The Black Panther Party is a symbol of Black Radical resistance and displays the ways in which movements can resists racialized capitalism, militarism, and targeted violence
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The US Black Panther Party (BPP) has long been an inspiration and intellectual touchstone for anti-racist and anti-fascist movements around the globe. Thanks to their promotion of community self-defence and survival programmes, their role in developing an aesthetics of Black pride and rebellion, and their accompanying critiques of police, state and carceral violence, racial and capitalist exploitation, and global imperialism, the Party’s place as one of the most significant revolutionary movements of the 20th century is assured. In the 21st century, against a backdrop of mounting racial oppression and economic stratification, and specifically in the aftermath of the brutal police murder of George Floyd in May 2020 and the worldwide protests that erupted in response, the Party is perhaps more relevant than ever, with its tactics and analyses forming an integral component of the genealogy of contemporary Black radicalism. In this paper we show how the BPP developed a radical and valuable account of the politics of militarism. By reflecting on their participation in the anti-Vietnam War movement, on their analysis of the ghetto as a colonised and occupied space, and through an excavation of Panther leader Huey P. Newton’s theory of ‘intercommunalism’, we outline an account of militarism that foregrounds the politics of race and coloniality. This account emphasises the interactions of racial capitalism, the privatisation of warfare, violent practices of un/bordering, and police power, allowing both for a substantive account of present-day militarism as well as radical inhabitations of anti-militarism. Within International Relations (IR), scholarship on militarism has seen a considerable resurgence in recent years. A key concept during the Cold War, militarism was pushed to the margins of academic inquiry by a combination of liberal triumphalism and security hegemony (Stavrianakis and Selby 2012; Stavrianakis and Stern 2018). Few beyond feminist scholars paid serious attention to developing and using the concept (Enloe 2000; Cockburn 2012). More recently, there has been a renewed interest in concept of militarism as a way of making sense of the embeddedness of war-like relations in contemporary ‘liberal’ societies, and of accounting for how the social, political and economic contours of those same societies are implicated in the legitimation and organisation of political violence (Basham 2013; Rossdale 2019; Stavrianakis and Selby 2012). Building on the insights generated by this important body of work, this article seeks to spotlight race and racism in contemporary militarism. It departs from much of the literature, however, by arguing that racism and coloniality are not epiphenomenal or merely ‘facets’ of militarism but are in fact integral to its functioning. By highlighting a persistent shortcoming in IR scholarship on militarism – that is, the limited account of race and coloniality – we do not mean to imply that these categories are completely absent. Rather our claim is that race, racism and empire are frequently positioned as secondary to what are considered more fundamental features through which political violence is entrenched and made possible. This absence, or more accurately, subsumption of race and coloniality severely limits the concept of militarism. More problematically, it produces analyses which normalise or overlook the violence to and through which racialised subjects are targeted, subjected and enlisted. It produces accounts of militarism and its associated hierarchies (war/peace, normal/exception, violence/nonviolence) that reproduce the very foundations through which racialised violence is made possible. In contrast, and writing alongside others who view racism as foundational to militarism (Howell 2018, Khalid 2015; Parashar 2018; Stuurman 2020), in this article we put forward an account of contemporary militarism that is intrinsically concerned with the politics of both race and colonialism. We develop our argument through a sustained encounter with the Black Panther Party (BPP), a Black radical organisation active across the US and internationally between 1966-1974. From its origins in Oakland, California, the BPP grew quickly, electrifying Black radical politics by combining a potent analysis of racial and capitalist exploitation with practical organising and a new aesthetics of pride and rebellion (Heath 1973). At its peak the BPP was one of the dominant revolutionary forces within the US, with 68 chapters in cities across the country alongside an international section headquartered in Algeria and close relationships with political organisations throughout Asia, Africa and across Europe. (Bloom and Martin 2013: 2-3). The Panthers were taken seriously enough that the US state directed a massive programme of violent repression against them. They were notable for their use of armed self-defence against agents of the state, for their extensive community survival projects which included the provision of free medical care, legal support, and a massive breakfasts for children programme, and for an internationalism which drew intimate connections between the experience of the ghetto and global anti-colonial struggle. In the paper we show how the particular analysis developed by BPP members, manifested both in the accounts of key figures – especially Newton - and the embodied politics of movement, offers an important reading of the politics of contemporary militarism. In the initial section of the paper we show how the Panthers’ often-uneasy participation in the anti-Vietnam War peace movement demonstrated the limitations of conceptualisations of militarism which overlook or subordinate policing and racialised state violence. We then examine how the BPP challenged the spatial and statist contours through which militarism is often understood by offering a sustained critique grounded in their analysis of the ghetto as a colonized space and their understanding of the police as an army of occupation. This account urges a rethinking of conventional distinctions between war and peace, international and domestic, and sets up an understanding of militarism that begins with racist exploitation and policing. The second half of the paper develops this account further by engaging the concept of ‘intercommunalism’, introduced by Newton in 1970 to theorise the declining importance of nation states and corresponding emergence of neoliberal racial capitalism. We submit that intercommunalism, as a re-orientation of prominent understandings of imperialism away from the state and towards a political economy of imperial extraction and power projection, grounds a formidable account of militarism. This intercommunal theory of militarism is constitutively attentive to the interactions of racial capitalism, police power, and the uneven, albeit simultaneous, withering away and intensification of state practices. We expound on this first through Newton’s speeches and writing on the subject, and subsequently through a case study of martial relations between the US and Israel. This was a relationship that was of some interest to the Panthers, both because it represented particularly violent practices of empire, and important possibilities for resistance and solidarity. We show how an intercommunal account of militarism calls attention to the operations of racial capitalism, violent practices of un/bordering, and police power in this relationship, as well as some potential routes for international solidarity and a radical anti-militarist politics.
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