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Series Foreword

From Beatniks to Flappers, Zoot Suiters to Punks, this series brings to life some of the most compelling counterculture in American history. Designed to offer a quick in-depth examination and current perspective on each group, the series aims to stimulate the reader’s understanding of the richness of the American experience. Each book explores a countercultural group critical to American life and introduces the reader to his or her historical setting and precedents, the ways in which it was subversive or countercultural, and its significance, and legacy in American history. Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary defines “counterculture” as “a culture and values and mores that run counter to those of established society.” Although some of the groups covered can be described as primarily subcultural, they were targeted for inclusion because they have not existed in a vacuum. They have advocated for rules that methodically opposed mainstream culture, or they have lived by their ideals to the degree that it became impossible not to impact the society around them. They have left their marks, both positive and negative, on the fabric of American culture. Volumes cover such groups as Hippies and Beatniks, who impacted popular culture, literature, and art; the eco-socialists and radical feminists, who worked toward social and political change; and even groups such as the Ku Klux Klan, who left mostly scars.

A lively alternative to narrow historiography and scholarly monographs, each volume in the Subcultures and Countercultures series can be described as a “library in a book,” containing both essays and browsable reference materials, including primary documents, to enhance the research process and bring the content alive in a variety of ways. Written for students and general readers, each volume includes engaging illustrations, a timeline of critical events in the subculture, topical essays that illuminate aspects of the subculture, a glossary of terms and slangs, biographical sketches of the key players involved, and primary source excerpts—including speeches, writings, articles, first-person accounts, memoirs, diaries, government reports, and court decisions—that offer contemporary perspective on each group. In addition, each volume includes an extensive bibliography of recommended print and nonprint sources appropriate for research.




Preface

The Black Panther Party (BPP) was a popular African American political organization during the Black Power movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s. Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale, the founders of the organization, initially named the organization the Black Panther Party for Self Defense and Justice, but later shortened the name to the Black Panther Party. From the outset, according to historians Joshua Bloom and Waldo Martin, authors of Black against Empire: The History and Politics of the Black Panther Party: “[the] Black Panther Party rejected the legitimacy of the U.S. government. The Panthers saw black communities in the United States as a colony and the police as an occupying army.”1

During their period of activism, white America largely ignored socioeconomic problems in urban African American communities even while black bodies were beaten by the hands of white police and black lives were cut down by police bullets. In the face of such violence, African American civil rights organizations like the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the National Urban League (NUL), the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) opposed police brutality, but did not provide national strategies, mechanisms, or challenges to daily police brutality in black communities. Even black separatist groups like the Nation of Islam (NOI), an influential African American Islamic organization known for its contempt of the United States and its hatred of white America, as well as its rehabilitative work among poor and working-class African Americans, did not propose armed self-defense in black communities.

The BPP did. Like its ideological predecessor, the Deacons for Self Defense, a southern African American civil rights group, the BPP espoused a strategy of armed self-defense. In a political environment and time when African Americans’ tactics of direct, nonviolent action and legal challenges were seen as the most effective ways to bring about racial justice, BPP’s confrontational style and critiques of local law enforcement throughout the nation defied civil rights orthodoxy and white authority.

The BPP’s community survival programs also challenged the economic status quo. Public schools provide free breakfast for low-income children throughout the nation now, but in the late 1960s and early 1970s, they did not. Administrators and policy makers on the federal and local levels turned a blind eye to hunger, so the BPP fed thousands of black and white children weekly at the height of its free breakfast program. Yohuru Williams, the historian and author of several books about the BPP, has noted that “[t]he Free Breakfast for Schoolchildren Program enlisted Panthers every day in dozens of cities across the country and became a blueprint for the federal government’s school breakfast and lunch program.”2 In so doing, it challenged the common narrative that hunger in African American communities was the result of African Americans’ unwillingness to work and that poverty was a consequence of the inherent moral failings of the black poor; instead, hunger was a result of a fundamentally flawed economic system and a racial hierarchy that created and maintained black ghettos. American consumer capitalism was the problem. According to the BPP, it was a flawed economic system that exploited black people and other people of color. Despite Cold War fears of leftist movements and ideologies, the BPP argued that socialism would be an equitable economic and political system for African Americans and the vast majority of Americans.

Over the last 50 years, scholars, activists, journalists, and critics have written many articles and monographs about the Black Panther part. Within the last decade, there has been a renewed scholarly interest in the organization that moves beyond intellectual and political posturing and toward a fuller historical understanding of the group’s contribution to the African American freedom struggle. Most of these studies have recognized the importance and influence of the Central Committee and the party’s founding Oakland, California, chapter and focus on BPP chapters and affiliates in cities throughout the nation. Together, they argue that each local entity of the party was shaped by and responded to the specific needs and concerns of the African American communities it served. This book takes this approach by looking at the BPP in various cities throughout the nation. At its zenith, the party had 68 recognized chapters and affiliates, but there were also groups that claimed to be Black Panthers and were not officially associated with the group. As an introduction to the BPP, this study does not seek to tell the stories of all the local chapters, branches, and affiliates; to do so would be impossible. However, it does highlight and discuss some of the most important developments of and challenges for the BPP throughout the nation, paying attention to the local realities.

Chapter one situates the BPP within the shifting political terrain of the African American freedom struggle of the late 1960s and early 1970s. It examines political influences on the party, the party’s early development, and some of the ways it influenced other political activists. Chapter two discusses Black Panthers in the American South. Conventional historical thinking for those unfamiliar with African American history problematically assumes that racial injustice disappeared when the modern United States civil rights movement achieved major judicial victories and concluded throughout southern states. The reality is that African Americans continued to face structural racism in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The BPP in at least three southern cities—Houston, Texas; New Orleans, Louisiana; and Winston-Salem, North Carolina—worked with local black communities to challenge those forces that kept them poor, undereducated, underemployed, and segregated.

Chapter three examines BPP activity in the northeastern section of the United States giving attention to Boston and New Bedford, Massachusetts, and New Haven, Connecticut. Events that unfolded in New Haven made that chapter one of the most dramatic and compelling in BPP history. Chapter four looks at Black Panthers in cities in America’s north central states, which had African American populations of varying sizes. Chapter five considers the ways in
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