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INTRODUCTION


From Malcolm X’s vivid denunciations of racism outside of Harlem’s gritty storefronts, to Stokely Carmichael’s dramatic call for Black Power in Mississippi, radical black political activists during the civil rights and Black Power era openly questioned America’s capacity to extend full citizenship to African Americans. However, Malcolm’s and Carmichael’s confrontational styles and combative words have obscured their pivotal roles in transforming American democracy. Hailed as bold oracles of racial militancy, their defiant identification with underdogs, ranging from prisoners to sharecroppers, made them particularly attuned to democracy’s shortcomings and jagged edges. The image of Malcolm, his fingers stabbing the air to make a point about racial oppression in America, remains searing. Likewise, the vision of Carmichael, eyes blazing on a humid Mississippi evening as he asserted that only raw political power could definitively protect the lives of African Americans living in the South, persists in our cultural history. Like ancient museum artifacts, these images offer a powerful—if flattened—image of the past. But the popular memory of Malcolm and Carmichael remains misunderstood, focused as it is more on their fiery rhetorical style than the substantive meaning behind their words. Despite their volatile images, Malcolm and Carmichael played crucial roles in America’s extraordinary journey from Black Power to Barack Obama.

Since the nation’s inception, black Americans have been among the most vocal, eloquent, and longstanding proponents of American democracy. Yet due to their status as chattel slavery until 1865 and their subsequent legal disenfranchisement during the Jim Crow era that followed, African Americans’ relationship to democracy remains star-crossed.

In spite of the obstacles, however, black political leaders have held steadfast to a belief in the redemptive values of citizenship in pursuit of larger  goals of racial, political, and economic equality. This has remained true from Frederick Douglass’s famous 1852 speech extolling the paradoxical nature of Fourth of July celebrations in a nation scarred by slavery, to Ida B. Wells’s passionate antilynching crusade, and to W E. B. Du Bois’s groundbreaking work as a founder of the NAACP It is now common knowledge that the civil rights movement went a long way toward turning the rhetoric of democracy into a living reality for African Americans. The struggle for civil rights is characterized by a heroic period between the May 17, 1954, Brown Supreme Court decision and the August 6, 1965, passage of the Voting Rights Act. Out of this period, iconic images of activists have become enshrined in American memory, such as those who persevered through a long-shot bus boycott in Montgomery, Alabama, braved snarling German Shepherds and fire hoses in Birmingham, Alabama, and endured mob violence in Little Rock, Arkansas, and Oxford, Mississippi, all before reaching a symbolic mountaintop at the August 28, 1963, March On Washington. As a poetic capstone to this era, the November 4, 2008, presidential election of Barack Obama has become instant folklore: “Rosa sat, so Martin could walk, so Barack could run, so that your children can fly.”

 



As emotionally powerful as these words may be, they make for poor history. America’s civil rights era remains a far more complex, scattered story. The struggles for justice that animated the modern movement’s high point predated the 1954 Brown decision, just as they also endured beyond the 1965 passage of voting rights legislation.

It is important to keep in mind that struggles for civil rights were not merely confined to isolated bastions of racism in the South. Geographically, Northern civil rights activists likewise began crucial struggles for racial justice. For example, New York City activists waged rent-strikes and demonstrated for open-housing, while Detroit organizers labeled urban renewal programs “Negro removal” and started a brutal fight for school desegregation. Efforts for racial justice in New York, Ohio, Michigan, Illinois, and New Jersey were particularly acute as these five states contained the largest number of blacks living outside of Dixie.1


Like a children’s bedtime story, our national civil rights history demands a happy ending. The movement is remembered as a political and moral good, employing nonviolence to achieve unimpeachable, deserved rights. However, the movement’s resolute and sometimes militant challenge to American democracy’s fundamental flaws remains less visible, and its relationship to the Black Power era continues to be dangerously combustible.

The story requires a suitable hero, and Martin Luther King Jr., stripped of his complexities and ambiguities, is presented as a straight-out-of-central-casting leading man. Our memory of Martin Luther King Jr. remains incomplete when the activist’s increasingly radical critiques of American racism, poverty, and military adventures are eclipsed. Indeed, in the last three years leading up to his Thursday, April 4, 1968, assassination in Memphis, Tennessee, most national observers regarded King as more of a pariah than a prophet. Having spent the vast reserves of his moral and political capital criticizing the Vietnam War and urban and rural poverty, King gambled the remains of his reputation on a Poor People’s Campaign that attempted to shame elected officials into passing sweeping antipoverty legislation. Yet even King retained faith in the redeeming nature of American democracy. Others, however, remained more skeptical.

King’s all-consuming heroism requires not only one, but two major villains. Most often cast in the role of disgruntled spoiler to King’s dreamer, Malcolm X led a local, national, and global movement for Black Power that pointedly questioned democracy’s capacity to extend justice, opportunity, and equality to African Americans. As a local political and religious organizer in Harlem during the 1950s, Malcolm joined forces with labor, political, civic, and religious leaders to confront the police brutality, poverty, and violence plaguing urban black communities.

A national figure by the late 1950s, Malcolm participated in a long-running dialogue regarding the very nature of American democracy. In speech after speech during the early 1960s, Malcolm challenged the Kennedy administration to protect civil rights workers, punish racist law breakers, and protect the integrity of America’s Constitution. After breaking with the Nation of Islam in 1964, Malcolm expressed admiration for the Declaration of Independence’s lofty idealism while also castigating America for its failure to put that democratic theory into practice. Thus, Malcolm’s critique of American democracy defined the contours of the movement to come.

Most often remembered for coining the phrase “Black Power,” Stokely Carmichael was a civil rights militant turned Black Power activist who embodied the civil rights movement’s redemptive form and tone. As a member of the Student Non Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC, pronounced “snick”), Carmichael braved rural prison farms, tear gas, and routine violence in his painstaking efforts to secure poor sharecroppers the right to vote. By 1966, Carmichael argued that Black Power—the belief in self-determination, racial and cultural pride, and the global nature of domestic antiracist activism—held the key to the promotion of genuine democracy.

With his unabashedly confrontational public statements, Carmichael managed to scandalize the American public and press. Yet over four decades after “Black Power” entered the national lexicon, Carmichael’s complex challenge to American society remains vital to still raging debates over race, war, and democracy.

Black Power remains the most misunderstood social movement of the postwar era. It was demonized as the civil rights movement’s “evil twin” and stereotyped as a politics of rage practiced by gun-toting Black Panthers. Because of this, the movement’s supple intellectual provocations, pragmatic local character, and domestic- and foreign-policy critiques remain on the fringes of America’s memory of the 1960s. Nonetheless, Black Power’s cultural and political flourishes, militant posture, and provocative rhetoric permanently altered the contours of American identity, citizenship, and democracy.

It was at the neighborhood level, where activists blended radical and at times revolutionary rhetoric with political pragmatism, where Black Power’s quiet side emerged. Although some militants steadfastly promoted violent revolution to the bitter end, others proved more flexible, adopting strategies that helped the movement make enduring marks in education, art, and politics. Black Power-era politicians such as Maynard Jackson and Harold Washington embraced the movement, but with a moderate perspective that was attuned, they argued, to prevailing political realities.

