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INTRODUCTION


It is important for me to mention that I did not start out to do research on the Black Panther Party, but rather through activist- scholarship on contemporary anti-hunger politics in Milwaukee I fell head first into the historical politics I am going to talk about today.  It is also worth noting that this project is based primarily on archival material and over 30 interviews I’ve conducted so far with ex-Black Panther Party members from Oakland, Chicago, Boston, Milwaukee and New Haven in addition to interviews with people that worked with the BPP. Related to these interviews, it is interesting how much people have wanted to talk to me about this after they find out that I was born in 1973 and did not set out to do research about them, but rather was interested in better understanding radical anti-hunger politics.  The interest people have had was a result of the fact that most of them felt their free food programs were the most important thing they did, and nobody has asked them about it.
According to a U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) report published last week the US has just experienced the 5th consecutive annual increase—and by far the worst increase since 2000—in the number of people living in households suffering from hunger without resources to purchase an adequate diet. The total number of people living in food insecure households in this country went up to 38.2 million in 2004.  This number included 24.3 million adults (11.3 percent of all adults) and 13.9 million children (19 percent of all children.)  The US Conference of Mayors suggests that requests for emergency food assistance increased by 88 percent within twenty-five major US cities surveyed between 1997 and 2002.  Their report suggests that in 2003 alone, requests increased by an average of 17 percent.   To characterize these figures within the current US political climate, James Weill, the President of the Food Research and Action Center, one of the leading national organizations working to advance public policies to eliminate hunger in the US said last week:  “Today the House Agriculture Committee is ‘marking up’ a bill that would make $844 million in food stamp cuts on the same day that the Census Bureau and USDA tell us that hunger in America has grown for five years straight and the problem seems to be growing faster. It is hard to imagine any Congressional action more detached from reality”.  Closer to home statistics paint just as startling a picture, between 2003-2004 poverty in WI grew faster than in any other state.  Milwaukee has the 7th worst poverty rate of any city in the US, and 4th worst child poverty rate.  WI ranks 51st (that is worst) in the US on school breakfast program participation
The research I have been conducting, however, is more optimistic in the face of these destructive trends.  Through a study of the history and geography of the BPP’s radical anti-hunger politics, as they can inform contemporary anti-hunger politics,  I am attempting to get back to important questions that have slipped off the radar of urban scholars, policy makers and many citizens more generally. I propose that through understanding the history and geography of anti-hunger politics, we learn that amazing people have stepped up in the face of great adversity to feed the hungry.  If they did it then, we can do it now! 
The geography of hunger, according to Don Mitchell, “has been created by thousands of decisions, small and large, by whole social movements and the committed intervention of faith-filled individuals, by government policies, the shifting structures of labor markets, capital abandonment, and just plain neglect. When we start to pay attention to the geography of hunger something new emerges – new ways of seeing the problem and….new ways of addressing them.”  Thus, our primary task is to recognize that we have great intellectual and political potential to offer insight into, and energies toward, the spatial processes that both produce, and are produced by, hunger.  
FOOD, HUNGER AND REVOLUTION

Taking direction from the Anarchist geographer Peter Kropotin’s revolutionary message that the most essential thing in life, that is food, provides a potent motivator for social change. This research is interested in the utopian politics of ending hunger.  Through unpacking previous urban historical struggles and revolutionary moments, I hope to get a glimpse of the possible futures that through struggle might yet be realized.

However, in recognizing, as the Brazilian Archbishop Camara recognized through his liberation theology, such utopian intensions as “an end to hunger”, are always met with hegemonic resistance and menacing tactics imposed through the power structures inherent in, and necessary for, the continuation of capitalism.  It strikes me that a way of getting hunger back on the radar screen, is to critically attack the contradictions of things like hungry inner city children, who many of us see everyday  and by elucidating the uneven historical geographical materialist roots within things like childhood hunger that these contractions become better targets for continued revolutionary action.

