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Inquiry: Were the Black Panthers sexist? 
The role of women in the revolutionary Black Panther Party is becoming increasingly 

understood, however it also raises questions about sexism experienced within this progressive 
organization. Students will examine articles about women in the movement and pull specific 
evidence from each to form their own conclusions. 
 
Below are differing articles on the legacy of the Black Panther Party.   

1. As you read, record sentences or ideas that show the Panthers were or were not 
sexist in the middle columns.  

2. After you finish the two middle columns, look back at the evidence. Which 
information is most persuasive to you? Mark that #8. Which evidence is least 
persuasive to you? Mark that #1. 

 
Rank Evidence white suffragists were 

racist 
Evidence white suffragists fought 

for all women 
Rank 
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Questions for Analysis 
1. Add up the rank on each side. Which side weighed more? Why do you think it 

worked out that way? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2. In conclusion, were the Black Panthers sexist? 
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Document A: The first and only woman to lead the Black Panther Party, ‘I have all the 
guns and money’ 
 

At her command, the Black Panthers 
had been summoned to Oakland, Calif. It 
was August 1974, and Elaine Brown was 
taking over as chair of the Black Panther 
Party, the only female leader of the 
revolutionary organization. It was a pivotal 
moment for a woman in the black power 
movement. 

Surrounded on stage that day by the 
Panthers’ security squad, Brown looked out 
into the audience of party members and with 
two succinct sentences took her place in 
history. 

“I have all the guns and the money. I can withstand challenge from without and 
from within,” Brown told the party, according to her 1992 memoir, "A Taste of Power: A 
Black Woman’s Story.” 

She warned against a coup. “If you are such an individual, you’d better run — 
and fast. I am, as your chairman, the leader 
of this party as of this moment. My 
leadership cannot be challenged. I will lead 
our party both above ground and 
underground. I will lead the party not only 
in furthering our goals but also in defending 
the party by any and all means.” 

The group answered with a chorus of 
right on’s, she wrote, including a declaration 
of support from “Larry, a body guard who 
held a .45 automatic pistol under his jacket.” 
 
The Black Panther Party 

The Black Panther Party for Self-
Defense had been founded on Oct. 15, 1966, 
by Huey Newton, a law student, and Bobby 
Seale to protect black communities from 
police brutality, according to a 1996 
Washington Post article. 

Former Black Panther David Hilliard said the party called for universal health 
care, education, decent housing, free medical care and transportation for seniors. 
“We did not practice racist ideology,” Hilliard said. “The system was discriminatory and 
violent. Our slogan became revolution and survival, pending transformation of society; 
survival pending revolution.” 

Figure 1: Former Black Panther Party leader Elaine Brown in 
2016. (Eric Risberg/AP; Lily illustration) 

Figure 2:Black Panther leader Elaine Brown (center) and 
founder Huey Newton stand atop a ticket counter at San 
Francisco International Airport to address a large crowd 
gathered to greet Newton on July 4, 1977. (Jim Palmer/AP) 
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The Panthers required members to attend political education classes, follow the 
party’s disciplinary rules and memorize the 10-point party platform that called for 
“land, bread, housing, education, clothing, justice and peace,” according to a University 
of California at Berkeley report. 

The party, which at its height had more than 2,000 members in chapters 
throughout the country, created free school breakfast programs and provided sickle-cell 
anemia testing, legal aid and adult education. But its militancy made it a target of law 
enforcement officials. On June 15, 1969, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover declared that “the 
Black Panther Party, without question, represents the greatest threat to internal security 
of the country.” Hoover created a secret agency to destroy the party with a mission to 
“expose, disrupt, misdirect, discredit or otherwise neutralize” party members, according 
to FBI records.By 1970, many of the party’s leaders had been imprisoned or killed in gun 
battles with police. 
 
How Brown became a leader 

Brown inherited a party, she wrote, that “was the target of the most violent 
aggression of the police forces of America.”Brown had been chosen to lead the Panthers 
by founder Newton before he went into exile in Cuba to avoid charges of killing a 17-
year-old prostitute. (His trial would later end in a hung jury.) The two had previously 
been lovers. For the Panthers, choosing a woman to lead the party was in itself 
revolutionary. No woman had led the NAACP, the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference or the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee. During her tenure, 
Brown installed women in key administrative positions, which evoked outrage from 
some men. In her book, Brown recalled an exchange: “ ‘I hear we can’t call them bitches 
no more,’ one Brother actually stated to me in the middle of an extraordinarily hectic 
day. ‘No, [expletive],’ I reasoned unendearingly, ‘you may not call them bitches “no 
more.” ’ ” 

