
The NYC DSA chapter’s recent cancellation of an address by Dr. Adolph Reed, an African-Ameri-
can Marxist scholar, a distinguished political scientist, and an incisive critic of anti-racist and iden-
tity politics. Reed’s talk was canceled because he purportedly planned to argue that the left’s focus 
on the disproportionate impact of the coronavirus on Blacks undermines multiracial class-based 
organizing. U.S. radical politics has often been riven by similar disputes about whether race, class, 
or gender issues should dominate policy, organizing, and advocacy. The following belief statements, 
promulgated by influential Black political advocacy groups across the past half-century, track the 
oscillations of class, race, and gender and their intersections, from the 1960s to the present.

The Black Panther Party platform

The Black Panther Party (BPP) was founded in 1966 in Oakland, and at its peak had chapters in 68 
U.S. cities and an international following as well. The FBI mounted a national effort, with state and 
local police forces, to exterminate the BPP, employing surveillance, harassment, intimidation, mass 
arrests and assassinations. The BPP platform (below) was drafted in 1966 and widely disseminated in 
Black communities across the country. 

What We Want Now!

1. We want freedom. We want power to determine the destiny of our Black Community.

2. We want full employment for our people.

3. We want an end to the robbery by the capitalists of our black and oppressed communities.

4. We want decent housing, fit for shelter of human beings.

5. We want education for our people that exposes the true nature of this decadent American 
society. We want education that teaches us our true history and our role in the present 
day society.

6. We want all Black men to be exempt from military service.

7. We want an immediate end to POLICE BRUTALITY and MURDER of Black people.

8. We want freedom for all Black men held in federal, state, county and city prisons and jails.

9. We want all Black people when brought to trial to be tried in court by a jury of their peer group 
or people from their Black Communities, as defined by the Constitution of the United States.

10. We want land, bread, housing, education, clothing, justice and peace.

What We Believe:

1. We believe that Black People will not be free until we are able to determine our own destiny.

2. We believe that the federal government is responsible and obligated to give every man 
employment or a guaranteed income. We believe that if the White American business men will 
not give full employment, the means of production should be taken from the businessmen and 
placed in the community so that the people of the community can organize and employ all of 
its people and give a high standard of living.

3. We believe that this racist government has robbed us and now we are demanding the overdue 
debt of forty acres and two mules. Forty acres and two mules was promised 100 years ago as 
redistribution for slave labor and mass murder of Black people. We will accept the payment in 
currency which will be distributed to our many communities: the Germans are now aiding the 
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Jews in Israel for genocide of the Jewish people. The Germans murdered 6,000,000 Jews. The 
American racist has taken part in the slaughter of over 50,000,000 Black people; therefore, we 
feel that this is a modest demand that we make.

4. We believe that if the White landlords will not give decent housing to our Black community, 
then the housing and the land should be made into cooperatives so that our community, with 
government aid, can build and make a decent housing for its people.

5. We believe in an educational system that will give our people a knowledge of self. If a man 
does not have knowledge of himself and his position in society and the world, then he has little 
chance to relate to anything else.

6. We believe that Black people should not be forced to fight in the military service to defend 
a racist government that does not protect us. We will not fight and kill other people of color 
in the world who, like Black people, are being victimized by the White racist government of 
America. We will protect ourselves from the force and violence of the racist police and the 
racist military, by whatever means necessary.

7. We believe we can end police brutality in our Black community by organizing Black self-de-
fense groups that are dedicated to defending our Black community from racist police oppres-
sion and brutality. The second Amendment of the Constitution of the United States gives 
us the right to bear arms. We therefore believe that all Black people should arm themselves 
for self-defense.

8. We believe that all Black people should be released from the many jails and prisons because 
they have not received a fair and impartial trial.

9. We believe that the courts should follow the United States Constitution so that Black people 
will receive fair trials. The 14th Amendment of the U.S Constitution gives a man a right to be 
tried by his peers. A peer is a person from a similar economic, social, religious, geographical, 
environmental, historical, and racial background. To do this the court will be forced to select a 
jury from the Black community from which the Black defendant came. We have been, and are 
being tried by all-white juries that have no understanding of «the average reasoning man» of 
the Black community.