So the story begins In 1971, three young African-American men went to Milwaukee’s Cross Lutheran Church at 1821 N. 16th St. and approached Rev. Joseph Ellwanger about implementing the Black Panther Party’s breakfast for children program in the basement of the church.  Rev. Ellwanger thought it was a great idea, but before agreeing he had to get church council approval.  The church council voted against the measure because they did not feel comfortable with guns in their church near children.   This response was due to the perception that Panthers always had guns with them. However, whether Milwaukee Panthers generally carried guns is debated.   However, because Rev. Ellwanger suggestively did not recognize that hunger among Milwaukee’s inner city youth was such an issue ….he said he would take the issue on himself.    Rev. Ellwanger and other church parishioners began Milwaukee’s Citizens for Central City School Breakfast Program (CCCSBP), which evolved into the Milwaukee School Breakfast Coalition, which eventually evolved into what is now the Hunger Task Force.  


In speaking with Rev. Ellwanger, he attributes the impetus behind the CCCSBP, and thus the Hunger Task Force to those three panthers and their utopian notion of ending inner city hunger through grassroots action, thus the Panthers inspired the creation of Milwaukee’s most important food bank and institutional advocate for the hungry.  That said, the story of Rev. Ellwanger, and those of the people who worked with him, are the stuff of another Fromkin lecture and I do not want minimize the significance of these other histories in Milwaukee.   Those three Milwaukee Panthers, with some others Party members, went on to feed hungry children themselves in several other churches in the city.  The deeper I got into the history of the Panther’s Free Breakfast for Children  program, the more clearly I recognized how important their vision and radical politics were for raising awareness about these fundamental issues across the country and around the world, and little credit they are given for doing so.
BOBBY SEALE AND HUEY P. NEWTON AND THE FOUNDING OF THE BPP 


Thus, in order to understand Milwaukee BPP….we have to understand the development of the BPP nationally.  With their formation in Oakland in 1966, the BPP evolved into one of the most significant radical political movements in the US, fighting to establish revolutionary socialism through mass organizing and the implementation of their community based “survival programs”.  The BPP’s self-help programs were posited as necessary given the contradictions inherent in the US welfare state and the historic unwillingness of the US government to provide viable welfare services to unemployed African-Americans and other minorities living in US inner-cities.   In light of these contradictions, the BPP literally took up arms for the sake of creating a viable black national welfare state as articulated in the first of their Ten Point Political Platform: “We want freedom. We want power to determine the destiny of our Black Community”   The BPP’s survival programs consisted of everyday political strategies for meeting their community’s day-to-day needs through providing food, healthcare, education, and other welfare services.   As one ex-Panther from the Milwaukee chapter told me, the combination of Newton and Seale as BPP co-founders drew him to the Party, he said: 

I found Huey [Newton] and Bobby Seal principally to be a fascinating team. On the one hand there was the street persona, and on the other hand as I read Huey who was an incredible intellect, there appeared to me, some kind of a – not a discomforting contradiction - but one that I really wanted to know about.  And, and it sort of almost made it okay to be both highly intellectual and grab hold of these lofty ideals, and these theoretical positions and then to make them practical but also embody them in, in an urban swagger.  
Despite their successful marshalling of grassroots support, or more likely because of it, the BPP’s mixed legacy is fundamentally based on its diverse composition of members. As one ex-Panther from Oakland told me, “the BPP was a mixed bag of positive and negative, of all kinds of different people.”  He went on to say that: 

You got to understand the Black Panther Party was a diverse group of people…and the impact to the party was that it was able to have people who were non-Christian, people who were Christian.  Some people believed in Voodoo, some people were Muslims; you know what I am saying.  Some people were, you know Marxists. You had all that under the ideology of the Black Panther Party.  Now you talk about that and then you talk about the make up of the character of the people.  Some was ex-dope fiends, gang-bangers you know what I mean…to middle class bourgeois…working class…to upper class.  You see what I am saying?  You got a whole spectrum of the Diaspora.

“DEFENDING THE RIGHT TO SURVIVE”

The BPP’s first Free Breakfast for Children Program was initiated at St. Augustine's Church in Oakland in September 1968, and by the end of 1969 the Panthers set up kitchens in cities across the US.   At the breakfast program’s peak, the BPP and other volunteers were feeding approximately 250,000 children a day before they went to school across the country. Perhaps most pertinent to recognizing the importance of this particular survival program is my argument that it was impetus for all federally funded school breakfast programs in existence within the US today.   An ironic side note here is that the implementation of school breakfast programs in California by the State occurred as a result of the pressure the BPP’s breakfast program put on the administration of then Governor Ronald Regan, whose administration spearheaded the implementation of the State’s development of a school breakfast program.   

