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Introduction

a short autobiography: who am i?

My name at birth (March 30, 1947) was Lorenzo Edward Ervin, Jr. I am 
a Black southerner from Chattanooga, Tennessee, a mid-sized city of 
175,000, about 100 miles from Atlanta, Georgia. During the 1950s when 
I was growing up, I was like many Black people in the South. We faced 
a racially segregated world. We had no rights that the white government 
was legally bound to respect. No right to vote, discrimination in jobs 
and housing, no equal rights at all compared to that which white people 
enjoyed, and in too many instances, no right to life. We were supposed 
to stay in our place and do what the white folks told us.

But in the late 1950s through the 1960s, a Black insurgent protest 
movement exploded on to the American social scene which challenged 
the system of racial segregation in the Southern USA like no other. First, 
in 1956, the Montgomery, Alabama bus boycott shook segregation in 
transportation services, and after a year-long boycott forced them to stop 
the practice. This was the adult, Black preacher-led movement, which 
brought Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. to prominence as a Black civil rights 
leader. This later led to the creation of the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference in 1957, which became the best known civil rights group at 
the time. 

However, in three years, it would be superseded by a new Black 
movement. A youth-based protest campaign broke out suddenly all over 
the South and Midwest. In less than six months, it hit all the major cities 
in the South: Nashville and Memphis in Tennessee, Atlanta, Georgia, 
New Orleans, Louisiana, Charleston, South Carolina, Raleigh and 
Durham in North Carolina, and 38 others.

This movement, part of the sit-in campaigns as they were first known, 
was actually radical occupations by students or youth, of white businesses 
known to engage in racial discrimination. This movement was not led 
by Dr. King or the adult wing of the civil right movement. It had been 
created by Black students and youth unaffiliated with Dr. King or the 
old line civil rights groups, who were fairly conservative and had grave 
misgivings about the “militancy” of the new protest movement. 
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By contrast, veteran Black activist and socialist Ella Baker summoned 
many of the student and youth leaders to Raleigh, North Carolina, in 
the spring of 1960 to discuss how to sustain and expand the movement. 
Thus was born the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
(SNCC). Throughout the 1960s, SNCC was instrumental in combatting 
racial segregation and empowering oppressed Black people all over the 
South. In fact, many campaigns attributed to Dr. King and the Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) were conducted by the SNCC. 
The 1963 March on Washington was proposed and organized by SNCC 
activists but was usurped by the Democratic Party, SCLC and union 
bureaucrats. The ruling class elements in the Kennedy administration 
and civil rights establishment were afraid of SNCC’s plans, and angered 
that these youth were on a more radical road. So they plotted with 
authorities and wrested the leadership into their own hands.

This fear by the Kennedy government actually arose in 1960, especially 
since they had seen how a street “riot” had allegedly broken out in 
Chattanooga, Tennessee, a sit-in protest at a series of department stores. 
This sit-in had been organized by local high school students who were 
physically attacked by racist students, youth and adults, who spit on the 
Black activists, and tried to beat them up. Instead of passively submitting 
to the racist scum, the Black students fought back, and in their resistance 
beat the racists to a bloody pulp, making them literally run for their lives. 

Word of this horrified the Kennedy administration of the federal 
government. The Chattanooga sit-in protests were like none other in that 
period. Almost the entire Black community arose after the attempted 
racist beatings and the arrests by brutal cops.

I was just one of the young people who after leaving our elementary 
schools marched toward the downtown area, along with many Black 
working-class adults. We were marching to support the Howard High 
School students, who started the protests when they took over the 
customer seating areas of department stores, downtown restaurants, and 
other white businesses.

The police were desperately holding the line against us entering the 
downtown area. They sprayed us with high pressure water hoses, threw 
tear gas bombs in our path, and even used vicious police dogs to drive us 
back. We were literally going toe-to-toe with police and white civilians 
until we were ensured the Black students were not hurt or in jail.

These events radicalized me for life, pointing out that Black people 
could fight back, and could win. The politicians and businessmen, making 
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up the ruling class of that city, had to drop their racist policies or suffer 
economically. Something as simple as that began to change our world.

SNCC was a truly instrumental group, acting as the foundation of the 
Black student/youth Civil Rights movement in the early 1960s. By 1965 
it produced the Black Power Movement, and by 1966–69 it had united 
with the up and coming Black Panther Party (BPP). I myself briefly 
became a member at this time of both SNCC and the BPP.

