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Photograph 6. April 30, 1970. Black Panther conference, from left, Carol Smith, the sister of
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Photograph 8. May 1970. These protesters are in front of the entrance to Yale’s Sheffield-
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Photograph 9. August 22, 1970. Hartford police lead some of the nine men they arrested in the
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Foreword

The Amistad Committee concerns itself with the African American freedom struggle and
recognizes that black people have struggled for freedom and equality since the first days that
enslaved Africans were brought to the Americas. Hundreds of years of slavery and racism
corrupted the economy, politics, and sensibilities of the country so much so that the famous
dictum that “white workers will never be free when black workers are in chains” was a truism
difficult to grasp well into the late twentieth century.

Anticolonial movements throughout the Third World and socialism in the Soviet Union
and Eastern Europe in the post-World War II era influenced the Black Panthers. Their
emergence, as Wilson notes, came from the realization that voting rights and federal government
efforts had not solved problems plaguing black communities. Whether or not one agrees with
the Panthers’ tactics or strategies, one must certainly recognize the stark reality of their demands.
That the FBI and state authorities worked to obstruct and destroy this organization should shock
every reader. The conditions against which the Black Panthers rebelled still haunt African
American communities along with millions of whites, Latinos, and Native Americans. Thus, the
struggle against institutional racism and structural inequality continues.

The Amistad Committee has published this document to recognize the Black Panther
Party as an important organization in the long struggle to rid our country of the cancer of racism.
While it deals with the Black Panther Party of Connecticut, it is, undoubtedly, with different
names and locations, a page in the national struggle for equality in our country.

Alfred L. Marder
President, Amistad Commifttee, Inc.
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A Brief History of the Black Panther Party

The Early Years

Originally called the Black Panther Party for Self Defense, the Black Panther Party (BPP) was a
radical African American political organization established in 1966 in Oakland, California, by
Huey P. Newton (1942-1989), Minister of Self-Defense, and Bobby Seale (1936-), Chairman.
Although the group’s organizational beginnings can be traced to October 1966 with the creation
of the “Black Panther Party Platform and Program,” a manifesto outlining the group’s
ideological and political perspectives and goals with respect to housing issues, educational and
economic opportunities, police violence, and African American disenfranchisement, the BPP is a
continuation of black freedom struggles that began with the first rebellions against slavery and
captivity in the barracoons, holding cells for enslave Africans, centuries ago. Black Panther
Party members perceived themselves as a vanguard party who mobilized the black
lumpenproletariat, those unemployed members of the black working classes without political
consciousness, and gave voice to the needs and desires of poor, segregated, urban communities
that had not benefited from the legal victories of the Civil Rights Movement. Throughout their
sixteen year existence, from 1966-1982, the Party’s political perspective and activity was marked

by ideological flexibility, adaptability, and hybridization—a fusion of ideas from post-World

War 11 black liberation struggles in the United States and anti-colonial struggles throughout the
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third world. Their most ostensible influences were Malcolm X, Franz Fanon, Mao Zedong,
Robert F. Williams, Kwame Nkrumah, Fidel Castro, V.I. Lenin, and Karl Marx.

Violent police brutality, hallmarks of many black, urban communities of the late 1960s,

determined the Party’s initial black nationalist perspective and their political activity. Newton,
as the Party’s theoretician, saw black urban neighborhoods as colonies occupied by the police
force whose brutal surveillance were geared toward maintaining black exploitation. —This
approach led the small group of activists to focus on armed community patrols of the police.
Equipped with pistols, shotguns, and law books, Newton, Seale, and Bobby Hutton, the first
member and treasurer of the organization, traversed the streets of Oakland to ensure that police
officers did not violate residents’ rights. During patrols, Panthers, with weapons in plain sight,
observed police officers carrying out their duty and questioned the detained resident to see if
abuse had taken place. If the suspect was arrested, the patrol would pursue the arresting vehicle
to the precinct station and post bail for the individual. Newton observed that patrols had a
threefold effect: they taught the community how to protect themselves from the police, decreased
the incidents of police brutality, and increased the membership of the BPP. As the membership
increased so did police patrols of other black neighborhoods in the San Francisco Bay area
including Berkeley, Richmond, and San Francisco.