Ironic of course because later Regan, as president would cause widespread pain and suffering within US inner cities through his initiation of destructive neoliberal policies and funding cuts. 

Notions about the welfare state for the Panthers and the communities they served revolved around survival, and how the U.S. State was not concerned with their survival
In a recent interview, Bobby Seale told me:  “We realized that regarding hunger, the breadcrumbs they were throwing at us was only to pacify us…to keep us quite….it wasn’t to sustain us”  As such, in order to survive, in order to on the one hand help sustain their community, and on the other begin the build a political base, the survival programs were initiated.

THE FBI AND THE BPP

The Free Breakfast for Children Program gained the most support from the African-American community and the most attention from J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI.  Hoover's trepidation about the BPP was the result of their capacity to marshal support from disenfranchised African-Americans through their "survival programs".   The sweeping influence of the breakfast program during the late 1960s and early 1970s led to increased strategic interference and infiltration by the FBI in an attempt to “disrupt, discredit and destroy” the BPP through its COINTELPRO (COunter INTELligence PROgram) operation.  Indeed, In late 1968, J. Edgar Hoover, the director of the U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation, announced that the Black Panther Party (BPP) was "the greatest threat to the internal security of the country." 


On April 27th, 1969, the Panther’s Anti-hunger politics continued to intensify when Fred Hampton, who co-founded the Chicago Chapter of the Black Panther Party (BPP) gave a fiery polemic that embodied “what the Black Panther Party is about”.  He said:   

“What are we doing?  The Breakfast for Children Program…What’d the pig say? He say, “Nigger-you like communism?” “No sir, I’m  scared of it.”  “You like socialism?” No Sir, I’m scared of it.”  “You like the Breakfast for Children Program?” “Yes sir, I’d die for it.” Pig said,  “Nigger, that program is a socialistic  program.”  “I don’t give a fuck if it’s Communism.  You put your hands on that program motherfucker and I’ll blow you’re motherfucking brains out.” And he knew it.”


Hampton’s speech began with a discussion of the BPP’s Free Breakfast for Children Program and linked the starvation of children across US inner cities to the destructive contradictions inherent in capitalism and the uneven development it produces.  He discussed the revolutionary steps the BPP was taking to ensure that poor children had enough food to meet their basic material requirements for survival and social reproduction.  In so doing, Hampton articulated the ideological conflict that had materialized between the BPP and the U.S. government. Similar to the persecution of Camara for feeding hungry children in Brazil, the ideological opposition to equality and populist democracy in the United States stifled the panthers’ utopian vision    


Shortly after Hampton’s speech, on May 27th, 1969, a memo signed by the FBI’s Director, J. Edgar Hoover, though actually written by Domestic Intelligence Chief William C. Sullivan, was sent to Charles Bates, the Special Agent in Charge (SAC) of the San Francisco branch of the FBI.   The memo, emblematic of the degree to which the U.S. saw the BPP as a threat to its interests, declared:    

“You state that the bureau should not attack programs of community interest such as the BPP ‘Breakfast for Children Program’. …You have obviously missed the point.  The BPP is not engaged in the program for humanitarian reasons.  This program was formed by the BPP …to create an image of civility, assume community control of Negroes, and fill adolescent children with their insidious poison.”       

Efforts to impede the success of the breakfast program, as well as their other self-help programs, took a dramatic turn on December 4th, 1969 when Fred Hampton was assassinated by the Chicago Police in coordination with the FBI.   At approximately 4:30 a.m., Chicago police officers kicked down the door to the apartment in which Hampton and several other Panthers were sleeping and immediately shot Mark Clark pointblank in the chest.   Clark’s reflexes responded to the impact of the gunshot wound by firing one shot at the police just before he died.   The spray of automatic gunfire that followed from the police penetrated the walls of the apartment and a bullet pierced Hampton’s shoulder while he was passed out in bed with his pregnant girlfriend, after having been slipped some barbiturates by an FBI informant within the BPP.   Next, two police officers entered Hampton’s room and shot him at pointblank range in the head.   The bullet from Mark Clark’s gun was the only one discovered to have been fired at the police by BPP members.

