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Black Power

“THE TIME HAS COME for a declaration of independence in West Oakland,”
Paul Cobb told an Oakland audience in 1968. “We live on an urban plan-
tation. We have to plan our liberation.” Cobb, the son of an Oakland
longshoreman and one of the city’s leading community organizers in the
late 1960s, drew his metaphor from a language of anticolonial struggle
that had become the dominant lexicon of black political movements by
1968. In that penultimate year of a decade of global uprisings against
colonial rule, from Algiers to Prague, Luanda to Hanoi, African American
intellectuals and activists in the United States cast the urban ghetto as an
exploited colony, the liberation of which required new tactics. They moved
away from the desegregation and opportunity politics of their forebears
in search of a framework and a discourse to capture both the persistence
of racial segregation in American cities and an affirming message of com-
munity empowerment. They found it in the spatial situating of black
power and identity in the ghetto itself and in the political imagining of a
nation within a nation. With this new lexicon of liberation came an eco-
nomic and political agenda that called for black control over community
job distribution and municipal levers of power —from the mayor’s office
and city council to the school board and recreation department. The na-
tion had to understand, to borrow Eldridge Cleaver’s formulation, “that
it is a reality when people say there’s a ‘black colony’ and a ‘white mother
country.” . . . that there are two different sets of political dynamics now
functioning in America.”"

Histories of post-1965 African American politics have long treated black
power in terms of charismatic figures and ideological pronouncements said
to mark a distinct, even fatal, break with the civil rights movement. This
interpretation typically rests on the differences between Malcolm X and
Martin Luther King, Jr., splits within the Student Nonviolent Coordinating
Committee (SNCC), the rise of the Black Panther Party, and the declara-
tions of movement media icons like H. Rap Brown. Civil rights and black
power have come to represent the divergent histories that are told about
black-led political movements in the second half of the twentieth century.
Civil rights is nonviolent. Black power is violent. Civil rights is normative,
black power an aberration of late 1960s’ hyperradicalism. Civil rights
was a long struggle, black power a brief and disastrous moment. But in
their artificial halving of black politics and its ideological and strategic
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spectrum, these inherited narratives flatten and distort the richness, com-
plexity, and continuities of twentieth-century African American social
and political movements. And in their conflation of black power, black
nationalism, black radicalism, and violent urban rebellions and riots,
they leave us bereft of the meaningful distinctions that provide a guide
through a tangled and tumultuous period. For in truth, black power
stood in the main currents of American politics in the 1960s and 1970s.
As a product of liberalism and its failures, it represented a poignant effort
to advance a political strategy beyond desegregation. Black power was a
creative outgrowth of earlier efforts, not a radical and failed break from
them. “[B]lack people must organize themselves without regard to what
is traditionally acceptable, precisely because the traditional approaches
have failed,” Stokeley Carmichael insisted in his 1967 book, Black Power.?

As a political and a cultural credo, black power was an extraordinarily
plastic concept. It meant everything from revolution to electing African
American school board members to wearing a dashiki. Maoist revolu-
tionaries and liberal reformers alike embraced its cultural purchase. Its
flexibility was part of its attractiveness. Its adaptability to multiple con-
texts rendered it at once a potent discursive and psychological force and
a generic and sometimes diluted cliché. However, black power has been
deployed as an analytical category by scholars and observers more fre-
quently than it was actually used by activists and leaders themselves. Black
power in popular and many scholarly accounts of the 1960s and 1970s
has obscured both the continuities within the postwar African American
struggle and the key differences among ideologies and tactics as they de-
veloped over time. We need therefore to reclaim black power as part of
the periodization of postwar African American political struggle and si-
multaneously to parse its varied meanings and diverse applications. Black
power was merely one dimension of a broad terrain of ideological and
strategic approaches to the urban problems of the 1960s and 1970s, espe-
cially to persistent patterns of economic disadvantage that liberal social
policy had done little to alter or had exacerbated. All of those ideological
and strategic dimensions, black power included, are central to narratives
of postwar urban history.’

In Oakland, African American leaders used the term “black power”
sparingly, and many black leftists avoided the phrase because of its na-
tionalist overtones. African Americans in the East Bay spoke of the “white
power structure” and “the people” or “the community” more often than
they spoke of “black power.” Their language was equally filled with ref-
erences to “rights,” “revolutionary struggle,” “colonialism,” “liberation,”
“control,” and “the poor,” among many others. The Black Panther Party’s
famous slogan, “all power to the people,” signaled their self-identification
as leftist revolutionaries for whom “the people” represented a broad array
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of colonized communities, and their allies, in the United States and abroad.
Indeed, the Panthers’ history underscores that one of the most important
developments of post-1966 African American liberation politics was ac-
tivists’ self-conscious embrace of an internationalist language. In this
context, “self-determination,” as much as black power, emerged as an or-
ganizing framework. “In the U.S. the primary struggle is a revolutionary
struggle,” Eldridge Cleaver explained in 1970, “but at the same time we
have to deal with the specific conditions of oppression of Black people.”*

In cities across the United States, calls for self-determination emerged
in the late 1960s primarily as a response to police brutality, the failures of
Great Society liberalism, and the uneven economic development of the
American metropolis. Black power and community empowerment grew
up together as concepts in this period as challenges to local political elites
and the federal and municipal bureaucracies that controlled civic re-
sources. In Alabama and Mississippi, Stokeley Carmichael’s famous sum-
mons— “I say we need black power” —resonated with a generation of
civil rights activists facing the massive resistance of southern white society.
But in Oakland and dozens of prominent cities in the urban North and
Pacific Coast, calls for self-determination had roots in a set of institutional
failures and the political-economic geography of the new city-suburb
conglomerate. The War on Poverty and dozens of other federal antipoverty
and jobs programs had foundered against intransigent municipal gov-
ernments and the stubborn legacies of Jim Crow in the economy. Fair
employment and housing laws had done little to remedy segregation, dis-
crimination, and black poverty. At the same time, nearby all-white sub-
urban communities diverted tax revenue and private capital away from
older core cities. Advocates of self-determination in this context offered a
critique of the whole of metropolitan development since World War II.
Drawing on a spatial definition of community, the ghetto, they asserted a
neocolonial relationship between African Americans and other spatially
designated sites of power, downtown and the suburbs. But far from reject-
ing their predecessors in the civil rights movement, these activists revived
an agenda that harkened back to the 1940s: defending the community
against outside violence, delivering jobs, services, and economic develop-
ment into the community, and using black solidarity as a springboard to
gain local political influence.’

Between 1966 and 1972 two principal political strategies thus evolved
in Oakland under the broad rubric of African American self-determination:
Black Panther Third World nationalism and War on Poverty grassroots
community empowerment. Both groups drew for their political language
on metaphors of decolonization. Oakland’s ghetto stood for “the com-
munity” and, more expansively, the black nation. Jobs, political power, and
other resources that should have by right been located in the community
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itself had been stripped from it by outsiders. The answer was liberation.
According to this view, the liberal politics of desegregation had advanced
the black struggle as far as the logic of those politics allowed —that is, un-
til they came up against the underlying resistance of the white “power
structure” and, especially for the Panthers, the structural inequalities and
exploitation inherent in capitalist imperialism. Both groups saw the city’s
African American community locked in a struggle against Oakland’s
largely white business and political elite, as well as the white suburban
“noose.” But in practice, black power and self-determination politics
never worked out so neatly. They always contained contradictions of
class, struggles over leadership, and broad ideological conflicts that di-
vided African Americans as much as the symbolic notion of community
united them. This period was also about coming to terms with that
proposition. Both strategies politicized, rather than accepted as natural,
patterns of East Bay metropolitan development and inaugurated a period
of struggle more intense than any in Oakland’s history since the 1940s.