10. “When in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the 
political bonds which have connected them with another, and to assume among the powers 
of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the laws of nature and nature’s god 
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entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare 
the causes which impel them to separation. We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 
men are created equal, that they are endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights, 
that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. That to secure these rights, 
governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the 
governed, that whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the 
right of the people to alter or abolish it, and to institute new government, laying its foundation 
on such principles and organizing its power in such a form as to them shall seem most likely 
to effect their safety and happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that governments long 
established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly all experience 
hath shewn, that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right 
themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accused. But when a long train of abuses 
and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same object, evinces a design to reduce them under 
absolute despotism, it is their right, and their duty, to throw off such government, and to 
provide new guards of their future security.”

The Combahee River Collective statement

The Combahee River Collective was a group of Afrocentric black feminists who left the National Black 
Feminist Organization in 1974 to create, define, and clarify their own politics and to advance the 
struggle against racial, sexual, heterosexual, and class oppression. They sought to further the develop-
ment of integrated analysis and practice based on the interlocking nature of these oppressive systems. 
What We Believe (below) is excerpted from the Combahee River Collective Statement, published 
in 1977.

Our politics initially sprang from the shared belief that Black women are inherently valuable, 
that our liberation is a necessity not as an adjunct to somebody else’s but because of our need as 
human persons for autonomy. This may seem so obvious as to sound simplistic, but it is apparent 
that no other ostensibly progressive movement has ever considered our specific oppression as 
a priority or worked seriously for the ending of that oppression. Merely naming the pejorative 
stereotypes attributed to Black women (e.g. mammy, matriarch, Sapphire, whore, bulldagger), let 
alone cataloguing the cruel, often murderous, treatment we receive, indicates how little value has 
been placed upon our lives during four centuries of bondage in the Western hemisphere. We realize 
that the only people who care enough about us to work consistently for our liberation are us. Our 
politics evolve from a healthy love for ourselves, our sisters and our community which allows us to 
continue our struggle and work. 

This focusing upon our own oppression is embodied in the concept of identity politics. We believe 
that the most profound and potentially most radical politics come directly out of our own identity, 
as opposed to working to end somebody else’s oppression. In the case of Black women this is a 
particularly repugnant, dangerous, threatening, and therefore revolutionary concept because it 
is obvious from looking at all the political movements that have preceded us that anyone is more 
worthy of liberation than ourselves. We reject pedestals, queenhood, and walking ten paces behind. 
To be recognized as human, levelly human, is enough. 

We believe that sexual politics under patriarchy is as pervasive in Black women’s lives as are the pol-
itics of class and race. We also often find it difficult to separate race from class from sex oppression 
because in our lives they are most often experienced simultaneously. We know that there is such a 
thing as racial-sexual oppression which is neither solely racial nor solely sexual, e.g., the history of 
rape of Black women by white men as a weapon of political repression. 

Although we are feminists and Lesbians, we feel solidarity with progressive Black men and do not 
advocate the fractionalization that white women who are separatists demand. Our situation as Black 
people necessitates that we have solidarity around the fact of race, which white women of course do 
not need to have with white men, unless it is their negative solidarity as racial oppressors. We strug-
gle together with Black men against racism, while we also struggle with Black men about sexism.
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We realize that the liberation of all oppressed peoples necessitates the destruction of the politi-
cal-economic systems of capitalism and imperialism as well as patriarchy. We are socialists because 
we believe that work must be organized for the collective benefit of those who do the work and cre-
ate the products, and not for the profit of the bosses. Material resources must be equally distributed 
among those who create these resources. We are not convinced, however, that a socialist revolution 
that is not also a feminist and anti-racist revolution will guarantee our liberation. We have arrived 
at the necessity for developing an understanding of class relationships that takes into account the 
specific class position of Black women who are generally marginal in the labor force, while at this 
particular time some of us are temporarily viewed as doubly desirable tokens at white-collar and 
professional levels. We need to articulate the real class situation of persons who are not merely 
raceless, sexless workers, but for whom racial and sexual oppression are significant determinants 
in their working/economic lives. Although we are in essential agreement with Marx’s theory as it 
applied to the very specific economic relationships he analyzed, we know that his analysis must be 
extended further in order for us to understand our specific economic situation as Black women. 