HUNGER AND SOCIAL REPRODUCTION


In The Condition of the Working Class in England, Engels (1958) suggested, “The Capitalist, if he cannot agree with the Labourer, can afford to wait, and live upon his capital.… The workman has no fair start. He is fearfully handicapped by hunger. Yet, according to the political economy of the Capitalist class, that is the very pink of fairness.”   It is this pervading contradictory notion of “capitalist fairness” that contributes to the production of material inequality, and is paramount for articulating the interrelated and interconnected processes inherent in the urban hunger and social reproduction. Though Marxist theory has fallen out of favor for other more trendy and sexy theoretical frameworks, at the expense of those living in poverty and within extreme material inequity, Engels same notions were recently explained to me within the context to the Black Panther Party’s struggle by the party’s former chairman and most powerful woman in the Party’s History, Elaine Brown when she told me:
Because, we are so used to the capitalist construct, it doesn’t occur to us that we have a human right to eat; because if you don’t eat you will die, it’s not complicated.  So, if there is a price tag to eating, then there is a price on your head, because the minute you don’t have enough money to eat, you’re slated for death.  And, so this government and this society has set up a construct, and what we [in the BPP] offered…was the breakfast program.  
She went on to say:
The question is, do I as a human being in this society, or in this life, have a right to eat.  And does this society have any duty at least with children to make sure that they eat.  The question is: are we prepared to make a commitment, at least, to our children that we will not put a price on their lives by denying them food unless their parents have the money to pay for it.  

One of the most obvious contradictions inherent within the BPP’s history, especially given the processes of social reproduction and survival they were so interested in….was the destructive patriarchal gender relations that dominated much the Party’s early history.  While I do not have time to get into great detail about how gender transformed the Party, Elaine Brown also told me, through deliberately acknowledging the material importance of social reproduction within the context the Panthers’ revolutionary agenda, the breakfast program had transformative ramifications for gender relations in the Party.  She said:   
The breakfast program represented the beginning of breakdown within the party ranks of the roles between men and women.  You can believe me, there was resistance to this shit.  These men did not want to work; Remember, revolutionaries are men…. they don’t cook breakfast… But yet every single person that was ever in the Black Panther Party…had to work in the breakfast program.  You could have a thousand dialogues on gender issues and you would have never gotten that result faster than you did by saying look,  if you love these children, if you love your people, you better get your ass up and start working in that breakfast program.                  

If we get down to nitty-gritty material ramifications of Childhood hunger….we see that children living in urban poverty are almost 3 time more likely to experience stunted growth; 3 to 4 more times likely to experience an iron deficiency; 2 times more likely to experience serious physical or social mental disabilities; 2-3 more times likely to have fatal accidental injuries; and 1.5 to 3 times more likely to die in childhood.  Going more specifically to the underlying physiological processes at the core of hunger, and the consequences for childhood growth, research suggests that malnutrition impairs the body's ability to heal and decreases immune function, leading to an infection-malnutrition cycle. Thin infants are more likely to grow up to be pre-diabetic adults.  Hungry children, even when not acutely ill, become apathetic or irritable and miss critical opportunities for learning.  Despite the importance of the issue….it is very difficult to articulate, in politically convincing ways, why it needs more attention, and as such goes largely unnoticed   

So this one of the key discussions I had with everybody that I’ve talked to: how did they communicate the importance of this issue in a politically viable way that led to such widespread success in feeding children?   One the one hand, it was because of the devastating consequences of childhood hunger that Bobby Seale demanded that every other chapter and branch of the Party across the country had to offer free breakfast but there was more enthusiasm and attention than just that.  One way I have determined the program gained so much momentum and ultimately came to Milwaukee, was through the revolutionary art work of the BPP Minster of Culture Emory Douglas whose work you see here and was featured weekly in the Party’s weekly newspaper that was sold around the country (see Figures 1 and 2).

