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Angela Da

: A Life Committed to Liberation Praxis

Jay James

I first mer Angela Davis in the mid [950x%
when she spoke al o Mankarian high school in g
benefit for WREE. A praduate studens af ihe
fime, | war active in Womes for Racial and
Economic Equality (WREE), a multivacial
women's group which organized against
violence, sexisw, and racizm in U8, domestic
und foreign peiicies. WREE's strong critigue of
capitalism and imperialism during the rise af
neovanservarive Republicans countered the
emergence of a hegemonic right dizseantling
gaunis from the civil rights, entiwar, and feminist
nieive mets,

When introdueed te Davis Later thay night, [
remgmber dunking tha (his was the first time |
fad mer the power, courggeous insight, and
panicular beaury and grace of a black woan
whi remgined commitied to social fustice despie
the cosy that radicals were, and are, made & pay
ant this sociery. Cver the newr decade | would
meet “Angela”: in Nairabi, Kenya at the 1985
UN Conference for the Decade on Women. There
we organized to collect over 200 signatures
Srom DS, wemen, demanding more funding for
social programs and an end o US. support for
South African apartheid, militarism, and covert
wars, and several vears later, we would march in
Rirmingham, Alabama, protesting police
brutality: and, months after we would reconnect
in Maoscow at an intermational wosien's
comference for disarmament, supperted by
Mol Gorbaihey's govermmen;,

Human Righet internaiiongaliom was always
cemiral in Angela Davis's political praxis,
“Reacling” hee political activism and Sterary
alErveRtions has taught me immensely, When
offered the opperiumiry 1o edit Blackwell's
Angela Davis Reader (1998), | accepied. It
seemed fo be a logical extension of my
commitment o kghliphting the intellectual and
political comributions of progressive, radical
African-American women such as Duvis. The
Sollowing essay ix taken from the " Introduction”
10 the forthcoming Angela Davis Reader.
Having learned so much in the process of s
wirk, [ hope fo commiunicate whai Angela ¥.
Davis exemplifies—the rieh resources we share

thar enable us to critigue, confront, and shed
eviscerating rocial, texusl and ecomomuc
CONSrRInS,

The Janus Head

1 felt an almost unbearable
lension—il was as if 1 were 1wo
persons, two faces of a Janus head,
One profile stared disconsolately
into the past—the fretful, violent,
confining past broken only by
wecasional splotches of meaning.

. The other gazed with longing
and apprehension into the fulure—
a fiture glowing with challenge,
bt alss harkoring the possibility
wfdefeat.

—Angels Davis
Angela Davis: An
Autobiography!

In her memoir, Angela Davis introdoces
Janus—the Roman god of doors or heginnings 2
Depicted with two visages facing. like porials, in
opposite directions, Janus serves as a metaphor
for the pasi and fuiure directions of Davis's
peitical and intellectual life: the past manifests
in the violent repression of blacks in the 1.8,
the futore reflecis the possibility of an
international movement for 3 socialise,
nonracialist democracy. Janus, like Eleggua, the
yorubia orisha of the crossroads, marks
uwitkenings, polaritics, aud contradictions. Tn the
autshiography, it references the possibalitkes of
chaice and realization within struggles for cluss,
race, um.! sexual Ilhuanun It also 5ymhsallr.cl.
sk in the
exclusive social  worlds  of hlau:k
disenfranchisemenl and povernty, and white
privilege and education, Representing a dialectic
of theory and resistance in Davis’s political and
intellectual development, Janus signifies
transitional stages that foster feelings of
alignation from the familisr yei open pew
avenues. Life is set by a sestes of decisions,
paths taken and puths avoided; the existential
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dilemmas described in Angela BPavis: An
Autobiography reflect a iension magnified by
the heightened expectations and fears
characteristic of revolutionary social and political
movements. In the U8, during the era of
militancy depscted in the memedr, radical choices
courted triumphs for liberation or disasters and
the possibility of imprisonment and death.
Shaping Davis's future as a black radical,
communisd, and Internationad feminist, he past
amd preseat profiles of the Janus head denote
revolutionary thought, Swch thought, scanning
both dircctions te avoid stagnation, considers. the
past from which movements originate in order to
Mmiaintain momentum for the future. For activist-
intellectuals, such as Davis, who struggled with
exclusionary but overlapping worlds shaped by
race, class, gender, and violence, Janus represents
the opporlunity o confront the contradictory
existence of abrogated freedom within the world's
most powerful nation-state.  In its negative
sense, it represents hypocrisy and denial, a “two-
facedness” manifested when states of political
systems claim democratic principles while
systematically disenfranchising marginalized
peoples or political minorities.

The Early Years:
The Making of an Intellectual
Activist

Angela Yvonne Dawvis was born in
Birmingham, Alabama in 1944, near the close of
the Second World War and the emergence of the
United States as heir to British hegemony (a
dominance which the U5, militarily retains,
despite its slippage in the global culural and
intellectual marketplace). She grew up in the
southern United States under Iim Crow

segregation and codified racial ion.

Parily 10 escape the soclal roles defined by her
middie-class stamding in the black community
and the educational limitations. of local schools
bound by Jim Crow and inequitable state
funding, Davis left the South in 1959 for
Manhattan where, under the auspices of a Cuaker
educational program. she lived with a progressive
white family and attended a private high school,
the Liule Red School House, There she studied
Karl Mara and Frederick Engels's The
Communist Manifesta, and at age fifieen
she became active in & youth organization
associated with the Communist Parcy,
Familiarity with the Parly was part of her family
Ristory, Since her birth, Davis's parents had been
close [riends with black members of the
Communist Party USA (CPUSA). Although
neither ever joined the Party, they were black
middie-class educators who organized as
“communist sympathizers.” Her mother, Sallye
Bell Davis, was a national officer and leading
activist in the Southern Negro Youth Congress,
whith was associaied with the CPUSA which
had igoed to frec the Seotishoro Nined
Anti-Communist repression during the McCarthy
e forced the elder Davis’s friends— the parents
of young Angeln's playmates—underground,

Despite the prevatling repressive anli-
communisim, Davis was profoundly affected by
Marxism, and sought o disciplined, antiracist
‘mevemenl against racialized cconomic
exploitation, Like Janus, Marxism with one
prafile surveyed economic, political, and social
appression while the other provided & glimpse of
a possible future without the inequities of
wcapilalism.