I am not going to romanticize the Panthers or my brief role in it. In 
1967–68, it was just to go 100 miles from my hometown to Atlanta, 
Georgia, pick up 50–75 Black Panther newspapers, and bring them back 
to sell or give them away to Black youth. This was years before a Panther 
chapter would be founded in Chattanooga or in a Southern state. Yet, for 
just doing that, and continuing to speak out against the Vietnam War, 
this would put me in fear of my life. Local cops and the FBI harassed me, 
spied on me, beat me up, and eventually ran me out of town. 

What is much more important than me personally, however, is that 
after uniting with SNCC, the BPP quickly became the central radical 
political organization in the late 1960s, and lasted over 15 years, even 
with severe government and police repression. It had no formal status 
in the Black Power movement, but most today recognize it as being the 
radical wing.

By 1969, though, I was disenchanted with the BPP and the Civil Rights 
movement, and began looking for a new political ideology. I felt the 
New Left and Black Power had been corrupted and become excessively 
authoritarian. Further, I had seen with my own eyes how both Cuba and 
Eastern European communist countries were authoritarian states, not 
to be admired, except for opposing the West, but they provided no real 
alternatives for socialism. I believed a revolution to put soulless bureau-
crats in power, whether East or West, was not enough. I began thinking 
we needed a whole new culture, civilization, and world ... beyond state 
socialism, nation-statism and capitalism. We needed more than civil 
rights for Blacks, or just “rights” for anyone. I didn’t know what it was, 
but I was yearning for anarchism at that very moment.

martin sostre, prison revolutionary

Everyone has someone who inspired them in life. For me it was Martin 
Sostre (1923–2015). Even in this generation, many young activists know 
of George Jackson, aka Comrade George, a Black Panther leader, revo-
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lutionary prison writer, and organizer who was assassinated in August, 
1971, in the California penitentiary, San Quentin. Sostre was not a writer 
with a bestselling book like Comrade George.

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, Martin Sostre was every bit as well 
known as a prison activist, revolutionary, and jailhouse lawyer. He almost 
single-handedly won democratic rights for prisoners to receive and read 
revolutionary literature; write books; worship alternative religious faiths; 
to not be railroaded in unfair disciplinary hearings and held indefi-
nitely in solitary confinement; and to have the right to cultural studies 
programs. He was the one activist responsible for prisoners being able to 
organize during the prison struggle in 1967–74. These lawsuits changed 
prison conditions nationwide.

He had served a prison sentence in Attica, New York, during the early 
1960s and went through a political metamorphosis from a Black Muslim 
in the Nation of Islam to a Black nationalist, and later an Anarchist. In 
1966, he got out of prison, came home to Buffalo, New York, and started 
the Afro-Asian Bookstore in the Black community. This bookstore 
became a center of radical thought and political education in that city. A 
Black riot against police brutality of a Black youth broke out at this time 
in Buffalo, and Sostre was blamed for this rebellion since many youth 
visited his bookstore.

The city cops and white political establishment chafed at Sostre’s 
organizing and political education and decided to shut him down. They 
arrested him on July 14, 1967, along with a bookstore co-worker, and 
charged them with the sale of narcotics, riot, arson, and assault. These 
were totally frame-up charges, but he was sentenced to 41 years in prison. 
Recognizing this injustice, an international campaign was begun on his 
behalf by his supporters and fellow activists.

At one point, he became the best known political prisoner in the 
world, and his case was adopted in 1973 by Amnesty International, the 
prisoner of conscience organization. This was a first for U.S. political 
prisoners and put tremendous pressure on the state of New York and the 
U.S. government. Finally, his worldwide defense organization pressured 
the New York state governor to grant Sostre an executive clemency, and 
he was released in 1976. 

historical importance of martin sostre

Sostre’s political consciousness and legal activism opened the door for 
prisoners to have legal and human rights and the ability to organize at 
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a time of civil rights, Black Power, the New Left, radical feminism, and 
the Vietnam anti-war movements. At one stage, 1970–76, the prison 
movement became the central protest movement in America, especially 
after the August 1971 political assassination of George Jackson, and the 
September 1971 Attica rebellion. The protest at Attica was put down 
with a bloody massacre by prison and political officials, but it opened 
the eyes of millions all over the world to American state violence and 
racism. A mass prison support movement arose almost overnight, 
which demanded human rights for prisoners. There is no doubt that 
the prior demands of Martin Sostre, in his writings and prisoners’ rights 
lawsuits, who had been imprisoned at Attica some years previous, played 
a role ideologically. Sostre’s struggle inside as a political prisoner was 
clearly bound up with what later became the Attica Rebellion. He was 
not at Attica at the time of the rebellion itself, but his earlier organizing 
provided the spark. The radical ideals that he fought for, prisoners had 
civil and human rights, incited a prison rebellion.