In 1977, a few months after Newton returned from exile in Cuba, he approved 
the beating of Regina Davis, who was administrator of the Black Panthers’ school, for a 
minor transgression. Brown wrote in her memoir that after Davis was hospitalized with 
a broken jaw from the beating, Brown felt she could no longer stay in the party. 
“The beating of Regina would be taken as a clear signal that the words ‘Panther’ and 
‘comrade’ had taken on gender connotations,” Brown wrote, “denoting an inferiority in 
the female half of us.” Brown confronted Newton about the beating, but he refused to 
back down. Brown decided to resign. She hastily packed her belongings and left 
Oakland for Los Angeles… 

“It’s been 50 years since I joined the Black Panther Party,” said Brown, who 
continues to work for social justice and criminal justice reform. The country, she said, 
“has taken many steps backward,” including its high incarceration rate of black people. 
“I’m struggling along to try to create some kind of change in the abysmal condition we 
continue to find ourselves in. That is where I’m coming from.” 
 
Brown, Deneen L. “The first and only woman to lead the Black Panther Party: ‘I have all the 

guns and money’.” The Lily News. Last modified January 12, 2018. 
https://www.thelily.com/the-first-and-only-woman-to-lead-the-black-panther-party/. 
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Document B: The Black Panther’s Revolutionary Feminism 
…From media coverage to popular memory, most representations of the Black 

Panther Party have largely focused on its male leaders, the founders Huey Newton and 
Bobby Seale, and the minister of information, Eldridge Cleaver. And yet, the group that 
began in Oakland in 1964 as the Black Panther Party for Self Defense, with its main 
organizing efforts targeting disaffected young African-American men in cities, was over 
two-thirds women by the end of the 1960s. 

…[T]he party struggled with these founding gender contradictions. As women 
increasingly reached all levels of the organization, male leaders had mixed responses to 
their push for equality. 

The party’s media strategy continued to valorize the images of its revolutionary 
men. By the beginning of the next decade, however, Newton began incorporating 
demands for gender and sexual equality as part of the party’s platform… his personal 
actions toward women might have violently contradicted his progressive philosophy. 

Like their male counterparts, young women joined the Black Panthers because 
they believed in its platform of armed self-defense to end police brutality and state 
violence. They also saw themselves as “vanguards,” militant advocates for the economic 
and political equality of African-Americans here at home and allies of the Communist 
movements in Cuba, China, Mozambique and Vietnam. 

But, like so many others of their generation, black women actively sought 
organizations that challenged gender stereotypes in the larger society. And because 
many of these women were committed to eradicating racist as well as sexist attitudes, 
some found what they were looking for in the Panthers. 

“I would say that the women who were drawn to the Black Panther Party were 
all feminists,” said Ericka Huggins, the widow of the slain Panther leader John Huggins 
and the first woman to open a Black Panther Party chapter, in New Haven, where she 
served as deputy chairwoman. She went on to clarify in a phone interview: “Not in the 
way that feminism is looked at today, in which you have to go step by step in order to 
claim yourself as a feminist. But we generally believed in the political, social, economic 
and sexual equality of women and girls.” 

In her forthcoming book, “What You’ve Got Is a Revolution,” the historian 
Ashley Farmer describes how Panther women would go on to shape the internal and 
sometimes internecine debates about gender equality and racial militancy in their 
women’s groups, in the Panther newspaper and elsewhere. At the same time, they often 
led and sustained the organization’s most successful community programs — the Free 
Breakfast for School Children Program, the Liberation Schools and the People’s Free 
Medical Centers — long past the Panthers’ prime. 

“I think the hidden discussions within the party were about what it meant to be a 
new black man and new black woman, and that eventually led to new narratives about 
gender roles,” said Tracye Matthews, the associate director of the Center for the Study of 
Race, Politics and Culture at the University of Chicago. 

What was progressive about the Panthers’ practices of equality — like having 
men cook in the breakfast programs and arming women to fight — also fostered tension. 
“They were constantly forced to confront how their theory of equality played out in real 
life and in the context of real oppression,” Ms. Matthews concluded… 
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“I don’t think that the police in San Francisco and Oakland took women that 
seriously as leaders because of their own chauvinism,” said Kathleen Cleaver, the 
Panthers’ first communications secretary and the former wife of Eldridge Cleaver. As a 
result, “many of the men in the party ended up being arrested, going into exile or 
underground, or dead.” 

In response to this void, the Panthers’ fluctuating gender philosophy became 
strategic practice as the organization relied on those who remained: the women who 
continued to steer the party and its community programs. 
 
Tillet, Salamishah. “The Black Panther’s Revolutionary Feminism.” The New York Times. Last 

modified October 2, 2015. https://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/04/movies/the-panthers-
revolutionary-feminism.html.  