Upan high school graduation and with a
scholarship in hand, Davis lefi New York for

Driring the late 1940s, her lamily integrated 2
neighborhood that subsequently became known
as “Dynamite Hill" becavse of Ku Klux Kian
Lerrorism against black familics integrating the
previously all-white community. Although the
Davis home was never targeted by white
arsonists, houses across the sireel were bombed
Bombings and burnings continued for several
years, “miraculously,” recalls Dhavis, no-one was
killed *

Racial segregation hud created an apartheid-like
America in which African-American students,
regardless of their economic status, attended the
same (underfunded) schools, As a child, Davis
was considered an elite among impoverished
peers. Because of her family's financial security
and the exireme poverty of some classmates, the
grade schooter stole from her father, giving
money to children 10 buy their school lunch,

to attend Brandeis University,
There she studied with philosopher Herbert
Marcuse and speni her junior year in France at
the Sorbobee, This was the beight of the civil
rights movement emanating from the 1955
Montgomery, Alahama, bus boycors that had
destabilized U.S. racism and white supremacy.
Her memoir describes the young Davis's
dissonance s she embarks for Ewrope to develop
as @ formally-trained intellectual, and yel desires
o remain connected (o hlack liberation struggles
in the U.S.: “The Janus head was stll fixed—
one eye full of longing to be in the fray in
Birmingham, the other contemplating my own
future. It would be a long time before the two
profiles came together and 1 would knew the
direction 1o both the past and the future.”s Janus
wiould continue 1o haunt Davis politically doring
the civil rights movement as she furthered her
academic studies {o France and Germany. Like
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other influential, progressive writers, especially
the black “public intelléctuals,” Davis's
educational and economic privileges both
distanced her from the most marginalized and
infused her theories of (hlack) liberation with an
internationalist perspective. Parisian anti-
Algerian racism had 2 stroog impact on her
understandings of international racism and
colonialism and their conoections to U8,
antiblack racism (European racism alse had a
marked nfluence on another black American
imeltectual living in Paris during that cra, James
Baldwin,) Tom between tw desire to learn from
different national cultures and political systems,
and the need 1o join “the movement,” Davis
decided not to pursue o doctorate at Goethe
University in Frankfurt, Germany, choosing
instead 100 relern 1o the States o work with
Murcuse a1 the University of California at San
Dicgo,

Terrorist acts against black activisis provided
the radicalizing impetss to end her European
studies in the lue 1960s. In fact, the racist
murders of childhood scquaintances in her
hometown during her first study abroad, in the
carly 19605, profoundly affected her. In both the
autobdography and a 1993 essay, "Remembering
Carole, Cynthia, Addie Mae and Denise,” Divis
recounts how, while in France, she learned of the
Septemher 15, 1963 hombing of Birmingham's
Spxteenth Swree Baptist Church, In that foray by
while extremists, [ourieen-year-olds Carole
Robertson, Cynthia Wesley, and Addic Mae
Coliins, and eleven-year-old Denise MeNair died,
The bombing occurred soon after the historic
1963 March on Washington, D.C. and Martin
Luther King Jr's eschatological "1 Hawe o
Drream™ speech. Davis reminisces that if she had
declingd the schelarship to the privale school in
Manhaitan, New York, she would have likely
begn nearby al Fisk University in Nashville,
Tennessee, at the time of the bombing. It was
during her own absence in France, far from
family ties and a society schooled in-surviving
and confronting while violence, that Davis
learned of, and became deeply disturbed by the
pirls” deaths: “I0 1 had not been in France, news
would not have been broken 1o me about the
deaths . . . in the ‘objective journalism’ of the
International Herald Tribune. . 1 was in
Binrrite, living among people so far removed
from the civil-rights war unfolding in the South
that it made little sense to try to express to them
hiow, devastated T felt. T wrestled in solitude with
my grief, my fear and my rage."? The absence
of public mourning in France for the slain
youths—an absence put into sharp relief several
maonths later when French nationals collectively

mourned the inn of LS. President John
F. Kennedy—was strongly felt:

“1 curried around inomy head for
many years an imagined
representation of the hombing's
aftermath that wis far more
terrifying than any cioemaic
image of violence 1 have ever
encountered: the fixed eves of
Carole’s and Cynthia’s bloody
decapitated heads and their
dismembered limbs  strewn
haphazardly among the dynamited
hricks and beams in the front yard
of the stately church. My own
private imagination of whai
happened that day was o powes ful
that years would pass hefore [ felt
able 1 listen 1o the details of my
mother's story."8

Three decades later. Davis extensively
discussed the tragedy with her mothes, Sallye
Davis, In 1963, upon hearing the explosion from
her home, the elder Davis had contacted Alpha
Bliss Robertson. She drove ber o the Seaday
School class at the church o find her daughter,
Carole. Instead, the women found debnis and pars

of the children's bodies. In the collective

temembeance of this tragedy. Angela Davis noles
erisure:

The iime in the couniry my
mother and I spent remembering
that terrible day three decades
ago— Bloody Sunday, she calls
it—was hoth  healing  and
[rustrating. As we spoke aboul
the girls as we had known them, it
occurred o me that the way the
memory of that episode persists in
popular amagination s deeply
problematic.  What bothers me
most is that (heir names have been
wirtually erased: They are
inevitably referred o as ‘the four
Black girls killed in the
Birmingham church bombing.'
Another (raumatic  moment
oceurred in 1964 when James
Chaney, Michael Schwerner and
Andrew Goodman were killed in
Mississippi. A decade earlier,
Emmett Till was found at
hattam of the Tallahatchie River.
These boys, whose lives were also
consimed by racist fury, still have
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names in our historical memory,
Carole, Denise, Addie Mae and
Cynthia do not?