As a result, the real and symbolic struggles that animated much of this postwar black activism have culminated in Barack Obama’s presidential election. For most Americans, Obama’s ascension to the pinnacle of political power vindicates King’s vision of a color-blind democracy. The image of the nation’s first African American president-elect instantly reverberated around the world as a triumphant testament to historic struggles for racial justice. However, Obama’s election also called into question the civil rights-era understanding of domestic race relations and the continued viability of the politics of racial solidarity. Conservative pundits put the matter more crudely, arguing that Obama’s election would end the politics of “racial grievances” practiced by “professional agitators” such as Jesse Jackson and Al Sharpton.

The truth is that Obama’s climb to the top of American politics does not so much illustrate the end but rather the evolution of black politics. Americans old enough to have lived through the 1960s collectively marveled at Obama’s election, a sight that many believed they would not witness in their lifetime. Yet the powerful symbolism attached to Obama’s election can do little to end generations of racially based poverty or restore income and  wealth lost during slavery and Jim Crow. Nor can it wipe away national scars of slavery and lynching. Obama’s election does, however, offer hope in the concept of democracy, one that African Americans, more than any other group, have always taken to heart. This does not mean, on the other hand, that it guarantees a more sophisticated approach to foreign policy toward Africa and the larger Third World. As Obama’s July 11, 2009, speech to the Ghanaian Parliament made painfully clear, American policy toward Africa (even with a black president) remains mired in a Janus-faced strategy that simultaneously acknowledges the brutal legacy of slavery and colonialism as a historical burden while it also ultimately locates blame for the continent’s present troubles on government corruption. Obama’s enormous popularity overseas and especially in Africa has helped gloss over such consistencies in U.S. policy after the transition to a black president. The politics of racial identification and solidarity implicit in Obama’s international appeal have made his every move outside of American soil a historic event, one in which symbolism, as in the case of Africa, at times overpowers substance. Six months after his inauguration and fresh from his trip to Ghana, Obama addressed America’s racial legacy directly in a July 16 speech to the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). It was an event that, from all reports, the president and the White House took seriously. Aides reported that Obama worked on the speech for two weeks and continued to make revisions right up until the last minuted 2


In New York City to celebrate the venerable civil rights group’s one hundredth anniversary, Obama gave his most lucid domestic speech about race since being inaugurated. In discussing the NAACP’s origins amid a particularly low period in black history—when unabated racial strife seemed to escalate with each passing day—Obama confronted part of America’s history that remains a sensitive national subject. In front of a well-heeled crowd of African American civic, political, and business leaders, he offered a brief history lesson that acknowledged the rough road traveled by generations of blacks in order to achieve the kind of racial progress that his very presence—as the nation’s first black president addressing a body devoted to ending racial discrimination—so powerfully symbolized. As he is fond of doing, Obama mentioned some of the epic battles fought during the civil rights era’s heroic period, including the Freedom Rides, the sit-in movement in Greensboro, North Carolina, and efforts to register black sharecroppers in Mississippi. Following a quick tour through the contemporary ills that find blacks more likely than any other group in the nation to face unemployment,  incarceration, and health crises, Obama discussed the need to challenge blacks to take on more personal responsibility.

In a passage from his speech that would be interrupted by applause four times, Obama transformed himself from statesman to preacher, admonishing black parents to teach their kids that, in spite of long odds, they could in fact succeed: “No one has written your destiny for you. Your destiny is in your hands—you cannot forget that. That’s what we have to teach all of our children.” For good measure and in a departure from his prepared text, the president continued: “No excuses. No excuses.”3


Before he closed his speech, Obama recalled his recent trip to Ghana’s Cape Coast Castle, a critical way station on the arduous journey from West Africa to the New World taken by untold numbers of Africans. He reminded those present of the courage displayed by blacks on their journey from slavery to freedom and challenged his audience to display the same tenacity as recent generations did during the civil rights movement in the 1950s and 1960s.

Part Sunday-morning sermon, part university lecture, and part autobiographical memoir, President Obama’s thirty-four minute speech navigated a racial tightrope made all the more difficult by his own political ascendance. While characterizing America as having “less discrimination” than at any other time in its history, by forthrightly discussing the litany of racially based challenges still confronting the black community, Obama’s address implicitly refuted the notion that his own election had thrust the nation into a “post-racial” future.

Portions of Obama’s speech that touched upon racism’s institutional legacy undoubtedly comforted black activists and organizers who were fearful that the nation’s first black president remained too reticent to directly address the most pernicious racial matters. Other parts of Obama’s NAACP speech—especially the “tough love” message to wayward black parents—galvanized the now accepted feeling within large swaths of the black community that the once-strong bonds of family, civility, love, and respect that sustained African Americans through slavery, Jim Crow, and poverty have become strained in the civil rights movement’s aftermath. The dissolving of the tight-knit relationships that preserved black folks during some of the nation’s darkest days is perhaps an unintended legacy of America’s post-Jim Crow regime. This message also resonates with moderate and conservative whites, who applauded the president’s words as a much needed message of personal responsibility—one that no white politicians could have gotten away with.

On the subject of race, Obama, out of political necessity, continues to outline a rough and at times improvisational vision of America that combines a candid understanding of America’s tragic racial past with a clear-eyed vision of its future. Yet some people nurture a pervasive nostalgia for a communal past and shared identity among blacks, one forged through the crucible of Jim Crow segregation and whose brutality transcended class distinctions. Unfortunately, this nostalgia can be dangerous. It romanticizes America’s Jim Crow years as an era in which family values flourished while it also indicts the contemporary black poor for failing to take advantage of the sacrifices made during that period.

When he discussed renewing an ethic of parental discipline in black communities, Obama validates a sepia-toned black past that, in turn, encourages a two-dimensional portrait of the present. He stated that, “We need to go back to the time, back to the day when we parents saw somebody, saw some kid fooling around and—it wasn’t your child, but they’ll whup you anyway.” This line evoked laughter and applause from the audience—a sentiment shared by press coverage of the speech, which largely ignored the complex discussion of race and democracy in favor of the soundbites of Obama’s address that spoke to black responsibility.4


The abbreviated press coverage glossed over the subtler complexities of Obama’s message. By not widely reporting portions of Obama’s NAACP address that lingered over America’s racial past and criticized the nation’s democratic shortcomings, the press stripped the president’s speech of some of its rich complexity. In doing so, popular media was able to maintain a more simple and patronizing image of the first black president as a racial healer who, in certain instances, is willing to air out the African American community’s dirty laundry. This false image ignores the subtle dimensions of Obama’s NAACP speech wherein he positioned problems of poor health care and crumbling schools as American rather than black issues.5


Obama’s strategy amounts to an acknowledgment that race-based solutions to historic discrimination no longer carry the moral weight and political urgency that they did only a generation ago. Instead, Obama’s rhetorical call to arms situates issues that, in the past, have been largely framed in racial terms—and for good reason—as now being universal problems that impact the entire country and thus merit national action. If such a perspective becomes conventional wisdom, it will turn centuries of racial thinking on its head.

