Killing the Black Panthers
In the 1960s, the U.S. government as well as state and local authorities waged a
war against the Black Panthers and other militants who were challenging white
racism. The repression included sabotage and outright murder, a grim reality
recalled in a new documentary, writes David Finkelstein.
By David Finkelstein
As someone who in the early 1960s was perhaps too narcissistically absorbed in
his studies abroad to take much notice of the increasingly divisive and deadly
domestic issues coming to a head in his distant homeland of America, I’ve always
felt removed, and remorsefully so, whenever my contemporaries spoke about that
era and the political and social movements, particularly the Black Panther
Party, it spawned.
Though vaguely familiar with its key players, genuinely informed about who they
really were and how they viewed the world, I most certainly was not.

Director Stanley Nelson’s new documentary, The Black Panthers: Vanguard of the
Revolution, has seen to that, putting an end to my ignorance and hopefully that
of others as well through his extraordinarily well-balanced but no less shocking
account of how that group of committed social activists came into being and how
our presumably free and open democracy dealt with them, by fair means and foul.
Mostly by the latter, however, through entrapment, legally-sanctioned sabotage,
agent provocateur-incited mayhem, and outright murder.
Though differing in style and surroundings, America’s so-called law enforcement
authorities rivaled the likes of Kim Philby, the infamous Cambridge-educated
double-agent who spent his career selling Great Britain’s entire intelligence
operation to Stalin’s KGB (and sacrificing the lives of thousands of operatives
in the process), in betraying the values of the very nation to which they owed
allegiance.
Among the many thoughts the film inevitably provokes, one stands out as being

crucially related to the issue being so hotly debated today the recent spate of
highly-publicized police killings of black men in cities throughout this
country, most of them going unpunished. Will America, we all wonder, ever live
up to its societal ideal of “equal justice under the law”?
At this very moment, one Oskar Gröning, the 93-year-old man sometimes referred
to as “the accountant of Auschwitz,” is on trial in Germany for his role in the
murder of Jews during World War II. The case has been described as “a hugely
symbolic last-ditch act on the part of the German authorities to put the handful
of remaining Nazi death camp guards in the dock before they die,” the symbolism
perhaps designed to counter the recent resurgence of anti-Semitism in Europe.
The Germans evidently believe that, however distant the crime or elderly the
perpetrator, holding a person accountable for complicity in such horrific acts
is important for the country’s redemption, for its future health and well-being,
if you will, a sentiment with which, hopefully, most decent people in America
(and elsewhere) would wholeheartedly agree. Yet the terrible irony is that
Americans seems far less interested than Germans in bringing their own statesponsored assassins to justice.
For if we had any interest in doing so, given what is now known about the coldblooded 1969 killing of 21-year-old Black Panther Deputy Chairman Fred Hampton,
who while asleep in his bed with his pregnant girlfriend was pumped so full of
bullets by a Chicago police department hit-squad that his body trailed a river
of blood into the street, wouldn’t there have been, or shouldn’t there now be, a
concerted effort on the part of the U.S. Department of Justice to bring to trial
every surviving member of that group of assassins?
And given that the killings in the same raid 22-year-old Mark Clark, a BPP party
leader from Peoria, was also murdered, shot multiple times at point-blank range
were instigated and authorized by the FBI, shouldn’t the responsible surviving
members of that agency, who perhaps might best be described as “the accountants
of Jim Crow” also be brought to trial. As they’d be the first to tell you,
there’s no statute of limitations on murder.
While it might be “merely symbolic” to hold these killers accountable at this
late date, as in the case of Gröning in Germany, it would be hugely so. Who
knows, had such indictments been issued years ago, the sickeningly violent
events that have more recently taken place in Ferguson, New York, Baltimore, and
elsewhere might never have occurred.
Director Stanley Nelson’s fine film provoked yet another disturbing thought,
though that came about by virtue of the fact that a few months prior to seeing
his documentary, I had seen Laura Poitras’s equally important Citizen Four. For

