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Political Art of the Black Panther Party: Cultural Contrasts in the Nineteen Sixties
Countermovement
By: Melissa Seifert

Theorigins of theBlack Power Movemenrtan be traced back tbe civil rights
mo v e meinirts ansl freedom ridesf the late nineten fiftieswhich conveyed a new
racial consciousness thin the black community. Thaitial forms ofpopularprotestied
by Martin Luther King Jrweregenerallynon-violent. Howeverpy the mid1960smany
blacks were becoming increasingly frustratathwihe slow pace and limited extent of
progressive change. In this climate of frustration, Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale
founded the Black Panther Pafty Self Defensgwhich advocated violent self defense,
and began fApicki ngnguhe policinel9oeg uThreugh thee patjespfat r ol | i
t he Partyos weRlacKkPanthereesiden atsteEmoryidigkas displayed
this built up ragen his drawings while promotingction and vengeanc®ouglasargued
t h ahe redi benefit at thisntie would be for all progressive artists to take up their paints
and brushes in one hand and their gun in the other, attacking the foul depraved U.S.
Go v e r n’midepurpode afny researchsito examine the works of Douglastwo
ways: frst, by makinga comparisol et ween DougAmadysWaoha&l asdiRa
Ri ot s aBSdemcandy,oypcontrastinpougl asdés depictions of 't he
emphasized femalempowermentwith that of the mass media, which emphasiaeert
masculinitywithin the Party.

As the Black Panther Party becamere popular within the black community,

t he Pnawspaged Srculation reached more than four hundred thousand copies at its

Car ol yn GelplCohesivgness i the Black Panther Paéipurnal of Black Studie8 (1977):
55.
2 Heath,The Black Panther Leaders Speal-32.
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weekly peak D o u g Ibadyg @ work grew to consistf hundreds of pieces, all

revealingthe common theme of a corrupt authority versus an oppressed people.
Conversely, Dougl as 0 sandiséfelamces differéd gleatlyfima | i t y, p
those seen in 196@sass culture, specifically those of the Pop artists.

Warhol and Lichtenstei(Fig. 1)worked withn a visual vocabulary tied to
printmaking and graphicstde using textur al patterns, out]l |
case, text.lt is important here to note thiite Pop artists were utilizingis graphic style
asawayt@eommen on popul ar cul t u(Fig..2alsowhsi | e Dougl as
dependent on outlining, patterns and text, his use of this graphic style can be attributed to
practicality, budget and demand, as these pieces were needed on a weekly basis for
publication in tke Black Panther To fulfill this need, Dougl a
printing technologies such as Photostats and materials likeqgoesstype and adhesive
t e x t tByesing liold outlines and block colors, Douglas was able to produce works
quickly and éiciently. While the bold outlining is purposeful in conveying an apparent
aesthetic effect in the work, it was also practical in minimizing the margin for error
during the printing process and thus speeding up the procddaspite thee stylistic
similarities, Dough s 6 s w o rdkamaticallyffom the Rop artists.

However,Douglas and Warhol become increasingly comparable \Wemhol
began hiDeath ad Dying Serieswhichconfronedmorbid imagery of death and
suicide One of War h oelRibts, depiotedkhe brutaityaf police during the
riots at Birminghamn 1963 (Fig.3). The subject matter of Whaol and Douglas became

similar, both dealing witliolenceand race relations. However, Warhol usiesbrutal

®Bobby Seal e, BlatkPanthe Whe Ravalutionary Art of Emory Dougla4.
“Col | et t whaRevolutierr LooksiLike: The Work of Black Panther Artist Emory Dodglas n
Black Panther: The Revolutionary Art of Emory Dougits
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white reactiontakendirecty from daily newspapers, traw attention to the struggle and
point out the faults of humanityHis print of the notviolent rioters being attacked by
police dogs and water hoses is an image that recognized thestilaggle, but
highlighted theveaknes and passivity of the protesters. He did not place blame, nor did
he depict the protestersasathrdan contr ast , Dougl asds rage Ww;:
at government officials, presidents, and police, while portraying the protestor as powerful
and armed (Fig. 4).This difference causedewerst o r ead War hol 6s ri oter
while Dougla® s w e r ahrease Wamensasdnen foughbeside one another in
Dougla® s p mowaevdr, smages outside of tBéack Panthenewspaper emphasized
ovet masculinity.
Images of the men of the Party, in their official uniform which consisted of a
black leather jacket, black sunglasses and a black beret, covered thef apedan
newspapers such AewsweekndNew York TimegqFig. 5 A media interst in
masculinity as well am violence and action isvident. In contrast to himagesemitted
by the mass media, tlidack Panthenewspaper conveyeddifferentsort of imagery.
While consisterly relying on masculin@nagery to assume a threatenpwsture and
createfear, the pages of ttielack Pantherlsoincluded many images of women.
However, these images were rarghotographs of actual evenissteadthey were the
artworkand thus imagined evesdf EmoryDouglas Thelack of female imaery in the
mass medi& alarming: according to a survegnducted by Bdly Seale in 19639wo-

thirds of theParty membersiere women.

