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All Power 
to the People
The History of the Black Panther Party (BPP) 
shows us the importance of building commu-
nity power through direct action. Rather than 
just criticising the state for a lack of support, 
the BPP turned their local urban environment 
into a political space where they could direct-
ly improve the poor conditions of black com-
munities in the USA in the 1960s and 70s. 

“I’m no longer accepting the things I can-
not change… I’m changing the things I 
cannot accept” — Angela Davis 

Dr Huey P Newton and Bobby Seale found-
ed the BPP in the year of 1966 in Oakland, 
California. They wanted to achieve immedi-
ate justice and radical political change for 
the African-American community, who had 
been exploited and oppressed for the past 
three centuries. They saw themselves as a 
revolutionary organisation who aimed to to 
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abolish racism, capitalism, imperialism and 
sexism from society. The BPP operated from 
1966 to 1982 as a revolutionary grassroots 
organisation that helped communities or-
ganise in many ways.  They have sadly been 
remembered for only for their focus on armed 
self-defence, which was only a part of their 
strategy. The BPP were both a revolutionary 
social welfare organisation and a militant 
self-defence association.  Through these 
methods, the BPP aimed to re-invent their 
urban environment in order to achieve Black 
Liberation and free themselves from capital-
ist oppression. 

The BPP adopted the he Black power ideolo-
gy of  ‘revolutionary nationalism’. This came 
from an armed self-defence philosophy that 
was developed by a network of Marxist-Len-
inists and Black nationalists in the late 1950’s 
and early 1960’s. The armed self-defence ide-

ology of the Black liberation movement was 
made up of a wide range of groups including: 
the militant branch of the indigenous Civil 
Rights movement (e.g. the Student Nonvio-
lent Coordinating Committee), Black nation-
alists and Pan-Africanists, Malcolm X and 
members of the Nation of Islam. The BPP’s 
violent resistance therefore had a rich history 
of violent struggle in black struggle. 

The BPP developed many community organi-
sation and mutual-aid strategies, which they 
called survival programmes. The survival pro-
grammes were developed as a way to chal-
lenge the prison-like conditions of the ‘Black 
ghetto’. They also served to undermine state 
authority and inspire social unrest. The pro-
grammes aimed to question the contradic-
tions at the heart of the Keynesian welfare 
system. The BPP claimed that the historic fail-
ure of the U.S. national welfare system to pro-
vide reasonable systems of welfare for the Af-
rican-American community was evidence of 
those contradictions. From the start the BPP 
established many socialist programmes that 
were introduced locally but rapidly spread 
across the United States. These programmes 
provided many essential social and health 
services that would not have existed other-
wise. These programmes included: medical 
research, medical care, ambulance services, 
pest control, schools as well as adult educa-
tion, free breakfast for kids, free clothing and 

shoes, protection services for the elderly, child 
care, legal advice, property maintenance, food 
assistance for families and employment sup-
port. 

These ‘survival programmes’ confronted the 
immediate issues of marginalised communi-
ties. At the same time they  made sure that 
the BPP’s values were turned into an every-
day reality. For example, the free breakfast 
for kids programme was established by Fred 
Hampton in 1968 and became a compulsory 
requirement for all BPP chapters in 1969. The 
programme began in Oakland and was soon a 
daily fixture in the lives of thousands of Afri-
can-American children throughout the Unit-
ed States.  This made sure that people saw the 
starvation of children throughout the United 
States as a direct result of the structural in-
equalities of capitalism. This transformed lo-
cal issues into a criticism of State policy. As a 
result the BPP were able to win national and 
international support in their struggle. 

The BPP’s survival programmes did not just 
educate the masses or improve the conditions 
of inner city living. The BPP offered a vision 
of society founded on the basic principles of 
justice, cooperation and autonomy. It’s histo-
ry shows us that the politics of Black Power 
was a direct progression from African-Ameri-
can demands for self-determination. The use 
of violence was a powerful symbolic rejection 
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of an illegitimate and oppressive state , which 
had failed African-Americans. However, most 
importantly it enabled the BPP to provide the 
African-American community with a degree 
of protection from that state. Because of the 
social and political context in which they op-
erated, safety was essential for effective com-
munity activism.

Today, the economics and politics of austeri-
ty continue to destroy standards of living. It 
does this by cutting public services, leaving 
communities trapped in cycles of poverty and 
oppression. The BPP were revolutionary in 
their attempts to fight capitalist oppression. 
The methods they used to achieve liberation 
can show us how to understand and confront 
the privatisation and cuts to our public ser-
vices today. Sadly, an oppressive state and an 
unequal economy still exist. The same battles 
the BPP fought over poverty and inequality 
60 years ago are still just as relevant today. 
If the state continues to reduce the welfare 
of its citizens, it will be even more necessary 
to defend the community, take back public 
spaces and satisfy the demands of the people 
through radical political acts.

Call to action
Direct Action is one way you can make your voice heard. Direct Action is about people taking 
power for themselves rather than relying on those in power to make positive changes. Speak 
to members of your community to try to identify the immediate issues your community faces. 
Organise meetings to talk about ways you can confront these issues through direct action. Ex-
amples of Direct Action include blockades, pickets, occupations, and sit-ins. In our communities 
it can involve establishing our own organisations such as housing or food co-ops or providing 
services to deal with schools and adult education, legal advice, employment support, property 
maintenance and food assistance for families.     

https://www.flickr.com/photos/ari/3214510455/in/photolist-5U4qSp-5U4die-5U8zy1-5U4j52-5n36oh-5U4gBc-6NyCCk-a5tG5b-qzAAp1-cTaMD9-dFueKq-ewtr7k-9z8cx9-9chSab-7yyJSQ-5U8Cyh-7yuWd8-8gK9Rf-5ziJ9v-cTaHM7-5U8yBN-9z59f2-gVhpX-5U4cY4-9z5ch8

	Schaltfläche 26: 