Davis indscates that few people remember the
girls as young activists, who at the time of their
deaths were preparing to speak about civil f ghts
at the church’s annual Youth Day program.19
For twost, the four “function abstractly in
poplilar memory as innocent, nameless hiack
girls' bodies destroyed by racist hate. "1 Al four
girls shared political commitments with oer
youlhs who had i that volatile vear confronted
police commissicner Eugene “Bull” Conper’s
high-powered fire hoses and “filled the jails in
Birmingham in 3 way that reenergized the Civil
Rights Movement like nothing since the
Montgomery Boycou,"12

SNCC and the Black Panther Party

Missing the courageous confrontations with
repressive state laws waged by youths,
partieulay girs and young women, Davis spent
mast of her years between 1959 and 1967 outside
of the South and therefore ouside of the southern
wivil rights movensent (as did other black radical
women such as Biack Panther leaders Elaine
Brown, Kathleen Cleaver, and Assain Shakur),
However, Davis periodically “touched base” with
the movement. For instance, (esting voter
disenfranchisement of blacks, in 1965 when she
became twenty-one, she altempeed to register
vole in Birmingham and was denied that right
because of her race, Years later, in a National
Women's Studies Association address, Davis
recalled this negation of her civil rights to
illustrate the political repression of women.
Examining the repressive legacy of continuing
verter disenfranchisement in the post-mavement
era, her speech cited the case of Julia Wilder and
Maggie Bozeman of the Black Belt of Alabama
who were convicted |n January 1982 of voter
fraud. Both women had “asstsied older people and
|

The search for human rights, mere (ar-
reaching than the electoral powers supposedly
guaranteed under the U.S, Constitution, fed
Angela Davig 1o the Black Panther Party. The
Black Panther logo of the Lowndes County,
Alabama, Freedom Democratic Party was
propelied mto the national spotlight in 1966 by
elevision broadcasts of a Greenwood,
Mississippt march where, with Martin Luther
King, Ir, in atendance, Student Monviolent
Coordinating Committee’s (SNCC) Stokely
Carmichael galvanized the black gathening io
chusst for “Black Power!™ It became the comtested
namesake for several organizations. Huey
MNewton's Black Panther Party for Self-Defense
emerged in Cakland, Califorsia in 1966 and laler
expanded into Los Angeles where Davis was 1
member of the Black Panther Political Pany. Al
the demands of Crakland's leadersbup for exclssive
claim o the tiile and SNCC national leadership
Carmichael and James Forman's suggestion, n
1967 Davis's Black Panther Political Parly
became “Los Angeles SNCC." The organization
ws short-lived. [n California, SNCC women ran
the office but men dominated as official
spokespersons and media figures. According (o
Davis, Los Angeles SNCC dissolved a5 a result
of women's refusal to sceepl the sexism and
masculinist posturing of male leadership. Other
factors leading 1o the demise of the organization
were SNCC's anti-Communism, and atienmpts by
the New York-hased natonal SNCC office (under
the leaderstup of H. Rap Brown, but over the
protests of Forman} to dictate policy te chaplers,
including an aborted stempt to merge with
Mewton's Panthers.,

Upon leaving the SNCC, Davis
simultaneously joined the Black Pamher Party
for Self-Defense and the Commanist Party, Her
relationship with the Black Panther Panty was
alwiys problematic. She describes her affiliation
with the Panther crganization as a “pesmanently
ambiguous status” that fuctoated between
“‘member” and “fellow-traveler’.” Active in

people who, as a result of the racist educat

system that is particularly acute in the South,
never managed to leam how to read and wnte
well enough to fill out a ballot , . . .
leonsequently] they were tried und convicted by
an all-white jury and sentenced o foar and five
years, respectively, in the state penitentiary, 13
With the de jure right 1o vote ireinforced by the
“second reconstruction” and the 1964 Voting
Taghis Act), the de facto aheogation of rights

g iy in charge of
political education in the West Side office (which
she heiped 1o open) and formulating political
education for the entire Los Angeles branch—
Diavis was always on the fringes of the Panthers’
internal comestations. Years later, she recalls
doubts about the Party's militartst postaring: “1
tharoughly respectsd the BPP's visible defiance
and principally suppored the right to self-defense
... 1 also found mysclf using funerals and

continued. Parsdoxically, as &
e definition of rights expanded (particularly for
e most dispossessed ) beyond that of civil rights
1o the more cicomipassing human rghts,

s 35 the most obvious signposis of the
passage of time. However, sensing ways in
whach this danger and chaos emanated not enly
froom the enemy outside, bot from the very cone
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of the Black Panther Party, I preferred to remain
uninformed about the organization’s inmer
operations," ¥ Part of the contradictions of
internal operations revelved around sexual
politics, The Black Panther Party as a
masculinist, radical nrganization operated in ways
that encouraged both males and females 1o
perceivie women “as objects of male sexual
desire.”V5 No matter how close A woman came
to approximating the contributions of the most
esteemed male leader, states Davis, the respect
granted a Panther woman, even those in high-
ranking leadership, conld and was “reversed with
the language and practice of fmale- or female
mitiated | sexual seduction.” Although some
African-American women in revolutionary
organizations “detested the oven sexism of male
leaders,” they also associated feminism with
middle-class white women: “In failing o
recognize the profoundly masculinist emphasis of
our own swruggles, we were all at risk. We ofien
ended up affirming hierarchies in the realm of
gender relations that we militantly challenged in
the area of race relations.”"® OF her romanticism
of the Panthers, Davis writes: *1 cannot deny the
auraction that the Panther representations of
Black militant masculinity held for me at a time
when precious few of os had begun thinking
about the politics of sexism and compulsory
heterosexuality.”17 The construction ol the
revolutionary, of the militant leader with
wansflormative agency for social justice, was
masculine: “Revolutionary practice was

conceived as g !
Party's imagined power was too often conflaed
with power over the means of violence, wielded
Both against the ‘enemy’ and in the ranks of the
Party itsell. This power was sexualized so that
wommen's place was always defined as unalterably
inferior. It articulated notions of revolutionary
democracy with gang-inspired, authoritarian
organizanonal principles. It sexvalized politics
and politicized sexuality in unconscious and
dangerous ways." 1% The Black Panther Party, as
"part of our historical memory” provides a
contested terrain, one often navigated with
biinders of romanticized or demonized
iconography,

