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1. Housing photographs and crime narratives: 20 -century Black voices
2. Everyday sensationalism? Dwellings as visual material in Muhammad
Speaks and The Black Panther
3. Architectural structures and structural violence
4. Counter strategies, directed at or based in dwellings
Conclusion

th

This art icle stud ies the spe cific modes of vis ib il ity of hous ing in the
Black rad ical press of the 1960s and 1970s, and how this site relates to
vi ol ence, which it makes tan gible in the land scape. The Black rad ical
press refers here to the two bi- weekly or weekly news pa pers pub‐ 
lished by the Na tion of Islam (here after NOI) and the Black Pan ther
Party (here after BPP): Muhammad Speaks, pub lished from 1961 to
1975, and The Black Pan ther Black Com munity News Ser vices (here ‐
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after NOI) and the Black Pan ther Party (here after BPP): Muhammad
Speaks, pub lished from 1961 to 1975, and The Black Pan ther Black
Com munity News Ser vices (here after The Black Pan ther), later re‐ 
named The Black Pan ther In ter com munal News Ser vice, pub lished
from 1967 to 1980. The func tion of these pub lic a tions was to spread
the al tern ate world views of the two major Black rad ical or gan iz a tions
of the period. The Na tion of Islam, cre ated in the 1930s and headed
by Eli jah Muhammad, com bined Islam and Black na tion al ism; it had
grown into a working- class mass move ment after Mal colm X be came
a prom in ent fig ure of the or gan iz a tion in the 1950s, cri ti ciz ing the in‐ 
teg ra tion ist ap proach of the Civil Rights move ment. The Black Pan‐ 
ther Party was a Marx ist, re volu tion ary group foun ded in 1966 in
Oak land, Cali for nia (in the wake of Mal colm X’s as sas sin a tion), out of
the per ceived need for self- defense from po lice bru tal ity. Both or‐ 
gan iz a tions’ pub lic a tions com bine re ports of sys temic ex ploit a tion,
news about the or gan iz a tions, and their agen das (a formal pro gram of
ten points re pro duced in is sues of The Black Pan ther, and a more mo‐ 
bile, and often sermon- like, cor pus of slo gans and im ages de ployed in
Muhammad Speaks in a spe cial fea ture com pris ing around eight
pages from the late 1960s on). They stand out in their media con text,
as each had a very large cir cu la tion: at their peak, 600,000 for
Muhammad Speaks in 1972 and over 100,000 for The Black Pan ther in
1970 (Wolse ley 1990� 90; Rai ford 2011� 180). In terms of their con tent,
they de veloped spe cific ed it or ial styles, with im ages play ing an im‐ 
port ant role. This, com bined with the im port ance of ed it or ial or
opin ion con tent, made them “quasi- magazines” ac cord ing to Ro land
Wolse ley in his sur vey of the Black press (1990� 90, 141).

So far, their “visu ally dom in ant news pa per style” (Doss 2001� 179) has
been stud ied only for The Black Pan ther, where artist Emory Douglas
(the BPP’s Min is ter of Cul ture) was visual ed itor, both re spons ible for
the lay out and con trib utor of im ages (Rhodes 2007� 91-115; Rai ford
2011� 177-204). This pub lic a tion com bined pho to graphs and nu mer ous
draw ings (es pe cially im ages of guns, pan thers, and po lice men as pigs)
(Duncan 2016; Gaiter 2012; Gaiter 2018). Mean while, Muhammad
Speaks has been ana lyzed mostly in terms of its text con tents, for ex‐ 
ample the sec tions de voted to the al tern ate way of life pro moted by
the NOI or the art icles penned by women (Gib son 2015; Jef fries 2014).
It has also been ap proached in re la tion to its ed it or ial struc ture
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(Wolse ley 1990; Hel geson 2014; Car roll 2017) and mode of dis tri bu tion.
Both pa pers were in deed cent ral to their or gan iz a tions’ mem ber ships
and fin ances. And yet, im ages were also key to Muhammad Speaks, a
pub lic a tion ad dress ing a read er ship with vari ous levels of lit er acy and
try ing to re dir ect how African Amer ic ans viewed them selves and the
white power struc ture. Im ages func tioned in sim ilar rhet or ical terms
to the text con tent: cel eb ra tion (of Black beauty and Muslim dis cip‐ 
line, of de vel op ment in de col on ized and non- aligned coun tries), and
de nun ci ation (of vi ol ence and ex ploit a tion, of im per ial wars)—these
two angles being an in teg ral part of “a self- consciously counter- 
hegemonic pic ture of the world,” meant as “rad ical truth- telling” (Hel‐ 
geson 2014� 215).

This art icle ar gues for in clud ing these two act iv ist pub lic a tions in the
study of the uses of visual and es pe cially pho to graphic ma ter i als by
African Amer ican mil it ant or gan iz a tions—as Leigh Rai ford (2011) has
done with the BPP along side SNCC. Based on the study of all is sues of
both journ als in di git ized and/or mi cro film form, it fo cuses on a par‐ 
tic u lar cat egory of im ages that were strongly and con tinu ously pub‐ 
lished in both peri od ic als, often in strik ing visual forms: im ages of
hous ing. It is im port ant to note that this over view began with visu ally
scan ning un di git ized mi cro films of Muhammad Speaks, and the
method of re search was there fore not keyword search but dir ect
visual re cog ni tion of houses, porches and in teri ors. This qual it at ive
form of re search, re li ant on human at ten tion, iden ti fies legible im‐ 
ages—pho to graphs that look like hous ing, and often like houses— at a
glance. They sig nal a dis tinct pres ence of hous ing in the pages of
these pub lic a tions. The im ages are also not ex trac ted, but ap‐ 
proached as part of news pa per pages and whole is sues, as they were
re lated to dis tinct ive themes of the or gan iz a tions and pub lic a tions
(such as gen o cidal socio- economic con di tions). This paper ex plores
how a media dis course is con struc ted in both in tens ive and ex tens ive
ways—in the dis curs ive power of visual and tex tual ar range ment on
spe cific pages, and in the cu mu lat ive ef fects of cer tain tropes (in im‐ 
ages, but also in words used in cap tions and art icle).

3

Hous ing was an im port ant focus of both or gan iz a tions: for the BPP, it
was an as pect of in equal ity (along side food and ac cess to health care),
and more spe cific ally of the state of siege that Pan thers de nounced in
African Amer ican neigh bor hoods (along side po lice har ass ment). It
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was also point num ber 4 of the party’s 1966 pro gram, titled “We want
de cent hous ing, fit for the shel ter of human be ings.” For the NOI,
hous ing was a cat egory of the “clean liv ing” pro moted by the or gan iz‐ 
a tion, and in its ex tant form a ma ter i al iz a tion of the sub or din ate
place as signed to African Amer ic ans in the United States. The main
focus of the NOI’s dis course of sep ar at ism was on land, and what
would be needed to cre ate the con di tions of in de pend ent life for
African Amer ic ans: “good homes,” farm ing land and ma chinery, in dus‐ 
tries and hos pit als. While the NOI prom ised suburban- style houses if
African Amer ic ans channeled their en er gies to wards build ing “a
world for self” away from Whites, the BPP ad voc ated for co oper at ive
hous ing. Though those out comes were dif fer ent, as en vi sioned by
two or gan iz a tions fol low ing di ver gent strategies (Black re volu tion vs.
Black na tion al ism), the then- current hous ing con di tions (rural
wooden houses, rick ety back porches, squalid apart ments with lead
paint) were re lent lessly de nounced by the im ages pub lished in both
pa pers. And if the ex am in a tion of all im ages re lated to hous ing in the
two pub lic a tions re veals Muhammad Speaks’ dis tinct ive, though not
ex clus ive, focus on the rural south ern wooden house, while The Black
Pan ther paid more at ten tion to the sub stand ard in teri ors or the back
porches of multi- family build ings in the urban neigh bor hoods that
were the focus of the BPP’s local chapters’ com munity pro grams,
both pub lic a tions had a na tional cov er age of so cioeco nomic con di‐ 
tions—with hous ing, and its dis tressed ma ter i al ity, a micro- 
geography of na tional im port ance.