Self-Determination and the Rise of the Black Panther Party

On a May afternoon in 1967, the slap of Panther leather echoed against
the granite steps of the state capitol in Sacramento. Armed but peaceful,
a contingent from the recently formed Black Panther Party for Self
Defense entered the building, read a brief statement before the press,
spoke with reporters, and left, rifles in full display. Images of the event
ran on the evening news across the country and made headlines around
the world. “The power structure depends upon the use of force,” Huey
Newton wrote that year, “in order to get rid of the gun it is necessary to
take up the gun.” Five months later, in the early morning dark, an
Oakland Police officer named John Frey pulled over Newton driving in
his girlfriend’s Volkswagen in West Oakland. A scuffle ensued in which
Newton and Frey exchanged shots. Frey was fatally injured. In jail for the
remainder of the decade for Frey’s murder, Newton emerged as the
nation’s most celebrated prisoner—“Free Huey” became an instant
mantra—his cause a potent symbol of the end of decades of anguished
acquiescence to indiscriminate police power. The following spring, on an
April evening two days after Martin Luther King, Jr.’s assassination in
Memphis, Oakland police shot teenage Panther Bobby Hutton in the
back during an ambush intended for Eldridge Cleaver. The killing of
Hutton once more focused national attention on Oakland. It occurred at
the height of the Free Huey campaign and signaled the beginning of un-
interrupted police warfare against the Panthers on the streets of Oakland.*
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Figure 6.1. A “Free Huey” rally outside the Alameda County courthouse in
Oakland, 1968. Rallies were held frequently throughout that year and provided
an important meeting ground for a range of activists from Oakland, Berkeley,
and San Francisco, black and white. Courtesy of the Oakland Tribune
Collection, Oakland Museum of California.

The events of 1967 and 1968 marked the ascendance of the Black
Panther Party to a national stage. The party’s synthesis of radical nation-
alism and Maoist condemnation of capitalism took its place alongside
the manifestoes of SNCC, Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), and
the Revolutionary Action Movement in the evolution of 1960s’ new left
political discourse. The Free Huey campaign made headlines and net-
work television news, while Panther uniforms—leather jackets and black
berets—redefined black chic. Party boldness in its dealings with police in-
spired a nationwide movement against police brutality. Inheritors of the
discipline, pride, and calm self-assurance preached by Malcolm X, the
Panthers became national heroes in African American communities by
infusing abstract nationalism with street toughness, joining the rhythms
of black working-class youth culture to the interracial élan and efferves-
cence of Bay Area new left politics. Black Panther Party chapters opened
monthly in city after city during the last years of the decade, and letters
streamed into Panther headquarters from African American communities
nationwide on a scale associated with rock stars. One young follower in
Charlotte, North Carolina, wrote to Newton hoping that he “would write
back . .. and if you would, send me a picture of you.” She concluded her
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letter by stating “I’'m in the eighth grade and very proud that 'm black
(and I love you too).””

But there was a local meaning, a local story, behind the rise of the
Panthers. As much as they operated within the larger national theatrics of
the late 1960s, the Panthers emerged out of, and played a critical role in,
the milieu of African American struggle in North and West Oakland.
Huey Newton and Bobby Seale launched the party in 1966 amid a rich
and contentious period of debate and conflict over the direction of the
African American community in Oakland and its relationship to the
larger city. Oakland’s future hinged on these debates. Over the second
half of the 1960s and first half of the 1970s, African Americans from di-
verse backgrounds and political affiliations were determined that they
would shape that future. The party came to play an immensely important
role in these efforts.

In 1962 Don Warden, a law student at the University of California at
Berkeley, established the Afro-American Association, the West Coast’s first
indigenous black nationalist organization. With the assistance of Berkeley
undergraduates —including at various points Paul Cobb and Ron Dellums,
nephew of C. L. Dellums—Warden promoted cultural nationalism on
Bay Area college campuses in an era when the national media and even
some civil rights organizations preached accommodation to white institu-
tions and culture. Warden and the Afro-American Association embraced
a nationalism that fused black capitalism, Afro-centrism, and Garveyite
self-help. Stressing education and skill acquisition as the foundation of
African American economic power, Warden inspired a small but dedi-
cated following in the East Bay through a weekly radio program. If peo-
ple “aren’t in church,” Warden said, “it’s through the disk jockeys that
they have to be reached.” Along Grove Street in front of Merritt College,
North Oakland’s public junior college, Warden was the most popular po-
litical speaker, remembered by Bobby Seale for his “artistic oratory” and
the “laughing acceptance” he elicited from black audiences with his ob-
servations about black people going “to white people’s schools to learn
about white people.” Warden’s Afro-American Association and the emerging
black studies courses at Merritt and the University of California at Berkeley
began to circulate an eclectic collection of texts among black students in
the East Bay flatlands: James Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time, Jomo
Kenyatta’s Facing Mount Kenya, Kwame Nkrumah’s Neo-Colonialism:
The Last Stage of Imperialism, E. Franklin Frazier’s Black Bourgeoisie,
classics by W.E.B DuBois, the revolutionary writings of Che Guevara and
Mao Zedong, and Franz Fanon’s Wretched of the Earth. “They got me
caught up,” Bobby Seale said of the intellectual and political atmosphere
in North Oakland. “They made me feel that I had to help out, be a part
and do something, to help out in some way.” By 1966 Newton and Seale
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had both been students at Merritt and members of the Afro-American
Association. They frequented reading groups as well as the ubiquitous
street-corner rap sessions at Merritt and along Bancroft Avenue adjacent
to the Berkeley campus, a short drive or bus ride up Telegraph Avenue
from North Oakland.®

The long corridor from West Oakland north through South Berkeley
to the University of California campus, between San Pablo and Telegraph
avenues, formed one of the most vibrant political landscapes anywhere in
the nation in this period. Intellectual, social, and physical geographies in-
tersected here in powerful combination. Home of the East Bay’s largest
African American community —representing all ages and classes—as well
as thousands of white Berkeley college students, in these neighborhoods
a quarter century of American labor and civil rights movement politics
and the burgeoning student and antiwar movements overlapped with
some of the poorest districts in the East Bay. Birthplace of the East Bay
Democratic Club and the home of both the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car
Porters and the East Bay International Longshoremen’s and Warehouse-
men’s Union, the African American triangle between West and North
Oakland and South Berkeley remained the center of black life in the Bay
Area. By the mid-1960s the East Bay student new left also flourished
here: the Free Speech Movement was born near the corner of Bancroft
and Telegraph, and the Vietham Day Committee, the Peace/Rights
Organizing Committee, and dozens of other white-led new left organiza-
tions met and organized in these neighborhoods. In early October 1966,
the same month that Newton and Seale wrote the party’s Ten Point
Program, “What We Want, What We Believe,” ten thousand people organ-
ized by the Vietnam Day Committee marched down Telegraph from the
Berkeley campus to the Oakland city line to protest the war and the draft.”

More than coincidental, the proximity of old left and new meant that
red diaper babies met the sons and daughters of longshoremen and
Pullman porters; black and white members of the DuBois Club met
SNCC veterans and white college students from around the country; and
anti-capitalist, anti-imperialist readings circulated in ever wider networks.
Free Huey rallies at the Alameda County Courthouse regularly attracted
hundreds of demonstrators, drawing as many whites as blacks and large
numbers of Chicanos as well. Beginning in 1964 and continuing through
the early 1970s, this corridor was home to some of the most creative and
inspired political projects on the American scene. The flatlands were no
utopia of racial egalitarianism and intergenerational rapprochement, but
they nonetheless formed a physical world where political milieus inter-
sected: Berkeley emerged as the center of the white new left in the East
Bay (and nationally), while Merritt College and North Oakland emerged
as the center of African American radicalism (soon, also, nationally).
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Drawn to the revolutionary political theory they were reading at
Merritt, Newton and Seale initially sought to blend Maoist socialism
with the cultural nationalism of Warden, all the while recruiting into
their circle what Newton called his punks and thugs from the streets of
North and West Oakland. “The street brothers were important to me,”
Newton wrote, “and I could not turn away from the life shared with
them.” But the Panther founders did not last long in the Afro-American
Association, both because the “bourgeois” Warden resisted the street
code of physical confrontation that Newton admired and because the
cultural nationalists’ belief in the redemptive power of Africa rang false
to him and Seale. With its embrace of African folk culture, religion, and
moral authority, cultural nationalism seemed to Newton and Seale di-
vorced from the grittier realities of their flatland lives. They left the Soul
Student Advisory Council at Merritt College—a cultural nationalist or-
ganization under Warden’s guidance—in 1966 after Newton had failed
to produce the desired ideological reorientation. The cultural nationalist
“college boys,” as Seale called them, “jiving dudes who articulate bullshit
all the time and don’t ever want to get into the real practice of revolu-
tionary struggle,” had neither a style nor a program that Newton and
Seale respected.’