The “confusion” prevalent in the black
liberation movement of the 1960s, typified by
the limitations of the Panther Party, was partly
tied to the urgency and immediacy of struggle in
which people attended funerals of stain activists
und"survivors attempted (o continue in their
commitments for radical social change despite
state repression, Altheugh the revolutionary
movement of that era was derailed, according 10
Davis, comemporary progressive or lefl

intéllectuals have “achieved a measure of heeidity,
based on those experiences . . . There is much
more extensive conseiousness of that dialectic
hetween the concrete work that we do, the
activist work, and the international context . . _ .
[the challenge is to make] the transition from
consciousness to action, from theory (o
practice.”t? In contradistinction to the
construction of the theorsst or philosopher as the
disengaged. nonactiviss, Davis adds, "while
theoretical work, el lectual work, is extremely
important, the work of te activist will determine
whether or net we will move 1o a new stage. . . .
everyone should learn how to become an activisi
an some level, in some way. Everyone who
considers herself or himself a pant of this overall
progressive movement must establish some kind
of organizational ties, and must definitely
participate in one or more movements. "2 For
Davis those organizational ties were decply
embedded in the CPUSA—at least until 1991,

The Communist Party

Innially Davis joined the CPUSA because of
her commitments to internationaliss struggle,
Like W.E.B. Du Bois, who after the Second
International War, incorporated Marxist theory
fnne his analyses of eppression, Davis felt that
hlack liberation was unobtainable without an
international workers’ movemeni againsi
capitalism, imperialism, and racism, Her
understanding that a mass liberation strupgle
needed o he class-hased in order to confront the
racist foundations of capitalism was strengthened
by a 1969 tip 1o Cuba, (In 1959, Cuba waged &
successful revolution against the LLS. -sponsored
Batista dictatorship, and in 1963 again
successfully defended itself against a US.-
spronsoned invasion, the Bay of Pigs). Joining the
Communist Party was also Davis’s response o
the deficiencies she found in the black liberation
movement's nationalism, According to Dawis,
black nati it i, African- Amer: by
emphasizing the collective African past and &
“black sesthenc.” but its dominant culiuralist
putlonk lacked comprehensive economic and
political analyses for black equality. and human
rights. In fact, in her view, nationalist ideology’s
construction of “race,” distilled from ccomomic,
gender, ethnic, and class considerations. erased
the connections between oppressed blacks, other
ractally marginalized peoples, and the
exploitation of white workers, The limitations of
cultwral nationalism in the 1960s led Davis, by
now a Marxist for over a decade, to other
ideologies such as those espoused by the Che-
Lumumba Club of southern California, one of
the CPUSA's few all-black collective, which
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conducted successiul campaigns aguinst police
executions and  repression  in black
neighborhoods. Davis found Che-Lumumba
unhampered by the reactionary gender and sexual
polinics undermining radical organizations such
as the West Coast Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee and the Black Panther
Party. The BPP remains the national
politicaliculiural symbol for black militancy and
resistance.

Having joined the Communist Party in 1968,
for twenty-three years of active leadership, she
served on the Party's Central Commitice and
twice ran for Vice President on its national
ticket, In 1991, secking with other long-time
party members o democratize the internal life of
the CPUSA, Davis and approximately cight
Iwindred activisis and inteliectals formulated,
signed, and disseminated an inernal document,
“The Initistive to Unite and Renew the Pany,”
designed 1o open avenoes of debate. During the
elections that followed, Communist Party leaders
who signed the paper were refused placement on
the official slate. Consequently, none of the
“Initiative” signatories were re-elected 1o national
office. Later that year, along with most of the
eight hundred, including leaders such as Charlens
Mitchell, Herbert Aptheker, and James Tackson,
Davis left the Communist Party, The following
year, at a Berkeley, California conference, the
reformers created  the Commitiges  of
Correspondenge (CoCl, on whose Mational
Coordinating Conumitiee Divis brictly served.

What constituted liberaben praxis in the
radical and revolutionary movements and
mements of previous decades, and what
constitutes it wday, when both the Black Panther
Party and the Communist Party are considesed
amachronistic? In g 1997 course at the University
of California a1 Berkeley, discussing the
distinctions between radical and revelutionary
polites, and intelectual critique and political
engagetent, avis recounted how hlack militant
activists would define “radicals” a5 bousgenis
whites who had political ertigues and inteliectual
commitments g opposing racism and ecomonii
explottution bt litle experientinl confrontation
with the state. “Revolutionaries,” on the other
hand, were those whose philosophical 1deals
about 3 just sociely and democratic siate
minifested in their risk-taking political acls
4pUinst ppressive stile apparuluses, A younger
Davis had offered insights 10t revolutionary
liberation praxis in the 1970 LIFE Magazine
profile published while she was underground.
LIFE*s cover superimposed the caption “The
Making of a Fugitive” over her photograph,
while the leature article reprinted the [ollowing

quate taken from one of Divis's speeches for the
Soledad Brothers:

Liberation is synonymous with
revolution . . . A revolution is
not just armed strugghe, 1's not
just the period in which you can
take ower. A revolution has a very,
very long spectrum . . . . Che
made the very important point that
the society you're goirg o b
i already reflected in the nature of
the struggle that you're carrying
out. And ome of the most
important things in relationship 10
thit is the huilding of & collective
spirit. geting away from this
individualistic orientation towards
personal salvation, personal
invelvement. . . . One of the most
important things that has to he
done in the process of carrying oul
a revolutionary struggle is 1o
merge those two diflerent levels,
o merge the personal with the
political where they're 0o longer
separate !

