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Abstract 

 

 

This thesis explores the manner in which Ebony magazine, its owner John H. Johnson, and his 

left-wing editors sought to sell, intervene, advocate, and mainstream Black Power in post-war 

America. The dominant scholarly works have focused more broadly on the glamour of Ebony 

while overlooking the ways in which this magazine responded, reacted, and often overlapped 

with Black Power in the 1960s and 1970s. Such an endeavour was quarterbacked by its 

influential left-wing editors such as Lerone Bennett, David Llorens, and Phyl Garland. Their 

powerful position in Ebony and at the Johnson Publishing Company (JPC) propelled the 

magazine to act as a vital forum during Black Power and the modern black liberation struggle. 

By exploring its multifaceted responses to black activism and the modern black freedom 

movement in America, this thesis offers new insight into Ebony’s social standing in the post-

war era. 
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Introduction 

 

On June 16th 1966, the new chairman of the Student Non-violent Coordinating Committee 

(SNCC), Stokely Carmichael, began promoting the concept of Black Power. Carmichael and 

his SNCC followers believed that the Civil Rights Movement did not adequately bring real 

change for black Americans.1 For Carmichael and many SNCC activists, Black Power meant 

racial pride, economic empowerment, and the creation of black cultural and political 

institutions.2 As opposed to the Civil Rights Movement, which focused on a rigid 

integrationist and non-violent approach to bring about justice and equality for black 

Americans, Black Power advocates believed that African Americans should achieve freedom 

by means of radicalism, unity, self-interest, and self-determination.3  

Two months after Carmichael popularised the concept of Black Power, John H. Johnson, 

the publisher and the owner of Ebony magazine and the Johnson Publishing Company (JPC), 

convened with his editor Lerone Bennett jr., an influential editor and one of the editorial left-

wing at his company. The reason for this meeting was that Bennett suggested featuring Black 

Power advocates in Ebony’s September 1966 issue. Influenced by the rise of Black Power, 

Bennett proposed that Ebony magazine should run a story on H. Rap Brown, the black 

                                                           

1 Charles J. Stewart, 'The Evolution of a Revolution: Stokely Carmichael and the Rhetoric of Black 

Power', Quarterly Journal of Speech, 83.04, (1997), pp.429-446 (p. 434), in <https://www.tandfonline.com/> 

[accessed 12 April 2022]; Clayborne Carson, In Struggle, SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 

1960s. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), pp. 215-216. 

2 Manning Marable, Race, Reform and Rebellion: The Second Reconstruction and beyond in Black America, 

1945-2006, 3rd edn (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), pp.92-93; Mark Newman, The Civil Rights 

Movement (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2004), pp.116-117; Clayborne Carson, In Struggle, p.216. 

3 Mark Newman, The Civil Rights Movement, pp. 124-125. 
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militant who served as a member of SNCC, or Stokely Carmichael. Bennett’s suggestion was 

striking but timely, given that Carmichael and Brown had just split from the mainstream of 

the Civil Rights leadership to pursue a militant approach in favour of precipitating liberation 

for black Americans. 

Johnson refused immediately, declaring that Carmichael and Brown were harsh critics of 

the Lyndon B. Johnson administration, with which John Johnson had a closer identification. 

He also added that Ebony was a glossy magazine that should not act or appear to be a 

mouthpiece of such strident or radical figures. Bennett disagreed, and the pair went into an 

angry tirade on Carmichael and Brown. Nevertheless, despite Johnson’s refusal, he 

eventually yielded to Bennett’s wishes and allowed him to print a profile on Carmichael, 

which appeared, for the first time, in Ebony’s masthead in September 1966.4  

Carmichael’s appearance, despite Johnson’s reluctance, demonstrates how Bennett greatly 

impacted Johnson’s policy and his company, and more specifically, the orientation of his 

magazine. Indeed, while Johnson often reiterated that he did not represent any Civil Rights or 

regional movement, including his declaration that, ‘We’re not the NAACP, we’re business’, 

his editors held influential positions at his company as they frequently redirected the focus of 

the magazine.5 

In the years leading up to the 1970s, more radical and revolutionary figures appeared in 

Ebony, with several articles and special issues devoted to discussing Black Power, its 

ideologies, and its advocates. A survey carried out in 1973 by the social scientist and analyst 

                                                           
4 Francis Ward (The HistoryMakers A2004.166), interviewed by Larry Crowe, September 17, 2004, The 

HistoryMakers Digital Archive. Session 1, tape 4, story 5, Francis Ward remembers a meeting about covering 

radical political figures at Ebony magazine, Ebony, Carmichael, September 1966. 

5 Margena A. Christian, Empire: The House that John H. Johnson Built, The Life and Legacy of Pioneering 

Publishing Company (Chicago: Doc. M.A.C Write, 2018), p.95. 



10 
 

Daniel Yankelovich revealed that black militants were reading the magazine as they made up 

a sizable portion of Ebony's readership.6 

This thesis unveils Ebony’s critical and radical side by arguing that the magazine also 

responded and engaged with Black Power during post-war America. In this thesis, I challenge 

the existing scholarship, which contended that Ebony was a strictly glossy magazine that 

catered to black fashion, advertising, marketing, and consumerism. In contrast to such 

arguments, I reveal that Ebony was also a serious, critical, and even radical magazine 

positioning itself at the heart of Black Power and the modern black liberation struggle in 

Post-war America. Ebony engaged with Black Power; it discussed and sometimes advocated 

its approaches, defended and often endorsed its advocates, conducted interviews with its 

major advocates, and even invited them to write and articulate their thoughts in its pages.  

This thesis, however, does not argue that Ebony engaged with Black Power per se, nor 

does it argue that the magazine was responsible for the rise or the fall of the movement. It 

argues that the focus on Black Power was almost, if not entirely, managed by, what historian 

E, James West terms: ‘The left-wing editors,’ a group of radical editors such as Lerone 

Bennett Jr., Allan Morrison, A. Peter Bailey, David Llorens, and Phyl Garland who 

challenged Johnson’s moderate policy by forcefully engaging and responding to Black Power 

in Ebony and outside the JPC. 

West argues that this left-wing cohort sought to expand the company’s coverage of 

nationalism, Black Power, and the Black Arts movement.7 Building upon this context, I add 

that this cohort formed a radical team at the JPC. Indeed, they wrote, featured, mainstreamed, 

                                                           
6 ‘Backstage’, Ebony, June 1980, p. 30. 

7 E. James West, ‘Ebony Magazine, Lerone Bennett, Jr., and the Making and Selling of Modern Black History, 

1958-1987’, (Published Ph.D. thesis, University of Manchester, 

2015),https://www.research.manchester.ac.uk/portal/files/63038927/FULL_TEXT.PDF, p. 101. 

https://www.research.manchester.ac.uk/portal/files/63038927/FULL_TEXT.PDF
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and advocated Black Power and its exponents in Ebony while also marching for or speaking 

up for Black Power outside the company.  

The left-wing editors and their powerful position at the JPC could push the magazine to 

further respond to Black Power during the height of the black struggle in the late 1960s. It 

was this cohort who pushed Johnson to respond to Black Power, which ultimately helped to 

make Ebony a strong voice during the black struggle committed, not only to reporting the 

struggle, but also being part of its crusade. 

Re-imagining Black Power 

It should be argued that there is no universally accepted definition to the term Black 

Power. The term meant different things to different groups within the movement, as noted by 

historian Peniel E. Joseph, who declared that Black Power remained in the American 

imagination as, ‘a series of iconic, yet fleeting images-ranging from gun-toting Black 

Panthers to black-gloved sprinters at the 1968 Mexico City Olympics […]’.8 Indeed, SNCC 

and Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) perceived Black Power as an attempt to develop 

local leadership and build local movements through voter education and registration. For the 

Black Panther Party (BPP), it was a call for a Marxist revolution supported through organized 

violence while simultaneously promoting survival programs. For Us organisation, it meant a 

cultural revolution, the belief that black Americans should adopt, recognise, promote, and 

celebrate African cultural aspects such as dress, names, and language.9 

                                                           
8 Peniel E. Joseph, 'The Black Power Movement: A State of the Field', The Journal of American History, 96.3, 

(2009), (751), in <https://www.jstor.org> [accessed 7 July 2018]. 

9 For more details on the historiography of Black Power, see Peniel E. Joseph, 'Black Power, a State of the 

Field', p. 762.  
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Despite its heterogeneity, most Black Power advocates agreed that Black Power emerged 

to address the shortcomings of the Civil Rights movement, which focused on a legal 

approach in bringing about freedom and which targeted a narrow group of black people while 

neglecting the black masses. Indeed, Black Power activists felt that not enough progress had 

been made by the mid-1960s despite the victories of the Civil Rights Movement in the courts. 

They believed that black Americans needed to push for more reformations by addressing the 

social and economic issues facing black people such educational deprivation and criminal 

justice policies.10 For most Black Power activists, Black Power was perceived as an 

endeavour to equalise opportunities between white and their black counterparts not only at 

the political level, but also at the social and economic level. In other words, it was an attempt 

to bring liberation to the black masses, with more emphasis on social reforms such as jobs, 

education, and housing.11 

Though most black Americans remained non-violent and supportive of the ideologies of 

the Civil Rights activism in the mid and late 1960s, Black Power expanded and involved 

other organisations such as CORE, which metamorphosed from a Civil Rights organisation 

into a Black Power party in 1967.12 Other organisations such as the Black Panther Party had 

also expanded its chapters throughout the U.S, with thousands of members by late 1969.13 Us 

organisation began to promote and celebrate African culture in different institutions and black 

colleges, with its leader Maulana Karenga developing Kawaida, a theory or a principle which 

                                                           
10 Peniel E. Joseph, 'Introduction: Toward a Historiography of the Black Power Movement', in The Black Power 

Movement: Rethinking the Civil Rights-Black Power Era., ed. by Peniel E. Joseph (London: Routledge, 2006), 

pp. 3-4. 

11 Lerone Bennett Jr, ‘Stokely Carmichael: Architect of Black Power’, Ebony, September 1966, pp.28-30. 

12 Manning Marable, Race, Reform, and Rebellion, p.93-94; Mark Newman, The Civil Rights Movement, p.125. 

13 Jeffrey O.G. Ogbar, Black Power, Radical Politics and African American Identity (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 2005), p. 90. 
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called black Americans to recognize and celebrate the shared cultural heritage between 

African and African Americans.14  

The Black Power Movement came to a sharper focus in late 1960s due to the intense 

activities of the Black Panthers and their advocacy of armed self-defence, which led the FBI 

to neutralise them under its COINTELPRO program. The program, coupled with internal 

dissident and financial issues among Black Power organisations, helped to weaken the 

movement. Indeed, by the mid-1970s, Black Power began to fade away from the social and 

political spotlight as its major leaders began to quell their tones, go into exile, or were thrown 

into jails. The movement could be seen to have declined in 1982, with the closure of the 

BPP’s last chapter in New York though some activists were still preaching the ideologies of 

radicalism and nationalism.15 

However, far from perceiving Black Power as an extreme militant, violent, and self-

destructive force, the movement had a positive impact on black Americans. Recent scholars 

such as Alondra Nelson demonstrates the achievements of Black Power in eradicating racial 

health disparities. Nelson highlights in her account Body and Soul how the Black Panther 

Party’s rank and file also had social programs which aimed at fighting medical discrimination 

being practised against black Americans. Their health care programs, their free clinics, and 

                                                           
14 M. Ron Karenga, Kwanzaa: Origin, Concepts, Practice. (Los Angeles: Kawaida; 1977), pp. 18-19, 40-41; 

Van William L. Deburg, New Day in Babylon, The Black Power Movement and American Culture, 1965-

1975 (London: The University of Chicago Press, 1992), pp. 172-173. 

15 See for e.g. Curtis J. Austin, Up Against the Wall, Violence in the Making and Unmaking of the Black Panther 

Party (Fayetteville, University of Arkansas Press, 2006); Joshua Bloom and Waldo E. Martin Jr, Black against 

Empire: the History and Politics of the Black Panther Party (Berkeley, Calif: University of California Press, 

2013). 
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their intensive experiments on sickle-cell anaemia add to our understating that Black Power 

had a lasting contribution to the black social lives.16  

Moreover, the contribution of Black Power was not only confined to medical endeavours, 

but also extended to involve cultural and social aspects. Historian William L. Van Deburg, 

Peniel E. Joseph, and Joyce M. Bell effectively argue for Black Power’s lasting impact on 

Black students, black athletes, and black workers, who harnessed the ideals of militancy, self-

awareness, and racial pride that Black Power called for in the mid-1960s.17 Van Deburg 

notes, 

As a movement in and of culture, Black Power was itself an art form […] 

influencing the lives and inspirations of everyday people […] Black Power 

motivated Afro-Americans of the sixties and early seventies to redefine 

themselves […] it forced a reappraisal of American social and cultural 

values.’18  

More tellingly, Black Power was not only local but also had an expansive vision of social 

and political change that involved coloured people across the world. Historian Rhonda Y. 

Williams and Sean Malloy contend how Black Power’s international and diasporic 

dimensions resonated beyond the borders of the U.S. Malcolm X and the Black Panthers had 

effectively expanded their struggle via international relations with Third World states such as 

                                                           
16 Alondra Nelson, Body and Soul: the Black Panther Party and the Fight against Medical 

Discrimination (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011). 

17 Peniel E. Joseph, 'Rethinking the Black Power Era', The Journal of Southern History, 75.3, (2009), 

in <https://www.jstor.org> [accessed 10 July 2018]; Joyce M. Bell, The Black Power Movement and American 

Social Work (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014), Van William L. Deburg, New Day in Babylon; 

Fabio Rojas, From Black power to Black Studies: How a Radical Social Movement Became an Academic 

Discipline (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press , 2007); Martha Biondi, The Black Revolution on 

Campus (California: University of California Press, 2012). 

18 William L. Van Deburg, New Day in Babylon, p. 308. 
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Cuba and Algeria. Such efforts were pursued to reflect the struggle of black Americans to 

gain international solidarity. Indeed, the sojourn of Malcolm X, Eldridge Cleaver and his wife 

Kathleen Cleaver in Africa and their meeting with African leaders and activists was an 

endeavour to capitalise on their alliance and solidarity.19  

John Johnson, the Johnson Publishing Company, and the Real Ebony 

Magazine 

In November 1945, John H. Johnson, a black businessman and the owner of the JPC, 

founded Ebony magazine. His aim behind creating this magazine was to highlight the 

achievements of black Americans as they were either invisible or stereotyped in the popular 

white-oriented media. In his magazine, Johnson presented an alternative image of black 

America, which endorsed the achievements of African American celebrities or businessmen, 

‘In a world of despair we wanted to give hope’, recalled Johnson, ‘In a world of negative 

Black images, we wanted to provide positive Black images.’20 As such, Johnson pursued in 

his magazine an inspirational policy, ‘We try to motivate those who are coming up in the 

world’ declared Johnson ‘to show that there are no barriers, no restrictions, that they have as 

much right to become a professional golfer as to become president of the US.’21 

In the late 1950s, Ebony became the flagship of the JPC as it printed compelling stories on 

black achievements, carried advertisements on popular products such as tobacco or alcoholic 

                                                           
19 Ronda Y. Williams, Concrete Demands; Sean L. Malloy, Out of Oakland (New York: Cornell University 

Press, 2017). 

20 John H. Johnson with Lerone Bennett Jr., Succeeding Against the Odds, the Autobiography of a Great 

American Businessman (New York: Amistad Press, 1989), p. 159. 

21 Jason Chambers, 'Presenting the Black Middle Class, John H. Johnson and Ebony Magazine, 1945-1974', 

in Historicizing Lifestyle: Mediating Taste, Consumption and Identity from the 1900s to 1970s, ed. by David 

Bell and Joanne Hollow (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006), p.61. 
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beverages, and successfully promoted consumerism, which yielded enormous profits for 

Johnson.22 Indeed, Ebony was making Johnson a millionaire, and his company (the JPC) was 

one of the major forces in a predominantly white industry. The massive success of Ebony led 

Johnson to receive his first major national award as one of the ten outstanding black young 

men in 1951.23 

By the early 1960s, Ebony became the most popular black glossy magazine in America. Its 

circulation surpassed over a million monthly units, with a readership of over four million, 

12% of which were whites/others.24 By the early 1970s, Ebony was circulating no less than 

1,300,000 units per month, compared to other popular black magazines such as The Crisis, 

which reached only 111,000 copies in 1969.25 It was also the largest black read magazine, 

with an annual readership of almost seven million.26 Ebony continued its publications and 

domination of the black publication field at the turn of the twentieth century. In 1987, Ebony 

reached new heights, with a circulation of almost two million units and a readership touching 

                                                           
22 Franklin E. Frazier, Black bourgeoisie (New York: Free Place, 1957). 

23 A–Z Guide to Contemporary African American Fiction, Negro American Literature Forum, p. 175; Clovis E. 

Semmes, 'Foundation in Africana Studies: Revisiting Negro Digest, Black World, 1961-1976', The Western 

Journal of Black Studies, 25.4, (2001), pp.195-201, (p. 196), in<https://search.proquest.com> [accessed 15 

December 2018]. 

24 E. James West, 'Johnson Publishing Company and the Search for a White Audience', American Journalism, 

39.3, (2022), pp.293-314 (p. 294), in <https://www.tandfonline.com/> [accessed 1 January 2023]; However, 

West argues that this is an estimated figure as surveys cited by John H. Johnson in his magazine have been 

relatively lower or higher than this figure. See, West, 'Johnson Publishing Company and the Search for a White 

Audience', p.294. 

25 Henry Lee Moon, 'History of the Crisis', The Crisis, November 1970, p.385. 

26 Korey Bowers Brown ‘SOULED OUT: Ebony Magazine in an Age of Black Power, 1965-1975’, 

(Unpublished Ph.D. Thesis, Howard University, 2010), https://search.proquest.com/docview/305213858?pq-

origsite=gscholar, p. 6; Johnson, Succeeding Against the Odds, p. 267. 

https://search.proquest.com/docview/305213858?pq-origsite=gscholar
https://search.proquest.com/docview/305213858?pq-origsite=gscholar
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the peak of seven million.27 Due to his successful magazine, Johnson became one of the 500 

wealthiest Americans, and the JPC was one of the largest and the most popular publication 

fields in the U.S.28 

While Ebony was driven by consumerism, it was also motivated by the emergence of 

Black Power. Indeed, Ebony was not only a glossy magazine but also a critical and radical 

outlet during the modern black liberation struggle as it had supported the Civil Rights 

Movement and later engaged with Black Power. Indeed, Ebony featured and recruited Black 

Power activists and occasionally mirrored the Black Power ideologies. Additionally, it 

welcomed Black Power advocates to express their beliefs on its pages. 

This thesis revisits Ebony’s social standing by revealing how the magazine understood, 

engaged with, and responded to Black Power during the post-war era. It will examine the 

motives which led Ebony to directly engage with Black Power, its ideologies, and its 

adherents. It also attempts to explore the extent to which the magazine reacted to Black 

Power. The thesis will also seek to scrutinise if its engagement with Black Power changed. If 

yes, in what ways, and who was behind this coverage. 

Literature Review 

In his 1957 personal account Black Bourgeois, Franklin Frazier provided a scathing 

critique on Ebony as he argued that the magazine served only to promulgate the egos of the 

black elite. He noted that Ebony represented more broadly the black bourgeoisie, such as 

celebrities or popular black businessmen, and neglected the large black populace. According 

                                                           
27 Roland E. Wolseley, The Black Press, U.S.A, 2nd edn (Ames: Iowa State University Press, 1990), p.142. 

28 June O., Patton, 'Remembering John H. Johnson, 1918-2005', The Journal of African American History, 90.4, 

(2005), pp.456-457, in <https://www.jstor.org/> [accessed 3 December 2018]; On the personal and 

professional life of John Harold Johnson, see John H. Johnson, Succeeding Against the Odds (New York: 

Amistad Press, 1992). 
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to Frazier, Ebony focused on ‘unrealistic commercial fantasies’ rather than addressing the 

social issues that faced black America in the post-war era, such as racism, poverty, and 

unemployment.29 

Frazier’s lone critique seemed to discourage a scholarly rethinking of Ebony in the 1960s 

and 1970s as very few scholars provided critical accounts on the magazine, its publisher, or 

its editorial staff. Nevertheless, journalism scholars such as John Click, Paul Hirsh, Gloria 

Myers, and A. V. Margavio began to provide basic analysis on its editorial, marketing, and 

readership contents between 1945 and the early 1970s. Their studies found that Ebony sought 

to meet its readers’ preferences by changing its editorial contents and reflecting the black 

social changes in American society, such as the rise of black popular culture and the 

emergence of black identity.30  

Michael Leslie has contributed to this field by emphasizing how Ebony promoted its 

advertising sector. In his 1995 study Slow Fade to?: Advertising in Ebony Magazine, he 

argued that Ebony had maximised its presentation of a black positive image and black 

somatic models to reflect the growth of the Black is Beautiful movement of the 1960s.31 

                                                           
 29 Franklin E. Frazier, Black bourgeoisie.  

  30 John W. Click, 'Comparison of Editorial Content of Ebony magazine, 1967 and 1974', Journalism Quarterly, 

52.4, (1975), pp.716-720, in <https://journals.sagepub.com> [accessed 3 December 2018]; Paul M. Hirsch, 'An 

Analysis of Ebony: The Magazine and Its Readers', Journalism Quarterly, (1968), pp.261-292 (p. 265), 

in <https://journals.sagepub.com> [accessed 3 December 2018, p. 265, 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/107769906804500207; Gloria Myers and A.V Margavio, '“The 

Black Bourgeoisie and Reference Group Change: A Content Analysis of Ebony', Qualitative Sociology, 6, 

(1983), pp.291-307, in <https://0-link-springer-com> [accessed 4 December 2018], https://0-link-springer-

com.serlib0.essex.ac.uk/content/pdf/10.1007%2FBF00986681.pdf. 

31 Michael Leslie, 'Slow Fade to?: Advertising in Ebony Magazine, 1957–1989', Journalism &Mass 

Communication Quarterly, 72.02, (1995), pp.426-435, in <https://journals.sagepub.com/> [accessed 3 October 

2018]. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/107769906804500207
https://0-link-springer-com.serlib0.essex.ac.uk/content/pdf/10.1007%2FBF00986681.pdf
https://0-link-springer-com.serlib0.essex.ac.uk/content/pdf/10.1007%2FBF00986681.pdf
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A recent trend set by other journalism scholars such as Jason Chambers has furthered this 

scholarship by focusing on Johnson's career within the black consumer market rather than 

just examining Ebony's statistics or content. Chambers looked at Johnson's development of a 

distinctive commercial power base within the black publishing industry. He argued in his 

2008 study that Johnson's early success in the marketing and advertising industries, ‘gave 

Johnson and his workers a level of authority in marketing and advertising to black consumers 

greater than that of any other black-owned company.’32 Chambers study was a significant 

addition to this scholarship as it provided a foundation for later scholars to provide a complex 

understanding on Johnson and his editorial staff in post-war America.  

Yet, Ebony’s social standing in the post-war era suffered from a paucity of scholarly 

research. In retrospect, conventional scholars such as Paul Hirsh and Tony Atwater sought to 

address Ebony’s social standing during the Civil Rights Movement in the mid-1960s. Despite 

such efforts, they did not specifically discuss the connection between Ebony and the black 

liberation movement but focused only on significant moments in the Civil Rights Movement, 

such as the March on Washington.33  

Furthermore, the focus on John H. Johnson is limited within this scholarship due to the 

JPC’s archival holdings still being processed (by the Smithsonian National Museum in 

Washington D.C) and thus, unavailable for researchers. Apart from Johnson’s biography 

(penned by his associate editor Margena A. Christian), few secondary sources offered a 

critical appraisal of Johnson and his fellow editors concerning the modern black liberation 

                                                           
32 Jason Chambers, Madison Avenue and the Color Line: African Americans in the Advertising Industry 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008), p.43. 

33 Atwater, Tony, 'Editorial Policy of Ebony before and after the Civil Rights Act of 1964', Journalism 

Quarterly, 59.01, (1982), pp.87-91, in <https://journals.sagepub.com/> [accessed 10 October 2018]; Paul 

Hirsch, 'An Analysis of Ebony.' 
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movement.34 Also, the purview of the archival papers of some editorial staff such as A. Peter 

Bailey, Doris Saunders, and Era Bell Thompson (not processed yet) has hampered 

researchers to examine their roles at the JPC during the 1960s and 1970s. 

Despite these limitations, scholars such as Jason Chambers and Margena A. Christian have 

been able to appraise Johnson’s role within his company and the American publication field 

by working on the autobiographies and the primary accounts of the editors and journalists 

with whom he worked closely.35 As such, new scholarly works have contributed to this 

scholarship.  

Chambers focused on how Johnson, along with his magazine Ebony, attempted to reach 

out to the black middle class. In his 2006 essay Presenting the Black Middle Class, John H. 

Johnson and Ebony Magazine, 1945-1974, Chambers notes how Johnson’s financial shortage 

had led him to approach the black middle class via advertising to urge them to participate in 

the consumer society.36  

More scholarly accounts revisit the position of Johnson within the American publication 

field and show that Johnson was not only a middle-class black supporter. In her recent 

biography, Empire: The House that John Johnson Built (2018), Margena A. Christian 

illustrates how Johnson intended to reveal the importance and values of black Americans 

through his magazine. Christian argues that Johnson sought to engage with the black people 

of different ages and different social classes, ‘Mr. Johnson wanted to reach people of all 

ages’, recalls Christian, ‘It didn’t matter if a person was sitting in the barbershop or chatting it 
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up with girlfriends in a beauty shop.’37 In so doing, Christian reveals that Johnson forged a 

ground-breaking position within the black print media by attempting to give voice and 

presence to black America.38  

A new wave within this scholarship driven by historians and communication scholars like 

Korey Bowers Brown, Mia L. Anderson, and James E. West, has begun to examine Ebony's 

political, social, and intellectual status in post-war America. Such endeavours have enabled 

scholars to place Ebony in its historical perspective, demonstrating how its publisher and 

editors viewed and attempted to address the social, political, and intellectual concerns 

confronting black America in the 1960s and 1970s. 

 In his 2020 study, historian E. James West illustrates how Ebony intended to undergird 

the history of black America for a broader audience in the post-war era. With his 

unprecedented access into Lerone Bennett’s archival papers at Emory University in Atlanta, 

West has been able to show that the JPC's senior editor, Lerone Bennett Jr., a Mississippian 

who joined the JPC in 1953 to serve as an editor for Ebony, was almost solely responsible for 

the popularisation of black history at the JPC and within Ebony's pages, turning black history 

into, ‘a living history’.39  

Current scholarship argues that throughout the Black Power Movement, Ebony addressed 

its concerns about black America. Korey Bowers Brown’s thesis, “Ebony in an Age of Black 

Power” (2011), examines Ebony's appeal to black social issues during the Black Power 

Movement by focusing on the burgeoning urban militancy and black political and social 

issues more broadly. Brown contends that post-war America's dynamic social upheaval 
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prompted Johnson to rebuild his magazine to reflect black social trends such as 

socioeconomic status and beauty. Brown demonstrates that such an attempt was made to 

support and spur the development of black identity within American mainstream society.40  

Mia L. Anderson adds to this pattern by arguing that Ebony was at the forefront of black 

political growth in the 1970s. Anderson contends in her 2015 article I Dig You, Chocolate 

City, that Ebony had increased its focus on black mayors in the 1970s to encourage black 

representatives to tackle social issues that plagued black America, such as corruption, crime, 

and unemployment.41  

While the current scholarship has matured with a new wave of scholarly rethinking, the 

relationship between Ebony and Black Power has not been effectively explored. Indeed, 

although Brown’s study details how Ebony maintained its reputation during the Black Power 

Movement by covering social developments in black America, it does not specifically focus 

on how Ebony responded to Black Power.42 James E. West presents a nuanced understanding 

on Lerone Bennett’s profile on Stokely Carmichael and his call for Black Power in 1966, but 

the chronological time span of his study does not venture beyond 1966.43 Sean Britton’s 

Black Business as Activism, however, is a welcome addition to this body of literature, but it 
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focuses mainly on the connection between the JPC and the National Association for the 

Advancement of Coloured People (NAACP).44 

Research Aims and Significance 

This study builds on West’s work by arguing that Ebony did not only serve as a precursor 

to Black Power but also engaged directly with Black Power in various ways, such as writings, 

meetings, correspondence, interviews, and symposia. This study is distinctive as it shows that 

some editors, such as Bennett went beyond their commitments as editors or historians by 

metamorphosing into genuine activists and engaging directly with the Civil Rights and the 

Black Power struggle. Furthermore, West’s study relies heavily on Bennett’s archival papers, 

whereas this thesis additionally scrutinises lesser-known characters such as Allan Morrison, 

David Llorens, Phyl Garland, and A. Peter Bailey, influential editors and contributing 

journalists who are still neglected within the existing scholarship. 

To date, scholarship has tended to centre on Ebony’s glamour; but the magazine also had a 

critical tone, and this study aims to unveil this perspective. Ebony called into question the 

assassination of Dr. King and called for a full re-investigation. It strived to restore the image 

of the major leaders of Black Power, which was distorted by the white-owned media. 

Furthermore, it sought to acquit Civil Rights and Black Power activists, who were accused of 

inciting riots during the rise of Black Power. 

In retrospect, scholars of journalism such as Patrick S. Washburn reflect in his account 

that the modern black print media died out during the Civil Rights movement, and their 
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efforts to portray the black struggle were diminished.45 By contrast, I argue for the long-

standing role of the black print media in foregrounding the black liberation struggle in 

America.46 In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, many black outlets such as The 

Freedom’s Journal, The North Star, The Tribune, and The Negro World, to name a few, were 

indeed vital outlets during the black liberation struggle. They were giving patronage to the 

Black activists and always calling for self-confidence, equality, and a complete end to racial 

discrimination.47  

During the modern black freedom movement, some popular black-oriented newspapers 

like The Chicago Defender and The Pittsburgh Courier proved to be the mouthpieces of the 

Civil Rights protest. They raised funds for the Civil Rights activists, attacked the racial 

discrimination being practised against black Americans, and provided their readership with 

daily and weekly advice on how to eradicate racial discrimination, segregation, and police 

brutality. They even jeopardised their journalists’ lives by sending them into dangerous and 

risky assignments to protest along with the Civil Rights activists.48  

If the black-owned newspapers sought to endorse the black liberation struggle, then the 

black-owned magazines were also at the forefront of the modern black liberation struggle.  

Some black-owned magazines such as The Liberator, Soulbook, and Black Dialogue proved 
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to be valuable assets of the black struggle as they endorsed an undercurrent of resistance and 

a complete rejection of the white values.49 More tellingly, other black magazines such as the 

SNCC’s Student Voice, the BPP’s The Black Panther, and the Nation of Islam’s (NOI) 

Mohammed Speaks were true advocates of the Black Power politics due to their rigorous 

critical discourse, which aimed at fostering the ethos of the modern black activism in 

America.50  

Ebony followed in their footsteps and advocated the black liberation struggle, as Johnson 

himself admitted, 

Not only did we report the struggle but also became part of the 

struggle. I marched and gave tens of thousands of dollars to 

different arms in the movement […] my editors marched and 

volunteered for difficult and dangerous assignments […] we sat in 

with sit-inners, rode the buses with Freedom Riders […] We were 

there […] we were part of the story.51 

Detroit Free Press newspaper admitted that Ebony, ‘is something more than a magazine 

[…]’.52 Indeed, Ebony was a powerful outlet during the black liberation struggle. It proudly 

stood up for the Civil Rights activists such as Martin Luther King, supporting his cause and 

often helping him to advance the fight for justice and equality.53 It endorsed other activists 

such as Medgar Evers and fostered their activism, often giving them a space in its pages to 
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voice and propagate their thoughts and ideologies on the black struggle. With such a cachet, 

as its executive editor Margena Christian cast it, Ebony was, ‘more than a magazine’.54 

While the existing scholarship offers a nuanced understanding on Ebony and its standing 

in post-war America, it still neglects that Ebony engaged with Black Power and the modern 

black liberation struggle. As journalists such as Bren Staples have argued, Ebony went 

beyond its commitment to mirroring the black happy lives to redefine how African 

Americans viewed themselves in relationship to arts, business, the Civil Rights movement, 

and history itself.55 Within this context, I add that Ebony also sought to redefine Black Power 

for its audience and within the American print media, mainstreaming its exponents and often 

introducing Black Power as a political or intellectual movement rather than a violent 

phenomenon. 

In doing so, this thesis will contribute to the contemporary historiographical trend 

established by media scholars like Charles Simmons and Carl Senna. These researchers 

examined various popular black media sites as case studies to show how they helped 

undergird the black liberation movement. Although they have laid significant groundwork, 

Ebony was not adequately mentioned.56  

My project additionally adds to a new trend set by historian E. James West who 

encouraged an interdisciplinary approach to Black Power and media by arguing how the black 

print media, ‘has always been radical’.57 Within this context, I argue that Ebony was also a 
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radical magazine as it positioned itself at the forefront of the black print media during the 

tumultuous years of the black struggle in the 1960s and 1970s. 

Similarly, my work also contributes to the developing field of Black Power studies, a 

subfield instituted by historian Peniel E. Joseph in 2009. Joseph lamented a scholarly dearth 

on Black Power and called historians to rethink how class, regional, and religious institutions 

among African Americans could shape Black Power.58 Ultimately, this thesis furthers the line 

of enquiry adopted by historians such as Christopher Tinson, who are seeking to explore how 

the black print media and the radical activism in post-war America can frame each other by 

appraising their agendas, milestones, and pivotal figures.59 

Methodology 

This thesis uses the archival papers of Ebony’s influential editors who engaged with Black 

Power, such as Lerone Bennett, Allan Morrison, Phyl Garland, David Llorens, and A. Peter 

Bailey. These collections are housed at several institutions in the U.S such as Stuart A. Rose 

library at Emory University, the Schomburg Centre in New York, Archives of African 

American Music and Culture at Indiana University, and Moorland-Spingarn Research Centre 

at Howard University. These archival materials were not digitised and so they were accessed 

by recruiting archivists who collected them remotely under my guidance. They are used in 

this thesis as a basis to explore the editors’ professional, social, and intellectual debates and 

relationships with Black Power inside and outside the JPC. These editors are selected because 

they played a crucial role in pushing the magazine to engage and sometimes embrace the 

ethos of Black Power. Outside the JPC, they pursued a sharp radical tone, metamorphosing 
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into radical activists and often using the tactics of Black Power to address the social issues 

which faced black America. Their archival papers offer an important personal narrative and a 

framework for understanding the relationship between Ebony, Black Power, the JPC, the 

modern black liberation struggle, and the black print media. Johnson, as a publisher and a 

black businessman, and his editors, who acted as journalists, authors, and activists, will make 

this thesis a distinct interdisciplinary study, which traverses race and media studies, the social 

movements, and social and intellectual history. 

The History Makers and Ralph J. Bunche Oral Histories Collection on the Civil Rights 

Movement at Howard University (previously known as the Civil Rights Documentation 

Project) set out to chronicle the Civil Rights and Black Power era through a series of recorded 

interviews. As such, they hold hundreds of interview transcriptions conducted with the black 

elite and other well respected black figures in the Civil Rights and Black Power Movement. 

These organisations capture the voice, thoughts, memories, and re-interpretation of Civil 

Rights and Black Power activists, black scholars, educators, lawyers, church leaders, and 

grassroots organisers from the rural South and the urban North. Within this context, these 

organisations had also conducted interviews with Ebony’s editors such as Lerone Bennett, A. 

Peter Bailey, and David Llorens, and the magazine’s publisher John H. Johnson. Their 

testimonies provide a window into the complex personal narrative on their lives, career, 

activism, recollections, and more importantly, their connection and thoughts on Black Power, 

its ideologies, and its activists. These oral sources were collected via a payment to The 

History Makers and Ralph J. Bunche Oral Histories Collection. 

This thesis uses digitised white and black print media available on two archival portals: 

Newspaper.com and Newspaper.Archive.com. With a monthly payment to these portals, I 

browsed, accessed, and scrutinised dozens of national and regional newspapers and used and 

analysed hundreds of clippings, columns, announcements, and obituaries. I scrutinised and 
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selected major outlets such as The New York Times or The Washington Post along with some 

regional newspapers and magazines, which printed important stories on Ebony and Black 

Power. These outlets offered significant individual testimonies, editorial statements, and 

personal opinions on Black Power, Ebony, its publisher, his company, and his editors. I 

accessed online search tools which helped to filter results, but it was nonetheless a time-

consuming process.  

The individuals that appear in this magazine are compared with their portrayal in other 

popular black and white-owned outlets such as the New York Times, Time, The Black 

Panther, and Life. This approach is adopted to assess the differences and similarities between 

Ebony and the popular magazines or newspapers in terms of class and appearance. These 

outlets also contain significant stories on these individuals and Ebony itself and reveal the 

multifarious characteristics of the magazine, its publisher, and its editors. The newspaper 

clippings have been collected via a payment to the two online portals mentioned above. 

This thesis also relies on the close reading of all Ebony’s digitised articles such as 

Symposiums, Special Issues, Backstage, and Letters to the Editors published on Black Power, 

which are available freely on Ebony portal on Google. Books. I have examined Ebony’s 

portal and identified and collated over 20 different special issues, articles, and letters 

published on Black Power between September 1965 and August 1996. Additionally, over 70 

photographs and portraits on Black Power were also identified on Ebony’s online database. 

The photographs could be identified as they were featured along with the issues. The 

photographs are scanned and used as historical sources to understand how Ebony perceived 

Black Power. 
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Thesis Structure 

This thesis is divided into six thematic chapters, chronologically spanning from mid 1950s 

to the late 1990s. The first chapter traces Ebony’s early responsiveness to the Civil Rights 

Movement by showing how such a response directly stimulated Ebony to engage with Black 

Power. Its interest in fostering the Civil Rights activism had appealed to the black militants, 

black radical magazines, and even its editors themselves, who sought to push Ebony to 

further respond to the rise of Black Power. This chapter argues that Ebony sought to 

mainstream its image to make it look more acceptable to its readership. Such an endeavour 

was pursued by its left-leaning editor, Lerone Bennett, who transgressed Johnson’s moderate 

policy by forcefully featuring its advocate, Stokely Carmichael, whose image was destroyed 

by the major white-oriented media. Against such a backdrop, Bennett challenged the national 

print media by successfully reflecting on Ebony’s readership that Carmichael should be seen 

as a democratic and a moderate figure rather than a violent phenomenon. 

The second chapter, “Black Power and the Radical Activism of Ebony’s Left-Leaning 

Editors”, delves into Bennett’s link with Carmichael as well as the radical activism of his left-

leaning peers inside and outside the JPC. This chapter sheds new light on four male 

characters: Bennett, Allan Morrison, David Llorens, and A. Peter Bailey by focusing on their 

writings for Ebony, their career and relationship with Black Power advocates, and their 

activities outside the company. The chapter demonstrates that these figures were more than 

editors, but also social activists and Black Power advocates. They endorsed the ideologies of 

Black Power in Ebony, adopted a powerful influence at the JPC during the height of Black 

Power, contributed to Ebony with critical and insightful articles on the black struggle, and 
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participated in meetings and forums related to Black Power, the Civil Rights, Pan African 

Congress, and Black studies movements.60 

Chapter three singles out the female editor and the Black Power advocate Phyl Garland 

and her proactive efforts in revitalising the image of Black Power women such as Gloria 

Richardson, Ruby Doris Smith Robinson, and Angela Davies through the lens of Ebony. This 

chapter challenges the dominant scholarly approach, which perceived Ebony as a magazine 

that catered more broadly to lighter-skinned African American women.61 By contrast, I argue 

that Garland and Ebony played a key role in acclaiming the black female activism during the 

Civil Rights and Black Power Movement. Ebony challenged the FBI and the major white and 

black outlets, which sought to demonise their image. By contrast, the magazine 

enthusiastically endorsed their beauty and activism as a means to bolster their popular image. 

Such an effort was noticeable as many Black Power women, black female activists, and even 

conventional historians acknowledged Ebony for outstanding distinctive efforts. 

In the fourth chapter, I demonstrate how the insight of Carmichael’s profile, printed by 

Bennett in 1966, prompted Ebony to expand its focus on Black Power between 1967 and 

1970. During the national turmoil that plagued America in 1967, Ebony intervened by 

providing a set of social resolutions to head off the Black revolts. This chapter contends that 

its intervention had paid off, with the popular white and black-oriented media admiring its 

vital role while Lyndon B. Johnson’s administration was inducing its editor Bennett to 

cooperate with its governmental voices to quell the revolts. However, with the slow progress 

of the black liberation movement in the late 1960s and Ebony’s resentment over the social 
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issues, which prevailed in Black America, Ebony metamorphosed into a radical magazine, 

embracing Carmichael’s approaches of self-help and Back community empowerment and 

calling its audience to emulate his programs to reform their social conditions. 

Chapter five continues to discuss Ebony’s successful intervention by showing how its 

concern over the conditions of black Americans and its fear of a violent revolution also 

reinforced its editors to run a special issue on the black revolution, which culminated in the 

magazine having featured the Black Panther Party (BPP) as the embodiment of the black 

revolution. Such a reaction was reinforced by its influential staff, whose powerful position, 

resignation threats, and increasing inclination toward Black Power forced Johnson to yield to 

their wishes. Yet, this had a side effect, with many moderate readers cancelling their 

subscription as they deemed Ebony too radical. Relatedly, the BPP’s shift into conventional 

politics in the early 1970s prompted Ebony to follow their lead. Its interview with Bobby 

Seale, co-founder of the BPP, and its profile along with excellent photographs demonstrates 

the extent to which Ebony sought to gravitate its readers towards the Black Panthers’ political 

and intellectual endeavours. The chapter concludes that Ebony sought to indoctrinate its 

readers that the BPP could also be perceived as a moderate, political, and intellectual 

phenomenon, but it failed in doing so as most of its audience seemed largely unconcerned. 

In the last chapter, I argue for Ebony’s efforts in reviving Black Power after its demise 

between the late 1980s and early 1990s. This chapter takes as a starting point the apparent 

cleavages between Bennet’s resentment about the slow progress of the black struggle and 

Ebony’s celebration of the achievement of the black liberation struggle in the mid and late 

1970s. Against such a backdrop, Bennett declared that the black struggle had not yet achieved 

all its goals. However, during the decline of Black Power in the early 1980s, Ebony 

challenged the major white-owned outlets, which seemed exultant about its fadeaway from 

the social and political spotlight. By contrast, Ebony’s concern about the downfall of Black 
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Power, its organisations, and its proponents prompted the magazine to revive the movement 

by demonstrating to its audience that Black Power was “a living movement” and still on the 

case as most of its exponents were still fighting to cultivate and improve black America. 
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Chapter 1: ‘We Speak as Witnesses and Participants’: 

Ebony Magazine, the Civil Rights Movement, and the Shift 

towards Black Power, 1954-1966 

 

On the question of militancy […] Ebony was the first national 

magazine to give extensive coverage to Stokely Carmichael […] 

                                                              - The Washington Post, 05 November 1975 

 

In the summer of 1964, Malcolm X, the charismatic Black militant and founder of the 

Organisation of Afro-American Unity (OAAU), was invited for an interview with Ebony’s 

managing editor Hans J. Massaquoi in New York. The meeting and the subsequent interview 

extended to three days as Malcolm X used the visit to search and recruit new members for his 

newly founded organisation. For three consecutive days, Massaquoi and a photographer 

named Don Charles followed Malcolm X in New York City, ending their journey with a 

revealing interview with Malcolm X.62 

A few months later, Malcolm X appeared in Ebony magazine for the first time. The profile 

printed in September 1964 was very timely as Malcolm X had caught the attention of black 

Americans following his defection from the Nation of Islam to build his new organisation, 
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the OAAU. Ebony portrayed him as a firebrand as he had split the Black Muslim Movement 

into two opposing camps, ‘whose bloody encounters have become the order of the day.’63  

Malcolm X was aware that Ebony had ran a profile on him as he declared that the latter 

was ‘a very objective story’ published by the magazine.64 His declaration demonstrates that 

Malcolm X was also cognizant of Ebony’s role as a supporter of the Civil Rights Movement 

and its exponents. Indeed, despite initial scepticism from Africans during his visit to the 

continent at the time, he admitted that his profile printed by Ebony helped the magazine to 

gain a good reputation among African people.65  

This chapter aims to demonstrate Ebony’s close connection with the Civil Rights 

Movement and the role it played during its key milestones and with its major activists. It 

argues that Ebony was part of the struggle. Indeed, contrary to the major white and black-

owned media, which provided limited coverage or seemed unconcerned about the movement, 

Ebony was an integral part of its crusade, taking part in its journeys and supporting its major 

leaders. Such a cachet earned the applause of the major leaders of the movement like 

Malcolm X and Dr. King, who worked closely with the magazine in its fight for justice and 

equality. This enthusiastic engagement caught the attention of the black militants, the radical 

black outlets, and even the editors, who pushed Ebony to respond to Black Power and the rise 

of the black militancy while recruiting Black Power proponents to work as editors for the 

magazine. However, this chapter also explores Johnson’s motives to financially profit from 

Black Power and how this was coupled with Bennett’s intent on restoring Stokely 

Carmichael’s public image, which was distorted by the major white print media. The chapter 
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concludes that Ebony eventually engaged with Black Power by running a striking profile on 

Carmichael. 