This will be more difficult than most people assumed after Obama’s election. On the same day that Obama delivered his NAACP speech, Harvard  University professor Henry Louis Gates Jr. was arrested at his home by local police in Cambridge after being mistaken as an intruder. Gates’s arrest quickly triggered a national firestorm over the eminent African American Studies professor. Gates accused the Cambridge police of racial profiling while the arresting officer’s report characterized the fifty-eight-year-old Gates as an academic-turned-thug whose belligerence led to his own arrest. Obama weighed in on the Gates controversy a week later during a July 23, 2009, press conference designed to promote his ambitious universal health care proposal. The president characterized the Cambridge police as acting “stupidly” on the one hand while acknowledging his own election as an example of the nation’s enormous racial progress on the other. A majority of white Americans polled found Obama’s words to be offensive, as did police unions across the nation. Within a short time, Obama admitted that he chose his words poorly. He then invited Professor Gates and Sergeant James Crawley to the White House for a meeting over drinks, which journalists dubbed the “Beer Summit.” Obama’s first racial firestorm provides a window into the current state of race relations. Despite euphoria over the nation’s election of its first black president, America remains a long way from embracing the kind of racial maturity that allows for an open and honest dialogue about racism’s historic legacy and contemporary persistence.6


This country has a long history of considering blacks a “problem” for American democracy, rather than asking why democracy itself has such difficulty accounting for their equal citizenship—W. E. B. Du Bois called this phenomenon “the unasked question.” Obama’s most transformative achievement as president may rest on his ability, through speeches and concrete policy, to bridge this chasm of perception between black folk and the rest of the nation. This chasm still frustrates the everyday hopes, dreams, and yearning faced by too many African Americans. Only when black issues are taken seriously as both historically specific and nationally substantive—rather than racial grievances, complaints, or pathologies—will institutionally based racial disparities begin the long road toward recovery.

 



Obama embraces a tradition of black activism that recognizes that the inherent tension between race and democracy remains at the heart of the American saga. But where Malcolm X and Stokely Carmichael grew disillusioned with the gap between America’s high ideals and practical realities, Obama remains convinced of its transformative capacity. Because of this, he frequently hails his own election as proof of democracy’s enormous possibilities.

But even in the Age of Obama, the racial and political turmoil rooted in the social and political movements of the 1960s persists. Indeed, one conservative news commentator went so far as to compare First Lady Michelle Obama to “Stokely Carmichael in a designer dress”7 shortly after the inauguration of America’s first black president. The comparison stemmed from two factors. First, Mrs. Obama made widely publicized comments during the election season (“for the first time in my adult life I am proud of my country”) that opponents seized on as proof of a glaring lack of patriotism. Secondly, a larger stereotype, caricaturizing her as strident, arrogant, and angry, is perpetuated through much popular media. Anger remains the characteristic that Stokely Carmichael is best remembered for, despite the fact that, in the face of racism and dangerous resistance, he spent years heroically organizing in the small towns and hamlets that dotted Mississippi and Alabama’s rural black belt.

Attempts to link Michelle Obama to Black Power militancy resounded across the ideological spectrum. This effort ranged from the conservative Fox News Channel to even the liberal New Yorker, which portrayed her as an Angela Davis-type radical, complete with bandolier (and with Obama as a turban-wearing terrorist). Underlying these puerile and profane efforts to identify Michelle Obama—and by association her husband—as a reincarnation of 1960s-based racial militancy is the fact that their ascension to the highest realm of American politics represents an example of black power once thought inconceivable.

The difficulties in accepting the Obamas as “mainstream Americans” is partially related to misconceptions about the civil rights era that have flourished over the past several decades. Historians and the larger public have been slow to recognize and acknowledge the role of the intersection between race and democracy in dramatically reshaping the national character. Despite the importance given to the civil rights movement, the changes wrought by the sixties are too often thought of as the product of white, middle-class Baby Boomers bucking their parents’ generation. This is an important historical turn, to be sure, but one that pales in comparison to the impact of the black social revolutions on our contemporary understanding of democracy and American society.

The failure to identify radical black activism with efforts to expand democracy further diminishes and isolates both historic and contemporary racial justice movements. Malcolm X, Stokely Carmichael, and the Black Power Movement attempted to, in complex and at times contradictory  ways, transform American democracy. Black Power’s penchant for verbal pyrotechnics has obscured its concrete efforts—from the neighborhood level to American foreign policy toward Africa—to confront, challenge, and reform democratic institutions. Although Barack Obama’s unprecedented rise to power represents progress for the black freedom struggle’s long quest for racial justice, its reception throughout the media also illustrates the limits of contemporary American race relations.


Dark Days, Bright Nights is not a linear story of social and political struggle culminating in political triumph. The chapters that follow promise no happy ending. Instead, they probe the transformations in postwar America since the civil rights era through key historical figures who found common ground in trying to reimagine American democracy. Black militants during the 1960s did this primarily through protests that looked toward the political arena as a tool for social and political justice. However, they also made efforts at the grassroots level that pushed the boundaries of citizenship, democracy, and civic action to their outer limits.

Thus, American democracy’s unprecedented postwar expansion can be directly traced back to African American political activism during the civil rights—Black Power era. But the swirling controversies of Hurricane Katrina and Louisiana’s Jena 6 stand as poignant twenty-first-century testaments to the nation’s unfinished quest for racial and economic justice—even as Obama’s historic election offers bittersweet hope for a more just future. Blacks continue in their insistence that democracy matters and that it remains at the core of movements for social, economic, and racial justice. But what democracy means, precisely, continues to be a matter of debate, one whose tenor has changed quite dramatically over time.

This book is animated by the examples of grassroots black activists of the postwar era who recognized that the vast spectrum of movements for racial justice were, in fact, all movements for democracy. Without such an understanding, it is doubtful that twenty-first-century America, whose racial landscape promises to be even more socially and politically charged, will be able to cope with the challenges it faces in its efforts to achieve justice for all of its people.






1

REIMAGINING THE BLACK POWER MOVEMENT


In an era before multiculturalism and diversity, the Black Power move ment introduced a new political landscape that permanently altered black identity. The politics of Black Power scandalized race relations in the United States and transformed American democracy. The daring and provocative rhetoric of activists like Malcolm X and Stokely Carmichael unleashed passionate debates and sparked enduring controversy over the very meaning of black identity, American citizenship, and the prospect of a social, political, and cultural revolution. Malcolm and Carmichael questioned the legitimacy of democratic institutions whose doors were closed off to African Americans. In their lifetimes, both turned to community organizing as a vehicle for empowering black people—Malcolm on some of New York City’s toughest street corners and Carmichael in America’s Southern black-belt region. As their notoriety grew, both men publicly criticized presidential leadership in regard to domestic race relations, blasted America’s participation in Vietnam, and linked struggles against Jim Crow in the United States with anticolonial movements that were raging throughout the world. In doing so, both of these Black Power icons helped to expand the boundaries of American democracy. Black Power activists, no less than their more celebrated civil rights counterparts, contributed to postwar America’s transformed landscape. In order to understand the American journey from Black Power to Barack Obama’s election as the nation’s first black president, we must cast a spotlight on the movement’s at-times star-crossed relationship with democratic institutions. Although Obama’s election has sparked widespread nostalgia about America’s civil rights years, it has offered scant analysis of this watershed historical moment’s relationship to Black Power.