Trough the fusion of revolutionary theory/ideology and multifaceted everyday spatial practices which contributed toward producing the BPP’s revolutionary praxis, Emory’s art drew on the debilitating inequality within much of the African-American lived experience, but did so from a perspective of defiance and hope.  The mixture of insolence and optimism within Emory’s revolutionary art both enticed white liberals that wanted to be associated with the BPP, but also demonstrated the autonomy that the BPP sought to project onto the African-American community.  While Emory created over 250 pieces of artwork, which focused on many topics ranging between global imperialism, the corporate control of the US government and the local power structures that oppressed folks living in ghettos across the US, the uneven socionatural relations that impeded human potential via malnutrition and hunger was one of his most common themes.


In a speech he gave at Fisk University in 1971, Emory suggested: “A picture can express a thousand words, but action is supreme…Politics starts with a hungry stomach, with dilapidated housing.  Politics does not start in the political arena, it starts right down here in the community, where the suffering is.  If art is subordinate to the political situation, wouldn’t it be true that the artist must begin to interpret the hungry stomach…and transform these things into something that would raise the consciousness of Black People?”  Emory recently contextualized these comments for me….He told me: “Huey and Bobby interpreted politics as things not guarded up there in the ivory tower and congress or wherever….but politics started with hungry stomachs, dilapidated houses, unemployment, all those were politics.  And it was through those… that I began to interpret…through the art, showing the suffering and the misery that we were subjected too.  Human beings were subjected too.”                                                      
       
THE MILWAUKEE BPP


While the breakfast program came to Milwaukee ultimately because Bobby Seale said that it had to go everywhere the BPP organization went, how the BPP chapter came to Milwaukee has more to do with the appeal of the Panther’s more broadly and the romantic enthusiasm of hopeful youth.   My research indicates that there were many elements of this appeal, including the expression of need and urgency communicated through revolutionary art, like that of Emory Douglas’.  It is very important to very clearly distinguish what I am talking about here from the Black Panther Militia formed by Michael McGee Sr. in the late 1980s.  While Commander McGee played an important role in the early Milwaukee BPP as did his mother, they deserve separate attention.    


Ultimately, regarding the initial activities of the BPP in Milwaukee, as is so often the case, it came down to one individual taking the initiative.  In this case it was a man named Walther Chesser who still lives and works in Milwaukee.  Mr Chesser told me: 

I was with my friends and we were drinking wine one night and, and they were talking about this one particular group in California…[my friends]  were politically aware…I had no clue or astuteness at that time… …they were aware of the Panthers because of what they were doing and of course their romanticism that came along with that.  And so we were just sitting there one night drinking wine and listening to jazz and they were talking about it ….I got quite impressed with it….. I’ve always been you know, the doer and so um…they talked about the Panthers and I began to say, “Hey, well let’s go get them and bring them here.”  And it was just like that, and they said, yeah, but in the end, I was the only one who went.  And so it was really a very romantic type thing, not realizing exactly what it was, other than some uh brothers doing some things and carrying guns you know, that kind of romantic-type of idealism that go with youth, I guess.
When talking to other Panthers from other about Milwaukee, most do not know much if any historical details.  However 14 months ago I put in an FBI Freedom of Information act request for information on the Milwaukee BPP and found out that the FBI has over 10,000 pages of documentation of the Milwaukee chapter.  While they are still possessing my request and I have not seen any of these documents, the volume suggests the chapter was important.  In fact, I have found information that suggests Milwaukee, in addition to Oakland, Chicago and New Haven was one of branches that got the most FBI attention.  I suspect this both had to do with the fact that it was a branch of the Chicago chapter, and also likely had to do with the nature of local political officials at the time including Mayor Henry Maier and Police Chief Brier.
THE MILWAUKEE 3


While I cannot speak in any definite way about the FBI infiltration of the Milwaukee panthers, my conclusion, based on having now spoken to 10 of the 15 most important individuals active within several phases of Milwaukee BPP, and having acquired about 150 newspaper articles and other archival material is that the FBI was ultimately successful in their goals of infiltrating and disbanding the Milwaukee branch.  The persecution of three Milwaukee Panthers for the supposed attempted homicide of a police officer in September of 1969 was the beginning of the end for the first phase of Milwaukee’s Panthers.  It was not an uncommon strategy for the FBI to orchestrate in coordination with local law enforcement agencies.  Similar cases occurred in many cities with active panther parties, with the case of 21 panthers in New York being the most dramatic spectacle.  However, in the case of the New York 21 the case was thrown out of court; the Milwaukee 3 all spent substantial time in prison.  


