
What follows is an interview we conducted with Angela Davis in the spring 
of 2014 at the Conference on College Composition and Communication 
(CCCC). To get into the discussion, a reader should recall the moment: 
Occupy Wall Street was over and activists and organizers were thinking 
about what lessons to take from it. George zimmerman had been acquit-
ted of all charges after he fatally shot Trayvon Martin. The founders of 
Black Lives Matter were using the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter as a tool for 
organizing a movement that would not be nationally visible until the sum-
mer of 2014 after the tragic deaths of Eric Garner and Michael Brown.1

In this historical space, just as one important movement had faded 
and another began to rise in response to social urgencies, Davis reminds 
us to learn and teach the promise of moments past and to see the “in-
terconnectedness of all our social justice movements.” She calls on us as 
writing teachers to help create a radical collective political imagination. 
It is with this radical collective political imagination in mind that we 
hope readers of Writing Democracy will take up these discussions in the 
writing classroom and beyond.

These insights hold particular weight in this present moment given 
Davis’ background and long-standing commitment to organizing and 
working for justice. From an early age, growing up in Birmingham, Ala-
bama, in the midst of racial segregation, Angela Davis saw injustice and 
its violent impact on communities first hand. Davis has demonstrated 
her passion for justice and improving the lives of people all throughout 
her life, whether school study groups as a teen, alongside other women 
while incarcerated, working in the Communist Party, or with the Black 
Liberation Movement.

A world-renowned speaker, author, and teacher, Angela Davis con-
tinues to inspire generations to critically examine structural, social 
inequalities and work toward transformative solutions. She is a Distin-
guished Professor Emerita in the History of Consciousness and Feminist 
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Studies department at the University of California, Santa Cruz. She’s 
also the founder of Critical Resistance, a national organization that 
seeks to build an international movement to end the prison industrial 
complex by, as the mission statement describes, “challenging the belief 
that caging and controlling people makes us safe.” The organization ar-
gues, instead, that “basic necessities, such as food, shelter, and freedom 
are what really make our communities secure.”

This interview builds on discussions we began with Davis in 2010 
when we took her Woman of Color Feminisms seminar at Syracuse 
University. It has been our pleasure to speak with her and to share her 
humility, grace, and her depth of wisdom and conviction on matters 
concerning a freer and more just world.

BEN KUEBRICH: So I wanted to start by asking you about the theme of 
this workshop: “Writing Democracy.” We’ve been working under 
that banner in this ongoing workshop and in our recent scholarship 
and community-partnership work, so we obviously think of democ-
racy as a guiding concept. But we also see it as a deeply contested, 
often totally compromised term, and so I’m curious how you see the 
concept of democracy at play in your own work and in social move-
ments generally, or what other concepts create a sense of purpose 
and possibility in the work that you do.

ANGELA DAVIS: Okay. Well good afternoon everyone, and first of all I’m 
really happy to be here. It’s great to see LaToya and Ben again, and 
it feels really good being a part of this collaborative effort to figure 
out how we can move forward.

Okay, the question, democracy, the meaning of democracy. I sup-
pose I would answer that question by saying that first of all, it’s 
important to adopt a critical perspective and ask how democracy 
is normally defined within the context of prevailing ideologies, and 
then we discover, I think, that there’s a kind of conflation between 
democracy and capitalism.

And I think it’s extremely important to acknowledge the way in 
which capitalism has kind of colonized the whole field in order for 
us to come up with some approaches toward a democracy that are 
not necessarily the formalistic, legalistic ideas of democracy that are 
connected with capitalism and the notion of the market.

So this would mean that we would have to go much further, we 
would have to think about substantive rights. There are those who 
argue that we have to go beyond rights discourse, but if we stay 
within the context of rights instead of democracy, meaning simply 
formal rights, we would have to talk about substantive rights, such 
as the right to a job, the right to health care, the right to education. 
And that would mean that we would be on an entirely different foot-
ing with respect to democracy.
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But I do believe that we have to hold on to that term. We cannot 
allow that notion to be taken away by those who assume that de-
mocracy is always a democracy of the elite. And of course in the his-
tory of this country, democracy has always been a democracy of the 
minority, and a democracy of the property owners, and a democracy 
of the racially dominant.

And I think that sometimes it’s important to do some historical 
revision, and you know we think about the U.S., 1776, and France, 
1789, as the first contemporary democracies, but why does Haiti2 get 
left out? And, as a matter of fact, Haiti was really the first non-racial 
democracy in the world. So those are just some ideas for ways in 
which we might pursue redefinitions of the term democracy.