But today many still wonder: What exactly was Black Power? At its peak during the late 1960s and early 1970s, Black Power touched every aspect of African American life in the United States. A wide range of the citizenship advocated a political program rooted in Black Power ideology, such as Black sharecroppers in Lowndes County, Alabama; urban militants in Harlem, New York; trade unionists in Detroit; Black Panthers in Oakland, California; and welfare and tenants’ rights activists in Baltimore. A broad range of students, intellectuals, poets, artists, and politicians followed suit, turning the term “Black Power” into a generational touchstone that evoked hope and anger, despair and determination. But, in time, this aspect of Black Power was forgotten.

Now, Black Power is most often remembered as the civil rights era’s ruthless twin. In most historical accounts of the 1960s, the civil rights movement represents the collective black consciousness of the postwar era. In these accounts, Black Power is then relegated as its evil doppelganger, having engaged in thoughtless acts of violence and rampaging sexism, and provoking a white backlash before it was finally brought to an end by its own self-destructive rage. The movement therefore emerges as the destructive coda of a hopeful era, a fever-dream filled with violent images and excessive rhetoric that ultimately undermined Martin Luther King Jr.’s prophetic vision of interracial democracy.1


Black Power represents the manifestation of the brute force and physical rage of the African American underclass. Because it is seen as being devoid of intellectual power, uncomfortable with nuanced debate, and wracked by miseries both seen and unseen, the movement’s legacy is considered inconsequential at best and mindlessly destructive at its worst. Yet for a movement that is now reviled, Black Power’s impact spanned America’s local, regional, and national borders and beyond. It galvanized political activists in the Caribbean, Europe, Africa, Latin America, and much of the world. Regardless of this influence, much of Black Power’s history remains obscure and undocumented. Skewed memory too often serves as a substitute for actual history.

Historians have only recently begun the long overdue process of rescuing the Black Power era, separating history from myth, fact from fiction. Black Power’s origins and geography, activists and ideology, as well as its relationship to the civil rights movement remain pivotal to understanding postwar America.2 Black Power activists not only operated in the civil rights movement’s long shadow, they at times also participated simultaneously in both arenas. In fact, America’s Black Power years (1954-1975) paralleled the  golden age of modern civil rights activism, a period that witnessed the rise of iconic political leaders; triggered enduring debates over race, violence, war, and democracy; featured the publication of seminal intellectual works; and propelled the evolution of radical social movements that took place against a backdrop of epic historic events. Indeed, black militancy and moderation often fed one another, producing a combative ongoing dialogue between the two that provoked inspiration and anxiety as it also inspired both begrudging admiration as well as mutual recriminations.3


Black Power offered a fresh approach to struggles for racial justice. It redefined national racial politics even as local activists used it as a template for regional struggles. These efforts spanned Northern metropolises, Midwestern cities, Southern towns, hamlets out West, to California’s eclectic political landscape. The movement’s scope broadly impacted world affairs, and Black Power activists found inspiration in Cuba, hope in Africa, support in Europe, and the promise of redemption in the larger Third World. Moreover, the movement’s call for social justice and robust self-determination appealed to a wide variety of multiracial and multiethnic groups, who patterned their own militancy after Black Power’s rhetorical and aesthetic flourishes. Black Power’s influence traversed oceans to impact struggles for racial justice and national liberation around the world.

Rethinking the contours of the Black Power era requires expanding the narrative of civil rights struggles in postwar American history. Conventional histories of the era concentrate on the years 1954 to 1965. These are the years that are bookended by the 1954 Brown Supreme Court decision and the 1965 Voting Rights Act, and they are seen as encompassing the whole—rather than part—of a messy and complicated history. This perspective, one that is now enshrined as public memory of the era, envisions these years as the movement’s heroic period. For instance, it is during this period that cultural memory locates courageous civil rights workers who risked beatings, incarceration, and their lives to register blacks to vote. The truth is that both civil rights and Black Power contain a larger historical trajectory and a richer cast of characters than previously assumed.4 In order to understand the complexity of this historical progression, we must revisit that journey and cast of players.

Both civil rights and Black Power have immediate roots in the Great Depression and the Second World War. If World War II signaled the defeat of fascism and the decline of European colonial empires as it also extended new freedoms to far corners of the globe, it also imbued black U.S. veterans and  ordinary citizens with a sense of hard-fought political entitlement. Black Americans were among the fiercest partisans in the efforts to harness the political energies unleashed during wartime so as to secure new rights at home as well as abroad.

Spurred by massive migration, African Americans relocated to urban metropolises in staggering numbers, which turned New York’s Harlem neighborhood into a black metropolis during the 1920s. Then, in the 1940s, the Great Migration’s second act exploded in a rush of energy that was as ferocious as it was hopeful. In addition to this new energy, it was also in bracing numbers that eclipsed its earlier incarnation. Because of this, it was during this time that black Americans led a national movement for social justice that stretched from urban inner cities, to rural Southern labor factories out West, and all the way to the Bay Area cities of Oakland and San Francisco.5


National political activists such as Paul Robeson and W E. B. Du Bois became icons of this age, which combined dynamic political action with cultural organizing that made the prospect for radical democracy in the United States seem inevitable. The war’s freedom surge created unprecedented political alliances that featured the venerable National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in cooperation with Robeson’s militant Council on African Affairs. Walking in lockstep with these new times was the eminent black scholar and civil rights activist William Edward Burghardt Du Bois. He headlined a broad coalition of human rights activists who placed optimistic faith in the United Nations as a harbinger for a new world.6 Robeson and Du Bois served as internationally known luminaries of racial justice, even as grassroots movements were led at the local level by activists like Ella Baker, the NAACP branch director and future founder of the Student Non Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC).

The black radicals who came of political age during the Great Depression and the war years preached a gospel of freedom whose resolute and at times strident message seemed inspired by Old Testament prophets. For instance, Asa Phillip Randolph emerged as the era’s most powerful black labor activist, sparking a March On Washington Movement. He then used the threat of mass demonstration to coerce President Franklin Delano Roosevelt into issuing an executive order—though largely symbolic—banning segregation in the armed forces. This action then provided the historical context for a second March On Washington two decades later. Collectively, the black radicals of this time set an agenda for a new world order that sprang from aligning domestic struggles against Jim Crow with international crusades against fascism and colonialism.7 But the advent of the Cold War would disappoint them.