Based on everybody I have spoken with, the case of the Milwaukee 3 was a set up, not even questioned by those involved at the time.  The case of the Milwaukee 3 dominated Milwaukee press and the negative image of the panthers ultimately overshadowed survival efforts and served to thwart BPP efforts.  Again the connection between ideology and survival/social reproduction serve to illustrate the hegemonic effects of the FBI.   One editorial from somebody living in Shorewood in 1971 characterizes what I see as a prevailing sentiment: “The Black Panther Party is a Marxist orientated organization, but it own admission.  While the members fill the stomach’s of these children, they are filling child minds with Marxist propaganda…The Nazis had their youth groups”.  Because so much public effort went into freeing the Milwaukee three, there was less effort to put into the breakfast program, plus the negative press led to less access to resources.
COMMUNITY IMPERIALISM 

One of the most interesting moments I have uncovered revolves around a widespread community boycott of one of the largest grocery stores within Milwaukee’s inner city that illustrates some of the social relations that characterize this history.  In response to Kohl’s refusal to contribute food or financial resources to free breakfast programs the a consumer boycott was initiated against Kohl’s.  One former-Panther told me:  “But the thing about it, the major thing that we wanted to do with that….was to say look, you either have to contribute to the community from which you’re taking your riches or else the community from which you’re taking your riches won’t contribute to you.”   Beyond this response, small groups of panthers engaged in what they called “food liberation” which consisted of stealing food.  According to several of my interviewees, the stolen food was only from those places that refused to contribute and always went directly to the kids.


The boycott was ultimately successful and not only did Kohl’s begin regularly contributing sausage, bread, juice and small financial donations, they also encouraged other establishments that had resisted contributing to the BPP breakfast program.  Another former-Panther suggested the boycott was successful ultimately because “they would have a hard time arguing with the needy children ….there were large numbers of children going to school without breakfast”  The other interesting aspect these issues shed light on is the fluidity of grassroots organizations within Milwaukee.  Because of a complex misunderstanding between the Oakland, Chicago and Milwaukee branches of the BPP, and the negative attention caused through the case of the Milwaukee 3, the Milwaukee branch was forced to disband for a period but this really happened in name only as the flyers suggest, the assumption of the name the “People Committee for Survival” served to keep momentum going until the BPP formally reconvened again later.  

FEDERAL HELP OR NATIONAL CO-OPTATION?


After having been so influential across the country, through their political organizing having pressured the US government to take serious and begin funding school meals programs, a bitter sweet skepticism emerged which went hand in hand with the interactions between the state and many radical groups at the time.  There are multiple ways to interpret the response of State investment in social programs, from guarded to critical.  Some degree of skepticism is important I think for seeing investment as an attempt to co-opt much of the political power of the party, because as Mumia Abu Jamal writes in his latest book about the Party “As the breakfast program succeeded so did the Party, and its popularity fueled our growth across the country”.  Thus, with no more need for a breakfast program the Party’s future became tenuous.   A letter that I have found that went out from the Milwaukee BPP, said:  “Black people rejoice!! Guess what our long, white bearded friend (Uncle Sam) has finally decided to do?  He has finally decided to feed some hungry children.  After much pressure from the BPP, that faggot uncle of ours is going to get off his fat ass, and give the poor hungry children in this country a chance…Sam gives nothing away completely free, so be ALERT!”  The letter went on to caution further by saying:

“Are we saying don’t eat at this program?  Of course not!  Just beware of what you eat.  Be sure that what you eat is eggs and bacon, and not some of Uncle Sam’ bullshit.  Be consistently on the alert for the strings attached to this program, cause baby, there are strings somewhere.  Sam is Slick, he’s been tricking people with his so called Free programs for years.”  
CHILDHOOD HUNGER IN MILWAUKEE TODAY