LATOYA: So along the lines of Writing Democracy, it’s becoming more 
and more popular to circulate stories and communicate about social 
justice issues through social media. I’m primarily thinking about 
Twitter bringing certain issues to the fore where the major news 
organizations are not carrying them and people seeing this as a 
way of being social activists. And I’m curious to know what role 
or function do you see social media playing in activism? You know, 
re-tweeting different posts about an issue or these petitions that cir-
culate through social media? What role do they have and what other 
steps should we be taking to make these efforts more efficient?

ANGELA DAVIS: Well, I think social media are great because we do get to 
communicate with each other in ways that were inconceivable in the 
past. I often bring up the example of trying to organize a national 
student strike in the Spring of 1970 with the invasion of Cambodia. 
We had to organize this national student strike not only without the 
assistance of the social media we now take for granted, but we could 
not even make long-distance calls because long-distance telephone 
calls were so expensive. So organizing something like that by snail 
mail, which of course didn’t prevent us from doing the work. And it 
actually was quite successful. But, you know, I sort of joke around 
now and say if we had had Facebook or Twitter we could’ve made a 
revolution. (Laughter)

But in answering that question I would caution us not to assume 
that these new social media can actually do the work—can actually 
do the work of organizing. I think that’s the mistake to basically sub-
ordinate ourselves to the means of communication and assume that 
that is about organizing a radical, progressive community of strug-
gle, community of resistance. And we often—perhaps because of the 
impact of Twitter and Facebook—we often assume that mobilization 
is the same as organization. And so that, if we can bring 100,000 or 
a million people out on the streets simultaneously then that’s the an-
swer. But of course, demonstrations are always about demonstrating 
the existence of a movement, and a movement consists of far more 
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than the capacity to be mobilized. So I would suggest that we don’t 
write off Twitter and Facebook, but that we recognize that organiz-
ing radical movements require a bit more than simply the process of 
mobilization. It requires not only a kind of political consciousness, 
but a sense of connectedness that we often don’t get from the media 
that allow us to come together. I mean, yes, we come together, but is 
there a sense of being politically and emotionally connected across 
all kinds of putative barriers? So, that work has to be taken up in the 
organizing of movements, and then we can use the social media to 
assist us in that process. If that’s clear.

BEN: Talking about some of the movements that have been happening 
over the last five years or so, we’ve had Arab Spring, Occupy Wall 
Street, and these were all important, exciting moments, but I’m also 
wondering if you think that there may be an absence in leadership 
on the left? Is there a sense of increasing vulnerability when it comes 
to income inequality, containment strategies like mass incarcera-
tion, the effects of climate change, especially on poor communities. 
We’re still met with all of these problems, even though there were a 
couple of moments that were really energizing and seemed like any-
thing was possible in terms of social change. So I’m curious about it 
at this moment, what movements you see as promising?

ANGELA DAVIS: Okay, that’s a really complicated question, so let me see 
if I can break it down. And part one of my answer would make 
the point that it is really important for us to preserve moments of 
promise and, of course, for teachers of writing, this would be really 
important. Simply because the historical moment has passed does 
not mean that we have to let the promise go.

And so because the Arab Spring and Occupy happened at a par-
ticular moment, and we no longer see the mobilizations and the en-
campments, that does not mean that we cannot preserve the promise 
of that moment. And I think especially within the U.S., it is import-
ant to remember that the Occupy Movement, whatever problems 
there may have been, created the conditions for us to speak pub-
licly and critically about capitalism in a way that perhaps had not 
been possible since the 1930s. So we have to hold on to that and, 
of course, something like Occupy could not have lasted indefinitely. 
It was destined to be a particular moment, but what are the lessons 
that we learned from that moment? How to make that remain alive 
in the hearts of people who really want to bring about change?

Okay, that would be part one.
Part two would address the question of leadership. And you know 

I don’t know if leadership is as important as we think it is because 
we often deflect our own potential power onto leaders. And of, 
course, if we look at what happened in the aftermath of the election 
of Barack Obama, we can see the extent to which people—even 
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radicals—placed all of this hope in one single individual, which 
would have never worked under any circumstances. And especially 
not in terms of someone who was being elected to the Presidency 
of the racist, imperialist, patriarchal United States of America. 
(Laughter)

And I think that what is perhaps needed more than leaders is an 
awareness of the importance of organizing. And of course the orga-
nizers are those who rarely receive credit for the work that they do. 
It is the leaders who receive credit for the work that the organizers 
do, you know, just as Dr. King receives credit for a huge Civil Rights 
Movement, and that kind of erases contributions of the people who 
really did the on-the-ground work. It erases the contributions of 
women who were the ones who did the overwhelming majority of 
that organizing work.

