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Examinations of the Black Panther Party, in the past and today, have asserted or implied 

a negative association between violence and political radicalism that continues to demonize the 

Party.1 Conventional wisdom asserts that the Black Power movement, embodied in the Black 

Panther Party, undermined struggles for racial justice and was the failed, negative counterpart of 

the nonviolent Civil Rights Movement.2 In more sympathetic accounts of the Panthers, the 

emphasis tends to be on the non-militant aspects of the Party, as their community programs and 

local reforms are consistently cited as the movement’s redeeming qualities. However, while 

conventional narratives ultimately and implicitly treat the Party’s militancy as its shortcoming 

and downfall, the Panthers’ politics regarding the use of violence was actually a source of 

strength and mobilization and served important strategic and ideological functions. 

By the late 1960s, black Americans had begun to realize the limitations of civil rights 

politics as the dismantling of legal segregation left untouched economic and material dimensions 

of black subordination and legislative civil rights victories had failed to materialize into 

economic and political empowerment.3 With the defeat of formal racial inequality, the southern 

Civil Rights Movement struggled to sustain insurgency and articulate targets beyond Jim Crow 

for effective civil rights mobilization.4 As civil rights strategies and the politics of nonviolence 

had failed to challenge de facto economic and political exclusion, generate significant political 

gains or economic concessions for blacks outside of the south, and affect noticeable change in 
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people’s material condition, many young urban blacks rejected civil rights politics as ineffectual 

and unequipped to meet issues of structural racism.5  

As the civil rights establishment struggled to broaden its civil rights struggle to address 

structural issues, failed to transition out of the south and remain politically relevant and salient, 

and increasingly grew out of touch with young urban blacks who rejected the “old-guard,” 

people were increasingly drawn to revolutionary ideas and sought new, more radical and 

confrontational ways of advancing black liberation.6 The Black Panthers succeeded in making 

their theory the basis for widespread politics through their politics of armed self-defense.7 

Known for their direct confrontations with the police and willingness to retaliate against white 

interpersonal and institutional violence,8 the Black Panthers believed in armed resistance as a 

means of social change and empowerment.9 They believed that blacks should arm themselves 

against establishment violence and actively resist and surveil the police in order to protect their 

communities and to build military power as a means of building political power.  

The politics of armed self-defense had strong appeal because it enabled blacks to stand up 

to oppressive authority, challenge police brutality, hold the state accountable, and protect their 

communities.10 On a more symbolic level, the politics of armed self-defense enabled people to 

break out of patterns of racial submissiveness and deference and thus represented a means of 

advancing black power, dignity, and autonomy in tangible ways.11 Turning the frustration and 
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powerlessness of urban uprisings into black power and channeling the desperation and violence 

of everyday black life into powerful political resistance, the politics of armed struggle was a 

politics that understood the economic and social needs of black youth and had the potential to 

fulfill the aspirations that the southern Civil Rights Movement had promised but not delivered.12 

By politicizing black people’s confrontations with the police and providing a tangible conduit for 

action, the politics of armed self-defense represented a coherent insurgent alternative to 

nonviolence or political participation/inclusion that moved people to action and organized a 

collective will.  

As it was a means of securing protection, challenging oppression, establishing 

accountability, and asserting black agency, dignity, and autonomy, the politics of armed struggle 

was a practical and tangible way to build black power in the U.S. The politics of armed struggle 

was also difficult to repress and thus posed a formidable challenge for police who could no 

longer maintain police brutality with impunity.13 Laying the foundations for widespread 

revolutionary mobilization, the politics of armed self-defense was critical to the Party’s appeal 

because it represented a practical application of revolutionary ideas and melded theory with 

meaningful on-the-ground action that inspired those who “understood the language of the gun”.14 

Leading by example, the politics of armed self-defense legitimized the Panthers’ revolutionary 

claim and enhanced the Party’s stature by demonstrating that the Panthers were not just 

“armchair revolutionaries” giving lip service to revolutionary sentiments.15 Emerging in response 

to conditions of material political, social, and economic oppression and answering the call to 

police brutality, the politics of armed self-defense strategically seized the public political 
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imagination and offered credible alternatives capable of redressing the unresolved grievances of 

large segments of the population. 