If we take few seconds to consider the contemporary geography of  Childhood hunger within Milwaukee, we note that regardless of the incredible vision and history of the Milwaukee Panthers, Rev Ellwanger, the folks at the Hunger Task Force, there is still a definite and immediate need to not be so polite about feeding the hungry.  But rather, a need to demand that they be fed.  This is the difference between radical anti-hunger politics and the more contemporary form of charity based anti-hunger politics that has evolved within neoliberal capitalism.  An old Frankfurt School Social theorist that I enjoy reading sometimes names Erich Fromm suggests:  “Intellectuals are often so saturated with the problems they are working on that they feel little need for group life, and have not enough understanding for the great need of those who are seeking to find leadership and comradeship for meaningful action…..The intellectual know what he/she can do: He/she thinks some more, writes another book…and perhaps lectures…while the student asks what can I do about…how can we change the system…what can I do today”   I would argue based on this that there is a much larger role for the academic community at UWM to better engage in the problems within Milwaukee.
VOICES AGAINST HUNGER


I think it worth a minute, since it was through activist scholarship working with a group called Voices Against Hunger (VAH) that I came to know about this BPP history to mention it.  I was formerly very active in VAH, which at the time of my involvement, and still today, have been working to convince the Milwaukee Public School System to implement universal free breakfast and lunch programming at all of their 221 schools.  As federal options are available called Provsion 2 have been tested, and proven, to be successful for other cities, the folks at VAH believe that MPS should begin working toward the goal of universal free lunches and breakfasts for all of its students.  

Earlier this year, the Hunger Task Force, in coordination with VAH, put forth a proposal that called for the implementation of the Universal Free Breakfast and Lunch Program in 26 Neighborhood schools next year as the first step toward eventually implementing the program in ALL MPS schools.  Unfortunately, MPS only agreed to 6 schools.  This proposal was based on in-depth conversations with MPS administrators as well as research on the success of the implementation of Provision Two in other cities including Cleveland, Indianapolis and St. Paul.  Based on conversations we’ve had with various MPS principals who support universal free meals, and based on research conducted today by Hunger Task Force staff, there does not appear to be any reason why more schools couldn’t have been piloted during the 2005-06 school year, or that MPS could not move more quickly to implement Provision 2 in all schools, especially in light of the fact almost 80% of MPS students are living in poverty.  As the implementation of Universal School Breakfast and Lunch through Provision 2 in other cities has shown balancing the School Districts budgets, which of course is a priority for MPS, and feeding hungry children, are not mutually exclusive, but rather complementary actions that will help educate Milwaukee’s children and strengthen the progress the district is making toward student achievement.


Our question should be, if the district can commit to 6 neighborhood pilot schools, all of which have at least 96% of children eligible for free and reduced price meals, why, at the very least can’t the other neighborhood schools with that level of child poverty be pilots as well?  And more important why not make a commitment to our children to feed them all given we have to tools at our disposal through the Federal Government.  Again, I would suggest that the residents of Milwaukee and the surrounding area must demand that our children be fed, and no longer except excuses about why they continue to go hungry.   

CONCLUSION

Central my own efforts to engage in activist-scholarship around, and within, radical anti-hunger politics in Milwaukee, is my argument Black Panther Party’s Free Breakfast Program For Children was the impetus behind all federally funded school breakfast programs in existence within the US today.  If a couple a people with vision could begin such positive processes of social change 30 years, and bring about a more just system, I am optimistic that we, if we join together, can do the same today.  The defiant, resistant and down right utopian sentiments contained within the Black Panther Party’s grassroots political efforts give credence to David Harvey’s (2000) notion that “[t]here is a time and place in ceaseless human endeavor to change the world, when alternative visions, no matter how fantastic, provide the grist for shaping powerful political forces of change”.  All Power to the People!
FIGURE 1: A VOTE FOR CHISHOLM IS A VOTE FOR SURVIVAL
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FIGURE 2: WE SHALL SURVIVE, WITHOUT A DOUBT (8-21-73)
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