Dur ing the 1960s and early 1970s, ra cial crisis and con flict ap peared
to move from South ern states, with the Ku Klux Klan still burn ing
crosses and rural voters being re gistered, to North ern and West ern
ghet toes, where the urban crisis, riots, and de cay ing ghetto con di‐ 
tions re defined ra cial is sues. This geo graph ical shift also im plies dis‐ 
tinct res id en tial ty po lo gies, from the ag ri cul tural to the urban. Out of
the two pub lic a tions under study, Muhammad Speaks is the one that
straddles al most the en tire dec ade of the 1960s: pub lished out of a
major North ern city (Chicago), it al ways covered both North ern and
South ern sites and struggles and it did not sep ar ate polit ical dis fran‐ 
chise ment from poverty. This cor res ponds to the defin i tion of the
Civil Rights Move ment as not con fined to the South, which has been
ac know ledged by re cent his tori ography. As this art icle will ex plore, in
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the Black rad ical press the spec tacle of hous ing im plied a na tional
geo graphy of struc tural vi ol ence that was con tinu ously im posed on
African Amer ic ans. And while this read ing of the poor dwell ing as vi‐ 
ol ence was most rad ical in Muhammad Speaks, where it was presen‐ 
ted as the ma ter i al iz a tion of gen o cide, Muhammad Speaks and The
Black Pan ther will be con sidered in par al lel through out this art icle
be cause they each cap it al ized on hous ing as both vis ible so cial con di‐ 
tions and a space in trins ic ally linked with ex tern ally im posed vi ol‐ 
ence.

The icon o graphy of ill- housing is so strongly as so ci ated with a main‐ 
stream, middle- class, re form ist gaze (Stange 1989b) that it is use ful to
sketch an al tern at ive gene a logy. The art icle will briefly go back to the
1941 book 12 Mil lion Black Voices, as a left- wing Black pho to tex tual in‐ 
dict ment of ra cism across the land, which con sti tutes a pre ced ent for
the way the Black rad ical press of the 1960s made use of hous ing
pho to graphs. It will then out line how im ages of dwell ings en cap su‐ 
lated land scapes of vi ol ence in a form that was easy to in sert on the
news pa per page, and how ico n o tex tual com bin a tions scrip ted hous‐ 
ing as the tan gible form of struc tural and dif fuse vi ol ence. The com‐ 
par ison between the treat ment of res id ents in the im ages pub lished
by Muhammad Speaks and The Black Pan ther also re veals di ver gent
treat ments of agency and res ist ance: fight ing back from the home is
cent ral to Emory Douglas’s im ages for The Black Pan ther, while in
Muhammad Speaks the ex ist ing shack can only work as a foil for the
de sired fu ture of wealth and in de pend ence—at the ex pense of re sid‐ 
ual in teg rity for the fig ures of dwell ers in the pho to graphs. The sus‐ 
tained and dif fer ent focus of each journal on im ages of hous ing sug‐ 
gests how plastic this site/sight can be for a gaze that aims at con‐ 
test ing and trans form ing the present.

6

1. Hous ing pho to graphs and
crime nar rat ives: 20 - century
Black voices

th

There is a rich US his tory of pho to graph ing hous ing as not just an
ele ment of decor, but rather as a de struct ive force. Since Jacob Riis’s
pho to graphic ex pos ure (1890) of “how the other half lives” in the
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Lower East Side, sub stand ard hous ing has been visu al ized pho to‐ 
graph ic ally as a cause of dis ease, the source of ad verse and dan ger‐ 
ous cul tural ef fects, and a factor of crime. In keep ing with an older
urban visual cul ture, the middle- class audi ence and read er ship of
Jacob Riis was led to view the slums not just as a place of misery, but
also as a site of loc ally gen er ated vi ol ence that threatened to spill
over into the rest of the city (Stange 1989a). Such a vis ion was re act iv‐ 
ated in what be came a massive mid- twentieth-century drive against
slums and blighted areas, along side a more socially- minded vis ion
that fo cused on the suf fer ing in flic ted by over crowded, de cayed and
dan ger ous hous ing on the res id ents of poor neigh bor hoods (Zipp
2012).

But the most strik ing visual gene a logy for the treat ment of hous ing in
the 1960s in the Black rad ical press is to be found in Richard Wright
and Edwin Rosskam’s 12 Mil lion Black Voices (1941), which also re codes
sub stand ard and over crowded hous ing as vi ol ent crime on both ends
of the South- to-North Great Mi gra tion 1. Draw ing on the Farm Se cur‐ 
ity Ad min is tra tion (FSA) pho to graphic file, this pho to text fol lows
African Amer ic ans from South ern fields, com plete with broken
porches and burn ing shacks, to North ern ghet toes, with their over‐ 
crowded and de cayed apart ments. The South ern rural and North ern
urban sec tions con tain echo ing im ages, such as chil dren asleep in
bar ren rooms (1941� 63, 84, 85, 107). Ad di tion ally, in the bin ary struc‐ 
ture of the book, the threshold between rural and urban spaces is
res id en tial: the middle sec tion, en titled “Death on the City Pave‐ 
ments,” opens on the title prin ted over the ram shackle back porch of
a Chicago three- story tene ment, stand ing tall on the page (1941� 91).
This is fol lowed by a sec tion on the hous ing con di tions in flic ted by
the “bosses of the build ings,” a for mula echo ing the “lords of the land,”
with the fam ous pages struc tured by the ana phora “The kit chenette
is…” at the be gin ning of each para graph (105-111). The most fam ous of
these stan zas de clares that “The kit chenette is our prison, our death
sen tence without a trial, the new form of mob vi ol ence that as saults
not only the lone in di vidual, but all of us, in its cease less at tacks”
(106). As es tab lished by Paula Ra binow itz, Richard Wright was in flu‐ 
enced both by news pa per exposés of hous ing con di tions in the South
Side of Chicago—he col lec ted clip pings on this sub ject among oth ers
in the late 1930s (Ra binow itz 2001� 111, 115)—and by true- crime
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magazines; he fused these dif fer ent sources in what Ra binow itz
terms “doc u ment ary noir.” It is in fact strik ing that the book’s ver sion
of the key 1930s doc u ment ary scene of the poor dwell ing, where
news pa per pages are used as wall pa per (Hills 2011� 229-231), il lus‐ 
trates here the text’s seg ment that fo cuses on the love of books
among the young dwell ers of such hous ing (Wright and Rosskam 1941�
63). In the pho to graph, news pa per pages are used not just as wall pa‐ 
per ing but also as table cloth on a table where five youths are
gathered, all read ing books, in a strik ing visual align ment between
media cul ture (in clud ing books by Wright and Rosskam) and poor
dwell ings. As Ra binow itz puts it, the book

sup ple ments the crime nar rat ive—or, bet ter, in verts it—to make clear
that the crime, that which the Amer ican people, or at least white
Amer ic ans, had been lied to and been lying to them selves about, was
the crime of slavery and its at tend ant Jim Crow laws and cul ture of
ra cism. This was the true crime story. (Ra binow itz 2001� 108)

And as sug ges ted by the lay out of the “Death on the City Pave ments”
page, where the sil hou ette of hous ing stands as both a site and a fig‐ 
ure, hous ing con di tions are a key con tem por ary in stru ment of this
crime. Quite lo gic ally, on the next pages, they are shown and de‐ 
scribed as act ively press ing upon the bod ies that in habit them.