By defining a politics that spoke to and mobilized the ghetto, the Panthers were able to 

capture the community’s imagination and therefore achieve and sustain a far-reaching, mass 

insurgency. The politics of armed self-defense strategically tapped into a vast reservoir of 

revolutionary potential by arming and organizing black America into a coherent military force 

that could express the riotous energy of the ghetto as political resistance.16 Attuned to the wave 

of urban uprisings that swept the nation and recognizing the power and political character of 

black rebellions, the Black Panthers articulated the politics of armed self-defense as a means of 

turning riots into political consequences and galvanizing and organizing the rage of the black 

community into a potent political force.17 Confrontations with the police had often radicalized 

many young activists and urban blacks, and the politics of armed self-defense simply tapped into 

and articulated this radical potential and gave them an outlet for their political energies.18 In fact, 

the Black Panthers viewed riots as disorganized, spontaneous, infantile, and impotent attempts at 

resistance, incapable of meeting the interest and needs from which they arise, and believed that 

their movement existed to organize this capacity for armed resistance and convert the explosive 

potential of urban riots into political power.19  

The politics of armed resistance was also critical to the success of the Black Panther 

Party because of its disruptive power. Piven and Cloward illuminate the politics of disruption: all 

institutions of social life depend on conformity and cooperation, and disruption is a natural 

power that comes from our capacity to withhold cooperation essential to the daily functioning of 
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establishment institutions.20 The Black Panther Party derived its power largely from the insurgent 

threat it posed to the established order.21 The Black Panthers had a track record of successful 

confrontations with the state, disrupted university functions in innovative campaigns like 

national student strikes which forced institutional responses, and their tactic of policing the 

police was highly successful.22 The politics of armed self-defense facilitated an unprecedented 

defiance of U.S. legitimacy and authority and offered blacks a set of insurgent practices that 

were highly disruptive yet difficult to repress because of widespread support.23 Through their 

politics of armed self-defense, the Black Panthers were able to generate an escalating cycle of 

insurgency that created a destabilizing crisis in society and made status quo political 

arrangements ungovernable.  

The politics of armed struggle tapped into disruption as a source of power for those with 

little recourse through traditional political channels.24 In the vacuum left by the classical Civil 

Rights Movement, the Black Panther Party emerged as a viable, coherent, alternative insurgent 

movement precisely because they provided effective, non-institutionalized tactics as a practical 

alternative to civil rights politics that could help black America realize its political aspirations. 

The politics of armed struggle, which rejected politics as an exclusively electoral process, 

enabled the Black Panthers to organize people beyond the realm of institutional politics at a time 

when blacks were increasingly disillusioned by formal electoral politics and the civil rights 

establishment. The realities of slowed progress and continued repression against the backdrop of 
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the Civil Rights Movement had demonstrated that marginalized groups wielded little political 

leverage when they remained within the confines of institutionalized politics.25 By placing non-

institutionalized armed struggle at the center of their political practice, the Panthers offered 

viable, insurgent alternatives for those excluded by formal institutional politics. Armed struggle 

enabled those with little economic capital and institutional political power to deliver violent 

political consequences for the establishment and forcibly assert their political agenda through 

armed confrontations with the state.26 The politics of armed struggle offered a new model of 

black political power backed by real destructive capacity and wielding real political 

consequences; indeed, the Black Panthers keenly understood that military and political power 

were inextricably linked and that black people could only obtain political power by developing 

military power.27 

Through disruptive tactics such as armed confrontation, the Black Panthers were able to 

create negative inducements that interfered with the functioning of society and forced an 

institutional response. From this perspective, the Black Panthers used confrontation as a strategy 

to challenge the prevailing social order and facilitate social transformation.28 Although many 

condemn and lament the politics of armed struggle as divisive, armed confrontation precisely 

served to facilitate polarization and antagonistic moral frameworks which spur collective action 

and force people to take sides in the revolutionary struggle.29 Confrontation exposes the 

inconsistencies and hypocrisies within society by creating a counter position to the established 
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order and facilitating the “strategic clash of perspectives, value priorities, beliefs, attitudes, and 

symbols”.30 The Party’s confrontational tactics drew people’s attention and support, driving the 

Party’s explosive growth and drawing people to the Party with little recruiting, and Panthers’ 

confrontations with the police were what tended to mobilize the most allied support.31 

Confrontation also creates a position of power from which black people can negotiate racial 

harmony as equals with white people by throwing whites onto the defensive, providing a source 

of unity for blacks, and exaggerating the weakness of their opponents while hiding the 

weaknesses of the agitator.32  

Strategically, the politics of armed self-defense was critical to the Party’s power, appeal, 

and growth, and was a highly effective strategy for mobilizing the black community. 