Ebony Magazine, the Modern Black Struggle, and the Civil Rights 

Movement, 1955-1965 

Ebony’s early responsiveness to the modern black liberation struggle could be traced to the 

1954 Brown vs. Board of education case when the U.S Supreme Court ruled school 

segregation to be unconstitutional. Before that, the separate school system for whites and 

blacks was unequal, which made black children feel inferior compared to their white 

counterparts and which, in turn, violated the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth 

Amendment of the U.S. Constitution. In many respects, the Brown vs Board of education was 

a landmark decision in the history of black Americans as it laid the groundwork for black 

activists to intensify their fight for liberation. The popular white-owned media paid close 

attention to this milestone, with Life magazine describing the ruling as, ‘A historic decision 

for equality.’66 

Ebony’s publisher and his editors were up to date with the development of the case. When 

the Court announced the verdict, the Johnson Publishing Company’s (JPC)’s editorial staff 

received a call from their special contact in Washington D.C who declared that the Court had 

outlawed school segregation. The publisher and his editors went into a flurry of excitement, 

happiness, and relief.67 In the months following the court decision, Ebony wrote that the 
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decision was, ‘one of the greatest periods of progress that Negroes have experienced this 

century’.68 

Media scholar Tony Atwater argues that Ebony’s objective clearly reflected Johnson’s 

philosophy, which advocated raising black consciousness and freedom.69 However, by the 

time Civil Rights activists began to break the prevailing pattern of racial segregation, Johnson 

thought that the fight for liberation was soon over.70 As a result, Johnson was initially slow in 

reacting to the Civil Rights struggle, and his magazine was less responsive to the events 

shaping the boundaries of the Civil Rights Movement.71 However, the fact that the dearth of 

coverage on the Civil Rights was due to the publisher’s intention to mirror only the positive 

side of black people is not mutually exclusive. Johnson was aware that blacks had become 

more serious about their status and Civil Rights in America. He also recognised that his 

magazine had to change its policy to follow the ebbs and flows of the movement.72  

The early and mid-1950s saw new developments in the black struggle that made the 

success of the 1960s Civil Rights possible. Sparked by the arrest of Rosa Parks, a black 

woman who refused to give up her seat on a bus in Montgomery, local black people began a 

bus boycott in the city. The boycott took place from December 5, 1955, to December 20, 

1956, and culminated in Montgomery’s buses having been integrated. The boycott also 
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showed the potential for non-violent mass protest in the South and helped Dr. Martin Luther 

King to emerge as a prominent leader of the Civil Rights Movement.73 

The boycott attracted the national white print media. Time magazine perceived the boycott 

as a powerful weapon for southern blacks whereas Newsweek argued that King was not only 

fighting the bus segregation in Montgomery, but also revolting against the white injustice in 

the South.74 Black magazines such as The Crisis hailed King by reprinting some of his 

speeches delivered in Montgomery while printing excellent photographs showing him 

surrounded by crowd. The magazine argued that King’s efforts in desegregating the buses 

made Montgomery, ‘one of the world’s most fascinating cities’.75 

By the time blacks began protesting segregated bus seating in Montgomery, and while the 

movement was gaining close media attention, Johnson felt that the struggle had begun. As 

such, he joined the national board of the Urban League in 1958 and began to support the Civil 

Rights cause, both personally and via his magazine.76 Johnson would later march and donate 

to different arms of the movement, solidifying his declaration that, ‘we did not only report the 

struggle, but became part of the struggle’.77 

Obviously, the limit in Ebony’s coverage of the Civil Rights activism was not related to 

Johnson but was attributed to the lack of militant alternatives, such as direct action and face-

to-face confrontation approaches.78 The 1950s was only confined to peaceful protests such as 
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civil disobedience or boycotts. Ebony itself observed that the racial progress in 1959 was 

diminished due to the absence of significant events.79 

Despite such limits, Ebony featured the Civil Rights Movement via ‘The Negro Progress’, 

an anonymous annual series of reports which began to appear more frequently following the 

Brown vs. Board of education. ‘The Negro Progress’ presented a thorough overview of black 

concerns and the development and the expansion of the Civil Rights Movement in the 

southern territories. The series would continue to appear in Ebony in the 1960s and 1970s, 

and due to Ebony’s increasingly serious tone and its radical editors’ influence on the 

magazine’s contents, it would cover significant topics ranging from Civil Rights, education, 

armed force, ghettoes issues, and employment. 

The mid to late 1950s saw a new shift in the fight for justice and equality. Blacks began to 

mobilise in a civil disobedience campaign to desegregate public buses, which became known 

as the Montgomery Bus Boycott. Angry at the arrest of Rosa Parks, who refused to give up 

her seat on the bus in December 1955, black people in Montgomery led by a new leader 

named Dr. Martin Luther King launched a mass boycott. The boycott lasted from December 

1955 to December 1956 and resulted in the public buses having been desegregated in 

Montgomery. Historian Robert Jerome Glennon argues that it was the Bus Boycott which, 

‘signalled the start of the modern Civil Rights movement.’80    

Other regional and well-known print publications took a while to cover this event. This 

was probably because the movement was still in its infancy stages or because little was 
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known about the boycott or its new leader, except for Time magazine, which called the 

boycott, ‘an attack on the conscience’.81  

Amidst an absence of significant coverage in the mainstream print media, Ebony emerged 

as a unique magazine not only because it reported the boycott but also because it took part in 

it. When the boycott began in December 1955, a young black activist named Dr. Martin 

Luther King telephoned his college classmate Robert E. Johnson, who was one of the JPC’s 

editors, asking him to send someone to record the event. Almost immediately, Johnson 

(Robert E.) and another editor named Lerone Bennett Jr. quickly took an airplane and flew to 

Montgomery to participate in the boycott. Within the first days of the Boycott, Johnson and 

Bennett covered everything, spoke as eyewitnesses, and participated in the event, ‘we were 

there in the first days of the historic Montgomery Boycott’, said the editors proudly ‘[…] and 

we speak as witnesses and participants’.82  

In the early 1960s, direct action came to the forefront as young black activists sought to 

implement new tactics to precipitate the black liberation struggle.83 Perhaps the most evident 

examples were the Sit-ins and the Freedom Riders. The Sit-ins campaign began in February 

1960 when four college students sat at a lunchroom in Greensboro in North Carolina to 

protest lunch counter segregation.84 Within a year, the campaign expanded to involve other 
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black and white activists who began riding buses in the Southern territories to protest 

segregated bus terminals. These two campaigns were very strategic as the protestors aimed at 

steering the attention of the federal government and the media so that they would react to 

their cause.  

As planned, when these protests began to inflame the public feelings, the major print 

media responded more widely. Historian Leigh Raiford contends that the national newspapers 

turned their lenses to the sit-in protestors and the Freedom Riders because the latter 

engendered an act of confrontation, or otherwise violence, which the newspapers perceived as 

newsworthy and could attract the readers.85 Indeed, the popular white-owned media such as 

The Baltimore Sun and the Louisianian newspaper The Times anathematised their protest by 

focusing on their arrests or convictions, whereas The Miami News sought to sensationalise the 

event by printing a large portrait showing a Greyhound bus burning, with a headline that 

read, ‘One picture tells the story of the Freedom Riders […]’.86 These outlets printed such 

stories along with pictures to instil in their readers the idea that the Freedom Riders were 

violent, agitators, and firebrands. 

When these outlets sought to distort their image, the major black media quickly reacted to 

restore their public image. Jet magazine defended the Freedom Riders by publishing a 

manifesto that refuted allegations that the Freedom Riders were lawbreakers or rouble-

rousers. The magazine noted that what the white media or the race-mongers said were ‘the 
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biggest lies about the Freedom Riders.’87 The Crisis magazine, the mouthpiece of the 

NAACP, also supported the Riders and asked its audience to join them for a life membership 

subscription to the NAACP.88 

Ebony reacted positively to these two major milestones, with its senior editor Bennett 

hailing the sit-in movement, ‘a call to conscience’. In his article titled, ‘What Sit-downs 

Means to America’, Bennett admired the sit-ins campaign, arguing that its inception marked 

the beginning of, ‘a national soul-searching’ for black Americans. In the same vein, he also 

endorsed the new tactics, which shifted from, “litigation to direct action”.89  

 More tellingly, Ebony was also directly involved in the protests. Indeed, many of Ebony’s 

journalists and photographers joined the movement as they sat with the sit-in protestors and 

rode the buses with the Freedom Riders. Johnson and his editors declared that, ‘Ebony’s 

editors have gone to great lengths […] donned overalls and work shirts to mingle with 

sharecroppers in demonstrations in the South and dressed in white-ties-and-tails to cover 

social events […].90 Ebony’s reporter Larry A. Still remembers his experience on the 

Freedom Rides and how he joined and accompanied the Riders on a hazardous trip by driving 

a bus from Montgomery, Alabama, to Jackson, Mississippi.91 

The Civil Rights protests came as a landmark in 1963 as the major leaders of the 

movement led their famous March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, where they pledged 

to force the Civil Rights legislation and fair jobs equality. In August 1963, more than 250,000 
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black and white demonstrators gathered at the Lincoln Monument to peacefully protest and 

draw attention to the ongoing job inequities and economic discrimination practised against 

black Americans, which culminated with Dr. King delivering his famous, ‘I have a Dream’ 

speech.92  

As the Civil Rights Movement was gaining momentum, American mainstream media 

coverage increased steadily at this point. Popular and more prominent circulation outlets such 

as Time and Newsweek were devoting considerable coverage to the movement.93 The popular 

white-owned media such as The New York Times applauded the march, declaring that the 

latter embodied ‘the American tradition of peaceable assembly and petition for a redress of 

grievances’.94 Others such as Wisconsin State Journal drew a lukewarm response to the 

march by providing two contradictory columnists’ opinions. The first one hailed the march as 

‘an impressive day’, whereas the second labelled it as a backward revolution that forged an 

image of a government unable, ‘to legislate equal rights for its citizens […]’.95  

However, the black-owned newspapers admired the march. Chicago Tribune printed on its 

front cover a statement that supported the march, illustrating that the latter demonstrated a 

high level of careful organization and discipline where the protestors showed no disorder or 
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chaos.96 The Crisis magazine, however, deliberately relied on a white participant’s testimony 

who admitted that, ‘it was glorious […] the ultimate triumph of the fight for freedom seems 

as inevitable as was the March itself’.97 

At the JPC, Ebony’s publisher, editors, reporters, and photographers saw no hesitation in 

joining the march. On the day of the demonstration, Johnson closed all his offices in Chicago, 

New York, and Los Angeles and led a contingent of some 100 editors, photographers, and 

observers to walk side by side with the demonstrators in Washington D.C.98 Following the 

march, Bennett printed an explosive feature on the march in Ebony, describing it, ‘the 

beginning of something […]’. He wrote, ‘it came like a force of nature, a whirlwind, like a 

storm, like a flood’.99 Even later in his life, Bennett still remembered his piece as, ‘an attempt 

to capture […] the joy of a great triumph’.100  

Ebony’s readers also aligned themselves with the magazine’s support of the march, which 

meant that their reception of stories on the heyday of the Civil Rights struggle through the 

medium of Ebony had instilled in them a sense of black consciousness. J.B Jones asserted 

that after watching the March on Washington on T.V and reading Ebony’s article, ‘my apathy 

has become pride’.101 Likewise, Bernard Q. Ashcraft and Lamont C. Strong, two black 

                                                           
96 Willard Edwards, 'Castigate President, Congress for Delays', Chicago Tribune, 29 August 1963, p.1.  

97 Deborah B. Zobel, ‘Monument to Freedom’ The Crisis, January 1964, pp.15-16. 

98 ‘Backstage’, Ebony, January 1988, p. 25; Tony Atwater, ‘"Ebony's" Civil Rights Focus: A Study of Editorial 

Policy before and after the Civil Rights Act of 1964.’, p.9. 

99 Lerone Bennett Jr., 'Biggest Protest March', Ebony, November 1963, p. 35. 

100 Lerone Bennett, Prominent Ebony Journalist and Author, Passes (2018) <https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/> 

[accessed 29 May 2020]. 

101 ‘Letters to the Editors’, Ebony, January 1964, p. 12. 



45 
 

soldiers who were deployed to Thailand, admired the article and insisted that anyone who 

read it would, ‘wake up and start to fight to ensure justice and freedom for all’.102 

It would seem as if the March on Washington had pushed for more reformations at the 

political level, with the new Civil Rights law (that John Kennedy’s administration promised 

to pass) being signed by President Lyndon B. Johnson in July 1964. The latter prohibited 

discrimination and segregation in all education, public facilities, jobs, and housing. A year 

later, the Voting Rights Act was signed, which secured black Americans the right to vote. 

The Civil Rights and the Voting Rights Acts could be seen as the most far-reaching pieces of 

the Civil Rights legislation in the history of black Americans, which in turn pushed black 

Americans to challenge further racial discrimination in education, sports, and the workplace. 

When the Voting Rights Act was signed in August 1965, Ebony felt that the Civil Rights 

Movement had gained momentum in the modern black struggle as it had admitted in its 

subsequent issue that, ‘the civil rights movement has articulated not only the voice of the 

Negro for equal rights, but also of every segment of our society […].’103  

By the mid-1960s, Ebony began to sound increasingly serious about the struggle for 

justice and equality. Light-skinned advertisements and photos were replaced by dark-skinned 

photos, the word “Negro” was replaced by the word “Black”, and there was more discussion 

about the militant and the radical stand of the Civil Rights movement.104 Perhaps the clearest 

example was its distinctive feature of the SNCC, a Civil Rights organisation that was 

growing weary of the non-violent and integrationist philosophy in early 1966 and advocating 
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more broadly radical approaches in favour of precipitating liberation. Ebony’s article printed 

in July 1965 spoke positively about the organisation, describing it as the most radical and the 

most controversial Civil Rights organisation.105 

However, beyond its engagement with the major Civil Rights milestones or its 

organisations, Ebony also had a strong connection with popular leaders and activists such as 

Dr. King. The latter received favourable coverage from popular white-owned media. The 

New York Times newspaper described King as, ‘the cadence of Bible’, in reference to his, ‘I 

have a dream’ speech.106 Time magazine, however, admired King’s non-violent approach of 

fighting for justice and equality. When Dr. King led the March on Washington in 1963, the 

magazine selected him as, “the Man of the Year”, admitting that Dr. King did indeed stir in 

his people, ‘a Christian forbearance that nourishes hope and smothers injustice’.107 

At the JPC, Ebony endorsed King’s philosophy. Media scholar Tony Atwater contends 

that the magazine was with Dr. King early on. Indeed, the magazine highlighted his activities 

more than any major newspaper and magazine in the U.S. It ran features on him and even 

published statements written by him, including his August 1963 “A letter from Birmingham 

Jail”, an essay on his philosophical, ethical, and tactical virtues of nonviolent direct action.108 

Moreover, Ebony went beyond its commitment to just documenting his life or backing up 

his activism. In fact, the magazine was an integral part of his crusade. Its editors visited King 

in his house, marched with him in Birmingham and Selma, and supported his philosophy of 

integration and non-violence. Moreover, it invited and conferred with him at the company 

                                                           
105 E. James West, ‘Ebony Magazine and Lerone Bennett’, p.57. 

106 James Reston, ''I Have a Dream ...'', The New York Times, 29 August 1963, p.1.  

107 'Man of the Year', Time, 3 January 1964, p.14.  

108 Tony Atwater, Editorial Policy of Ebony before and after the Civil Rights Act of 1964, p.88. 



47 
 

and even travelled with him to Norway in December 1964 when he was awarded the Noble 

Peace Prize. Ebony declared that, ‘we were with King in the beginning and the ending.’109  

This relationship had become more vital. A few months after the Montgomery Bus 

Boycott, and in an unprecedented attempt no other major newspaper and magazine could 

claim, the magazine offered Dr. King an opportunity to become one of its staff members.110 

Dr. King enthusiastically accepted the offer, and between October 1957 and September 1958, 

Dr. King was editing a monthly column entitled, ‘Advice for Living’. The latter was a space 

where he was drafting responses to a range of queries sent by Ebony’s readers who inquired 

about topics related to religion, marital infidelity, sexuality, and race relations. The column 

had a short life span, following a failed murder attempt on King’s life by a mentally unstable 

black woman’.111 Nonetheless, Ebony would continue supporting Dr. King and endorse his 

activism in many approaches, backing up his cause and cementing its relationship with him 

(and later with his wife). 

John H. Johnson also endorsed Dr. King, declaring that he would always stand up for his 

cause.112 In an exclusive interview conducted by Ebony’s editors with Johnson, the latter 

admired Dr. King, noting that among all the black leaders, Dr. King had impressed him the 

most […] I don’t even think about that’, declared Johnson, ‘He was unselfish, he was 

unyielding, and he had eternal faith’.113 These sentiments were also shared by Ebony’s 

editors. The left-wing editors such as Bennett and Morrison supported Dr. King, casting him 
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as one of, ‘the greatest leaders produced in the United States of America’. King in turn 

applauded Ebony’s editors. In one of his letters, he revealed his admiration for one of 

Morrison’s articles on A. Philip Randolph, describing the article as truly, ‘magnificent.’114  

Ebony’s responsiveness to the Civil Rights Movement, its milestones, and its major 

leaders was impressive. In the meantime, a new generation of activists within the movement 

such as Stokely Carmichael, Willie Ricks, and Julius Lester became very frustrated with the 

lack of progress for black Americans in the rural south and urban north and demanded more 

militant actions and radical changes to precipitate liberation. Their visions and ambitions 

prompted them to break away from the mainstream of the Civil Rights Movement to adopt a 

more radical and militant approach to achieve freedom. 

These new black radicals and militants were also dissatisfied with Ebony despite its 

overwhelming reaction to the Civil Rights Movement. In early 1965, they began to condemn 

Ebony, demanding that the magazine should increase its focus on the black liberation struggle 

to involve other radical and militant figures. With the rise of the black militants and the 

increasing shift of Ebony’s established editors (such as Bennett and Morrison) to the left, 

Johnson was in a critical moment that would prompt his magazine to metamorphose, from an 

optimistic account into a radical magazine. 

‘Ebony Could do More!’ 

Although Ebony’s publisher and editors enthusiastically engaged and advocated the Civil 

Rights movement and its major leaders, some black editors, militants, sociologists, and even 

black-owned outlets vociferously declared that this was not enough. They claimed that Ebony 

could do more to reflect the radical and the militant side of the black struggle. As such, they 
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sought to push the magazine to cover all aspects of the struggle, regardless of the methods 

implemented.  

Early critical comments on Ebony’s reaction to the black struggle came from radical black 

journal Soulbook, which described Johnson as, ‘a bourgeoisie mercenary.’ In its 1964 winter 

issue, the journal accused Johnson of being a contributor to U.S imperialism which was 

attempting to gain an economic foothold in Africa.115 Soulbook kept its fierce denouncement 

of Johnson and Ebony. In the summer of 1966, Soulbook called into question if black 

businessmen such as Johnson could be regarded as leaders of the black freedom movement, 

declaring that his struggle was only for his narrow group of, ‘respectable blacks’.116 The 

black radical magazine The Liberator also followed suit. In October 1965, the magazine 

lashed out at Ebony, mocking that the latter should not be seen as a black magazine because it 

focused on celebrities and black positive life while neglecting, ‘the other 30 million black 

captives in America’.117  

At the JPC, Ebony’s readers also delved into heated debates around the Civil Rights 

Movement and Black Power. In fact, the readership grew increasingly militant and highly 

attuned to the Civil Rights struggle as they became self-assured and more critical in their 

comments.118 Although the magazine began to feature dark-skinned and Afro natural 

hairstyle photos on its covers, the readers demanded that Ebony should also engage with the 

rising wave of black consciousness and black empowerment.  
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The readership exerted a powerful impact that compelled Johnson to respond to their 

wishes. When Ebony published an article on the Deacons for Defence and Justice, a militant 

organisation that vowed to protect the Civil Right activists in the South through armed-self-

defence, some readers such as Alan Gartner and L.Y Lemon felt that Ebony’s article was 

‘insightful’ as it compared, discussed, and debated the contradiction and the discrepancy 

between the Civil Rights organisations and their tactics in achieving the black liberation.119  

Outside the JPC, the black militants themselves also vented at Ebony and its overemphasis 

on black fashion and successful celebrities. Media scholar Roland Wolseley contends that 

Ebony’s aim of holding up the white middle-class standards had created, ‘a disfavour of the 

militant blacks of the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s.’120 Indeed, in 1965, Larry Neal, a famous 

black militant and a poet, labelled Ebony as, ‘an imitation of both Life and Essence’. He 

declared that the magazine was moving in the wrong path, ‘straight into the pockets of white 

businessmen’. In one of his statements, Neal declared that, ‘we must support existing firms 

like Johnson publications, force them to publish meaningful work by deluging them with the 

best that we have’.121  

More tellingly, the young black militants and members of the SNCC also began showing a 

strong disapproval of Johnson’s orientation. They often charged him for being ‘an editorial 

Uncle Tom’ as he identified himself with white politicians such as President Lyndon B. 

Johnson.122 Indeed, many of them dubbed Ebony a smugly middle-class magazine, noting 
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that its inspirational motives could and would not solve the social issues impinging upon 

black Americans such as poverty, joblessness, and homelessness.123 Even major leaders such 

as Julius Lester, the field secretary of the SNCC, cast Ebony as ‘disgusting’ because of its, 

‘long-standing black bourgeois standard’.124  

Historians Cristopher Tinson and Korey Brown argue that Ebony avoided discussion on 

the black militants because their rhetoric and position were too controversial.125 Regardless of 

such arguments, it seemed that Ebony’s engagement with the rise of Black Power and black 

militancy was inevitable by the end of 1965 not only because of the black militants’ demands 

but because black militants themselves became editors for Ebony. Indeed, in the summer of 

1965, three Black Power advocates were recruited to work as assistant editors along with the 

editorial staff at the JPC. With the addition of these Black Power advocates, Ebony’s editorial 

left-wing had become rigid and more controlled, which meant that Johnson was forced to 

adjust his magazine to cover serious issues in politics, education, Civil Rights activism, and 

the black militancy.126  

Black Power at the JPC 

The year 1965 was indeed a year of change, as well as a year of decisive recruitments, 

with Johnson reluctantly approving three Black Power journalists as assistant editors for his 

periodicals: David Llorens, A. Peter Bailey, and Phyl Garland. From Johnson’s standpoint, 

these were ‘critical hires’ although they were working class and educated figures, which 
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should meet Johnson’s policy on recruiting staff at his company. Yet, his main concern was 

that these figures were Black Power exponents, with whom Johnson did not, and would not, 

have identification. In fact, he was concerned that the addition of these journalists would 

further (and inevitably) alter the characteristics of his magazines.127 However, for Bennett, 

Fuller, and Morrison, these were the best selection to further reflect and endorse the black 

liberation struggle via the pages of the JPC’s periodicals.  

Garland was an influential editor at the JPC. Born in October 1935 in Pittsburgh, she 

graduated from Northewestern University in 1957 with a degree in journalism, after which 

she joined The Pittsburgh Courier to serve as a report and an editor. In 1965, she joined 

Ebony magazine to serve as its assistant editor, after which she was made Ebony’s New York 

editor in 1969.128  

Historian Jonathan Brian Fenderson argues that Garland embodied, ‘the ascending cultural 

criticism of Black Power, not civil rights, or the typical JPC narrative’.129 However, Garland 

was an apparent left-wing peer at the company as she often aligned herself with the militant 

and radical orientations of Black Power. In one of her statements, Garland explicitly favoured 

the militant tactics over the integrationist approach, declaring that, ‘It’s necessary to get out 

in the street and threaten to burn the whole thing down once in a while’ adding ‘it’s more 

effective than a quiet voice’.130 
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Likewise, Llorens was an aspiring writer, journalist, and Black Power activist. Born in 

Chicago in 1939, Llorens joined the SNCC in 1964 to serve as a volunteering organiser. 

While a member of SNCC, he spent four months in Mississippi directing its voter registration 

project.131 In early 1965, Llorens left the organisation to join the Chicago-based black 

periodical Woodlawn Booster to serve as its managing editor. At the newspaper’s 

headquarters, Llorens wrote articles and editorial columns, which focused on the Chicago 

Civil Rights Movement.132 

When Black Power resonated in the mid-1965, Llorens began to align himself to its tenets. 

In fact, Llorens adopted its militant tactics while likening himself to popular black radical and 

militant figures such as Leroi Jones, Huey Newton (the co-founder of the BPP), and Lerone 

Bennett Jr.133 In a speech delivered at a fundraising meeting in Selma, Alabama, in April 

1965, Llorens debunked the integrationist approach, revealing that black Northerners would 

reject it because it had limitations in bringing freedom to black people.134 Even when Dr. 

King emphasised the need for integration and non-violence to achieve liberation, Llorens 

often disagreed with him by showing some reservations towards his philosophy.135 In fact, 

Llorens supported more broadly Malcolm X as he was influenced by his philosophy, 

reiterating his doctrine that black people should use self-defence if they were harassed or 

threatened.136 Similar to Malcolm X, who publicly accused the U.S government of violating 
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the human rights against black people in the U.S and nationwide, Llorens also charged the 

U.S government of ‘endless crimes against humankind.’137  

In July 1965, Llorens left The Woodlawn Booster to join the JPC to work as an assistant 

editor for Negro Digest. His arrival at the JPC was no easy task for Johnson, who felt it was 

difficult to hire someone with, ‘militant sensibilities.’138 In reality, Llorens was recruited by 

Hoyt Fuller, Negro Digest’s chief editor, who induced Johnson to approve his recruitment. In 

fact, Fuller and Llorens had known each other long before Llorens joined the JPC, with Fuller 

being acquainted with Llorens’s writings for Negro Digest long before he joined the 

magazine.139  

In Negro Digest, Llorens’s work focused on book reviews published by popular black 

authors such as George Breitman’s Malcolm X Speaks. He also wrote about the Civil Rights 

Movement, with special features and editorial pieces that aimed to raise his audience’s black 

consciousness.140 Articles such as ‘The Other Enemy – Complacency’, printed a year before 

Llorens was recruited for the magazine, challenged Ebony’s middle-class audience. They 

embodied his irritation over the black middle-class, declaring that they were unmindful of the 

struggle which was yet to be won.141 Hoyt Fuller admitted that Llorens was, ‘an 

extraordinarily sensitive and talented young man who had come of age in the time of crucial 
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consciousness of black people.’142 Llorens would later leave Negro Digest to join Ebony 

magazine, where he would intensify his discussion on modern black activism, covering topics 

related to black separatism, the experiences of the black soldiers in the military, and the 

growing militancy of the Black Power Movement.  

A. Peter Bailey was a black nationalist, Black Power advocate, and an associate editor of 

Ebony between 1967 and 1975. Born in 1938 in Columbus, Georgia, Bailey grew up in 

Tuskegee, Alabama, after which he served in the army in 1965 before leaving it in 1959 to 

attend Howard University. In this period, Bailey became involved in the Civil Rights 

Movement as he moved to Harlem in 1962 and began to listen to Malcolm’s speech.143 

Like Llorens, Bailey was also influenced by Malcolm X’s charisma, philosophy, and 

rhetoric, admitting that the latter had changed his vision from an integrationist into a militant. 

Bailey also joined CORE and worked with its members for some time before engaging more 

broadly with Malcolm X.144 He also participated in the sit-in movement, picketing, and 

demonstrations with other students in Washington D.C and at the University of Howard in an 

effort to desegregate public accommodations.145 

However, Bailey also had some reservations about Dr. King and his tactics of integration 

and non-violence. Though he admired and respected Dr. King, he admitted that, ‘I had […] a 

negative attitude, the non-violence thing […] allow people to physically and verbally abuse 
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you […] I just could not understand it’.146 When Dr. King led the March on Washington in 

1963, Bailey took part but with ‘great scepticism’, expecting the march would not bring about 

any fundamental change.147 His admiration of Malcolm X and his philosophy of self-defence 

pushed Bailey to approach him in 1964 to work within his newly-founded organisation the 

OAAU, an institution that aimed to promote self-help, self-defence, unity, and dignity among 

black Americans (At this time, Malcolm had already split from the NOI to found his own 

organisation).148 As soon as the organisation was officially founded, Bailey was offered a 

position to serve as an editor of its newsletter OAAU Backlash.149  

Though he had no journalistic experience, Bailey skilfully discussed issues that Malcolm 

X dealt with during the last year of his life, such as his attendance at the 1964 Organisation of 

African Unity (OAU) conference in Cairo, Egypt.150 The OAAU’s Backlash, which was 

appearing on an irregular basis, also provided a deep insight into other issues related to black 

Americans, such as the rampant racial discrimination practised against them in the U.S and 

across the world.151  
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On the other hand, Bailey’s tone at The Backlash was clearly derivative from Malcolm X’s 

militant rhetoric. Bailey exhorted his audience to defend themselves and retaliate against 

white oppression in a similar tone to Malcolm X, who pushed black Americans to battle for 

self-defence, self-awareness, self-respect, and self-determination. 

In an issue published in August 1964, Bailey and his editorial team quoted Malcolm X’s 

speech, stating that some Civil Rights laws such as school desegregation were, ‘nothing but 

tricks of this Century’s leading neo-colonialist power’.152 They declared that black people 

should turn into the self-defence tactic ‘by whatever means necessary’ to retaliate against the 

oppression and achieve justice and equality in America. Bailey and his editorial team wrote, 

‘if we must die anyway, we will die fighting back, but we will not die alone, we intend to see 

that our racist oppressors also get a taste of death’.153 Similar to Malcolm X, who was being 

spied on and infiltrated by the FBI, Bailey also came under surveillance by the FBI in 1965 

due to his militant stand and his call for self-defence.154 

After Malcolm X’s assassination in February 1965, Bailey travelled to Europe and North 

Africa but returned quickly, with a vision of becoming an editor for Ebony.155 His intent to 

join the JPC coincided with Allan Morrison, Ebony’s New York editor, having kept an eye on 

him as Morrison was impressed by his militant stand work ethics. As soon as Bailey arrived 

from abroad, Morrison offered him a freelance opportunity to write for Jet magazine a story 

cover on a black teacher who was mistakenly accused of molestation by a white pupil. The 

article impressed Morrison, who quickly offered him an opportunity to work as a mailroom 

                                                           
152 'Malcolm X’s speech to OAU in Africa', The Backlash, 24 August 1964, p.1. 

153 'Malcolm X’s speech to OAU in Africa', The Backlash, pp.1-3. 

154 Excerpt from FBI OAAU files, box 1, folder 9, Bailey papers. 

155 Mark Falsenthal, 'Closed Doors Pushed Author into Activism', Dailey Press, 18 March 1990, p.44. 



58 
 

clerk before becoming a full assistance editor of Ebony’s New York office within the same 

year.156  

Morrison’s recruitment of Bailey or the previous black militants seemed to have no 

objection from Johnson, or the latter had no choice considering his established editors’ 

powerful position at the JPC. In fact, it would seem as though Johnson yielded to Morrison’s 

endeavours as the pair did not have any issues following the addition of Bailey into the JPC’s 

editorial cohort. Rather than criticising him for recruiting a black militant, Johnson 

corresponded with Morrison with a special letter in which he admired Morrison for his 

loyalty, editorial duties, and his, ‘twenty years of service to Johnson Publishing Company’.157 

Moreover, Bailey himself declared that the reason for joining the JPC was to help its editors 

to reflect the cause of black Americans and their fight for justice and equality, ‘I had friends 

at those publications’ said Bailey, ‘they were frustrated’.158 Bailey would later be promoted 

as an associate editor for Ebony, covering topics that focused on specific themes such as the 

black youth issues in New York and the black soldiers’ issues in the U.S armed forces.  

With the addition of these young militant journalists, the readership’s awareness of the 

plight of black Americans, and its long-time editors’ increasing shift toward the left, Ebony 

was headed into a more critical, tough, and radical orientation. This change would ultimately 

reinforce Ebony to broaden and deepen its discussion of Black Power and the black radical 

activism in light of the urban rebellion escalation and the rising wave of black pride and 

consciousness. Yet, if these editors were intent on reflecting the cause of black Americans via 
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the pages of Ebony, then Johnson’s engagement with the latter was carried out to achieve a 

different purpose.  

John H. Johnson, the Rise of the Black Militants, and the Scooping and the 

Selling of Black Power 

If the JPC’s radical editors were intent on engaging with the rising tide of black militancy 

and radicalism, then Johnson seemed increasingly reluctant to react to the latter simply 

because these approaches were incompatible with his vision. In fact, Johnson was identified 

with the Civil Rights leaders such as Dr. King as the pair shared a moderate vision. Indeed, 

Johnson was also a moderate and an integrationist figure as he often declared that, ‘I don’t 

want to destroy the system, I want to get into it’.159 He saw Black Power as an anti-white and 

militant movement while viewing the Civil Rights Movement as a bourgeois movement 

speaking for the middle class and aiming to integrate the black masses into the American 

mainstream society.160 As such, Johnson’s approach was likened to the Civil Rights’ 

message, which was, ‘open up and let us in’.161 

From a contrasting perspective, Johnson was also determined to engage with the black 

militants and keep abreast of their activities, denying the sentiment that his magazine was not 

sufficiently militant. He declared that, […] we are for whatever secures the rights of black 
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Americans, short of burning down our cities and killing our people […].’162 Journalists such 

as A. James Reichley noted that Johnson had the wisdom to stay close to the revolution.163  

His statement adds to the fact that Johnson also responded to his readership, which 

indicates that his magazine was not moderate by nature but pragmatic and responsive to its 

readership. As stated before, the rise of Black Power prompted many of Ebony’s readers to 

show a strong tendency to read about the heyday and even the ferment of black Power, which 

pushed Johnson to conciliate with their demands. He himself declared that, ‘we were 

moderate when the Negro population was moderate […] and we became militant when our 

readers became more militant.’164 

Despite such declarations, it remains uncertain why and to what degree Johnson was 

aiming to engage with the militant side of the black struggle. The regional white-owned 

newspaper Florida Today declared that Johnson admitted in the early 1970s to a certain 

embarrassment over Ebony’s apparent devotion to consumerism, which perhaps exaggerated 

the positive aspects of black life.165 The newspaper’s statement held true as Johnson would 

later admit that, ‘I wanted to protest […] blacks have changed. Ebony had to do the same.’166  

Nonetheless, this claim should not be mutually exclusive. Johnson also underscored, on 

other occasions, that he had no intention for himself or for his magazine to advocate the black 

liberation struggle or Black Power. Media scholars John N. Ingham and Lynne B. Feldman 
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contend that Johnson was a mere black businessman, and his aim was to pioneer black 

consumer market to promote the black advertising and marketing, solidifying his confession 

that, ‘I am a businessman, not a social worker.’167  

Therefore, Johnson’s intention was to scoop Black Power by covering key events that no 

one else covered.168 Indeed, he himself declared that he would do his best to pioneer the 

national print media in covering major events, ‘Anytime anybody does anything important, 

we're up there’ declared Johnson. 169 His editor John Woodford, who had joined the editorial 

staff of Ebony in 1965 to serve as an associate editor, admitted that Johnson was, ‘self-

interested.’170 

Probably the clearest evidence that he was seeking to be the pioneer in covering the rise of 

Black Power could be seen in his reaction to the March against Fear, which was gaining close 

media attention in June 1966.171  The March against Fear was a solitary walk set off by James 

Meredith on June 5th, 1966. Meredith, the first African American student to enrol at the 

University of Mississippi, attempted to defy racism in the South by starting a solo walk from 

Memphis, Tennessee, to Jackson, Mississippi, in what became known as ‘the March against 
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Fear’.172 On the second day, Meredith was gunned down by a sniper and had to be 

hospitalized. In the meantime, members of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 

(SCLC) led by Dr. Martin Luther King, the SNCC led by new leader Stokely Carmichael, and 

others from CORE and the NAACP vowed to resume his march. They allied to continue the 

march and to fight the racial discrimination in the Mississippi Delta and across the rural 

south.  

On June 16th, the marchers arrived in Greenwood, South Carolina, and met with local 

blacks who eagerly supported their march. Nonetheless, they were also met with violent mob 

attacks and police harassment. Stokely Carmichael, a young black activist who was recently 

elected as a chairman of SNCC, was arrested due to confronting a police officer but was 

bailed out six hours later. Upon his release, he quickly returned to Greenwood where he 

popularised the slogan ‘Black Power’, angrily addressing his audience that, 

 This is the twenty-seventh time I’ve been arrested and I ain’t 

going to jail no more, we’ve been asking for freedom for six 

years, and we got nothing, what we gonna start saying now is 

Black Power.173  

Therefore, while the march was gaining close media attention as the Civil Rights leaders 

had hoped, Johnson correctly anticipated that the subsequent events would also catch the 

black and white media’s attention. Consequently, he also decided to scoop them as he showed 

a great interest in covering Carmichael and his new orientation. 

In the meantime, Carmichael was preparing to split from the mainstream of the Civil 

Rights movement. He felt that the black community needed to reject the integrationist tactics, 
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noting that the latter would further strengthen white domination and weaken black 

communities, ‘integration will not resolve the problem of black poverty and dependency’, 

declared Carmichael ‘It was never meant to […] it is aimed at enabling a few blacks who 

“made it” to integrate into white society […].’174 From his outlook, Carmichael believed that 

for the black liberation to be achieved at full-scale, black Americans should be autonomous 

and should lead and run their own institutions using self-help, autonomy, self-interest, and 

self-determination, which he believed were the core tenants of Black Power, ‘black people 

don’t want to have to look to Tom and Dick and Harry to help them build’ declared 

Carmichael, ‘Negroes want something that they can own and control’.175  

Carmichael noticed that black people in some southern territories had made a significant 

proportion of the population. His strategy therefore was to register as many blacks as possible 

in the electoral voting to subvert the white control and generate more political strength to 

develop blacks’ own resources and assume complete control of their own lives.176 During his 

first years as a member of the SNCC, he focused more broadly on registering as many black 

voters as possible in Mississippi via militant all-black political organisations such as the 

Lowndes County Freedom Organisation (LCFO).177  
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His charisma, flamboyance, and dedication to bringing about freedom by means of self-

help and self-determination attracted Johnson. When Carmichael was on his way in June 

1966 to Greenwood to scream Black Power, Johnson immediately dispatched a reporter to 

track him and report on his activities.178 A few weeks later, Johnson sent a journalist to his 

home in Lowndes County in Alabama to conduct an interview with him.179  

Johnson’s ambitious aim to compete the national print media to scoop Black Power had in 

fact paid off. His journalist’s interview with Carmichael made Ebony one of the first national 

magazines to give fuller thematic coverage on Carmichael and his call for Black Power. 

Johnson would later declare that, ‘When we began […] success was equated with big cars, 

fine homes, mink coats. Now success means something else’.180  

Though it seemed implicit, his statement adds to the fact that he scooped Black Power to 

profit from it. Independent researchers such as Todd Steven Burroughs contend that Johnson 

was willing to take a risk in engaging with Black Power if he could financially profit from it, 

‘any raised fist had ready cash in it’.181 In fact, Johnson saw no risks in engaging with Black 

Power as long as the latter did not reduce the profit of the corporation, harm his reputation, or 

otherwise radicalise his company, ‘I was selling advertising and making money […] declared 

Johnson, ‘so it did not interfere with the gross or the growth or development of the 
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company.’182 It was due to this reason that he allowed his editors to run controversial stories 

and sometimes articulate their own thoughts in Ebony.  

The idea of financially profiting from the struggle seemed to pay off. Ebony’s readership 

increased steadily during the tumultuous years of the Civil Rights and Black Power 

Movement, from 1.05 million units in the late 1960s to 1.27 million in the early 1970s.183 In 

fact, Johnson and his editorial staff were aware that their audience, regardless of their social 

class and political orientations, were always interested and willing to read about the heyday 

and even the ferment of the black struggle. As stated before, many black readers, particularly 

working-class readers were happy to read about the black struggle through the pages of 

Ebony. Johnson and his editors noted that, ‘some black militants accused Ebony of being too 

middleclass, and some middleclass Negroes accused the magazine of being too militant—but 

they all read it’.184  

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, Johnson reiterated the idea that he always sought to 

profit from the struggle financially. On its 30th anniversary in November 1975, Johnson wrote 

a statement in Ebony where he noted that achievement or financial success for him had also 

included the struggle itself.185 More tellingly, in his famous parable ‘Succeeding Against the 

Odds’, which was published in 1989, Johnson declared that he did help the struggle by 

donating to different arms in the Civil Rights activism and sometimes sending his journalists 
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to march and volunteer during difficult and dangerous assignments.186 Nonetheless, he also 

admitted in his account that, ‘but I wasn’t trying to make history – I was trying to make 

money.’187 

Therefore, Johnson was astute in scooping and selling Black Power to his audience. Yet, if 

the rise of Black Power had propelled him to advertise its major figures and milestones, then 

his editors, such as Bennett, were unabashed in introducing to their audience ‘the real Stokely 

Carmichael.’188 Yet, beyond his portrait of Carmichael, Bennett sought to restore 

Carmichael’s public image. 

Ebony, Lerone Bennett Jr., and the Re-invention of Stokely Carmichael 

In September 1966, almost three months after Carmichael popularised the concept of 

Black Power in Greenwood in South Carolina, Bennett suggested to Johnson printing an 

article on Carmichael and his call for Black Power. At first, Johnson found it difficult as 

Carmichael was very critical of the Lyndon B. Johnson administration (with which John 

Johnson had a closer identification). The pair argued for some time before Johnson yielded to 

Bennett’s wishes and agreed to run a profile on Carmichael and his new concept.189  

It is worth noting that although Johnson clashed with Bennett over featuring Carmichael, 

he maintained a strong relationship with Bennett over the years. As he had done with 

Morrison, Johnson admitted that he ignored Bennett’s self-indulgence over controversial 

issues and articles that he ran in Ebony, ‘I gave him carte blanche’, admitted Johnson. Indeed, 

Johnson allowed Bennett to run and edit controversial stories, and the pair did not have any 
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serious objections against the articles printed by Bennett as long as they preserved Johnson’s 

reputation, or for most parts, they drove income to his corporation.190 

However, Bennett’s attempt to feature Carmichael and his call for Black Power was no 

easy task, given that the term Black Power ‘was exciting for some, frightening for others, and 

confusing to many.’191 In many respects, Carmichael’s call for Black Power was 

controversial because it, ‘divided the national civil rights coalition, destroyed the SNCC, 

decimated CORE, produced a range of competing vision, and fanned an already advanced 

white reaction against black demands […].’192  

Historian Joanne Grant contends that by the time Carmichael popularised Black Power in 

June 1966, the major press pictured him as ‘a scary figure.’193 Indeed, a deluge of white print 

media lavished their attention on his call for Black Power. The Los Angeles Times described 

his speech as ‘ugly and rabble-rousing’ while The New York Times accused Carmichael of 

inciting riots in some of its issues published following his call for Black Power.194 When 

Carmichael introduced the concept of Black Power, the major white-owned media had 
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already destroyed his public image while most of the white journalists had already hailed 

him, as historian Peniel E. Joseph put it, ‘America’s new racial arsonist.’195 

As such, Carmichael and his new concept garnered sensationalist and race-war-mongering 

reports. Dr. King declared that Carmichael and his new slogan were a sensational story in the 

lens of the major American media, ‘[…] the press loves the sensational […]’, declared Dr. 

