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Afro Images: Politics,
Fashion, and Nostalgia

N Not long ago I attended a performance in San Francisco by women pres-
3 tly or formerly incarcerated in the County Jail, in collaboration with Bay
ea women performance artists. After the show, I went backstage to the
een room,” where the women inmates, guarded by deputy sheriffs
tioned outside the door, were celebrating with their families and friends.
ving worked with some of the women at the jail, I wanted to congratulate
em on the show. One woman introduced me to her brother, who at first
esponded to my name with a blank stare. The woman admonished him:
j ou don’t know who Angela Davis is?! You should be ashamed.” Sud-
ly a flicker of recognition flashed across his face. “Oh,” he said, “Angela
avis — the Afro.”
- Such responses I find, are hardly exceptional, and it is both humiliating
d humbling to discover that a single generation after the events that
onstructed me as a public personality, I am remembered as a hairdo. It is
humiliating because it reduces a politics of liberation to a politics of fashion;
‘:"is humbling because such encounters with the younger generation dem-
onstrate the fragility and mutability of historical images, particularly those
issociated with African-American history. This encounter with the young
an who identified me as “the Afro” reminded me of a recent article in the
New York Times Magazine that listed me as one of the fifty most influential
fashion (read: hairstyle) trendsetters over the last century.' I continue to
‘; nd it ironic that the popularity of the “Afro” is attributed to me, when, in
ality, I was emulating a whole host of women, both public figures and
omen I encountered in my daily life, when I began to wear my hair natural
the late sixties.
But it is not merely the reduction of historical politics to contemporary
shion that infuriates me. Especially disconcerting is the fact that the
tinction of being known as “the Afro” is largely a result of a particular
economy of journalistic images of black women in which mine is one of the
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relatively few that has survived the last two decades. Or perhaps the very
segregation of those photographic images caused mine to enter into th
then dominant journalistic culture precisely by virtue of my presumed
“criminality.” In any case, it has survived, disconnected from the historic
context in which it arose, as fashion. Most young African Americans whg
are familiar with my name and twenty-five-year-old image have encoun:
tered photographs and film/video clips largely in music videos, and in black
history montages in popular books and magazines. Within the interpretive
context in which they learn to situate these photographs, the most salient
element of the image is the hairstyle, understood less as a political stat
ment than as fashion.

The unprecedented contemporary circulation of photographic and ﬁlmxf
images of African Americans has multiple and contradictory implications
On the one hand, it holds the promise of visual memory of older ang
departed generations, of both well-known figures and people who may n
have achieved public prominence. However, there is also the danger that
this historical memory may become ahistorical and apolitical. “Photographs
are relics of the past,” John Berger has written. They are “traces of what h 18
happened. If the living take that past upon themselves, if the past becom
an integral part of the process of people making their own history, then
photographs would acquire a living context, they would continue to exist :
time, instead of being arrested moments.””

In the past, I have been rather reluctant to reflect in more than a casual
way on the power of the visual images by which I was represented during th
period of my trial. Perhaps this is due to my unwillingness to confront tho
images as having to some extent structured my experiences during that era
The recent recycling of some of these images in contexts that privilege th
“Afro” as fashion — revolutionary glamor — has led me to reconsider them
both in the historical context in which they were first produced (and
which I first experienced them) and within the “historical” context in whi
they often are presented today as “arrested moments.”

In September 1969, the University of California Regents fired me fro
my post in the philosophy department at UCLA because of my member-
ship in the Communist Party. The following summer, charges of murder,
kidnapping, and conspiracy were brought against me in connection with
my activities on behalf of George Jackson and the Soledad Brothers.
circulation of various photographic images of me — taken by journalist
undercover policemen, and movement activists — played a major role
both the mobilization of public opinion against me and the development
the campaign that was ultimately responsible for my acquittal.