Those early civil rights organizations who interpreted racism as an international issue looked toward the United Nations for help in defining human rights as a global movement that encompassed racial equality.8 However, the 1948 Truman Doctrine’s promise of a global movement to spread democracy engendered a hard peace through the threat of a worldwide atomic war. Cold War politics stymied the effectiveness of civil rights militancy and blunted the cohesiveness of civil rights coalitions. It was then during the years between 1954 and 1965 that America’s new political center offered the carrot of desegregation and voting rights against the stick of red-baiting to a burgeoning Southern civil rights movement. Over time, African independence movements and the Cuban Revolution would complicate this arrangement. Both the civil rights and Black Power Movements drew inspiration from postwar freedom surges. The difference between them, however, was that while the Southern civil rights movement navigated within Cold War-designated boundaries, Black Power activists were inspired by the radical political struggles that abounded during the Great Depression and war years. Against the backdrop of the Cold War’s political constraints that smeared desegregation efforts in the South was anti-Communist propaganda claiming that Black Power activists embarked on a dangerous course that openly embraced association with left-wing political forces both domestically and overseas.

 



Placing Black Power activism within the same contested political climate as civil rights struggles alters our standard conception of postwar African American history. Although civil rights and Black Power activists occupied distinct branches, they nevertheless remain part of the same historical family tree.9


Over the past three decades, America’s postwar civil rights movement has become increasingly well known. Its signal events have been incorporated into the fabric of the nation’s political and cultural institutions and historical memory through popular and academic histories, the King national holiday, and commemorative museums, films, documentaries, and television programs.

The Black Power Movement, on the other hand, has received far less attention, which should come as no surprise. Conventional wisdom indicts Black Power activists and organizations for, among other things, fueling a white backlash, aiding and abetting an electoral realignment built on Middle American resentment, and inspiring violent self-destruction of the New Left in the late 1960s and early 1970s.10 However, if we tap into the lower frequencies of the postwar era, we can see glimpses of a panoramic black freedom struggle in which Black Power militancy paralleled—and at times overlapped with—the heroic period of the civil rights era.

Early Black Power activists were simultaneously inspired and repulsed by those Southern civil rights struggles that served as a violent flash point for racial transformation. These early black activists laid the groundwork for the spectacular displays of racial militancy, cultural transformation, and political organizing that came to fruition during the late 1960s and early 1970s, when Black Power occupied the national stage. A generation of Black Power activists came of age and gained their first taste of organizing during the civil rights movement’s high tide from 1954 to 1965. Though the grandeur and travails of their stories remain outside our national civil rights history, their influence profoundly affects the popular narrative nonetheless. In order to understand this movement’s rich tapestry, it is important to see the underlying threads of its production.

The Brown Supreme Court desegregation decision in 1954 marked the beginning of two decades of political, social, and cultural revolution both within and beyond America’s borders. More than a half century after this pivotal turning point, these years of domestic unrest and international transformation remain locked in a time warp. Popular history fondly remembers the first decade after Brown as a sepia-toned era ushered in by the prophetic witness of ordinary black citizens whose stubborn resolve was personified by Martin Luther King Jr. From this perspective, the years between 1954 and 1965 represent a uniquely American story of race, rebellion, and redemption. This period, then, was Reconstruction’s more successful sequel where dreams of freedom, despite violent opposition, could prosper, grow, and reinvigorate the nation’s extraordinary democratic experiment.11


In much of this narrative, King is cast as the doomed protagonist whose personal sacrifice illustrates American democracy’s enormous resilience. America’s mythology surrounding the civil rights era burdens King to the point of caricature and—perhaps even worse—abstraction. Unfortunately, King’s eloquent calls for economic equality, his cosmopolitan worldview, and his courageous stances against war, militarism, and exploitation are all but forgotten.12 Instead, we remember King as a stalwart Christian soldier whose dignified pleas for racial justice and genuine democracy signaled Jim Crow’s death rattle.

As such, Malcolm X, Black Power’s most enduring symbol, serves as King’s historical counterpart and political foil. Malcolm’s fiery denunciations of King as a feckless leader and the March On Washington as a “farce” have been presented as the complete portrait of his activism. Because of this, Malcolm’s grassroots community organizing, supple political instincts, and brilliant intellectual analysis of race, democracy, and American domestic and  foreign policy are ignored. Furthermore, Malcolm’s very real relationship with civil rights-era radicals is rendered invisible, thus turning him into a one-dimensional and even cartoonish hero, isolated by his own rage and an artifact of a justly forgotten era. It is important to note that this characterization of Malcolm impacts King as well. While Malcolm’s genius is discounted, Dr. King’s political complexities are conveniently discarded so that he can assume the role of doomed hero. Though the simplification of Malcolm and Martin makes for a neat story, it’s bad history.

The decade after the passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act witnessed massive and at times brutally disruptive democratic movements in a style that continues to defy historical explanation and pat analysis. This political explosion emerged most visibly in the Black Power Movement. Although it was the cry for “Black Power” that broke through the commotion of ordinary politics in 1966, the sentiment behind the slogan long preceded Stokely Carmichael’s defiant declaration.

Even before there was a group of self-identified “Black Power activists,” African American radicals such as Paul Robeson, Lorraine Hansberry, Malcolm X, Robert Williams, Gloria Richardson, and William Worthy existed alongside more well-known civil rights activists in the black freedom movement. Although these Black Power activists subscribed to different interpretations of American history, racial slavery, and economic exploitation than their civil rights counterparts, the two movements grew organically out of the same era and thus they simultaneously inspired, critiqued, and antagonized each other.

Of the two movements, Black Power was more vocal and robust in its criticism of American racism and the failure of democracy. Black Power activists remained skeptical of democracy’s capacity to extend full citizenship to African Americans while civil rights activists expressed steadfast faith in America’s transformative abilities. Stokely Carmichael and scholar Charles Hamilton, in their classic 1967 treatise, Black Power, defined the movement as a series of political experiments that would produce black political, economic, and cultural power. Black Power’s reach was global, spanning continents and crossing oceans, and its iconic personalities and organizations (some of whom were key civil rights activists) shaped debates about race, war, and democracy that still rage today.

 



The beginning of the Black Power Movement is usually seen as the mid- 1960s. The 1965 urban upheaval in the Watts section of Los Angeles provides historians with a signal event that focused the nation’s attention outside  the South. Martin Luther King Jr.’s rough reception among Watts’s poorest communities in the riot’s aftermath, at least according to this narrative, opened his eyes to an unimaginable level of urban misery. King’s subsequent activism in Chicago, where machine politics stalled his open housing and slum clearance efforts, are then interpreted as a harbinger of Black Power’s growing influence in the urban North. Finally, SNCC’s election of Stokely Carmichael in May 1966 and the next month’s Meredith March in Mississippi is invoked as the organization’s symbolic shift from civil rights to Black Power. The years of 1965 and 1966 seem to offer a perfect storm of rage and new tactics that derailed the civil rights movement just at its peak.

But there is another way to read these events. Years before Watts, racial violence gripped cities such as Oxford, Mississippi, Birmingham, Alabama, and Harlem and Rochester, New York. Though not flaring on the scale of Watts’s massive destruction, these riots were dismissed as aberrations. But they were not anomalies. Postwar America found itself stripped of racial innocence long before the Watts rebellion.