King, ‘[…] in every drama there has to be an antagonist and a protagonist, and if the 

antagonist is not there, the press will find and build one’.196  

The national media also negated his new term, attributing its meaning and aims to anger 

and bitterness. Time magazine called his new slogan ‘the new racism’ while The Washington 

Post described it as, ‘Dangerous Genie’.197 Even some Civil Rights activists such as Roy 

Wilkins of the NAACP and Bayard Rustin ascribed to Carmichael and his slogan an 

orientation of extremism.198 Others such as Dr. King, however, perceived the phrase Black 

Power as, ‘[…] an unfortunate choice of words’ because it connoted black domination, 

isolation, and confusion.199  

In fact, Carmichael was aware that the national media would pay close attention to his 

activities and would also attempt to vilify him and his call for Black Power, ‘Now the 

cameras and the writers are following me everywhere’ said Carmichael, ‘Suddenly anything I 

say is news’.200 Even before he popularised Black Power, Carmichael was aware that the 
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white print media would sensationalise his new manoeuvres. When he was asked in an 

interview whether he read the media’s reports on his election as chairman of SNCC, 

Carmichael quickly replied that the media was in itself, ‘vast distortion of what is happening 

in SNCC’.201 Later in his life, Carmichael would admit that he often neglected what the 

media was saying or writing about him, ‘I can live with that […], admitted Carmichael,  ‘I 

told them the truth, and I thought it was hell […]’.202  

Popular black oriented media also downplayed Carmichael and his new concept. The 

moderate and the integrationist magazine The Crisis quickly rejected and denounced his call 

for Black Power. Though radical magazines and newspapers such as Muhammed Speaks, 

Soulbook, and The Movement championed him and sought to acquit him from inciting riots in 

the summer of 1966, The Crisis continued to reject his new orientation in late 1966. The 

magazine declared that the cry of Black Power was nebulous and pernicious because it called 

for separation, revolution, or otherwise violence.203 
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Faced with a sea storm of negative media attacks, Carmichael had to work fast to restore 

his national profile.204 Carmichael realised that he had to approach the black media to voice 

his new program and challenge the white media’s attacks, as his organisation, the SNCC, was 

also trying to do.205 Influenced by his flamboyance and his new strategies for achieving 

liberation, and while Carmichael was attempting to approach the media, Bennett was already 

printing a profile on him.  

In September 1966, Carmichael appeared in Ebony’s newsstands with a headline that read 

‘Stokely Carmichael: Architect of Black Power’. The profile, which emanated from Ebony 

journalist’s interview with Carmichael, provided a clear understanding of Carmichael’s 

personal and political life. It also shed light on his efforts at achieving the black liberation 

movement by reinforcing black self-autonomy, self-help, and self-determination, which he 

saw as indispensable tactics to achieve Black Power.206 Historian E. James West contends 

that Bennett’s profile sought to relieve scepticism over the potency of Black Power and to 

oppose its nefarious twisting made by the mainstream media.207 Indeed, the article was run to 

embody a different purpose. In contrast to the major white oriented outlets such as The New 

York Times, The Daily News, The Los Angeles Times, to name a few, which sought to 

discredit him, Bennett’s sought to re-invent his public image and restore his reputation among 

the American mainstream media. Within the article, Bennett hailed Carmichael as ‘a hip 

Malcolm X’ and sometimes ‘a juvenile pied piper.’208  
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Perhaps the most apparent evidence that Bennett sought to mainstream Carmichael could 

be seen in the photographs that Bennett provided along the profile. Rather than focusing on 

his activism at the SNCC or his efforts to popularise Black Power, Bennett focused on 

Carmichael’s personal life. Indeed, he showed him chatting with by-passers, hanging up with 

the black grass-roots in Harlem, visiting bookstores in Harlem, and dancing and relaxing with 

his family members in his home.  

Such imagery evoked in Ebony’s readers that Carmichael was, ‘a complex, many-faceted 

young man, tender and gentle with young black people and old black people […].’209 Indeed, 

the readers admired Bennett and Carmichael alike. Historian E. James West contends that 

Ebony’s black readers perceived Carmichael as a rash and injurious figure.210 In contrast to 

this approach, other black readers had gravitated towards Carmichael and his call for Black 

Power. Shortly after publishing his profile, many black readers sent a deluge of letters, which 

admired Carmichael and applauded Ebony’s role in clarifying his real aims and his new 

concept. New York resident John Edwards thanked Bennett, declaring that he could help him 

to understand the goals of Carmichael and the real meanings of Black Power whereas Illinois 

reader Lynne L. Fleming admitted that Bennett’s profile, ‘[…] was a good article […’].211 

Likewise, Chicago resident Mrs. Carmel T. Goosby endorsed Carmichael and his new 

programs, adding that for the term Black Power, ‘one needed not to be Einstein to understand 

that.’212 Even white readers such as Lev Rosner admired Carmichael, ‘God bless Mr. 

Carmichael and his efforts’ said Rosner ‘I hope most White liberals will back him up.’213 
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Ebony’s reaction to Carmichael and Black Power was ground-breaking, for the latter was 

not featured in any other well-known newspapers and magazines by the time Carmichael 

unleashed the Black Power slogan. In fact, the white and black glossy magazines did not turn 

their lenses to Carmichael and Black Power until 1967. Popular black-owned magazines such 

as Esquire did not feature Carmichael until January 1967.214 Life magazine, however, seemed 

concerned about the call of Black Power during its rise in the summer of 1966, but it was not 

until May 1967 when it ran an article on Carmichael and his project in organising black blocs 

in the South.215  

Moreover, Ebony’s attempt to rebrand Carmichael proved to have a major impact on 

Black Power. The magazine could explain and clarify to millions of black people the 

meanings and the aims of Black Power, which was ambiguous and enigmatic to them.216 It 

also reshaped the national image of Carmichael by featuring him as a democratic figure rather 

than, as was introduced by the popular white-owned media, a firebrand or a violent activist.  

Perhaps more importantly, Bennett’s profile on Carmichael also had an impact on the 

white-owned media itself. A few years after Bennett’s profile, the mainstream print media 

began to acknowledge Ebony’s unprecedented engagement with Carmichael and his call for 

Black Power. The popular white-owned newspapers such as The Washington Post and 

Detroit Free Press admittedly wrote that Ebony was indeed and indisputably, ‘the first 

national magazine to give extensive coverage to Stokely Carmichael […]’.217  
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Conclusion 

Ebony’s engagement with the rise of Black Power marked a phase of a long-standing 

response to the modern black liberation struggle. If the March against Fear stimulated a split 

between the Civil Rights activists and the new black militants and pushed Black Power to its 

full extent, then it had, too, marked a transitional bridge and helped to alter Ebony’s 

orientation. 

As stated, Ebony’s focus on Black Power was inevitable. Black militants, black critics, 

black-owned outlets, and even its own readers and its editorial staff themselves offered a 

harsh critique on Ebony’s orientation, attempting to make it a serious magazine that focused 

on issues that impacted the black community. This barrage of criticism forced Johnson to 

restructure his magazine. In one of his interviews granted to Ebony’s staff in 1985, Johnson 

declared that Ebony had changed because of, ‘the changing times and the changing attitudes 

of our readers’.218 

 However, the arrival of black militants to work as editors at the JPC seemed to be a 

serious manoeuvre for Johnson, who was concerned that the new staff would ultimately 

change his magazine into a strictly radical or leftist magazine. Yet, he approved their 

recruitment and allowed them to print controversial stories only to financially profit and 

make capital out of them.  

Historian Joshua Clark Davies argues that black businesses’ goal was not to accumulate 

wealth but to affirm the core tenets of Black Power.219 In contrast to this approach, Johnson 

proved the opposite by standing out from the crowd. His aim in scooping and covering Black 
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Power was to advertise it and sell it to his readership. Johnson noticed that the rise of Black 

Power was such a catalyst and a news story that would yield profit for him. Aware that his 

readers were interested in reading stories on Black Power and the black struggle, Johnson 

cautiously captured and made Black Power an instant means of consumerism in his 

magazine. His efforts in doing so were perceived by his editors themselves such as Margena 

Christian, who admitted that Johnson, ‘knew business, and he enjoyed making money’.220  

Nonetheless, if Johnson aimed at selling Black Power, then Bennett aimed at 

mainstreaming Black Power. In his profile on Carmichael, Bennett sought to rehabilitate him 

and restore his public image, which was downplayed and distorted by the white-owned 

media. Historian E. James West puts that Carmichael represented, ‘a bad form in the white 

media.’221 However, Carmichael received an excellent form in Ebony as Bennett rebranded 

him by focusing on his personal life and his social activities rather than his activism. In so 

doing, Ebony played a crucial role in reshaping Black Power by reframing Carmichael as a 

democratic and peaceful persona rather than a violent phenomenon. 

Coincidently, when Bennett’s profile on Carmichael was out, Carmichael was arrested and 

jailed on charges of inciting a riot in Atlanta, Georgia. The latter was arrested when he was 

protesting, along with other local workers of SNCC, against police brutality in the shooting of 

a suspected black car thief. The demonstration quickly turned into a riot when people 

engaged in an open rebellion against police, which resulted in the arrest of SNCC’s 

demonstrators, including Carmichael.222 
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 Influenced by his philosophy, Bennett, along with Llorens, immediately vowed to back up 

Carmichael by joining a support rally held in Eberhart Avenue in Chicago.223 This endeavour 

proves that Ebony’s editorial left-wing did not only support Black Power at the JPC, but also 

outside the corporation. But one might wonder to what extent these editors advocated Black 

Power? Were they genuinely militant or radical? If so, was their radical approach also 

employed in Ebony following Carmichael’s profile? Or was it prevented by Johnson, who 

could be reluctant to additionally feature other Black Power advocates or stories to preserve 

his reputation among his middle-class audience? If he did so, did he succeed in preserving his 

policy? Or did his editors again transgress that as they did with Carmichael’s profile? In the 

next chapter, more light will be shed on the left-wing cohort at the JPC and their relationship 

with Black Power, its advocates, and John Johnson and his company. 
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Chapter 2: ‘We Must Understand that Power is Necessary’, 

Black Power and the Radical Activism of Ebony’s Left-

Wing Editors 

 

Black Power…is a call for black people to begin to define their own goals, to lead their own 

organizations and to support these organizations 

Excerpts from Stokely Carmichael’s book Black Power, 1969 

We believe that it is time for black people to take control of their own experience so they can define 

and transform American experience 

Excerpts from Lerone Bennett’s speech delivered at the Hungry Club Forum, Georgia, 1970 

 

Bennett’s profile on Carmichael and the way he supported him outside the JPC propelled 

Ebony to become a proactive magazine committed to fostering Black Power’s ethos of unity, 

self-help, and self-interest. However, his young left-wing peers such as Bailey, Llorens, and 

Garland, also played an essential role in developing a sentiment of race pride and community 

empowerment at the corporation. Indeed, immediately upon joining the JPC’s editorial staff 

in the summer of 1965, these editors, ‘started to alter the political tone of JPC's periodicals 

while effectively opening Johnson up to the language and temperament of the changing 

times’.224 These young editors often challenged Johnson by adopting a critical and tough tone 

in relation to racism, Black Power, and the black liberation movement. Garland declared that 
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even though Johnson sometimes disagreed with their wishes, ‘[…] in the long run, he usually 

will do what we want.’225  

The established editors positioned themselves as powerful staff at the JPC, employing a 

radical tone in Ebony and transgressing Johnson’s policy on many occasions. Bennett’s 

support of Carmichael, for instance, caused no issues with Johnson or with other employees, 

and neither was Bennett’s position under threat at the JPC. By contrast, Johnson praised his 

contributions to Ebony, describing him as a committed worker and a loyal friend who should 

work with him, ‘for 50 more years [...].’226 Indeed, Bennett earned Johnson’s admiration for 

his writings and his duties at the JPC, which propelled Bennett to have tenure as a senior 

editor at the company for more than half a century. 

Outside the JPC, these editors proved to be more than editors but also activists. They 

participated in many formal and informal meetings on Black Power, racial issues, and Black 

Nationalism. Some of these editors, such as Llorens, earned the respect of the Chicago black-

owned media, with Woodlawn Booster describing him as, ‘a freedom fighter.’227 

This chapter will follow up on Bennett’s advocacy of Carmichael and Black Power outside 

the JPC, and extend to reveal the career, writings, and activism of his editorial left-wing peers 

such as Allan Morrison, David Llorens, and A. Peter Bailey. This chapter demonstrates that 
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Bennett and his peers acted as a vehicle through which Ebony engaged with Black Power.228 

It will also prove that their advocacy of Black Power extended beyond their writings for 

Ebony and involved activities outside the JPC, through their participation in meetings and 

forums related to Black Power, the Pan African Congress, and the black studies movement. 

This chapter argues that Bennett acted as a figurehead of the Black Power cohort at the JPC 

whereas Allan Morrison was not a bona fide Black Power advocate but nevertheless aligned 

himself with its ethos. Furthermore, the chapter contends that the young editorial left-wing 

adopted a powerful influence on Ebony’s editorial focus during the height of Black Power, 

contributing to Ebony with critical and insightful articles on the black struggle while pursuing 

a radical and tough tone with their lives outside the JPC. 

Lerone Bennett Jr., ‘The Bearded Militant’ 

 Historian Jonathan Brian Fenderson argues that Lerone Bennett appeared to be ‘the most 

visible editor in developing the cultural, political, and left-wing at the JPC.’229 However, it 

should be noted that Bennett’s tone was slightly less radical at the JPC in the years 1966 and 

1967 compared to the years 1968-1970, when Bennett adopted a tough tone in addressing 

specific issues related to black Americans, such as the black revolts. Nevertheless, his tone 

outside the JPC was remarkably radical. Bennett himself declared that his rhetoric outside the 

JPC was, ‘another completely separate thing’ revealing that when he used to step out of the 

JPC “[…] this is Lerone Bennett speaking, this is not ‘Ebony’ speaking.”’230 
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Lerone Bennett Jr. was born in 1928 in Clarksdale, Mississippi. He enrolled at Morehouse 

College in Atlanta, majoring in economics and political science and editing the college 

newspaper. After graduation, Bennett joined Atlanta Daily News to serve as a reporter and 

later as its city editor. In 1953, Bennett joined the JPC to serve as an associate editor of Jet 

magazine before becoming senior editor of Ebony a year later. Bennett wrote many articles 

and special features for Ebony, which focused on black history.231  

Bennett’s aim centred more broadly on revealing to Ebony’s audience a hidden history of 

black accomplishments and their excellence. In his The Negro History special feature, for 

instance, he emphasized the diversity of enslaved resistance during the antebellum era, 

whereas in his Pioneer in Protest feature, he showcased the achievements of some black 

abolitionists such as Benjamin Banneker and Harriet Tubman.232 Bennett also sought to 

develop more historiographical and critically incisive perspectives in major publications that 

he printed in Ebony and externally in the early 1960s.233  

In fact, Bennett should not be perceived as only a bona fide popular historian, as this 

chapter will demonstrate, but also a social, intellectual, and Black Power activist. While 

historians E. James West and Cristopher Tinson have recently examined Bennett’s career and 

revealed how he emerged as a popular black historian and intellectual in Post-war America, 

there remains more to be said about Bennett as a writer, an activist, and a Black Power 

advocate.234 Indeed, Bennett’s metamorphosis from a Civil Rights exponent into a black 
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radical in the late 1960s and early 1970s, his support of Stokely Carmichael and his new 

concept, and his participations in national and international events related to Black Power and 

the black freedom movement demonstrate his stand and his advocacy of Black Power. This 

sentiment, in turn, explains how and why Ebony engaged with Black Power and endorsed its 

ideologies during the late 1960s and early 1970s. 

During his tenure as an editor at the JPC, Bennett penned several articles on the Civil 

Rights Movement in Ebony magazine, which ranged from topics on the sit-in movement to 

the Civil Rights significant milestones such as the 1963 March on Washington.235 As stated 

in chapter one, Bennett’s interest in the movement intensified in line with the Civil Right 

Movement in which he supported its ideologies and aided its activists in propagating their 

cause via Ebony’s pages. 

 Perhaps the best example could be seen in his role as an intermediary between Ebony and 

his classmate Dr. Martin Luther King. Bennett helped Dr. King to feature an editorial column 

titled ‘Advice for Living’, a section where Dr. King was committed to drafting responses to a 

range of queries sent by Ebony’s readers who inquired about topics related to religion, marital 

infidelity, sexuality, and race relations.236 The column appeared regularly in 1957 before it 

ceased existence in 1958 as King cut down on media commitment after he was stabbed by a 
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woman who was suffering from a mental health condition.237 Despite the curtailment of Dr. 

King’s column, Bennett continued to write on Dr. King outside the magazine’s pages, with an 

informative biography that gained high praise among the white-owned outlets, the readers, 

and the critics.238  

Bennett’s writings on the Civil Rights Movement were complemented by activities outside 

the JPC, with participation in important events related to the Civil Rights struggle, such as the 

March on Washington in 1963, which he later recorded in a special feature in Ebony.239 The 

popular African American historian and the Pan-Africanist writer John Henrik Clarke 

admired Bennett’s contribution to the Civil Rights activism. He admitted that he was not only 

a historian, but also, ‘an active participator of the Civil Rights Movement as well as an astute 

interpreter of it’.240  

When the cry of Black Power began to resonate more widely across the U.S following the 

Meredith March in the summer of 1966, Bennett’s interest was piqued by its call for black 

liberation, which compelled him to align himself with Black Power. This could be seen in his 

correspondence with black leftist periodical Freedomways, in which he thanked the outlet for 

writing about him and admired its editorial staff for being ‘the vanguard role’ in the 
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connection between ‘clarification, analysis, and enlightenment’ among black readers.241 

Moreover, Bennett also took part in official meetings with Black Power organisations such as 

CORE.242  

Bennett’s interest in the ideology of Black Power prompted him to forego his 

integrationist approach. Indeed, many of his speeches point to considerable doubt over the 

viability of the integrationist approach. In a meeting at a Memorial Hall in Kansas City in 

1967, Bennett declared that the integrationist method called for by Dr. King could not bring 

total liberation to black Americans, for he believed that a total liberation meant a profound 

impact on the social, political, and economic conditions of black America. Bennett revealed 

that integration meant, ‘changing his color, his hair, or the shape of the nose’, arguing that 

black Americans should not emulate the whites to be accepted within the American 

mainstream society, ‘if I have to become almost white or act white to be integrated then I 

want no part of it,’ declared Bennett.243  

West argues that Bennett was, ‘far more militant than the magazine he edited’.244 

Bennett’s metamorphosis into a Black Power exponent stemmed from his frustration 

regarding the slow progress of the Civil Rights Movement and the way it sought to achieve 

liberation. Many Black Power activists such as Carmichael and Rap Brown believed that the 

Civil Rights activists did not address the black masses and did not turn their attention to their 

social problems such as poverty and unemployment. Similarly, Bennett also believed that the 

limited approaches of the Civil Rights Movement and the cold-blooded assassination of 
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Medgar Evers, Malcolm X, and Dr. King would force many black Americans to rethink their 

tactics to achieve liberation.  

It was probably due to this sentiment that Bennett vocalised a shift to espouse Black 

Power as he seemed to assert its need in the aftermath of Dr. King’s murder. During a 

luncheon in the Sherman House in Chicago in 1968, Bennett emphasised that because of the 

pacifist approaches of the movement, Black Power had become, ‘the Negro response to 

American racism.’245 In his meeting at the Memorial Hall in Kansas City, Bennett also 

referred to the notion that black Americans needed, ‘a massive action against the racial 

barriers’, and it was only Black Power that could bring about the latter.246 When the concept 

of Black Power was misinterpreted and demonised by the white news media, Bennett 

condemned them for their failure to properly interpret it, describing them as, ‘adversaries of 

black power’.247 

Independent researchers such as Todd Steven Burroughs argue that Bennett positioned 

himself, ‘in the thick of the Black Power Movement, literally on the frontlines’.248 More 

tellingly, it would seem that Bennett more broadly endorsed Carmichael’s approaches of 

unity, self-help, and self-interest, for the Black Power Movement had many organisations and 

different approaches, each of which sought to achieve liberation. As stated, the 

revolutionaries, like the Black Panthers, sought to achieve liberation by means of black 

Nationalism, Socialism, and armed self-defence. The separatists, however, declared that for 

black people to gain their freedom, they should secede from the U.S government and create 

an independent black republic in the South whereas the radicals such as Carmichael sought to 
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achieve freedom through unity, self-help, and black community empowerment. He argued 

that black people should come together and strive to improve their social lives by means of 

self-help and self-interest, the idea that black people should focus and achieve only what is 

beneficial for them.249 

As such, Bennett endorsed the latter approach as he also declared that black Americans 

had to strive to achieve liberation by means of self-help and self-reliance, ‘we must 

understand that power is nec[essary], said Bennett, ‘don’t waste your time asking people to 

accept you […] [groups] act according to their interests […] your task, is the task of your 

generation […]’.250 In one of his interviews, Bennett declared that liberation had not been 

achieved because black people did not fully control and empower their communities and did 

not unite to radically transform their own institutions. He noted that,  

His [White] mother tongue is power, and that perhaps if we take all 

that toothpicks of power and put them together and create a whole 

huge battering ram then the door will open one way or another.251 

The way in which Bennett addressed Black Power had undoubtedly earned him the respect 

of Carmichael himself. Indeed, the latter cited Bennett in his Black Power monograph, 

meaning that he was aware of his output and his stand for his cause.252 He also spoke up for 

Bennett, situating him within the longer trajectory of black radicalism. In one of his speeches 

delivered in Seattle in 1967, Carmichael urged his audience to appreciate Bennett’s stand in 

the black political and intellectual struggle, arguing that Black Power and its goals would 
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only be appreciated by learning from the longer history of black activists and historians. 

Carmichael declared that, ‘We need to know who our heroes are, our books must have 

Frederick Douglass […] they must have Dr. W.E.B Du Bois, they must have Richard Wright 

[…] they must have Lerone Bennett.’253 

Likewise, Bennett returned the favour to Carmichael, situating himself as a staunch 

supporter of his call for Black Power and his new tactics. Carmichael’s call for Black Power 

centred, as stated previously, on the idea that black people had to move away from the 

integrationist tactics to focus on achieving liberation by means of unity, self-help, and self-

determination. From Bennett’s perspective, this approach was moderate, acceptable, and 

above all, viable. It was no coincidence that he favoured Carmichael over Rap Brown (or 

understandably over other Black Power advocates) to appear in Ebony in a special feature 

that appeared in September 1966 (as stated in the first chapter).254  

Probably the most unmistakable evidence of Bennett’s support of Carmichael and his new 

programs could be seen in Bennett’s endorsement of Carmichael through public speaking 

engagements. In a conference in Colorado in April 1968, which was convened a few days 

after the murder of Dr. King, Bennett lamented the white violence against black people and 

their leaders. Bennett noted that the assassination of Dr. King had brought the black struggle 

into a sharper focus and that black people needed to rethink their strategies to achieve 

liberation. However, he also took the opportunity to back up Carmichael, declaring that he 

had ignited change and exhibited so much courage that he should earn the respect of white 

Americans, ‘If white people don’t look at reasonable people like us, then they’ll have to look 
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at Stokely Carmichael’ declared Bennett.255 Bennett also echoed Carmichael’s approach of 

Black Power, which could indicate that Bennett was aware of his publications. In his seminal 

article ‘Power and Racism’ published in 1967, Carmichael emphasised that Black Power also 

meant electing political representatives to speak to the needs of the black masses.256 

Likewise, only a few weeks after Carmichael’s article was out, Bennett made a similar 

statement in one of his speeches. He noted that Black Power also implied massed political 

representation and that the election of a black mayor in Gary Indiana was an outcome of 

Black Power.257  

Moreover, Bennett restated Carmichael’s idea of the Civil Rights and Black Power 

activists forging a coalition with white liberals, labour, church, and other sympathetic 

organisations to win their political and economic rights. In one of his writings, Carmichael 

made it clear that a coalition with white institutions or political organisations would not end 

institutional racism unless this coalition was beneficial to all black Americans.258 In the same 

vein, Bennett also argued that the black masses would also consider coalescing with white 

institutions or organisations if the latter were concerned.259  

Bennett’s advocacy of Black Power prompted him to be invited or participate in many 

Black Power meetings across the U.S such as the Newark Black Power conference, which 

was held in the summer of 1967 in Newark, New Jersey. The conference was scheduled to 

discuss how black people could improve their social conditions to eradicate white oppression 

levelled against them. Dr. Nathan Wright, the convention chairman, declared that the 
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conference would be convened to develop programs that, ‘do not bring relief to people, but 

do bring power.’260 The conference was one of the largest gatherings for Black Power 

leaders, which involved many Civil Rights and Black Power organisations such as the 

NAACP, The Urban League, SNCC, and CORE. It also saw the participation of pivotal 

figures and Black Power advocates such as Ron Karenga, Floyd McKissick, Rap Brown, and 

Lerone Bennett.261 Carmichael was also invited but did not attend.262  

Jet magazine declared that the representatives comprised, ‘the Black Power bag’.263 

During the conference, Bennett declared that Black Power should become ‘latent power’ 

through which black people can be mobilised to implement unified programs in favour of 

developing their black communities.264 The conference was concluded with a release of an 

official manifesto that demanded the end of neo-colonialist control of black people 

worldwide.265 The Florida-based white-owned newspaper The Tampa Times wrote that 

Bennett’s participation in the conference made him, ‘one of the most important theorists and 

of the school of black liberation.’266  
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The extent to which Bennett participated in this event had fed into important appearances 

in international forums, which addressed the need for a social, political, and economic 

upheaval of black people across the world by means of Black Power. Perhaps the most visible 

event was his involvement in an international conference on the sixth Pan African Congress 

(PAC), which was held at the University of Dar es Salaam in the United Republic of 

Tanzania in June 1973.267 Bennett participated in this event as a sponsor of the PAC. He 

articulated his honour to organise meetings with popular figures such as James Turner, a 

black activist and the organiser of the Southern Africa Liberation Support Committee, ahead 

of the congress’s gathering.268 In fact, a few months before the summit, several participants 

and committees corresponded with Bennett, emphasising that his participation would be 

influential because of his involvement, ‘in the just and historic struggles of African peoples to 

free themselves from the chains of oppression […].’269 

The Pan African Congress was held for the first time in 1900 in London, which sought to 

reconceptualise the relationship between black Americans and their African counterparts.270 

Immediately after the Second World War, the pivotal African American intellectual and 

activist W.E.B Dubois convened a series of conferences known as the Pan African Congress. 

The Pan African Congress held in Manchester in 1945 gave the congress a new vision as it 
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moved away from the African diasporic middle-class intellectuals to involve the African 

working class as primary agents in the anti-colonial movement.271  

The sixth PAC summit was convened to foster political and economic self-reliance and to 

increase unity between blacks in Africa and those who lived in Europe, the Pacific Islands, 

and North and South America.272 Bringing together more than six hundred participants from 

over thirty countries, the sixth PAC was a product of its time as it was convened amidst a 

fierce African diasporic struggle set against Apartheid in South Africa, finance imperialism in 

the West Indies, and racial discrimination in North America.273  

Historian Ashley Farmer contends that the sixth Pan African Congress bolstered ties 

between local and international movements and served as a conduit through which, ‘U.S.-

based activists articulated their real and imagined identification with Africa and as 

Africans.’274 Indeed, for many African American activists and intellectuals who wished to 

participate, this was an opportunity to foster racial unity, promote their solidarity with their 

African counterparts, and discuss the path to socialism.275 

Many participants and governments in Africa and America believed that the congress 

would be ‘a Black Power gathering’ as many nationalists, leftists, and black militants from 

the West Indies, Africa, and North America sought to take part in this event. Black female 

militant Judy Claude declared that the sixth PAC would mark a departure, ‘from civil rights 
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to Black Nationalism to Pan-Africanism.’276 Indeed, the call for the congress itself declared 

that the summit would be held to support and internationalise Black Power, with an opening 

remark that read, 

The 20th century is a century of Black Power, it has already been 

marked by two dynamics. First, a unified conception of all people 

who have been colonized […] and the most significant members of 

the Third World are those who strive for power to the people and for 

Black Power to the Black people.277  

 

African Americans and Black Power advocates also wished to participate. Popular 

Cultural Nationalists, black female militants such as Haki Madhubuti, Imamu Amiri Baraka 

(formerly known as Leroi Jones), and Sylvia Hill (founder of the Institute for African 

Education in St. Paul, Minnesota) expressed their desire to attend the summit.278 Hill and 

members of the Centre of black Education (CBC) formed the core of PAC steering 

committee, drafted its guiding documents, and set their journey to travel to different 

continents to help organise the congress.279 

Bennett took part in this convention and agreed to serve as the leader of the U.S delegation 

(Black World’s editor Hoyt Fuller also took part in this conference).280 Negro Digest 

magazine proudly announced that Bennett was among, ‘men and women whose 
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demonstrated, long-time commitment to the struggle for the liberation of African people has 

brought them international stature and respect.’281 

During the summit, Bennett likened the colonial and imperial issues imposed against 

Africans to the racial discrimination being impinged upon African Americans in the U.S, 

noting that the black liberation struggle in the U.S was part of various movements set by 

blacks in Africa, Europe, and Latin America. Similarly, he also noted that black Americans, 

black Africans, and those in the West Indies must wage a global black struggle to achieve a 

total liberation, ‘[…] it is the duty of every African community’ declared Bennett ‘to liberate 

itself wherever it is, by whatever means necessary […].282  

The Sixth Pan-African Congress made pivotal figures from independent African nations 

and via the diaspora to come together and share their perspectives and prospects of the black 

liberation via the African diaspora. Nonetheless, the congress was infused with ideological 

differences, which contributed to deep rifts.283 This was understandably apparent between the 

African American delegates, who sought to address race as a primary factor, and African 

members who rejected them in favour of a working class-based analysis.284  

Bennett wrote about the conference in Ebony upon his return, with a special feature that 

appeared in September 1974. Historian Korey Brown argues that his feature on the Congress 

in Ebony was an example of his, ‘Black Power era commentaries.’285 Although Bennett 

admitted that the summit was infused with contentious debates, he described the gathering as, 

‘an event of historic proportions’ which marked an important milestone in the black 
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liberation struggle for Africans and African Americans.286 Ebony’s audience were happy with 

Bennett’s article, with some readers expressing their gratitude to Bennett for addressing the 

sixth PAC in Ebony’s pages.287 

Bennett was a vitally important social, intellectual, Civil Rights and Black Power activist 

as he had his finger on the pulse of important events in the black community and outside of it. 

Colorado Springs hailed Bennett as ‘a bearded militant’ for his impact on the Black Power 

Movement and how he approached, endorsed, and interpreted Black Power.288 Bennett would 

continue to speak up for Black Power and address its philosophy. In an article written in 1985 

which focused on the 1960s black liberation struggle, Bennett referred to Black Power as, 

‘Black America’s finest hour’ which reformed black America’s social, political, and cultural 

life. He wrote,  

For the Black Revolution or the Black rebellion or the Black Freedom 

movement or the Movement – call it what you want - was a national 

phenomenon that transformed the student movement, the church, the 

women’s movement, and other segments of American society […] a 

rebirth of the Black soul, a re-invention of Black identity, and a 

challenge to White identity.289 

 

Bennett’s support of Black Power outside of Ebony’s pages demonstrates his long-

standing approach to its programs. The popular black poet Haki Madhubuti declared that 
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among the JPC’s editors, Bennett was, ‘The most revolutionary writer up there.’290 Indeed, 

just like other militants who served as editors at other black mainstream magazines such as 

William Worthy, Baltimore Afro-American reporter, Bennett also proved that he was at the 

heart of the modern black radical movement due to his writings for Ebony and his activism 

outside the magazine. Similarly, his editorial peers at the JPC such as Allan Morrison also 

proved to be established Black Power advocates.   

 

 Allan Morrison: “the Forthright Intellectual” 

Allan Morrison was Ebony’s New York editor, a former war reporter, and a 

correspondent. He wrote extensively about the social issues of the black community in 

Harlem and New York and the legal success of the Civil Rights Movement. Morrison was 

also a Black Power advocate as he favoured the teachings of Malcolm X, disagreed with the 

integrationist approach of Dr. King, wrote about Black Power in Ebony, and more 

importantly, recruited Black Power advocates to work as assistant editors for the magazine. 

Historian E. James West contends that Morrison was, ‘among the more senior staffers who 

devoted considerable attention to Black Power, urban inequality, and educational bias during 

the second half of the 1960s.’291 

Allan Morrison was born and raised in Toronto, Ontario, in 1916. He served as an army 

sergeant and a black reporter during World War II, gaining journalism experience. In 1939, 

Morrison moved to New York City, where he began, with the companionship of his 

colleagues George Norford and W. Cummings, compiling a short-lived magazine named 
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Negro World Digest, a monthly black periodical which sought to feature the best writings by 

or about black writers and authors.292  

In January 1946, Morrison met Ben Burns, one of Ebony’s early editors, in Paris, where 

Burns induced him to join a newly founded magazine named Negro Digest. Six months later, 

Morrison became an editor of Ebony (as Ebony was becoming increasingly successful) but he 

soon left the JPC to return to New York, where he edited Harlem's The People's Voice 

newspaper. Several years later, Morrison heard about the JPC opening a bureau in New York. 

As such, he left The People’s Voice to become Ebony’s New York editor and later the 

editorial bureau chief of the JPC.293  

Morrison was also a Civil Rights activist. When the Supreme Court ruled Brown vs. Board 

of Education unconstitutional, Morrison was the only journalist at the headquarters of the 

NAACP. The NAACP honoured him for his achievements in journalism as well as in the 

field of human relations.294 He also maintained good correspondence with Civil Rights 

leaders such as Dr. King, with letters and telegrams being sent between the pair about 

participating in meetings and radio series.295 As time went on, Morrison became more 

interested in Malcolm X’s approach of self-defence than Dr. King’s philosophy of non-

violence, arguing that they were well-intentioned and would not bring full liberation to black 

Americans.296 Morrison believed that the efforts of the Civil Rights Movement were not 
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enough. He recalled when the Supreme Court ruled school segregation to be unconstitutional, 

many white Americans threw up new barriers to restrain the progress of the black liberation 

struggle, ‘something more [was] needed’ said Morrison.’297 The regional Pennsylvanian and 

the white-oriented newspaper The Pocono Record declared that Morrison meant, 

‘Birmingham sit-ins, Selma Marches, Chicago and Watts riots, and Black Power.’298   

His reputation as a war veteran, a Civil Rights activist, and an editor for a leading black 

magazine led him to appear in many programs on racial problems and the black freedom 

movement. In June 1963, Morrison took part in a televised debate on race relations in 

America and the future of black Americans. The debate featured James Farmer, national 

director of CORE, Malcolm X, Wyatt Tee Walker, chief staff of SCLC and executive 

assistant of Dr. King. Morrison was also invited to join the debate because he was seen as an 

exemplary leader, ‘who came to the human rights struggles of the black community […].’299 

The meeting saw contentious debates on whether to pursue pragmatic reforms inside of the 

system or to seek a radical change outside of it. Malcolm X opposed the former, arguing that 

it would be irrelevant to the nationalistic perspectives of the Nation of Islam (NOI) to 

integrate within the mainstream of American society. He suggested that black people should 

come together to address the issue of racism and inequality by means of Nationalism and 

self-defence. By contrast, Walker insisted that non-violence and the move into the 
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mainstream of American life were the only paths towards freedom, while Farmer argued that 

equality had to be achieved by means of economic reforms.300 

While the Civil Rights leaders drew an analogy between moderation and radicalism, 

Morrison seemed to be a harbinger of Black Power as he warned of a bitter confrontation 

between blacks and whites in light of mounting black-white tension and a rising wave of 

militancy amongst black Americans. Morrison warned that “the White power structure” and 

its endeavours to restrain the struggle would force black Americans to search for alternative 

forms of activism, instead of non-violence. Morrison echoed Malcolm X’s view regarding 

self-defence, noting that black people had the right to protect themselves, ‘this does not mean 

that the Negro is by nature violent […] declared Morrison, ‘but it may be necessary to defend 

his birth right […] to protect his life, to protect his family, and to protect his status […]’.301  

Morrison often referred to the rise of Black Power as the black revolution, arguing that 

there was a political and social revolution in America instigated by dramatic events and 

heroic efforts of Civil Rights leaders and the grassroots of black America. Morrison affirmed 

that the black revolution would bring some changes to America, ‘the current Negro 

revolution is a massive to change the face, the character of spirit, the morays, and the entire 

moral outlook of the United States’, said Morrison.302  

Morrison’s rhetoric reflected his growing concern over the status of black Americans, as 

noted by The Pocono Record, which wrote that Morrison was often frustrated over the slow 

progress of the black liberation struggle during the rise of Black Power in 1966. Morrison 

also believed that blacks should be angry if they wanted to achieve full equality in America, 

bemoaning that, ‘[…] things are going very slowly […] things are getting worse, not 
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better.’303 His frustration over the slow progress of the black liberation and the social 

conditions impacting black Americans pushed him to employ a radical tone in Ebony while 

taking part in seminal programs such as the 1967 seminars on the ghetto problems.304 

In August 1965, Ebony published ‘The White Problem in America’, a special issue printed 

to address the ongoing failure of white institutions to deal with the nation’s racial issues. In 

the special issue, Morrison contributed with an article which lamented the U.S institutions for 

their treatment of the racial issues, reiterating Johnson’s statement that the racial problem in 

America was merely, ‘a white problem.’305 Morrison insisted that all exponents of the black 

struggle must face what he often termed, ‘the White Power Structure’. He noted that black 

Americans must come together to seize more opportunities in its political, economic, and 

military institutions, which can help them to have a major role in the national decision-

making.306 

In many respects, Morrison's article is compared to Carmichael's appeal for black 

Americans to unite to obtain power in the political and economic spheres. Just as Black 

Power began reverberating across the nation, many black critics, black journalists, and black 

writers began to turn their attention to it. As stated in chapter one, local, regional, and 

national newspapers, magazines, and left-wing outlets began to question the real goals of the 

new Black Power activists such as Carmichael, Rap Brown, and James Forman. In fact, these 

activists split from the mainstream of the Civil Rights Movement to adopt a more militant 

and radical orientation in favour of complete liberation for black America, believing that the 
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Civil Rights activism had reached an impasse. As such, Black Power activists such as 

Carmichael and many black militants and SNCC’s members declared that Black Power was 

‘the key’ to achieve dignity, pride, and black brotherhood.307  

Morrison received an influx of letters from lay individuals and journalists to write articles 

on Black Power in Ebony. One month after Carmichael popularised the concept of Black 

Power in June 1966 in Greenwood, South Carolina, Nathan Wright Jr., the executive director 

of the Department of Urban Work (DUW), reached out to Morrison with a letter and an 

enclosed article on Black Power. In his letter, Wright asked Morrison to revise and publish 

his article in Ebony, emphasising that the article would be valuable for publication in Ebony 

because of “the timely nature” of the rise of Black Power.308  

The bulk of his article, titled, ‘Black Power: Are Negroes Ready, Willing, and Able?’ 

discussed the feasibility of the use of Black Power. Wright warned that black Americans’ 

frustration regarding the ongoing cycle of racial discrimination and their dismay over their 

social and economic conditions would force them to embrace Black Power as a form of 

ethnocentrism.309 Wright noted that the programs and orientations of the young black 

militants would deploy new tactics for black people to adopt, such as self-interest and 

radicalism.310 

Wright’s article seemed to be rejected by Morrison or by Johnson as it failed to materialise 

in Ebony in the months leading up to Carmichael’s profile. Nonetheless, black writers such as 

Hamilton Fish and other anonymous journalists continued writing to Morrison, often 

requesting him to write on the topic of Black Power or to reprint articles (published by other 
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white and black-owned outlets), which discussed the emergence of Black Power or the 

development of SNCC.311 This correspondence proves that Ebony could act as a forum to 

propagate the message of Black Power and the rise of radical activism among its audience. 

Similarly, it also underscores that these journalists were aware of Morrison as an influential 

writer and a contributor to the black freedom movement. His long-time colleague Burns 

admitted that Morrison was, ‘a dependable and forthright intellectual who showed great 

acuity in the many articles he later wrote.’312  

Morrison probably did not revise or respond to the journalists because he was focusing on 

writing a book when he asked Johnson for a leave of absence from the JPC.313 Yet, Morrison 

continued to contribute to Ebony with original articles on Black Power, such as the one 

published in August 1967 on the impact of Black Power on the black arts. In his article, 

Morrison argued that the rise of the Black Power philosophy instilled strong feelings among 

black artists and young black writers such as Donald Graham, Charles L. Anderson, and Don 

L. Lee, for its radical orientations and its embittered tone propelled them to employ themes of 

power, anger, and impatience in their poems, novels, and essays.314 

While he was working on his book in the spring of 1968, Morrison suddenly suffered from 

extremely high blood pressure and passed away at the age of 52.315 Johnson and his editorial 

staff lost one of the long-time editors at the JPC, someone who devoted his time and his 

efforts to disseminate the message of the black struggle not only in the U.S, but also across 

the world. 
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 His former colleague Ben Burns admitted that Morrison was, ‘one of the most gifted and 

conscientious black journalists I have known […].’316 Indeed, Morrison’s reputation as a 

leading editor and journalist had led him to earn many awards and appreciation from different 

regional institutions and associations for his, ‘long support to the cause of Civil Rights and 

human dignity […].’317 However, if the long-time editors acted as precursors of Black Power 

in the mid-1965, then the youthful editors such as A. Peter Bailey and David Llorens made 

the magazine’s editorial position, ‘oriented toward proactively promoting Black Power 

precepts in the years immediately following 1965.’318 

 

 Black Power and the Young Radical Editors of Ebony 

By the time Bailey and Llorens were recruited as editors at the JPC, they began to push 

Ebony towards a more critical outlet. Indeed, during their early years, they played an essential 

role in shifting the editorial politics of the JPC’s magazines, with Llorens making Ebony 

more in tune with the Civil Rights Movement and the increasingly strident voices of black 

youth whereas Bailey often adopted critical commentaries on the racial inequities in the 

magazine.319  

As discussed in the first chapter, both endorsed Malcolm X and his philosophy of self-

defence, but the pair slightly differed in their approach to Black Power. Llorens pursued a 

more radical and militant approach outside the JPC, participating in several meetings and 
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delivering speeches on Black Power.320 By contrast, Bailey remained an editor at the JPC 

until his resignation in 1975, and his activities outside the JPC were scarcely noticeable.321  

While he wrote much on the Civil Rights Movement and the black liberation struggle in 

Negro Digest, Llorens also reflected his advocacy on Black Power through more critical 

publications that appeared in other white and black-owned outlets. The majority reflected his 

frustration over the social conditions of black Americans as well as the U.S government’s 

mistreatment of its black citizens. In September 1966, Llorens contributed to the        

Chicago-based and white-owned newspaper The Sun Times, where he urged black people to 

go to the streets to demonstrate. Though he was a skilful writer, Llorens sometimes adopted a 

strident tone, often calling for mass protests in the streets in favour of full and equal social, 

political, and economic rights of black people, especially Black Chicagoans.322 

Journalist Norman Ross admitted that Llorens was ‘an embittered figure’ as Llorens often 

seemed dissatisfied with the progress of the black struggle despite the many victories of the 

Civil Rights Movement at the legal level.323 Moreover, Llorens’s militancy represented 

perpetual distress and a deep hatred of the U.S government, describing America as a nation of 

endless paradoxes as it sought to make democracy across the world while its people, ‘in 

countless ways, screw each other’.324 It was no coincidence that his speech and his ongoing 
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tough tone were denounced by the white-owned media such as Seattle Times, which 

described his speech as, ‘badly distorted and unbalanced’.325 

In 1967, Llorens left Negro Digest to join Ebony magazine, where he intensified his focus 

and discussion on modern black activism, covering topics related to black separatism, the 

experiences of black soldiers in the military, and the growing militancy in the Black Power 

Movement. However, most of his articles articulated immense distress for the situation of 

African Americans. The New York Times declared that Llorens’s articles in Ebony were, 

‘reflections of his deep concern over the conditions of black Americans’.326  

In Ebony, Llorens also manifested his acclaim for Malcolm X and his philosophy, 

describing him as, ‘God’s surest prophet to this lost black tribe in America.’327 In his most 

radical article he wrote, published in September 1968, Llorens declared that the rise of the 

Republic of New Africa (RNA) in 1968, a separatist organisation which sought to secede 

from the U.S government and establish its own nation in the South, was attributable to the 

ideals of Malcolm X. Llorens asserted that Malcolm’s appeal before the United Nations (UN) 

regarding America’s violation of the blacks’ rights, his connection and time spent in Africa, 

in addition to his passion for separatism gave the organisation ‘a spirit’ to promulgate its 

tactics of independence from the U.S government.328   

Outside the parameters of Ebony, Llorens was also the embodiment of Black Power, 

advocating its tone and using its approaches to fight the deep-rooted racial discrimination 

confronting black Americans. Like Carmichael, who supported black unity and 
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empowerment, Llorens also advocated mass community control. In one of his speeches in 

Longview in Washington in November 1969, Llorens declared to his audience that liberation 

meant more than economic freedom, ‘it means bringing the Black community to the point 

where it is powerful enough to exercise, “real influence” and where black people have a voice 

in determining what is done with our resources.’329   

In the fall of 1969, Llorens went on a leave of absence from Ebony to join the University 

of Washington in Seattle to teach black literature (he would later leave the magazine) but 

remained committed to his editorial duties, with poems and book reviews that appeared 

routinely in Negro Digest.330 He also maintained regular contact with the JPC’s editorial 

staff, such as Fuller, often keeping him posted about his activities at the university.331 The 

reason for leaving Ebony remained unknown but could most likely be attributed to his 

frustration that Ebony, (or understandably John H. Johnson) was identified with Lyndon B. 