9

The South Side of Chicago, a site of over crowding, se greg a tion, and
housing- related deaths (in clud ing by fires or the col lapse of back
porches), is in deed fam ously cent ral to this pho to tex tual nar rat ive,
which offered the most sig ni fic ant pub lic a tion of FSA pho to grapher
Rus sell Lee’s pho to graphic work in that city in 1941 (Stange 2003;
Natan son 1992). But Wright and Rosskam’s book is sig ni fic ant less in
terms of the pho to graphic ma ter ial per se than in its se lec tion, se‐ 
quen cing, and pair ing of the im ages with text; and the first seg ment
of this mi gra tion nar rat ive also in cludes a strong focus on South ern
rural hous ing con di tions. In the book as a whole, there is thus an in‐ 
sist ent focus on do mestic spaces in vari ous African Amer ican geo‐ 
graph ies, and the as so ci ation of decay with death is strong, through‐ 
out the book and na tional space; doesn’t the sil hou ette of a light- 
colored pile of rubble in a Chicago empty lot pho to graphed by Rus sell
Lee (Wright and Rosskam 1941� 114) echo the round shape of the earth
tomb pho to graphed by Walker Evans in Alabama (55)? The book’s as ‐
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so ci ation of vi ol ence, hous ing, and ra cial in equal ity sig nals a dis tinct
Black rad ical voice in the pho to graph ic ally sat ur ated media of the
middle dec ades of the twen ti eth cen tury—with hous ing pho to graphs
po si tioned in a dif fer ent gene a logy from that of main stream re form
pho to graphy: hous ing not just a factor of crim inal activ ity, but as ra‐ 
cial crime.

In the years after World War II, the in ter sec tion of crime and hous ing
would take a more lit eral form, es pe cially in Chicago—that city being
both the main north ern geo graph ical focus of 12 Mil lion Black Voices
and the home of the John son Pub lish ing Com pany (with its two key
African Amer ican magazine pub lic a tions, Ebony and Jet, re spect ively
foun ded in 1945 and 1951) and later of Muhammad Speaks. In the late
1940s and 1950s, Chicago’s res id en tial areas be came the field of an
urban guer illa war with both mob vi ol ence and in di vidual at tacks on
homes, as African Amer ic ans tried to move out of over crowded
neigh bor hoods into houses and apart ments in the South West of
Chicago (Hirsch 1998; Smith II 2012). Ebony be latedly covered the
sub ject when it pub lished a six- page pho toes say on the neigh bor‐ 
hood vi ol ence that was set off in South- West Chicago by the 1953 ar‐ 
rival of an African Amer ican fam ily in the pub lic hous ing de vel op ment
of Trum bull Park (“Riot Vic tim” 1954). Adam Green has sug ges ted that
the cov er age of that crisis in Ebony in 1954 me di ated this hous ing
pro ject for the African Amer ican audi ence of the John son press as a
site of com munal con tem pla tion of Black do mest icity under threat
(Green 2007). But as a group that until the mid-1960s was mostly fo‐ 
cused on Black middle- class suc cess and de pended on ad vert ising
rev enue (in con trast with The Black Pan ther, and with Muhammad
Speaks where only Black Muslim busi nesses ad vert ised), the John son
press gen er ally provided little cov er age of vi ol ence and poverty
(Stange 2001) 2. By con trast, these two themes were a major focus of
Muhammad Speaks and The Black Pan ther, next to both or gan iz a tions’
af fairs and in ter na tional news. And Wright’s stead fast de nun ci ation of
hous ing con di tions and vi ol ence in 12 Mil lion Black Voices res on ates
with the way Muhammad Speaks and The Black Pan ther covered
hous ing as crim inal evid ence, and more spe cific ally in their visu ally
charged treat ment of this nexus of hous ing and vi ol ence.
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2. Every day sen sa tion al ism?
Dwell ings as visual ma ter ial in
Muhammad Speaks and The Black
Pan ther
In this sec tion, I focus on the way a cer tain basic pho to gen eity and
legib il ity of houses is worked into news wor thi ness in both
Muhammad Speaks and The Black Pan ther. These pub lic a tions often
used im ages of ar chi tec tural struc tures to il lus trate situ ations of vi ol‐ 
ence, both vi ol ence dir ectly tar get ing the ar chi tec tural struc ture of
the pic tured house and more gen eric situ ations of op pres sion. I re‐ 
turn later to the cod ing of houses as land scapes of vi ol ence, but to
es tab lish im ages of hous ing struc tures as a pho to journ al istic trope in
both pub lic a tions I first out line how they come to fea ture in the
news pa pers, in terms of sub ject mat ter of art icles, of the sourcing of
im ages and of the lay out of pages.

12

The house under at tack (usu ally a wooden house in a res id en tial
urban en vir on ment) is cent ral to the early is sues of The Black Pan ther,
which was star ted as a news organ for the party and nat ur ally re por‐ 
ted on the nu mer ous po lice at tacks on the premises of city- level BPP
chapters. This was often show cased in a visu ally in tens ive way—
either through de tail or ac cu mu la tion, with a close up on bul let
marks or with spreads show ing only cap tioned pho to graphs of im‐ 
pacts, shattered glass, burned out win dow frames (“1218 28th Street,”
The Black Pan ther, April 6, 1969, p. 9-11), and some times neigh bor ing
homes blas ted in the bomb ing of a BPP chapter (The Black Pan ther,
May 11, 1969, p. 2-3). The struc tures at tacked were polit ical bases, but
they looked like the rest of the neigh bor hoods where they were es‐ 
tab lished, with wooden frame houses (see The Black Pan ther, Septem‐ 
ber 20, 1969, p. 3 or Decem ber 11, 1971, p. 3). And this visual cov er age
also in cluded homes of non- Panthers tar geted by the po lice, as in the
two pho to graphs of bullet- riddled win dow and door which framed
the pho to graph of a woman and her chil dren in an art icle by the
Illinois chapter of the BPP, en titled “Chicago Gestapo At tacks Res id‐ 
ents of Alt geld Gar dens Com munity” (The Black Pan ther, April 10, 1971,
p. 5). When this type of il lus tra tion peaked after Decem ber 1969, with
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mul tiple pub lic a tions of the pho to graphs of the Chicago apart ment
where Fred Hamp ton and Mark Clay were shot to death by the FBI
and the Chicago po lice, the cent ral image was that of the stained
mat tress where Fred Hamp ton had bled to death—an em in ently
private space me mori al ized as the ab sence of sanc tu ary (The Black
Pan ther, Decem ber 13, 1969, p. 15; Septem ber 18, 1971, p. 6). The pho‐ 
to graphs of at tacked chapters also stand out be cause they are most
often re cords of spe cific ma ter ial in jur ies. These are pro ced ural im‐ 
ages, such as could be in cluded in a legal file or a com plaint. The
same type of im ages is reg u larly used to il lus trate art icles about “in‐ 
hu man” or “in de cent” hous ing; the pho to graphs of prob lem atic hous‐ 
ing situ ations (reg u larly in cluded in the news pa per after the party’s
turn to com munity pro grams in 1969) focus on ob jects and sur faces
as often as on lived spaces. Im ages that il lus trate spe cific hous ing
code in frac tions, with a dis tinct ver nacu lar qual ity, thus make their
way in the news pa per. These pic tures were pre sum ably provided by
local groups work ing on de noun cing cer tain hous ing con di tions in
spe cific build ings; they are grass roots im ages. And bey ond pho to‐ 
graphs, the visual tex ture of dis tressed hous ing is also de veloped in
many of Emory Douglas’ back cov ers—with peel ing, cracked or un‐ 
plastered walls, cock roaches and rats, ham mer ing a visual motif of
poverty and har ass ment (rats are also used in the paper as an imal
equi val ents for land lords and cap it al ists) 3.