Instead of cultural nationalism, Newton and Seale, joined subse-
quently by Eldridge Cleaver, rendered a version of Marxist-Leninism
from an eclectic range of sources. Much of the immediate inspiration for
and discourse of the early Panthers came from Frantz Fanon’s Wretched
of the Earth, which Seale had read and encouraged Newton to look at in
1966. This treatise on the French colonial regime in Algeria helped to
transform the nationalism of Warden, less the romanticized Africa, into a
spatially situated revolutionary community ideology. Behind the guns—
literally, as Newton often quoted Mao—lay an elaborate analysis of the
black nation as a colony, exploited by an imperialist class system.
Colonizers included city hall, white businessmen, the suburbs, and the po-
lice, the “pigs of the state.” Following the example of the Revolutionary
Action Movement, which had preceded the party by half a decade, the
Panthers turned to Mao for their basic revolutionary lexicon. Mao’s notion
of a united Third World aligned against the colonial West and his pro-
gram of moral self-improvement and revolutionary ethics inspired the
Panthers’ internationalism as well as their internal program of personal
discipline. Like Malcolm X, whose legacy the Panthers self-consciously
embraced, Panther ideology stressed black self-determination and the ne-
cessity of armed resistance to “the brutal force used against us daily.” Yet
unlike the Nation of Islam, and Malcolm X until the final months of his
life, the Panthers never adopted a separatist language or line, believing



BLACK POWER 225

Figure 6.2. Following the teachings of Mao Zedong and Malcolm X, Black
Panther Party members modeled discipline and calm self-assurance in their pub-
lic appearances. The leather jackets and berets also helped to define a kind of
black power chic. Courtesy of the Dr. Huey P. Newton Foundation and the
Department of Special Collections, Stanford University Libraries.

that alliances with sympathetic anticolonial whites, as well as Chicanos,
should remain a fixture of the black liberation movement."

The Panthers gave concrete, radical expression to two currents of
thought circulating in North and West Oakland’s African American
community in the 1960s: black pride and community defense. The vital
seeds of the party came from the 1966 summer youth program at the
West and North Oakland poverty centers. There, Seale and Paul Cobb
taught black history to teenagers, while Newton worked as an organizer
in the North Oakland War on Poverty office. The writings of Fanon,
Malcolm X, Che Guervara, and Mao Zedong made the rounds among
the youth instructors at the poverty center. This fertile intellectual envi-
ronment, nurtured by Cobb and Seale, produced two organizations: the
McClymonds Youth Council, which focused on educational and social
activities that stressed black history, and the Black Panthers. “My objec-
tive in the program was to teach Black American history if I could, and
teach them [young people]| also some community responsibility . . . in
terms of their own people living in the neighborhood,” Seal wrote in his
memoit, Seize the Time. “1 knew there was a way to reach these brothers



226 CHAPTER SIX

because I wasn’t too much different from them.” Cobb and the Panther
founders took divergent paths after 1966 —Cobb into academia, political
organizing, and journalism—but their relationship in the summer of that
year was more than coincidental. All three were trying to work out, as
were many others in West Oakland, a postliberal philosophy of black lib-
eration capable of inspiring a new phase of struggle.’

Newton’s application of Fanon, Mao, and the colonial analogy to the
American ghetto enjoyed a resonance and explanatory power that other
formulations, especially the liberal faith in desegregation and equal op-
portunity, could not match by 1968. The Panthers’ colonial analysis was
highly impressionistic and derivative of a much deeper set of inquiries
made by other groups and institutions—namely, as we will see, War on
Poverty activists and radical social scientists. Neither was it entirely
original, based on variations of nationalism that ran from Harold Cruse
and Malcolm X back through the midcentury Popular Front and black
Communist Party activists, among others. But the Panthers brilliantly
combined a theatric performance of radical Maoist nationalism and one
of its central promises, speaking “truth to power,” with an elaborate
metaphysics that captured both the crisis-driven cynicism endemic to
American cities in the 1960s and the optimism that had run as a steady
stream through African American political culture and resistance since at
least Nat Turner. Such a combination resonated in Oakland in particular
because the black community was so thoroughly marginalized from the
political life of the city, and because West Oakland had endured so many
years of virtual occupation by outside agencies reengineering the neigh-
borhoods—BART, the Oakland Police Department, California Department
of Transportation, and the Redevelopment Agency. The Black Panther
Party advanced the language and strategies of decolonization further
within the American polity than any other group in the late 1960s, bringing
to African Americans a public language of resistance and action almost
entirely outside of liberalism."

Combining revolutionary nationalism and male street bravado, the
Panthers defined an actual and metaphorical space the defense of which
had become their mission. During the fall of 1966, mostly in the poverty
program offices, Newton and Seale put together the Black Panther Party
Platform and Program, “What We Want, What We Believe,” which became
a seminal document of postliberal African American political ideology.
Along with full employment, decent housing, and black history in the
schools, the Panthers demanded an end to police brutality and committed
themselves to “defending our black community from racist police oppres-
sion and brutality.” Newton and Seale wrote of the “black colony” and
“black colonial subjects™ as they drafted a “declaration of independence”
calling for revolution. Newton proved willing to act on the program,
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bragging that the party’s eagerness to turn words into actions distin-
guished them from other street corner orators and black revolutionary
groups. After opening the Black Panther office at Fifty-sixth and Grove,
a block from Merritt in the heart of North Oakland in January 1967,
Newton, Seale, and new Panther recruits began “patrolling the pigs,”
tracking police cars as they made rounds through black neighborhoods in
the flatlands. Openly carrying guns, party members also toted statute
books and legal manuals in their Volkswagen Beetles and Ford Falcons,
often reading the Constitution, citing court decisions, and enumerating
rights for blacks detained by the police. “The main function of the Party
is to awaken the people and teach them the strategic method of resist-
ing,” Newton wrote in the Black Panther, the party’s newspaper. Over
the course of the spring and summer of 1967, “patrolling the pigs” came
to embody the tool of that instruction as well as the Panthers’ assertion
of community power within North and West Oakland. The Black
Panthers “talk about liberation of the black community,” Bay Area labor
and civil rights activist Percy Moore observed. “They talk of politicizing
the community. They talk of coalitions with radical white organiza-
tions . . . and that ain’t where the black man’s place is supposed to be.”
But, Moore stressed, “that’s the risk a man has to take.”"