Davis’s political work and personal e, asa
revelulionary, within organizalions such as the
Communist Party and the Black Pamher Pany
made her vulnerable w oattacks by university
administrations, While a gradoate student in
philosophy al the University of California-San
Do, her first major pelitical project wis o
nm‘pugu on bghalf of a young African- American
Nuvy eolisted man who faced court-martial
charges during the Vietnam War for having
wirenlated o petition aceusing President Lyndon
Basnes Johnson of racist policies. Working in
this campuign as a member of the Black Seudent
Alliance, in 1967068, she met Elaine Brows,
wh like Davis, later joined she Panthers {Brown
ulsr served as Chatenan of the Black Pasther
Party). 22 By 1969, a5 a new assistant prolessor
in philosophy at the Uni y of Calif Los
Angeles (DCLAY, Davis was recognized {n the
university system as @ radical antiracis
Communist, Although it had oo formal pemise
measures W oust antieacists (45 did schouls in the
South which croninalized membership i the
National Assecipion for the Advancement ol
Colored People), U university sdministration
codilied persecution of communists, In 1949, in
the advent ol MeCarthyism, the University ol
Califirnes Regents had passed o bylaw binning
the hinag of communists, Tweniy years laer, it
terminated Davis's comtrset ander the lesdership
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of then California Governor Ronald Reagan—
wha as head of Hollywood's Screen Actors Guild
had provided the FBI with names of film
artist/artisans suspected of “communist
leamngs” (Today, the Regents continue 1o
denounce Davis, an influential scademic and
Professor of History of Conscioustess at the
Umersdly of California at Santa Cruz, as they

iz past liberation in order 1o
oppose contemporary progressivism 23 While
defending her right to each, Davis began
organizing 3 mass defense for the Soledad
Brothers—Grorge Fackson, Fleeta Drumgo, and
John  Clutchene, three African-American
prisoners falsely charged with killing a prison
guard in Janoary 1970 (and acquitted of those
charges in 1972). All three were leaders in the
stare’s prisoners’ rights movement. Through the
Soledad Brothers' Defense Commitiee she met
George Jackson, who was a prison imellectual,
liberation theorist, and author of Blood in My
Eye and Soledad Brother: The Pricon
Letters of George Jackson T4 AU the age
of eighteen, Jackson had been sentenced (o an
indeterminate senience of one-year to life for
driving a car invelved i o gas-station robbery
which netted $T0. Jackson, who had served ten
years al the time Davis visited him in prison,
maintained that he was unaware of his
scquaintance’s robbery as he sat in the car. On
Auwgust 1, 1971, at the age of thiny, this
Soledad prison leader and Minister for the Black
Panther Party was shot and killed by a guarnd, in
whal many activisis viewed as a political
ASSASSINALON.

The People of the State of California
vs. Angela Y. Davis

Belore Davis met Jackson, she became friends
with his family---—-mother, Georgia, sisters,
Penny and Framces, and sevenicen-year-old
brother, Jonathan, who eventually became one of
her bodyguards. The activisi-academic received
multiple death threats daily, Campus police
provided some measure of prolection as she
taught classes and met with students; friends and
co-activisis provided off-campus security, often
with guns legally purchased by the twenty- ~5ix-
year old assaatnnl prnl‘mm and kept in her
blicize state abuses

egam_ﬂ the Soledad Bmlhers and dehumanizing
prison conditions, in August 1970, Jonathan
Tuckson, part of Davis's security, carried the guns
into & courtroom. in Northern California’s Marin
Cqunty, and, with three prisoners, James
McClain, William Christmas, and Ruchelle
MeGee, wok the judge, district attorney, and
some members of the jury hostage. The high

school student and inmates brought the hostages
to o van in the parking 1ot San Quentn guards
fired om the parked vehicle, killing Judge Haley,
Jonathan Jackson, and  prisoners McClain and
Christmas, and seriously wounding the District
Attorney, several jurors, and prisoner McGee
who later hecame Davis's codefendant. 25
Although she was 1ot in Northern California at
the time, hecause the guns were registered in her
name. Davis was designated by police 25 an
accomplice, In that era of COINTELPRO—the
FRI's counterinielligence program to destabilize
the civil rights and black freedom movements—
police or federal agents killed or assassinated over
twenty black radicals in the Black Panther Par-
1y.2® Rather than turn herself into the
authorities, Davis went underground and for two
months was on the Federal Burcau of
Investigation's “Ten Most Wanted List.” She
was capiured in Manhattan on October 13, 1970,
Om January 5. 1971, in the case The People
of the State of California vs, Angela
Y. Davis, the siate arraigned Angela Davis in a
small Marin County Courtroom on charges of
murder, 27 kidnapping, and conspiracy.
Circulating Diavis's opening defense statement
for the trial, University of California activist-
scademics published “Frame Up," a March 29,
1972, pamphlet which argues that Davis was
prosecuted because of her effective leadership in
maohilizing African-Americans o supporl
pelitical prisoners: Black support for the Soledad
Brothers, they argued, created a public defense
which inhibited the state’s efforts to “eliminate”
the Brothers and derail a radical movement,
Throughout 1971, various judges denied more
than 30 pre-trial motions made by the defense
counsel. Responding to the defense team’s
madion for a change of venue—the defense hoped
that the trial would be moved 1o the more racially
mixed Alarmeda county—the state moved the case
to Santa Clara County, guarasieeing the
likelibood of an all-white, conservative jury.
Neveriheless, the case was closely monitored hy
activists and intellectuals who petitioned for o
fair trial. California Assistant Attorney General
Albert Harris. who was specially appointed 1o
prosecute Davis, would later complain about the
“imternational conspiracy Lo free the defendant™
when Santa Clara County jail suthoritics were
floaded with calls, telegrams, and letters from all
over the world protesting the conditions under
which Davis was housed. President Richard
Nixon, Attorney General John Mitchell, FBI
Director J. Edgar Hoover (architect of the illegal
and  wviolent  counterrevolutionary
COINTELPROY), and Governor Reagan were also
deluped with millions of pieces of mail objecting

Abafazi Full/Winter

to inadeguate resources hampering Davis's
delense team.

