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Before the world knew what intersectionality was, the scholar, writer and activist was living

it, arguing not just for Black liberation, but for the rights of women and queer and

transgender people as well.

By Nelson George Photographs by John Edmonds
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Angela Davis, photographed outside her home in Oakland, Calif., on July 25, 2020. John

Edmonds

THERE’S A WALL on Throop Avenue in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, that is painted with a

mural of Black icons. It begins with Bob Marley and Haile Selassie before going on to include

Martin Luther King Jr., Betty Shabazz (Betty X) and Nelson Mandela. The last portrait is of

Angela Yvonne Davis — scholar, activist and the only surviving hero of the global African

diaspora. Davis’s image is painted from a photograph taken in the early ’70s, when she

became a symbol of the struggle for Black liberation, anticapitalism and feminism. It’s a

powerful portrait — she is wearing her hair in a round, black Afro, her hand curled as if she’s

making a rhetorical point. Her expression is pensive, intelligent, challenging.
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For the mural’s context, we have to return to the fall of 1969, when Davis, then an assistant

professor in the philosophy department at the University of California, Los Angeles, was fired

at the beginning of the school year for her membership in the Communist Party, and then,

after a court ruled the termination illegal, fired again nine months later for using

“inflammatory rhetoric” in public speeches. She had recently become close to a trio of Black

inmates nicknamed the Soledad Brothers (after the California prison in which they were

held) who had been charged with the murder of a white prison guard in January 1970. One,

George Jackson, was an activist and writer whom Davis befriended upon joining a committee

challenging the charges. In August 1970 — after Jackson’s younger brother, Jonathan, used

firearms registered to Davis in a takeover of a Marin County courthouse that left four people

dead — Davis immediately came under suspicion. In the aftermath of that bloody event, she

was charged with three capital offenses, including murder.

Angela Davis included in a mural in Brooklyn, N.Y., along with Martin Luther King Jr. and

Nelson Mandela. Nicholas Calcott
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Shola Lynch’s “Free Angela and All Political Prisoners,” which was executive produced by

Jay-Z, Will Smith, Jada Pinkett Smith and James Lassiter, premiered at the Toronto

International Film Festival. All of these projects have celebrated, even fetishized, that brief,

electric period in Davis’s life.

In the ’70s, before the world fully understood who Davis was, they knew her face. She
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sexualization of Black men as threats to white women — had never been very vital to the

mainstream feminist agenda. These are problems Davis identified when she was trying to

grow support for 
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influential U.S.-based protest movement in generations, which was founded by three Black

women — Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors and Opal Tometi — all of whom have prevented a cult

of personality developing around themselves. “Inevitably,” says Davis, “when one asks who is

the leader of this movement, one imagines a charismatic male figure: the Martin Luther

Kings, the Malcolm Xs, the Marcus Garveys. All of these men have made absolutely

important contributions, but we can also work with other models of leadership that are

rooted in our struggles of the past.”

As she reminds us, women have always been central to the history of American protest. She

cites the 1955 to ’56 Montgomery bus boycott, which ignited the civil rights movement. Aside

from Rosa Parks, whose arrest for refusing to give up her seat to a white man on a bus in

Montgomery, Ala., was the inciting action, the activist E.D. Nixon, former president of the

local branch of the N.A.A.C.P., and the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. are most often named as

the boycott’s leaders. Yet “[the boycott] took place because Black women — domestic workers

— had the collective imagination to believe that it was possible to change the world, and they

were the ones who refused to ride the bus,” Davis says. “The collective leadership we see

today dates back to the unacknowledged work of Rosa Parks and Ella Baker and many others,

who did so much to create the basis for radical movements against racism.”

An Angela Davis-inspired poster is displayed above the entrance to the Seattle Police

Department’s East Precinct, vacated June 8, 2020. Jason Redmond/Agence France-

Presse/Getty Images

But the Montgomery bus boycott is not simply a historical reference for Davis. She grew up in

Alabama, in nearby Birmingham, in a neighborhood called Dynamite Hill because of the

racist bomb attacks on the homes of middle-class Black residents there. Two of the four

young girls who were murdered in the 1963 16th Street Baptist Church bombing by members

of the Ku Klux Klan lived near the Davis family home.

But the Davises were not intimidated. Her parents — Sallye, a schoolteacher, and Frank, a

former teacher who owned a service station — made sure Angela, the eldest, her sister, Fania,

and her brothers, Ben and Reggie, had a well-rounded childhood that included spending time

on their uncle’s dhf㭠ՠMѰҰ䬀䠀䰀唀̀on th�
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