The party’s public performance on the streets of Oakland embodied
the spirit of black empowerment, while “What We Want, What We Believe”
drew together political demands that stretched back to the 1930s with a
postcolonial agenda of self-determination and reparations. This Panther
syncretism represented a creative, fluid engagement with decades of African
American struggle. Their calls for “full employment for our people,” “de-
cent housing,” and “an immediate end to police brutality,” among the first
seven demands of the Ten Point Program, had been central to various
Popular Front, labor, and liberal civil rights political platforms in the
1930s and 1940s. The final point, “we want land, bread, housing, edu-
cation, clothing, justice, and peace,” strongly echoed the internationalist
African American left of midcentury—men and women like William
Patterson and Charlotta Bass. At the same time, their calls for the “power
to determine our own destiny” and “a United Nations—-supervised plebis-
cite to be held throughout the black colony” reflected an immersion in
postcolonial discourse and politics. By demanding an “end to the robbery
by the capitalist of our black community” and “freedom for all black
men held in federal, state, county, and city prisons and jails,” the party
implicated capitalism and the federal state in the historic subjugation of
black people. Sympathetic to the desegregation efforts of local black lead-
ers like C. L. Dellums and Tarea Hall Pittman, as well as national leaders
like Martin Luther King, Jr., and Bayard Rustin, the Panthers nonetheless
asserted that such efforts could not ultimately deliver liberation.
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Desegregation efforts suffered from another misapprehension, according
to the party. In their admittedly raw anticolonial analysis, the Panthers
contended that persistent white-enforced segregation had actually delivered
to black people a measure of power. That power lay in spatial confine-
ment, the concentration of African Americans in urban centers, where
poverty and hopelessness had created a “lumpen proletariat,” ignorant
but teachable, the core of a revolutionary movement. This did not excuse
segregation. But like their counterparts in colonial resistance in Africa,
the Panthers emphasized that the structures of colonial rule (i.e., the ghetto)
could be turned against the imperial nation by creative leaders and ap-
propriate tactics. The Panthers rose from the crossroads of West and
North Oakland, where a particular kind of street culture met Garveyite
notions of self-help, the radical internationalist black tradition, the socialist
laborite culture of Oakland’s waterfront unions, and the armed commu-
nity defense strategies of people like Malcolm X and Robert F. Williams.
This eclectic mix, stirred equally by Newton’s idealism and megalomania,
emerged in the late 1960s as one of the nation’s most elaborate and in-
spired attempts to reread the nature of American cities and the place of
black people within them.

Panther memoirs offer compelling testimony to the complicated layer-
ing of violence within the party’s milieu, a violence that should neither be
ignored nor be romanticized. The party issued a rallying cry for a gener-
ation of sincere young black intellectuals and political figures as well as
street toughs. After that first summer, the street violence that had shaped
the background of many party members on occasion blurred the line be-
tween radicalism and extortion. When local stores refused to donate food
and other resources to their social programs, Panther members often
threatened violent retaliation. On May 10, 1969, a group of Panthers
firebombed a convenience store on San Pablo Avenue in North Oakland
because the store owner refused to donate more than a dozen eggs to a
breakfast program. In 1971 the Panthers staged a massive boycott of
California’s largest black-owned liquor distribution network, Cal-Pak, to
force its members to make cash donations to the party. “I was angered
and amazed because I had never heard anybody publicly threatened like
this,” Albert McKee, a black real estate broker, said of Newton’s behavior
at one of the Cal-Pak meetings. “Some of us were fighting against racial
injustice when Newton was running around barefoot,” McKee added.
Accused in dozens of other incidents, the party faced increasing criticism
from both white and black leaders for its alleged involvement in illegal
markets in weapons and drugs. For Newton, Fanon’s Wretched of the
Earth provided the final justification for translating the street violence
and underground economic entrepreneurship of his adolescence into po-
litical resistance: the proletariat was the legitimate agent of revolution in
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anticolonial struggle. In their hands, guns were justified. Newton de-
ployed Fanon’s notion of a revolutionary colonized proletariat to explain
organizing “the brothers on the block” rather than the black bourgeoisie.
But these “brothers” included some of Oakland’s most alienated youth
whose inclinations ran more toward firebombing than toward building
an alternative vision of African American progress.'®

The Party indulged in inflammatory speeches and at times provided
cover for a violence not related to the legitimate defense of community.
But such judgments are applicable to the white-led police and FBI Counter
Intelligence Program (COINTELPRO) operatives as well, who met the
Panthers with their own brand of violence and subterfuge that crossed
both legal and moral boundaries. None of the Panthers’ alleged connec-
tions to illegal activities justified the swift and terrible repression they en-
countered. The Oakland police department, long a bastion of both racial
paternalism and virulent racism, responded to the Panthers with nothing
short of guerrilla warfare—no less than three black men were killed by
Oakland police in the spring of 1968 alone. For his part, FBI Director
J. Edgar Hoover called the party “the greatest threat to the internal security
of the country” and supervised an extensive program of counterorganizing
that included surveillance and eavesdropping, infiltration, harassment,
false testimony, and a laundry list of other tactics designed to jail party
members and drain the party of resources. In 1976 a Senate report on
COINTELPRO operations charged that the bureau had “engaged in law-
less tactics and responded to deep-seated social problems by fomenting
violence and unrest.” By the end of that decade, 233 out of 295 total FBI
counterintelligence operations directed against black liberation groups
across the nation were aimed at the Black Panther Party. The murder of
Fred Hampton, leader of the Chicago branch of the party, by the Chicago
police remains one of the signature political assassinations of the decade,
but it was only the most extreme example of systematic efforts by local
cops and federal agencies to harass and disrupt the party. State repression
of the Panthers, along with the long FBI campaign against Martin Luther
King, Jr., stands among the darkest and most cynical acts of American of-
ficialdom in the 1960s."”

At the same time, at some remove from these struggles, grassroots
Panther activists brought a romantic idealism and practical agenda to their
work in Oakland. As the party’s leadership battled the city of Oakland in
the courts and newspapers, fought a near-constant war with the FBI, and
watched many of its principal figureheads, including Newton, Seale, and
David Hilliard, go to prison, Panther recruits established a host of social
programs for the East Bay’s poorest African Americans. Beginning with
their free breakfast for school children program in 1968 and stretching
through a 1974 free ambulance program, the party introduced to Oakland



Figure 6.3. Children giving the black power sign at a grocery give-away spon-
sored by the Black Panther Party. The Panthers stressed black pride and black his-
tory, especially among young people who attended the party’s Liberation Schools.
Courtesy of the Dr. Huey P. Newton Foundation and the Department of Special
Collections, Stanford University Libraries.
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some of the most interesting and audacious community welfare experi-
ments of the decade. The free breakfast program was followed in 1969
by the founding of Liberation Schools, which taught children “about the
class struggle in terms of black history.” The Intercommunal Youth
Institute and the People’s Free Medical Research Health Institute were
founded that same year. A free clothing program followed in 1970, and
the Sickle Cell Anemia Research Foundation, which provided free sickle
cell anemia testing, came a year later. By 1972, when Panther rallies at
DeFremery Park became larger and more numerous as components of
their various political campaigns, a free food program, in which bags of
groceries were given away, was added. While some of these programs
were conceived and directed from the top of the Panther hierarchy, others,
such as the Liberation Schools, were initiated by rank-and-file members,
testifying to the relative openness and degree of experimentation possible
within the interstices of an otherwise centrally directed organization.™

The breakfasts in particular embodied the Panthers’ notion of practical
revolutionary activity. Along with free sickle cell anemia testing and
other periodic food giveaways, the breakfasts formed the core of what
became known as the party’s Survival Programs. By “helping the people
survive,” the breakfast program allowed the children of West Oakland’s
poorest neighborhoods to eat a healthy meal in a safe, supportive envi-
ronment. Those among the Panthers who worked most closely with the
program, particularly women, made sure that the free breakfasts offered
concrete assistance to the city’s poor while dramatizing a powerful sym-
bol of racial injustice and ghetto marginalization in America: childhood
hunger. Free breakfasts were both practical and idealistic in their commit-
ment to ameliorating this social wrong. An important historical companion
to Head Start, initiated by the federal government in 19635, the free
breakfast program also stood as a powerful reminder that Title I funding
under the 1965 Education Act should directly benefit poor schoolchild-
ren, not middle-class school districts. It would be a decade or more before
free breakfasts would become almost universally available to poor children,
in no small part because of the party’s ambitious example.”