‘The trial took place in a time of inlense
government repression of radicals and
revolutionaries that included the use of stale
juries 10 tie up black activists in court on
falsified criminal charges or to falsely incarcerale
them 2% Expos'es on COINTELPRO, slate
malfsa.sx.m:g and fimsy evidence, coupled with

i and ions 1o end

repressive policing and judiciaries, led juries o
throw oul cases or rule in favor of activists, In
Mew Haven, New York, New Orleans, Los
Angeles, San Francisco, Denver, and Detroit,
Juries exomerawed defendants such as the
Harrisburg 7, Erika Huggios and Bobby Seale,
the New York 21, and Huey Newton. Tn fact, at
the time of Davis's trial, jurors i a San Rafacl
court scquitted the Soledad Brothers of all charges
(George Jackson did not live te see his
ing the

counsel, preparing her defense with movement
attorneys, Davis also managed to produce
scholarly literature while incarcerated, For
instance, “Political Prisoners and Black
Liberation™ was writlen in prison and first
appeared in [f They Come in the Marning:
Voices of Resistamee, an anthology ol
essays—also edited by Davis in her cell—by
U8 radicals and political prisoners such as
respectively. Betting Aptheker and Huey Newton.
This essay is perhaps the first authored by an
African-American woman within the genre of
prison literature of the contemporary black
fiberation movement, a genre which emerged in
1955, with Martin Luther King Ir."s “Letter from
Birmingham Jail." In 1971, Davis wrote that
“the entire apparatus of the bourgeois democratic
state, especially its judicial system and ils
prisons, is disintegrating, The judicial and prison
systems are to be increasingly defined as
2 Ticiutridiad A

exoneraticn ), with some jurors
defendants after the reading of the verdict. In
Fehruary 1972, the state Supreme Court—afier
ml.cnsc and lengthy lobbying by activisis ahout

ing prison conditions and judicial
racism i senlencing—aholished the death
penalty it California #* This decision facilitated
Davis's release on bail. Yel. bail was granted
only aftes she had spent sixteen months in prison
and activasts had effectively mobilized a massive,
(imerinational protest, mundating the tal judge
with demands for immediate bail including a
telegram signed by all thirteen U.§,
Congressmen wha were members of the
Congressional Black Cawscus. On February 23,
1971, noting the magnimde of the public
demands, the presiding judge granted bail, Given
that her release undermined the presumplion of
il which had been propogated in most media,
prosccutors sought, and were denled. a delay in
the wrial proceedings. The trial progressed
throughout 1971 and into the following year.
Like the Soledad Brothers, Angela Yvonne Davis
wwas acquitted of all charges when the trial ended
ina “not guilty” verdice on June 4, 1972,

The Writings of Angela Davis
{1969 - present)

The writien work of Angela Davis can be
divided (ot four areas; prison and human rights;
intersectional analysis of Marxism, feminism,
and amtirzcism; aesthetics and popular culture;
and inferviews ob organizing,

Her autobiography recounts the conditions
under which she was held while awaiting trial,
describing the prison environment and key
moments leading to the trial. Despite adverse
conditions white in prison, she served as co-

which may be successfully resisted but which are
moge and more impervious to o meaningful
reform "3 Two years earlier, teaching in
UCLA's philosophy department, she designed the
course “Recurring Philosophical Themes in
Black Literature” as s corrcctive (@ Lhe
department’s lack of classes on black philosephy
and as a wvehicle to encourage philosophical
reflecuions on black enslavement and freedom
Collecting her 196% philosophy lectures on the
Hegelian dialectic and the sluve-turned-
abolitionist Frederick Douglass, the New York-
based Commitiee (0 Free Angela Davis printed
them as the pamphiel Lectures  on
Liberation in 1971 Later edued into
“Unfinished Lectares on Liberation,” this hecame
her first published theoretical plece, appearing in
the groundbreaking anthology on African-
American_philosophy, Philasophy Born of
Struggle 31 Davis's analysis of enslavement
and freedom, developed prior to her own
imcarceration, proves relevant to both the
postbellum and postmodern US. where law
codifies slavery. The Thirteenth Amendment o
the 10.8. Constitution legalizes “involuntary
servitude” within penal institutions, while ULS,
politics and social racism creale a racialist legal
system and sentencing disparity so that the
majority of the incarcerated are Afncan-Amencan,
Chicano Lating, and Native Amenican, The desire
for freedom on the part of the enslaved in the
nineteenth-century reflects the rights—or
abrogation of rights—aof those incarcerated in the
iwenticth (and twenty-first) century, In “From the
Prison of Slavery to the Slavery of Prison:
Frederick Douglass and the Convict Lease
System,” Davis discusses how “blackiess (s
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ieotogically linked to criminality in ways that
are more complicated and pernicious than
Dhougl could have imagined,” 1n addition
1 her analysis of Douglass's work, writing
about the racialization of crime in “Racialized
Punishment and Prison Aholition,” she provides
a critique of Michel Foucaull's Diseipline and
Punish: The Birth of the Privon??
Davis's analysis of contemporary imprisonment
in “Race and Criminalization: Black Americans
and me Punishment Iminmy s detatls :hc
and .

Lok curious turns:34 (middle-class) white
women struggled with learned passivity and a
hyper-femininity; black women were castigated
for being (oo assertive and aggressive, or nol
feminine (passive) enough. For Davis, the work
of radical black women and antiracist white
women altered the nature of feminist theory and
feminist practice, expanding praxes and
idenlogies, and leading to differentiations of
feminisms. Feminists seeking “te open the
exccutive sultes of the corporatichs Lo women,

of the fact that these Corposaiions are

and militarism and industrialism within pnf-olns
Arguing for a new “abolitionism,” she writes
ihat raising “the possibility of abolishing jails
and prisons as the institutionalized and
normalized means of addressing soctal problems
in an era of migrating corporations,

1 and bic und ©
public services, from health care to

exploiting people” present an alien gender
politics, writes Davis, who maintaims that when
women “oppressed nol only by virtue of their
gender but by virtue of their class and their race
win viclories for themselves, then other women
will m:vimhly reap the benefits of these
victories”; asserting the valse of Marxism [or

she conti “it is possible 0 be a

can hopelully help 1o interrupt the current law-
and-order discourse that has such a grip on the
collective imagination, facilitased as it is by deep
and hidden influences of racism."