Because of this popular narrative, however, Martin Luther King Jr.’s supposed transition to Northern civil rights activity remains misunderstood. King’s journey to Chicago did not so much move civil rights politics north as publicize preexisting local struggles that continually revised and deepened his already sophisticated conception of racial justice, economic equality, and social progress. Northern militants, on the other hand, led by Malcolm X, viewed their own struggles for racial justice through different eyes. Black Power did not suddenly appear in Northern cities after 1965 as an alternative to civil rights activism. Instead, it existed alongside its more celebrated Southern-based counterpart. Though mutual antagonisms cut off black radicals from white allies and traditional civil rights leaders, on occasions both camps did form powerful—if provisional—alliances.13


Far from being evidence of radical change, SNCC’s election of Stokely Carmichael as chairman represented the group’s long-standing relationship to Black Power. Although SNCC has been rightfully credited as embodying a style of radical democracy that would influence the New Left and for providing intellectual space for burgeoning second-wave black and white feminists, its relationship to Black Power is more ambiguous, at least during its early history. Both Carmichael and SNCC came to adopt Black Power after bruising experiences in the civil rights movement. Though SNCC became Black Power’s organizational face and Carmichael its most visible leader in 1966, the movement predated the organization’s birth and Carmichael’s adoption of the “Black Power” slogan.

Black Power’s immediate origins can more accurately be traced back to the 1950s. It was during this time when, just as Southern civil rights struggles were making national headlines, Northern black activists (many of whom had come of political age during the Great Depression and World War II) formed important relationships with Malcolm X, the Nation of Islam’s outspoken, controversial, and eloquent national representative. Malcolm had wisely searched outside the confines of the Nation of Islam for political allies. In New York and Detroit, he practiced his own brand of coalition politics through his association with non-Muslim activists such as John Henrik Clarke, John Oliver Killens, Grace and Jimmy Boggs, and Albert Cleage. These local militants stressed racial pride, the connection between civil rights and the Third World, and political self-determination through pugnacious and at times deliberatively provocative protests that laid the groundwork for Black Power.

Early Black Power activists were simultaneously inspired by the civil rights movement’s efforts at direct action and repulsed by the racial violence in Southern civil rights struggles. The national press virtually ignored urban militants in the North, who waged their battles for jobs, equal access to education, and open housing far from the media spotlight. The struggle for racial equality in Northern cities evoked passionate spectacles, bursts of violence, and high drama that matched its Southern counterpart’s unfolding intensity. Regardless of this similarity, urban America’s modern race men and women (as nineteenth-century civil rights activists were often called), with their raw exhortation for political power, boisterous displays of cultural nationalism, and belligerent critique of white supremacy, seemed at odds with the quiet dignity of boycotters in Montgomery, Alabama.14 Although Americans stayed riveted to television and newspaper coverage of the racial struggles in the South, they largely ignored its Northern counterpart. Apparently racial turmoil in the North’s urban cities during the civil rights movement’s heroic period represented a dismal picture most Americans didn’t want to see.

By the late 1950s, Northern activists had formed a parallel movement with no name, comprised of urban militants who chafed at the growing spectacles of racial violence directed against civil rights groups and were cynical about American democracy’s willingness to defend black citizenship. That cynicism was well earned. The sensibilities and political strategies of Northern militants were contoured by scenes such as Paul Robeson’s ongoing and very public humiliations that stripped him of his passport and ability to make a living, W. E. B. Du Bois’s arrest and sham trial for his purported ties to left-wing politics during the early 1950s, and memories of the broken American promises made during the buildup to World War II.

As a result, black militants in the United States became increasingly shaped by revolutionary movements that were changing the face of much of the world during that time. A primary example of this is the 1955 Afro-Asian Conference in Bandung, Indonesia, which incited black radicals in the United States. In fact, for much of his career, Malcolm X would invoke Bandung’s efforts at Third World solidarity as the kind of “united front” politics required for successful black liberation efforts in America. Additionally, Ghana’s formal adoption of independence on March 6, 1957, buoyed American black radicals who linked domestic freedom struggles with African decolonization.15


From this, in the 1960s, the influence of international politics on domestic racial struggles began to emerge as direct action. In 1961, after the assassination of Congo prime minister Patrice Lumumba, black militants, including Maya Angelou, Le Roi Jones (later Amiri Baraka), and Mae Mallory, unleashed bedlam at the United Nations’ New York headquarters. Writer James Baldwin attributed this activity to growing black rage against Jim Crow and American racism while critics tried with little success to link the outburst to Communist subversion. The following year, radical black college students in Ohio formed the Revolutionary Action Movement (RAM), a group of black nationalists equally committed to socialism as well as armed self-defense. Though black nationalists made up an eager and early wing of Black Power activism, they were by no means its only participants. Civil rights activists committed to integration and racial solidarity, Communists and socialists, black feminists and trade unionists, students and preachers would all play a role in the movement that was expansive enough to reflect the enormous breadth of the black world itself In California, activists associated with RAM founded Soulbook, a cultural magazine whose staff included future Black Panther Bobby Seale. In Motown, Detroit militants organized around the Group on Advanced Leadership (GOAL), who conducted controversial protests against urban renewal plans. Detroit’s younger militants started UHURU (Swahili for “freedom”), a militant collective led by Luke Tripp. All of these local forces found a measure of unity and a national leadership in the figure of Malcolm X.

 



For all his very public provocations, Malcolm X represents nothing less than the civil rights era’s invisible man. Malcolm remains offstage in most historical accounts of the era, entering only to dispute King and denounce America as an unapologetically racist and doomed land before he would finally succumb to personal and political trials by fire at the hands of the Nation of Islam—trials that would eventually lead to his assassination.16


Nevertheless, Malcolm remains the most important key to understanding the Black Power Movement’s gestation. Malcolm is most frequently seen as an icon of racial militancy, a fiery spokesman for urban revolt, and an eloquent critic of white supremacy rather than as a grassroots leader. However, the emphasis on him as prophet of rage, calling out civil rights “Uncle Toms”—most notably Martin Luther King Jr.—unintentionally places Malcolm on the fringes of civil rights activism.

These misunderstandings partly result from Malcolm’s legendary aura, which has been reinvigorated in more recent representations. In the late 1980s the rap group Public Enemy further boosted Malcolm’s reemergence in black popular culture. Then, director Spike Lee’s 1992 motion picture reintroduced the icon—if not the man—to a new generation. This phenomenon garnered street credibility for Malcolm as an icon through the brisk sales of “X” baseball caps, academic credentials via a reissue of The Autobiography ofMalcolm X, and surprising mainstream acceptability through an official U.S. postage stamp.17


However, the Malcolm popularized by the autobiography and, to a lesser extent, Lee’s movie, is both inaccurate and pervasive. Additionally, historians have, for the most part, mirrored the autobiography and film versions of Malcolm’s life by largely ignoring his organizing during the 1950s, when he emerged as Harlem’s most important grassroots political leader. Instead, the standard view of Malcolm finds him belatedly entering history only in 1959 via a sensational and nationally publicized documentary expose on the Nation of Islam.