The sim pli city of many of The Black Pan ther’s pho to graphs of do‐ 
mestic sur faces, and the dis tinct journ al istic treat ment that turns
them into news worthy ma ter ial by pair ing them with the fourth point
of the pro gram (“We Want De cent Hous ing Fit for the Shel ter of
Human Be ings”), can be com pared with Muhammad Speaks’ re li ance
on simple pho to graphs of single houses. In clud ing a pic ture of a
house where an event took place or where a prot ag on ist (vic tim or
per pet rator) lives, is one of the journal’s basic il lus trat ive for mu las, an
ele ment of décor al most like a head shot. Some times, the house pho‐ 
to graph is one in gredi ent in a sort of micro- photoessay (one house,
one por trait, one group por trait, for in stance; or, one house, one ac‐ 
cess ory, one por trait).

14

Fo cus ing on the pho to graphic cred its sug gests that hous ing is among
the sub jects that are routinely visu ally sourced by Muhammad Speaks.
While most pub lished pho to graphs are un cred ited, the cases where
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cred its ap pear show that, quite lo gic ally, pho to graph ing houses is
typ ic ally done by a re porter who provides his own im ages along side
his text. Among the cred ited pho to graphs show ing dwell ings, ex cept
for a few im ages that are cred ited to ex ternal sources, the im ages for
which an au thor is in dic ated span a wide range: the very simple
image of “the house where I grew up” by a Black Muslim re flect ing on
his own tra ject ory (Min is ter Clyde Ra haman, “Min is ter Who Sur vived
the Hell- Holes of Mis sis sippi Thank ful for Muhammad,” Muhammad
Speaks, June 10, 1966, p. 25); simple out side views of dwell ings to il lus‐ 
trate local art icles, either to provide basic loc a tional ele ments or to
il lus trate eco nomic con di tions, provided for ex ample by a Muslim
journ al ist called Nath aniel 10X, who reg u larly wrote and pho to‐ 
graphed for Muhammad Speaks from 1970 to 1975 (fig ure 1); but also
richer doc u ment ary im ages, ex em pli fied by Chester Sheard’s (fig ure
2). A reg u lar con trib utor of texts and im ages, and some times pho‐ 
toes says heavy in hous ing pho to graphs, for in stance “Life in a Cap tive
Na tion” (fig ure 3), with pic tures of in teri ors and ex ter i ors of wooden
houses in Mis sis sippi, Sheard pur sued a ca reer as a pho to journ al ist
bey ond his work for Muhammad Speaks, es pe cially in jazz clubs
(O’Don nell 2016). And while it re mains dif fi cult to as sess ex actly what
was in tern ally pro duced or sourced else where, this duo of iden ti fied
“hous ing pho to graph ers” in dic ates that the news pa per had its own
reg u lar and sig ni fic ant sup ply of hous ing pic tures from the field.
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Fig ure 1. Nath aniel 10X, “Man sions and Shacks Re veal Sav age Rulers in

Alabama,” Muhammad Speaks,Au gust 25, 1972, p. 4.

https://preo.ube.fr/textesetcontextes/docannexe/image/5497/img-1.jpg
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Fig ure 2. Chester Sheard, “Sur viv ing Polit ic ally in Mis sis sippi,”Muhammad

Speaks, Feb ru ary 5, 1971, p. 7.
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Fig ure 3. Chester Sheard, “Life in a Cap tive Na tion,” Muhammad Speaks, Novem- 

ber 6, 1970, p. 7.

The ed it or ial treat ment of these im ages also shows vari ous forms of
cap it al iz a tion on hous ing ma ter ial: the basic ‘photo- essay’ for mula
men tioned above; the stan dalone fea ture with one or two im ages oc‐ 
cupy ing some empty space in the lay out with a more or less de‐ 
veloped cap tion, stand ing in for a state of af fairs and pro du cing a
focus on a sort of micro- landscape; full pages of visual re port age on
South ern con di tions. One page in a 1967 art icle about riots in the
starkly se greg ated town of Cairo, Illinois provides sev eral ex amples of
the ed it or ial treat ment of pho to graphs of dwell ing, on a visual or tex‐ 
tual level (fig ure 4).
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Fig ure 4. “Be hind the Up ris ing in Cairo, Illinois: The Odd Jail- Cell of a Negro Vi- 

et nam Vet,” Muhammad Speaks,Au gust 4, 1967, p.5.

Pho to graph by Darryl Cowherd.

These riots were triggered by a hanging in prison, and the car toon at
the top pairs this scene (with win dow bars on the right that evoke a
cell) with a front view of a wooden house, which is in fact ex actly
copied from a pho to graph from the same story pub lished in the fol‐ 
low ing issue (“Story of White Sav agery in South Illinios [sic] ‘Hell
Hole,’” Muhammad Speaks, Au gust 11, 1967, p. 25). This ‘doc u ment ary’
basis for car toons seems to be spe cific to hous ing. The so cial, polit‐ 
ical and eco nomic con di tions in the town of Cairo are il lus trated by a
pho to graph of a young woman stand ing on a porch; the trousers
hanging from a clothesline over her stress that this is a do mestic
space, but they are also re min is cent of the hanging body of the man
in the draw ing—in fact the trouser legs al most align with the off- 
frame legs of the hanging body. This dis turb ing echo is just one ex ‐
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ample of the power ful and often strange visual edit ing, al most re min‐ 
is cent of pho tomont age, that can be ob served in Muhammad Speaks.
The cap tion also in cludes a typ ical ele ment of the ed it or ial hand ling
of pic tures of hous ing, in its first sen tence: “YOUTH FUL VIC TIM of
vi cious Cairo, Ill. white ra cism stands amidst wash on front porch of
de cay ing wooden struc ture that she is forced to call home.” The final
words re ject the as sim il a tion between pho to graphed do mestic scenes
and words such as “‘home,’” “‘shel ter’” or “‘liv ing’” room, often used in
cap tions with quo ta tion marks that call out the in ad equacy of the
space of ref er ence. It should also be noted that the art icle de scribes
the local hous ing to which African Amer ic ans are con fined as
“shacks.” This is a keyword in Muhammad Speaks, used to refer to
most dwell ings in the rural South (and often used in cap tions to name
the ar chi tec tural ele ment in pho to graphs of dwell ings in part or
whole). The quasi sys tem atic use of this derog at ory one- syllable word
in stead of “house” is all the more strik ing as Muhammad Speaks, ed‐ 
ited by rad ical but vet eran journ al ists who had worked for other
media (Hel geson 2011� 209-122; Car roll 2017� 161), uses sig ni fic antly
more neut ral lan guage in its art icles than The Black Pan ther, a pub lic‐ 
a tion fam ous for speak ing “the lan guage of the people” in Bobby
Seale’s terms (Streit mat ter 2001� 225). The houses to which African
Amer ic ans are re stric ted are clearly sub ject to a spe cial neg at ive
treat ment.