In the intersectional analyses of Marxism,
sntiracism, and feminism, exists the body of
work for which Davis is best known. Activist
women's contributions to Marxism and
communism are often easily overlooked,
sccording 10 Davis, In the developmen of
communist theories and practice, one finds the
intersections of Marxist, antiracist, and feminist
praxes. Citing women such as Lucy Gonzales
Parsons and Claudia Jones, Dravis motes that
many wotnen who devoted their lives 1o
arganizing for a revolutionary, socialist society
peoduced neither theoretical nor autobiographical
writings. In the absence of such writings, their
mL:Ilccuul nml polimal agency has often

e, The

ot and ru,ngnttlon for the contributions s of radical
female activists characterizes much of Davis's
wirk.

Her writings also examine the contradictions
and contributions of contemporary women to
radical and feminist politics. For instance, she
asserts that the feminist movement of the 19608
and 19708 held little attraction for black female
militants and other progressive Chicana, Puerto
Rican, Asian- and Native American women,
despite the gender Illerar\.hies within their
respective antiracist or nati

Marxist, emphasize the central role of the
working class, but at the same time participate in
the effort o win liberation for all women, 3 A
theary that accepls the overlapping interests of
differcnt groups reflects the preseot range of
social and political repression, Drawing on the
intersections of racist, sexist, and heterosexist
repression, Davis contends that sexism has &
“racist component which affects not only women
of color but white women as well. Ko-Klux-
Klan-instigated violence against Black people
incites, for example, wiolence agalnst women
who atempt to use the services of ahodtion
clinics. Low wages for women of colour
establishes a standard which leads to low wages
for while women, So that white women are the
victims of any upsurge in racism."*® For Davis,
il is “not coincidental that the same forces”
attacking “ahortion clinics and their personncl
have also tried to prevent integrated schools,”
Likewise, decrying the lack of a mass clrun w
challenge h hohia, and the °) ton” of
the gay and Ieubqan political movements, Davis
writes that the roots of homophobia are
imenwined with the roots of racism, sexism,
and economic exploitation. Reactionary

1l Is and activists, including extremisis,
have pumou:d violence against gays and
leshians, and & “fraudulent analysis holding
homosexuals responsible for the so-called
breakdown of the family." Linking the repression

(she notes exceptions, citing the Black o Third
World Women's Allisnce which grew out of
SNEC chapters on the east coast o [ocus on 4
iripartite struggle against racism, sexism and
imperialism), In the nascent movemenis, the
hifurcation of antiracist and antisexisi struggles

10

of uals” lity and that of their gay,
leshian, bi- and transgender counterpans, Davis
maintaing that facism has played a central role i
creating the repressive sexudl environment 37
Describing how African-American wumen §
wark in hlack lik ar,

a form of feminist consciousness-raising, she
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marks the developing feminisms that presented
an alternative to the women's circles in the
emerging (white) feminist movement: “Black
women and women of colour were making
important contributions o the effort to elevate
people’s consciousness about the impact of
sexism. While we didn't define ourselves as
women's liberationists, we were in fact fighting
for our right [0 make equal contributions (o the
fight against racism*® Making an equal
comtribution often entailed umfronnng lh:
sexism both within the

crentures thal oppressed or emasculated black
males. Semstor Daniel Moynihan's 1963
government report, The Negro Family - A
Case for National Action, codified ihis
image as it porrayed black mothers as matriwrchs
who pathologized the black family through their
subwession of gender roles, Davis's critigue of the
Moynikan  Report addresses  labos
exploitation of black women and men in the
community of slaves. Responding 1o the
pervasive depiction of black women as

ineering matriarchs, Davis offers one of the

0 literanure and academic dls«:nulsc ahaut black
women.

Davis's leadership in the Soledad Brothers'
Defense Committee led (o correspondeace with
George Jackson whose letters included analyses
of the social function of prisons, but also &
pender politics antithetical to liberation praxis,
According (o Dawvis, “He seemed to have
tnternalized the notions of Black women as
domineesing matriarchs, as castrating females,
matiens associated with the Moynihan Report, 1
could detect this in the comments he made in his
letkers, especially comments about  his
modher.™ To challenge Jackson's perspective.
she began investigating the role of Affrican-
American females during slavery; her response o
Jackson eventually developed into the cssay,
“Reflections on the Black Woman's Role in the
Community of Slaves™® At the ime, linle
had been writien on enslaved black women from
& feminist perspective, As an inmate, Davis was
able 10 research this article only with great
difficulty, oblaining books by stating that they
were pertinent to her case: 1 informed the jail
authorities that 1 had the right o whatever
litesature 1 needed for the preparation of my
defense. In a larger sense this research really
was very helpful (or the preparation of my
defense tmcaua: in my trial | focused a great ﬂ:d]
on the mi of the p

carliest analyses on the intersections of racism,
sexism, and capitalism within the slave economy
and one of the eardiest essays on antiracisl
feminist theory comextualized in the black
experience in the Amvericas. She also provides &
corrective (o biased historiography (hal
marginalizes or caricalures the realities of
eeslaved women. Exploeing the concept that
equal explotation tended to disrupt gender
Migrarchies for black women and men, the essay
challenges not only common misperceptions of
Dlack female life under slavery, but the manner in
which hisiorical stereotypes shape coniemporary
perspectives and scholarship, Precisely because it
demysiified historical stergotypical images of
goslaved black women and emphasized the
historical specificity of women in struggle and
resistance, “Reflections of the Black Woman's
Role in the Cornm\mny of Slaves™ 'hr.came .1
widely ci d piece of I

within feministblack studies, The essay,
authored in prisen, was significantly shaped by
Dn\-uss encounters with sexism in her political

Umqw 0 mainstream femiiist thought of the
early 1970s (and still somewhat of a novelty in
postmodern feminism) were analyses ol the
lnw‘m:um of racist and sexual-sexisl violence.