Contrary to prison officials’ accounts which claimed that the so-called 
Attica prison “riot” had taken place because of a “gang of criminals” who 
took guards hostage for no good reason, the truth is New York State 
officials refused to listen to Sostre or even the federal courts, which over 
the years had ordered an end to brutality, racism, and mistreatment of the 
men inside. The prisoners took matters into their own hands, demanding 
human rights and an end to racist abuse with the 1971 rebellion, which 
shook America and the entire world.

martin sostre and me

I met Martin Sostre at the Federal Detention Center in New York City in 
August/September 1969. I had just been brought back to the USA from 
Berlin, Germany, for hijacking a plane to Cuba earlier that year. He had 
sued prison officials and been transferred to federal prison to await a 
court hearing. I didn’t know who he was at the time, but someone said 
he was an activist prisoner and a jailhouse lawyer. They told me that I 
should talk to him. 

A scowling, powerfully built Black man, he looked like a teacher, 
which in many ways he was, just a revolutionary teacher. So, I went up 
and introduced myself, and we started talking about prison generally. 
He was interested in my case and how the CIA had captured me, and we 
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started talking about that. He was concerned that I could be sentenced to 
death by an all-white Southern jury.

He knew it was a political case, and so we talked about what I could 
do about it. Almost every day that I saw him, we would go over my case, 
and he would give me legal advice. Somewhere along the line, we started 
talking about revolutionary politics generally, and he bounced new 
words on me, Anarchist socialism. I had no idea what he was talking 
about at the time. I had just come from Cuba, Czechoslovakia, and East 
Germany, which called themselves socialist republics, so I thought I 
knew all about it. I was wrong. He explained self-governing socialism, 
which he described as free of state bureaucracy, any kind of party or 
leader dictatorship. Almost every day he regaled me about direct 
democracy, communitarianism, radical autonomy, general assemblies, 
and other stuff I knew nothing about. So I just listened for hours as he 
schooled me.

The initial ideas for Black Autonomy, within the overall Anarchist 
movement, came from these sessions. As a Black Puerto Rican, Sostre 
felt alienated from his community, and since much of the analysis about 
Black oppression and socialism was by white radicals, he had originally 
gravitated into Black nationalism. It was only later during his time in 
prison that he gravitated into Anarchist socialism. He told me endlessly 
that socialism and anarchism were for all people, not just Europeans and 
well-to-do intellectuals. It was universal. At first, I had serious doubts 
about all this, as it seemed just more white radical student ideology. They 
were not sympathetic to the Black struggle, and they were not working 
class or poor. Sostre’s ideas, however, were that Anarchists of color must 
build their wing of the Anarchist movement. He didn’t call it Black 
Autonomy, but that is what it was. 

I did not even consider myself at the time as an Anarchist, and did 
not fully understand what he told me. But I had seen firsthand Soviet 
socialism and was not impressed. It was elitist, authoritarian, and 
oppressive. I could say the same thing about Marxist-Leninist Maoism, 
which helped to destroy the 1960s New Left and the radical wing of 
the Black Power movement, with a cult of personality, middle-class 
snobbery, manipulation, and opportunism.

Even before meeting Martin Sostre, I was definitely already looking 
for something new and willing to consider anarchism. He explained 
what that something was. 
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But only after a few years later, serving two life terms in prison, did I 
really start Anarchist political education in earnest. As Sostre suggested, 
I started reading Anarchist books and papers, and started corresponding 
with Anarchist figures and groups all over the world.

These discussions with Martin Sostre were invaluable in broadening 
my thinking about radical political alternatives. I also found out about 
many unknown revolutions in Africa, Russia, China, Spain and other 
parts of the world, as well as early Anarchist labor/radical tendencies 
among Eastern European immigrants, especially in the USA (1860s–
1900s). The stickler is that the Anarchist movement generally had no ties 
or solidarity to the Black population in the USA, the UK or the colonized 
people of color in the Third World. It was essentially a white European 
movement for most of its history. I set out to do something about it.

Like Sostre had said, we must manufacture our own Anarchist of Color 
“school” of thought and revolutionary practice. Nobody can truly speak 
for us and fight in our name. Black Autonomy means independence 
of thought, culture and action. We are not racial separatists or ethnic 
purists, but we must be sure that we are strong enough to insist on our 
politics, leadership, and respect within any broader universal movement. 
We have been sold out, left out, betrayed, and tricked too many times by 
internal racism inside majority white coalitions and movements. Black 
voices matter! 