it struck me that whereas Mr. Nelson’s film portrays the white President Richard
Nixon setting his ugly regime, in the person of the white J. Edgar Hoover (who,
though undoubtedly a sociopath, was tolerated by no fewer than eight American
Presidents), against young, well-meaning black activists dedicated to
democratizing America, Ms. Poitras’s film narrates the sad story of the black
President Barack Obama setting his regime, in the person of the black Eric
Holder, against young equally well-meaning and dedicated white activists, the
“whistleblowers” of our digital age, Thomas Drake, Jesselyn Radack, Edward
Snowden, Bradley Manning, Jeffrey Sterling, the list goes on and on.
Indeed, as is now well-known, President Obama has the dubious distinction of
prosecuting (and persecuting) more of these whistleblowers than all his
presidential predecessors throughout history combined, while curiously failing
to hold accountable any of those responsible for the heinous criminal activity,
including torture, the whistleblowers were reporting.
Though this realization does not in any way lessen my belief that racism is one
of America’s greatest curses and crimes (and the country has many of the latter
to answer for), I think it important for all of us to unite in focusing on an
even more dangerous phenomenon from which, sadly, no race is immune, the seeming
ineluctability of those who attain positions of power to move towards
authoritarianism, if not towards outright Orwellian tyranny. How to keep
democracy alive in the face of such ugly instincts would appear to be our most
pressing problem.
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A Citizen’s Letter on Snowden
The Obama administration’s aggressive campaign against whistleblowers, including
the court martial of Bradley Manning and the pursuit of Edward Snowden, has
stirred strong passions among many Americans who are tired of endless war and
the resulting sacrifice of freedom, as this letter from David Finkelstein
reflects.

By David Finkelstein

An “open letter” to Sen. Dianne Feinstein, D-California, chair of the Senate
Intelligence Committee, and Rep. Mike Rogers, R-Michigan, chair of the House
Intelligence Committee:
As New York-based senior citizens — I was born in this country; my wife is an
immigrant — we have watched with sorrow and dismay as America has moved from the
nation where people once came for asylum to one from which its own loyal
citizens must now flee in search of asylum.
And we are outraged at your knee-jerk “security first” response to Edward
Snowden’s revelation of the NSA’s ugly and unconstitutional surveillance
program.
Our own representative, Senator Chuck Schumer, who in the past has with
considerable justification been described as the “Senator from Wall Street”
(i.e., not one who is genuinely concerned with the best interests of the greater
New York public), evidently shares the same shameful stance you have taken,
which prompts us to regard him now as the even more reprehensible “Senator from
1984.”
As a result, he’ll never have our vote again, and we earnestly hope that your
constituencies express their displeasure with your position on the Snowden
affair in a similar fashion. Why do we feel so strongly about this issue?
Briefly, let me try to explain:
Inspired by a few enlightened leaders, an earlier generation of Americans proved
themselves so courageous as to be willing to sacrifice their own lives, and
those too of their children and grandchildren, by going into battle against the
totalitarian and virulent behemoth of Nazi Germany and Tojo’s Japan, to preserve
from destruction the values of freedom they held so dear.
Now, with leaders like you instead doing their utmost to instill in the public
an overwhelming fear of contemporary jihadist “terrorism,” a phenomenon which
however ugly and vicious is paltry by comparison to the staggeringly monumental
threat posed by the Nazis and their ilk in the 1930s and ’40s, America is fast
becoming a nation of cowards, people so concerned for their immediate safety and
well-being that in pursuit thereof they themselves are the ones prepared to
destroy those values, to abandon the rights which have defined us as a nation
and which we once so cherished.
The 29-year-old Snowden could have been content just to take his $200,000 a year
salary and play the ostrich (or the Eichmann — “I was just obeying orders,
folks,”) as his country descended further and further into an Orwellian police
state. But he decided instead to forsake everything, risking even his freedom to

inform the American people that, like the Soviet KGB and the East German Stasi,
whom we presumably fought the Cold War (and some hot ones as well) to suppress,
the U.S. is spying on their every conversation.
The most recent edition of the Harvard Law School Bulletin (Summer 2013)
contains my assessment of the two Harvard Law graduates, schoolmates of mine,
who competed for the U.S. Presidency in the last election, taking issue with the
celebrity-smitten but terribly misguided dean of that school, Martha Minow, who
looks upon them both as “a source of pride.”
Snowden may have no more than a high school diploma but in my view he has a far
better understanding of what it means to be a genuinely loyal citizen of this
country than do those two Ivy League law school graduates. In short, Snowden is
the real hero, one whom our country should applaud, not persecute.
Sadly, though, persecution of high-minded whistleblowers seems to be in our
genes. Socrates was poisoned for his efforts, Martin Luther ex-communicated,
Giordano Bruno burned at the stake. In today’s sad world the names are Jesselyn
Radack, Thomas Drake, Bradley Manning, ad infinitum.
On subways and buses here in New York, we are constantly confronted by signs
advising the public, “If you see something, say something.” People who once took
those signs seriously now see them as a joke, albeit a very sick joke indeed,
for they know what hypocrisy lies therein.
If the Obama years prove anything at all — and with your fear-mongering you two
are equally complicit — it’s that those Americans who do say something about the
crimes they’ve seen will soon see one more crime for sure — the U.S.
government’s retributive, vindictive guillotine coming down on their innocent
necks.
To paraphrase the legendary Pete Seeger’s timeless song, “When will we ever
learn?”
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