Beyond their immediate material impact, the Survival Programs aimed
at deeper spiritual and ideological transformations among the neighbor-
hood men and women whom the party hoped to mobilize. A self-conscious
model of black self-determination and pride, the programs combined
self-help and education in revolutionary diction, with the free-spirited,
animated public displays of political commitment that had become the
sine qua non of left culture in the Bay Area. Schoolchildren at the party’s
breakfasts sang in uproarious tones, with their female teachers, “Black is
beautiful, Free Huey!” Grocery giveaways and sickle cell anemia testing
attracted large crowds to DeFremery Park in West Oakland, where party
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Figure 6.4. Families like this one were the intended beneficiaries of the Black
Panther Party’s Survival Programs. Those programs had multiple goals: to draw
community members to political rallies; to dramatize social inequality; to provide
needed community services; and to educate people in the ideas and program of
the party. Courtesy of the Dr. Huey P. Newton Foundation and the Department
of Special Collections, Stanford University Libraries.

stalwarts gave speeches about black pride. Like “patrolling the pigs,”
which Seale described as “bringing them [local residents] basic things in
everyday life about the law,” the Survival Programs positioned the
Panthers as a vanguard party and a vehicle of consciousness raising. The
party had long held that “the people can’t understand and progress to the
stage of communists right away because of abstract arguments.” Com-
munity programs, rather than the elusive grammar of radical politics,
would win broad grassroots support for the party’s political objectives.
At the same time, the Survival Programs solidified the party’s standing in
the larger community. Many people in West and North Oakland, espe-
cially older adults, knew Newton when he was a C student and a bully.
The party’s daily presence in the neighborhoods with breakfast, child
care, sickle cell anemia testing, and other food programs changed this im-
pression among people who knew him and, among those who did not,
raised the Panthers’ profile as community leaders, not gangsters.*

The Panthers produced the late twentieth century’s most powerful and
subversive articulation of revolutionary nationalism. Their notion of de-
fending the community, embodied in the visible arming of party members
and confrontations with the police, became a militarized, performative
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expression of community power. But their importance to urban and
African American history is far deeper than merely resistance to violence.
They envisioned a reawakened ghetto, alive with possibilities, confident
and assertive of a newfound capacity to shape the world. In their hands,
the call for self-determination, the gesture associated with post-1965
African American movement politics, was joined to a spatial critique of
urban America that deployed the ghetto to stand for the black nation. If
the colonial analogy could be diffuse at times, it could also be trenchant.
“We recognize the national character of our struggle,” Eldridge Cleaver
wrote in the Guardian. “We have to deal with both exploitation and racial
oppression, and we don’t think you can achieve a proper balance by ne-
glecting one or the other.” By reawakening and reclaiming the tradition
of black radical internationalism that the Cold War had suppressed, the
Panthers staked out an enormously broad terrain both for subsequent
African American political projects and for evolving understandings of
the relationship of urban black communities to the postwar American
metropolis.”!

The War on Poverty and the Rise of Community Politics

The Panthers drew international media coverage to Oakland in the
late 1960s, but they were not the city’s only advocates of black self-
determination. Others labored in comparative national obscurity but were
much closer to the actual workings of civic authority in Oakland. In par-
ticular, a group of civil rights activists, grassroots community organizers,
and social work professionals involved in the War on Poverty and other
Great Society programs emerged in the middle 1960s to challenge the con-
servative political class that ran the city. Attempting to provide meaningful
political content to the loose and formless black power credo, this group
turned federal antipoverty boards and agencies into a set of autonomous
institutions from which to lead political campaigns against city hall.
Between 1965 and 1971 the Oakland Economic Development Council,
the city’s “poverty board,” evolved from an appendage of the mayor’s
office into an independent, community-controlled body dedicated to “or-
ganizing the poor.” The community action mandate of federal antipoverty
legislation, which created an opening for the OEDC, helped to establish a
new constituency for activists who attempted to mobilize the ghetto with
a populist version of black self-determination. Less Marxist-Leninist than
urban grassroots insurgency, this variation on black power stressed the re-
turn of power to local communities (the “people” or “the community”)
from the hands of an assortment of outside institutions that included pri-
vate capital, business, the state, and the suburbs—the “power structure.”
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Unlike the Panthers, these community activists would never make news
beyond Oakland, rarely appear on television, and never become heroes to
millions. But they were as central to Oakland’s political life and its emerg-
ing discourses of black liberation and self-determination as the far more
celebrated and iconographic Newton, Seale, and Cleaver. Community
politics in Oakland during the second half of the 1960s, however, was
just that: politics. Even as grassroots leaders emerged, they faced a patch-
work of conflict within the neighborhoods themselves. Middle-class
African Americans, poor flatland residents, community organizers, lib-
eral whites, and Mexican American leaders did not share a single vision
of “the people” nor did they always present a united front against the
white “establishment.” The late-1960s’ eruptions of community politics
within the institutions created by the War on Poverty allowed grassroots
activists to move into positions of authority, but their leadership was con-
tested from all sides, even as they identified the “power structure” as their
principal antagonist.

In building a mandate for community participation into the federal
legislation that created the Office of Economic Opportunity, President
Johnson’s advisors and the Eighty-ninth Congress laid the groundwork
for a revival of neighborhood-level politics. Self-conscious, if paternalistic,
about helping the poor “enhance their confidence” and “improve their
circumstances,” federal poverty warriors improvised “maximum feasible
participation”: encouraging poor people to participate in the design and
implementation of antipoverty programs. In Oakland this window for
local input would be forced open as wide as possible. The OEDC never
administered immense amounts of federal dollars—about $5 million in
1968, for instance, an amount equivalent to just under 10 percent of the
city budget—but control of the council came to have a symbolic impor-
tance far out of proportion to its influence. As a concept, community
participation in antipoverty programs seemed tailor-made for Oakland.
West Oakland alone boasted dozens of grassroots organizations active in
everything from school desegregation to economic development, child
care, and public health. A short list would have included the Ad Hoc
Committee on Quality Education in Oakland (responsible for an African
American school boycott in the mid-1960s), Organized Negro Women of
the East Bay, United Tax Payers and Voters Union, Oakland Direct Action
Committee, Conference on Religion and Race, Fair Housing Committee,
Blacks United Mobilizing for Progress (BUMP), the Western End Help
Center, and the West Oakland Citizens Committee, in addition to the
Urban League, CORE, and the NAACP. Not all of these organizations
opposed the city’s political status quo with equal fervor, but they stood
ready in 1965 to take up the mantle of “maximum feasible participation,”
to breathe life into an abstraction penned by federal poverty warriors.”
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Community participation took on a vigorous life of its own nation-
wide that far outdistanced anything imagined by Great Society liberals,
Lyndon Johnson, or his poverty chief, Sargent Shriver. In cities across the
country, mayors, city councils, business interests, and neighborhood groups
contended over control of federal dollars and, behind the money, politi-
cal leverage. Despite changes at the federal level intended to depoliticize
antipoverty programs in 1965, Oakland’s neighborhood activists pushed
the War on Poverty’s political potential as far as any group in the nation.
As we saw in the last chapter, community organizers in Oakland wrestled
control of the poverty board, first from the mayor and city council, then
from liberal black professionals. The OEDC community insurgents, like
the Black Panther Party, cast the defense of community—and its corol-
lary, community empowerment—as a new authenticity. Steeped in the
language of anticolonial struggle, these community leaders proposed to
“offer our assistance to any indigenous group seeking funding for its
program,” which purposefully did not include the bourgeois OEDC
board. Pressed from below, and from the left, middle-class black leaders
on the OEDC were forced to change their politics or risk being outrun by
emerging neighborhood radicals. At the same time, some of those black
leaders—Don McCullum and Clinton White, in particular—had begun
to embrace black power discourses and style because of their own frus-
tration with intractable white elites and the failure of their liberal politics
to change conditions in Oakland. McCullum had risen to become chair-
man of the NAACP’s West Coast Region and was contemplating a run
for Oakland mayor in 1968, but his views on politics and economy were
increasingly moving to the left. Thus, once the OEDC and the Neighbor-
hood Advisory Councils had negotiated the compromise “51 percent”
control, the city’s poverty program moved forward with the productive
tension between grassroots community activists and professional leaders
as its defining characteristic.”