Ideologically, the politics of armed struggle affirmed the revolutionary challenge that the Black 

Panthers presented to America. The Black Panthers justified their armed politics because they 

believed that their movement possessed a greater morality and was therefore above law and 

custom.33 As black America was a colony within the American empire and blacks were colonial 

subjects rather than citizens, they owed no allegiance to the U.S. and had no moral obligation to 

obey its laws nor its repressive arm, the police.34 The politics of armed struggle asserted that 

racism and racial oppression pervaded all institutions such that it was legitimate and necessary to 

use violence against the established social order.35 In this way, insurrectionary tactics explicitly 

                                                
30 Ibid.  
31 Joshua Bloom and Waldo E. Martin Jr, Black Against Empire: The History and Politics of the Black Panther 
Party (California: University of California Press, 2016). 
32 Robert L. Heath, "Dialectical Confrontation: A Strategy of Black Radicalism," Central States Speech Journal 24, 
no. 3 (1973). 
33 Joshua Bloom and Waldo E. Martin Jr, Black Against Empire: The History and Politics of the Black Panther 
Party (California: University of California Press, 2016), 342.  
34 Ibid.  
35 Ibid, 86.  



challenged the status quo by asserting that dominant social institutions were inherently 

oppressive and therefore could not be reformed, only overthrown.  

The politics of armed struggle inherently disputed the established political order and 

challenged the interests of power through its use of non-institutionalized tactics. By operating 

outside of the formal political establishment, the Black Panthers disputed the authority and very 

legitimacy of the American state. Rejecting the goals of integration and the tactics of 

nonviolence and challenging the integrationist politics of their predecessor, the Black Panthers 

problematized state-centered politics and did not rely on the state as an instrument of change 

because they believed that the institutions, practices, and discourses of the state are inextricably 

bound up with the prerogatives of white supremacy. The Black Panthers rejected appeals to the 

state and promises of liberation through civil rights struggle; indeed, rebellion reemerged as a 

political avenue precisely because the limitations of civil rights victories had decimated, for 

many, any aspirations or pretenses that the state would act in their interest. By seeking redress 

outside of formally established political goals, the Panthers’ defined a viable model for political 

struggle beyond appeals to the state and articulated a new vision for black liberation beyond 

securing inclusion within the very thing blacks sought liberation from. The ideological and 

tactical orientation of armed political struggle constituted a powerful critique of postwar racial 

liberalism and American democracy itself.36  

The significance of violence on the part of the oppressed is that it exposes the violence of 

the state and challenges the state’s monopoly on the legitimate use of violence, therefore posing 

a further challenge to the status quo. In popular imagination and discourse, the prerogative of 

violence is not accorded or distributed evenly; the fact that the charge of violence is often used to 
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discredit and dismiss social movements as pathological, misguided, and ineffective demonstrates 

this fact. However, the Black Panthers were able to persuasively, if not successfully, assert their 

movement’s claim to the right of self-defense and warrant their use of violence as justified and 

necessary.37 In the creation of its militant identity, the Black Panthers rhetorically crafted a 

David-like persona in a David-and-Goliath like narrative to warrant their taking up of arms as a 

necessary and righteous move in the noble resistance against an oppressive, occupying force.38 

By symbolically occupying the place of David, the Black Panthers were able to construct 

themselves as the oppressed militant, an agent who is at once both powerful and oppressed, and 

therefore legitimize the movement’s use of violence.39 At the same time, the movement’s use of 

violence, framed as self-defense, served to expose state violence and repression.  

The Panthers’ call to arms spoke to the international character of the Black Panther 

Party.40 The politics of the Black Panther Party were deeply rooted in an anti-imperialist 

framework whereby black liberation was part of a global struggle against western imperialism. 