Johnson’s administration or that it was not generally inclined towards radicalism or 

militancy. In one of his speeches in Washington ahead of his new position at the university, 

Llorens made a reference to Ebony, hoping for more change in its direction in the future.332 

Llorens’s arrival at the university coincided with a massive campaign instigated by both 

academics and Black Power organisations, such as the Black Student Union (BSU). This 

body fought racial biases at the university by establishing a black studies program and 

developing an incentive scheme to incorporate courses on black history, black literature, and 
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music taught by black teachers and professors.333 The BSU intensified its campaign for 

creating a black studies program at the university in late 1969 and early 1970 by forging a 

coalition with other black administrators, professors, and even white students.334  

The BSU’s efforts paid off. By the end of 1969, the BSU, with a joint aid of the 

Associated Students of Washington State University (ASWSU), introduced a Black studies 

curriculum and proposed to hire black professors to teach black courses.335 The programme 

garnered greater visibility in February 1970, with the pair implementing black literature 

classes and supplementing popular books as required readings for the course, such as 

‘Malcolm X’s Autobiography’ and Carmichael’s book ‘Black Power, the Politics of 

Liberation’.336  

Llorens also played a crucial role in this campaign, fighting racial discrimination against 

black students and stressing the need for a black faculty not only at the university, but also at 

other white-predominantly universities and black colleges.337 In August 1970, Llorens was 

appointed as a director of the black Studies Committee at the university, a body established in 

February 1970 by Glenn Terrell, the university’s president, to further address future 

employment and career opportunities for black studies graduates.338 Llorens harnessed this 

position to set up a black faculty and develop black studies curriculums at the University (he 
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was officially appointed in September 1970).339 Moreover, he also sought to enhance the 

black studies program, with arrangements between the University and the Institute of Black 

World (IBW), a radical think tank in Atlanta, to involve its experts in evaluating the black 

studies program at the University.340  

His role at the university was significant as he helped to establish a black studies program 

and support the university to achieve what many departments at other universities could not 

do at the time.341 His contribution was also remarkable as many students and pivotal 

individuals at the university admired him for his crucial role. Student advisor Lowell A. 

Ingram declared that Llorens was a talented black speaker at the department while Robert B. 

Heilman, the chairman of the English department himself wrote to Llorens by informing him 

that, ‘[…] glad to have so keen and sensitive a person as you in the role in the department and 

the university.’342 Even white writers such as Ted M. Natt at Longview Daily News 

newspaper acknowledged his activism and his role at the university, calling his white 

audience to be grateful for having him.343 

In 1973, Llorens was killed in a tragic car accident in College County, Washington.344 His 

death came as a thunderbolt to Ebony’s editors, who mourned for him in Ebony following his 

death, describing him as, ‘a talented writer that could not be replaced.’345 To commemorate 
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him, a memorial scholarship fund was established at the University of Washington to aid 

disadvantaged black students at the department of English.346  

 Llorens played a vital role as an editor, journalist, activist, and a Black Power intellectual. 

His editorial peer Garland declared that Llorens was, ‘a very talented and dedicated young 

man’ whereas the popular black poet Haki R. Madhubuti admitted that when Llorens was 

establishing his career at the JPC, he served as ‘a major mentor’ to his own development as a 

popular black poet.347  

While Llorens acted as a Black Power intellectual, A. Peter Bailey was often seen as 

“Malcolm X’s protégé”, describing Malcolm X as a master teacher who, ‘decisively changed 

our perception of the country and world in which we live in.’348 As such, and similar to 

Llorens, Bailey also adopted a tough tone inside and outside the magazine, often condemning 

the U.S government’s treatment of its black citizens and reminding his audience of the value 

of their liberation struggle. He declared that, ‘This country in its entire history has never 

given us anything, every bit of our progress was gotten as a result of serious struggle […].’349 

In 1968, Bailey was promoted as an associate editor for Ebony, covering a wide range of 

topics but focusing more broadly on black arts, the black ghetto problems, and the black 

soldiers’ issues in the U.S armed forces. Black photojournalist Chester Higgins, Jr. admitted 

that Bailey was, ‘the most Afrocentric of all the editors’ due to his focus on studies of black 
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people of African descent and their shared traditions and values.350 This could be seen in his 

special articles that he ran for Ebony, such as the one published in 1969, which endorsed how 

black theatre and its revolutionary themes could mirror, foster, and contribute to the black 

liberation movement in the U.S and across the globe.351 Black New York resident Henry L. 

Wilson declared that Bailey’s article sought, ‘to take revolution via the stage into the black 

neighbourhood.’352 

The extent to which Bailey was motivated by the progress and the setbacks of the modern 

black liberation struggle was evident in his writings in Ebony. In June 1970, Bailey published 

an influential article in which he declared, quoting from Carmichael, that narcotic addiction 

was, ‘a weapon used by oppressors […] more drugs are flooded into our communities, and 

they are aimed for our youth, since they are the potential warriors of the Black Movement.’ 

Though Bailey featured some anti-drugs groups and organisations such as Mothers against 

Drugs and their ambitions in fighting drugs traffickers and rehabilitating young blacks in 

New York, he nevertheless went on to declare that narcotic addiction was in itself, 

‘detrimental to the Black Movement.’353 

On the other hand, Bailey’s tone in Ebony seemed less militant compared to Llorens or to 

his writings for The Backlash. Yet, it also seemed, on other occasions, to liken or endorse 

Malcolm X’s and Carmichael’s approaches of self-help and mass community control. In one 

of his articles published in April 1968, Bailey discussed the New York-based National 
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Economic Growth and Reconstruction Organisation (N.E.G.R.O) and its promising programs, 

which adopted and promoted funding programs on its own to improve the standard of living 

of the mass Black New Yorkers. In his article, Bailey endorsed his advocacy of the self-help 

program, emphasising that the latter was, ‘a surer road to freedom.’354 

In 1973, Bailey began to shift from discussing the developments or the milestones of the 

black liberation struggle to focus more broadly on writings on the black arts, black theatre, 

and the Black Cultural Nationalism, with articles which frequently appeared in the 

magazine’s pages. This shift could probably be pursued because he felt that enough progress 

had been made ever since. In 1975, his interest in fostering and expanding black culture led 

him to resign from his position to join the Black Theatre Alliance (BTA), a non-profit 

organisation founded in June 1969 to develop, promote, and extend new theatre programs and 

activities across the U.S. (but he remained a contributor to Ebony).355 Bailey served as its 

associate director and the managing editor of its newsletter but was also involved in meetings 

and programmes where he commemorated and honoured Malcolm X.  

These young editors and their influence on Ebony’s orientation were clearly visible. They 

contributed with many articles on issues such as the black social conditions, the black 

freedom movement, and the black soldiers’ cause. It was no coincidence, however, that the 

death of Llorens and the resignation of Bailey (and later Garland) prompted coverage on 

Black Power in Ebony to dwindle in the early and mid-1970s.   
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Conclusion 

In September 1972, the JPC corporation was relocated to another headquarters on 

Michigan Avenue in Chicago. The new building was more beautiful than the old one, with 11 

floors of decorated private offices, work areas, and dining facilities.356 In its offices, the 

editors were allowed to hang on the walls whatever they preferred, with masks, abstract 

paintings, and art collections. While many chose paintings of art themes, Bennett chose 

paintings and collages with modern black liberation themes for his office.357 This selection 

demonstrates Bennett’s long-standing commitment to the black liberation struggle, as was 

seen by many radical and mainstream white and black-owned magazines and newspapers. 

Similar to his peers, who pursued a radical and critical tone inside and outside the JPC, 

Bennett also had a great role in shifting Ebony towards a more critical and radical orientation.  

This chapter has demonstrated two important points. First, Ebony’s radical editors proved 

themselves to be more than editors but also activists as they participated in many social and 

Black Power forums and gatherings and often fought racism and injustice or delivered hard-

hitting speeches outside the corporation. Second, and perhaps more importantly, these editors 

had a powerful position at the JPC. Ebony’s publisher John Johnson was well-known for his 

strictness with his employees. During his tenure at the JPC, he fired several famous figures, 

including Ben Burns and Hoyt Fuller. Not to mention a slew of other employees who were 

fired for minor infractions such as tardiness or misbehaviour. Johnson himself admitted to 

being a harsh employer, justifying his actions by claiming that his policy was to push his staff 

to work hard to enhance their lives.358 Nonetheless, he tended to dismiss his left-wing editors' 

self-indulgence in their essays on Black Power and the modern radical activism in Ebony.  
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In fact, Johnson was astute in approving editors who transcended Carmichael’s approaches 

as they did not advocate violence, but neither did they believe in turning the other cheek. 

Indeed, Ebony’s editorial left-wing were all Black Power advocates. However, none of them 

was extremist or advocated violence as most of them seemed to align themselves with either 

Malcolm X’s or Carmichael’s programs, upon which (the programs) were indeed radical at 

the time but also seemed legitimate, acceptable, and viable. This also implies that there was a 

limit in Ebony’s engagement with Black Power. 

These young editorial militants and their advocacy and endorsement of Black Power made 

Ebony a proactive outlet committed to fostering Black Power and the modern black struggle. 

Yet, if these editors exerted a great impact on the JPC’s magazines, then female editors such 

as Phyl Garland also emerged as a serious figure in endorsing, rectifying, and mainstreaming 

the popular image of black female activists and Black Power women such as Coretta Scott 

King, Gloria Richardson, and Angela Davis. Garland’s contribution to Ebony and how she 

stood up for black female activists and Black Power women in Ebony had further prompted 

the magazine to act as a helm of Black Power, which also propelled the magazine to be 

targeted not only by the white-owned media but also by the FBI. In the next chapter, we shall 

discuss how Garland and Ebony responded to the black women activists, how they assertively 

defended and spoke up for their cause, and how they challenged the FBI and the national-

oriented print media, which sought to discredit and demonise them.  
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Chapter 3: ‘They Are to Me Some of the Great 
Champions’: Ebony, Black Power Women, and the Black 

Female Activism in the Post-war Era 
 

 

 ‘For the black women of my generation, Ebony was a 

big part of how we received a sense of limitless possibilities. 

It was a big part of how we got a sense…that we were 

queens’ 

 

                                                                                       Laura B. Randolph 

 

In March 1975, Ebony featured a black woman named Charlene Crawford, a newly 

graduated student from University of Pittsburgh. Crawford contributed to Ebony with a 

strident statement which spoke out against the treatment of black women by their male 

counterparts. Crawford blamed black men for making black women, ‘the scapegoat of the 

revolution’ calling its male audience to fight by means of, ‘interpersonal relationship rather 

than male leadership’. Crawford noted that the idea that only black men can spearhead or 

achieve liberation was ‘ridiculous’ eloquently addressing her audience that, ‘[…] it’s not just 

the black man who needs to be free […] Poverty is poverty, and the only way to eliminate it 

is to overcome it. It does not matter which sex does the overcoming […].’359  

Crawford’s statement was a stark example of the black women’s frustration over their 

male counterparts. However, while Ebony gave Crawford a space to freely articulate her 
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views, it appeared on other occasions contradictory. In February 1966, Ebony published a 

critical survey, which asked its readers if black women were getting beautiful.360 The survey 

was associated with pictures showing black women with lighter skin and hair straightened. 

The survey immediately stormed a wave of anger among its female readers as they felt that 

Ebony had downplayed the natural beauty of black women. They felt as if Ebony had asked 

its audience if black women were getting more beautiful by emulating white women. Some of 

them had declared that the survey was rather embarrassing and unreasonable.361  

  Ebony’s contradictory response concerning black women and their conditions in America 

was clearly attributed to the apparent discrepancy between Johnson’s vision, his editorial left-

wing’s, and his readers’. Indeed, Johnson’s view of black women’s beauty as, ‘dark-skinned 

whites’ may have pushed Ebony to print such surveys.362 Nonetheless, these misjudgements 

were often staved off as Ebony’s editorial left-wing always remedied the latter by showing 

their tenacity to bolster the image and the activism of black women and often appeared 

assertive in defending their cause. They challenged the white mainstream media and even the 

FBI, which attempted to vilify popular Black Power women such as Angela Davis, often 

seeking to revitalise their image and showcase their activism. Such efforts were welcomed 

and even admired by Civil Rights and Black Power women such as Gloria Richardson, 

Coretta Scott King, and Davis herself.  

Perhaps the most influential editor in endorsing the image of black women’s activism and 

black female militants in Ebony was the female editor Phyl Garland, Ebony’s contributing 

editor and later professor of Journalism at Columbia University. When Ebony decided to run 
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a special issue on black women in August 1966, Garland travelled to the Deep South, 

spending some time with famed female activists such as Fannie Lou Hamer and doing 

extensive research on their activism and their efforts at seeking election in government 

offices.363  

It is worth noting that male editors at the JPC also paid tribute to black female activists. 

Ebony’s senior editor Bennett often endorsed black women and their efforts within the black 

community. This could be seen in his writings in Ebony on the black women, such as his 

‘The Negro Woman’ article, published in September 1963, which championed black women 

as powerful and assertive black activists in the fight for freedom.364 In a public meeting held 

in Detroit in 1967, Bennett proudly spoke up for black women, noting that they were key to 

liberation, ‘women should be in the forefront of the struggle’, declared Bennett.365 

Other editors, such as Charles L. Sanders, Ebony’s managing editor, also endorsed popular 

black female activists and Black Power women. He joined Ebony in 1963 to serve as its 

associate editor, Sanders soon became a prominent editor at the JPC due to his efforts in 

reporting and endorsing Dr. King’s achievements. Sanders followed King during his crusade 

and had even accompanied him to Sweden in 1964 to cover his Nobel Peace Prize 

ceremony.366 It was probably due to this connection that Sanders decided to continue his 

coverage of Dr. King’s family in the wake of his assassination. Indeed, Sanders continued 

reporting on Dr. King’s family as he had the privilege to conduct probably the longest 
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interview with his widow, Coretta Scott King, in her husband’s office in Atlanta.367 Sanders 

also endorsed the cause of Angela Davis, with an article that gained widespread acclaim 

among Ebony’s readers.368  

This chapter explores Ebony’s assertiveness in bolstering and rehabilitating the image of 

Black Power women activists during the Civil Rights and Black Power era. It first situates 

black women within the longer trajectory of the black freedom struggle in America and 

shows how they expanded their fight by additionally using the black print media as a 

platform to fight discrimination, macho, and misogyny. The chapter then singles out Ebony 

and its female editor Phyl Garland and demonstrates how they challenged male chauvinism 

and popular white misogyny in the media by engendering beauty and activism as a means to 

revitalise the black women’s popular image among its readership and within the American 

mainstream media. This chapter reveals that Ebony’s efforts were remarkable as they 

prompted many black Power women and black women activists to acclaim the magazine and 

admire its efforts in introducing black women as vital figures to the modern black activism in 

America. 

Black Women, the Black Liberation Struggle, and the Popular American 
Print Media 

While there were numerous studies on black women and their role in the modern black 

freedom struggle in America, the existing scholarship still overlooks many unsung black 

women activists. Scholarly works have focused more broadly on male leaders or activists by 

providing myriad accounts and biographies on their careers, their struggle, and their efforts in 

                                                           
367 ‘Cover’, Ebony, November 1970, p.4. 

368 Charles L. Sanders, ‘The Radicalization of Angela Davis’, Ebony, July 197; ‘Letters to the editors’, Ebony, 

October 1971, p.22. 



115 
 

bringing about freedom. Yet, they neglected many hidden black women activists who had 

long immersed themselves in the struggle.369 

Coretta Scott, the widow of Dr. King, declared that many black women, ‘have been the 

backbone of the whole civil rights movement.’370 Indeed, these black women did not come 

out of nowhere, but were part of a longer trajectory of black female activism that began with 

the slavery era. During the Antebellum Era, black female activists such as Harriet Tubman 

played a crucial role in the fight for freedom. She rescued her parents and hundreds of black 

people from slavery by escorting them to freedom through a network of safe houses known as 

the Underground Railroad.371 During the Civil War, she fought as a scout for the Union 

Army, with a rifle on her shoulder.372  

Gender Studies scholar Vivian M. May contends that Tubman was, ‘a lone militant and 

martyr […] not someone who worked within long-established networks of communication 

and resistance.’373 When she was smuggling enslaved people into the North, she often 
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threatened to shoot those who tried to go back. Slave owners were afraid of her, prompting 

them to put out a reward of up to $40,000 for her capture.374 

Likewise, her counterpart Sojourner Truth was also well-known for her activism during 

the Antebellum and the Civil War era. Truth was a typical example of early black militancy 

as she defied the segregation policy by filing lawsuits or quarrelling with streetcar conductors 

who intentionally refused to stop to her or to other black passengers.375 Moreover, she had 

even petitioned the government to resettle formerly enslaved blacks who had been repatriated 

to the West.376 In 1851 in Ohio, she delivered her famous ‘Ain’t I A Woman?’ speech in 

which she bravely condemned the discriminatory practises imposed against black women.377 

Her activism caught the attention of President Abraham Lincoln, who invited her to the white 

House in October 1864 where he commended her abolitionist and equal rights activism.378 

This tradition of black female activism had expanded more broadly in the early twentieth 

century. Black women activists such as Ida Barnett and Mary Bethune served as precursors to 

the Civil Rights movement. They laid the groundwork for future Civil Rights activism as they 

organised rallies and demonstrations, lobbied the government for the elimination of some 

racial problems, and instigated campaigns against lynching, segregation, and racial 

discrimination.379 Dorothy I. Height, an early black female activist who fought against black 
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women’s oppression, declared that she served as an antecedent of the Civil Rights Movement 

as she joined the struggle for black liberation and also for women’s liberation long before the 

1963 March on Washington ‘[…] we were intimately involved’, recalled Height.380  

Other famous black female activists such as Rosa Parks and Claudette Colvin were 

pioneers of the modern black struggle as they challenged the local laws by refusing to give up 

their seats whilst aboard the bus. In Montgomery, Alabama, in December 1955, Parks ignited 

an ordeal that would later spark a boycott movement in Montgomery by rejecting the bus 

driver’s order to vacate a row of four seats in the coloured section in favour of a white 

passenger. Almost a year before, Colvin similarly protested, ‘in the same city, in the same 

bus system, with very tough consequences, hauled off the bus, handcuffed, jailed and nobody 

really knew about it.’381   

Charlotta Bass, the black female educator and newspaper publisher-editor, could also be 

seen as a precursor to the Civil Rights and Black Power Movement. She competed for vice 

president in 1952 and ran voter registration for Los Angeles black residents from her house. 

The same endeavours that Carmichael would pursue in the mid-1960 or by Bobby Seale in 

1973.382  
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These black women’s activists and many other hidden figures were central to the long 

fight for racial justice. Yet, as stated above, they received scant attention within the 

conventional (and understandably the current) scholarship compared to their male 

counterparts. It was probably due to this scholarly neglect that black women were, as was 

noted by Angela Y. Davis, the political activist and the veteran of the black freedom struggle, 

‘totally invisible, invisible in history […].’383 

This apparent erasure was further compounded by a stereotypical depiction in the 

American print media. Most of them, mainly black women’s militants, suffered from 

humiliation and negative images imposed by the popular white-owned media. The white-

oriented media often served to misconceptualise, misrepresent, or otherwise misinterpret 

popular black female activists such as Gloria Richardson and Angela Davis.384  

Black women also suffered from sexism and male chauvinism imposed by their male 

counterparts. While the black struggle was heading into a radical and militant orientation in 

the mid-1960s, black manhood, black masculinity, and black chauvinism also intensified, 

which pushed black women away.385 This could be seen in the SNCC, which tended to 
                                                           
383 Angela Davis, The Meaning of Freedom (San Francisco: City Lights Publishers, 2012), p. 107 in, <https://b-

ok.cc/> [accessed 2 November 2020]. 

384 Belinda Robnett, How Long? How Long?: African-American Women in the Struggle for Civil Rights(Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1997), pp. 163-164 in , <https://b-ok.cc/> [accessed 30 September 2020]; Caroline 

Emmons, 'Respectable Activists: Media Images of Women in the NAACP during the Early Civil Rights Era ', 

in Women's Magazines in Print and New Media, ed. by Noliwe M Rooks, Victoria Pass, and Ayana Weekley 

(New York: Routledge, 2017), p. 46; Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, 

and the Politics of Empowerment(New York: Routledge, 2000), p. 222 in , <https://b-ok.cc/> [accessed 31 

August 2021]; Mark Lawrence McPhaii, 'Race and Sex in Mack and White: Essence and Ideology in the Spike 

Lee Discourse', The Howard Journal of Communication, 07, (1996), pp.127-138 (p. 127), 

in <https://www.academia.edu/> [accessed 30 September 2020].  

385 Paula Giddings, When and Where I Enter The Impact of Black Women on Race and Sex in America (: 

HarperCollins e-Books, 2014), pp. 312-320 in, <https://caringlabor.files.wordpress.com/> [accessed 1 October 

2020]. 



119 
 

exclude women from formal leadership and assign them to office chores, which propelled 

only a handful of female members to manage to rotate in or out of the executive committee 

position.386  

Some members of the Black Panther Party, such as Eldridge Cleaver distrusted black 

women, claiming that they allied with white men to fight black men and suggesting that their 

progress would, ‘undermine black liberation.’387 Coretta Scott herself encountered disrespect 

practised by black male activists at the SCLC in the wake of her husband’s murder. 

Condemning them in her writings, Scott asked her audience, ‘was that I appeared to them to 

be a strong woman, not one to be pushed aside.’388  

Nonetheless, black women fought the media misconception and male chauvinism by using 

popular, regional, and even radical black-owned magazines and newspapers as platforms to 

counter their attacks and rectify their popular image. In fact, black women had engaged with 

the press to overturn popular images long before the emergence of the Civil Rights 

Movement. In retrospect, Charlotta Bass began her career in journalism by taking over 

California Eagle newspaper in 1912 following the death of its founder, which made her 

probably the first black woman to own and operate one of Los Angeles’s first black 

newspapers.389 During her tenure as a publisher and an editor, Bass used the newspaper to 
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voice black Americans’ cause and the fight against racial injustices being practised against 

black women. More often, Bass wrote articles which endorsed black women as, ‘valiant 

soldiers in the fight for right’.390  

Hidden black women’s activists such as Grace Campbell and Hermina Dumont published 

articles which sought to eradicate black women’s oppression in the 1920s.391 Claudia Jones, a 

theorist and an activist, served as an associate editor for The Weekly Review, the Young 

Communist League’s newspaper, running influential articles which addressed black women’s 

concerns. In 1938, only a year after joining the newspaper, Jones became the official editor of 

the newspaper, pushing the outlet to serve as an organ for her thoughts, essays, and writings 

on black women and the black liberation struggle.392  

The approach of using the media as a means to draw attention to the racial discrimination 

being practised against black women or their male counterparts continued to expand during 

the Civil Rights era. Coretta Scott King wrote dozens of articles for national newspapers (she 

was not a columnist) where she addressed the entrenched racism or spoke up for her 

husband’s approaches of integration and non-violence.393 Other black female activists, such 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Ang', American Quarterly, 56.3, (2004), pp.607-632 (p. 607), in <https://www.jstor.org/> [accessed 17 August 

2021].  

390 See for e.g: C.A.B, 'On the Sidewalk', California Eagle, 3 July 1931, p.1; C.A.B, 'On the 

Sidewalk', California Eagle, 4 April 1930, p.1.  

391 Ashley Farmer, Remaking Black Power: How Black Women Transformed an Era (Chapel Hill: The 

University of North Carolina Press, 2018), p. 5. 

392 Claudia Jones, 'Autobiographical History', in Claudia Jones, Beyond Containment, ed. by Carole Boyce 

Davies (Banbury: Ayebia Clarke Publishing Limited, 2011), p. 14; Carole Boyce Davies, Left of Karl Marx: The 

Political Life of Black Communist Claudia Jones (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), pp. 75-77; Farmer, 

Remaking Black Power, pp. 6-7. 

393 Scott, My Life, p. 238; King, Coretta Scott () <https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/> [accessed 5 November 

2020]. 



121 
 

as Alice Childress, was also well-known for her publications in the media. Childress 

contributed with articles which appeared in radical black periodicals such as Freedom and 

Freedomways, which discussed and addressed the cause of black women and the black 

liberation struggle of the 1950s and 1960s.394     

Black women such as Hazel Garland (mother of Phyl Garland) also aspired to reflect the 

cause of black women via the print media. Her ambition to do so had led her to become ‘the 

first black woman to be appointed editor-in-chief in The Pittsburgh Courier, one of the 

largest black owned newspapers which was run by the popular black columnist Evelyn 

Cunningham.395 At the periodical’s headquarters, Garland often sought to involve black 

women in media to make them more visible and get credit for their writings.396 Her daughter 

Phyl Garland, however, followed her mother’s footsteps by contributing to The Pittsburgh 

Courier and later to Ebony, committing herself to cover stories related to the black political 

thrust, the ghettoes problems, and the Civil Rights Movement.397  
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During the rise of Black Power, black women also harnessed the black media to propagate 

their cause. In September 1966, black female activist and singer Abbey Lincoln contributed 

to Negro Digest, Ebony’s twin sister, with an influential article titled, ‘Who will revere the 

black woman?’ Lincoln vented at her male audience, chastising them for their mistreatment 

of their female counterparts, ‘Play hide and seek as long as you can […] but your every 

rejection and abandonment of us is only a sorry testament of how thoroughly and carefully 

you have been blinded and brainwashed’.398 An anonymous black woman also corresponded 

with the radical black magazine Left Face, attacking black male patriarchy and declaring that 

the black liberation movement would never be achieved if black women were pushed away. 

She noted, ‘as long as men retreat into their phoney privileges and continue to oppress 

women, no one will be free’.399  

While many black women were reaching out to the black media to voice their cause, 

others looked to restructure the black media to reflect better the black struggle and the cause 

of black women. In fact, many black women grew frustrated over glossy magazines such as 

Ebony for their problematic representation of black female beauty, which sometimes 

contradicted the rising tide of black womanhood and the Black is Beautiful movement. In 

February 1966, Ebony printed a survey which asked its audience if black women were getting 

more beautiful. The survey included pictures showing black women with light-skinned and 

hair straightened style.400  

  The survey was quickly condemned by Ebony’s audience, who perceived it as a serious 

journalistic blunder as it displayed apparent misogyny, and one which was, for the most part, 
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inopportune. Indeed, from its readers’ perspectives, 1966 was a time of racial pride and black 

consciousness, the height of the cultural revolution, and the emergence of black 

empowerment. Black Americans were getting more militant, the self-defence and self-

determination philosophies were expanding substantially, black women were beginning to 

appreciate their natural dark beauty, and black radicalism and nationalism approaches were 

the dominant call for many black activists across the States.  

The rationale behind conducting such a survey was unknown but could most likely be 

pursued by Johnson, who sought to reproduce ‘white middle-class inspirational vision for 

African Americans.’401 In fact, Johnson was at times trying to do anything to keep his 

magazine’s revenues afloat, probably even sacrificing black pride and dark skin beauty. He 

himself admitted that, ‘I sold vitamins, wigs, dresses, and hair-care products. I sold anything 

that I could sell in order to get enough capital to keep Ebony going.’402 Historian E. James 

West adds that Ebony featured light skinned black female models in its pages as a strategy to 

market forms of black female beauty and identity to African Americans and white 

advertisers.403 

Regardless of who conducted the survey, the latter unleashed a wave of anger and 

frustration among its female readers, who questioned the real reasons behind conducting this 

survey while accusing Johnson and his magazine for, ‘promoting black self-hatred or white 

standards of beauty.’404 Female readers insisted that black women were indeed (and 

authentically) beautiful and that it was needless for Ebony to conduct such a survey. Mrs. 

Irma Stevens described the survey as ‘the most ridiculous article to date’ while another reader 
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accused Ebony of deliberately featuring, ‘half-white’ girls’ pictures on front-cover instead of 

black girls, disparagingly asking the magazine, ‘Are you ashamed of the Negro girl?’405 

California resident Miss. Peggy Glenn appeared disappointed, informing Ebony that the 

survey embarrassed her. She wrote to Ebony, with a degree of confidence ‘Come to my high 

school and I’ll show you some girls to photograph […].’406 In general, the survey seemed to 

misjudge the social and cultural climate surrounding the black struggle, or the Black is 

Beautiful Movement, which in turn made Ebony’s black audience very angry at the magazine 

and its publisher. 

The survey also angered black women outside the JPC. Shortly after the survey was 

published, a group of black women, calling themselves ‘Concerned Black Women’ picketed 

at the JPC, declaring that Ebony belittled black women’s beauty. The women, led by Evelyn 

Rodgers, an influential journalist, held placards which read, ‘Has Ebony murdered the Black 

women?’ The women chastised Ebony, declaring that the magazine was seeking to assimilate 

black women into the white mainstream life.407  

It was not only black women that denounced Ebony. The black press, such as The 

Liberator magazine, also condemned Ebony for such an action, headlining, ‘Is Ebony killing 

Black women?’.408 However, in order to avoid further fierce denouncements, Ebony quickly 

announced on its cover the arrival of a feature on Afro hairstyle, admitting that the cover and 
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the feature were, ‘representative of the growing number of Negro women who are rejecting 

Caucasian standards of beauty and fashion by wearing their hair in natural styles.’409  

Almost immediately, Ebony ran its article, titled ‘The Natural Look’, which was printed 

by Phyl Garland and published in June 1966. The article endorsed the Afro hairstyle, an 

African look that black women sought to adopt.410 Garland declared that the article laid real 

credibility in reference to black women.411 Indeed, the article was admired by black women’s 

readers, with Mrs. Sidney A. Trower venerating the article while Sylvia Byrd calling other 

female readers to begin appreciating their natural attributes.412 Even at the JPC, the article 

had a demonstrable impact on the black female editors themselves, with Garland going 

natural herself, admitting that the latter had become, ‘a symbol of race pride among black 

women from coast to coast.’413  

Though Garland’s article was, as she put it, ‘a big break’, it is evident that Ebony’s focus 

on the black natural beauty was stimulated, just like its story on Black Power and 

Carmichael, by both external and internal factors.414 Ebony was sometimes pragmatic in 

responding to issues related to black Americans and at other times the trailblazer for change 

in views or perception of the cause of black America. Garland admitted that Ebony was 

sometimes changing its tone or focus to meet the social changes in black America, ‘Ebony 
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will go as far the black people will go and will be forced to reckon with their demands’, 

admitted Garland.415 

 One of the dominant scholarly misconceptions about Ebony is that it was a strictly glossy 

magazine that catered more broadly to, ‘a middle-class clientele and privileged, lighter-

skinned African American women’.416 In contrast to this approach, this chapter will 

demonstrate that Ebony played a crucial role in revitalising black female activism in terms of 

their roles, beauty, and contribution to the modern black liberation struggle. Ebony provided 

black women’s activists such as Ruby Robinson and Angela Davis a platform to voice and 

promote their struggle for liberation. Moreover, its efforts challenged the major white and 

black outlets, which sought to vilify them. Such endeavours pushed these activists and others 

to applaud and appreciate Ebony’s efforts. 

‘Builders of a New South’, Ebony, Black Power, and the Black Female 

Militants in Post-war America 

Historian Megan E. Williams contends that Ebony portrayed black women as glamorous 

working women to inspire others to achieve high-paying and professional occupations.417 

Ebony was also a vehicle through which black female activism during the modern black 

liberation struggle was endorsed and bolstered. Ebony featured many articles, special features 

and special issues on black women activists in Post-war America. It lent space to black 

women activists and Black Power advocates to articulate their thoughts and defended and 

aligned itself with them on multiple occasions.  
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The interaction between race and gender was clear in Ebony. In fact, there was a split at 

the JPC over Ebony’s response to black women. Some of them, such as Johnson and his wife 

Eunice Johnson, covered black beauty, cosmetic production, or black fashion. Johnson 

dedicated a whole section titled ‘entertainment’ where he featured and discussed famed and 

grassroots black women’s lifestyle in relation to black fashion, cinema, music, and dance. In 

fact, Johnson capitalised on black beauty and fashion as he was aware that these appealed to 

black women. In 1946, he started a beauty company named Beauty Star which advertised 

hair-care products. This was later developed into a fashion fair named Ebony Fashion Fair, a 

year-round fashion event launched in 1958, which was marketing black women models and 

was repeated annually for five decades. The fair became a well-recognised event and could 

raise huge capital for Johnson.418 

Other editors at the JPC such as Phyl Garland endorsed black women’s activism. Indeed, 

though she was a music expert while also featuring a section in Ebony about black singers 

and their latest recordings, Garland also featured and supported black women activists such 

as Fannie Lou Hamer, Ruby Doris Smith-Robinson, and Gloria Richardson. She wrote 

articles about them, researched their activism, and conducted interviews with them.419 The 

white owned newspaper in New York Daily News declared that her contribution for Ebony 

was, ‘largely responsible for changing the face of black female America.’420  

As historian Rhonda Williams has argued, black women took on leadership positions 

during the Black Power Movement, ran community-based programs, contested misogyny, 
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and challenged male dominance in the fight for liberation.421 In retrospect, black women such 

as Audley Moore and a host of other black women activists adopted the ethos of radicalism 

and militancy long before the popularisation of the concept itself in 1966 by Stokely 

Carmichael.422  

Among the popular black women activists who could be perceived as precursors to Black 

Power was Gloria Richardson, the leader of the Cambridge Movement of 1964. Born in 1922 

in Baltimore, Maryland, to a middle-class family, Richardson appeared as a hostile figure to 

the leaders of the Civil Rights Movement because of her rejection of nonviolence and her 

advocacy of radicalism and militancy.423 The shift from integration to militant direct action 

tactics could be attributed, in many respects, to her frustration at the long-standing ineffective 

black activism in Cambridge, which made the city one of the most segregated towns in 

America and one of the highest black unemployment rates.424  

Richardson was an antagonistic figure to white Americans. In her manifesto, which 

appeared in the leftist black magazine Freedomways in early 1964, Richardson warned that if 

white leaders continued to mistreat black people or remained indifferent to their cause, ‘then 

all of us […] will have to sacrifice and risk our personal lives and future in a nonviolent battle 

that could turn into a civil war’.425  
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Historian Belinda Robnett notes that many black women were nominated as leaders but 

rarely accepted such titles as they preferred to stay behind the scenes.426 By contrast, 

Richardson positioned herself as a focal leader. In June 1962, Richardson became co-chair of 

the Cambridge Nonviolent Action Committee (CNAC), a branch of the SNCC founded to 

support the sit-ins movement in Cambridge, Maryland. Richardson played a crucial role in 

expanding the organisation’s goals, going beyond her initial aim of integrating public 

facilities and voting rights to address social issues such as housing, education, and 

employment. In 1964, the SNCC and its direct action appealed to Richardson, which 

prompted her to join the organisation, devoting her efforts to mobilise its members to wage 

demonstrations and sit-ins campaigns.427 SNCC itself admitted that, ‘We can’t deal with her; 

we can’t deal without her’.428 

Despite her prominent role in the movement, Richardson suffered from black male 

chauvinism. Some foremost leaders looked to cast her out from the struggle as they believed 

that her gender behaviour was inappropriate or because they felt she was usurping the male 

leadership. Her political stance prompted Dr. King to privately call into question her 

endeavours while the NAACP’s branch in Cambridge distanced itself from her. At the local 

level, several protestors avoided working with her and claimed that her caustic, and 

sometimes erratic approach, would confuse the local black people. When Richardson was 
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speaking at a rally during the Cambridge movement, CORE members were shouting her 

down, calling her, ‘castrator.’429 

Richardson often ignored how black leaders viewed her, ‘I didn’t think of what happened 

to me as sexist’ recalls Richardson.430 However, Richardson and other female activists also 

suffered from hate-mongering and sexist reports run by popular white-owned media. Time 

magazine declared that Richardson offered, ‘a strange brand of leadership’ due to her militant 

approach whereas The Daily Times, a white owned newspaper based in Maryland, cast 

Richardson as ‘a true segregationist’ because Richardson recruited two delinquents as 

assistants for her Non-Violent Action Committee, which the newspaper believed this would 

alienate the moderates.431 The popular white-owned outlet The Saturday Evening Post used a 

statement provided by a black informant to run a hate-mongering article against her. The 

article saw her as a race-monger who aimed at starting a fight between whites and blacks.432 

On the other hand, the black-owned magazines and newspapers applauded her activism 

and efforts in the fight for liberation. The popular black Chicagoan newspaper Chicago 

Tribune admired her bravado in defying the segregating policy in Cambridge despite the 

threat and the terror made by local whites and the national guard troops, hailing her as,         
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‘a militant leader of the protesting negroes’.433 Other radical magazines such as The Liberator 

and Freedomways profiled her activism and even lent her space to articulate her concerns.434 

The Liberator featured her on the front page following a community rally she led in 

November 1963, with a picture featuring her speaking at the podium with a degree of defiance 

and poise.435 

Likewise, Ebony was also part of this trajectory, leading with positive news about 

Richardson.436 When Richardson was leading a demonstration in Cambridge in May 1964, 

Ebony printed an excellent profile on her, which endorsed her central role in the Cambridge 

Movement and her struggle for social change in the South.437 Ebony welcomed her 

uncompromising militant stance, introducing Richardson as, ‘a tigress in demonstrations’.438 

This backdrop was applauded by Ebony’s readership, with New York resident Henry J. 

Fisher admiring her stand while Mississippi resident K.C. Morrison declaring that Richardson 

was, ‘the type of leadership we need […]’.439 

Though Richardson hailed from a middle-class family, the magazine rarely made 

references to her middle-class affiliation and instead focused on her leadership in the 

movement. The magazine used in its article striking nicknames such as “general Richardson” 

to invoke in its readership the sentiment that Richardson was a valuable figure who deserved 
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to act as a movement leader.440 Moreover, the magazine also used photographs to enhance her 

image as a movement director. The photographs showed her protesting, convening with 

governmental voices, and giving instructions to her male and female followers.441 One 

photograph showed her meeting with Brigade General George C. Gelston, commander of the 

guardsmen occupying Cambridge.442 The meeting was held in 1963 following a protest led by 

some local black people in Cambridge where they demanded equal access to public 

facilities.443 Gelston admitted that Richardson was ‘the only real leader in town.’444  

However, other photographs were also provided to oppose the negative image that 

Richardson sustained when local black people resented her or sought to cast her out. In its 

article, Ebony provided an excellent portrait showing local black people in Harlem giving   

standing applause to Richardson when she appeared on a platform to speak.445 Such an effort 

was admired by conventional scholars, with historian Anita K. Foeman noting that Ebony 

provided these images, ‘[to] challenge the reader to reconcile any inconsistency that might be 

felt’.446 

Richardson’s activism and her role in intensifying the black liberation struggle continued 

to be admired by Ebony. In February 1974, the magazine honoured her in a distinctive feature 
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and portraits which recalled her activism in the mid-1960s and harking back to her struggle 

for liberation in Maryland.447 Its reaction had paid off, with Richardson returning the favour 

to Ebony, thanking the magazine for such an acclaim, ‘My family and friends as well as I 

were very pleased with the article […]’ said Richardson, ‘it certainly brought back many 

memories of the struggle which at a time we had hoped was nearing an end […].’448 

Other black female militants were also offered a space to articulate their thoughts on the 

black struggle in Ebony. Ruby Doris Smith Robinson, a female activist and a black militant, 

was also featured by Ebony. Robinson was SNCC's executive secretary, well known for her 

participation in the Freedom Rides in 1961 in Birmingham. However, her demonstration in 

Atlanta within the same year and her outstanding courage in confronting white terror and 

resistance earned her the respect of the SNCC’s branch in Atlanta, which offered her a 

position to work as its executive secretary. Robinson dedicated her time and efforts to 

administrating the office, holding meetings in the office, raising funds, and charting 

campaigns.449 

Robinson was also a Black Power advocate. When Carmichael (the chief of SNCC) 

shouted Black Power in Greenwood in June 1966, Robinson attended the rally, raised her fist, 

and shouted back: ‘Black Power!’450 Likewise, when Black Power came to surface, Robinson 

began to rethink the integrationist approach, often calling into question its efficacy and 
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pondering the idea of separatism, black consciousness, and self-identity. Carmichael declared 

that Robinson supported Black Power, ‘150 percent.’451 

Robinson received wide acclaim from the popular black-owned media compared to 

Richardson.452 In June 1966, and at the time when Carmichael became officially the chief of 

SNCC, Negro Digest ran an editorial article which compared Robinson’s bravado with 

Carmichael’s. The article posed a picture of Carmichael next to Robinson’s portrait, with a 

statement that read ‘Carmichael and Mrs. Robinson form an aggressive triumvirate that will 

give SNCC, reportedly, more militant drive.’453 By contrast, the popular white-owned 

newspapers sometimes overshadowed her role in the movement. The Washington Post relied 

on a statement made by John Lewis, former chair of SNCC, to undermine her activism, 

informing its audience that Robinson had little influence on SNCC.454  

Ebony also paid some interest to Robinson, conducting a revealing interview with her, 

which was held just two months after the rise of Black Power. Historian Cynthia Fleming 

described her interview with Ebony as, ‘quite curious’.455 Though Robinson admired the 

black women’s role in the movement, declaring that they were uniquely assertive, she went 
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on to suggest that black leadership should be taken on only by black men, claiming that black 

women would not soon be needed.456 Her shift in her perception of the black struggle could 

stem from her belief that the latter was a man’s job. Yet, since black men were being 

harassed and victimised, she and her female counterparts had to, ‘shoulder the whole 

burden.’457  

Regardless of her statement, Ebony admired her role in the movement, describing 

Robinson as ‘a tough mother’ who was determined to accept the challenge of rebuilding the 

South.458 Ebony also recounted her efforts in the SNCC and during the sit-in movement, 

proudly describing her as a heroic activist who fought for black liberation since adolescence. 