Twenty-five years later, many of these photographs are being recycled:
and recontextualized in ways that are at once exciting and disturbing. With
the first public circulation of my photographs, I was intensely aware of the
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invasive and transformative power of the camera and of the ideological
contextualization of my images, which left me with little or no agency. On
~ the one hand I was portrayed as a conspiratorial and monstrous Com-
munist (i.e., anti-American) whose unruly natural hairdo symbolized black
militancy (i.e., anti-whiteness). Some of the first hate mail I received tended
to collapse “Russia” and “Africa.” I was told to “go back to Russia” and
often in the same sentence (in connection with a reference to my hair) to
“go back to Africa.” On the other hand, sympathetic portrayals tended to
~ interpret the image — almost inevitably one with my mouth wide open — as
'\ that of a charismatic and raucous revolutionary ready to lead the masses
into battle. Since I considered myself neither monstrous nor charismatic, I
»ﬁfelt fundamentally betrayed on both accounts: violated on the first account,
and deficient on the second.

When I was fired by the UC Regents in 1969, an assortment of photo-
graphs appeared throughout that year in various newspapers and magazines
d on television. However, it was not until felony charges were brought
against me in connection with the Marin County shootout that the photo-
aphs became what Susan Sontag has called a part of “the general furni-
e of the environment.”” As such, they truly began to frighten me. A cycle
f terror was initiated by the decision of the FBI to declare me one of the
country’s ten most-wanted criminals. Although I had been underground
for over a month before I actually saw the photographs the FBI had decided
use on the poster, I had to picture how they might portray me as I
attempted to create for myself an appearance that would be markedly
erent from the one defined as armed and dangerous. The props I used
sisted of a wig with straight black hair, long false lashes, and more
eshadow, liner, and blush than I had ever before imagined wearing in
blic. Never having seriously attempted to present myself as glamorous, it
emed to me that glamor was the only look that might annul the likelihood
‘being perceived as a revolutionary. It never could have occurred to me
at the same “revolutionary” image I then sought to camouflage with
mor would be turned, a generation later, into glamor and nostalgia.
After the FBI poster was put on display in post offices, other government
uildings, and on the television program The FBI, Life magazine came out
with a provocative issue featuring a cover story on me. Illustrated by
otographs from my childhood years through the UCLA firing, the article
obed the reasons for my supposedly abandoning a sure trajectory toward
fillment of the middle-class American dream in order to lead the unpre-
lictable life of a “black revolutionary.” Considering the vast circulation of
this pictorial magazine,* I experienced something akin to what Barthes was
ferring to when he wrote “I feel that the Photograph creates my body or
mortifies it according to its caprice (apology of this mortiferous power
ain Communards paid with their lives for their willingness or even their
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eagerness to pose on the barricades: defeated, they were recognized
Thiers’s police and shot, almost every one).”” The life-size headshot on t
cover of the magazine would be seen by as many people if not more,
the much smaller portraits on the FBI poster. Having confronted my ows
image in the store where I purchased the magazine I was convinced
FBI chief J. Edgar Hoover had conspired in the appearance of that cover
story. More than anything else it seemed to me to be a magnification
elaboration of the WANTED poster. Moreover the text of the story gave
rather convincing explanation as to why the pictures should be associat
with arms and danger.

The photograph on the cover of my autobiography,® published in 1
was taken by the renowned photographer Phillipe Halsman. When
entered his studio with Toni Morrison, who was my editor, the first qu.
tion he asked us was whether we had brought the black leather jacket. H
assumed, it turned out, that he was to recreate with his camera a symbolic
visual representation of black militancy: leather jacket (uniform of the Blac
Panther Party), Afro hairdo and raised first. We had to persuade him
photograph me in a less predictable posture. As recently as 1993, tl
persisting persuasiveness of these visual stereotypes was made clear to n
when I had to insist that Anna Deavere Smith rethink her representation - 0
me in her theater piece Fires in the Mirror, which initially relied upon a bl
leather jacket as her main prop.

The most obvious evidence of the power of those photographic ima
was the part they played in structuring people’s opinions about me
“fugitive” and a political prisoner; their broader and more subtle effect
the way they served as generic images of black women who wore their
“natural.” From the constant stream of stories I have heard over the
twenty-four years (and continue to hear), I infer that hundreds, perh
even thousands, of Afro-wearing black women were accosted, harass
and arrested by police, FBI, and immigration agents during the two mon
I spent underground. One woman who told me that she hoped she co
serve as a “decoy” because of her light skin and big natural, was obvious L
conscious of the way the photographs — circulating within a highly charge
racialized context — constructed generic representations of young bl
women. Consequently, the photographs identified vast numbers of m
black female contemporaries who wore naturals (whether light- or da
skinned) as targets of repression. This is the hidden historical con
behind the continued association of my name with the Afro.