3. Ar chi tec tural struc tures and
struc tural vi ol ence
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Fig ure 5. “Will Pre ston Cobb Die for a White Man’s Crime?” Muhammad Speaks,

July 5, 1963, p. 5.

The news wor thi ness of houses in Muhammad Speaks, and es pe cially
(but not ex clus ively) wooden South ern houses, cor res ponds to the
ca pa city of this ar chi tec tural ar ti fact, closely cropped, per haps ac‐ 
com pan ied by its dwell ers pos ing in front of the house but ex clus ive
of other con tex tual ele ments, to stand for a land scape of op pres sion.
Take one set of pho to graphs (fig ure 5), pub lished twice in July 1963
and Feb ru ary 1965, at dif fer ent stages of the ju di cial pro ced ure that is
re por ted on (“Will Pre ston Cobb Die for a White Man’s Crime?”
Muhammad Speaks, July 5, 1963, p. 5; Jer miah, “World Protest Blasts
Geor gia’s Plan to Kill Pre ston Cobb,” Muhammad Speaks, Feb ru ary 12,
1965, p.  21). Head shots are com bined with an ex ternal view of a
wooden house said to be the home of a young Black man ac cused of a
crime. If this al legedly simple visual ma ter ial is pub lished again after
two years, it is also be cause the hous ing pho to graph of fers a power ful
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en tan gle ment on this page. The case in volves gun vi ol ence, ju di cial
op pres sion and eco nomic ex ploit a tion: Pre ston Cobb has been
wrong fully ac cused of mur der ing a man who is his land lord. The art‐ 
icle stresses the ra cial power struc ture im plied in the South ern ag ri‐ 
cul tural sys tem of land own er ship; in the cap tion of the pho to graph
show ing a fam ily lined up next to what is de scribed as a “shack” on a
“plant a tion,” the ref er ence to the liv ing con di tions of the young man
then leads to the men tion that he is now “under the shadow of the
elec tric chair”— a strange align ment, where the Jim Crow sys tems of
share crop ping and crim inal justice seem to col lapse onto each other.
The eco nomic in justice of the post- plantation shack, rooted in the
crime of slavery, com pounds and fore shad ows the more im me di ate
in justice en acted on Cobb; it is both con text and al tern ate ma ter i al iz‐ 
a tion.

Still more strik ing, in the way it max im izes the house pho to graph on
the page, is an Au gust 1964 story on voter re gis tra tion in Fay ette
County (Ten nessee) (fig ure 6). It opens on a half- page pho to graph of
one small wooden house, in a mo nu ment al iz ing slightly low- angle
shot. The omin ous shadow cre ated by a half open door and small
porch adds a subtly haunted at mo sphere. The cap tion is clear as to
the rhet or ical func tion of such an ar chi tec tural arte fact, de scribed as
sym bol and mute testi mony, which some how gets the people in the
next pho to graphs mov ing:

19

This weather- scarred and time- buffeted shack, like many oth ers
serving as ‘shel ter’ for Negro fam il ies in Fay ette County, Ten nessee,
sym bol izes the bit ter bleak ness in the lives of 21,000 Negroes under
dom in a tion of 7,000 whites and mutely test i fies why Black Amer ican
res id ents of Fay ette County are be gin ning to flex their polit ical
muscles so that when they speak in the fu ture the white minor ity
will be forced to listen [my em phasis].



Criminal Housing: Photographs of African American Dwellings and the Visualization of Structural
Violence in the Black Radical Press of the 1960s and 1970s

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

Fig ure 6. Sylvester Leaks, “Chapter II in Fight to Free Fay ette County,”

Muhammad Speaks, Au gust 28, 1964, p. 11 and 12.

The com bin a tion of the small house with its single win dow, and the
groups of people re gis ter ing and gath er ing in the next pho to graphs,
echoes the cap tion’s focus on the county’s 21,000 African Amer ic ans—
each one of whom could some how turn out through the open door.
One could even say, after Ar i ella Aïsha Azoulay writ ing about
Palestinian houses des troyed by the Is raeli armed forces (2013), that
such a house be comes a pub lic square—a place where the dis en fran‐ 
chise ment of a whole class of cit izens be comes vis ible, can be dis‐ 
cussed and de nounced 4.

20

Those are but two ex amples of nu mer ous in stances where in equal ity
and ex ploit a tion, some times ex pli citly traced to slavery, are ma ter i al‐ 
ized by houses, their de cayed porch, their run down and bar ren in‐ 
terior. The con nec tions with vi ol ence are laid out by the ac com pa ny‐ 
ing text (as in the title of the Nath aniel 10X art icle in fig ure 2, “Man‐ 
sions and Shacks Re veal Sav age Rulers in Alabama”), or by the sheer
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fact of illustrating- through-architecture. Take the case of Nacog‐ 
doches, a Texas town whose ultra- violent poli cing and ra cist in sti tu‐ 
tional treat ment of African Amer ic ans was so shock ing that it was
covered both in Muhammad Speaks in 1971 (with im ages and texts by
Chester Sheard) and in a series pub lished by The Black Pan ther dur ing
the Sum mer of 1975 and April 1976. Sheard’s il lus tra tions for
Muhammad Speaks in clude three ex ter ior and in terior dwell ing views,
plus a pho to graph of a pair of hands. These views il lus trate African
Amer ic ans’ con di tions in the town; they also stand in for pho to graphs
of vi ol ence that are not avail able to the journal. When The Black Pan‐ 
ther cov ers the same poli cing prac tices sev eral years later in its series
“Nacog doches, Texas: Ra cial Vi ol ence ‘A Relic of the Past,’” it re lies on
an other type of al tern ate il lus tra tion, them at ic ally closer but fac tu ally
more re mote, with old pho to graphs of lynch ings in Mis sis sippi, Min‐ 
nesota and In di ana in the 1920s and 1930s 5. Lynch ing pho to graphs
are ar gu ably the max imum in tens ity im ages that the rad ical press re‐ 
pro duces (Muhammad Speaks also pub lished sev eral of them in its
early years) 6. It is there fore all the more strik ing that in the fourth in‐ 
stall ment of the series, in stead of a lynch ing pic ture, the art icle on
Nacog doches is il lus trated by the pho to graph of two per sons stand‐ 
ing next to a wooden house, presen ted as “an ex ample of the dilap id‐ 
ated hous ing which is pre val ent in the rural South” (The Black Pan‐ 
ther, Septem ber 1, 1975, p. 8). It is both an other relic of the past and
the ma ter i al iz a tion of a more chronic form of vi ol ence, ef fected
through re leg a tion and poverty.