2 the and inler 1
Appearinces of sexism and racism, and by

case. The lhwrell.n] work T did on Black wumeu
sceually assisted me to develop a strategy for my
own defense.” 41 Sexist imagery was a piltar in
Prosecutor Harris’s March 27, 1971, opening
argument which ﬂ:pmled Davis a5 a “student of
violence', the ‘woman of uscontrellable
passions’, the vicious conspirator blinded by
Towe. 42

In her essay on the black woman's role in
slavery, Davis traces the thesis of black
matriarchy (o varions theories, including E.
Franklin Fraziers writings in the 1930s, that
argue that black women “remained the only real
vestige of family life” becanse slavery had
destroyed the Mlack family and consequently
created hyhrid black women, overwhelming

sexual and racist violence, Dhavis's
early work presented a critique of feminist theory
that crased racist violence, and antiracist theory
Lhat masked sexist violence. Accounting for the
role of class in ragial-sexual violence, she
constructs the critique presented in “Rape,
Racism, and the Capitalist Setting,”™** which
first appearcd in The Black Scholar's 1978
special issue on “The Black Woman.” Likewise,
“Violence Against Women and the Ongoing
Challenge to Racism,"¥4 issued as & 1985
pamphiet by Kitchen Table Press, a New York-
based African-American women's press,
investigates the function of racist and sexist
violence in a racialized, patriarchal society.
Nowhere were the intersections of race and gender
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so volutile as in the anlirape movemen within
the Women's Liberation Movement, which in the
late sixnes or early seventies tended 1o represent
rape gnly a5 a gender issue of male dominance of
females, ignoring the impact of race and class on
state prosecution and “protection.” As Davis
moles, the black community hore the brunt of
white women's demands for more police and
longer peison sentences, In the early days of the
feminist movement. the disparity of perspectives
promised few possibilities [or coalitions between
hlack and white women. Yet they did coalesce,
for instance in anvirape/anliracist organizing
around the 1975 Joanne Litde case, “Jounne
Linle: The Dialectics of Rape™® reflects on the
North Carolina case of the young black womman
incarcerated for petty theft who in 1972 killed the
white prisen guard who was raping her, The
Little case highlighted the intersections of racial-
sexual vielence, and the role of the state in such
violence, Lintle’s act of self-defense, and
subsequent ight, led o charges of murder and 4
“shoot to kill" edict from authorities. Her
exifadition from New York and suhsequent trisl
in Morth Caroltna were marked by effectave mass
mohilization and a legal delense which led to her
acquittal. After the trial. according to Davis,
Little issued a call for women who had supporied
her to organize around the Florda case of a
young black. man [rsudulently charged with
raping a white woman, yet most white feminist
groups imtally refused (some later changed their
pusition) Lo assist in o delénse commitlee for an
accused rapist The possibilities of muliiracial
women's alliances against vielence are a
recurring theme i Davis’s discourse on reedom.

The issues of women's cmancipation are tied
mat enly to countering violence hut also

cconomic exploitation.  Expl of

soclal upis, and national and intersational
economies. However, the select group licensed o
perform this labor may remain alienated given
hat the repetitive and isolated nawre of the work
is nol necessarily altered through higher wages..
Another form of women's unpaid labor adiressed
by Davis is that of hiological reproduction. In
“Outeast Mothers and Surrogates: Racism and
Reproductive Politics in the Nineties,"* she
discugses the medicsl ethics, health hazards, and
social stigmatism associated with black women’s
fertility and reproduction in the late twentieth
century. “Black Women and the Academy,™?
also ritses the issucs of women's rights, this
time, in connection with representation and
education, and their responsibilitics as cducaturs
with respect 1o social justice struggles.

Conclusion

Davis chronicles progressive movements in
philosophy and radical pelitics, emphasizing
prison intellectualism, Marxism, antiracism, und
feminism, cullural swdies and activism. Her
wiork mirrors and documents intersectionality in
the phenomenal critiques and confrontations {and
the countervailing (orce of state repression) that
flared at the height of revolutionary struggles in
the 1.5, only io mutateé and evestoally become
muted in propeessive academic writings,
Transformative Amenican intellectualism and
political culiure can be marked, and in. some
ways Mesisured, by Davis's inegrative analyses.
of capitalism, racism, sexual oppression and the
commodification of (black) political cultwre,
These themes ¢ iz the human it
as bound by repression and resistance, reflecting
the desire and demand for human freedom.
Challenging mainstream analytical and political
=

women's freedom or liheration appear in
“Women and Capitalism: Dialectics of
Oppression and Liberation.” ¥ Exploitation i
the workforce conpled with exploitation in
nonwaged labor or reproductive labor for the
houschold is the focus of “The Approaching
Obsolescence of Housework: A Working Class
Perspective™T which formulates a straegy for
the reconstruction of domestic labos, based in
part on the ltafian leminist movement's “Wages
for Housework,"” which was influential in Europe
in the 1970s. Davis™s economic proposal for the
liberation of women from domestic labor
exploitation argued for restruciuring domestic
work s government-subsidized wage labor; this
suggests that the deprivatization of labor coupled
with attractive salaries and generous benefits
liberates domestic work from its debased status as
women's “free’’ contribution o familial and

1o (Huminate a doorwsy in liberation
praxis, her analyses have deeply influenced
democranc theory and political struggles. Even
for these readers who primanly know Angela
Davis as a revolutionary of the lute 19605 and
early 1970s (or as & political icon for militam
activism ), she has gready expanded the scope of
social philosophy and  political theory.
Progressive thinkers expancing Lhe horders of
critical theory and the boundaries of justice
struggles will invariably find their thought
infuenced by, and in no small measure indebted
1o, the liberanon legacy which Angela Y, Davis
emhbodies.
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Editor*s note: In regard o terminology and
points of style, we lowercase "black” and
hyphenate " African- American,” If these derms are.
within guotes, we retain the wriler's usage of
them.