This was the dominant, but not only, fault line in the emerging poverty
program. To prevent their marginalization in the contest over the resources
of the federal War on Poverty, Oakland’s Spanish-speaking community
also organized. Numbering between twenty and thirty thousand in the
mid-1960s, Oakland’s Spanish-speaking residents, primarily Mexican
Americans and Mexican immigrants, resided principally along Fruitvale
Avenue between the tidal canal and the foothills in central East Oakland.
As early as 1965, leaders of the Community Services Organization (CSO)
and the Mexican American Political Association (MAPA) challenged the
dominant conception of the city’s War on Poverty as a remedy for black
disadvantage. “We must categorically state our objection and opposition
to the program proposals submitted by the City of Oakland,” a coalition
of leaders from the Mexican American community wrote to Sargent Shriver
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on the eve of the poverty program’s first round of grants. “Neither in
conception, planning, nor in its content will the needs or problems of the
Spanish Speaking, Oriental, Filipino, or American Indian communities be
taken into consideration.” Bert Corona, a longtime labor activist and leader
of both the California CSO and MAPA, along with James Delgadillo of
the Oakland CSO, and Evalio Grillo, a Cuban and prominent member of
the East Bay Democratic Club, helped to organize the Spanish Speaking
Unity Council (SSUC). The SSUC in turn established the Spanish Speaking
Advisory Council, based in Fruitvale, to advocate for antipoverty pro-
grams aimed at the city’s ethnic Mexican residents. Between 1965 and the
early 1970s, the SSUC and the Spanish Speaking Advisory Council were
the pivots around which Oakland’s Mexican American community organ-
ized both social programs and neighborhood politics. They challenged
the OEDC’s African American leadership and pushed the city’s poverty
programs and its Anglo elite to draw Mexican Americans more fully into
political power sharing.**

These efforts bore fruit, but they never succeeded in transforming
Oakland’s War on Poverty or the city’s essentially biracial political cul-
ture. In 1966 Jack Ortega of the SSUC appealed to Lionel Wilson and
others on the OEDC to “resolve the problems of communication and cul-
tural differences that are peculiar to the Spanish-speaking people of this
area.” In addition to a long history of entrapment at the bottom of
California’s dual-wage economy, the ethnic Mexican community con-
fronted issues, as Ortega put it, “peculiar” to them: the need for bilingual
education, language translation for job applicants, a more streamlined and
democratic citizenship for immigrants, and a variety of programs that
took into account the linguistic and national complexity of a working-class
community long central to California’s economy but consistently mar-
ginalized and taken for granted. By 1969, following three years of strug-
gle with the OEDC, the SSUC sought and gained an independent status
that allowed it to receive grants directly from the federal government and
private foundations. This laid the groundwork for the more comprehen-
sive development of both social programs and political organizing within
the city’s ethnic Mexican community during its rapid growth in the late
1970s and 1980s. With African American majorities in all of the city’s
other poverty “target areas,” however, the SSUC in the 1960s could not
dramatically shift the War on Poverty’s existing programmatic and polit-
ical emphasis.”

The widespread break with liberal fair employment premises among
African American leaders in the years between 1964 and 1968, rooted in
their experience of early War on Poverty programs and the civil rights
push, forced them to consider new strategies and to search more cre-
atively for leverage in what was increasingly seen less as a war against
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poverty than a war over jobs. In the mid-1960s, black Oakland’s most
pressing problem remained the lack of accessible jobs. “When we consider
matching men with jobs, we must ask, ‘what jobs?>” J. M. Regal said upon
leaving the city’s Department of Human Resources in 1967. “Spending
thousands of dollars on programs to motivate people to accept jobs
which are not being offered is a shameful waste of human resources,” he
continued, a sentiment that neatly summed up a generation’s flagging
faith in federal antipoverty programs and their emphasis on preparation.
In the OEDCs first year, the majority of War on Poverty money mostly
supplemented the budgets of existing city agencies. To the leaders of the
Advisory Committee revolt, this seemed both wasteful and irresponsible
when the clearest need remained changing “the way jobs are distributed
across the community.” Don Warden spoke at a summit of East Bay African
American leaders in 1967 of the “need to control our own work proj-
ects,” a notion that would in time attract many War on Poverty activists.
McCullum, once an enthusiastic supporter of the War on Poverty, had
also become critical of its underlying assumptions. He began to favor
“massive employment programs, massive rehabilitation of our cities, mas-
sive make-work projects” to create the needed jobs.*

While the debate over how to create or redistribute jobs raged, the
OEDC and Mayor John Reading engaged one another in an increasingly
bitter contest over the degree of the War on Poverty’s independence from
city hall. Reading never accepted the Advisory Committee’s “51 percent”
control and still resented the OEDC’s revolt against city council author-
ity. Retaining nominal oversight over Oakland’s antipoverty programs,
the mayor pressed when he could. After a trip to Washington, DC in the
early summer of 1967, he demanded that all “directives and administra-
tive data” as well as funding be sent through “existing administrative
channels.” But activists pushed the OEDC further away from city hall, not
closer. When Norvel Smith departed as executive director of the OEDC,
board members and the board chairman, Lionel Wilson, sought their
own hand-picked executive director and the authority to develop inde-
pendent antipoverty programs without city council veto. The mayor and
council refused, and after two months of complicated negotiations the
OEDC formally dissolved its relationship with city hall. Now called the
OEDCI (for “Incorporated”), the city’s poverty board had become an in-
dependent, nonprofit organization no longer subject to city council
veto—an unprecedented level of independence. Under federal law, the
mayor still appointed twelve public officials to the thirty-nine-member
OEDCI, but for all intents and purposes the poverty board belonged
to the community. Divorced from the city, the OEDCI hired Percy Moore
as its new executive director. Moore recognized the potential of the
board’s new liberty and its grassroots base in the Neighborhood Advisory
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Committees. Calling on the city’s African American leaders to “organize
the poor” and “unite for power,” Moore brought a combative, community-
centered agenda of jobs and political power to the OEDCL>

That agenda met with hostile opposition from city hall. Mayor
Reading maintained that the key to reducing unemployment in Oakland
was to raise the skill level of the city’s workforce. But the OEDCI con-
trolled most of the city’s resources to do that. Moore and the OEDCI, al-
ternately, sought ways to redistribute jobs to community residents, the
closest thing possible to Warden’s “control of our own work projects.”
Training was important, but secondary, in their view. In addition, Moore
had come to believe that the problems of the black poor would never be
resolved until the African American community exercised real local po-
litical power. Reading and the federal OEO opposed both positions.
“They want absolute political and economic control of the entire city,”
Reading told the Oakland Tribune. “They” were “a militant, extremist
Negro minority” who had “seized leadership of the black community
from more moderate leaders,” according to Reading. As Moore and the
OEDCI moved ahead on both jobs and politics, Reading’s opposition
grew more determined.?

The OEDCI could not create jobs, but it tried to shape how jobs were
distributed. With the unemployment rate among African Americans stub-
bornly high in the late 1960s (often reaching above 20 percent), and the
service sector slow in opening to black workers, the problem remained,
in Norvel Smith’s words, “that in Oakland we still don’t have a genuine
commitment from the private sector to share in the risk of employing
marginal people. . . . the private sector just doesn’t want to get involved.”
When the federal government awarded the OEDCI local sponsorship of
the Concentrated Employment Program (CEP) beginning in 1968, the
poverty board hoped to turn the new federal training dollars into leverage
against local employers. One of the central issues, Percy Moore believed,
was that too many people from outside Oakland held jobs in the city.
Outsiders held half of all jobs in Oakland, Moore explained, and 75 per-
cent of jobs paying $10,000 or more—in 1966, two years earlier, a major
federal survey had placed the figure at 41 percent of all jobs. To remedy
the imbalance, in 1969 and 1970 Moore proposed, and the OEDCI ap-
proved, plans for the direct control of jobs by neighborhood councils. “If
black folks don’t work in Oakland,” Moore proclaimed, “we can say no-
body works in Oakland.” In one program proposed by Moore, the OEDCI
would approve and provide job training once employers committed to
hire people living in the neighborhood where the jobs were located. In a
later, more radical draft, the poor would be organized into neighborhood-
level “central labor committees,” according to the OEDCI proposal,
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quasi-hiring halls that would have “first call” on all job openings referred
through state and federal employment agencies.”