Ebony noted how, ‘she made idealistic commitments to herself which she has kept to this 

day, challenging the system in ways that are sometimes dramatic, but more often mundane 

[…].459 

Ebony’s renewed interest in black women activists and its attempt to popularise and 

mainstream their image was progressively expanding in its pages. In July 1966, the magazine 

sought to rectify its social misjudgement to prove to its audience that ‘The Natural Look’ 

article was not a one-time deal. As such, it announced the arrival of an entire special issue on 

black women, declaring that it was, ‘another of Ebony’s definitive probes into a subject of 

major interest and importance.’460 The magazine notified its readers that the issue would be 
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published in August 1966, catching their attention by informing them that, ‘you will read 

many articles in the next months, but you will never forget THE NEGRO WOMAN.’461 

 ‘The Negro Woman’ special issue was published as scheduled, bringing together the 

JPC’s male and female editorship to showcase black women’s roles in beauty, politics, 

medicine, and the arts.462 Historian Eddie Chambers notes that the special issue was a typical 

work of Ebony, he added, ‘[…] it depicted a range of women who were proud, resilient and 

strong, and above all, resonated with humanity.’463 Johnson and his editorial staff were proud 

of their output, describing the issue ‘a project’ and confidently proclaiming that it was ‘the 

most exhaustive study ever to appear in a national magazine.’464  

The special issue was also significant for another reason. It was intended to engender 

black men to rethink their female counterparts’ role. Ebony invited its male readers to read 

and ponder their thoughts on the contribution of black women.465 Shortly before the 

publication of the special issue, Ebony announced that it would discuss black women’s 

intellectual problems, their social and personal lives, their clash with white women, and their 

conflict with their black male counterparts.466  

Garland was a pivotal contributor to the special issue, with a profile on Ruby Robinson 

and the Founder of the Freedom Democratic Party (FDP) Fannie Lou Hamer. Her profile, 

built up from an intensive, well-researched study of black women in the Deep South, revealed 
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their central role in challenging threats and harassment in the Southern territories and how 

they took dynamic leadership in the struggle.467 Garland depicted Hammer and other popular 

female activists as ‘Builders of a New South’ as their activism was devoted to improving the 

social and economic conditions of the Southern dwellers by means of protests, 

demonstrations, and voter registration.468  

However, Garland stated that black women protested and took on firm leadership in the 

movement not because they sought to take over male leadership but because black men 

would not advance the struggle without the help of black women, who would all together 

form a mutual alliance in favour of liberating their lives.469 This sentiment was shared by 

black female activists themselves, such as Carolyn Rivers who noted that, ‘if Negro men 

were able to assert themselves fully, they’d be willing to send all women back home.’470 

Ebony backed up Garland’s statement with photographs which showed Hamer marching in 

the front line with Dr. King during the Meredith March and shouting with a degree of power 

and confidence.471 

‘The Negro Woman’ demonstrated the extent to which Ebony applauded the black 

women’s role in relation to black liberation. Grace Williams, a female reader and a 

Philadelphia resident, appreciated Ebony for its special issue, declaring that the latter 
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reflected directly and accurately the oppression she suffered.472 Spence M. Bailey from Los 

Angeles described the special issue ‘top in journalistic excellence’ while her neighbour, Mrs. 

H.L. Mickens, thanked Johnson for his efforts in mirroring the black women’s vivid image, ‘I 

have always felt that the colored female was not as appreciated, understood, or respected as 

females of other races […] you have changed my conception […].’473 

Johnson noted that ‘The Negro Woman’ was ‘a highly-praised’ special issue that could 

even change the women and the realities surrounding them.474 His statement was true as the 

special issue drew public acclaim from some pivotal figures, with New York governor and 

future vice president of the U.S Nelson A. Rockefeller, admiring the JPC’ staff for their issue. 

In a special letter sent to the JPC, Rockefeller congratulated Ebony, declaring that its issue 

gave a good insight into the problems which faced black women in America, admitting that 

Ebony was performing, ‘a valuable service to every Negro community in the country […].’475  

Despite its wide acclaim, some male readers were resentful of the issue. Texas reader and 

a newly divorced resident Kennard W. Reed Jr. condemned Ebony for its special issue and 

downplayed the efforts of black women, declaring that liberation should be achieved through 

the efforts of the male leaders only. Reed told Ebony that, 

 When the Negro woman realizes that real progress 

will come only when she decides to get in behind her 

Negro man, and not on top of him, freedom will come 

in a matter of years and not in hundreds of years.476 
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Despite such a critique, ‘The Negro Woman’ continued to receive wide acclaim from the 

readers who applauded the special issue and encouraged Ebony to continue its focus on black 

female activism. Indeed, with its distinctive special issue, Ebony looked to pay more attention 

to moderate female activists such as Coretta Scott King. 

‘In her Husband’s Footstep’: Ebony, Coretta Scott, and Black Female 

activism in the Post-assassination period 

While Ebony focused on black female militants and sought to rehabilitate their image 

within the mainstream print media and in relation to its black male and female readers, it also 

had an eye-catching interest in forging an image of respectability among some popular 

female Civil Rights activists such as Coretta Scott King. 

Coretta Scott was Dr. King’s wife, born in Alabama in 1927 and graduated from Lincoln 

High school to enrol at Antioch College in Ohio, where she majored in education and music. 

After receiving a scholarship and enrolling at New England Conservatory of Music in 

Boston, she met her future husband, Martin Luther King. The two were married and moved to 

Montgomery, Alabama where Dr. King started his career as a pastor and later chief of the 

Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) while Mrs. King was an active partner in 

his Civil Rights works. Indeed, she helped her husband on multiple occasions, marching with 

him, speaking on his behalf, and even working closely with the SCLC.477 

Ebony had a long history of supporting the King family, and Martin Luther King himself 

had worked with the magazine. As stated in chapter one, Dr. King was writing ‘Advice for 

Living’, a section which was published regularly between October 1957 and September 1958 
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where Dr. King was committed to answering queries sent by black readers who asked about 

issues related to religion, sexuality, and race relations.  

A few months after the cessation of ‘Advice for Living’ and Dr. King’s decision to cut 

down on media commitments due to a murder attempt, Ebony turned to his wife, with an 

article which looked to revere her for her commitment to take a stand with her husband 

despite the threats and the terror they both sustained. In its article titled ‘The Woman Behind 

Martin Luther King’, Ebony declared that Scot’s support of her husband was a stark example 

of how black women were concerned about the fight for liberation, as they too endured the 

pain and the threats with their husbands or loved ones for the freedom of black Americans.478 

After the vicious murder of her husband in April 1968, Scott revealed her intention to 

continue his struggle, ‘I would finish what Martin and the movement had started […] I vowed 

that I would carry that dream forward.’479 In fact, Scott took part in her husband’s struggle 

shortly before his death, supporting him during his sanitation campaign in Memphis by 

delivering press conferences on the freedom movement and on black women’s issues on 

multiple occasions, ‘I am not a ceremonial symbol’ said Scott ‘I am an activist […] I was 

always there and involved.’480 A few months after her husband’s murder, Scott also began 

leading her husband’s struggle, opposing the Vietnam War and speaking up against the social 

issues facing black workers, despite having a family to raise as a now single woman.481  
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Perhaps the clearest example of Scott King’s dedication to resume her husband’s struggle 

could be seen in her vision to establish the Martin Luther King Jr. centre for Non-violent 

Social Change in Atlanta in June 1968. Scott declared that the site was founded to transmit 

and endorse King’s fight for social change and to urge the community and economic 

development in Atlanta and worldwide.482  

Scott also encouraged black women to join the movement not only to fight racism but also 

to challenge male chauvinism practised by men, both white and black. She affirmed that, 

‘Most thought that women should stay in the shadows; however, I felt that, as women, we 

had much to contribute’.483 Scott believed that she was not treated seriously during her 

husband’s demonstrations, as journalist Jeanne Theoharis puts it, ‘she was too often seen but 

not heard, admired but not considered […]’.484 Scott declared that black women had to take a 

leading part in their husband’s marches, protests, and demonstrations as long as they shared, 

‘the bitter experiences, the dangers, and the hardships.’485  

Her persistence in reflecting on black women’s role in social change pushed her to lead 

and participate in many demonstrations. On 27 April 1968, less than a month after her 

husband’s death, Scott participated in a rally in New York where she called black women to 

                                                           
482 Wermiel, Stephen J., and Robert E. Stein, 'Human Rights Hero-Coretta Scott King.', Human Rights Journal, 

31.03, (2004), pp.1-26 (p. 25), in <https://heinonline.org/> [accessed 15 October 2020]; Scott, My Life, p. 210. 

483 Scott, My Life, p. 195. 

484 Jeanne Theoharis, I am not a symbol, I am an activist': the untold story of Coretta Scott King (2018) 

<https://www.theguardian.com/> [accessed 20 October 2020].  

485 Wermiel, Stephen J., and Robert E. Stein, p. 25; Coretta Scott King, My Life, p. 205. 



142 
 

fight for social change.486 The Pittsburgh Press wrote that Scott was a woman, ‘who wants to 

be powerful in her own right.’487  

Her effort as a black female activist gained her wider admiration. In October 1969, 

Morehouse College in Atlanta honoured her for her perseverance in continuing Dr. King’s 

struggle and her fight against racism, poverty, and women’s issues. During her honorary 

convocation, Scott stressed her intent on continuing her husband’s struggle by fighting what 

her husband called, ‘the triple evils of society: poverty, racism, and war.’488 However, Scott 

also emphasised the use of the non-violent tactics to achieve liberation. She declared that 

non-violence was still a practical method, magnifying its effectiveness and demonstrating its 

potency over militant tactics, ‘Non-violence has proved it is still relevant […] the most 

powerful weapon of all – non-violent confrontation’.489  

Her dedication to carrying out the black liberation struggle by means of non-violent 

methods also gained her wider acclaim within the white mainstream media though Scott 

admitted that the media was showing mounting opposition to her and her husband.490 The 

media’s antagonism increased, in many ways, due to her husband’s metamorphosis into a 

radical figure in his final years when he opposed the U.S involvement in the Vietnam War 

and attempted to unify the Civil Rights leaders and the black militants into one camp. 
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 Yet, some popular white and black-owned outlets remained friendly with her. The New 

York Times cast Scott as ‘an undaunted widow’ who vowed to resume the struggle of her 

husband while the regional white-owned newspaper Florida Today perceived Scott as a 

woman, ‘married to a man and a cause’.491 The Chicago black-owned newspaper Chicago 

Tribune lent her space to recount her first meeting with her husband while the New York 

white-owned outlet Star Gazette declared that Scott became ‘the social activist’ she always 

dreamed about.492 

The black radical periodicals, however, drew a lukewarm response to her activism. Apart 

from Freedomways, which compared her prominent activism with Dick Gregory and Ralph 

Abernathy, other popular black leftist magazines such as Liberation News Service and The 

Movement had either paid little interest to her or doubted her efforts.493 When Ralph 

Abernathy announced his resignation as the head of the SCLC in 1973 on financial reasons, 

the radical black magazine Berkeley Barb noted that Scott might take the lead. However, it 

disclosed her unwillingness to finance the SCLC as well as her dissent with Abernathy, 

noting that Scott, ‘would cripple the political thrust of the SCLC.’494 

Amidst all the favourable and unfavourable responses Scott gained from the major white 

and black print media, Scott privileged Ebony more than any other outlet. Scott revealed that 

she told Ebony things that she did not tell any other outlet such as her husband’s ephemeral 
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depression and his accusation of tax evasion, ‘I’ve told them to you because I trust you […]’ 

said Scott to Ebony.495  

This close relationship grew even stronger in the wake of her husband’s murder. During 

her husband’s funeral, Scot prevented all the photographers from taking pictures of her 

deceased husband except Ebony’s photographer Moneta Sleet Jr., declaring that, ‘if Ebony 

can’t be here, you can’t be here’, referring to the other photographers.496 Scott invited Sleet to 

attend the funeral service to take pictures of her and her husband.497 A year later, Sleet won 

Pulitzer Prize for his poignant photograph of a mourning Scott at her husband’s death.498 

In fact, Ebony looked to cement its relationship with her on multiple occasions. A few 

months after King’s murder, Ebony decided to run a story on Scott, giving the assignment to 

Phyl Garland who had just run a memorable story on her deceased husband.499 The 

assignment, however, was not easy as Garland was not permitted to conduct any interview 

with Scott following her husband’s murder.500 Yet, Garland was prepared to have her story 

ready for publication, with Ebony having announced in August 1968 to its audience that it 

would feature Scott in its next issue, informing them that Garland was knee-deep in working 
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on her profile. In its announcement, Ebony hinted to its readers that the special, ‘[…] looks 

like another good one […].’501  

As promised, Ebony introduced Scott’s profile to its audience, illustrating and detailing 

her dedication to increasing black women’s activism and her intent on fulfilling commitments 

that her husband did not live to meet. The profile, titled, ‘Coretta King, in her Husband’s 

Footstep’, welcomed Scott’s attempt to expand her husband’s tactic of non-violence, noting 

that Scott should be cast as ‘a leader of the movement’ as she struggled alongside her 

husband and supported his cause on multiple occasions.502   

Ebony also assessed her role in the black women’s liberation movement, introducing Scott 

as, ‘a supporter of woman power.’503 Ebony highlighted her importance to the black women 

liberation in creating, ‘a solid bloc of woman power’ which could address women’s concerns 

and the crucial issues facing black Americans.504 This sentiment was also picked up by 

journalists such as Naomi Rock, who noted that while Scott did not see herself as the leader 

of the struggle, her fight for justice and equality was pushing black women, ‘to assert 

themselves as new and powerful creative force for social change.’505 

In 1970, Ebony expanded its relationship with Scott by conducting an intimate and 

revealing interview with her, probably the most extended interview that Scott granted to a 

national magazine. In fact, this was not the first time Scott granted an interview to Ebony. In 

1956, and in the aftermath of the terrorist bombing of their house in Montgomery, Scott also 
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granted an interview to Ebony’s senior editor Lerone Bennett. Bennett declared that he was 

impressed by Scott King.506  

 The interview, managed by Ebony’s managing editor Charles L. Sanders had been 

conducted in Martin Luther King’s office in Atlanta, and it lasted for four days, in addition to 

several hours of telephone conversation.507 The interview, which appeared in the November 

1970 issue, focused on Scot’s personal life and her commitments to the King Memorial 

Centre in the post-assassination period. Ebony showed how Scott was revitalised after her 

husband’s murder, dedicating her life to looking after her children and committing to 

commemorating her husband’s struggle via memorial events and activities.508 

While the special feature paid such a tribute to Scot, it also served another purpose. Ebony 

sought to glamorise Scot’s popular image by focusing on her beauty and providing superb, 

shiny photographs showing her smiling, laughing, and spending time with her children. In 

other words, while Ebony perceived her as an activist in her own right, it was also keen to 

underscore her femininity, beauty, and maternal qualities, ‘She is lively, really lovely’, said 

Ebony, and at 43 looks extraordinarily young […] very much aglow […] and very much a 

woman.’509 Such an effort was reflected as its readers were very delighted to hear about 

Scott, with Indiana resident Simon Collins thanking Ebony for reassuring him that Scott was, 

‘at peace.’510 
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Ebony’s distinctive engagement and its close relationship with Scott were admired by the 

black owned outlets, such as The Atlanta Voice, which described Ebony’s response to Scott, 

‘a giant step’ as Ebony spoke of her as ‘the world’s most admired woman […]’. The Atlanta 

Voice had even invited its readers to read about the interviewer’s story in Ebony, ‘His 

interview report is out of this world and if you haven’t read it, please do’, said the 

newspaper.511  

The JPC’s editors also admired her role in the black liberation movement. Lerone Bennett 

was probably the most respectful JPC editor for Scott and her dedication to joining the black 

struggle. Bennett proudly spoke for Scott, showcasing her role during the movement, ‘Coretta 

Scot King was one of those great black women’, declared Bennett ‘[…] I was impressed 

repeatedly over the years, by her toughness and buoyancy of the spirit.’512 Scott had in turn 

returned the favour to Ebony, admiring the magazine and articulating her awareness of its 

role within the black struggle. She put, 

Just the fact that there was now a first-rate magazine that spoke to our 

experience provided a sense of racial pride and accomplishment. Ebony 

represented to me a significant milestone in the growth of our self-

awareness and identity as a people […].513 

While Ebony bolstered the image of Scott and many other popular black women, it 

appeared on other occasions contradictory. In less than a year, and during the height of the 

Women’s Liberation Movement in the early 1970s, Ebony stirred up a little storm among its 

female readers by dismissing black women’s liberation as irrelevant to the Women’s 
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Liberation Movement.514 Responses were fierce, with Los Angeles Sharon Smith describing 

Ebony ‘a male-run magazine’ and noted that the magazine was against the whole women’s 

movement as its staff or any black men were afraid of female superiority.515 

To avert more sharp reactions, Johnson quickly announced the appointment of three black 

women employees as vice-presidents and councils of his company while another was 

promoted as his personal director. Ebony declared that the appointment of these black women 

was a landmark in his company’s progress, ‘[…] another milestone that should get more than 

the normal amount of attention from supporters of the Women’s Liberation movement.’516 

However, the appointment of new female employees coincided with Ebony focusing on 

Angela Davis’s trial, which became a cause celebre in the U.S and across the world. 

‘Davis Belong to Ebony’ 

 Ebony paid scant attention to black women revolutionaries of the 1960s and 1970s. A 

number of popular Black Power women such as Kathleen Cleaver and Elaine Brown scarcely 

appeared in its pages though their role in the BPP or during the Black Power Movement was 

quite remarkable. This could probably because Johnson was not in favour of black 

revolutionaries or the Black Panther Party. Nonetheless, Ebony’s focus on black women in 

the 1970s centred on Angela Davis, the political activist and the Black Power advocate, who 

gained rapt attention (nationally and internationally) due to her advocacy of Communism and 

her alleged involvement in a murder conspiracy. 

Like Scott, Davis was born and raised in Birmingham, Alabama. She participated in 

demonstrations when she was a teenager but spent most of her time at home, taking piano 
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lessons or reading books.517 In 1959, Davis moved to New York to attend Elizabeth Irwin 

High School, where she joined a communist group known as the Che-Lumumba Club. Her 

affiliation with the club pushed her to develop a Marxist political outlook. In her 

autobiography, Davis revealed that she privileged Socialism over Capitalism because she felt 

that the former could effectively bring about a utopian society where anyone could receive 

material and spiritual aid in accordance with his needs and in exchange for what he gives to 

the society.518   

Davis flew to France, where she majored in French literature and then moved to Germany 

to study philosophy.519 Upon her return to the U.S, Davis was offered a position at the 

University of California in Los Angeles, where she taught philosophy but was soon dismissed 

due to her ties with the Communist Party though she was not officially a member (she would 

later be reinstated through court proceedings).520   

In fact, Davis’s case was not new. Long before her, black figures such as Paul Robeson, 

the popular bass baritone concert artist and stage and film actor, was also labelled a 

communist in 1949, resulting in him being banned from travelling or even performing 

concerts.521 More tellingly, the late 1950s and early 1960s was a tumultuous era as it saw the 

rising tide of Communism and the increasing tension between the U.S and the Soviet Union, 
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which led to shifts between cautious cooperation and often bitter rivalry during the post-war 

era. Therefore, while the U.S was concerned about the spread of communism, coupled with a 

likelihood of massive black revolts, Davis was conceived as, ‘a key fear of right-thinking 

Americans.’522 

Davis also stressed the role of black women in the black liberation struggle. She 

emphasised that no black man can be free unless, ‘the Black woman can liberate herself form 

all the muck – and it works the other way around.’523 Like her black women peers, Davis also 

fought black male chauvinism and patriarchy. In her autobiography, Davis argued that 

patriarchy and black manhood was, ‘an unfortunate syndrome among black male activists’ as 

the male peers saw black womanhood or their attainment of leadership as a threat to their 

manhood.’524 Questioning the masculinist perceptions of black America in her writings, 

Davis addressed her male comrades by posing a rhetorical question, ‘Why is it not obvious 

that any successful effort to save black men is destined to fail if it relies on the subjugation of 

black women?’525 

Davis was also a Black Power advocate. Recalling her meeting with Carmichael and 

Michael X in London in 1967, Davis was astonished by Carmichael’s confidence, admitting 

that she felt, ‘the cathartic power of his speech’. In her autobiography, Davis noted that she 

aligned herself with Carmichael, accompanying him to his meetings and helping him to 
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organise gatherings. 526 Her advocacy of Black Power pushed her to join the BPP, attending 

their meetings and forging friendships with some of its members. Davis admitted that the 

BPP’s approach for liberation was far more sophisticated and more satisfying than what she 

thought before.527  

From a different standpoint, Davis asserted that her involvement in the struggle was to 

reinforce the black liberation movement, declaring that, ‘I needed to redirect my energy and 

use them to give my man strength and inspiration so that he might more effectively contribute 

his talents to the struggle for black liberation.’528 As such, her vision of a utopian society, 

serious affiliation with communism, and advocacy of Black Power thrust her into a glare of 

national media attention.  

While Davis was a role model for many black Americans, especially black women; a 

negative media portrayal tainted her image. Journalists such as Nelson George contend that 

Davis’s images were ubiquitous in the media, ‘Whether in journalistic photos, respectful 

drawings or disrespectful caricatures.’529 The white mainstream media, such as The New York 

Times and Time magazine, racialised her as a black militant to reinforce the traditional sexist–

racist tropes of black women as, ‘emotionally unstable, sexual sirens.’530 Davis was aware of 

the media’s deception of her image, declaring that, ‘The media did not confine their 

misrepresentations to continual allegations of my culpability. They misconstrued my present 
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condition […].’531 When Life magazine ran a profile on her following her disappearance on a 

murder conspiracy, Davis charged the magazine as an FBI vehicle as the outlet printed, along 

with its article, wanted posters similar to the posters that the FBI exhibited.532   

The FBI sought Davis following her alleged involvement in a conspiracy to free black 

inmates. She was charged with supplying a gun to Jonathan Jackson, a young black man who 

burst into the Marin County courtroom in New York in August 1970 in the hopes of freeing 

three black convicts and claiming hostages to exchange for his brother, who was also 

incarcerated in San Quentin prison. Jackson, Superior Court Judge Harold Haley, and two 

other inmates were killed in an ensuing shootout with police.533 

Davis was convicted as an accomplice as the guns used during the attempted escape were 

registered in her name, not to mention that she was a close friend to George. Davis was 

consequently accused of murder, kidnapping, and conspiracy. Lest she would be arrested, 

Davis abruptly dropped out of sight, placing her name on the FBI’s ten most wanted list.534 In 

less than two months, Davis was apprehended by FBI agents in New York, accompanied by a 

friend named David Poindexter, who was suspected of harbouring Davis.535 She was then 
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extradited from New York to Marin County Jail near San Francisco and kept in custody 

awaiting trial.536  

Her trial and incarceration became a cause celebre in the early 1970s, and a mass 

movement was launched by blacks, liberals, and other leftist groups to reinforce Davis’s 

freedom.537 The Communist Party also organised a major political campaign and rallied in the 

U.S and abroad. Flyers, pamphlets, and posters were all designed for her release.538 Popular 

figures such as Muhammed Ali and Julian Bond, black state representative of Georgia, also 

sympathised with Davis by urging a massive rally in support of her freedom.539  

The radical black print media also played a crucial role in reinforcing Davis freedom 

through propaganda and petitions. In late 1971, Freedomways’s editors declared that Davis 

was innocent and told its readers that her incarceration was in itself a conspiracy to suppress 

her.540 Likewise, the leftist magazine Berkeley Barb deliberately featured Charles Garry, 

Huey Newton’s lawyer, who sympathised with Davis, by using his declaration that, ‘This was 

the first reaction of many people to the news that Hoover’s gestapigs had kidnapped 

Davis.’541 The Short Times castigated those who called for executing her, while Left Face 

urged its readers to sign a petition for Davis’s release, informing them that it was their 
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responsibility to reinforce her freedom, ‘[…] we have to support Angela, and we will. She’s 

working for the people on the bottom, just as we are’, declared the magazine.542  

However, the mainstream and the popular white-owned newspapers and magazines acted 

as ‘pessimists’, foreboding or warning that Davis would face a death penalty. As soon as FBI 

agents caught her in October 1970, The Washington Post quickly headlined, ‘The Angela 

Davis tragedy’. The article seemed to grieve over her cause as it asserted that her radical 

activism and her significant contribution to the national political debates were the key 

motives that alienated her.543 The Indiana based and the white owned newspaper The 

Reporter Times reassured its audience that Davis was massively supported by blacks, liberals, 

and even Soviet scientists. Nonetheless, it went on to hint that Davis could have no chance in 

her trial. The newspaper deliberately used a statement said by Floyd Mckissick, director of 

CORE, who noted that, ‘There is no way for Miss Davis to get a fair trial in the United 

States.’544 

If the mainstream media probed Davis’s release, then anonymous people were equally 

determined to push Davis to face a death penalty. They sought to counter the movement set 

for Davis by seeking to demonise her or provoke hostility between her and the major leaders 

of the black liberation movement. Indeed, fabricated and divisive letters were being sent to 

the BPP’s offices and leaders to accuse Huey Newton that he was, ‘the fingerman’ in her 

arrest. The letters sometimes appeared to be written by black people or members of the BPP. 

But in many ways, the letters were undoubtedly written by FBI agents as part of the FBI’s 

program, COINTELPRO, which was designed to discredit, provoke, disrupt, and neutralise 
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the BPP.545 Since Davis was quite close to the BPP, the letters were intended to cause 

hostility between her and the BPP.  

Surprisingly, the FBI agents targeted Ebony as well, probably because they felt that Ebony 

would stand for her cause or because Ebony was too supportive of the black liberation 

struggle and Black Power women. Almost immediately, Ebony received a fictitious letter, 

supposedly written by a black man, which stated that Newton informed on Davis. The 

anonymous writer implicitly informed the magazine that, ‘I tell you that Sister Davis would 

still be free if her capture was left to the federal pigs alone […] it was not that way at all […] 

put into an eager black hand which in turn twisted the knife of treachery in our Sister’s 

back.’546  

Ebony never disclosed the letter story (the letter itself did not come to light until 1977).547 

Yet, Ebony seemed to challenge the FBI by joining the radical black magazines, the liberals, 

and other leftist groups which called for Davis’ freedom. Indeed, Ebony appeared serious and 

assertive in aligning itself with Davis’s cause, with its female editor Phyl Garland standing up 

for her, angrily declaring that, ‘[…] What’s happening to her is wrong, it’s happening to her 

because she’s black.’548  
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Ebony’s wholehearted support for Davis and its defiance of the FBI could be perceived in 

the magazine having published a letter that Davis wrote while in jail. Ebony never divulged 

how it procured the letter, but Johnson proudly declared that he could successfully feature 

Davis when she was jailed, for the letter was probably not published by any other outlet 

except Ebony as the magazine declared that it was an exclusive one.549  

 In her letter, Davis negated Capitalism, castigating it as a self-destructive force and urging 

black people to unite to fight its tentacles such as the court system and the prison 

repression.550 However, Ebony placed a somewhat bio poster in its issue, which showed her 

picture, read her date and place of birth, and briefly summarised her career history as well as 

her political affiliations. The poster was very similar to the warrant poster that the FBI 

exhibited when Davis dropped out of sight, which could also be perceived as a challenge to 

the FBI’s phoney letter, which targeted the magazine.551 

Gender studies scholar Kimberly Nichele Brown admitted that Ebony laid, ‘an avid 

support of Davis.’552 Indeed, when Ebony began to align itself with Davis’s cause, it 

deliberately compared the blatant racism in Birmingham, where she was born and grew with 

the oppression that Algerian people endured during the colonial era. Such a comparison was 

pursued to justify that Davis’s suffering during her childhood and her political activism 

forced her to embrace communism and socialism as “a saviour” from oppression and a means 

to fully achieve liberation for black Americans.553 More tellingly, when Ebony published her 
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letter in July 1971, it dared many of its moderate readers by deliberately retaining sections 

where Davis confessed that she was a communist. One of the passages, for instance, read as 

follows: ‘Yes, I am a communist […] I am a communist because I am convinced that the 

centuries old sufferings of black people cannot be alleviated through the current social 

arrangement.’554  

Furthermore, the magazine also sought to raise funds in support of her cause. In February 

1972, Robert A. Reed, a regular reader from Maryland, corresponded with Ebony by asking 

the magazine to share, if possible, an address where funds could be sent. The magazine 

quickly responded, with one of its editors, who did not reveal his name, publishing an address 

and asking the readers to contribute if possible.555 

After sixteen months of imprisonment, Davis was freed on bail and lived in an undisclosed 

residence in San Jose in Northern California. Under bail, Davis was prohibited from traveling 

outside San Francisco without court permission. She was also forbidden to travel by plane, to 

meet, or attend public rallies without permission.556 

At the JPC, many of Ebony’s readers, such as Dewitt Porter and John L. Lee, commended 

Ebony for its focus on Davis and asked the magazine to keep the readers attuned to her 

case.557 Not surprisingly, Ebony responded to its readership by tracking Davis’s release on 

bail, with a special feature titled, ‘A New Look at Angela Davis’.558 In its article, Ebony 

opened its profile with a glossy photograph showing Davis frowning. The photograph was 
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followed by a statement which focused on her life in the post-incarceration period. The 

statement depicted Davis as, ‘a striking woman who was admired by blacks throughout the 

country for her physical beauty as well as her astonishing intellect.’559  

Ebony’s article could also be interpreted from a different angle. Via its article, Ebony 

sought to acquit Davis by revealing to its audience that she bought the guns not to supply 

them to Jonathan but rather to protect herself from the threat calls that she received.560 

Similarly, Ebony also sought to mainstream her image by informing its audience that Davis 

was not only an activist, ‘like it or not, Angela Davis is still an academician who finds it 

difficult to relate to the masses of people […] She is a Communist, and finally, she is a 

theoretician […].’561 

In June 1972, Davis was acquitted of all charges as witnesses testified before the court 

committee that Davis did not plot the escaped murder.562 Her acquittal drew national attention 

and many people, especially black Americans, rejoiced when they heard about Davis’s 

release. Davis described this as a victory and after her release, she toured America to thank 

those who stood up for her and raised money to pay her lawyers.563  

Ebony’s focus on Davis was timely for two reasons. First, it could be seen as a way to 

“stave off” black women’s criticism on its survey on black beauty or its article on the role of 

black women in the struggle. Second, Ebony bravely contested the mainstream press and the 

U.S leaders such as President Richard Nixon who sought to depoliticise Davis as a violent 
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criminal, if not a terrorist.564 Missouri resident Warrant Burnett declared that Ebony’s 

authentic portrayal of Davis should help people to, ‘gain a better understanding for what of 

her fight for: the underprivileged and the oppressed.’565 

Kimberly Nichele Brown assessed how Ebony introduced Davis as an increasingly 

revolutionary figure to conjure up an image that revolutionary ideals were expected and 

almost inevitable.566 Conversely, Ebony introduced Davis as an outspoken advocate for the 

oppressed black people, regardless of her gender. Ebony’s reader Easling acknowledged that 

Ebony, ‘[…] made an outstanding contribution toward providing America with an 

understanding of Angela as a brilliant and courageous human being, dedicated to the struggle 

for a better life for all people.’567  

Ebony’s response to Davis was distinctive. Conventional media scholars such as Rita J. 

Simon and Norma Pecora admitted that among the major American magazines which 

foregrounded Davis’s cause, ‘Ebony gave Angela Davis the most coverage. Right or wrong 

[…]’, they even went on to declare that, ‘Davis belong to Ebony and it was happy to claim 

her’.568 Davis herself was aware of Ebony’s assertiveness in reviving and enhancing the 

image of black Americans and black women in the U.S. In her autobiography, Davis noted 

that, ‘Throughout those years, I learned something about every black person "respectable" 
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enough to be allotted a place in the history books — or […] into "Who's Who in Negro 

America" or [in] Ebony magazine’.569 

Ebony’s focus on Davis and other popular Black Power women was impressive. It proved 

that Ebony also championed black women and bolstered their image and activism, regardless 

of their political, racial, and social affiliations. In its ‘The Negro Woman’ special issue, 

Johnson himself admitted that black women and their efforts and contribution to the black 

struggle should deserve the highest commendation. He declared that, ‘the Negro woman is 

the most fascinating in the world today […], she is a cab driver, civil rights worker, maid, 

teacher […] you name it and she is it […] it makes her all one woman and it makes her all 

woman.’570 

Conclusion 

A few years after the release of Angela Davis, and in response to widespread readers’ 

demands, Ebony decided to run a second instalment on ‘The Negro Woman’ special issue. 

The issue, published in August 1977 and titled ‘The Black Woman’, came as a celebration 

and a tribute to all the unsung and nameless black women who stood at the centre of the black 

struggle for equality and justice. 

Ebony’s focus on black women demonstrates two focal points. First, gender roles in Ebony 

were progressive as it expanded from a limited focus on a few black women activists such as 

Gloria Richardson to involve special issues and interviews. Second, and perhaps more 

importantly, Ebony fused activism with beauty as a means to revitalise black women 

activists’ popular image (which could also be connected to its glamourous stories and glossy 
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pages), which was often misconceptualised, if not undermined, by the mainstream media, the 

elite, and even the major leaders of the black liberation struggle.  

Although Ebony sparked off a debate around black aesthetics and the black women’s role 

in the black liberation struggle and was often accused of overlooking their image, it staved 

off the latter by showing its tenacity in defending and championing their cause. It is true that 

Ebony was reactive or pragmatic in its response to the latter, but the magazine was also 

exceptional when responding to the black women’s cause. Black male readers themselves, 

such as Warren Burnett, admitted that Ebony’s efforts in endorsing and bolstering the image 

of black women in America prompted the magazine to fulfil its role as, ‘a messenger for 

black people.’571  

Ebony’s strong response to Black Power women and their fight for liberation was also 

passionate. Its female editor Phyl Garland recalled when she listened to the story of Hamer 

and other black female activists in 1966 in Ruleville, Mississippi, she admired their 

contribution to the struggle for justice and equality, ‘They are, to me, some of the great 

champions’ admitted Garland, ‘Yes, I loved the leaders, and I loved Martin Luther King. But 

they also helped to make it possible.’572  

In addition to all its positive reactions and tremendous support of their cause and activism, 

Ebony hoped for ‘a bright future’ for black women. In August 1966, Ebony published in its 

Photo-editorial section a statement which reassured its audience that, ‘the Negro woman is 

here to stay and she should make every effort now to ensure herself of a better life in the 

future.’573 However, just as Ebony hoped for a better life for black women, it was 
                                                           
571 ‘Letters to the editors, Ebony, October 1971, p.23. 

572 'Civil Rights and the Press Symposium Killing Jim Crow: The 1964 Civil Rights Act', , 24 April 2004; 

https://knightpoliticalreporting.syr.edu/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/phyl_garland_transcript.pdf  

573 ‘Photo-editorial’, Ebony, August 1966, p. 150. 

https://knightpoliticalreporting.syr.edu/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/phyl_garland_transcript.pdf


162 
 

disconcerted by massive black revolts, which intensified in the summer of 1966. Ebony 

turned from hoping for a bright future into fearing for “a dark decade” as the perpetual urban 

rebellions alerted the nation of prolonged racial turmoil that would devastate the whole black 

communities. Its growing concern, however, prompted John H. Johnson and his editors to 

intervene, committing themselves to bringing about a set of social resolutions to head off the 

revolts. Their concern also forced them to turn the magazine into a more serious, critical, and 

radical outlet which spoke against the revolts, urging its audience to embrace radical methods 

to reform their lives and blaming the U.S government for the outbreak of the mass rebellions. 

In the next chapter, we shall examine how Ebony critically engaged with the black rebellion 

and how it shifted towards embracing the ethos of Black Power as an alternative method to 

bring about a radical change to black America. 
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Chapter 4: ‘To Face the Battle Ahead!’: The Black 

Revolt and the Search for a Social Resolution: 1966-1970 

 

‘Ebony, to its great credit, is more than doing its part. It is 

leading’ 

                                                                                                              George Bush                   

                                                                                                             

The insight and the financial success of Carmichael’s profile prompted Johnson to expand 

his magazine’s focus by injecting special features and issues which looked to represent the 

black struggle. Indeed, in August 1967, Ebony ran an article titled ‘Negro Youth in America’, 

a special issue which addressed the black youth and the hurdles they faced in the ghettoes 

during the black revolts.574 In fact, ‘Negro Youth in America’ had coincided with Johnson 

and his editorial staff having attained a circulation of a million readers. The celebration, held 

amidst national turmoil, prompted Johnson and his editors to describe October as a month of 

bright weather but also of hopeful expectations. As a publisher who undoubtedly sought to 

profit from the black struggle, Johnson and his editors declared that, ‘We’ve made it […] but 

why should we stop dreaming? […] Wonder how long it will take to reach two million?’575 
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The special issue was unique as many black and white outlets, including McCall, a 

popular white-owned magazine located in New York, commended the special issue's 

intellectual cachet, declaring that it was, ‘a brilliant example of writing and editing at its very 

best – penetrating, significant, and timely’.576 The National Advisory Commission on Civil 

Disorders, an 11-member commission established by President Lyndon B. Johnson to 

investigate the 1967 riots, also acknowledged the special issue as it approached Ebony to 

request some of its copies, claiming that the latter could be used as a reference for their 

studies on the riots, their causes, and their impact on the black and white communities. 

Johnson and his editors were ecstatic about how ‘very effective’ their special edition and their 

magazine had become.577 

Building on Korey Bowers Brown’s thesis, which argued that Ebony reflected the growing 

sentiment of impatience among the rioters, this chapter adds that Ebony also stepped in with a 

set of social resolutions to suppress the uprisings, which was culminated in a special issue 

that critically examined black youth and their motivations for inciting the riots.578 This 

chapter also demonstrates that Ebony’s intervention in the black revolts had paid off as 

popular white and black-oriented media admired its vital role, whereas Lyndon B. Johnson’s 

administration asked the magazine and its editor Bennett to cooperate with its governmental 

voices to quell the revolts. However, with the slow progress of the black liberation struggle in 

the late 1960s and Ebony’s resentment over the social issues which were still impinging upon 

black Americans, the magazine metamorphosed into a radical magazine, embracing the black 

radicals’ approaches of self-help and self-determination and calling its audience to emulate 

his programs to transform their social conditions. 
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The Rise of the Black Revolt 

The Black Power Movement emerged in late 1966 as a radical twin of the mainstream 

Civil Rights Movement, which created public dissension among its major leaders.579 In fact, 

the advocates of each movement were at loggerheads with each other, with the Civil Rights 

leader Dr. King asserting that the struggle should be achieved by non-violent and 

integrationist tactics while Carmichael emphasising that liberation could only be brought 

about through autonomy, self-help, and self-determination.580 

King’s and Carmichael’s growing disagreements led to a rupture in the mainstream of the 

black liberation struggle. In July 1966, CORE declared that it would metamorphose from a 

Civil Rights party into a Black Power organisation.581 Within the same month, Roy Wilkins 

of the NAACP noticed CORE’s shift into an entire Black Power organisation and declared, 

during the NAACP’s annual convention, that he and the NAACP would oppose Black Power. 

He claimed that the latter was, ‘a reverse Mississippi, a reverse Hitler, a reverse Ku Klux 

Klan’. Wilkins later noted in NAACP’s magazine The Crisis that the NAACP would 

completely repudiate Black Power, ‘No matter how endlessly, the term “black power” means 

“anti-white power” […] said Wilkins ‘in a racially pluralistic society, the concept, […] means 

opposition to other ethnic powers […] We of the NAACP we will have none of this […]’.582  
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Wilkins’s and the NAACP’s rejection of Black Power was followed by an agreement 

between the leaders of the Civil Rights movement, such as Dr. King and the executive 

director of National Urban League (NUL) Whitney Young, who signed a statement named 

‘the Crisis and Commitment’. This statement publicly declared their rejection of Black Power 

and called for integration and non-violence as the only tactics to achieve freedom.583   

While the black liberation movement was at a cross-roads, more Black Power entities 

emerged, which led the black freedom movement into different trajectories. In late 1966, two 

Louisianan African Americans and Meredith Collegian students, Bobby Seale and Huey P. 

Newton, met in Oakland to found the Black Panther Party (BPP), a radical and revolutionary 

Black Power organisation. Upon its foundation, the party implemented, ‘the decidedly violent 

and deadly wrath of all levels of government’, taking its responsibility for the survival and 

the advancement of black America and challenging, ‘the white monopoly on violence in 

black communities.’584 Indeed, the Black Panthers took on a commitment as the vanguard of 

the people by fighting police brutality in Oakland and engaging in social and political 

activities across the U.S and abroad. However, the BPP's growth attracted the FBI's attention, 

which alerted the nation to a long-standing racial animosity between whites and their black 

counterparts.585 

The rupture in the mainstream of the modern black liberation movement was combined 

with mass black revolts. James Baldwin predicted that the rebellion would, ‘spread to every 

metropolitan center in the nation which has a significant Negro population’.586 In fact, 1967 

                                                           
583 ''Crisis and Commitment'', The New York Times, 15 October 1966, p.206. 

584 Curtis J. Austin, Up Against the Wall, p. 20. 
585 See for example: Joshua Bloom and Waldo E. Martin Jr, Black against Empire; Curtis J. Austin, Up Against 

the Wall; Robin C. Spencer, The Revolution Has Come, Black Power, Gender, and the Black Panther Party in 

Oakland (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016).  

586 Manning Marable, Race, Reform, and Rebellion, 3rd edn (London: Macmillan, 1984), p. 90.  



167 
 

saw the worst black rebellions in the twentieth century. There were around 200 riots in major 

cities like Detroit and Newark, hundreds of buildings were burnt to the ground, and there 

were over 100 deaths, mostly of black people, and almost $80 million worth of property was 

damaged.587  

Many reasons contributed to the outbreak of the riots, whether directly or indirectly. Dr. 

King blamed the United States Congress for inciting the riots by failing to adopt social 

programmes such as job programmes or by implementing “economic cuts” in specific black 

neighbourhoods.588 However, for many black Americans, the majority of riots began as a 

result of residential segregation and employment discrimination in urban areas.589 The 

failures of the Civil Rights Movement, according to historian Peter B. Levy, may have 

contributed to the outbreak of race riots in the 1960s, as the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the 

Voting Rights Act of 1965 did not fundamentally, ‘signify the fulfilment of the black 

freedom struggle’.590  

Fears of the black uprising spreading prompted President Lyndon B. Johnson to appoint an 

11-member panel, led by Illinois governor Otto Kerner, to investigate the 1967 riots. The 

committee, known as the 'National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders,' issued a 
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detailed study (known as the Kerner report) outlining the reasons, repercussions, and 

potential remedies to the riots.591  

The report also suggested that the BPP and other violent groups may have sparked the 

riots inadvertently. While it clearly stated that no organization or group had planned for the 

eruption of the riots, it suggested that the BPP and their violent or revolutionary stance, their 

intent on improving the social conditions, and their influence over young black males had 

indirectly inflamed them, which could probably spark off the riots. The report stated, 

 

Militant organizations, local and national, and individual agitators, 

who repeatedly forecast and called for violence, were active in the 

spring and summer of 1967. We believe that they sought to encourage 

violence, and that they helped to create an atmosphere that 

contributed to the outbreak of disorder.592  

 

However, most of the report stated that police practises, unemployment, and slum 

conditions were the leading causes of the riots. Despite suggesting various remedies to stop 

the riots, the panel expressed its concern about racial division, ‘This is our basic conclusion: 

our nation is moving toward two societies, one black, one white--separate and unequal’, said 

the panel.593 
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The civil unrest was also causing anxiety among the white print media. The New York 

Times, a widely circulated white daily newspaper, was concerned that the riots might result in 

a national backlash against white-black relations.594  The Crisis magazine, on the other hand, 

bemoaned the riots’ intensity and longed for a successful conclusion, whereas The Tribune, a 

Pennsylvanian daily newspaper, described the riots as the most devastating domestic crisis 

since the Civil War and demanded an immediate halt to the violence.595  

From a different perspective, other popular white-owned newspapers and magazines 

directed their attention to the connection between Black Power and the black revolts, pointing 

out that the wave of the riots that rippled throughout America was reflection of Black Power. 

The Washington Post blamed Carmichael and Rap Brown, Carmichael’s successor as the 

chairmanship of the SNCC, for their intention to boil up the black rebellion.596 Time 

magazine, however, declared that the emergence of Black Power had led to the eruption of 

the riots while The Detroit Free Press, a Detroit-based newspaper, linked the spark of the 

riots to the ideology of black militancy, viewing the latter as a destructive phenomenon that 

did contribute to, ‘feed the fires’.597 

The Detroit riot was arguably the most tragic racial uprising in 1967. Looting, vandalism, 

and ransacking ravaged the city, turning it into a war zone. The police and fire departments 

were dispatched, but they were unable to contain the situation. As a result, Governor George 
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Romney of Detroit was compelled to bring in approximately 7,000 National Guard and U.S 

Army forces, who patrolled the city with tanks and armoured vehicles in order to disperse the 

rioters.598 

The Washington Post noted that the Detroit riot led to the highest level of anxiety and 

dissatisfaction among African Americans. The newspaper noted in one of its statements that 

the Detroit riot started for a simple reason, ‘A bottle was thrown at police officers, and just 

like that, Detroit exploded’.599 The riot in Detroit was reported by The New York Times as the 

worst civil strife in recent times, with approximately 1,400 buildings damaged, over 7,200 

people detained, 43 people killed, 1,189 injured, and property damage estimated at $50 

million.600 

“Put Yourself in My Place”: Ebony and the Black Revolt 

Amid a national upheaval, Johnson and his editors decided to interfere to help end the 

rioting. They suggested providing a set of social resolutions to their black and white readers. 