In 1967, the Party gained recognition among San Francisco Bay Area communities after
it investigated and publicized the fatal police shooting of Denzil Dowell, a Richmond, California
resident. During the same year, after providing protection for Betty Shabazz, the widow of the
slain leader Malcolm X, the Party attracted new members. Perhaps the most prominent person to

join that year was Eldridge Cleaver, the renowned ex-convict and writer for the leftist magazine

Ramparts, who became the organization’s Minister of Information. His writing ability and
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connections with leftist activists were instrumental in attracting new members and helping the
Party create the Black Community News Service and The Black Panther, a weekly newspaper.
The paper was indicative of the BPP’s political dexterity in their attempts to empower black
communities. The Black Panther provided a medium through which Party leadership and
members could connect to the communities they served and raise reader consciousness. By 1970
the paper had a weekly circulation of over 100,000.

In the spring of 1967, the BPP gained national attention. On May 2, 1967, Bobby Seale
and a contingent of thirty armed Black Panthers orchestrated a political demonstration when they
delivered a public announcement called “Executive Mandate Number One” on the stairs of
Capitol Building in Sacramento, California. “Executive Mandate Number One” was a written
response to the Mulford Gun Bill, legislation that would make carrying weapons illegal. As a
result of their political demonstration, Bobby Seale and several other Panthers were arrested and
accused of conspiracy. Despite its portrayal of the BPP as a black supremacist group and motley
crew of thugs, the mainstream media coverage unknowingly acted as a recruiting mechanism for
the organization. After the Sacramento incident, requests poured in from across the country for
assistance in creating local chapters of the Black Panther Party. By the end of the decade, the
BPP had grown to be a national organization with 40 chapters, more than 5,000 members, and
tens of thousands of supporters. By 1969, the Black Panther Party comprised individual chapters

unified under one central committee.

The Party Goes National

By 1968, the BPP grew to be larger than its founders had imagined. To connect the work being

done in the southern states by the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) with
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BPP work in western and northern urban areas, the two organizations attempted a merger.

SNCC’s Stokely Carmichael was named BPP prime minister; James Forman, minister of foreign

affairs; and H. Rap Brown, minister of justice. The merger was short lived and the appointments
were largely symbolic as the union was destroyed by organizational mistrust, exacerbated by
well-placed counter-intelligence by the Federal Bureau of Investigation, and differing leadership
styles. With Huey Newton as the BPP leader, authority was centralized. SNCC was best known
for its decentralized structure and a belief in the leadership ability of all its members. Further,
SNCC was moving closer to a black nationalist perspective and was unwilling to work with
white groups. The BPP was moving away from its previous black nationalist perspective toward
socialism and was willing to work with any organization that held the best interest of black

communities to heart, especially the Peace and Freedom Party.

With the merger between the BPP and SNCC undermined, the BPP Central Committee
set out to maintain a cohesive national unit. This proved difficult for the young revolutionaries.
From 1967 to 1970, Huey P. Newton was imprisoned for allegedly shooting Patrolman John
Frey, assaulting Patrolman Herbert Heanes, and kidnapping Dell Ross, a black motorist.
Concurrently, Eldridge Cleaver and Bobby Seale were trying to gain popular support to “Free
Huey” and were involved in their own court cases. But all chapters, from the most popular in

Chicago, New York City, and Los Angeles to the more obscure in Wilmington, Delaware,
Omaha, and Denver, were unified around the survival programs, a willingness to re-envision the
party platform and revolutionary activity, and government repression.
Survival programs were instituted with the primary objective of transforming social and
economic relations within the United States. The Party’s survival programs indicate not a

“deradicalization” of the BPP or the substitution of a radical approach for a reformist one, but
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