are “vulnerable” workers, 
including  informal, flexible, part-time, contract, migrant, and itinerant workers. 
The International Labour Organization (2014) reported that in the late 20th century,  
one-third of the global labor force or approximately  one-billion workers, remained 
unemployed and underemployed. While the rate of poor Black people killed by 
police is more than their white counterparts, the greater rates of inequality come from 
vulnerable conditions enacted  by global capitalism, which routinely kill hundreds 
and thousands worldwide.
 The solution, as the Black Panther Party outlines, is revolution. Revolution 
is a transformation of the whole society, to be achieved by combining Black, Brown, 
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and white workers and poor proletariats in opposition to the global capitalist empire. 
Below is an excerpt from Hampton’s 1969 speech, which all prison higher education 
program staff and students should read it its entirety:

We got to face some facts. That the masses are poor, that the masses belong 
to what you call the lower class, and when I talk about the masses, I’m 
talking about the white masses, I’m talking about the black masses, and the 
brown masses, and the yellow masses, too. We’ve got to face the fact that 
some people say you fight fire best with fire, but we say you put fire out 
best with water. We say you don’t fight racism with racism. We’re gonna 
fight racism with solidarity. We say you don’t fight capitalism with no black 
capitalism; you fight capitalism with socialism. (para 20)

As these massive movements continue, it is our duty as intellectuals to open up a 
counter-hegemonic movement from below that combines racial and class struggles, 
while having a revolutionary critique of class exploitation and global capitalism. 
This is the premise of a radical political education and what I see is lacking in 
many higher education in prison programs.This is the premise of a radical political 
education and what I see is lacking in many higher education in prison programs.
For more on this topic, see: Robinson and Soto (2020) for a complete critique of the 
prison movement and higher education in prison programs. 
 Even though higher education programs inside and outside of prison are 
on the rise, they mainly focus on vocational training and seemingly non-political 
education courses or education courses that do not maintain explicit political 
perspectives or training. Prison higher education programs need to engage in a 
radical political curriculum that provides a serious critique of global capitalism. This 
is needed because the broader struggles for racial justice will ultimately fall short 
without a true understanding of the race-class-exploitation relationship. Therefore, 
it is in all of our best interests to engage this work in prisons with a critical and 
political orientation, for the greater good of humanity.
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