These social resolutions were offered to reduce racial tensions while also addressing social 

issues that black Americans faced, such as ghetto conditions, poverty, unemployment, 

educational deprivation, poor criminal justice system, and homelessness. By introducing a set 

of social resolutions, John. H Johnson and his editors were convinced that they would be able 

to improve race relations and thus, put an end to the revolts.  

Yet, they were also worried that the revolts which erupted in many cities in 1966 and 1967 

would expand to other regions. ‘Today the Pot is Boiling Over’, feared Johnson and his 

editors. Johnson and his editorial staff were anxious that the riots might signal “the beginning 
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of revolt” which would prompt black people to seek liberation through means other than 

integration.601 

In fact, Ebony’s involvement in the uprisings was nothing new. At the end of 1966, Ebony 

printed an article which stated that programs such as slum clearance, neighbourhood 

restoration, education, and job opportunities should all be introduced, enhanced, and 

supported by the federal government without regard for partisan politics. Similarly, it also 

noted that black people and Civil Rights organisations should be accountable for establishing 

these programmes by organising groups and having meetings to research and address these 

racial issues.602 

In another issue published in the same year, Ebony sought to encourage its audience to 

quell the revolts by offering testimonies of some black residents who played a crucial role in 

heading off violence. In an article titled ‘Parents for Peace’, Ebony recounted the story of San 

Francisco resident Ted Patrick, who worked with the black and white youth in sabotaging the 

riots and street violence in Los Angeles through negotiation and round-table meetings.603  

Despite such efforts, some white-oriented newspapers such as Florida Today doubted 

Ebony’s effectiveness, noting that the magazine was merely, ‘a popularizer of ideas rather 

than an innovator.’604 Nonetheless, Johnson underscored that his magazine was also a critical 

outlet as it also sought to address the social issues facing black Americans, ‘its mission’ 

declared Johnson, ‘was not to constantly remind blacks on discrimination, but rather, “to tell 

them how to overcome it”’.605 
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In the context of the growing racial unrest which threatened the nation in 1966, Johnson 

and his editors were pushed to intervene. In a special feature published in December 1966, 

they announced to their audience that, ‘The Time Has Come, when something must be done 

about the “things” that causes senseless, violent, damaging riots’.606 As such, and as part of 

its mission to resolve the racial issues, Ebony began to use its Photo-editorial section, a space 

where the editors (and occasionally the publisher) expressed their thoughts on major 

milestones of the black social and political progress, to critically engage with more complex 

issues related to racism, race relations, black political progress, and the struggle for black 

liberation.  

In fact, Ebony's Photo-editorial section reflected, for the most part, the magazine's 

apparent shift in tone, with messages directed at white America. ‘Put Yourself in My Place’, 

a statement published in October 1966, was probably one of the more vehement editorial 

statements printed by the magazine. The statement invited white readers to imagine 

themselves being discriminated and harassed in the same way that black people were. Ebony 

stated that if they ever found themselves in such a position, ‘they would revolt almost 

immediately and there would be no talk of non-violence on their part’.607 E. Washington 

Rhodes, publisher of the popular black-owned daily The Philadelphia Tribune, praised Ebony 

for its sharp reaction while Louise Smith, a New York resident admired Ebony's statement, 

saying, ‘you have hit […] the most critical issue of race relations to face us […]’.608  

It appeared, more than once, that Johnson and his editors were committed to ensuring that 

Ebony addressed the racial problems in a more critical tone. In December 1966, Ebony 

blamed the U.S government, calling into question the rationale behind intervening beyond its 
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borders while neglecting its domestic problems. The magazine emphasised to its white 

audience that, ‘just as the federal government spends billions of Dollars on its space 

programs it must be prepared to spend billions on its race programs’.609  

The editors expressed their dissatisfaction with the U.S government's indifference to the 

socioeconomic issues that affected black Americans. Its assistant editor David Llorens 

chastised white Americans and the black middle class for turning their backs on black ghetto 

residents, while its senior editor Lerone Bennett Jr. claimed that “the system” was to be 

blamed for the uprising of black youth. 610 The black youth revolted, according to historian 

Korey Brown, not only because they were violent, but because, ‘too many Americans would 

rather turn a blind eye to the tragedy of the ghettos than commit the time and money needed 

to properly fix the situation’.611  

Yet, if Johnson and his editors were satisfied with Ebony’s intervention in the black 

revolts debate, then some of their readers were not. Irene Herbert, a white resident from New 

Orleans, attacked Ebony for its focus on the black revolts, declaring that the magazine was 

attempting to inflame the riots, ‘all I can see is that you are hurting the Negro cause’, 

declared Herbert, ‘In my opinion, Ebony all but incites riots with its mildly sarcastic hate 

materials’.612 Washington D.C resident W. Porter Kendall also shared Herbert’s opinion, 

declaring that Ebony’s knee-jerk reaction to the riots and black issues would make the 

magazine eschew its traditionally bourgeois sensibilities and could push it to be involved in a 

debate which was not compatible with its orientation.613 
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More tellingly, regional white-oriented outlets such as Emporia Gazette was also 

dissatisfied about Ebony’s intervention, warning Johnson about his magazine’s wrong 

orientation.614 In contrast to their unfavourable comments, Johnson responded by explicitly 

declaring that, […] I am not speaking for looters and burners, though I can understand them 

[...].615 Sociologist Jason Chambers argues that Johnson did not hesitate to address issues 

facing black America via the pages of his magazine.616 As such, he sometimes situated his 

magazine at the heart of the black revolts, regardless of the media’s response, as he said, ‘We 

are committed to telling all of the story, the good and the bad […]’.617   

Ebony’s resolute attempt to understand the black revolts expanded more broadly in the 

summer of 1967 to involve special issues on the black youth and their relationship to the 

black revolts. In fact, Ebony was well aware that the black uprisings were almost entirely due 

to the black youth as its publisher Johnson declared that the black youth were ‘the original 

spark for the revolt’.618 The National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders found out that 

the majority of the riots that erupted in 1967 in major cities were the direct result of black 

youth, who made up over 53 per cent of those arrested.619 

‘To Face the Battle Ahead’: Ebony and “The Negro Youth” 

Some popular and regional white-owned outlets also attributed the spark of the revolts to 

the young black Americans, yet they seemed antagonist to them. The Maryland white-

oriented newspaper The Evening Sun deliberately relied on some statements made by Dr. 
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King, who pointed to a possible connection between black revolts and the black youths, 

whereas The Iowa white-owned newspaper Des Moines Tribune accused the black youth of 

the outbreak and the devastating impact of the riots within the white and black communities. 

Though concrete evidence demonstrates that black people listened to radio, the newspaper 

went on to note that, ‘Lots of the young people don’t read speeches or listen to radio, but they 

have been antagonized by the kinds of things they hear in neighbourhood gangs or street 

corners.’620 

By contrast, Ebony seemed sympathetic towards the young black rioters as it declared that 

the special issue would come to understand their predicament in America.621 The special 

issue titled ‘Negro Youth in America’ was published to commemorate Ebony's third annual 

series of special issues. It featured a diverse group of contributors, commentators, and 

editorial staff members, including David Llorens and Phyl Garland, who made critical 

statements and expressed empathy for the black youth and their experiences during the riots. 

Negro Youth in America, according to Florida Today newspaper, was one of the most 

essential issues the publication had ever published. 622 

Some participants, such as Alex Poinsett and Kenneth B. Clark, argued that racial 

inequities, a lack of suitable education, racial alienation, school segregation, and joblessness 

were the catalysts for the black youth revolution. These factors prompted black youth to 

protest in order to affirm their black identity, manhood, and self-esteem.623  
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Unlike the mainstream white-owned media, which seemed to some extent hostile or at 

least antagonistic towards the black rioters or the black youth, Ebony sought to search for 

practical resolutions to resolve their issue. Ebony's special issue demonstrated to its young 

readers their limitless potential to improve their social circumstances as it provided them with 

numerous examples of black young people who were able to successfully establish funding or 

rehabilitation programmes for themselves or for other young black Americans in cities like 

Watts and Chicago.624 In so doing, Ebony showed to its young audience their ability to 

improve their social conditions without rioting, ‘if you are a Negro youth growing up in a 

slum ghetto area […]’ said Ebony ‘there is a chance […] without any major help from 

anyone, you will get education, go on to college, and become a productive, well-adjusted to 

the society.’625  

As such, Ebony aimed to quell young blacks' unrest by encouraging them to improve their 

social life through perseverance and altruism. In fact, Ebony exhorted its young audience to 

be determined to “face the battle ahead” and fight for social change. While it was a magazine 

with an uplifting tone, Ebony reassured its young black audience that their growing black 

consciousness, recognition of their past, and pride in their race would definitely help them 

seize ample opportunities to achieve liberation, compared to previous decades, ‘Negro Youth 

must take up the challenge […] wrote Ebony ‘Poor schools are better than no school at all 

[…] Jobs paying minimum wages […] are better than being unemployed.’626  

The special edition had a big impact, with the Wisconsin white-owned newspaper Portage 

Daily Register pronouncing it as, ‘a much more level-headed, accurate, and fairer 
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examination of the position of the young black in America at that time’.627 The readership, on 

the other hand, also admired the special issue, sending a flood of letters to Ebony which 

praised the magazine for its focus on the black revolts. Pennsylvania resident Jacqueline A. 

Akins admired its critical tone and admitted that the special issue was a product of its time as 

it had addressed the black revolts promptly and critically. Lawrence H. Janssen, director of 

Church Strategy Program in Pennsylvania, felt that the issue was valuable that it should be 

published as a book, distributed for more comprehensive reading, or put in the library 

shelves.628 

Furthermore, the significance of the special issue also drew the attention of some 

governmental voices, which approached the magazine to obtain copies, claiming that the 

special issue might be used as a reference to research the uprisings. Indeed, Vice president 

Hubert H. Humphrey’s office ordered fifty copies of the special issue from Ebony to use it in 

the summer program around the country. Otto Kerner himself, whom President Lyndon B. 

Johnson appointed to investigate the riots, also requested copies from Ebony to use them for 

the same purpose.629 Even members of the Commission of the Civil Disorder used Ebony’s 

special issue in their investigation and admitted that the special issue was helpful in arriving 

at their conclusions.630 Moreover, the significance of its special issue prompted the National 

Advisory Commission to invite Ebony’s senior editor Lerone Bennett to participate in its 

meetings, arguing that he was an expert who could deal with, ‘historical, economic, 

sociological, and psychological factors of the ghettoes life’.631  
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 Bennett as an Outspoken Critic of the Black Revolts 

In September 1967, the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders invited its 

senior editor Bennett and other prominent participants such as the economist Dr. Vivian 

Henderson and the social scientist Dr. Kenneth Clark, to a closed meeting at the executive 

office building in Washington D.C. The Commission invited Bennett as it believed he was an 

expert who could deal with ‘historical, economic, sociological, and psychological factors of 

the ghettoes life’. Bennett accepted the Commission’s invitation and the meeting was 

scheduled at the Indian Treaty room at the executive office building in Washington D.C.632 

During the meeting, Bennett argued that the black revolts that erupted in Detroit and 

various other cities had much deeper roots that stem back from the past three centuries.633 He 

also directly traced the roots of the black revolts to the early twentieth century, demonstrating 

to his audience that the riots which erupted in the past, such as the 1904 Ohio riot, were stark 

examples that black revolts broke out and would break out for the same reason: ‘rejection, 

denial, or deprivation form constitutional rights’.634 He also contended that the major problem 

was economic. He noted that the ways blacks searched and competed with their white 

counterparts for their jobs, homes, or wages had instilled in them (whites) a feeling of 

economic encroachment. He also noted that blacks also lacked open occupancy in the labour 

world, declaring that the real estate and financial institutions should have open occupancy for 

all Americans.635  

While he addressed black Americans’ real problems during the riots, Bennett also outlined 

ambitious programs to quell the revolts. This included teaching both races a comprehensive 
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and inclusive history of America that reflected a shared history that would in turn enhance the 

race relations between black and white America by facing up to its troubled past.636 In 

addition, he suggested devising a federal funding program for the slums that would, ‘rebuild 

them, tear them down, [and] use the people living in the slums into carpenters, electricians, 

training them […]’.637 

Although other pivotal figures such as Washington governor George Romney also shared 

their views on the riots and suggested comprehensive programs to improve the urban 

ghettoes, Bennett’s suggestions were particularly admired by the Commission, which noted 

in a letter sent to him, ‘you were great’ it added ‘It [Bennett’s testimony] has caused a great 

deal interest and reaction we hoped for’.638  

Bennett’s recommendations were deemed to be very crucial, with members of the 

commission reaching out to him on multiple occasions to invite him to cooperate with the 

commission remotely. In January 1968, David L. Chambers, an assistant in the Kerner 

commission, communicated with Bennett by asking for his opinions on black consciousness, 

Black Power, and the race relations.639 David Ginsburg, executive director of the commission 

also communicated with Bennett by sending him drafts of some testimonies given by other 

figures and asked him to revise them for a formal report.640  

Moreover, various other committees also sought to approach Bennett to cooperate with 

him over the race relation issues in America. A committee at Georgetown University, 

Washington D.C. invited participants to a symposium in November 1968 to commemorate 
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the 1st anniversary of the release of the Kerner report.641 One of the figures that the 

committee sought to invite was Bennett, noting that he was one of ‘the best authorities on the 

subject in the country.’642 In a formal invitation, the committee declared that, ‘your leadership 

in dealing with this national crisis has been noted by young people of America, and it is for 

this reason we are inviting you […].’643 Bennett did not respond to the invitation, but the 

committee continued to communicate with him via follow-up letters, asking him to attend as 

his expertise in the race relations would add to the symposium.644 

Bennett’s significance as an outspoken critic of the black revolts motivated him in his 

continued commitment to resolving the black revolts. Upon his return from the meeting, 

Bennett wrote a comprehensive and insightful article on the black revolt. ‘How to Stop the 

Riots’, enunciated possible avenues to pursue to put down the riots.645 In his article, Bennett 

argued that the revolts which were sparked by the black youth had stemmed from their long-

held grievances over the entrenched social injustice. In other words, Bennett attributed the 

mass black uprisings to the long discontent and the perpetual discrimination impinged upon 

them, which propelled them to run out of patience and risk their lives to improve their social 

conditions by means of protesting and rioting. Bennett noted that, 

They [Blacks] have been remarkably patient over the years, but 

now they are saying that they would rather die than live the way 

their fathers and forefathers lived. They are serious, and America 

cannot meet their challenges unless it becomes serious, too […] 
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when a man risks his life to validate his humanity, you can’t offer 

him less than what he needs […].646 

 

Historian Korey Brown contends that Bennett’s article was one of Ebony’s most 

compelling commentaries on the race riots.647 Indeed, at first glance, the article seemed to tap 

into sensational news on the Detroit riot. Yet, the bulk of the article outlined possible 

approaches that could be employed to head off the riots. Similar to his suggestions before the 

committee, Bennett proposed that the government should first understand the motives behind 

the riots, arguing that the rebellion would not stop until the conditions that fuelled those 

rebellions ceased. Moreover, Bennett addressed new policies that would be implemented 

through such blueprints and programs such as the multi-billion dollars program, which would 

be set to eradicate slum conditions and build a working-class community.648 

Bennett’s key role in engaging with the black revolts within and outside the JPC 

demonstrates his commitment as an outspoken critic of the black riots and an advocate of the 

black rioters. In one of his interviews, Bennett rationalised the black revolts, declaring that if 

white people accepted the idea of discriminating blacks, then they should be prepared to 

accept the idea that blacks were going to fight against their discrimination.649 

Ebony’s impact on the black revolts, the Lyndon B. Johnson administration, and, to a 

larger extent, the black and white public was pronounced.650 The black print newspaper and 
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the Chicago-based South Side Bulleting admitted that when the white print media predicated 

on sensational stories and failed to improve the race relations ‘Ebony is forced to attempt a 

monumental task of filling the void […] to be standing alone at the bulwarks of a national 

communications crisis’.651 

Yet, while Ebony played a significant role in intervening in such crucial issues to head off 

the urban rebellion, its concern over black America, its social conditions which continued to 

falter, and the magazine’s bitterness over the slow progress of the black liberation struggle 

prompted Ebony to pursue a different approach. From late 1967 to the mid-1970, the 

magazine toughened its tone, metamorphosing into a more radical magazine.  

 Black Power and the Radical Blackness of Ebony 

It is worth mentioning that Ebony’s shift to a more radical magazine was relevant, given 

the social conditions of black Americans at the time. Though black Americans secured some 

Civil Rights gains, such as the Civil Rights Act of 1968, which prohibited housing 

discrimination, and the 1969 Civil Rights act, which forcefully prohibited white people from 

attacking blacks, they still had much left to fight for. Indeed, black Americans gained full 

legal rights in many sectors and regions, but these did not equate to equality in different 

ways. Also, the black community lacked unity as many black bourgeoisie became extremely 

self-interested, neglecting many rural and urban poor black Americans, who were still 

suffering from exploitation and oppression.652 Stokely Carmichael pointed to a social class 

issue as he lamented the black middle class, which focused only on its narrow class interest 

and individual aspirations, arguing that assimilation into the American mainstream middle 

                                                           
651 ‘Ebony Mag Points to 'Positivism’, South Side Bulletin, 7 August 1968, p.9.  
652 Eldridge Cleaver, 'The Crisis of the Black Bourgeoisie', The Black Scholar, 4.4, (1973), pp.2-11 (p. 6-7), 

in <https://www.jstor.org/> [accessed 8 July 2021].  



183 
 

class, ‘would do nothing to serve the broader cause of black liberation from white oppression 

and exploitation.’653 

Ebony was aware of these trends. In October 1967, the magazine headlined that, ‘No 

Progress in Years’ venting that ‘the school integration bill means nothing […] The voting bill 

means nothing […] The Northern ghettoes slum dweller is living today about the same as he 

was 20 years ago […]’.654 This statement was also emphasised by Bennett during his meeting 

with the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, asserting that no considerable 

change was made since the Supreme Court decision of 1954 and warning that blacks would 

see, ‘more retrogression than progress, more rejection than acceptance’.655  

  To tackle the social issues, which were still affecting black Americans, Ebony called 

upon its audience to change their tactics by embracing Carmichael’s programs (who had just 

defected from the SNCC to become prime minister of the Black Panther Party). Indeed, the 

magazine’s adoption of his philosophy could be seen in many of Ebony’s pages, which 

seemed to embrace his approach of black consciousness, self-interest, and self-help. In fact, 

Ebony’s support of Carmichael’s programs could probably stem from its belief that his 

programs were the most moderate and viable tactics for achieving liberation. Not to mention 

that it was clear that Bennett backed up his philosophy in Ebony. While he was a staunch 

defender of his philosophy, as discussed in chapter two, Johnson gave Bennett carte blanche 

over editorial duties at the JPC, and it was no coincidence that Bennett endorsed his 

philosophy in his articles in Ebony.656 
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In November 1967, Ebony surprised its readers by declaring that a non-violent 

demonstration such as the March on Washington in 1963 was not effective enough as it had 

minimal impact on Congress to pass bills such as the federal fair housing legislation. As such, 

and similar to Carmichael’s call for electing blacks as national representatives, Ebony also 

encouraged its readership to focus on electing blacks as representatives in national offices so 

that they can speak for the need of the grassroots of black America.657 San Francisco resident 

Louise Bullock appreciated its call for political participation and asked Ebony to foster this 

philosophy, ‘it remained for you to spell it out for all Afro-Americans who are at the 

crossroad between token integration and black power’ said Bullock.658 

This sentiment was also reiterated on other occasions. In its February 1968 issue, Ebony 

afresh highlighted the importance of electoral voting, asserting that electing blacks to offices 

or in the Congress can give black America, ‘a sizeable voice in the federal government’, 

which can eventually allow black people to practise their daily lives in a way similar to their 

white counterparts.659  

In 1969, Carmichael published his path breaking book, ‘Black Power, the Politics of 

Liberation’, with the collaboration of the political scientist and a Black Power adherent 

Charles V. Hamilton. Their monograph outlined the reasonable opportunities that black 

America should pursue to bring about liberation in America. In his monograph, Carmichael 

called black people to unify, redefine their goals, and reappraise their identity, their policies, 
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and their black institutions by means of self-help, and self-interest, and self-determination. 

He wrote that Black Power, 

 […] is a call for black people in this country to unite, to recognize their 

heritage, to build a sense of community, it is a call for black people to begin 

to define their own goals, to lead their own organizations.660 

Similarly, Ebony also regularly advised its readers to pull back from cooperating with 

whites and instead redefining their programs, raising their consciousness, and building their 

own institutions.661 In fact, Ebony clearly emulated Carmichael’s tactics of achieving 

liberation through self-help, self-interest, and autonomy. It asserted that, 

[…] the power of the group is a function of the power of its individual 

components […] A teacher stretching the minds of children and expanding 

their horizon is black power. A student getting his head and soul together is 

black power. An institution, guided and controlled by blacks within the 

perspective of the strengthening of the total black community, is black power. 

A child saved is black power.662 

 

Ebony’s emulation of Carmichael and his politics of liberation shows that its editors were 

influenced by his programs and activism. In 1970, Bennett ran perhaps one of most radical 

statements in Ebony. He wholeheartedly rejected the integrationist approach, describing it as, 

‘a false choice’ and arguing that it was impotent in transforming black America. Bennett 

declared, harking back to the black revolts of 1966 and 1967, that liberation should be 

achieved by means of unity, self-identity, self-interest, and self-determination. He noted, 

The masses spoke in Watts, in Detroit, in Newark […] what 

were they saying? […] were they demanding separation? Were 

they demanding the right to sit down beside White people? No: 
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I believe they were demanding the right of self-determination 

[…] the dignity – that would make self-determination 

meaningful and would enable them to decide for themselves 

freely […].663 

 

Ebony’s endorsement of Carmichael’s programs and its editors’ advocacy of his activism 

and approaches show how Black Power had in turned reshaped Ebony’s orientation, albeit 

indirectly. Regardless, Ebony’s readership marvelled at the magazine’s and its editors’ radical 

tone. New York resident John Sharper compared Ebony with the radical black periodical 

Muhammed Speaks because both had ‘unifying effect’ on their readership, while Maryland 

resident Sulayman Shahid Mufassir described Bennett as ‘the most brilliantly committed 

mind around these days’ due to his role in intensifying the modern black liberation 

struggle.664  

Moreover, the magazine was also critical to other events such as Dr. King’s assassination, 

who was murdered while leading a strike in Memphis in April 1968. Dr. King travelled to 

Memphis to lead the striking sanitation workers as part of his Poor People’s campaign. At 

Mason Temple in Memphis, Dr. King delivered a speech and later led a peaceful march in 

support for the sanitation workers. Yet, whilst he urged for the use of the non-violent tactic as 

part of the campaign, violence spread, with looting and vandalism erupted in the 

neighbourhood and police being called in to disperse the looters. On April 3rd, King delivered 

his famous ‘I’ve been to the Mountaintop’ speech, discussing and addressing the sanitation 

strike. After the speech, he went to the Lorraine Motel to rest. On the evening of April 04th, 

King emerged at his balcony and at first sight, a sniper bullet shot him. King fell on the 
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balcony ground but was quickly taken to the nearby hospital. An hour later, he was 

pronounced dead.665 

 The murder of Dr. King hit the nation like a thunderbolt, which was swept up in a frenzy 

of shock, anger, bitterness, and mourning. It also inflamed the rest of the world, who called 

into question the motives behind the murder. Black Power advocates expressed their dismay 

and anger. Floyd McKissick, director of CORE told The New York Times that the murder of 

Dr. King meant the end of the non-violent approach, whereas Carmichael (now prime 

minister of the BPP), declared that when white America killed Dr. King, ‘she killed all 

reasonable hope’.666  

President Lyndon B. Johnson admitted how painful the murder of Dr. King was to African 

Americans.667 In a special meeting with the Civil Rights activists at the white House, Johnson 

explicitly declared that, ‘If I were a kid in Harlem, I know what I’d be thinking right now. I’d 

be thinking that the whites have declared open season on my people, and they’re going to 

pick us off one by one unless I get a gun and pick them off first’.668 

Many people from the white and black community mourned the death of Dr. King. ‘The 

Prince of Peace is Dead’ eulogised Ebony in its own pages.669 On the day of the funeral, more 

than 200,000 Americans followed his casket, which was carried through the street of Atlanta 
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on a wagon.670 Johnson, Bennett, and the other editorial peers also attended the funeral, 

marching behind the mule-drawn wagon which was carrying his casket.671 

The murder of Dr. King shocked and angered the black-owned media. The Crisis and 

Baltimore Afro-American mourned for him following his assassination, whereas the radical 

newspaper The Paper declared that the murder of Dr. King was ‘a murder of non-violence by 

violence’.672 Likewise, Jet, the weekly news magazine of the JPC, also regretted King’s 

death, ‘[…] the only Negro who captured the respect of youth and militants was eliminated 

from the civil rights frontlines.’673 

On the other hand, the white-oriented media seemed less sympathetic about the killing of 

Dr. King as most of them provided only daily or weekly news on his death or the motives 

behind his murder. The New York Times rarely mourned in the post-assassination period and 

focused more broadly on reporting the plot, the motives, and the conspiracy behind the 

murder.674 In the same vein, The Washington Post also followed suit by reporting on Dr. 
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King’s murderer, James Earl Ray, or expressing its concern over revenge plots made by black 

radicals and militants.675 

In Ebony, the readers were inflamed by the assassination of Dr. King, demanding and 

advocating the idea that black people should spearhead a rebellion ‘open and violent’ in 

retaliation for King’s murder.676 Initially, Ebony glossed over the motives behind the murder 

of Dr. King and instead devoted a special feature which paid tribute to Dr. King.677 Yet, a 

year later, the magazine set out to unearth the motives behind the killing of Dr. King. Though 

the director of FBI and the attorney general of the U.S announced that James Earl Ray, the 

murderer of Dr. King, was the solo assassin and no motive was given for his act, Ebony 

called into question that Ray was just, ‘a pawn in a huge conspiracy against Dr. King’. Ebony 

called for a full re-investigation of the real motives behind slaying Dr. King and declared 

‘[…] let the whole truth be known about the King assassination.’678  

A few weeks after King’s assassination, the fires began to be extinguished throughout the 

nation, but the cost was dreadful. Some cities, such as Washington D.C and Chicago, 

appeared to be war zones. Buildings burned to the ground, shops ruined, and damage valued 

at more than $ 27 million.679 Historian Peter B. Levy described the post-assassination riots, 

‘the Holy Week Uprising’ and noted that 1968 witnessed ‘the greatest wave of social unrest 

since the Civil-War.’680 
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However, Ebony’s intervention in the black revolts was impressive, prompting the white 

and black print media to applaud but also marvel at the magazine for its daring endeavours to 

engage with complicated issues and resolve them in critical, analytical, insightful tone. White 

journalist Don Terry challenged the mainstream white and black critics who debunked Ebony 

for its glamorous tone, contending that Ebony was also a critical magazine which positioned 

itself at the heart of the black struggle, ‘Ebony has a tough side too’ emphasised Terry, ‘She 

didn’t always wear flouncy ruffles and Yves St. Laurent shoes. When she had to, she’d pull 

on a pair of sturdy boots and hit the freedom trail, singing “We Shall Overcome.’’’681 

Conclusion 

Rob Cuscaden, a journalist from The Chicago Sun-Times newspaper, released in April 

1973 a divisive piece about the role of black media within the black community. While he 

acknowledged that the black media was sympathetic and truthful in representing the concerns 

of African Americans, he noted that Ebony had a better reputation among African-Americans 

because it covered topics of particular interest, used language understandable to its readers, 

and covered serious and important events. 682 His opinion was echoed by Johnson, who stated 

that his magazine had been highly successful because it depicted all aspects of black life, 

regardless of their orientations. Johnson declared that this included, ‘the progress and the 

setbacks, the peaceful demonstrations and the riots, the middle of the readers and the black 

militants [...].’683  

Beyond its commercial success, Ebony established an essential and valuable benchmark 

within the field of American publications due to its injection of social resolutions to quell the 

black uprisings. Ebony's concerted attempts to settle racial issues prompted several 

governmental bodies to contact the magazine and its editorial team to work with them, as 
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observed by John H. Johnson, who proudly declared that his publication had become a 

powerful voice in America. Such clout pushed Johnson and his editorial staff to keep fighting 

the black uprisings, stating that they would not back down, ‘we will peer into complicated 

situations and make them understandable to the average man’, said Johnson.684 

The New York Times’s editor Brent Staples declared that Ebony surpassed its commitment 

to mirroring the positive aspects of black life to include how corporate America viewed 

blackness and how African-Americans viewed themselves in relation to business, the arts, the 

Civil Rights Movement, and history itself. 685  Furthermore, Ebony demonstrated that it was a 

successful magazine and that its response was relevant, substantial, and distinct among the 

black and even white-owned print media. William I. Nichols, owner of the white popular This 

Week magazine, corresponded with Ebony in which he declared that though it was hard for a 

black magazine like Ebony to address the issue of black youth in America, ‘you have been 

successful in making “the constructive side” seem attractive, thrilling, and contagious’.686 

Nonetheless, its evident frustration over the slow progress of the black liberation in the 

late 1960s pushed Ebony’s editors to appeal to Carmichael’s programs, often calling their 

audience to embrace his philosophy of unity, self-help, and self-determination. Such a shift 

propelled Ebony to pursue a more radical orientation. Washington (not D.C) based white 

owned newspaper Longview Daily News published in its November 1969 issue a statement 

which noted that Ebony had become a representative of the black radical press.687 

Its shift towards radicalism also coincided with the magazine fearing for a violent 

revolution, with Johnson warning that the murder of Dr. King meant that, […] The times are 
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such that breeds revolution, and some black people are ready for a desperate violent 

protest.’688 It was against this backdrop that Johnson and his editors were prepared to face 

another challenge amidst a mounting black revolution which was looming on the horizon. 
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Chapter 5: ‘The Black Revolution is a Total Revolution’: 
The Black Revolution and the Black Panther Party  

 

 
‘The greatest revolution in America today is the one occurring in 

the minds of America’s Negroes, and Ebony itself reflected these 

changes more than any other publication’ 

                                                                        Mrs. Joyce Randolph, July 1968 

 

As indicated in earlier chapters, Ebony was always at the vanguard of the black struggle. 

Yet, many radical and left-wing outlets criticised the magazine for its overemphasis on 

covering black celebrities while ignoring the fight for justice and equality. Even though 

Ebony featured Black Power and its supporters several times, other radical publications often 

saw this as insufficient, stating that the magazine should do more to better represent all 

aspects of the black struggle. Some radical magazines, such as The Liberator, had even 

charged Ebony for its neglect of the black revolution. In one of its statements published in 

May 1966, the magazine noted that Ebony was unconcerned about the black revolution and 

the quest for self-identity.689 

Despite such criticism, Johnson steadfastly defended his magazine. He argued that his 

magazine was always at the heart of the black struggle coverage as it supported popular black 

figures and activists while sometimes giving space for them to share their perspectives on the 

fight for justice and equality, ‘We rescued Paul Robeson from obscurity’ declared Johnson, 
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‘we dealt with W.E.B Du Bois […] we had an article by Angela Davis […] we’ve run articles 

by blacks who’ve picketed us, claiming that we were not militant’.690  

This chapter illustrates that Ebony’s fear of a violent revolution pushed its publisher and 

its editors to run a special issue on the black revolution. In contrast to the major white and 

even black print media, which cast the black revolution as a violent phenomenon, Ebony 

attempted to show to its audience that the black revolution was moderate in its approach as it 

was pursued in favour of transforming the social lives of black Americans. The special issue 

and the acclaim it gained from the white press had pushed the magazine to additionally 

feature the Black Panthers as the embodiment of the black revolution. Such a reaction was 

reinforced by internal and external factors. Its left-wing staff’s powerful position, resignation 

threats, and the expansion of the Free Huey Newton campaign had forced Johnson to respond 

to the BPP. This chapter reveals that Ebony engaged with the BPP to rebrand its image and to 

show to its readers that it could also be perceived as a moderate, political, and intellectual 

phenomenon. 

From the Black Revolt to the Black Revolution 

When the riots were quelled and life returned to normal in the wake of Dr. King’s murder, 

Ebony began to temper its tone by lapsing into a discussion on the black revolts. This was 

coupled with Bennett having printed a striking article on the controversy of Black Power. In 

peculiar ways, Bennett retracted his advocacy of Black Power and the black rioters by 

arguing that the riots were indeed (and indirectly) stimulated by the rise of Black Power. The 

same sentiment was provided by other white-owned outlets such as The Washington Post and 
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Time magazine.691 In his article titled, ‘The Rise of Black Power’, Bennett called Black 

Power ‘the most formidable thrust of the opposition and discontent seething among the black 

masses’ which fed into ‘small wars’ that broke out in Chicago, Newark, Detroit, and other 

cities.692 

Bennett's retraction was most likely motivated by his fear of a violent revolution or racial 

unrest. He declared that ‘[…] the division of America became sharper, and more irremediable 

[…] it became increasingly clear that the black revolution and the Vietnam War had put 

questions on the American agenda which could no longer be avoided’.693 Other prominent 

figures, such as Michigan governor George Romney, also shared Bennett’s view as he 

cautioned of a potential violent revolution to be waged against white America.694 Even Black 

Power advocates such as Carmichael and Huey Newton warned of a black revolution that 

would sweep the entire nation.695 

From a different perspective, the idea of the black revolution was a complex term that 

varied among the advocates of Black Power. Many black students, for instance, believed that 

a revolution was a prerequisite to ending the racial discrimination being practised against 

black students. As such, they instigated hundreds of violent strikes, protests, and pickets on 

college campuses.696 In fact, violent revolutions on some campuses succeeded in achieving 
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the black students’ demands. The student strike at San Francisco State College (SFSC), which 

lasted from November 1968 until March 1969 and which was often met with violence, 

disorder, and vandalism at the college, had successfully led to the foundation of the first 

black studies department in the U.S.697 More tellingly, the black revolts, which transpired at 

other predominately white universities and historically black colleges, such as Howard 

University, also led to the creation of black studies units, black degree programs, and even 

black journals and black think tanks.698  

Other advocates of the black revolution, such as the Black Panthers, had different views 

on the latter. The co-founders of the BPP Huey Newton and Bobby Seale believed that the 

revolution should be staged through a process of educational and social programs. They 

declared that a revolution meant a profound change to the social, political, and economic 

system by means of social programs rather than violent revolts.699 By contrast, other 

members, such as Eldridge Cleaver, minister of information at the BPP, advocated urban 

guerrilla warfare to be waged against the existing system, asserting that a violent revolution 

should be instigated to overthrow the U.S government, ‘total liberty for black people or total 

destruction for America’, declared Cleaver. Cleaver believed that the American government 
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had failed the black people, and the Black Panthers needed to re-establish the prevailing 

system via a violent revolution so that the needs of black Americans could be met.700   

Unremarkably, the major white-owned media was hostile to the idea of the black 

revolution. As the Black Panthers rose to prominence, the major white newspapers cast them 

as stimulators of a violent revolution. Indeed, The Pittsburgh Press described the Panthers as 

‘the worrisome aspect of the black-left revolution’ and noted that if there were a mass violent 

black revolution, it would certainly be ascribed to them.701 Philadelphia Daily News, 

however, warned its audience about the belligerence of the Black Panthers and their readiness 

for a violent revolution, calling authorities, ‘to stop them before they open fire.’702 

Some black-owned media did not acclaim the Black Panthers but sought to redefine the 

concept of the Black revolution. The Baltimore-based black newspaper Baltimore Afro 

American informed its readers that the black revolution had paid off. It declared that the 

achievements of the Civil Rights Movement, such as facilities desegregation and the voting 

test elimination, were typical examples of a black revolution. The newspaper had hoped for a 

successful social revolution, ‘a meaningful black revolution is for freedom, equality, justice – 

and for all humanity’, said the newspaper.703  

                                                           
700 E. Mkalimito, 'Basic Tenets of Revolutionary Nationalism', in The Black Seventies, ed. by Floyd B. Barbour 

(Boston: Porter Sargent Publisher, 1970), pp. 309-310; Deburg, New Day in Babylon, pp.153, 156; Judson L. 

Jeffries, Huey P. Newton: The Radical Theorist ([n.p.]: University Press of Mississippi, 2002). pp. 34-38; 

Eldridge Cleaver, Post-Prison Writings and Speeches, ed. by Robert Scheer (London: Jonathan Cape Thirty 

Bedford Square, 1969), p. 38; Sean L. Malloy, Out of Oakland (New York: Cornell University Press, 2017) pp. 

10, 144, 181; Huey P. Newton, Revolutionary Suicide (London: Wildow House London, 1973), pp. 330-331. 

701 Nicholas Horrock, 'Ghetto-Born Black Panther Party Thrives on Discipline, Militancy', The Pittsburgh 

Press, 5 May 1969, p.21. 

702 'Taming the Panthers', Philadelphia Daily News, 17 December 1969, p.29. 

703 Preston M. Yancy, 'We Should Work for Humanity', Baltimore Afro-American, 27 December 1969, p.45. 



198 
 

On the other hand, many radical black magazines seemed supportive of the BPP and their 

revolutionary approaches, both violent and socialist. At the end of 1969, the new left and the 

underground outlet Liberation News Service called the white liberals and other minorities to 

join blacks for mass urban uprisings to overthrow what it viewed as U.S imperialism.704 

Similarly, the leftist magazine The Liberator published in its September 1967 issue one of its 

most extreme remarks. The piece titled ‘The Eve of Revolution’, urged readers to reject 

separatist dogma and prepare for a violent confrontation, with a concluding sentence that 

read, ‘When that moment arrives, we at Liberator shall lay down our pens and take up the 

sword’.705  

 ‘No Time for Violent Revolution!’, Ebony and ‘The Real Black Revolution’ 

While the major white and black-owned media filled their pages with heated debates on 

the black revolution, responses from Ebony’s readers on the latter were unseen, or not 

actually printed in the magazine between 1968 and 1969. This was most likely because most 

of Ebony’s readership heralded their departure from the approaches of Black Power at the 

turn of the decade to embrace the black cultural consciousness, liberation, and full inclusion 

within the American mainstream life, as was noted by Wisconsin resident G. Alexander 

Lewis, who emphasised that, ‘We have to make it together as Americans […]’.706  

In the same vein, Bennett’s ‘The Rise of Black Power’ could also be seen as a departure 

from discussing the ethos of Black Power to find a set of social resolutions to address or to 

escape from an imminent violent revolution. In fact, Ebony’s publisher and editorial staff’s 
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concern about a violent revolution could also stem from the expansion and the intense 

activities of the Black Panthers, who almost dominated the black political and social spotlight 

in the late 1960s while overshadowing the activities and activism of other Black Power 

organisations such as CORE, SNCC, and Us. Ebony believed that their revolutionary 

approaches would alienate them from other camps of the black liberation struggle.707 

Bennett’s and Johnson’s sustained concern for the black revolution had settled upon 

running an entire issue on Black Power and the black revolution. They felt this was a 

necessary slant to America's most important domestic problem.708 As such, the publisher and 

his editorial staff suggested inviting a host of Civil Rights and Black Power activists to 

discuss and articulate their thoughts and ideologies on the multifarious aspects of the black 

revolution. August was always a month dedicated to special issues, and with the success of 

the previous special issue ‘The Negro Youth’, the magazine solidified its decision to carry 

out a special issue each August.709  

In August 1969, Ebony printed its special symposium, which looked at the various aspects 

of the black revolution. ‘The Black Revolution’ symposium, the first of its kind in the 

magazine’s history and the first Black Power symposium to be published in Ebony, brought 

together an array of black authors, critics, students, Civil Rights, and even Black Power 

advocates to discuss and provide critical comments on black liberation and revolution. 

Historian E. James West described the special issue as, ‘a productive collaboration 

between an old generation of leftist writers and a new cohort of new Black Power 
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journalists.’710 Indeed, the special issue served as a nexus between the Civil Rights activists, 

Black Power advocates, and the Black Power editors at the JPC. Johnson noted that the 

special issue was of such significance to the modern black struggle, ‘a must reading for 

anyone seeking an insight into black America […]’ noted Johnson.711 

Other white and black-owned newspapers and magazines proved, to some extent, hostile 

to the concept of the black revolution, often perceiving it as a violent phenomenon. By 

contrast, Ebony asserted in its special issue that the black revolution was not a violent one, 

‘The “revolution” of which we speak is not a violent political revolution aimed at 

overthrowing the established government […]’ declared Ebony’s editors, ‘The black 

revolution which is going on fits more the definition of revolution as “a sudden, radical, and 

complete change […] more like the Industrial Revolution of the late 18th century […]’.712 

Ebony asserted that for this revolution to succeed, there should be unity among all black 

Americans in which revolution should not be, ‘restricted to just a few rebels – it goes across 

the board.’713 This sentiment was shared by its contributors who emphasised that the black 

revolution was involved in every segment of the black lives and not only confined to ghettoes 

or campuses. Charles L. Sanders recounted the story of George William Crocket Jr., a Detroit 

Judge, who sparked a revolution in court by his attempts to transform the judicial system in 

favour of blacks and the ways he confronted police, white lawyers, and the white press, 

which often lashed out at his radical endeavours.714 A. Peter Bailey, however, argued that 
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revolution was integral to many theatrical performances, which projected themes of 

revolution and rebellion.715 

Other writers, moreover, demonstrated how the black revolution might affect every aspect 

of black America. James Turner, a PhD student at Northwestern University, stated that to 

transform black studies, black students needed new, significant ideals and definitions.716 

Vincent Harding, the black political scientist and director of the Institute of the Black World 

(IBW), discussed the problems and the progress of the black students, who sought 

educational improvement during the black struggle. Harding’s article involved the whole 

picture of the black revolution and its implication for the black society. He contended that the 

black students’ demands were more of a black revolution on campus and noted that their 

protests were to achieve liberation, transformation, and revolution of the black culture, 

identity, and heritage of all black Americans in the U.S.717  

Among the contributors who provided a much more balanced discussion and analysis of 

the concept of the black revolution was Lerone Bennett Jr. Bennett was always assertive in 

supporting the black revolution in America, often hinting at the idea that ‘the Black 

revolution is a total revolution’. 718 In a speech delivered in November 1966 at a convocation 

in Boston, Massachusetts, Bennett declared that the real black revolution was a social 

movement instigated to awaken the black masses to precipitate liberation. As a radical figure, 

Bennett emphasised that revolution in America was a prerequisite for liberation, ‘Whatever 

the problems, whatever the setbacks, whatever the danger, oppression must be rejected at any 
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cost’, emphasised Bennett.719 Bennett viewed revolution in America as a moderate 

phenomenon, with a black-led transformation of the existing socio-economic system to allow 

full and equitable participation by African Americans. 

In Bennett’s article printed in ‘The Black Revolution’ symposium, he asserted that the 

black revolution meant different attitudes, programs, and goals, ‘I have a sense that a real 

black revolution here would be different from any other revolution […]’, declared Bennett.720 

He stressed that the real black revolution would be black Americans calling for unity and 

redefining their goals, then developing and mobilising realistic programs to achieve them.721 

Bennett’s tentative suggestions were also reiterated by other Civil Rights activists such as 

Bayard Rustin, who contended that the black liberation would be achieved by allowing more 

black political participation and representation in the American democratic process as well as 

expanding jobs opportunities for blacks and whites alike, which would only precipitate a 

political and social transformation for black Americans.722 

Bennett’s suggestions were wholeheartedly welcomed by pivotal figures such as Robert F. 

