The poem Sonny’s Lettah was written and released (January, 1979)[footnoteRef:4470] towards the end of James Callahan’s premiership in the UK, during the Winter of Discontent, just before the ascension of Thatcher and installation of Neoliberalism. The economy at that time was very unstable with widespread industrial action, second oil price crisis, piling uncollected refuse, gravediggers on strike and uncontrolled inflation, as well as very severe weather[footnoteRef:8881]. [4470:  Poetry by Heart “Sonny’s Lettah” URL: https://www.poetrybyheart.org.uk/poems/sonny-lettah/” Accessed: 9/12/21]  [8881:   The Socialist Party (formerly Militant) “History of the worker’s movement; the 1979 ‘Winter of Discontent” URL: " https://www.socialistparty.org.uk/articles/28522/16-01-2019/the-1979-winter-of-discontent" Accessed: 9/12/21] 

The poem starts with Linton Kwesi Johnson (LKJ), Sonny addressing his mother, letting her know that he let her down, that Jim had gotten arrested. The scene starts at rush hour with the two black men simply waiting for a bus when a van with three armed police thugs turn up and they start accosting Jim. However, much like today, Jim had not done anything illegal, this is just an example of the epidemic use of the “Sus” law (Suspected person) to harass people of colour, also known as “stop and search powers”.
The song mostly reflects the struggles of black men in Britain under the “Sus Law” (under the 1824 Vagrancy Act), due to the racial profiling that the police were using to target black and ethnic minorities. It comes in the build-up of the 1980s race riots that occurred in St Paul’s, Bristol; Brixton, London; Toxteth, Liverpool; Handsworth, Birmingham; Chapeltown, Leeds and Operation Swamp ‘81[footnoteRef:26358]. Through continued pressure such as “Scrap Sus”, it was finally repealed on 27 August 1981. However, despite the pressure in 1981, 2007 saw a return of Stop and Search powers. The powers can now be used for mere suspicion of carrying a weapon, drugs, or stolen property; this is disproportionately used on citizens of colour over white citizens, and men in majority. [26358:  University of Warwick, The Library Modern Records Centre “Race, Policing and the 1980s” URL: “https://warwick.ac.uk/services/library/mrc/studying/docs/rem/1980s/” Accessed: 9/12/21
] 

Within Sonny’s Lettah, we see that Sonny, though not physically attacked, on witnessing the brutal assault of Jim, he did what many of us would like to think we would be able to do and stepped in to protect a loved one. Possibly admirable, it would have come with cognitive dissonance with the threat that assaulting (even in defence) one of the police force’s officers carries; even to protect Jim when he is in danger and the authorities are grossly abusing their state sanctioned power, even without an officer hitting the bin and dying. Also possibly fuelled by the rage he warns of in the song “Time Come” (on the same album, Forces of Viktry, 1979). A rage built from long-term suffered oppression, gas lighting and suffered institutionalisation coming to a head with the picking on the Black Panthers[footnoteRef:8696], the police killing of David Oluwale[footnoteRef:27115] and incarceration. [8696:  Shetterly, W. (Medium.com) “The Black Panthers put class first and race second” URL:” https://medium.com/a-universalist-in-an-identitarian-age/the-black-panthers-put-class-first-and-race-second-13f4eb56ae18” Accessed: 9/12/21
]  [27115:  Remember Oluwale “Who is David Oluwale?” URL: “https://www.rememberoluwale.org/who.html#who” Accessed: 9/12/21
] 

Instead, his response to witnessing the racially motivated crime perpetrated by the police, though violent, can also be understood more by looking at his unique intersectional position that he shares so much in common with many other black men of the Black Atlantic culture. This disadvantage is one that is not limited to the working class as routinely even black people who have privilege of higher class/wealth also can suffer the same institutionalised racism. Even with the benefits that allows such as being able to live outside of seemingly redlined neighbourhoods with widespread poverty, crime and where policing is harshly racist.
In recent times this issue of institutionalised violence against black men has really become widely acknowledged since the murder of George Floyd by the police officer Derek Chauvin, and how his dying words “I can’t breathe” has echoed around much of the world with the Black Lives Matter being one of the most important movements of the day[footnoteRef:8036]. Despite limited or negative press coverage given by the mass media landscape that is dominated by right wing/conservative technocrats, where manufacturing of consent and deconstruction of progress is a main goal. [8036:  New York Times “How George Floyd Died, and What Happened Next” URL: “https://www.nytimes.com/article/george-floyd.html” Accessed: 9/12/21
] 

This kind of backlash to progression is also common throughout history, the pushback at the time came from people like the fascist, MP Enoch Powell who had been fanning the flames for a British racial civil war[footnoteRef:13722]. Today however we have alt-right propaganda platforms today like PragerU or Fox News who work against the emancipation or even realisation of the very real threat black men face; just for their own racist/white supremacist reasoning, where instead Blue Lives Matter[footnoteRef:17933]. Fascism (inside and outside of the police) is a threat that not just black men but also women and non-binary people also suffer, it is a point which is also raised colourfully by LKJ in “Fight dem back” (also of the same album). In this song, he takes a practical angle to tackling the problem of fascism, which is not dissimilar to that of Sonny’s Lettah when confronted with the fascistic police abuse of power. [13722:  Socialist Worker “Enoch Powell and racism” URL: “https://socialistworker.co.uk/art/14354/Enoch%20Powell%20and%20racism” Accessed: 10/12/21
]  [17933:  Tsuneta, A. (Medium.com) Blue ‘Lives’ Don’t Matter Because Blue ‘Lives’ Don’t Exist” URL: “https://medium.com/fearless-she-wrote/blue-lives-don-t-matter-because-blue-lives-don-t-exist-ec44762a5299” Accessed: 10/12/21
] 

Even though at the core of the song it is meant to be uncomfortably violent with how Jim is assaulted by the police, and how Sonny tries to intervene; LKJ always addresses this altercation with remorse, humility, and apologies to his mother. He also demonstrates a deep respect and reverence for his mother as well as family in way which can be seen widely across men of the Black Atlantic. In the end though, Sonny loses his freedom, now one of the imprisoned Black Atlantic subcultures. Having his life and freedom converted into a figure to justify racist policing in the case of the poem, or today to support the profits of the Prison Industrial Complex which profits today off thousands of black men, missing from their families and communities for simple infractions, in chains, for profits[footnoteRef:29803]. [29803:  Lit Hub “How Slavery lives on in the American Prison Industrial Complex”” URL: https://lithub.com/how-slavery-lives-on-in-the-american-prison-industrial-complex/” Accessed: 10/12/21
] 
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