 
Document C: Engendering the Black Freedom Struggle 

As women became a vital membership core within the organization, complaints 
about sexism became more prevalent. Panther women struggled against gender 
inequality without overtly identifying with the larger feminist movement… They 
utilized the language of social justice, and increasingly Marxist rhetoric, to fight against 
female subordination. Panther Roberta Alexander wrote an article in The Black Panther 
charging that… the organization thought more about “the contradictions between the 
women and the men, between the sisters and the brothers,” than about the “pigs.” 
…Panther rhetoric increasingly promoted gender equality. Many Panther women 
struggled to bridge the distance between BPP rhetoric and reality. 

Many Panther leaders acknowledged that sexism within the organization existed 
but argued that it was less virulent than in the larger American society and could be 
adequately addressed within the Panther organizational structure. Seale argued that in 
response to men who were violent towards women, demanded sexual favors, or used 
verbal intimidation, the Panthers had initiated dialogue on gender discrimination, 
enforced punishments, and adopted such rules as “Do not take liberties with women,” 
one of the “8 Points of Attention” that every Panther had to memorize. Kathleen Cleaver 
noted that the source of sexism within the BPP was rooted in American society: “When 
women suffered hostility, abuse, neglect, and assault—this was not something arising 
from the policies and structures of the Black Panther Party, something absent from the 
world—that’s what was going on in the world.” Cleaver argued that the Panthers 
uniquely “put a woman in a position when such treatment occurred to contest it.” 
Douglas concurred, noting that the Panthers provided a structure of accountability and a 
suggested code of conduct. He argued that there were “mechanisms in place” to “deal 
with” situations such as people in leadership or in the rank–and–file “who couldn’t take 
orders from women. Or who didn’t want to because of their ego.”  

…The bravery of some Panther women in the face of political repression directly 
challenged ideas of male supremacy within the organization… By 1969, many Panther 
leaders nationwide were either imprisoned, in exile, or underground; the FBI was 
investigating every single chapter and twelve hundred members to “obtain evidence of 
possible violations of federal and local laws”; and the BPP was heavily infiltrated by 
spies and provocateurs. The arrest of Ericka Huggins after her husband, John Huggins, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/04/movies/the-panthers-revolutionary-feminism.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/04/movies/the-panthers-revolutionary-feminism.html
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and another Panther, Bunchy Carter, were killed in a well–publicized shooting on the 
campus of the University of California, Los Angeles, opened a dialogue about gender 
and repression. An open letter in The Black Panther written by Eldridge Cleaver… 
challenged Panther women to speak out in the face of discrimination, arguing that they 
had “a duty and the right to do whatever they want to do in order to see to it that they 
are not relegated to an inferior business position, and that they’re not treated as though 
they are not equal members of the Party and equal in all regards.” 

…Sexual freedom, informally embraced by the Panthers, was often me- diated by 
rank, personality, and, most importantly, gender. Some Panther women found the 
organization to be a place where they could celebrate and explore their sexuality. 
According to one Panther woman: “[Sexual- ity] was a very low–key thing in the Party. 
It was just natural that women had women lovers and men lovers at the same time. We 
all were sexually allowed whatever was our wish. Now, it wasn’t like we were going to 
put this in the Party newspaper because we didn’t feel it was necessary to make a 
political statement on the way that we lived. But we lived in a very open and collective 
and free realm.”48 Women, however, often faced restrictions on their sexual behavior. 
Some heterosexual male Panthers expected and demanded sexual favors from women. 
Earlier in the BPP’s history, Eldridge Cleaver condoned the utilization of women’s 
bodies as a reward for male political behavior and dubbed it “pussy power,” much like 
the antiwar movement’s popular refrain “women say yes to men who say no [to the 
draft].” While some women were uncritical of this designation, others felt coerced by it. 
One Panther woman castigated some male comrades for the “abuse and misuse” of 
Party women under the guise of sexual freedom. “Whithin [sic] past months a comrade 
slopped into bed with me and began to disrobe me and have sex, to which I firmly 
objected and he did finally give up. But this same comrade barely speaks to me or trys 
[sic] to take me out or anything like that. Its [sic] not as if this happens daily, but it 
happens too much. Incidents like this that dont [sic] get reported and are just thought of 
casually perpetuate all of the terrible misconceptions of the Black Panther woman.” 
 
Spencer, Robyn Ceanne. “Engendering the Black Freedom Struggle: Revolutionary Black 

Womanhood and the Black Panther Party in the Bay Area, California.” Journal of 
Women's History 20, no. 1 (2008): 90–113. doi:10.1353/JOWH.2008.0006. 