The read ing of sub stand ard hous ing sug ges ted here, as a visu al iz a tion
of struc tural forms of vi ol ence en acted on a whole ra cial and eco‐ 
nomic group, also rests on very ex pli cit dis course in both pub lic a‐ 
tions at the turn of the 1970s, con nect ing hous ing con di tions and the
no tion of gen o cide against African Amer ic ans. This idea had been
con cep tu al ized in the early post war years with the pe ti tion “We
Charge Gen o cide” sub mit ted to the United Na tions in 1951 by Wil liam
Pat ter son and Paul Robe son. It was taken up again by Mal colm X be‐ 
fore his death, as part of a turn to wards the no tion of human (rather
than civil) rights (Nier III 1991). The BPP used the concept from the
be gin ning of the move ment, first to de scribe the way it was tar geted
by the US gov ern ment, but also to de nounce spe cific policies such as
African Amer ican women’s dis pro por tion ate ster il iz a tion or un der‐
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main tained and se greg ated pub lic hous ing (Roman 2016� 19-20). Art‐ 
icles stated that hous ing was in volved in a gen o cidal plan in “the form
of fail ure or de lib er ate re fusal to provide shel ter that’s fit for the
hous ing of human be ings” (Ron ald Tyson, “When one walks through
Bo ston’s South End, he is con fron ted by a scene that quickly re minds
him of gen o cide,” The Black Pan ther, Au gust 8, 1970, p. 3), be it in pub‐ 
lic hous ing or slum hous ing (“We Find the Slum lords Guilty of Gen o‐ 
cide,” The Black Pan ther, Novem ber 21, 1970, p.  6). In fact, until 1971,
gen o cide was linked mostly with hous ing and poli cing (Roman 2016�
20)—two sa li ent as pects of neigh bor hood con di tions.

Both the NOI and BPP saw gen o cide in ster il iz a tion and birth con trol
pro grams tar get ing spe cific ally African Amer ican women (Caron
1998). In ter est ingly, in both Muhammad Speaks and The Black Pan‐ 
ther, art icles on the sub ject ten ded to be il lus trated by pho to graphs
show ing women and chil dren in their homes or on porches (“Can’t Be
Moth ers Again,” Muhammad Speaks, Decem ber 15, 1962, p.  4;
Muhammad Speaks, May 1970, p. 19; “Ster il iz a tion–An other Part of the
Plan of Black Gen o cide,” The Black Pan ther, May 8, 1971, p.  2).
Muhammad Speaks was most stead fast in as so ci at ing the no tion of
gen o cide with im ages of hous ing, an early case being a page of pho‐ 
to graphs by Chester Sheard, with a heavy focus in the cap tions on
the ma ter i al ity of hous ing de tailed in the pho to graphs, en titled “Si‐ 
lent Gen o cide: Mis sis sippi” (Muhammad Speaks, Novem ber 29, 1968,
p.  15); and the first really ex pli cit in stance being the pub lic a tion, in
Decem ber 1969, of a pho to graph by Bruce Dav id son por tray ing a
child in an alley, flanked with the U.N. defin i tion of gen o cide in the
cap tion, to il lus trate an art icle about slums (“Gov ern ment Agen cies
Say, ‘We Know How Bad Slums Are,’ But Slums Grow Worse,”
Muhammad Speaks, Decem ber 1969, p. 5) 7. The news pa per later in‐ 
tro duced the phrases “gen o cidal con di tions,” “gen o cidal liv ing con di‐ 
tions” and “gen o cidal hous ing.” This con fla tion of gen o cide and hous‐ 
ing is of course evoc at ive of the terms “dom icide” or “ur bi cide.” Here I
how ever prefer to keep the for mu las used by the news pa per it self, as
they bear wit ness to a spe cific graft ing of the concept of gen o cide
onto an on go ing motif of con cern and alarm, and also il lus trate in
their ad jectival struc ture the prac tice of mont age (visual and tex tual)
in the news pa per.
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In Janu ary 1970, the cap tion for a stan dalone pho to graph of a court‐ 
yard with wooden stairs and a fam ily in the back ground star ted with
“Gen o cidal liv ing con di tions have been cal cu latedly in flic ted upon the
Black people of the U.S. for four cen tur ies” (Muhammad Speaks, Janu‐ 
ary 16, 1970, p. 7). A few weeks later, an art icle about U.N. re lated news
(an im port ant focus in Muhammad Speaks through the dec ade), en‐ 
titled “U.S. Fears to Sign U.N. Treaty against Gen o cide,” was il lus‐ 
trated by three pho to graphs, in clud ing the view of a woman stand ing
in a room strewn with pa pers, cap tioned “Mid- winter evic tion” (Feb‐ 
ru ary 27, 1970, p.  3). The cap tion reads the image in terms of
government- guaranteed rights to work, hous ing, healthy food and
med ical treat ment—and con cludes that “the denial of these things to
any people, na tion or minor ity na tion al ity is leg ally termed gen o cide.”
While this is a script ing of a pho to graph in terms of human rights law,
the fa cing pho to graph, which pic tures a young girl in front of a house
miss ing part of its side boards, re lies on a more sen sorial tex ture: the
girl “walks past the vis ible evid ence of gen o cide,” thus sup posedly
made more tan gible (in keep ing with the many im ages of sub stand ard
hous ing in the journal). The cap tion re peats how eco nomic and edu‐ 
ca tional dis crim in a tion are part of the defin i tion of gen o cide, al beit
here “more subtle than Nazi Ger many’s.” The face of hous ing,
between sen sa tion al ism and sys tem ati city, con nects the journ al istic
work of com pil ing facts and re port ing on con di tions with the rhet or‐ 
ical work of sound ing alarm.

24

The mix of facts, concept, and tex ture, is il lus trated in a par tic u larly
strik ing way in a later in stance of a hous ing pho to graph por tray ing
“gen o cidal con di tions” (fig ure 7). In Novem ber 1970, an art icle fo cuses
on eco nomic con di tions in Marks, Mis sis sippi (“Blacks Main Vic tims
of Ser i ous Eco nomic De pres sion in Marks,” Muhammad Speaks,
Novem ber 13, 1970, p. 11). The art icle is il lus trated by a frontal view of
a wooden house, with a couple of in hab it ants on the porch, taken by
Gini Hub bard for the Of fice of Eco nomic Op por tun ity. The cap tion is
par tic u larly pre cise, provid ing socio- economic re port ing char ac ter‐ 
istic of the left ist ed it or ial staff at the news pa per:
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Quit man Cty., Mis sis sippi is in des per ate need of in dus trial de vel op ‐
ment, but under the present sys tem of in vest ing in eco nomic de vel ‐
op ment, geo graph ical areas are forced to com pete against one an ‐
other in order to ‘at tract in dustry’ with cheap labor, low tax struc ‐
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Fig ure 7. “Blacks Main Vic tims of Ser i ous Eco nomic De pres sion in Marks,”

Muhammad Speaks, Novem ber 13, 1970, p.11.

Pho to graph by Gini Hub bard for the Of fice of Eco nomic Op por tun ity.

tures and other con di tions which in volve bribery, kick- backs and
whole sale swind ling. Quit man County has been un suc cess ful in this
rat- race, so jobs and job train ing are un avail able for most Blacks and
many whites, too. Hous ing of many Black fam il ies, whose an cest ors
built the cot ton in dustry, shows real face of gen o cide.