Martin Sostre has been lost to history because the white left and 
Anarchist radical tendencies have had no regard for him or his legacy. 
He literally opened the doors for radical prisoners, Anarchist tendencies 
of color, and radical praxis. Yet not one institution or movement today 
is named after him. This is an outrage which must be recognized or 
corrected now. 

I became an Anarchist, a jailhouse lawyer, and a prison activist during 
the 1970s because of Martin Sostre. In fact, it was a result of observing 
Martin’s international defense committee and seeing how he was able to 
put pressure on the state government that encouraged me to create the 
Free Lorenzo movement, which resulted in my own freedom in 1984 
from two life sentences. I owe him a tremendous personal debt. I spoke 
to him less than a month in a prison cell, but it changed my life. He had 
a similar impact on many others who never met him but benefitted from 
him standing up for their rights.

We don’t have him here today in the flesh, but we can at least honor his 
memory and never let it die! 
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how i became an anarchist and why i wrote this book

I wrote Anarchism and the Black Revolution while a political prisoner 
at the maximum security hellhole prison in Marion, Illinois. The year 
was 1979, and I wanted to write a book with wholly new subject matter 
for Anarchist readers and Black activists. It was at the end of the Black 
Power era, and within a deep crisis for state socialist countries grouped 
around the Warsaw Pact military alliance with Russia, state socialism 
was starting to sputter and to die. After decades of Stalinism and statist 
repression, it ceased to have a reason to exist and was gone by 1991. I 
had seen this develop with my own eyes in 1969 after the invasion of 
Czechoslovakia in 1968, and I was on the run from the USA. One by 
one, countries withdrew from the Warsaw Pact. After the 1979 invasion 
of Afghanistan, which led to the end of the USSR, it was literally the 
beginning of the end for state socialism as a dominant political theory 
and formations of the left. 

By 1979, I had been an Anarchist for a decade, stretching back to when 
I first met Martin Sostre. It was his influence at a time when I was looking 
for new radical theories and was totally disenchanted with American 
and European radicalism. I had been a Maoist, Black nationalist, and 
civil rights activist. I had seen them all crash and burn by 1969. Sostre 
opened my eyes to new possibilities with Anarchist communism in that 
New York City jail cell. Further, years after my political education with 
Martin, I continued my studies in every prison I was in. Even though I 
was sentenced to two life sentences and might have never gotten out of 
prison, I held fast to Anarchist political theory. 

I even started to teach it to other prisoners, and started study groups 
to talk about it. 

After I had been an Anarchist for ten years, it was time for me to speak 
up and try to challenge the whiteness and closet idealism of Anarchist 
thought and practice in the 1960s and 1970s.

So I wrote a pamphlet, Anarchism and the Black Revolution, that tried to 
change things and let Anarchists all over the world know that anarchism 
was not just a white European movement and theory. Certainly, I was 
one of the few Anarchists of color anywhere in the world. It was not just a 
matter of racist exclusion, but rather Anarchist movements simply didn’t 
support Black radical and Civil Rights struggles, which had shaken the 
U.S. establishment to the bone.
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Not surprisingly, Black activists did not join Anarchist groups due to 
the lack of recruitment activities of white Anarchists. Further, the white 
Anarchist groups were not too supportive of the stray Black Anarchist 
sympathizer who walked into their building. These groups seemed more 
inclined to discourage these participants. One thing I do know is that 
Black people won’t just join hostile white activist spaces and will leave on 
their own when they discover them.

This is why years later, after I had been released from prison and had 
many frustrating years working with white Anarchist groups, I began to 
put my energies toward creating a Black Anarchist federation, the Black 
Autonomy Federation, which was founded in 1994 by myself, a group 
of Black college students at Clark College, and a few Black community 
activists in Atlanta, Georgia.

This small Black Anarchist federation organized in the city of Atlanta, 
and after a brief period spread to ten other cities which started chapters. 
Over the years, it eventually spread abroad to Canada, the UK, and had 
interest in Europe and Africa. 

It was not greeted with open arms by white Anarchist tendencies. 
Anything but. We were accused of being anti-white, narrow race nation-
alists, and were subject to all manner of diatribes by many of the existing 
Anarchist collectives. Yet our group held on for a number of years despite 
the hostility and lack of support from the overall Anarchist movement. 
It is now even reorganizing, and making contacts with the new wave of 
Black Anarchists in 2021. 

Sadly, I am being told, many old school Anarchist groups are still 
hostile to the new Black Anarchist groups, created within the last five 
years. Some of the young people in the Black anarchist “second wave” have 
complained about the inhospitable actions of many white Anarchists, 
much like I experienced after 1994 when we started our Black Anarchist 
federation. This will have to stop, and these white radical forces will have 
to get over it. Black Anarchist tendencies are here to stay.