A young woman who is a former student of mine has been wearing ar
Afro during the last few months. Rarely a day passes, she has told me, wher
she is not greeted with cries of “Angela Davis” from total strangers. More-
over, during the months preceding the writing of this article, I have received
an astounding number of requests for interviews from journalists doi ﬂ',
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A ories on “the resurgence of the Afro.” A number of the most recent
requests were occasioned by a layout in the fashion section of the March
1 994 issue of Vibe magazine entitled “Free Angela: Actress Cynda Williams
Angela Davis, a Fashion Revolutionary.” The spread consists of eight
full-page photos of Cynda Williams (known for her role as the singer in
Spike Lee’s film Mo’ Berter Blues) in poses that parody photographs taken
of me during the early 1970s. The layout, by stylist Patty Wilson, is
described as “‘docufashion’ because it uses modern clothing to mimic
ngela Davis’s look from the *70s.””
Some of the pictures are rather straightforward attempts to recreate press
photos taken at my arrest, during the trial, and after my release. Others can
be characterized as pastiche,® drawing elements like leather-jacketed black
en from contemporary stereotypes of the sixties—seventies era of black
} tancy. They include an arrest scene with the model situated between
0 uniformed policemen and wearing an advertised black satin blouse
(reminiscent of the top I was wearing on the date of my arrest). As with her
ir, the advertised eyewear are remarkably similar to the glasses I wore.
€re are two courtroom scenes in which Williams wears an enormous
0 wig and advertised see-through minidresses and, in one of them,
1andcuffs. Yet another revolves around a cigar-smoking, bearded man
f“u essed in fatigues with a gun holster around his waist, obviously meant to
evoke Che Guevara. (Even the fatigues can be purchased — from Cheap
K’s!) There is no such thing as subtlety in these photos. Because the
oint of this fashion spread is to represent the clothing associated with
olutionary movements of the early seventies as revolutionary fashion in
nineties, the sixtieth-anniversary logo of the Communist Party has
come altered in one of the photos to read 1919-1971 (instead of 1979).
And the advertised dress in the photo for which this logo is a backdrop is
dorned with pin-on buttons reading “Free All Political Prisoners.”
The photographs I find most unsettling, however, are the two small
dshots of Williams wearing a huge Afro wig on a reproduction of the
I wanted poster that is otherwise unaltered except for the words “FREE
ANGELA” in bold red print across the bottom of the document. Despite
the fact that the inordinately small photos do not really permit much of a
iew of the clothing Williams wears, the tops and glasses (again quite
similar to the ones I wore in the two imitated photographs) are listed as
purchasable items. This is the most blatant example of the way the particu-
history of my legal case is emptied of all content so that it can serve as
commodified backdrop for advertising. The way in which this document
‘rovided a historical pretext for something akin to a reign of terror for
‘countless young black women is effectively erased by its use as a prop
for selling clothes and promoting a seventies fashion nostalgia. What is also
lost in this nostalgic surrogate for historical memory — in these “arrested
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moments,” to use John Berger’s words — is the activist involvement of v
numbers of black women in movements that are now represented with e
greater masculinist contours than they actually exhibited at the time.

Without engaging the numerous debates occasioned by Fred
Jameson’s paper “Postmodernism and Consumer Society,” I would like
suggest that his analysis of “nostalgia films” and their literary counterpa
which are “historical novels in appearance only,” may provide a us
point of departure for an interpretation of this advertising genre
“docufashion,” as “[W]e seem condemned to seek the historical pa
' Jameson writes, “through our own pop images and stereotypes about
past, which itself remains forever out of reach.”® Perhaps by also taking
John Berger’s call for an “glternative photography,” we may develop st
egies for engaging photographic images like the ones I have evoked,
actively seeking to transform their interpretive contexts in educatic
popular culture, the media, community organizing, and so on. Particulz
in relation to African-American historical images, we need to find ways o
incorporating them into “gocial and political memory, instead of usi
[them] as a substitute which encourages the atrophy of such memory.”
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