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Assange was stripped and placed in “suicide
watch” isolation cell after British extradition
announcement
Oscar Grenfell
23 June 2022

   Immediately after British Home Secretary Priti Patel
announced on Friday last week that she had approved
Julian Assange’s extradition to the United States, the
publisher and journalist was stripped naked and placed in
a bare cell of London’s maximum-security Belmarsh
Prison.
   This latest abuse of Assange’s democratic and human
rights was reported by his father John Shipton to a rally in
Berlin last Tuesday and at other speaking engagements in
Europe. The brutal treatment was meted out on the
grounds of preventing Assange from taking his own life.
   In reality, it is a continuation of what outgoing United
Nations Rapporteur Nils Melzer has branded as the state
torture of Assange by the British and US authorities. 
   The persecution of the journalist is proceeding along
two tracks. On the one hand, there is the pseudo-legal
extradition process, aimed at dispatching Assange to the
US where he would face 18 Espionage Act charges and
175 years imprisonment for publishing true documents
which exposed American war crimes in Iraq and
Afghanistan.
   On the other is the ongoing brutalisation of Assange,
who has been subjected to different forms of arbitrary
detention for more than a decade. This includes over three
years imprisonment in Belmarsh Prison, a facility dubbed
“Britain’s Guantanamo Bay,” the vast majority of that
time without conviction.
   On Twitter, Assange’s wife Stella Moris also reported
that Assange had been denied visitors the entire weekend
after Patel’s announcement. The extradition order will be
subject to a further appeal through the British courts. But
under conditions of a momentous decision, which has vast
and potentially dire consequences for his life, Assange
was deliberately isolated and left entirely alone.
   The clear aim of the British authorities was not to

prevent Assange’s suicide, but to intensify his suffering
as much as possible. The implications of such treatment
being meted out to a man with intense psychological
issues, stemming from the protracted US-led persecution,
are clear. The British state wants Assange dead.
   A similar abuse was inflicted on Assange during the
initial British court hearings for his extradition in January,
2020. After the first day of proceedings, he was
inexplicably handcuffed eleven times and stripped twice,
while guards confiscated his legal papers without
justification. 
   In other words, there is a clear pattern of the Belmarsh
authorities seeking to humiliate and degrade Assange, and
to heighten his feelings of powerlessness, at key moments
of the US-British extradition operation.
   The report that Assange was placed on suicide watch is
also a damning indictment of the court rulings allowing
his extradition to the US. After the initial District Court
proceedings, Judge Vanessa Baraitser blocked extradition,
on the narrow grounds that Assange’s poor health and the
brutal conditions in American prisons meant he would die
if sent to the US.
   That ruling was overturned by the High Court last
December, on the basis of bogus and self-contradictory
assurances from the US government that Assange’s
treatment would not be as bad as claimed by his defence
lawyers. The assurances were accepted, despite a Yahoo!
News report in September alleging that the Trump
administration and the CIA had discussed kidnapping or
assassinating Assange In 2017.
   But while the High Court has ruled that Assange’s
extradition would not be oppressive, or a risk to his life,
Belmarsh Prison, if its actions are taken on face value,
acknowledges that there is an imminent risk of Assange’s
death. 
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   The British authorities will make no attempt to square
the contradiction. They have ignored warnings from
hundreds of doctors of Assange’s deteriorating health and
the need for his immediate release, for the past three
years.
   Meanwhile, Patel’s announcement has been met with a
massive wave of opposition, from press freedom groups,
legal experts and prominent public figures. These
condemnations of the US-led pursuit of Assange reflect a
groundswell of support for the WikiLeaks founder among
workers and young people, millions of whom regard him
as an heroic figure whose only “crime” is to have exposed
the illegal wars and diplomatic conspiracies of American
imperialism.
   On Wednesday, fifteen journalists’ and publishers’
associations from six different countries met in Geneva,
Switzerland. They condemned Patel’s decision and
demanded Assange’s immediate freedom.
   Dominique Pradalie, president of the International
Federation of Journalists, which represents 600,000 media
workers in 140 countries, said: “Julian Assange is a
journalist, a political prisoner who is facing a death
sentence. We are demanding that Julian Assange be freed,
he returned to his family, and finally permitted to live a
normal life.”
   Pierre Ruetschi, head of the Swiss Press Club, pointed
to the broader implications of the US attempt to prosecute
a journalist for his publishing activities. Ruetschi warned
that “democracy is being taken hostage. This attempt at
criminalizing journalism is a serious threat.”
   Patel’s announcement has also been denounced by
several governments. On Tuesday, Mexican President
Andrés Manuel López Obrador convened a press
conference, where he played excerpts from the Collateral
Murder video released by Assange and WikiLeaks in
2010. It shows US soldiers in an Apache helicopter
gunning down unarmed civilians and two Reuters
journalists in Baghdad. 
   “He is the best journalist of our time in the world and
has been very unfairly treated, worse than a criminal,”
López Obrador stated, branding the persecution of
Assange as “an embarrassment to the world.” The
Mexican president said he would demand that Biden end
the attempted prosecution, when they meet next Tuesday,
and said that his country would “open its doors” to the
WikiLeaks publisher.
   López Obrador is a capitalist politician, whose
government has imposed austerity measures and other
right-wing policies. His statements nevertheless provide a

glimpse of the real public opinion concerning the US
persecution of Assange, which is persistently buried by
the corporate media. It is widely viewed as an illegitimate
operation, aimed at covering up war crimes and attacking
fundamental democratic rights.
   The Mexican statements are also an indictment of
Australia’s new Labor government. It has rejected calls,
including from his family, to intervene in defence of
Assange, who is an Australian citizen. Labor Prime
Minister Anthony Albanese has refused to demand that
Biden end the prosecution. 
   Senior Labor ministers have stated that they will not
exercise their legal and diplomatic powers to free the
WikiLeaks founder, as Australian governments have
when citizens have been subjected to persecution in other
countries.
   The most significant development of the past week has
been the outpouring of support for Assange from working
people, expressed in hundreds of thousands or even
millions of posts on social media.
   This is occurring under conditions of a major upsurge of
the class struggle, directed against austerity, the soaring
cost of living and wage suppression. In Britain, some
50,000 rail workers have taken powerful strike action this
week, against the very government that holds the key to
Assange’s cell door. There is also widespread hostility to
the eruption of militarism, expressed most sharply in the
US-led proxy war against Russia in Ukraine.
   As the World Socialist Web Site has explained, the
working class is the constituency for the fight to free
Assange, defend democratic rights and end imperialist
war. We urge workers and young people to take up this
struggle, including by sharing information on Assange’s
persecution and passing resolutions at your schools and
workplaces opposing it and calling for a mass fight for his
freedom.
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