Campbell, executive director of the Southern Education Reporting Service (SERS), who 

admitted that, ‘I have read and reread your brilliant article […] I wish every citizen would 

read it and take it to heart.’723 Ebony’s readership also praised his article, perceiving it as ‘a 

blueprint for a moderate revolutionary program’. California resident, Adam J. Viney Sr. 

noted that his proposal should be examined and implemented, whereas Curtis C. Brice, 

administrative assistant of the Urban Coalition in Kansas City, Missouri, warned that if black 
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people would not accept and implement what Bennett suggested, ‘we will continue to “not 

see the forest for the trees”’.724  

However, Bennett also articulated his concern for the future of black Americans and the 

black liberation. He noted that what black people had experienced in the last few years, such 

as the murder of Dr. King, could determine a new path and method for young black 

Americans, who would grow more frustrated but also more belligerent and militant. Bennett 

had even noted that, ‘[…] it is likely to get worse […] the very young, who will lead the 

black revolutions tomorrow, are more militant and more alienated than the black young of 

today.’725 

The black revolution symposium was complex and insightful. It impressed the readers, 

who felt that Ebony had become a vehicle attempting to unite all black Americans and define 

meaningful goals for their freedom.726 Virginia reader S.M Breedlove proclaimed that 

Ebony’s symposium should not be read only but studied and passed on to millions of blacks 

across the nation, while Oklahoma resident Annette Gilliam claimed that she came across 

many issues of the black revolution in other popular magazines but admitted that, ‘Ebony is 

the only magazine to approach the revolutionary sentiment of black people with an open-

minded attitude to different viewpoints’.727  

Nonetheless, not all readers seemed happy with the symposium. New York reader Corine 

Baker attacked Ebony, calling its special issue ‘a junk’ and asked Ebony not to send him any 

more issues.728 Ebony’s contributor Sheeri Mitchell argued that Ebony’s symposium reflected 
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in many ways the disappointment of black Americans in the 1960s, which was firstly marked 

with, ‘the March on Washington landmark but later culminated with the murder of its 

leader.’729  

However, the special issue and its discussion of the black revolution demonstrated how 

Ebony was helpful and impacted the black struggle and, to some extent, Black Power. 

Johnson proudly announced that the popularity of Ebony had prompted the magazine to be 

used in high school, college history, and sociology classes as, ‘a supplementary reading’.730 

Indeed, some black students at Cornell University and members of the Ivy League procured 

copies of its special issue to use in their analysis of the black revolution on campus. Also, 

Russell D. Lynch, a white resident and a teacher of the eighth grade in an all-black school in 

Ohio, admitted that Ebony was always ‘invaluable’ for his classrooms while a nursing student 

from I. J Goldberg School in Chicago provided the school’s library with copies of Ebony, 

claiming that the magazine was required for the school and writing to the magazine that, 

‘Ebony completes library.’731  

In addition to the wide-acclaim from the readers, the black-owned-newspapers also 

praised the special issue, admitting that the latter was very significant and relevant. The 

Philadelphia Tribune saluted Ebony and its editorial staff for the comprehensiveness of their 

symposium, admitting that, ‘you and your staff deserve the highest commendation for 

presenting to the American public a truly great magazine.’732 
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Perhaps more importantly, Ebony’s responsiveness to Black Power and its engagement 

with the black revolts and later the black revolution had even resonated beyond the borders of 

the U.S, with letters from the United Kingdom reaching the JPC. Yorkshire resident F.C 

Garry, a regular reader of Ebony, corresponded with Ebony with a letter that acclaimed the 

magazine for making such efforts in foregrounding the black liberation struggle in America. 

He declared that, ‘In the fight for freedom and equality, Ebony is a powerful force and a 

guardian of the important right of every Afro-American to express his opinion freely and 

without favour.’733 

Such a reaction pushed Ebony to keep addressing the black revolution at the turn of the 

decade, calling its audience to shy away from a violent revolution and unite and call for a 

programmatic revolution in favour of transforming their social lives. In May 1970, Ebony 

headlined: ‘No time for Violent Revolution’, addressing its audience that black Americans 

could achieve their liberation through radical changes and not via a violent revolution.734  

This insightful approach proved that Ebony was a unique magazine within the black and 

white publication fields due to its symposium, which addressed the black revolution in its 

timely and significant milestone. The significance of the symposium could also be seen in the 

magazine having involved and featured the major leaders of the Black Panther Party, such as 

Huey P. Newton, who appeared for the first time in the magazine’s pages.  
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Ebony, the Editorial Left-Wing, and the Debate over the Huey Newton 

Movement 

Media scholars Sharon Bloyd‐Peshkin and Charles Whitaker argue that Ebony was very 

cautious in its response to the Black Panthers.735 More tellingly, while Johnson was pleased to 

run a symposium on the black revolution, he was hesitant to feature the Black Panthers in his 

special issue as he regarded them as firebrands.736 He also felt that featuring the Black 

Panthers would risk alienating his advertisers, who were yielding colossal capital for him.737 

Nonetheless, he seemed to be swayed by the activism of his left-wing editors, who were 

eager to print stories about the Black Panthers. They claimed that few people knew about 

their true goals, policies, and thoughts.738 In fact, some left-wing editors had backed and 

aligned themselves with their cause; with Llorens defining their ambitions as ethically correct 

while Alex Poinsett referring to them as, ‘the swaggering superstars of the radical 

movement’.739   

In many ways, their appearance in Ebony was important and timely, given that they were 

regarded as the epitome of the black revolution. Among the left-wing editors who gravitated 
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toward featuring the Panthers was John Woodford, a writer and a journalist who joined 

Ebony in 1965 to serve as an associate editor.740 Woodford was willing to feature Huey 

Newton, who was in jail in Alameda County, Berkeley, following an assault conviction. 

Newton was jailed for killing a police officer in Berkeley in October 1967. The shootout 

occurred when Newton was out with his friend, Gene McKinney, driving his car and 

celebrating the end of his probationary period. The two bumped into a police officer named 

John Frey, who happened to have in his dashboard a list of twenty cars that the Oakland 

police had identified as Black Panther vehicles. Realising Newton was there, Frey quickly 

called for backup and stopped Newton and his friend. What started as a mere check and 

search turned out to be a shoot-out between Newton and Frey and his fellow Officer Herbert 

Heanes. The shootout ended with Frey dead and the other three wounded.741 

Newton was immediately arrested, and though he pled not guilty of killing Frey, he was 

convicted of voluntary manslaughter and faced a death penalty. However, while in prison, 

Newton’s case was handled by attorney Charles Garry who was assigned to defend Newton 

through trial proceedings. In the meantime, the BPP formed a coalition with other 

organisations such as the white leftist Peace and Freedom Party (PFP) and SNCC in favour of 

Newton’s freedom.  

Historian Jane Rhodes contends that while Newton remained in custody, the popular Bay 

Area print media such as Oakland Tribune and San Francisco Examiner reacted to his case 

and his trials with a flurry of extensive coverage.742 However, the radical black-owned 
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journals played a significant role in setting Huey free. The Paper urged its readers to rally to 

support his freedom while The Movement raised funds through its readership to reinforce his 

freedom.743 Likewise, The Black Panther newspaper, the mouthpiece of the BPP, exonerated 

Newton via inflammatory rhetoric and headlines and solicited financial and political support 

in favour of his freedom.744 

If the black-oriented media accrued more significant impact over his freedom, then the 

white media in the Bay Area sought to push Newton to face a death penalty. Some white 

publishers, such as William F. Knowland, The Oakland Tribune’s owner, were determined to 

convict Newton to face a gas chamber penalty via derogatory and hatemonger reports.745 

Other white-owned newspapers, such as The Oakland Post, also seemed very antagonistic 

towards the Panthers. When its office was firebombed in the summer of 1968, the newspapers 

implicitly accused the Panthers. After this crisis, though its publisher, Tom Berkeley, showed 

some sympathy towards Newton when he was in jail, his hostility towards the Panthers 

continued.746  

In opposition to the white media’s open hostility, the radical black-owned media declared 

that it would retaliate if Newton was executed. Liberation New Service declared that freeing 

Huey was a challenge to stamp out racism and imperialism in the U.S, whereas Berkeley 

Barb threatened that, ‘The high stake […] is not life or death for Huey, but life or death for 
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the United States.’747 James Forman, the executive secretary of the SNCC, also warned 

police, CIA, and the FBI that he would take revenge if Newton be murdered in jail, ‘[…] I 

tell you this […] the sky is the limit if you kill Huey Newton. The sky is the limit if Huey 

Newton dies,’ warned Forman.748   

The story of Newton and the Black Panthers appealed to Woodford, who declared that the 

latter was one of the biggest stories in 1968 and one which was worth reporting in Ebony. 

Yet, when he looked to run a profile on Newton, he was barred by Johnson. Such a reaction 

forced Woodford to resign from his position in Ebony to join the NOI’s newspaper 

Muhammed Speak.749 In a letter written to Johnson, Woodford declared that his resignation 

from his position at the JPC was because ‘JPC refuses to help the jailed Huey P. Newton […] 

and for countless other reasons, which, all in all, I take as insults to the African American 

country and to myself’.750 

Moreover, his editor’s resignation was further compounded by external factors, with Black 

Power advocates denouncing Johnson for not fully reflecting the cause of the black struggle. 

In December 1969, 25 black militants, among them the popular poet Don Lee, picketed at the 

JPC, protesting that the magazine had to do more to reflect upon the growing black 
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consciousness and black militancy. The picket castigated Ebony for filling its pages with 

stories which overemphasised the white skin while ignoring, ‘a sense of pride […] the 

intellectual development or functioning of black people in their struggle for liberation’.751 

The picket by black militants was ignored by Johnson, who claimed that his magazine had 

encouraged black militants to write for Ebony.752 Yet, he was compelled to yield to the black 

militants’ demands to avoid future pickets or public condemnation. As a result, he felt 

obligated to include the Black Panthers. Johnson maintained solid editorial control, according 

to media researcher Tony Atwater, who argues that Ebony exhibited Johnson's personal 

viewpoint.753 By contrast, Johnson did not have total control over Ebony’s focus or 

orientation as many topics and articles were suggested or managed by his editors. As stated in 

chapter one, Johnson consented his senior editor Bennett publishing stories about Black 

Power activists not because Johnson was interested in them, but because his editor had a 

strong tendency to do so, which was why the two had a falling out over their inclusion in 

Ebony. Phyl Garland declared that, ‘We editorial people think in terms of informing the 

public. The publisher thinks in terms of business […] But in the long run, he usually will do 

what we want.’754 Johnson himself stated that he published stories with which he was 

dissatisfied. He proudly asserted in his autobiography that by paying close attention to the 
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black struggle, he contributed to laying the groundwork for it. Yet, he also admitted that, […] 

‘I’d be lying if I say that I published these stories without reservation […] I didn’t know what 

I was doing […].’755 

Another motive which drove Johnson to engage with the Black Panthers was the timing of 

the Huey Newton campaign. The Oakland based white-owned newspaper Oakland Tribune 

singled out the Newton case as one of the most significant news events of the year.756 Indeed, 

the Free Huey campaign was a rallying cry as it symbolised solidarity and racial coalition as 

many white students and anti-war activists joined the campaign to reverse the conviction and 

set Newton free.757 The campaign had even resonated beyond the borders of the U.S, 

propelling the Third World decolonisation movement to support his case and demand his 

freedom.758 

In fact, 1968 was the year of “trials and triumphs”. The Senate enacted the Fair Housing 

Act on the day Dr. King was murdered. The BPP rose to prominence, but its leaders were 

killed or thrown in jail. Black American athletics Tommie Smith and John Carlos received 

the gold and bronze medals in the 200-meter dash at the Olympic Games in Mexico City but 

immediately stripped from their titles on raising a Black Power salute. Historians Robert C. 
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Cottrell, Blaine T. Browne contends that in 1968, ‘it seemed as if anything were possible 

[…].759 

Because of these factors, Johnson found himself obliged to follow the parade and move 

with the ebbs and flows of the movement. This could be clearly manifested in his decision to 

assign his West Coast editor and the head of Ebony’s office in California, Louie Robinson, to 

visit Newton to interview him in his cell at Alameda County jail in Oakland, as many 

journalists and reporters were doing at the time.760 Escorted by his lawyer Charles Garry, 

Robinson conducted a revealing interview with Newton, which focused on the goals and the 

ideologies of the BPP, his time in prison, how he endured its politics, and the attitudes of the 

prison’s officials.761 In fact, Newton was familiar with Ebony's publications as he used to read 

copies of the magazine while incarcerated. 762 Ebony and its articles on the black struggle and 

the black challenges confronting black Americans would later assist Newton in developing 

his opinions on the black liberation movement. Newton admitted in his autobiography that 

Ebony, ‘had—and still has—a profound effect on me’.763  

It was probably due to this connection that Ebony singled out Newton to appear in its ‘The 

Black Revolution’ symposium. ‘The Black Panthers’ manifesto (which was in fact excerpts 

from his interview testimony) outlined in a favourable light the BPP’s aims of eradicating 

capitalism, which Newton believed was a blatant form of oppression. Like Carmichael's 
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approach, Newton called for autonomy, self-control, and self-determination in which black 

people could seize American wealth and resources for adequate production and consumption. 

Newton believed that for these approaches to work out, black people should eradicate 

capitalism and forge a socialistic society where all black people can participate in the 

decision-making, which can in turn liberate them.764  

Although Newton’s article was revealing, it was quickly mocked by the white-owned 

media. The white-owned newspaper The Indianapolis Star negated Newton’s approach and 

noted that such a program would be a failure because any society needs a ruling system 

which decides, ‘what to produce and for whom to produce’. The newspaper concluded, ‘[…] 

it is what the Black Panther Huey Newton views as a remedy for the shortcomings of our 

society. It is a mirage’.765 Similarly, Newton’s appearance also seemed largely unwelcomed 

by Ebony’s moderate readership, which propelled them to delve into heated debates around 

the Black Panthers, their cause, and the rationale behind their appearance in Ebony.  

 ‘An Appalling Outpouring of Unbridled Hate’: Ebony, the Black 

Readership, and the Debate over the Black Panthers 

Ebony’s decision to feature Newton did not seem to bode well as many of Ebony’s 

moderate readers accused the magazine of being a leftist outlet, while others had cancelled 

their subscription because they deemed the magazine to be too militant.766 Minneapolis 

resident Lociese E. Denef informed Ebony that his friends had also cancelled their 

subscription because they found the magazine to be overly radical, whereas San Francisco 
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reader Gordon Brigman accused Ebony of being a separatist magazine due to the ways it 

condoned the BPP.767  

Despite such criticism, other readers may have pushed Ebony to feature the Black Panthers 

on other occasions. In May 1972, Ebony listed Newton as one of the most influential black 

Americans in the U.S. In its ‘The 100 Most Influential Black Americans’, which was a 

follow-up to its 1963 ‘America’s 100 Most Influential Negroes’ special feature, Ebony 

selected Newton among the 100 black figures and activists who, ‘decisively affected, for 

better or for worse, the lives, the thinking, and the actions of black people in America’.768 

Ebony declared that the figures that appeared in this special issue were selected in response to 

numerous letters from readers who asked the magazine to feature them.769  

While Ebony never revealed whether Newton appeared because of its readers’ demands, 

clear evidence points to professional respect paid by some readers to the Panthers. Francisco 

resident and the black soldier Larry Burton declared that the reason for writing to Ebony was 

because, ‘[…] in almost every edition, there is someone who is downing one of our black 

leaders’, referring to the Black Panthers. Burton expressed his support for the Panthers, 

stating that despite being violent, they were fighting and sometimes risking their lives for the 

liberation of black Americans.770  

The readers’ support pushed for more efforts and encouraged the magazine to endorse 

them on other occasions. In 1973, Ebony collaborated with the Southwestern Company, an 

entrepreneurial program for university students, to praise and honour Newton. Ebony decided 
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to feature Newton in its new volume, ‘The Ebony Success Library’, a set of books which 

featured pivotal black figures who were invaluable to the spur of black America and the 

growth of the black liberation struggle.771 In its volume, Ebony provided positive writings 

about Newton, often calling him Mr. Newton while reminding its audience of his role in the 

party and what he aspired to do for the black liberation struggle.772 

Ebony declared that the reason behind featuring Newton was because of his focal role in 

the black struggle. Indeed, in a special letter sent to Newton, Ebony and the Southwestern 

Company declared that they were proud to include him in Ebony’s volume because of his 

contribution to the struggle of African Americans. The pair also expressed their gratitude and 

admiration for his activism by concluding that, ‘you are to be congratulated for what you are 

adding to our lives […] your life is a tangible proof of what a person can become through 

willpower, determination, and a burning desire to succeed’.773 

 Ebony’s endorsement of Newton was quickly developed to feature him again in its pages. 

In May 1973, Ebony afresh featured Newton in its new department, ‘Liberation’ by recalling 

his time in jail and how he endured and defied prison officials.774 Yet, despite Ebony’s efforts 

to popularise Newton, many of its moderate readers remained dissatisfied. Some readers 

questioned the rationale behind Ebony having selected Newton and Bobby Seale in its ‘The 
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100 Most Influential Black Americans’ series, asking the magazine to exclude them from its 

selection as both were considered to be firebrands.775 

 Other readers went further to denounce the Panthers’ ideologies and their appearance in 

Ebony. New York reader Victoria Christiano compared the Panthers with the Italian Mafia 

and claimed that their interests were only confined to, ‘their pocket and self-

aggrandizement’.776 Michigan resident Bill Bennett, however, (not a relative of Lerone 

Bennett) lamented Newton’s manifesto published in ‘The Black Revolution’ special issue, 

describing his thoughts as, ‘an appalling outpouring of unbridled hate’. Bennett noted that 

Newton and his comrades would drag themselves into their own demise because of their, 

‘own blind hatred of anything and everything not Black Panthers-inspired […]’.777  

The BPP’s appearance in Ebony led to a contentious debate between the readers, often 

attacking and condemning Ebony and sometimes each other for their comments and thoughts 

on the Black Panthers. Barry L. Hicks, Christiano’s neighbour, championed the Panthers by 

attacking her, ‘If Miss Christiano […] is tired of people backing up the Panthers, I am more 

than tired of people like her’.778 Francisco resident Larry Burton urged his peers to stop 

condemning the Panthers, declaring that, ‘we should be glad that someone has overcome the 

fear of going to jail or even death to help us’ addressing his audience, ‘Just get yourself 

together enough to do the same’.779 
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Although Larry Burton aligned himself with the Panthers, most of Ebony’s readers were 

not in favour of them, most likely because they were moderate and hence, not identified with 

the Black Panthers or their ideologies. However, while the readers were clashing over the 

appearance of the Black Panthers, Ebony’s editors were being invited on many occasions to 

speak for, eulogise, and commemorate the martyrs of the BPP. In August 1971, Dolores J. 

Smith, chairman of Fred Hampton Legal Assistance Scholarship Fund, invited Bennett, along 

with other prominent Civil rights activists such as Ralph Abernathy, to a scholarship 

presentation which was a tribute to Fred Hampton, a member of the BPP who was murdered 

in his bed in December 1969 in Chicago during a predawn raid led by the Chicago Police 

Department and the FBI. Smith’s letter highlighted the activism of Hampton to Bennett and 

informed him that the fund was established for all black students who were committed to 

continuing the fight for liberation.780 

 It was uncertain if Bennett attended the scholarship presentation as he turned down many 

invitations due to his hectic schedule. However, a new decade emerged to set the stage for 

black Americans to make impressive strides in politics, academia, and business. Johnson 

noticed that black liberation in the 1970s should be achieved, ‘not through the radical action, 

but “through a shift to the middle.”’781 Indeed, if Black Power of the 1960s was rife with 

racial turmoil, discord, and murder, then Black Power of the 1970s would be brim-full with 

celebrity, political action, and intellectual activities.  

With the growth of the black middle-class and black America in the early 1970s, the Black 

Panthers began to defuse their revolutionary tactics, with Bobby Seale (co-founder of the 

BPP) revealing his intention to enter conventional politics. His efforts in reverting to more 
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traditional politics signalled a move from the left to the middle and propelled Ebony to reflect 

his endeavour. 

Ebony, Bobby Seale, and the Shift to the Middle 

Ebony’s contributor Sheeri Mitchell noted that in the early 1970s, Ebony was at the 

forefront of discussion on the need for Black Power, self-acceptance, and black unity.782 

Indeed, Ebony was always at the heart of the modern black struggle due to the ways it 

discussed and addressed its goals, debates, and perspectives. In August 1970, Ebony 

published another special issue titled ‘Which Way Black America?’, printed by an array of 

Civil Rights and Black Power advocates such as Whitney Young, James Boggs, and Julius 

Lester. The special issue discussed the multi-faceted orientations of the modern black 

liberation struggle and how black Americans were seeking to achieve freedom for black 

Americans.783 The Boston Globe newspaper noted that the special issue was, ‘a true 

interpretation of black feeling today in America.’784  

However, the early 1970s seemed to mark a turning point in the mainstream of the Black 

Power Movement as Black Power’s militant and revolutionary approaches began to fade 

away from the social and political spotlight. This was due to the increased efforts of elected 

black officials and the Black Student Movement, who proved effective in mitigating the 

radical waves of Black Power.785 Historian Tom Adam Davies argues, however, that the 

mainstream white politicians and institutions such as the Ford Foundation also played a 
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crucial role in defusing the radical and revolutionary agendas of Black Power by striving to 

meet the political and economic demands that Black Power had asked.786 

On the other hand, the fading-away of the radical and revolutionary waves of Black Power 

could also be attributable to its major leaders having been jailed, in exile, or underground. 

Stokely Carmichael, the pivotal figure of Black Power, fled to Guinea in 1969 on FBI 

infiltration and provocation and changed his name to Kwame Ture.787 Eldridge Cleaver and 

his wife Kathleen Cleaver escaped to Algeria in 1969 after an attempted murder charge while 

Bobby Seale and Huey Newton were in prison.788 Such dispersion left Black Power in 

disarray, which would in turn propel its advocates to temper their militant approaches and 

redirect their ambitions towards politics and popular culture as a means to transform black 

America.  

This disintegration paralleled with a substantial reduction in the editorial left-wing’s duties 

at the JPC. Allan Morrison, who was a Civil Rights activist and an established editor at the 

JPC, died in May 1968.789 In February 1970, Bennett was rushed to the hospital to have a 20-

year-old ulcer removal and remained absent from his editorial duties at the JPC for about four 

months.790 David Llorens, the militant and the leftist editor at the JPC, died in a car accident 
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in November 1973, and in less than two years, A. Peter Bailey resigned from his position as 

an associate editor for Ebony (though he remained a contributor to the magazine).791  

In light of these trends, references to Black Power in Ebony became less oriented towards 

radicalism or black revolution.792 Historian Robin D. G. Kelley, adds that during the early 

1970s, there was, ‘[…] a little less talk about revolution and more emphasis on winning local 

elections.’793 Indeed, black America began, in the early 1970s, to gather strength in the 

electoral process.794 As such, African American representation in Congress increased 

significantly. By 1972, eighty-six black mayors ran major cities like Cleveland, Ohio, and 

Washington D.C and about 14 black representatives and one senator served in the U.S 

Congress.795 Shirley Chisholm of New York stole the limelight within the black political 

spectrum as she became the first female candidate for president of the U.S in 1972.796 Blacks 

also gained three seats in the white House in 1972 alone and within the same year, 23 

candidates won elections in state legislature, increasing the number from 204 in 30 states to 
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227 in 38 states.797 Black female activist Coretta Scott King described these gains ‘a real step 

forward for Black Power.’798 

Amidst such an impressive gain in the political spectrum, the Black Panthers saw their 

revolutionary stance, ‘extinct’. Kathleen Cleaver declared that the Black Panther Party was 

‘dead […] obsolete, and non-functional’.799 A U.S senate subcommittee and the FBI (which 

sought to neutralise the BPP in the past few years) reflected her sentiment, explicitly 

declaring that the Panthers of the 1970s no longer posed a real threat to internal security.800  

As such, the Black Panthers revealed their intention to temper their revolutionary 

approaches to meet new political goals. Bobby Seale admitted that their revolutionary 

activities, confrontation with police, and militant stance achieved nothing but death, killings, 

and arrests. Therefore, he believed that the BPP had to shift its strategies and start 

collaborating with the Black middle-class and using their political and intellectual skills to 

achieve liberation.801  

The white owned-media such as The Washington Post welcomed this shift, noting that ‘the 

emphasis has changed […] from the old “by any means necessary”, to the new “by any 

means available.”’802 However, this metamorphosis had in turn created good conditions for 

the Black Panther and other Civil Rights organisations to have some common ground, 
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achieving liberation through democratic endeavours rather than violent revolutionary 

tactics.803 

The clearest example of the BPP’s shift to the middle was their attempt to pursue 

conventional politics. In 1972, the Black Panthers saw no choice but to put down guns and 

start to conduct voter registration drives in light of the increased black political representation 

in the Congress, in federal, state, and local branches and offices. In fact, Bobby Seale 

admitted that, ‘the politics of guns and revolution had failed’ adding that ‘it’s about time we 

started getting things together […] running for offices are “part of our new program of going 

into politics at the grass-root level.’”804  

As a result, Seale announced his intention to run for mayor of Oakland. The Black Panther 

newspaper declared that the aim of this endeavour was because the previous mayors had 

turned “a blind eye” to the black issues in Oakland such as poverty, slum conditions, 

oppression, and police brutality.805 Seale intended to become a mayor to meet and address the 

social issues facing the local black residents of Oakland, ‘The dress doesn’t make any 

difference’ declared Seale, ‘The people see me as one who wants to end their exploitation 

[…].’806 

The BPP’s new direction and the metamorphosis of Seale as a moderate figure appealed to 

the major black leaders. Vernon E. Jordan, executive director of the National Urban League 
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(NUL) was pleased with Seale’s new direction.807 Jesse L. Jackson, director of Operation 

People United to Save Humanity (PUSH), was also glad to invite members of the BPP for his 

July 1972 summit to discuss and address the black problems with the major leaders.808  

The radical and underground black and white magazines and newspapers supported 

Seale’s endeavours. Great Speckled Bird marvelled and welcomed his endeavour, casting his 

shift, ‘a noticeable change […] Suits and ties have replaced Bobby Seale’s familiar leather 

outfit. So, too the language has changed’.809 Chicago Tribune commended the Panthers for 

redirecting their efforts towards electoral politics, reiterating its declaration that the Black 

Panthers had the right to choose any alternative method which would best achieve 

liberation.810 Even popular white newspapers such as The Washington Post applauded Seale’s 

endeavours, with its journalist Roger Wilkins rethinking Seale’s position within the black 

struggle, ‘I never thought he was a killer’ said Wilkins, ‘[…] he always argued that the 

Panthers were not racists and I believe him.’811  

Nonetheless, not all the print media welcomed Seale’s campaign. The North Carolinian 

newspaper The Charlotte Observer wondered why a young black leader who was feared and 

despised in the 1960s could run for mayor of Oakland, ‘there is something poignant now 

[…]’ wrote the newspaper, ‘there was Julian Bond of Georgia […] now a respected member 
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of the Georgia State Legislature […] and now there is Bobby Seale running for a mayor of 

Oakland. Bobby Seale for mayor?’ wondered the newspaper.812 

Though these white outlets sought to downplay Seale and disrupt his campaign, Seale 

moved on as he started to canvas the local resident of Oakland and hand out leaflets with 

quick handshaking forays.813 Seale was also delivering conferences and speeches in many 

districts and states. During his speeches, Seale advocated a freeze on property taxes, with a 

1% tax on privately owned stocks and bonds. He also promised to provide more jobs, senior 

citizens’ safety programs, decent housing, and preventive medical care units.814 

Yet, the mainstream white print media was persistent in disrupting his campaign as the 

majority favoured and aligned themselves with the white candidate and the previous mayor 

John Reading. The San Francisco Examiner doubted the likely outcomes of Seale’s success 

due to his past distorted image.815 Oakland Tribune, however, stood up for Reading, hoping 

that he would win and anxiously declaring that, ‘[…] if (John Reading) doesn’t make it, Seale 

will be the runoff opponent’.816  

Ebony commended his efforts at the JPC, prompting the magazine to undertake an in-

depth interview with him. Rather than backing Seale's mayoral campaign, Ebony wanted to 

discover more about his ties with the black middle class. While Ebony was a magazine geared 

at the black middle class, it seemed content to see Seale avoiding a violent revolution and 

moving to the middle instead. More simplistically, the interview centred on Seale and the 
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black middle-class link and how Seale intended to co-opt with the latter. Before his mayoral 

campaign, Seale had expressed reservations about the black middle class, frequently 

criticising them for turning their backs on the black masses.817 However, he retracted his 

denunciation of the black middle class during his campaign, ‘I have criticised the middle-

class but not in a negative sense’ declared Seale […] we encourage them to donate their time 

to our projects […]’.818  

In fact, the retraction of his criticism was to generate support from the black businesses or 

the black-middle class in favour of his candidacy. His comrade Elaine Brown declared that, 

‘[…] the so-called black middle class became more than a smattering of Survival Program 

supporters. Our electoral campaign was one all of them could openly support. It was that 

support we sought’.819  

Ebony also hoped that his endeavour would signal an end to the BPP’s paramilitarism and 

would mark a new stage in the thrust for black liberation.820 Seale reiterated on many 

occasions that his candidacy was part of the black liberation struggle in the U.S. He 

emphasised that putting liberators in offices was a key step to seize control of the political 

process in some areas to give or equalise opportunities between whites and blacks.821  

In the Bay Area, Seale surprised Reading as he propelled him into a runoff campaign 

because Reading missed getting the majority by some 60 votes. The Washington Post 
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declared that this was ‘a major achievement for Seale and the Panthers’ while Charles Garry, 

his lawyer during his trial, marvelled at such an impressive stride, ‘[…] Just two years ago, I 

was defending Bobby against murder charges in New Haven’.822 Chicago Tribune had even 

speculated that Seale would win, with the outlet headlining ‘Seale winds up Oakland 

Campaign’.823 

Despite such impressive strides, Seale’s endeavour was unsuccessful as he lost the 

campaign to the incumbent mayor Reading in the runoff. Yet, he came in second, 

accumulating over 47,000 votes.824 The Black Panther claimed this as ‘A people’s victory’ 

while the white contributor Earl Caldwell of the regional Honolulu Star-Bulletin was 

impressed by the dramatic change that Seale’s campaign had brought to the image of the 

BPP, ‘his vote total was evidence enough that the “new” Black Panther party has arrived’.825 

Seale promised that he would fight for political convention in the future, ‘[…] We are going 

back to the ballot’ declared Seale, ‘We worked for a people’s plan and we haven’t stopped 

yet’.826  

Coinciding with his loss, Ebony printed a special issue on the black middle class; an 

insightful study carried out by Ebony’s editors and other contributors who provided their own 

analysis and views on the nature, size, and orientation of the black middle-class in 
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America.827 In this special issue, Ebony featured Seale as “the embodiment of the middle-

class”. The feature, headlined ‘A Shift to the Middle’, focused on his mayoral campaign and 

approach to the black middle-class. Ebony welcomed this as a significant step to meet black 

political endeavours.828 Meanwhile, Ebony’s reaction to Seale could also be perceived as an 

attempt to forge an image of respectability about him to its audience. Ebony informed its 

readers that Seale and his peers had become peaceful figures rather than revolutionary 

personas, ‘Seale is now known a peaceful man working to change the system from within’.829 

The Illinois white owned-newspaper Herald and Review also shared Ebony’s sentiment, 

pointing out that Bobby Seale, […] had gone on to work within the American political system 

[…] Mr. Seale lost to Mayor Reading, but he vowed to continue working within the 

system’.830 

 Such a backdrop was further complemented by a dozen photographs that Ebony offered. 

While Seale shed his leather jacket for modern business suits, Ebony sought to use this as a 

means to further rebrand Seale to its audience. Historian Maren Stange contends that Ebony 

always sought to avoid images of degradation and victimisation of blacks in its pages to 

represent naturalised images of class respectability and achievements.831 Within this context, 

Ebony deliberately ignored imagery such as his revolutionary outfit, which could be used to 

distort his image. It instead provided excellent photographs showing him wearing a suit and a 
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tie, delivering his programs in front of a black and white audience, and greeted by white by-

passers ahead of his mayoral campaign.832  

Moreover, Ebony also sought to reframe Seale as an intellectual figure. Shortly after his 

memoir ‘Seize the Time’ was out in 1970, Ebony included his book within its book-division, 

declaring that it was, ‘some best sellers.’833 In the period between the late 1970 and late 1972, 

Ebony featured his monograph more than often, declaring that the latter was a recommended 

book by Ebony’s editors and emphasised to its readers that, ‘those books are important […] 

well worth your valuable time to read […]’.834 

  In its Book Shelf section, Ebony also reminded its readers about Seale’s introspection and 

informed them that his aim of writing his book was to refute the misconception and 

allegations made about the BPP. He declared that, ‘I wanted to write this book so that people 

would have a better insight into the inner workings of the Party […] said Seale, ‘so that 

people would have a proper understanding of the Black Panther Party’.835 In so doing, Ebony 

sought to attract its readers’ attention to the Black Panthers’ intellectualism to mainstream 

their popular image and give a real insight beyond the misconception. Seale himself was 

aware of Ebony’s role and its commitment towards black America, ‘I know that my people 

relate to the slick, Ebony-Jet type, especially the older people […]’, declared Seale.836 

Conclusion 

While Ebony eagerly followed Seale's lead and attempted to rebrand him for its 

readership, most of its readers remained disinterested. This was most likely because its target 
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audience, the moderates, did not approve of Seale's transformation into a moderate and 

intellectual figure. Furthermore, while Ebony highlighted Seale as the most radical figure in 

its pages, other leftist publications such as Muhammad Speaks chastised Ebony for ignoring 

other radical figures such as Elijah Muhammed, the leader of the Nation of Islam. The 

newspaper’s copy editor wrote that Ebony's neglect of their leader was, ‘the journalistic 

blunder of the century.’837 

Despite the criticism, Ebony magazine was at the forefront of the fight for liberation in the 

1960s and early 1970s. The magazine pioneered black and white print media in responding to 

the Black Panthers. Indeed, the latter appeared in Ebony for the first time in 1969 whereas 

popular white and black publications like Life, Esquire, and even The Crisis did not feature 

them until 1970.838  

As a result, Ebony was indeed a magazine positioning itself at the heart of the modern 

black struggle. In its 1973 backstage, the magazine declared that it did its utmost to represent 

and support the black struggle in America, ‘we talked with the youth and women […] said 

Ebony, ‘We questioned militants who had criticised the middle-class and we talked with 

liberals who defended them. We visited them in colleges and in their homes.’839  

However, in its The Black Revolution special issue, Ebony urged its audience to embrace a 

moderate and a programmatic revolution in favour of revitalising their social, political, and 

economic conditions. The magazine also warned its audience not to wage a violent revolution 

as the timing was not to breed a violent one. The magazine emphasised that revolution should 

be instigated by the unity of black people, who should devise programs to transform their 
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social lives.840 Bobby Seale shared Ebony’s sentiment, declaring that, ‘What they [blacks] 

didn’t understand is that revolution also means that you have to implement basic community 

programs like Breakfast for Children, Liberation Schools and free health clinics, and really 

work on these programs every day.’841  

When the Black Panthers began in the early 1970s to get a foot in the door of American 

political institutions, Ebony welcomed this approach as it featured them in its pages. Ebony’s 

focus on Seale and his mayoral campaign was a stark example that the magazine sought 

further to introduce him as a political and intellectual figure. Such an attempt sought to 

gravitate its readership’s attention towards the idea that Black Power should not only be 

confined to violence, revolution, or armed self-defence, but was also infused with political 

conventions, social activities, and intellectual endeavours. Its view of Black Power would 

later be shared by Newton, who would admit in his autobiography that their efforts in 

achieving Black Power using armed self-defence were too extremist and that liberation could 

have been achieved in a moderate tone. He admitted that, ‘Perhaps some of our tactics at the 

time were extreme, perhaps we placed too much emphasis on military action […] perhaps our 

military strategy was too much of “a great leap forward’”.842 

Ebony continued to respond to Black Power at the turn of the 1960s decade. Immediately 

after the publication of ‘The Black Revolution’ special issue, Ebony declared, in strident 

rhetoric, that it would be committed to addressing the fight for liberation, ‘We want, of 

course, to continue to chronicle the fight of the black man in this huge, rich and racist 

country’.843 The following chapter will show how Ebony kept its word and continued to cover 
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Black Power, defying national white-owned newspapers and magazines which heralded 

Black Power as a dead movement in the 1970s and early 1980s. Against such a backdrop, 

Ebony cast Black Power as, “a living movement”. 
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Chapter 6: “Some are Still Marching”, Ebony, the Black 

Liberation Struggle, and the Long History of Black Power 

 

‘Young America was alive, and active, and Ebony and I were both in 

the struggle’ 

                                                                    Jesse Jackson, founder of PUSH organisation, 1995          

 

By the mid-1970s, some white and black print outlets such as The Star Press and The 

Miami Herald believed that the black liberation struggle should have reached a conclusion as 

it had achieved a drastic change in politics, education, and economy.844 Indeed, by the 1990s, 

there would be over 8,000 black elected officers and more than 40 black congressmen and 

congresswomen. Over 400 black mayors and numerous state senators and state 

representatives.845 

Ebony also seemed to follow suit as the magazine shifted from advocating the black 

struggle to celebrating black achievements in politics and economy in the 1970s while 

reflecting back to the 1950s and 1960s black struggle. Imbued with a nostalgic vision, the 

magazine paid an affectionate tribute to pivotal figures and martyrs of the black struggle such 
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as Dr. King, often reminding its audience about his heyday while commemorating and 

honouring him through its pages.846 

By contrast, its left-wing editors such as Lerone Bennett Jr. and Alex Poinsett opposed the 

magazine’s nostalgic vision as they argued that the black struggle had not yet achieved all its 

goals and that black Americans still had to fight for total freedom. Bennett believed that 

gaining legal rights in politics while still grappling with social issues such as homelessness 

and job disparities was not full freedom. In January 1970, Bennett appeared at a forum 

organized by the Hungry Club in Georgia, where he delivered a speech on the future of black 

America in the 1970s. Bennett stressed that the black freedom movement was at a cross-roads 

and that black Americans had to take control and unite to transform their lives, ‘It is time now 

to stop playing games’ said Bennett, ‘it is time now to face some unpleasant truths about our 

situation and about America.’847 

In another speech in 1982 at the University of Mississippi, Bennett reiterated his 

declaration that total liberation was still ahead for black Americans. He advocated that a total 

liberation required the destruction of all forms of racism and achieving justice and equality 

not only at the political spectrum but also at the social and economic level.848 As such, 

Bennett lamentably admitted to his audience that black America had not yet overcome its 

social issues, ‘And so, it is necessary to say’ declared Bennett, ‘that we have not yet started 
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the process of grappling with the depth and the height of the dream […] As a matter of fact, 

we haven’t even defined what we must do in order to overcome’.849 

Bennett’s view of the black liberation struggle may have pushed Ebony to retract its 

optimistic vision in the early 1980s to become more serious about the future of black 

Americans. He warned his audience against perpetual racism and encouraged them to 

continue their fight for justice and equality. Therefore, while many white-owned outlets 

argued that Black Power had declined, Ebony sought to revive the latter and revitalise some 

of its activists. Profiles which featured former Black Power activists such as James Farmer 

and Angela Davis endorsed their sustained fight for liberation. Such efforts demonstrate that 

Ebony sought to situate Black Power within a broader context of the black freedom 

movement, which did not start with the Montgomery Bus Boycott in Alabama in 1956, nor 

did it end with the shutdown of the BPP’s chapter in New York in 1982.  

This chapter addresses the following questions: why would Bennett challenge Ebony’s 

optimistic vision by declaring that insufficient progress had been made since the call for 

Black Power in June 1966? How did Ebony reflect the change in the struggle for racial 

equality across the US? To what extent was Ebony distinctive in resurrecting Black Power in 

relation to the major black (and possibly white) owned media?   

In seeking to address these questions, this chapter argues for Ebony’s efforts in reviving 

Black Power after its demise in the early 1980s. It takes as a starting point the apparent 

cleavages between Bennet’s resentment on the slow progress of the black struggle and 

Ebony’s celebration of the achievement of the black liberation struggle in the mid and late 

1970s. Against such a backdrop, Bennett declared that the black struggle had not yet achieved 

all its goals, and that black Americans should continue their fight for a meaningful liberation. 
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However, during the decline of Black Power in the early 1980s, Ebony challenged the major 

white-owned outlets, which seemed exultant about its fadeaway from the social and political 

spotlight. By contrast, Ebony’s concern about the downfall of Black Power compelled the 

magazine to be at the forefront in reviving the movement by demonstrating to its audience 

that Black Power was still on the case as most of its exponents were still fighting to cultivate 

and improve black America. 

“Have we Overcome?” 

By the time Bobby Seale lost the electoral campaign as a mayor of Oakland in 1973, the 

excitement of a direct protest had subsided, and the call for conventional politics as a means 

for liberation intensified, as was noted by white owned Floridian newspaper News Press, 

which wrote that the struggle should then move into, ‘compromise, not confrontation.’850 In 

fact, many black leaders and activists followed in Seale’s wake by getting a foot in the doors 

of conventional politics. By the mid-1970, 281 blacks became officeholders in state 

legislative or executive offices, 135 were mayors, 305 were county executives, and 1,438 

people were holding other elected positions in municipal government.851  

Historian Alton Hornsby, Jr. notes that if Black Power of the 1960s was heard across the 

land, then Black Power of the 1970s resonated, ‘in the popularity of the Afro style, in African 

dashiki and denim clothing.’852 Indeed, black America saw unprecedented trends in the 1970s 

compared to the 1960s. Black culture sparked a renaissance in black arts and films, such as 
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Blaxploitation.853 The Black is Beautiful movement instilled in black Americans a sentiment 

of self-presentation and a newly-expressed appreciation of dark skin, tightly curled hair, and 

race pride.854 Black women made up a fast-growing share of the U.S labour force in the 

1970s, whereas black studies and black college enrolment protests overwhelmingly 

transformed white campuses into multiracial learning environments.855  

As black America made impressive strides in politics, culture, and academia, and while 

the direct confrontation of the black struggle defused, some major and regional white-

oriented media began to shift towards a more reflective description of the outcomes of the 

black struggle in the early and mid-1970s. The Star Press, a white owned newspaper in 

Indiana, contrasted the black liberation movement of the 1970s with its counterpart a decade 

earlier, declaring that the latter’s tactics of sit-ins, riots, and marches had led to a dramatic 

change in the nature of the movement in the 1970s, with more opportunities for black people 

at the political level.856 Miami Herald, a white-owned newspaper in Miami admitted that due 

to the efforts of the black struggle in the 1950s and 1960s, ‘BLACKS no longer are virtually 

confined to domestic construction and teaching jobs […] Blacks have moved into white 

collar and administrative jobs in government and industry, and their economic level has 

improved […]’.857 
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Other popular white newspapers were doubtful about the impact of the black liberation 

struggle on black communities in the 1970s. The Los Angeles Times noted that the ideological 

shift and the apparent hostility between some Black Power organisations, such as Us and 

BPP, was an ominous sign that the struggle would soon shatter into different sectors.858 

Similarly, the Florida outlet The Tampa Times wrote that the black liberation movement saw 

a new turn in the 1970s due to the dissension which occurred between the black veterans of 

the Civil Rights Movement and the new leaders of Black Power over the directions and the 

strategies of the black freedom movement.859 

In fact, this serious split was clearly manifested by Black Power activists such as Roy 

Innis, national director of CORE, who lamented the progress and the direction of the black 

liberation movement. Innis declared that Black Power was on a treadmill in the early 1970s, 

noting that for the movement to gather strength, it needed a new definition, reorganisation, 

strategies, and coalition between the integrationists and the nationalists.860  

By contrast, the black radical magazines and journals venerated the accomplishments of 

the black struggle. The quarterly journal Joint Issue revered its progress and its effects at the 

political level, honouring the ordinary black women, prisoners, students, and working-class 

activists as the vanguard of the 1960s black liberation movement who helped to advance the 

fight for justice and equality in the 1970s.861 Helix magazine, however, emphasised that 

analysing the 1960s black struggle without mentioning Watts, Detroit, Newark, or the Black 
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Panther Party was ‘an example of reactionary myopia’. Freedomways, on the other hands, 

declared that it would remain, ‘a faithful chronicle’ to the Black struggle ‘[…] that struggle is 

with us today to a greater degree perhaps than any other time in the past’ declared the 

magazine.862  

At the JPC, Ebony also began to move away from analysing the sustained efforts of the 

black liberation struggle at the social level to focus more broadly on discussing conventional 

politics as an alternative method to achieve equality for black Americans. Articles such as 

‘Black Power in State Government’ emphasised the importance of black representation in 

politics (or state government) as a cutting-edge of Black Power in the early and mid-1970s.863 

The magazine also devoted some space to commemorating the black freedom movement and 

its former activists and martyrs. This could be seen through special features such as 

‘Whatever Happened to’, which was introduced to profile the pivotal figures and their 

political and social activism during the Civil Rights and Black Power era in relation to the 

present time.864 The bicentennial special issue printed in August 1975 was also dedicated to 

commemorating, ‘200 years of Black Trials and Triumphs’.865  

From a different perspective, Ebony sought to consider how the past might have shaped 

the present. In other words, the magazine sought to provide its audience with an opportunity 

to reflect on the 1960s black freedom movement to consider the progress made since that era. 
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From its perspective, Ebony considered that Black Power and “the Freedom Now” quest had 

produced mixed results in employment, education, and politics, and that enough progress had 

been made, affirming that ‘blacks are much better off today than they were a decade ago 

despite some deterioration […].’866 This sentiment was also reiterated in May 1975 when 

Ebony noted that those who strived to improve their conditions in the 1960s had resulted in 

guaranteed full and equal treatment by their white counterparts in the 1970s, ‘Perhaps this is a 

sign that blacks are reaching full equality in this country’ wondered Ebony.867 

Despite Ebony’s optimism, its audience remained doubtful about the future of black 

Americans. In August 1978, Ebony conducted a survey to determine if blacks had the 

potential for future leadership. The survey involved 50 black figures who ranged from high 

school graduates to black representatives in local, state, and national governments. The 

participants' responses surprised Ebony as the majority voiced their scepticism over the 

American system and their frustration with black Americans' social problems, such as 

unemployment and the lack of quality education. They declared that racism and the social 

issues would still be ingrained to the point that blacks, ‘will be challenging racist acts well 

beyond the year 2000’.868  

Ebony’s concern was shared by its editorial left-wing such as Lerone Bennett and Alex 

Poinsett, who seemed pessimistic about the trajectories of the black freedom movement in the 

1970s and 1980s. Following Ebony’s poll, Bennett appeared at a talk show at the University 

of Mississippi, where he addressed the progress of the black liberation struggle. Despite the 

many victories of the Civil Rights Movement at the political level, Bennett lamented the slow 
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progress of the black freedom movement, arguing that total liberation had not been fully 

achieved and highlighting that black Americans were still grappling with many racial issues. 