The some what ab ruptly land ing on the housing- as-genocide vign ette
shows that mont age is at work at all scales of the ico n o tex tual lay out.
Once again, an ti quated and dilap id ated hous ing con di tions, here sup‐ 
ple men ted with the dirty and ragged clothes either worn or hung to
dry, serve to bridge an in di vidual situ ation (the pho to graphed fam ily)
with a col lect ive state of op pres sion. But pre cisely, the rep res ent at‐ 
ive ness seems to pre clude any other form of agency; the face of gen ‐
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o cide may be vis ible, but that of the woman stand ing on her porch is
miss ing, and there does not seem to have been any op por tun ity for
“front per form ance” (Erving Goff man’s phrase) in an at tempt to main‐ 
tain com pos ure or show a meas ure of agency (Au bert 2014� 13). The
stead fast con dem na tion of the bad dwell ing im plies a re lent less vic‐ 
tim iz a tion of the dwell ers.

4. Counter strategies, dir ec ted at
or based in dwell ings
12 Mil lion Black Voices con cluded with the evoc a tion of a col lect ive,
in ter ra cial, Marx ist vis ion of lib er a tion:
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The sea sons of the plant a tion no longer dic tate the lives of many of
us; hun dreds of thou sands of us are mov ing into the sphere of con ‐
scious his tory. 
We are with the new tide. We stand at the cross roads. We watch
each new pro ces sion. The hot wires carry ur gent ap peals. Print com ‐
pels us. Voices are speak ing. Men are mov ing! And we shall be with
them… (Wright and Rosskam 1941� 147)

Those clos ing lines are fol lowed by the pho to graph of a man look ing
up in the sun, on the door step of his wooden house. The shared fu‐ 
ture is here vis ible from the shack, even from in side the shack where
the man must have been stand ing a mo ment be fore he was pho to‐ 
graphed; this is the op pos ite of the dark per spect ive in the gaze of
the young woman of Cairo, Illinois (fig ure 4). The lyr ical di men sion of
this pho to graph in 12 Mil lion, its nar rat ive open ing, is dif fer ent from
the stark im mob il iz a tion of the typ ical Muhammad Speaks ver sion of
the “door step por trait” (Au bert 2009). To take one more ex ample of
this for mula: the chil dren in fig ure 8, caught up by the lens, lined up
dazed and un smil ing (but for one older child), can not tell any other
story than that of a har vest of poverty, as per the title of this art icle
about a rape case (“Geor gia’s Har vest of Rape and Poverty,”
Muhammad Speaks, Au gust 16, 1963, p. 3). And while any type of com‐
par ison between pho to graphy and rape should of course be treated
with ex treme cau tion, it re mains tempt ing to read a faint echo of the
sub ject of the art icle in the rep res ent a tional vi ol ence in volved in such
an ex pos ure.
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Fig ure 8. “Geor gia’s Har vest of Rape and Poverty,” Muhammad Speaks, Au gust

16, 1963, p. 3.

Quite typ ic ally, the cap tion refers to the ar chi tec tural struc ture in the
back as “the shack they use for a home.” The re peated treat ment of
the shack as a dis aster, a site of hor ror, an anti- sanctuary, can in fact
be con tras ted with bell hooks’s re claim ing of the very word “shack” in
an essay on do mestic spaces, nur tur ance, and the beauty of Black
lives: “Black Ver nacu lar: Ar chi tec ture as Cul tural Prac tice.” The text is
in cluded in the col lec tion Art on My Mind: Visual Polit ics (1995)—a
book with an ex ternal view of a small wooden house re pro duced on
its cover. This essay traces the form a tion of a dis tinct, re as sur ing,
em power ing re la tion ship to space that is groun ded in the “lovely
shack[s]” (149) of fam ily and friends in the South dur ing her child‐ 
hood. “No mat ter how poor you were in the shack, no mat ter if you
owned the shack or not, there you could allow your needs and de sires
to ar tic u late in terior design and ex ter ior sur round ings” (150). At stake
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Fig ure 9. Muhammad Speaks, Novem ber 14, 1969, p. S12.

is the re claim ing, for poor African Amer ic ans and es pe cially for
women, of taste, prac tice, and agency—all things that are neg ated,
with no ex cep tion, in the visual treat ment of poor dwell ings in
Muhammad Speaks.

The polit ical pro ject of the NOI was one of sep ar a tion, and of build ing
in de pend ent re sources for African Amer ic ans. The news pa per’s end
sec tion, which at the turn of the 1970s de ployed slo gans and the pro‐ 
gram of the NOI, re peatedly in cluded pho to graphs of con struc tion
ma chinery, hos pit als, factor ies, or new sub urban tracts (fig ure 9) that
should be “ours,” in the words of Eli jah Muhammad; there was also
reg u lar in clu sion of pho to graphs and draw ings of real or pro jec ted
NOI real es tate (es pe cially in Chicago) 8.  The whole sale re jec tion of
the shack must be read in re la tion with the NOI’s dis tinct pro ject of
up lift, also vis ible in the im port ance of uni forms. The dis tinct Marx ist
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polit ical ori ent a tion of the BPP is well rendered by the con trast in the
hous ing ho ri zons they offer: for the NOI, middle- class sub urban
hous ing; for the BPP, hous ing co oper at ives. In the im ages pub lished
in its news organ, the neighborhood- based mo bil iz ing strategy of the
BPP is most vis ible in the pres ence of in hab it ants, who are not
presen ted simply as op pressed. With rare ex cep tions, adults and chil‐ 
dren are smil ing; they point spe cific prob lems in their space; they
raise their fists, carry signs. (In a 1969 pho to graph, a man seems to be
rais ing his fist; he is in fact dangling a dead rat, while stand ing on a
litter- strewn patch of grass across the street from a wooden house
from which people are either mov ing out or being ex pelled: Ben nie
Har ris, East Oak land Branch, “Denial of De cent Hous ing,” The Black
Pan ther, March 31, 1969, p. 8. The dy namic, protest ing fig ure dir ectly
echoes the tone of the art icle and the pro gram point prin ted on top
of the pho to graph: “We want de cent hous ing fit for shel ter of human
be ings.” The pho to graphed man is clearly part of the “we” that is
speak ing and de mand ing.)

A final ex ample, spe cific to The Black Pan ther, of how the dwell ing
can pic ture vi ol ence, is the draw ings or seri graphs dram at iz ing self- 
defense from the heart of homes, in a more or less fan tas ized way,
which is part of how Emory Douglas, the news pa per and more
broadly the BPP lead ers “visu al ized ima gined agency” (Gaiter 2018�
300). While The Black Pan ther often in cluded draw ings of African
Amer ic ans shoot ing pig- policemen, there are sev eral in stances of
draw ings that il lus trate the slo gan “shoot your land lord.” One ex‐ 
ample is a back cover by Douglas, with a woman sit ting in her dilap id‐ 
ated in terior, a rifle rest ing on her lap which is also for the mo ment
dir ec ted at a rat hole (back cover of the Septem ber 12, 1970 edi tion) 9.
This is one strik ing visual in stance of a woman (and an older woman)
hold ing a rifle in The Black Pan ther. An earlier image by Douglas
shows a woman stand ing on her kit chen table, fight ing rats on the
ground with broom and jug—in what is also a re versal of the ste reo‐ 
typ ical scene of a woman perched on a chair be cause a mouse is in
the room (back cover of the July 25, 1970 issue). The text at the top
as serts that this state of af fairs gives her the right to kill “greedy
slum lords.” An image that is re pro duced on two back cov ers a few
months apart shows a woman who has grabbed a big rat at the throat
(back cov ers of the June 12, 1971 and Janu ary 22, 1972 edi tions). These
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non- photographic visu al iz a tions form a dis tinct sub cat egory of im‐ 
ages, of lit eral fight ing from every day con di tions. But the dilap id ated
in terior is also the scene where after 1971 Douglas in serts small pho‐
to graphic frag ments that ap pear as but tons on clothes or as frames
on the wall, rep res ent ing the party’s com munity pro grams and more
spe cific ally the break fast pro gram (which of fers a col lect ive ser vice
for a mo ment typ ic ally spent in the home) or ad vert ising can did ates
in local or na tional elec tions (see for ex ample the back cov ers of April
17, May 8 and May 15 edi tions). In stead of being pro jec ted as the ar‐ 
chi tec tural op pos ite of the dilap id ated wooden dwell ing, as in the real
es tate im agery of the NOI, the pro gram is here “moun ted” within the
ex ist ing in terior. The dis tressed dwell ing is no longer pho to graphed,
but it is the richly tex tured loc a tion for the achieve ment, in the pho‐ 
to graph able present, of a com munal or gan iz a tion; and in those back
cov ers—a visual format often of fer ing “em pathic por traits” con trast‐ 
ing with the more dis turb ing car toons in side the news pa per (Garter,
2012� 251)—the dis tinctly gendered space of the home, with its women
and chil dren, can be pic tured as a place from where to prac tice both
self- defense and nur tur ing, in di vidu ally and col lect ively.