Malcolm, however, had been active long before this moment of public attention. When he arrived in Harlem in 1954, it still laid claim to its rich political and social legacy. During the first World War, New Negroes emerged and had helped reshape black America with a politics of cultural pride, racial dignity, and strategic organizing, embodied by the dynamic presence of Marcus Mosiah Garvey. Then, the Harlem Renaissance in the 1920s drew strength and energy from this radical movement by turning intellectual and artistic interest in black culture into a political sword and literary commodity. Consequently, residents of New York’s black city-within-a-city still held onto a defiant dignity, one that the Nation of Islam’s most creative and imaginative local organizer—the twenty-nine-year-old Malcolm X—tapped into.

If Muslim Mosque No. 7’s West 116th Street address stood out as Malcolm’s most visible organizational base, the streets of Harlem comprised a larger terrain for building dense political and social networks. Malcolm’s efforts to build political connections in Harlem led him to Carlos Cooks and  Lewis Michaux. These men were stalwart black nationalists who kept the burning embers of Garveyism—the philosophy of political self-determination and racial solidarity made famous by Marcus Garvey—alive long past its heyday. Beyond Harlem’s fertile terrain of black consciousness resided blacks who considered themselves independent radicals—and Malcolm courted these groups aggressively. Members of the Harlem Writers Guild, including John Henrik Clarke and John Oliver Killens, looked to Malcolm for renewed faith in radical politics. These were activists who had come of age during the war years, when a seemingly clear path toward revolution, proposed by a variety of left-wing groups (most notably the Communist Party), was thwarted by internal sectarianism and the intolerance of a national culture that vowed to preserve democracy at the expense of civil liberties. None of these individuals joined the Nation of Islam, and it’s doubtful that Malcolm ever tried to recruit them. From his earliest entree into Harlem, Malcolm deftly separated aspects of his religious and organizational commitments to the Nation of Islam from his larger ambition to institutionalize a revolutionary politics that went beyond the NOI’s religious limitations, political restrictions, and creative imagination.

Malcolm’s appeal went beyond the Nation of Islam to touch leading intellectuals and activists who would shape early Black Power struggles. For instance, journalist William Worthy was one of Malcolm’s most important political allies during the early Black Power era. A pacifist jailed for his refusal to serve in World War II, Worthy traveled between some of the Cold War’s hottest spots and the equally dangerous domestic civil rights terrain of the 1950s, including Montgomery, Alabama, during the 1955-1956 bus boycott. In 1957, he visited China, thereby defying State Department travel restrictions and promptly stirring up an international incident. Then, in the aftermath of the Cuban Revolution, Worthy frequently visited the island, writing a series of articles for the newspaper the Afro-American, documenting the revolution that was unfolding before his eyes. By the early 1960s, Worthy’s call for a foreign policy guided by a human rights agenda became the cornerstone of his domestic Black Power activism.

Malcolm’s interaction with influential black radicals like Worthy showcased both a cosmopolitan political outlook and pragmatic awareness. His outreach extended to leading cultural, intellectual, and artistic figures such as actors Ossie Davis and Ruby Dee, writers James Baldwin, Julian Mayfield, and John Killens, poet Le Roi Jones, and photojournalist Gordon Parks. All became political colleagues, acquaintances, or supporters of Malcolm, being  impressed by his intellect, comforted by his humor, and surprised by his compassion.

Outside of New York City, Detroit played the most important role in Malcolm X’s political development. Like Harlem, Detroit housed eclectic, seemingly incongruous, radical political tendencies that nonetheless managed to work together in creative tension. Central Congregation Baptist Church minister Albert Cleage Jr. became the face of the city’s black militants during the early Black Power period. A black nationalist street speaker disguised as a Baptist preacher, Cleage’s powerful sermons drew the dignified and the damned to his citywide pulpit. His key allies included Grace and Jimmy Boggs—grassroots activists, onetime allies of the legendary socialist C. L. R. James, and mentors to an entire generation of young militants, including RAM field chairman Max Stanford (later Muhammad Ahmed). Malcolm’s ties to the city were both personal and professional. His brother Wilfred X served as Detroit’s leading Muslim minister, a position Malcolm had helped to arrange. Local activist Milton Henry, who owned his own media company, would establish an especially close relationship with Malcolm and help broker an alliance with America’s most powerful black radical.

 



The myth that radical black activism began around 1965 is undermined by a network of writers and artists who played major roles in the growing energy of the movement. For instance, James Baldwin’s fierce artistic and literary independence allowed him to comfortably travel back and forth between the social and political worlds of both Malcolm X and Martin Luther King Jr. Baldwin’s most famous book, 1963’s The Fire Next Time, featured an essay (previously published in the New Yorker in 1962) that chronicled his dinner with Elijah Muhammad. Baldwin—a religious skeptic, literary maverick, and political cynic—enjoyed a cozy rapprochement with Muhammad, even as he refuted the racial cosmology that the Nation of Islam leader steadfastly preached. Casting himself as a contemporary Jeremiah, Baldwin predicted disaster for America if it failed to live up to its founding ideals of freedom and democracy: “Time catches up with kingdoms and crushes them,” he warned. The book’s critical and commercial success announced Baldwin as a political heretic unintimidated by the prospect of openly consorting with the NOI and unafraid to confess appreciative relief that the group’s very existence forced America to wrestle with its soul. The Fire Next Time was a literary breakthrough that penetrated the far reaches of America’s political consciousness.

Both Baldwin and writer Lorraine Hansberry navigated a political tightrope that allowed them, for a time at least, to associate with both Malcolm X and Martin Luther King Jr. In fact, Hansberry’s political radicalism initially outpaced Baldwin’s. The unanticipated success of A Raisin in the Sun turned Hansberry into a public intellectual capable of articulating jaw-dropping truths to powerbrokers unaccustomed to such blunt candor. It was this ability to speak truth to power that made her the talk of a well-publicized May 24, 1963, meeting with Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, which was designed to gauge the pulse of the black community. This meeting was organized by Baldwin at Kennedy’s request, and it also featured leading black cultural figures and entertainers such as Harry Belafonte and Lena Horne. However, it quickly turned into a shouting match in which a surprised and increasingly angry Kennedy withstood stinging verbal attacks, including this memorable confrontation with Hansberry: After Kennedy dismissed an angry outburst from a young civil rights worker, Hansberry rose to her feet and expressed feeling sick about the entire affair. Pointing to the young man Kennedy continued to ignore, she chided the Attorney General for his failure to listen.18


His unexpected role as Kennedy’s uncontrollable emissary raised Baldwin’s stature at the Attorney General’s expense and earned him a growing list of admirers. Malcolm X counted himself as one of them, famously observing in his denunciation of the March On Washington that Baldwin was denied the right to speak at the event because he was “liable to say anything.” 19 Malcolm openly admired Baldwin as a wordsmith capable of leaving white Americans off balance.20


If James Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time and Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun represented radical literary manifestos, then Nina Simone’s “Mississippi Goddamn,” a scalding protest anthem that repudiated America’s vigorous self-congratulation in the wake of the March On Washington, became their musical equivalent. Born in the rural South, Simone was a classically trained pianist who took the music world by storm in the early 1960s with a deft combination of blues, jazz, classical, and soul music. With political mentors that included Hansberry, Baldwin, and Langston Hughes, Simone’s growing identification with the black freedom struggle’s most radical elements placed her in the company of the same activists who participated in the 1961 UN demonstrations.