A political contribution which we feel we have already made is the expansion of the feminist 
principle that the personal is political. In our consciousness-raising sessions, for example, we have 
in many ways gone beyond white women’s revelations because we are dealing with the implications 
of race and class as well as sex. Even our Black women’s style of talking/testifying in Black language 
about what we have experienced has a resonance that is both cultural and political. We have spent a 
great deal of energy delving into the cultural and experiential nature of our oppression out of neces-
sity because none of these matters has ever been looked at before. No one before has ever examined 
the multilayered texture of Black women’s lives. An example of this kind of revelation/conceptu-
alization occurred at a meeting as we discussed the ways in which our early intellectual interests 
had been attacked by our peers, particularly Black males. We discovered that all of us, because we 
were “smart” had also been considered “ugly,” i.e., “smart-ugly.” “Smart- ugly” crystallized the way 
in which most of us had been forced to develop our intellects at great cost to our “social” lives. The 
sanctions In the Black and white communities against Black women thinkers is comparatively much 
higher than for white women, particularly ones from the educated middle and upper classes. 

As we have already stated, we reject the stance of Lesbian separatism because it is not a viable politi-
cal analysis or strategy for us. It leaves out far too much and far too many people, particularly Black 
men, women, and children. We have a great deal of criticism and loathing for what men have been 
socialized to be in this society: what they support, how they act, and how they oppress. But we do 
not have the misguided notion that it is their maleness, per se—i.e., their biological maleness— that 
makes them what they are. As BIack women we find any type of biological determinism a particu-
larly dangerous and reactionary basis upon which to build a politic. We must also question whether 
Lesbian separatism is an adequate and progressive political analysis and strategy, even for those who 
practice it, since it so completely denies any but the sexual sources of women’s oppression, negating 
the facts of class and race.

Black Lives Matter belief statement 

Black Lives Matter (BLM) was initiated in 2013 as a chapter-based, member-led organization whose 
mission was to build local power and to intervene when violence was inflicted on Black communities 
by the state and vigilantes. BLM’s intention was to connect Black people from all over the world who 
have a shared desire for justice to act together in their communities. BLM currently has almost 20 
chapters. What follows was excerpted from the statement of belief on the BLM website.

Every day, we recommit to healing ourselves and each other, and to co-creating alongside comrades, 
allies, and family a culture where each person feels seen, heard, and supported.

We acknowledge, respect, and celebrate differences and commonalities.

We work vigorously for freedom and justice for Black people and, by extension, all people.
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We intentionally build and nurture a beloved community that is bonded together through a 
beautiful struggle that is restorative, not depleting.

We are unapologetically Black in our positioning. In affirming that Black Lives Matter, we need 
not qualify our position. To love and desire freedom and justice for ourselves is a prerequisite for 
wanting the same for others.

We see ourselves as part of the global Black family, and we are aware of the different ways we are 
impacted or privileged as Black people who exist in different parts of the world.

We are guided by the fact that all Black lives matter, regardless of actual or perceived sexual identity, 
gender identity, gender expression, economic status, ability, disability, religious beliefs or disbeliefs, 
immigration status, or location.

We make space for transgender brothers and sisters to participate and lead.

We are self-reflexive and do the work required to dismantle cisgender privilege and uplift Black 
trans folk, especially Black trans women who continue to be disproportionately impacted by 
trans-antagonistic violence.

We build a space that affirms Black women and is free from sexism, misogyny, and environments in 
which men are centered.

We practice empathy. We engage comrades with the intent to learn about and connect with 
their contexts.

We make our spaces family-friendly and enable parents to fully participate with their children. We 
dismantle the patriarchal practice that requires mothers to work “double shifts” so that they can 
mother in private even as they participate in public justice work.

We disrupt the Western-prescribed nuclear family structure requirement by supporting each other 
as extended families and “villages” that collectively care for one another, especially our children, to 
the degree that mothers, parents, and children are comfortable.

We foster a queer‐affirming network. When we gather, we do so with the intention of freeing 
ourselves from the tight grip of heteronormative thinking, or rather, the belief that all in the world 
are heterosexual (unless s/he or they disclose otherwise).

We cultivate an intergenerational and communal network free from ageism. We believe that all 
people, regardless of age, show up with the capacity to lead and learn.

We embody and practice justice, liberation, and peace in our engagements with one another.
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