The OEDCI’s community jobs plan ran headlong into a quagmire of
resistance. Mayor Reading had opposed the OEDCI’s control of CEP funds
from the beginning and spent most of 1969 and 1970 trying to have the
OEDCI’s budget cut completely. “I washed my hands of that organiza-
tion some time ago because of the way it was run,” Reading said in late
1970. “My sympathy goes wholly with the poor of this city who are be-
ing cheated by the maladministration of the OEDCIL.” He had washed his
hands of dealing with the OEDCI, not of fighting it. In a series of letters
to California Governor Ronald Reagan, Vice President Spiro Agnew, and
the Western Regional office of the OEO, Reading charged that the OEDCI
was corrupt, irresponsible, and an explicitly political body. Even without
Reading’s intervention, however, it is unlikely that the OEO would have
approved the OEDCI’s jobs plan. The kind of community control proposed
by Moore went beyond even the most radical notions of “maximum fea-
sible participation” and “community action” envisioned by federal OEO
liberals, not to mention the Nixon administration officials charged with
retrenching the War on Poverty. Moore’s proposal for a proto-union of
Oakland’s poor pushed the boundaries of the Great Society and chal-
lenged its assumptions that gradual desegregation, education, and uplift
were sufficient to ensure economic opportunity and development in im-
poverished black communities. In a city where more than half of all jobs
were held by whites who lived outside Oakland, these assumptions had
come to seem naive by the early 1970s. But community-controlled job
distribution was never put into effect precisely because its break with
Great Society liberalism was so profound, as was its challenge to white
control over jobs.*

Its jobs plan stalled, the OEDCI drafted a report in 1970, widely publi-
cized and distributed, that criticized Oakland’s political and business estab-
lishment in the language of anticolonialism. Indeed, the report emphasized
that colonial or neocolonial structures preserved economic segregation
and uneven development between black and white communities. The
Tribune called it an “outsized, artistic political propaganda booklet.”
The booklet, entitled “Discover Oakland—The Friendly City,” set quota-
tions from Jack London alongside photographs of the city’s contrasts:
wealth and poverty, power and despair, white and black. London had
lived in Oakland during much of his life and remained an iconic figure of
the East Bay left, old and new. “Discover Oakland” articulated an anti-
colonial critique of Oakland’s poverty —emphasizing the police as an oc-
cupying force, the white monopoly on jobs in Oakland, and the political
clique, backed by the Tribune, that ran the city—in playful mockery of
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the “city-beautiful” style of chamber of commerce promotion. It castigated
the city council for destroying housing in West Oakland, railed against large
tax subsidies to corporations, and condemned such high-profile projects
as the Oakland Coliseum, which “contains enough electrical cables to wire
housing for 115,000 families.” The Tribune and the city council came in
for especially vitriolic criticism. It was, in total, a powerful visual elabora-
tion of the OEDCT’s critique of the city’s “ruling class.” Its broad indictment
captured much that was true in Oakland’s postwar development, but its
polemical tone suggested that the OEDCI had given up on working with
or within the existing political channels in the city. The OEDCI had openly
declared its outsider political standing. “Discover Oakland” further
alienated Reading, who redoubled his efforts to strip the OEDCI of fund-
ing.”!

On the heels of the publication of “Discover Oakland,” the OEDCI
promised to make the poverty board a political “power base” for the
city’s African American community. Moore announced that he would use
OEDCI funds to support the 1971 city council campaign of Stephen V.
Brooks, OEDCI’s community services director. In what seemed to Moore
like the logical next step in the OEDCI’s ongoing war with Reading and
the city council, the poverty board defied federal regulations that prohib-
ited local agencies from engaging in political activity. As much as Moore
hoped and believed that he had transformed the OEDCI into a bastion of
community power, however, the federal government still held the purse
strings. Events moved quickly following Moore’s announcement. Governor
Reagan, who had been urged by Reading for years to act against the city’s
poverty boards, denied OEDCI funding. The Oakland city council en-
dorsed Reagan’s actions. By April 1971 the federal OEO had joined them,
sinking the OEDCI. Moore and the poverty board had stretched the polit-
ical capacity of the War on Poverty to its limit.”

When the OEDCI’s end came, it did not tell a single story. There was
no easy lesson. Wilson, one of the city’s most highly regarded civil rights
figures, and the man who had hired Moore, publicly warred with him
and resigned from the OEDCI before its collapse in 1971. McCullum
stayed on for a time, but he too resigned before the 1971 campaign.
More broadly, there was a growing sense, especially among the city’s
African American East Bay Democratic Club leadership, that Moore had
taken the OEDCI too far, even in the hostile and polarized political cli-
mate sustained by Reading and the Tribune. Moore was defensible to a
point, but no further. By 1970 Moore was under attack from two direc-
tions: the OEDCI board and, ironically, the Neighborhood Advisory
Committees, Moore’s supposed constituency. Representatives from the
latter accused Moore of the “gradual and near disastrous elimination of
ongoing programs,” a “total disregard of rules and procedures set forth
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Figure 6.5. In the late 1960s community activists hoped that the federal War
on Poverty could become an effective platform for black self-determination in
Oakland. That hope went largely unrealized, but a new generation of grassroots
leaders, like those pictured here, nonetheless kept the problems of racial injustice,
poverty, and exploitation before the public and challenged liberal assumptions
that social inequality would ultimately disappear. Courtesy of the Bancroft
Library, University of California, Berkeley.

by the duly designated OEDCI corporate body,” and “the blatant and
outrageous involvement of political issues without justification” in the
poverty programs themselves. Whatever his initial intentions, it does ap-
pear that Moore and his OEDCI staff increasingly operated with heavy-
handed calculation, alienating many of the same neighborhood activists
who had championed his hiring.*

Yet Moore made sense to many people, black and white. Involving
“the community members themselves” in antipoverty programs “auto-
matically becomes a more affirmative action,” Moore explained in early
1969. Given the battles over jobs during the previous five years, giving
neighborhoods some say in who got to claim jobs did not seem entirely
unreasonable. After the problems with EDA and BART, Mayor Reading’s
insistence in 1968 that local employers simply needed more encourage-
ment to hire black workers sounded insensible, a retreat to the ineffectual
gradualism that had failed so spectacularly over the course of the
decade’s intense fights over jobs. While Moore took the blame in some
eyes and Reading in others for the OEDCI disaster, the poverty program’s
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collapse into internal struggles over leadership should not obscure its
more essential fault lines: access to jobs as real ladders of economic mo-
bility versus underfunded training programs for a handful of people who
may or may not be hired. In retrospect one thing is clear. The Great
Society’s commitment to grappling with the legacies of segregation, with
black poverty and unemployment, and with the sinking fortunes of al-
most an entire generation of working-class African Americans was weak
and philosophically flawed from the beginning. Its structure and funding
streams encouraged a civic struggle over meager resources: between the
existing municipal bureaucracy and neighborhood activists and among
various neighborhood constituencies, such as the long and often bitter
contest between the Spanish Speaking Advisory Council and other, black-
dominated councils in West, North, and East Oakland. When faced with
its own internal failings as well as determined local opposition in cites
like Oakland, it collapsed altogether.*

Model City in West Oakland

By seeking control over federal employment funds for community-controlled
job placement, the OEDCI challenged existing job distribution mecha-
nisms. In addition, OEDCI Advisory Committees helped to mobilize a
new group of leaders, often called “indigenous” in the language of anti-
colonialism. The two principal demands of the OEDCI—jobs and political
representation for African Americans—marked and politicized the spaces
of the metropolitan region. As in the Black Panthers’ Ten Point Program,
the ghetto stood for the black community. The defense of that territory,
and the redirection of capital, jobs, income, and authority to black com-
munities, had become the new project. OEDCI leaders like Moore imagined
themselves at the head of a unified “community” against an ancien régime,
the white “power structure.” But who got to claim authenticity in that
community, who got to speak for it, remained constantly contested. The
colonial analogy had produced a powerful critique of the distribution of
resources across space and race in the new East Bay metropolis. But its
suggestion of an offensive strategy —liberate the community in the name
of self-determination— posed as many difficult questions in the context of
urban American political economy as it answered.”