‘Have we overcome? Bennett asked his audience, ‘No, a thousand times no […] we are 

nowhere near the end of our journey, and we have miles to go before we sleep’.869  

Poinsett also articulated his dissatisfaction regarding the progress of the black struggle, 

declaring that the gains which were won by the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s 

continued to be eroded in the late 1970s. Poinsett attributed this erosion partly to whites, who 

felt that, ‘Blacks had gained too much, and whites had become victims of “reverse 

discrimination.”’870 Bennett’s and Poinsett’s views were also supported by Civil Rights 

activists such as Coretta Scott King, who declared that not enough progress had been made 

since the passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act.871 Likewise, Vernon Jordan, leader of the 

National Urban League (NUL), warned his audience, in a speech in Florida in 1979, that 

there was no reason for complacency as some major issues such as unemployment and job 

cuts were still prevailing. Vernon hailed the black progress of the 1970s as an illusion, noting 

that, ‘there is wide-spread, mistaken belief that blacks have made progress, but in the 1970s, 

the gains of the 60s were eroded’872  

Similarly, Bennett also believed that black Americans were still a long way from 

achieving total liberation, arguing that the struggle could take years to achieve small gains.873 
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In contrast to Ebony, which declared that enough progress had been made, Bennett predicted 

that racism, unemployment, and joblessness would increase and that the white resistance 

against the fight for justice and equality would still persist.874 As such, he emphasised that a 

real change was subject to a fundamental transformation of institutional structures. In other 

words, Bennett suggested that complete liberation required black Americans to eradicate the 

so-called ‘white problems’ and strive for a fundamental transformation of American 

society.875 His statement received accolades from some of his readers, who shared his belief 

that complacency and apathy were still ahead of black Americans.876 

Bennett argued for the long history of Black Power and the continued struggle for justice 

and equality. In his Black Power series printed in Ebony in 1965, Bennett solidified the 

historic precedent to the Black Power Movement in the post-Civil War era, arguing that the 

first Reconstruction era was “remarkably similar” to the 1960s Black Power era and that 

understanding the First Reconstruction era was ‘indispensable for an understanding of the 

Second Reconstruction of the 1960s.’877 In the same vein, he also believed that the struggle 

had not yet run its course in the late 1970s, for the last 25 years of struggle was, ‘a vast and a 

leaping wave in a continuous flow of energy that started with the first revolt on the first slave 

ship and will not end until America deals with its revolutionary mandate of its birth.’878 

This sentiment was also reiterated in his influential article published in Ebony in August 

1970, where Bennett contended that full liberation required clarity of the situation and then 

unity, organisation, mobilisation of people, study groups, and political parties, emphasising 
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that ‘Our task is to prepare for 10, 15, 40 years of struggle.’879 However, other Ebony’s left-

wing editors, such as Alex Poinsett, were, not only pessimistic about the outcomes of the 

black struggle but also worried about the downfall of Black Power organisations and the 

dispersal of its exponents. 

Ebony, the Print Media, and the Decline of Black Power 

By the mid-1970s, Black Power became less focused on militant and revolutionary 

approaches. This new orientation was partly due to the rapid increase of black representation 

in governmental positions. Internal and external causes, on the other hand, were other factors 

that caused Black Power to recede from the political and social spotlight. 

The Black Panther Party, which was the vanguard of the black liberation movement in the 

1970s, suffered from internal dissension, which created growing rifts between its major 

leaders. Structural problems compounded this within the party as several members fostered 

undesirable behaviour, which encouraged criminal activities and tactical use of violence 

within the framework of a long-term strategy, making the party more susceptible to 

government repression.880  

As a result, the major leaders began to scatter, leaving the party in disarray. Huey Newton 

fled to Cuba in 1973 to escape prosecution on charges of murder and assault, whereas 

Eldridge Cleaver and his wife Kathleen Cleaver escaped, as stated in the previous chapter, to 

Algeria following a charge of an attempted murder. Even at the party, rank-and-file members 

began to disperse, imprisoned, or otherwise die. Political repression, arrests, and detention 
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distracted the party’s survival programs from developing, and repeatedly raising bails caused 

its financial resources to deplete.881  

Although Elaine Brown saved the BPP from disintegration by assuming the role of 

chairwoman and attempting to unite all the party’s members, a small number of male 

members remained at the party or were dedicated to their tasks for the BPP.882 By the time 

Newton returned to the U.S and Brown left the party in June 1977, the BPP became seriously 

shattered as it was left with no key leader. This was further compounded by financial 

problems as funds were heavily invested in Newton’s previous criminal trials and on drug 

addiction.883 

Historian Peniel E. Joseph argues that in the second half of the 1970s, Black Power 

activists would emerge significantly less idealistic and politically unified than the first half.884 

However, except for NOI, which was at the time efficiently run, other Black Power 

organisations suffered from an imminent downfall.885 SNCC, which was at the forefront of 

the Black Power Movement in the mid-1960s and which acted as an antecedent to its 

approaches of radicalism and militancy, also began to decline in the early 1970s due to a 
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reduction in financial contributions and internal disputes and the continued FBI repression.886 

John Lewis, who chaired the SNCC between 1963 and 1966, declared that by the early 1970s, 

the organisation became, ‘[…] dead and all intents and purposes’ adding, ‘though there is 

probably a membership on paper, it [SNCC] hasn’t been active since Carmichael left the 

country for Africa’.887  

Other Black Power organisations, such as CORE, also suffered from internal fractures, 

which signalled the organisation’s demise. Journalists such as Betsey Kennedy described 

CORE as ‘a shadow of its former self’.888 Indeed, the group’s members and chapters had 

dwindled in the late 1970s, and there were almost no activities except fund-raising programs. 

Internal disputes and dissidents often emerged, and accusations of illegal fund-raising were 

repeatedly levelled at the organisation.889 

The white-owned print media applauded the demise of Black Power. The Tampa Times, a 

white-owned newspaper based in Florida, headlined, ‘The Black Power Movement is Dead’. 

The newspaper quoted from various Civil Rights and Black Power activists such as Wallace 

D. Muhammad, son of the Honorable Elijah Muhammad (leader of the Nation of Islam), and 
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Glostor B. Current, national administrator of the NAACP, to instil in its readers the sentiment 

that Black Power had declined.890  

Popular white-oriented newspapers such as The Washington Post criticised the 

achievements of Black Power, claiming that the movement was, ‘in eclipse for a decade or 

more’.891 In fact, The Washington Post printed several articles which called into question the 

political gains of Black Power, often casting it as, ‘[…] self-defeating, divisive and 

unrealistic’.892 Florida white-oriented newspaper News Press attributed its decline partly to 

the apathy that many black leaders and mass communities felt at the political and economic 

level and the impotence of Separatism and Nationalism in steering the black masses towards 

a violent revolution.893 

The white readers were also hostile to Black Power, even when the movement was in 

decline. Throughout the early 1970s, the popular white-owned magazine Life received a 

deluge of letters from its white readers who denounced the Black Panthers and their program. 

For example, John Malaitzian from Boston described the Panthers, ‘a host of criminals’ while 

Indiana resident John F. Schmutz declared that if the Panthers did not pick up the guns, there 

would be no raids on them. Brian M. Hennesey made clear that he would not stand with the 

Panthers, declaring that supporting them or their struggle was not rational.894 
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At the JPC, Ebony reversed its optimistic vision of the black struggle in the 1980s as it 

articulated its concern about the Black Power exponents. In its Photo-editorial section 

published in January 1976, Ebony declared that the Civil Rights and Black Power 

organisations such as SCLC, NAACP, CORE, and the BPP were suffering from financial 

problems that could lead to their downfall. The magazine headlined that, ‘if they fail, it’s our 

fault’. Ebony reminded its audience that the victories they had achieved in the mid-1970s 

resulted from an uphill struggle waged by these organisations. 

As a staunch defender of the black struggle, the magazine affirmed its complete 

commitment to supporting these organisations, calling upon its black audience to unite to 

financially help them to avert their downfall, ‘it boils down to us’, Ebony told its audience, 

‘not as a duty, but as a sacred trust.’895 In fact, the magazine was probably aware of the 

financial crisis that hit the Black Power organisations, notably the BPP. In late 1976, Ebony 

reiterated its deep concern over the Civil Rights and Black Power organisations. It 

underscored that the Civil Rights and Black Power organisations were in severe financial 

trouble and that Blacks and other organisations needed to donate or raise funds for them 

urgently.896 

 Ebony’s concern continued to be reflected in the magazine’s pages. In less than a month 

following its Photo-editorial statement, Alex Poinsett printed an influential article on the 

future of Black Power. His article, titled: ‘Where Are the Revolutionaries?’ highlighted the 

zenith and the nadir of their fight for liberation in the 1960s in comparison with their social 

and political activities in the 1970s. Poinsett articulated that Black Power had been “cooled, 

gone, or otherwise muted”, illustrating that if Black Power activists were still determined to 
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sustain the struggle, ‘[…] they are stubbornly clutching the shreds of a seemingly 

unrealizable dream’.897  

Historian E. James West contends that Poinsett’s article marked, ‘an end of an era’ and 

that the black liberation movement, ‘had perished by the mid-1970s.’898 Moreover, Poinsett’s 

article demonstrates how he, along with his left-wing editorial peers, was concerned about the 

fall of Black Power. Though he informed his readers on the state of the 1960s Black Power 

activists and what they were doing in the 1970s, he seemed pessimistic, affirming that the 

black struggle of the 1960s had failed. Poinsett ascribed its decline to the FBI’s campaign, the 

growing dissension within the Black Power organisations, ‘[…] and largely because blacks in 

general were not ready for armed confrontation […]’ declared Poinsett.899  

Nonetheless, many of Ebony’s readers disagreed with Poinsett as they seemed hopeful 

about Black Power and its future, aligning themselves to its leaders and their cause. Los 

Angeles resident Perry Ross hoped that the black revolutionaries would linger until all black 

Americans’ issues would be resolved. Likewise, Michigan reader Sekou Kenyatta declared 

that no matter what would happen to Black Power and its exponents, ‘[…] “their” dreams are 

my dreams, “their” tears are my tears, and “their” life is my life.’900 

The decline of Black Power became evident at the turn of the 1970s, with the Floridian 

white-owned newspaper News-press reprinting Poinsett's statement under the headline, ‘What 

Happened to Black Power?’. While the newspaper stated that it could not provide an answer, 
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it did agree that Black Power was, ‘merely a memory’.901 By contrast, Ebony challenged 

Poinsett and the major white-owned media by casting Black Power as a living movement.  

 ‘Some Are Still Marching’ 

Historian Rhonda Y. Williams points out that the FBI’s repression and the rise of the new 

liberal and conservative policies in early 1980s signalled the eventual decline of Black 

Power.902 Moreover, the BPP went into total bankruptcy, and most of its chapters were shut 

down, with the final chapter closing in 1982. Its community school, the backbone of the BPP, 

also shut down. This decline was further compounded by Newton facing charges of 

embezzling federal money from the school and later serving time for illegal drug 

possession.903  

The NOI, which was thriving in the 1970s, began to shy away from the ideologies of 

Black Power in the early 1980s. In the late 1970s, its leader Elijah Muhammed declared that 

the organisation should accept whites as allies or members, preaching to his followers to 

move away from the notion of universal white deviltry. After Muhammed’s passing, serious 

disputes between the major leaders led to some members breaking with the NOI to build their 

own organisation to carry on Muhammed’s message of black nationalism.904 

Other major leaders of Black Power turned away from the 1960s revolutionary tactics to 

begin integrating into American mainstream society. Bobby Seale, the former leader of the 

                                                           
901 'What Happened to Black Power?', News-Press, 15 February 1981, p.D1.  

902 Rhonda Y. Williams, Concrete Demands: The Search for Black Power in the 20th Century (New York: 

Routledge, 2015), p. 261. 

903 Jeffrey O. G. Ogbar, Black Power, p. 200; Ollie A. Johnson, 'Explaining the Demise of the Black Panther 

Party: the Role of Internal Factors', in The Black Panther Party Reconsidered, ed. by Charles E. Jones 

(Baltimore: Black Classic Press, 2005), p. 408. 

904 Ogbar, Black Power, pp. 202-203. 



249 
 

BPP, dropped out of the social protests to become a student and culinary author.905 Stokely 

Carmichael (now Kwame Ture) was living in Guinea, but he regularly visited the U.S to 

preach the merits of Pan-Africanism and scientific socialism. Eldridge Cleaver, however, was 

moving into a more conservative persona while running as an independent for the Berkeley, 

California, city council.906 

As such, Black Power was no longer the turbulent movement it had been two decades 

before, as was noted by News Press, which wrote that, ‘No longer the Panthers making 

headlines, the Dashiki were replaced by disco fashion […] Many militant leaders were either 

in jail or in foreign countries. Others […] turned toward capitalism and God […].’907 

Journalist Karen Grigsby Bates declared that even though some Black Power activists such as 

Kwame Ture were still preaching the ethos of Black Power or addressing their audience, 

‘People listened — but not in the same numbers as they had in the early days’.908  

The major white-owned print media became certain that the frantic call for revolution had 

come to rest. As such, they began to hark back to Black Power of the 60s and 70s to discuss 

its outcomes in the 1980s and 1990s era. The Indiana white-owned newspaper The Times 

admitted that Black Power’s repeated call for pride, unity, and black consciousness in the 

1960s had fed into a fundamental transformation in the 1980s black America, in society, 

politics, arts, and religion. The newspaper relied on some testimonies made by some white 

and black scholars such as Aldon Morris, who noted that Black Power had an impact on 
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almost every facet of black America, from black politicians through black students’ protests 

on campus to black popular culture. Morris declared that, ‘the fact that we have Afro-

American studies, that’s because of black power […] the fact that we are called blacks 

instead of Negroes, that’s part of the black power movement. The mobilization of the black 

vote is related to the black power movement’.909 

Nonetheless, not all the white outlets acknowledged the outcomes of Black Power. In 

1992, Time magazine published an article titled, ‘The Limits of Black Power’. The article, 

which was published in the wake of the bloody Los Angeles riot, declared that although 

poverty had deteriorated in almost all the cities that blacks controlled politically, other issues 

such as drugs and homelessness, ‘made it difficult for black politicians to fulfil the promise of 

the 1960s’.910 Time’s statement was shared by the black-owned newspapers such as The 

Atlanta Voice, which declared that Black Power of the 1960s had produced some reforms in 

black politics in the 1980s, but blacks still had to strive for self-determination and call for an 

effective and independent political posture.911  

Time’s article could be manifested as a direct response to the many white and black 

outlets, including Ebony, which believed that the political gains of Black Power had done 

much to ease the social plight of black America. Regardless, other white-owned newspapers 

also turned their lenses to the Black Power major leaders, with the majority seeming friendly 

in featuring them due to the Black Power advocates’ metamorphosis or shift from the radical 

or revolutionary aspects to the conventional approaches. 
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The idea that the Black Power leaders turned away from the radical and revolutionary 

perspectives prompted the popular white-owned media to be exultant. The West Coast white 

print media paid more attention to Eldridge Cleaver. The Los Angeles Times offered a space 

to his wife Kathleen Cleaver, (who was also a communication secretary at the BPP and who 

lived in Algeria in 1969 with her husband) to recount and explain her husband’s decision to 

return to U.S soil.912 The San Francisco Examiner, however, was pleased about Cleaver’s 

shift, ‘from a Panther to a preacher of patriotism’.913 

Other outlets also devoted close attention to other Black Power advocates, articulating 

their relief that Black Power had moved into a moderate phenomenon. In fact, Seale’s 

metamorphosis into a political persona was due to internal factors at the party. When he left 

prison in 1972 and returned to Oakland, he found the party in disarray, with many members 

killed or thrown in jail. In 1974, he decided to leave the party, declaring dissension weariness 

and loss of motivation to continue the struggle as the party membership had dwindled, which 

he believed was a sign of the revolutionary movement’s imminent downfall.914 

 The Miami Herald and the Pennsylvanian white oriented outlet Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

welcomed Seale’s shift, ‘from guns to books, protest to podium’.915 Other popular white 

outlets such as The Washington Post and Sacramento Bee also ran excellent articles on 
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Carmichael (who was at the time in Guinea), remembering his heyday back in 1966 and 

revealing his sustained fight for the liberation of black people across the globe.916 

At the JPC, Ebony also devoted space to hark back to the 1960s struggle. This was 

reflected through special articles and issues which eulogised, commemorated, and endorsed 

the legacy of the Civil Rights and Black Power martyrs such as Dr. King and Malcolm X, 

declaring that ‘they are gone, but not forgotten’.917 More tellingly, the magazine was also 

motivated to see how the black struggle had pushed for more reforms in the 1980s and how 

far black Americans had progressed in politics, economy, and the welfare state.  

Yet, the magazine was increasingly concerned about the progress of the black liberation as 

well as the race relations in America in the early 1980s, warning that if blacks and whites did 

not work together to overcome the racial issues, ‘the ‘80s will be an age of perilous social 

upheaval’.918 The idea that Ebony fully endorsed the individual uplift or supported the black 

positive life in the 1980s was not mutually exclusive.919 Since the rise of Black Power and 

black consciousness in the mid-1960s, the magazine continued to act as a serious and critical 

outlet.  
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During the years leading up to the 1980s, the magazine often articulated its concern and 

pessimism over the status of the Civil Rights Movement. A few months prior to the 20th 

anniversary of the 1963 March on Washington in 1983, Ebony sought to keep abreast of the 

status of the Civil Rights struggle. As such, it sought to pay close attention to several 

prominent figures who served as Dr. King’s associates or peers, such as his widow Coretta 

Scott King (who was probably the most featured black female activist in Ebony), Ralph 

Abernathy, and Andrew Young. Though Ebony noted that some of them were determined to 

carry Dr. King’s struggle forward, such as Scott who built the Martin Luther King, Jr. Centre 

for Nonviolent Social Change in 1968, the magazine went on to blame his associates who had 

scattered in various direction, disappointedly asking its audience, ‘Where are they today – 

these men and women who once braved the wilds of a racially torn America’.920  

Ebony did not reveal the reason behind its sombre tone concerning the Civil Rights 

struggle. Nonetheless, it could be attributed in many ways to its frustration with Ronald 

Reagan, the 40th president of the United States, who seemed less concerned about the racial 

issues in America and intent on rolling back the victories made by the Civil Rights 

Movement in the 1960s. In fact, throughout the 1980s, the Reagan administration weakened 

the Civil Rights Movement by implying that the 1960s Civil Rights campaigners had won 

‘their great battle’ and that further Civil Rights protection was not required.921 As such, while 

it noticed that the Civil Rights was on Reagan’s back burner, Ebony could probably turn to 

Dr. King’s associates and followers as, ‘The Keepers of Dr. King’s Dream’ who should strive 
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to carry on his call for integration and non-violence and to sustain the struggle for the Civil 

Rights.922  

As such, Ebony invited Coretta Scott King to discuss her outlook on the gains made by her 

husband and her concern over the social conditions of black Americans in the 1980s. In her 

article, printed in Ebony’s 1986 special issue, Scott noted that although blacks had achieved 

more substantive reforms in conventional politics, ‘the dramatic increase in the black elected 

officials is only a partial victory over discrimination at the polls’. Scott made it clear that 

discrimination, poverty, and unemployment still prevailed, noting that in order for the 

struggle for social and economic equality to progress, black Americans must carry on Dr. 

King’s call for non-violent action.923 

 Ebony was aware that Scott was dissatisfied with the gains being made as the latter 

delivered different speeches in which she addressed and urged her audience to continue 

fighting against racism and racial discrimination.924 Political-science professor Jeanne 

Theoharis notes that her activism, ‘started before her marriage, then complemented and 

influenced her husband’s political work, and continued long after his assassination’.925 

Ebony was also motivated by Scott’s intent on carrying her husband’s struggle forward, 

casting her as the keeper of Dr. King’s dream.926 More tellingly, the magazine also turned its 

lenses to Black Power. But, if Ebony was concerned and despondent about the status of the 
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Civil Rights Movement in the 1980s, then it had a different vision about Black Power as it 

sought to revitalise the movement to keep it alive. This could be seen in its left-wing editor 

Bennett having sought to re-invigorate Carmichael’s approach in Ebony. Carmichael went to 

Guinea where he intensified his call for Pan-Africanism, abandoning his tactics of self-help, 

self- interest, and self-determination that he called for in 1966. Yet, Bennett remained a 

staunch advocate for his approaches. 

Historian E. James West argues that Bennett continued to advocate and call for liberation, 

‘by any means necessary’.927 In fact, Bennett had even opposed the integrationist approach 

and called his audience not to hold on to it. Bennett made it clear that black Americans were 

left with no choice but to pursue the self-help and self-determination approaches to liberate 

themselves, declaring that the integrationist approach would not achieve total liberation for 

black people.928 

The black-owned outlets also shared Bennett’s endeavours to reinvigorate Carmichael’s 

approach. The Atlanta Voice noted that while Carmichael and Malcolm X’s approach of 

electing black representatives to speak on behalf of the black masses seemed to pay off as 

black representatives had increased, from a handful members in the 1960s to thousands in the 

1970s, Black Power still did not achieve all its promises as joblessness, crime, and drug 

issues was still an endemic among black Americans. The newspaper suggested that the only 

way for black Americans to achieve the real Black Power was to build their own independent 

politics or their political parties.929 
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The backdrop of endorsing Black Power and its approach of liberation had become more 

apparent in Ebony’s pages in the early 1990s, with the magazine attempting to revive the 

movement and its advocates, especially those previously featured by the magazine. In March 

1988, Ebony featured Eldridge Cleaver, the former minister of information at the BPP. While 

Cleaver had turned away from the image of a defiant protest to adopt a more political, 

conservative and religious philosophy, Ebony nevertheless depicted him as a figure who 

aspired to resume his struggle politically as he intended to become a politician or to run for 

the U.S presidency.930 

Moreover, Ebony looked to revitalise his public image that was previously distorted by the 

white print media. The magazine deliberately provided pictures from the 1960s era which 

showed Cleaver going into exile or displaying FBI posters along with contradictory photos 

showing him living in tranquillity in the 1980s, cooking, painting, and reading. As it had 

done with Carmichael, Bobby Seale, Gloria Richardson, and many other Black Power 

advocates, Ebony once again tapped into an imagery of Black Power as a democratic 

phenomenon by evoking in its audience the sentiment that although white Americans as well 

as the white-owned media distressed Cleaver, ‘he has grown and changed […] Cleaver is still 

optimistic and eager about his future’.931 

Shortly after featuring Cleaver, Ebony turned its lenses to Angela Davis, the popular black 

political activist who was previously backed up by the magazine, with an article which paid 

more attention to her activism and activities, revealing that Davis was, ‘still on front line’.932 

In fact, Davis was determined to carry on the struggle for black liberation, declaring that even 
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though blacks had achieved victories at the political level, ‘There is suffering. There is 

oppression. There is terrifying racism’. Davis made it clear, in a speech in Harlem in 1994, 

that blacks needed new ideas and strategies that could take them into the twenty-first century, 

‘The struggle must go on’ declared Davis, ‘Transformed circumstances require new theories 

and practices.’933 

 In Ebony, the feature applauded her ongoing activism and her struggle for liberation of 

black people and other minorities in the U.S and worldwide. Ebony described her, ‘the self-

avowed soldier for freedom’ due to her efforts to endorse the women’s movement and 

promote a multi-cultural coalition with other minorities across the globe to fight racism and 

oppression.934 

Ebony’s efforts in revitalising Black Power and its exponents had expanded more broadly 

in the mid-1990s. In August 1996, Ebony printed an influential article titled, ‘Where Are the 

Civil Rights Icons of the 60s’, which featured a number of prominent former Civil Rights and 

Black Power activists. At first glance, the title seemed to articulate the magazine’s concern 

for the Civil Rights activists, yet by looking closely at the photographs, one can argue that the 

feature illustrated the sustained struggle of the Black Power activists and their continuing 

quest for total liberation. Ebony provided striking photographs showing Black Power activists 

such as Davis and James Farmer protesting, delivering speeches, and sitting with President 

Bill Clinton. This visual imagery instilled in its audience a sentiment that Black Power was 

still active and vibrant as its advocates were still on the case, ‘refusing to hand over the torch 

to a younger generation that seems to be less insistent, less organised […]’, wrote Ebony.935 
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Through its articles, Ebony again challenged the major white outlets, which supported the 

idea that Black Power was brought to its demise in the early 1980s. By contrast, Ebony cast 

the Black Power Movement as a living movement in the 1990s, still thriving in politics, in 

academics, in the arts, and in the streets, ‘Julian Bond, Stokely Carmichael, Eldridge Cleaver, 

Kathleen Cleaver, Angela Davis […] are among the icons of the movement’ declared Ebony, 

‘[…] some are still marching, and some are advising the president’.936  

Ebony again proved itself to be a unique magazine due to the ways it engaged with Black 

Power. Its efforts in reviving the movement and reinvigorating its advocates also 

demonstrates that the magazine was a barometer of Black Power, proving to its audience and 

the established white print media that Black Power was still alive as its activists were still on 

the front line at the turn of the 20th century, still fighting for justice and equality for black 

Americans.  

Conclusion 

In her edited book published in 1985, Mary Schmidt Campbell, an American author and 

curator, illustrated the artistic achievements of black artists from the March on Washington to 

the United States' departure from the Vietnam War. The exhibition defined the impact of this 

period on black artists and its contribution to the black arts. In her book, Bennett contributed 

with an essay which again underscored his steadfast belief that the black liberation movement 

had not yet fully achieved its goals and that blacks should continue striving to cultivate their 

social lives, culture, and economy. He wrote, ‘There are Black mayors in Chicago and 

Philadelphia, but the battle is far from won’.937  
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Bennett was among the left-wing editors at the JPC who was dissatisfied by the outcomes 

of Black Power and the black struggle, often repeating his statement that the black liberation 

struggle had to go on. By contrast, while Ebony seemed broadly satisfied with the progress of 

the black freedom movement and its effects at the political level in the 1970s, this sentiment 

was reversed in the 1980s in the wake of Reagan’s election, his attitudes towards Civil 

Rights, and the downfall of Black Power and its organisations. As such, Ebony shifted from 

an optimistic account into a pessimistic outlet, announcing its unwavering commitment to 

supporting them and calling its audience to financially back them up. 

In the aftermath of the shutdown of the BPP’s chapter in New York in 1982, the major 

white (and even black) print media solidified the notion that Black Power was brought to its 

demise. As such, some black-owned newspapers went on to hark back to the 1960s Black 

Power era, whereas the white-owned media such as The Los Angeles Times and The Tampa 

Times became either friendly with its former activists or exultant about their downfall. By 

contrast, Ebony challenged them as it stood out front and sought to revitalise its major 

leaders, demonstrating that they were still on the front line, fighting, teaching, preaching, and 

even marching. In so doing, Ebony proved again that its serious and distinctive engagement 

with Black Power could also be seen in its efforts to revive the movement. 

Ebony kept in tune with the new trends in black America in the early 1990s.  International 

readers such as Michael L. Crawley, an executive editor for The Reporter magazine in the 

West Indies, admired Ebony’s role in updating its audience about the status of black politics, 

economy, the arts, and even the struggle. He told Ebony, ‘thank you Ebony magazine […]’ 

for maintaining your commitments of keeping your reader abreast of key developments and 

personalities affecting the black community’.938 
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At the turn of the 20th century, the magazine continued to endorse and encourage the fight 

for justice and equality, warning its audience against the perpetual racism in America and 

opening up its pages to many pivotal figures and black activists to recount and showcase their 

efforts and contribution to the black freedom movement. Its engagement, intervention, and 

response during the Civil Rights and Black Power Movement were impressive, prompting 

President Bill Clinton himself to admire Ebony’s role and efforts during the modern black 

liberation struggle. In a special letter written to John Johnson on the 50th anniversary of 

Ebony, Clinton applauded the magazine, declaring that at the time when black Americans 

were fighting for liberation back in the 1950s and the 1960s, ‘Ebony was there to chronicle 

and interpret these historic moments – the tragedies, the triumph, and the miracles’.939 

Clinton’s message was a stark example that the president himself was aware of Ebony’s role 

as a serious outlet situating itself at the forefront of the modern black liberation struggle.  
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Conclusion: “‘Ebony’ A Proven Strong Voice” 

 

Ebony’s reputation as a staunch supporter of the Civil Rights and Black Power Movement 

continued to receive wider acclaim at the turn of the 20th century. In 1995, Ebony’s publisher 

John H. Johnson was welcomed in Johannesburg, South Africa, to celebrate the launch of 

Ebony South Africa, a new magazine designed to cover news on black people in South Africa 

about politics, economy, and fashion. At the luncheon during the celebration, Nelson 

Mandela, the first black president of South Africa, admitted that Ebony had been, from its 

inception, ‘identified with struggles for liberation.’940  

Mandela’s statement demonstrates Ebony’s longstanding role during the fight for racial 

equality and justice not only in America, but also across the African diaspora. In August 

1985, Ebony published a special feature in support of the fight of black people in South 

Africa. The magazine expressed optimism that the struggle in South Africa would succeed, 

and that black people would dominate and occupy the country’s major sectors, such as 

economy and politics. The magazine included statements from well-known black American 

activists such as Jesse Jackson, the founder of People United to Save Humanity (PUSH), who 

predicted that the black struggle in South Africa would bring the Apartheid system down. It 

was due to its support that the magazine was banned in South Africa for thirty years before its 

reintroduction in the 1990s.941  
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As Malcolm X declared, Ebony garnered wide admiration among African black people by 

mid-1960s.942 Indeed, Ebony’s role as a staunch supporter of the black liberation movement 

across the African diaspora further underlines how the magazine surpassed its reputation as a 

glossy magazine. Had it not been a serious magazine pertained to the struggle of black people 

across Africa, Africans themselves would never have been attuned to the magazine.  

This thesis has argued that Ebony, an influential black magazine with a national 

readership, was actively engaged in the Civil Rights and Black Power campaigns. In doing 

so, this thesis reclaims the magazine and its politics from previous scholarly neglect. It moves 

beyond an assessment focused exclusively on the role and opinions of Ebony's proprietor, 

John Johnson. The thesis identifies the crucial roles played by previously overlooked left-

wing editors, demonstrating that Ebony was in fact far more radical than its glossy format and 

features might suggest. Overall, the thesis furthers our understanding of the role played by the 

black press in winning broad support for Civil Rights and Black Power. 

From the inception of the Civil Rights Movement, Ebony was at the heart of the struggle, 

aligning itself with unsung Civil Rights activists. Dr. King, in his first days as a young 

activist, specifically reached out to Ebony, among all the black magazines in the U.S, to send 

reporters to record the historic milestone the Montgomery Bus Boycott in 1955.943 During his 

heyday as a pastor and a Civil Rights leader, the magazine backed up his activism, and had 

provided funds for his organisation, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 

(SCLC).944 Ebony recruited him to become its regular contributor, writing a popular column 

to discuss and address issues for its wider black audience. King’s wife, Coretta Scott King, 
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was also endorsed by Ebony. The magazine supported her fight for the black women’s cause 

more than did any other black or white outlet. Ebony’s unwavering support to Scott prompted 

the latter to privilege Ebony among all the major black-oriented newspapers and magazines in 

the U.S.945 

The close relationship between Ebony and the Civil Rights Movement and Black Power 

extended further as the magazine also joined the struggle and became part of its crusade. Its 

editors and reporters went to the streets and protested alongside black activists. During the 

March on Washington in 1963, its publisher Johnson and his editorial staff marched arm in 

arm with the demonstrators. His reporters joined both popular and hardcore black activists 

during their protests, rode buses with the Freedom Riders, and participated in the sit in 

movement. The 1988 Ebony’s backstage reminded its audience, ‘We were there, we told the 

story, and we were part of the story’.946 Ebony’s contributor Sherri Mitchell contends that 

when black Americans were fighting in the 1960s to bring about liberation to black America, 

‘Ebony was there to capture the journey’.947  

Ebony’s solid support of Civil Rights activism captured the attention of the rising black 

militants and the radical black magazines and journals in the mid-1960s. As such, they sought 

to push the magazine into becoming a more militant black outlet. While Johnson often shied 

away from directing his magazine into a more serious pathway, Ebony gradually engaged 

with Black Power as young black militants were recruited as black editors for the magazine. 

The addition of A. Peter Bailey, David Llorens, and Phyl Garland into the editorial staff in 

the summer of 1965 made the focus on Black Power inevitable. This was further impacted by 
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established editors, such as Lerone Bennett and Allan Morrison, who had metamorphosed 

into Black Power advocates in the mid-1966. This shift was evidenced in the first detailed 

profile on Stokely Carmichael and his clarion call for Black Power printed by Ebony in 

September 1966. 

Johnson remained cautious not to turn the magazine into a more militant publication as he 

was not identified with the militant and radical camps of the black struggle. Yet, to 

financially profit from Black Power figures, he permitted his radical editors to feature them in 

Ebony.948 In fact, Johnson’s pragmatism was evident during the rise of Black Power. He was 

aware that his readers had different ideological perspectives on Black Power, as he was also 

cognizant that they had become more serious about the black struggle. As a result, he 

provided his audience with news stories on Black Power, spanning from black radicals to 

Black Panthers to Black Power separatists. Articles such as ‘SNCC, Rebels without a Cause’, 

‘Stokely Carmichael, Architect of Black Power’, ‘The Rise of Black Power’, to name a few, 

received strong reactions amongst white and black readership. Johnson did not hide the fact 

that he always sought to make Ebony a business magazine, even if it meant sacrificing 

elements of the black freedom. In its November 1971 backstage, Ebony noted that, ‘we are 

proud that Ebony magazine is a financial success, we are even more proud that we can 

continue to keep it an editorial success’.949 Although the statement was anonymous, 

Johnson's rhetoric and his intention of profiting from the struggle were evident throughout. 

While Johnson was trying to make Ebony a pragmatic and a business magazine, his left-

wing editors, such as Bennett, were committed to making Ebony a trailblazer outlet among 

the national print media. Indeed, Bennett’s profile on Carmichael prompted Ebony to pioneer 
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the major print media as the first American publication to explore Carmichael and his call for 

Black Power in depth. Popular white-owned media outlets like Florida Today and The 

Washington Post praised Ebony for these remarkable efforts.950 Furthermore, Carmichael also 

received support from Ebony's left-wing editors outside the company. Ebony’s editors Lerone 

Bennett and David Llorens marched in the streets with black protestors to exonerate him of 

charges levelled against him in the aftermath of the Atlanta unrest in September 1966. While 

trying to mainstream his image in Ebony, these attempts demonstrate that their radical 

attitude prompted Ebony to engage with Black Power. 

Moreover, this thesis has established that Bennett, Llorens, and the other editorial left-

wing were also activists and Black Power advocates. Bennett joined some Black Power 

organisations such as CORE (he was not officially a member) as he attended some of their 

meetings in 1967. On numerous occasions inside and outside the JPC, he praised and 

supported Carmichael's call for Black Power. Even after the fall of Black Power in the 1980s, 

he remained a supporter of Carmichael's self-help and self-determination tactics, urging his 

audience to follow suit and achieve liberation through self-interest and community control.951 

Bennett’s radical colleagues also shared similar perspectives. Long-serving editor Allan 

Morrison and a coterie of young and recently hired editors used a radical tone at the JPC, 

helping to reroute Ebony's trajectories and orientations in the late 1960s. Their scepticism of 

Dr. King's approach to integration and their dissatisfaction with black Americans' social 

conditions led them to mimic Malcolm X's attitude of self-defence, and later Carmichael's 

call for unity and self-help. They also used similar radical orientations at the JPC, 
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contributing to Ebony with pieces that argued in favour of Malcolm X's and Carmichael's 

radical tactics. 

Historian E. James West argues that the visual embodiment of Black Power, such as 

Carmichael’s Black Power, became an advertising campaign in Ebony magazine.952 In fact, 

Ebony was not only a visual representation of Black Power but also a participant in it. When 

renowned Black Power leaders such as Stokely Carmichael and Angela Davis were 

imprisoned, Ebony backed them up and tried to raise funds for them. Such attempts had 

drawn the FBI's notice to the magazine, which attempted to neutralise it in the same way it 

did with the BPP. 

Furthermore, the magazine proved to have a conspicuous impact on the movement. Ebony 

rebranded Black Power leaders such as Carmichael and Bobby Seale to its readers, 

introducing them as intellectual and democratic figures rather than violent or revolutionary 

individuals. The magazine reintroduced the concept of Black Power, which was seen by 

many white newspapers and even black popular activists as a dangerous phenomenon. By 

contrast, Ebony cast it as a democratic phenomenon, an endeavour to equalise opportunities 

between blacks and whites, with more emphasis on social and economic aspects such as jobs, 

education, and housing. In contrast to the dominant white-owned media, which presented 

Black Power as a dead movement in the late 1970s and 1980s, the magazine revitalised it 

during its demise by introducing it as a living movement. 

Its influence, intervention, and contribution were lauded by Black Power activists. 

According to Bobby Seale, members of the rank and file were always interested in reading 

Ebony and were aware of the magazine's efforts to shape the black struggle. Gloria 

Richardson wrote to Ebony in which she praised the magazine for running a complimentary 
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profile on her. The magazine was also referenced in Huey Newton's book, ‘Revolutionary 

Suicide’, in which he stated that Ebony could assist him in shaping his views on the black 

struggle. In her autobiography, Angela Davis also referenced Ebony, stating that the 

magazine was a constant presence to raise the individual spirits of black Americans, 

including black activists.  

It must be noted that Ebony was a magazine with a broad and growing circulation 

compared to other popular black magazines such as The Crisis, Essence, and Black 

Enterprise. In the early 1960s, Ebony had a readership of over four million (which equates to 

1/5 of the total black Americans). By the 1970s, the magazine had an annual readership of 

almost seven million.953 Also, it should be noted that Ebony’s readers hailed from different 

regions in the U.S and came from different social classes. Ebony’s editor Margena A. 

Christian adds that Johnson attempted to engage with black people from different ages and 

different social classes and not only the educated or the black middle-class, ‘Mr. Johnson 

wanted to reach people of all ages. It didn’t matter if a person was sitting in the barbershop or 

chatting it up with girlfriends in a beauty shop […] he especially wanted to touch upon those 

who were poor, ignored, and looked down upon […]’.954 

While Ebony sought to reach all black Americans in the U.S, its relationship with Black 

Power had a limit. One might wonder which orientation the magazine followed, for the Black 

Power Movement had different trajectories, each of which sought to bring freedom to black 

Americans. Ebony was not a revolutionary magazine, or a separatist outlet. It is true that 

Ebony responded to other camps of Black Power, such as the Black Panthers, or the 

separatists such as the Republic of New Afrika (RNA), but it was not in favour of them or 
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their revolutionary or separatist tactics. In fact, its reaction was merely in response to some 

readers’ requests. For example, its engagement with the Black Panthers was by virtue of its 

reader’s demands while its coverage of the Huey Newton campaign was because Newton was 

thrust into the national limelight, which prompted the major print media to cover him and 

forced Johnson to follow suit. 

By closely examining how Ebony engaged with Black Power, we can see that the 

magazine often endorsed black radicals who called black Americans to manage their 

institutions through self-help and self-interest. Among the black radicals was Carmichael, the 

SNCC’s chairman. When the latter was touring the U.S to preach his new philosophy, Ebony 

was there to disseminate his message. Indeed, while Ebony did not clearly state its advocacy 

towards Carmichael’s new orientations, many of its writings and articles point to 

considerable support of his tactics. In 1967, a few months after Carmichael popularised Black 

Power in Greenwood in South California, the magazine rejected the integrationist approaches 

of Dr. King and called its audience to harness the tactics of self-help and self-interest that 

Carmichael called for, declaring that they were the most viable, moderate, and realistic tactics 

to achieve liberation. 

The magazine continued to endorse Carmichael and his tactics in the 1970s. In May 1976, 

Ebony renewed its support for Carmichael's call for black political representation, urging 

readers to elect blacks to speak on their behalf. Even when Carmichael flew to Guinea and 

became a Pan-Africanist, Ebony remained a supporter of his philosophy of self-help and self-

interest, with senior editor Bennett attempting to revive the unity and self-determination 

methods that Carmichael advocated in the mid-1960s. 

Ebony was undoubtedly at the centre of Black Power as it was still featuring Black Power 

at the turn of the twentieth century. In January 1998, the magazine visited Maulana Karenga, 
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a Black Power advocate and founder of Us organisation. The magazine also conducted a 

revealing interview with him, which focused on his activities as a chair of the black studies 

department at the University of California at Long Beach.955  

Ebony’s sustained support of the black struggle propelled the magazine to receive several 

accolades by white-owned newspapers. The Orlando Sentinel selected Ebony in its December 

1985 issue and reminded its audience of the vital contribution that the magazine had during 

the black freedom movement, “’Ebony a Proven Strong Voice’ wrote the newspaper. The 

newspaper had even blamed the black critics who once condemned the magazine for not 

taking part in the fight for liberation, ‘They had forgotten’ addressed the newspaper its 

audience, ‘[…] Ebony had a record of sticking its neck out, otherwise, it’s unlikely that Dr. 

King would have relied so heavily on Ebony to get his message to blacks.’956 

 Ebony was a magazine which chronicled almost all facets of the modern black liberation 

struggle in America. It was a valuable and credible source that led many Civil Rights and 

Black Power activists to rely on it. It also deserved the highest commendation for its support 

and how it stood up for the black struggle and its leaders and activists. Its editor Margena A. 

Christian declared that Ebony was more than a magazine, ‘it’s a movement’ said Christian, 

‘[…] Ebony magazine fulfilled African American’s yearning […] Black is beautiful. Black is 

powerful. Black is mighty. Black is intelligent. Black is noble. Black is present.’957 
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