Viewing conditions in black America through the lens of anti-colonial and liberation struggles, 

the Panthers believed that black America was a colony within the American empire whereby the 

police were an illegitimate and brutal occupying force and insurgency constituted resistance to 

this occupation and colonial relationship.41 Their armed politics spoke to a revolutionary black 

anti-imperialism and represented a praxis of self-defense and self-determination that aligned the 

Black Panthers with insurgency movements in the international arena. Symbolically and 
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ideologically, the Panthers’ armed politics spoke to the global character of their activism and 

reinforced their international solidarity and consciousness; strategically and politically, their 

praxis of armed struggle facilitated a convergence and a cross-fertilization of Panther politics, 

ideas, tactics, and goals in the global arena.42  

Their politics of armed struggle, articulated through an anti-colonial framework, enabled 

them to champion a common universal struggle against all forms of oppression and allowed them 

to transcend racial, cultural, political, and geographical barriers and forge a racial and class unity 

with those who shared a revolutionary commitment and culture.43 In turn, international political 

support widened their revolutionary movement, and the Black Panthers enjoyed immense 

international stature and served as a revolutionary exemplar for those who looked to Panther 

politics as a source of political inspiration.44 In many ways, the Panthers’ radicalism helped to 

facilitate the globalization of black political protest and the dissemination and universal adoption 

of insurgent goals and tactics.45 The international resonance and appeal that the Panthers’ model 

of activism carried with ethnic minorities across the global landscape demonstrated the global, 

salient, and strategic impact of the Black Panther’s politics of armed struggle.46  

The politics of armed struggle found fertile ground in both the international and domestic 

arenas. In the midst of an unpopular draft, antiwar activists rejected the legitimacy of the war, 

and of the government more generally, and increasingly identified with the Panthers’ 

revolutionary struggle as they saw their struggle too as a fight against imperialism and 
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oppression.47 As a sense of betrayal and disillusionment pushed people to claim common cause 

in their rebellions against the state, the Panthers seized the opportunity to lead the new left and 

became highly influential in the New Left global network. In fact, the Panthers’ adoption of the 

anti-imperialist analogy, and of their politics of armed struggle, was critical to both the Black 

Power and antiwar movements.48 Fostering a revolutionary consciousness among its allies and 

influencing the left to increasingly see themselves as revolutionaries, black power changed the 

focus of the antiwar movement from protest to resistance, and the left looked to the Black 

Panthers for leadership as they sought more radical redress and increasingly turned to more 

disruptive tactics.49 The Panthers used their politics of armed struggle to effectively argue to their 

potential allies on the left that police confrontations reflected a wider pattern of oppression, 

capturing the imagination of the left and strengthening allied support which insulated the 

movement and its militancy from repression.50 As police repression was deepening the alliances 

between the Black Panthers and white antiwar activists, the politics of armed struggle allowed 

the Black Panthers to speak to the interests of a broader constituency and draw a relationship 

between various kinds of repression that wasn’t abstract, but in fact highly salient.51  

Although they are often critiqued for their radicalism and militancy, the Black Panthers 

were successful precisely because of the viability of their program and revolutionary vision; they 

had a powerful message of black power and a practical strategy to sustain a broad movement.52 

The politics of armed struggle embodied this revolutionary creed and represented a practical 
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avenue to pursue such ends.53 Notably, its use of non-institutionalized tactics was politically 

creative, significant, and effective because it challenged authority and threatened the status quo. 

The politics of armed struggle also situated Panther politics and black protest more generally 

within a global framework of anti-colonial struggles. The Black Panthers viewed the politics of 

armed struggle as a revolutionary rejection of American empire and a resistance to the police, 

whom they viewed as the repressive arm of the oppressive imperial state and the immediate 

barrier to self-determination. By framing the practice of armed self-defense as part of a global 

anti-imperialist struggle, the Black Panthers were able to draw allied support in the international 

arena and connect black liberation struggles with liberation struggles abroad.54 Although 

conventional narratives continue to demonize the Party’s militancy or whitewash its legacy, a 

closer examination at the Party’s success reveals that the politics of armed struggle served 

important strategic and ideological functions and was in fact a viable insurgent political practice 

because it was practical, salient, and effective. 
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