Following news of Birmingham’s 16th Street church bombing in September 1963, Simone’s “Mississippi Goddamn” expressed the stark political  anger and critical consciousness that was poised on the black movement’s outer edges. Judging America to be a “country full of lies,” Simone issued grim warnings (“You’re all gonna die like flies”) more popularly associated with Malcolm X and the Nation of Islam. Headlining SNCC benefit concerts in the South as well as successful European tours, Simone proudly wore African dress, unabashedly proclaimed loyalty to the black movement’s most militant sectors, and emerged as a powerful voice among African American radicals.21


Simone’s criticism of civil rights liberals who preached patience was less a turning point in the civil rights era than a window into a world of radical black art and activism that would fire up the Black Power era.22 Taken together, the writings and public intellectual activism of Baldwin, Hansberry, and Simone blur the neat demarcations that claim radicalism only occurred after 1965. The truth is that Malcolm’s allies traversed easily and aptly between civil rights and Black Power activism, networks, and strategies and tactics.

 



 




Stokely Carmichael mirrored Malcolm X’s high profile and polarizing public image. Born in Port-au-Spain, Trinidad, and educated at Howard University, Carmichael was elected SNCC chairman in the spring of 1966. He was tall, intellectually agile, handsome, and equal parts angry and gregarious. Whether he was in sharecropper’s overalls, business suits, or leather jackets, he carried himself with an air of unadorned dignity and grace that helped turn him into an international icon: Black Power’s rock star. His celebrity, rakish charm, and blunt words helped define the in-your-face style of the movement.

More than any other historical figure, Stokely Carmichael bridges and binds the civil rights and Black Power movements. In June 1966, during a late-spring heat wave, hundreds of protesters descended upon Mississippi for a march that was as much about outrage as it was civil rights. The demonstrators, led by Martin Luther King Jr. and Carmichael, had come to the Magnolia State to continue James Meredith’s “March Against Fear” after Meredith had been shot on June 6. On Thursday evening, June 16, following his arrest for trespassing, an agitated Carmichael made his first Black Power speech. “This is the twenty-seventh time that I have been arrested,” he proclaimed. “What we gonna start saying now is Black Power!”

From this, Carmichael defined Black Power as a movement that would allow blacks to take unfettered control of their personal lives and political  destiny. He stated that, “It is a call for black people in this country to unite, to recognize their heritage, to build a sense of community. It is a call for black people to define their own goals, to lead their own organizations.” For Carmichael, Black Power would be achieved through a series of political experiments that would bear fruit at the local level. Despite regional variation, Black Power would provide blacks with the basis for a new political identity and relationship to the larger nation.

The national media, however, seized upon Carmichael’s declaration as the signpost of a new militancy. Immediately following the Meredith march,  Time magazine judged the slogan “Black Power” to be “a racist philosophy” that preached segregation in reverse. Newsweek called it a “distorted cry” that was deeply frightening to white Americans. The Saturday Evening Post editorialized that the phrase would precipitate “a new white backlash,” thereby provoking the magazine to starkly confess its own racial prejudices: “We are all, let us face it, Mississippians. We all fervently wish that the Negro problem did not exist, or that, if it must exist, it could be ignored.” U.S. News & World Report agonized over the term’s meaning, looking toward “Negro moderates” to allay fears of reverse discrimination. Almost as soon as it was uttered, a new wave of black aspirations, dreams, and dissent became encapsulated within one powerful slogan that would become as hard to define as it would remain controversial.23


Carmichael’s call for “Black Power” obscured his own deep ties to civil rights and his long-term commitment to democratic struggles. Between 1960 and 1966, Carmichael belonged to the small fraternity of blacks (aligned at times with white allies) who willingly shed their blood in pursuit of radical democracy. A civil rights militant even when he was a teenager, Carmichael celebrated his twentieth birthday at Mississippi’s notorious Parchman Farm prison after serving as a Freedom Rider. After this, his participation in protests would lead to dozens of arrests during the first half of the 1960s. Yet Carmichael’s recent past as a local organizer in the Mississippi Delta and Lowndes County, Alabama, would be forgotten in the wake of his 1966 call for Black Power.

Like Malcolm X, Carmichael gained his early political bearings organizing blacks at the local level. In the Mississippi Delta, Carmichael encountered deep poverty, harsh living conditions, and courageous souls. Forever indebted to the example of heroic resilience, dogged perseverance, and fierce dignity of black Mississippians, Carmichael staked his personal future on a quest to politically empower sharecroppers. However, racial progress experienced consistent delays in the form of political assassinations, random violence, and federal indifference.

Informed by his experiences organizing in the South, Carmichael believed that moral persuasion would ultimately prove fruitless: Only raw political power would purchase black freedom. Local people themselves—and not Northern white volunteers, national civil rights leaders, or elected officials—would have to shoulder the costs. By 1965, Carmichael was living and organizing in one of Alabama’s remotest regions: Lowndes County. It was there that Carmichael tapped into indigenous political activism to help create a local movement that would seek to elect black officials while bypassing both the Democratic and Republican parties. The Lowndes County Freedom Organization would be nicknamed the Black Panther Party and, over time, come to symbolize the defiant spirit of Black Power.24


Carmichael’s image at the 1966 march marked Black Power’s first moment of public recognition. Carmichael’s antiwar activism, punctuated by chants of “hell no, we won’t go!” made him the era’s most vocal antiwar leader in the months leading up to Martin Luther King Jr.’s famous call for peace at New York’s Riverside Church in the spring of 1967. Furthermore, as he became convinced that black Americans’ quest for a nation could only be successful if Africa were restored as a world power, a quest for a deeper racial solidarity would, by 1968, find Carmichael embracing pan-Africanism. By the late 1960s, Black Power activists, through antiwar protests, self-defense organizations, and expressions of cultural pride and racial solidarity, fed the growing civil unrest in America as they simultaneously changed its very expression.

Carmichael’s civil rights organizing in rural Lowndes County, Alabama, would lead to the formation of the Black Panther Party. The Lowndes County Freedom Organization’s quest for radical self-determination through the vote gave the Oakland-based Panthers their name and raison d’être.25  Thus, although the symbol of the panther first appeared in Lowndes County, it would be forever associated with urban militancy out of Oakland. In May 1967, after stepping down as chairman of SNCC, Carmichael vowed to return to grassroots organizing in Washington, D.C., the site of some of his youthful activism as a Howard student. Then, on May 25, Carmichael headlined a fund-raiser for the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense at San Francisco’s Fillmore Auditorium.
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