® Kathleen Cleaver and George Katsiaficageration, Imagination, and the Black Panther Partiew
York: Routledge, 2001125
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Douglas had control over the Partyods repr
influenced by the visual needs of the Pairtgludingtheimportance of creating an image
of authority and equality. Thus, women were represented with masculine and feminine
gualities, in order to represgpmower. (Fig. 6, ¥ Identifiably feminine withtheir lage
hoop earrings but often withe muscles of enan, these images were use@xemplify
the angepof Party women budlso displayed their feminine roles throutyess and
accessory.
It is importanthereto note the original role of the Black Panther Party for-Self
Defense, an alinale aganization upoiits establishment. Maled&ders of the Party
published a figender visi on® lodroclaimed, Partyo6s po
AThe Bl ack P a n-Defease redyahassgmethiogrgoing.e | f
These brothers are the cream of Blacnimood. They are there for the
protection and defensé 0 our Bl ack comriisaurt yéBIl ack men
duty toyourwomen and childrertp your mothersand sisters, to
investigate the ' program of the Party. o
This original vision is one of nsauline dominanceyhich remaineeven as
women joined the Party.
Women held multiple positions intiear t y, most notdhely actiwv
S Cc e n e §Guchras hewspaper editors, secretaries, and organizers. This may account for
the lack of female imagery in tip®pularpress, as women were rajtenon the front
lines during protest, but rather were involved in unseen aspects of the fight. Shewhy t

did Douglas represemiomen asarmed and aggressiveMy argument is that the images

produced by the Party welie,some respects, a fabrication of the liberation of black

® Charles Joneg,he Black Panther Party: Reconsider@hltimore: Black Classic Press, 1998)8.
7 .
Ibid.
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women. Writingdy female members of the Black Panther Pantygest that women
within the Party wereften discriminated against denied certain positions of authority.
Regina Jenning joinetthe Black Panther Party D68 She recalls her
experience with the Party: Al respected and
being in the Party, | experienced and recognized the existence of a double standard of
women. Some brothers in the leaship positions were sexist. This was a problem that
was |l eft unchecked and weakened®Hdre foundat i
writings exemplify gendeinequality, which leading membseof the Party may not have
wanted published. The male leaslef the Party took a number of precansido derail
this idea of intregroupinequalityand instead promoted an image of gender equality.
One exampleof this attempto promote equality within the Party occuried
early1968, whenhe Partydecided tadropfi f or-D&fediseo from, their off
thus making them simply The Black Panther Paitythis way, they encouraged equality
and membershim those who were not physically involved in acts of-defiense or
paramilitary activities.
Inconcl usi on, Warhol s death and destruct.i
Dougl as 0 sAlthouglabgte artists focused on violence and race relations, their
depictions of the oppresd differed. Warhol portraydtie oppressedsavictims while
Douglas drew them aactive agent$ a powerful force, armed with guns and grenades.
Warho | 6 s pr i n twhitesympatbydor black peotesters whereas Douglas

promoted Black Power. Thempowering tactic was praised in ghettogt broader

8 Ibid., 257.
% Ibid., 277.
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audiences ahthe majority of thel960s art scene weumimpressed or rather simply
uninterested.

Moreover, he work of Emory Douglas reveals an underlying tendency to portray
women as powerfulyhenin reality gendeninequalityexistedwithin the Party Although
theBlack Panthercted as a counterpoint to widesprpagular images propagated by
thepress during the nineteen sixties,dbienages of powerful women weran
idealizationand did not reflect thactual relations within the Party.

Although the succegs of the civilights movement are oftattributed to the
nonviolent tactics of Dr. Mamh Luther King Jr.the art of Emory Douglas within the
Black Panther Party was equally im@ort to the movement, however, in different ways
and for different purpses While King preached assilation to the black middle class
the Black Panther Party encouraged-safipowerment to theften forgottenblacklower
class As they are just beginning to command scholarly attenti@se revolutionary
drawings arewre to be studieturther and will eventually be understoasl haing aided

in the attempt to free a subjugated people foppression.
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WMHVAYBE HE BECAME ILL
AND COULDN'T 7
LEAVE THE
STUDIO/_

Fig. 1
M-Maybe 1965
Roy Lichtenstein

USTEN TO THEM PIGS BANGING ON MY DOOR
ASKING FOR SOME RENT MONEY...
THEY SHOULD BE

x  Fig. 2
Black PantherFebruary 27, 1971
Emory Douglas
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Fig. 3
RaceRiot (detai), 1963
Andy Warhol

< 10/u] 1964

Fig. 4
Black PantherOctober 11, 1969
Emory Douglas
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Fig. 5
Free Huey rally in front of the Alameda County Courthouse
Oakland, September 1968
© 2006 by Stephen Shames

Fig. 6
Black Panther1969
Emory Douglas
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Fig. 7
Black Panther,June 22, 1970
Emory Douglas