Con clu sion
The stark dif fer ences in how both pub lic a tions handle the dis tressed
dwell ing and its in hab it ants under at tack should by no means dis tract
our at ten tion from what these im ages rep res ent in both cases: im‐ 
port ant space de voted to do mestic sites along pages and is sues,
strong verbal and visual res on ance for eas ily re cog nized ar chi tec tural
ma ter ial, and a re defin i tion of built struc tures as tools of mass de‐ 
struc tion. In years when urban riots could work to wards de flect ing
any white guilt for liv ing con di tions in ghet tos, through the motif of
people per ceived as being in tent on des troy ing their own neigh bor‐ 
hoods, this stead fast, cre at ive cov er age of op press ive hous ing units
stressed that vi ol ence came from the out side, and was dir ec ted
closest to bod ies. With all these in terior and ex ter ior views of dis tinct
dwell ings and build ings, both des troyed and de struct ive, that are dis‐ 
sem in ated in both pub lic a tions, it is as if the fait divers and the doc u‐ 
ment ary had been merged, the most private space of the home trans‐ 
formed in an em in ently pub lic sur face for meas ur ing vi ol ence against
a class and race- defined group.
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1  It is es tim ated that six mil lion African Amer ic ans mi grated from South ern
rural states to North ern in dus trial cen ters between 1916 and 1970. The bulk
of this Great Mi gra tion had been com pleted by 1940.

2  The Black press’s visual in vest ment in nice homes in the 1950s is also
noted by Gwen dolyn Brooks in her 1953 novel Maud Martha, as the
eponym ous char ac ter re peatedly muses on the fact that the Chicago De‐ 
fender’s pho to graph ers tend to come into well- appointed apart ments to
cel eb rate African Amer ican suc cesses (1993� 56, 61).

3  See the back cov ers gathered in Dur and 2007.

4  This has spe cial res on ance in the South of the United States, marked by a
his tor ical ab sence of Black pub lic spaces. This focus on the in di vidual home
thus re flects a dis tinct ive spa tial con di tion. I thank one of the an onym ous
re view ers of this paper for this sug ges tion.

5  These in clude a pho to graph of Robert McDaniels being lynched in 1937 in
Duck Hill, Mis sis sippi, two de tails of the pho to graph of the Marion, In di ana
1930 lynch ing of Thomas Shipp and Abram Smith, and one de tail of the Du‐ 
luth lynch ing of Elias Clayton, Elmer Jack son, and Isaac McGhie in 1920—
with a con fu sion between these last two events. “Naco doches, Texas: Ra cial
Vi ol ence ‘A Relic of the Past,’” Part 1-4, The Black Pan ther, Au gust 4, 1975, p. 7;
Au gust 11, 1975, p. 11; Au gust 18, 1975, p.11; and Septem ber 1, 1975, p.  9.

6  While this prac tice harks back to the use of pho to graphy in the anti- 
lynching cam paigns of Ida B. Wells and the NAACP, it uses im ages that can
be de scribed as his tor ical. The lynch ing pho to graphs that are pub lished in
the 1960s and 1970s are al ways from be fore World War II— an ar gu ably re‐ 
cent past, but with a tem poral di men sion quite dis tinct from that of pho to‐ 
graphs of co lo nial vi ol ence in the Bel gian Congo in the early 1960s, which
were pub lished in Muhammad Speaks in a syn chron ous mode that is more
typ ical of the news media.

7  The pho to graph, while being cred ited to Bruce Dav id son and to Mag num
Pho tos, is re pro duced from the book The New City ed ited by Don ald (spelled
Kon ald in the cap tion) Canty, a col lec tion of pa pers from con fer ences held
in 1969 by the Na tional Com mit tee on Urban Growth Policy. It does not

the Negro in the Uni ted States, New
York: Vi king Press.

ZIPP, Sa muel (2012). “The Roots and
Routes of Urban Re ne wal;” in:Jour nal of
Urban His to ry, 39/3, 366-391.
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seem to cor res pond to any dir ect col lab or a tion with Dav id son; it con firms
how the news pa per as sim il ated ex ternal im ages to its own world view (here,
gen o cide).

8  See for ex ample “Good Homes, Pro gress by the Hon. Elijhah
Muhammad,” Muhammad Speaks, p.S8-9.

9  See also smal ler car toons of a man shoot ing into a white land lord’s head,
and a woman wait ing out at the door with a rifle, along side art icles about
vi ol ent con flict between land lords and ten ants. The Black Pan ther, Decem‐ 
ber 19, 1970, p. 3.

English
This art icle stud ies the modes of vis ib il ity of hous ing in the Black rad ical
press of the 1960s and 1970s, in Muhammad Speaks and The Black Pan ther,
and how this site/sight relates to vi ol ence, which it makes tan gible in the
land scape. An ob ject of par tic u lar at ten tion in the polit ical and so cial dis‐ 
courses of both the Na tion of Islam and the Black Pan ther Party, the dis‐ 
tressed dwell ing is also visual cap ital that can be put to use in the visual ed‐ 
it or ial prac tices of both pub lic a tions, and woven within tex tual, con cep tual,
and nar rat ive en gage ments with both acute and chronic forms of ra cist vi‐ 
ol ence.

Français
Cet ar ticle étu die les modes de vi si bi li té du lo ge ment dans la presse ra di cale
noire des an nées 1960 et 1970, dans Mu ham mad Speaks et The Black Pan‐ 
ther. Il s’at tache à la façon dont ce lieu se rap porte à la vio lence et dont il la
rend tan gible dans l’es pace. Objet d’une at ten tion par ti cu lière dans les vi‐ 
sions po li tiques et so ciales de la Na tion of Islam et du Black Pan ther Party,
le lo ge ment in digne est aussi un ca pi tal vi suel qui peut être mis à pro fit
dans les pra tiques vi suelles édi to riales de ces deux pu bli ca tions, dans des
éla bo ra tions tex tuelles, concep tuelles et nar ra tives de formes aiguës et
chro niques de vio lence ra ciste.
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Muhammad Speaks, The Black Panther, 12 Million Black Voices, logement,
cabane, photographie, violence
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