I want to make this point here, the same as I did years ago. I am united 
with other Black Anarchists on the proposition that we have the right to 
be here as Anarchists, and to have our unique ideas heard. Even if you do 
not politically agree with us, we have the right to build the kind of Black 
autonomous tendencies as we’d like. 

Historically, Russians, Italians, Lithuanians, Germans, Yiddish 
language Jews, and other European groups have freely built their own 
Anarchist and cultural tendencies in the USA. No one can then tell us 
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that Black people cannot do the same. It should not even be an issue 
in 2021, except that too many of these white activists want to control 
the entire radical scene and lock Black Anarchists out or somehow dele-
gitimize us. The Black Anarchists do not have to culturally conform to 
what white radical Anarchists or their groups would like us to be. Black 
Anarchists should be free to build their own movements and ideology. 
That is what motivated me in 1979 to write the first edition of this book 
and to create the first Black Anarchist federation.

Black Autonomy is the original ideology for Black anarchism. It is 
based on anarchism as libertarian socialism, rather than culture, lifestyl-
ism or individualism. The Black Autonomy Federation was formed in 
1994 and was the first Black Anarchist federation ever formed in North 
America. Since it was the first to be created, it is the foundation of all 
Black Anarchist tendencies, even though an individual group may have 
their own beliefs and group structure. The original ideas have been 
outlined for over 40 years in my book. 

ten reasons for the continuing importance  
of anarchism and the black revolution1

Most important to me is the lasting relevance of the book. I had no idea 
that what was started as an 84-page stapled pamphlet in 1979 (the first 
edition of Anarchism and the Black Revolution) would be published three 
more times as separate editions. Why? It still speaks to many with new 
ideas, and it challenges orthodoxy in both society and the Anarchist 
movement to this day. This fourth edition (called the definitive edition) 
is being published by a major radical press, Pluto Press of the United 
Kingdom, rather than a small Anarchist collective or International 
Workers of the World (IWW) print shop, as was done with the editions 
up to this point. Now everything changes for the reach of the book, and 
many more will be able to read it. 

The book, even as a small press edition by a collective, still managed 
to sell. I would take 200 copies at a time on one of my speaking tours, 

1. Anarchism and the Black Revolution was first published in 1979 and lasted 
until 1993, the 2nd edition came out in 1988 and lasted until 2008, the 3rd 
edition was published in 2012. This 4th edition is slated for October 2021. Each 
edition builds on the ideals of the last one, and is designed as political education 
for Anarchists and a form of counter logic to conventional wisdom found in 
political theory.



introduction . 11

and sell every one at whatever price I wanted to. In addition, tens of 
thousands of copies were distributed free to prisoners. In all, if you count 
the editions sold over these years, over 10,000 were sold. That makes this 
book an underground bestseller, a classic work, and a book of long-term 
historical importance. I never dreamed that 42 years after its 1979 
appearance, I would be putting it back in print in 2021 for a fourth time. 
Why would there be this much interest in a book of this sort?

1. The book, from the first, has been political education for Anarchists. This 
book is a full-throated defense of Anarchist communism, revolutionary 
syndicalism, and Black autonomous political ideas. It gives a rational 
explanation, in class terms, of what anarchism really stands for, rather 
than government, corporate, and authoritarian left propaganda and 
caricatures claim it is madness personified. Reading the book has always 
given a down-to-earth explanation of Anarchist principles, as well as the 
different factions of this broad-based theory.

2. The book was the first one to raise Anarchist theory and politics in 
relation to the Black struggle. Anarchism was strictly a white radical 
space before the book challenged the configuration and orientation of 
the movement as a whole and its dismissal of racism and oppression 
of Africans in America. There is no question about it. Racism was not 
even being discussed in Anarchist circles, and the clumsily organized 
anti-racist movements had no clue. Even the Anti-Racist Action and 
Antifa, later organized with Anarchist support, did not effectively deal 
with racism until this book (and myself as a highly vocal Black Anarchist 
critic) in their midst made them deal with it.

The decolonized political theory, which surfaced in Anarchist and 
radical circles during the contemporary period, can be partially credited 
to Anarchism and the Black Revolution, where an analysis of racism and 
internal colonialism first surfaced.

The reason the book was written in the first place was because there 
were no Black people in the Anarchist movement when I joined it. I was 
basically the only Black member in 1969 until the early 1980s. This was 
the beginning. If you really want to understand what I experienced, read 
the book.

3. The book tried to create a more radical prison movement. Because the 
book was written by an activist prisoner, rather than a detached middle-
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