The challenges of forging a liberation politics surfaced in even greater
relief in a second, nearly parallel, War on Poverty arena in the late 1960s—
Oakland’s Model Cities program. Negotiations over control of Model
Cities, like the OEDCI struggle, posed the African American community
against city hall and drove debates about black power to the heart of the
city’s decades-old plans for remaking West Oakland. A late-1960s’ revamp-
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ing of federal antipoverty strategy, Model Cities attempted to correct the
shortcomings of national urban policy by restoring community control
to neighborhood renewal projects. Model Cities legislation targeted fed-
eral grants at specific neighborhoods for a variety of job creation, small
business, and social service programs, funded through the newly created
Department of Housing and Urban Development. Most important, Model
Cities sought to overcome the neglect of impoverished neighborhoods
that liberal federal poverty warriors had come to associate with many
city governments by channeling funds through nominally independent
community agencies. Locally, Model Cities promised both new infusions
of capital into West Oakland and a second community-centered adminis-
trative apparatus independent of city council control—the West Oakland
Planning Committee (WOPC). Both possibilities raised expectations in
West Oakland and drew neighborhood activists into the larger civic con-
versation about renewing and remaking the city.*

Before embarking on specific projects, the WOPC had to settle two
highly charged issues in its relationship to city hall: the extent of WOPC
authority and the geographic scope of the Model Cities program. Each is-
sue went to the core of how power and resources were distributed in
West Oakland and across the broader metropolitan area. Resolution of
the first issue required six months of negotiation between the city council
and the WOPC, the latter led by Ralph Williams, Paul Cobb, and Elijah
Turner, three West Oaklanders who had helped to secure “51 percent”
control of the OEDC for the neighborhoods. In a compromise plan, the
city council and WOPC agreed to share power, each retaining a veto over
proposed programs. The second issue was more complicated and repre-
sented a far more fundamental challenge to the balance of power in the
city. Williams and Cobb pressed the city council for veto power over all
federal programs and agencies with federal funding operating within the
Model Cities boundaries. This would have included, among others, the
Port of Oakland, BART, the EDA, and, depending on how the physical
boundaries of the Model Cities area were drawn, the proposed down-
town City Center, a hotel-retail redevelopment project that promised
more than five thousand jobs. After a bitter fight with the city council in
April 1968, the WOPC softened its position and accepted the best it
could get: veto power over Model Cities projects only.”

The WOPC sought broad authority over federal projects in West
Oakland because those projects represented concrete jobs. By mid-1968
Williams, Cobb, Turner, and other WOPC leaders had grown cynical
about the War on Poverty’s underlying premise: federal funds were allo-
cated to services that, in the words of one WOPC memo, merely “maintain
the status quo.” The EDA, BART, Port of Oakland, and the City Center
project, however, contained funding for actual jobs, what nearly every
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observer of Oakland during this period counted as the city’s most pressing
need. Like Moore’s plan to secure community control over job distribu-
tion through the OEDCI, WOPC leaders hoped to leverage Model Cities
into a power base from which to exercise control over job distribution.
To men like Williams, Cobb, and Turner, such a move seemed natural,
because in their view the city’s black neighborhoods had been marginal-
ized by the economic and political power structures of the city and the
surrounding suburbs. To secure jobs, this institutional form of black power
was essential. Mayor Reading and the city council, however, opposed
what they considered blatant and irresponsible grabs for power that
failed to recognize “legitimate” political channels.™

These early struggles over Model Cities were complicated in May 1968
by a series of police actions against the Black Panther Party that began
with the killing of Bobby Hutton. Protest politics and the War on Poverty
became even more firmly linked, as African American activists, including
Cobb and others involved with the WOPC, redoubled their efforts to stop
police violence and defend neighborhood institutions from city council
encroachment. In the week following Bobby Hutton’s death, a half dozen
former CORE members, many of them now working in War on Poverty
agencies, formed the Black Strike for Justice Committee to reclaim con-
trol over what Paul Cobb called “community domain.” Three of the five
principal figures on the Black Strike for Justice Committee, including
Cobb, were members or staff of the West Oakland Planning Committee.
In early May the committee called for a boycott of Housewives Market,
a major downtown retail store—an appealing target because of its sub-
stantial African American clientele and connections to the city’s political
establishment. Black Strike for Justice Committee members threw a line
of pickets around Housewives Market and demanded the indictment of
police for the murder of Bobby Hutton, “an end to police harassment and
brutality,” the “decentralization of the Oakland Police Department,” and
“community control of policy and administration.” In total, the committee
listed eleven demands for police reform and a variety of neighborhood-
level checks on police authority.”

Negotiations between the Black Strike for Justice Committee, the
mayor’s office, and the downtown merchants—facilitated by a group of
liberal whites called Community Organization United for Progress (COUP)
and a number of the city’s prominent churches—broke down repeatedly.
As the rhetorical exchanges escalated on both sides, Knowland’s Tribune
stepped into the fray. For one week in late May, every issue of the Tribune
included a full-page advertisement featuring a disembodied, gloved hand
pointing a revolver directly at the reader. In his accompanying editorials,
Knowland called the Housewives Market boycott “extortion.” He sug-
gested that “Negro militants” were holding the city hostage. The advertise-
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ments, widely supported by the downtown business community, shocked
both African Americans and liberal whites, who accused the Tribune of
irresponsible propaganda and fear mongering. In response, the Black
Strike for Justice Committee expanded the boycott. Meanwhile, bodies
accumulated. At least three young black men were shot and killed by po-
lice between Bobby Hutton’s death in May and the first of July. The last,
Dallas Charles, was shot in the back.*

Cobb pushed for inclusion of the City Center and the Port of Oakland
in Model Cities at the same time that he was leading the Black Strike for
Justice Committee. “If these tactics and totally irresponsible demands are
any indication of how they intend to run the Model Cities program—
then we should forget it,” Reading scolded West Oakland activists in the
paternalist tone he increasingly took in public forums. At the heart of
those tactics, Reading charged, was “a social revolution, a political bat-
tle for political control of the community.” “As long as the WOPC is con-
trolled by these three or four people [he meant especially Cobb and Elijah
Turner],” Reading continued, “we are not going to see the Model Cities
program come to fruition.” By mid-]July, however, the Downtown Retail
Merchants Association had relented, coming out in support of eight of
the committee’s eleven demands for police reform. Cobb met separately
with Reading and Knowland, and the Tribune posturing temporarily
ebbed. This series of compromises, in which Cobb, Reading, and the
chief of police each stepped back from the brink of their most extreme
positions, preserved a semblance of working harmony between the
WOPC and city hall. Cobb and Williams, however, had failed in their bid
to have the City Center and port included in the Model Cities project.”

The battle over the inclusion of the port, BART, and City Center in the
Model Cities proposal reignited debate about the meaning of black liber-
ation in Oakland. Reading accused the WOPC in general, and Cobb in
particular, of manipulating events to amass “political muscle.” There is
little doubt that Cobb saw the War on Poverty as a vehicle for black po-
litical power. In the midst of Model Cities negotiations, Cobb issued his
“declaration of independence” for West Oakland and its “urban planta-
tion.” At the same time, both Cobb and Williams identified black political
power with the fate of the city as a whole. Williams said repeatedly, as he
told the Oakland Tribune: “we’re not trying to take over anything . . .
we’re trying to be part of the city.” Privately, Cobb might have admitted
to having more ambitious aims for African American political leadership
than Williams, but he shared the latter’s deep and sincere concern for the
welfare of Oakland. What Reading interpreted as irresponsible grabs for
power, Cobb explained as attempts to ensure that the city’s most under-
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