My sense is that we always have to organize as if it were possible 
to create a movement that will change the world.

Sometimes it may not happen, but we have to act as if it were possi-
ble. If we don’t act as if it were possible, when those conditions arise, 
we won’t be ready. And I think that if one looks at, you know, how 
certain movements in this country emerged, one can see that there 
was organizing happening long before the movements emerged. And 
the movements would not have emerged as they did if that everyday 
organizing wasn’t taking place, and so what we call the Civil Rights 
Movement would not have been possible without work that was 
done prior to the era we call the Civil Rights Movement.

My sense is that today there is a much more complicated conscious-
ness of what needs to be done in this country and in the world—and 
that actually, while there are those who argue that young people 
aren’t doing the work that they should be doing, there’s so many 
more interesting developments among young people and activism 
and scholar-activist work than we could have pointed to say forty 
years ago prior to the emergence of the movements that we think of 
as characterizing the radical era of this country.

And then the third part of the question: what are some of the 
movements that have radical potential? Well, I do think it’s import-
ant to continue to work toward prison abolition. It has taken a long 
time to even do the work that has permitted this notion to enter into 
a kind of public consciousness. Fifteen years ago people would’ve 
thought that those of us who were talking about prison abolition 
are absolutely insane in the same way that people fifteen years be-
fore the Civil War thought that John Brown was absolutely crazy 
for thinking about the possibility of the self-emancipation of slaves.

What’s important though, it’s not so much what movements, but 
the awareness of the interconnectedness of all of the movements that 
we’re involved in. So, if people ask me “what’s the most important 
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movement today?”—I wouldn’t have a single answer. I might say 
that, okay, I think that food sovereignty, food justice movements, 
are really going to capture the imagination of people all over the 
world. I might say that immigrant rights movements are really im-
portant because every country in the world is confronted with the 
implications of immigration from the Global South to the Global 
North, whether you’re talking about Europe and the U.S. or Austra-
lia, or whether you’re talking about the people—the countries from 
which people come in Africa and Asia and Latin America.

I might say all of those things, but at the same time I would say 
that what is perhaps most important is the recognition of the inter-
connectedness of all of these movements. That we cannot effectively 
participate in any of these movements unless we recognize what in 
feminist terms has been called the “intersectionality” of these strug-
gles. And beyond race, class, gender, sexuality, ability to all of the 
issues—the intersectionality of movements or the connectedness of 
movements. Because otherwise people give up and they say, “well I 
can’t do all of these things simultaneously.” So my answer is always, 
get involved in the movement that calls you. Follow your own pas-
sion and at the same time recognize the backdrop against which that 
movement is unfolding, which requires us to recognize the intersec-
tions and interconnections.

LATOYA: To continue along the lines of prison abolition, I know back 
at Syracuse [University] when you talked about this, there were still 
questions and continue to be questions about how this actually man-
ifests in a world where there are crimes committed and people are 
really hurt by things. So recently in the last couple of years, the trials 
of George zimmerman and Michael Dunn, and Marissa Alexander 
in Florida have focused a lot of attention on the inequalities of the 
justice system and the lack of value placed on Black life in Ameri-
can society. So convictions and prison sentences have been the rally 
cries of people who want to see justice for these people who have 
perpetrated these crimes and what we would consider murders of in-
nocent people, while at the same time folks are fighting for Marissa 
Alexander to be acquitted based on her plea of self-defense. So, do 
you think that with all of these recent cases, the meaning of justice 
has been obscured in some kind of way in the midst of wanting to 
see prosecution and “guilty” convictions here? And what does jus-
tice look like in these scenarios under or with the prison abolition 
framework?

ANGELA DAVIS: Again, that’s a really complicated question. But it’s so 
important because we often fall back on what our impulses, con-
ditioned as they are by ideologies, make us feel. And, there’s a way 
in which these notions of justice have become inscribed on our very 
emotions so that even those of us who say we are in favor of prison 
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abolition, if we feel that we or our friends, our sisters, brothers, col-
leagues have been the target of harm, the default response is, “I want 
harm done to this person.”

And it seems to me that if we are really serious about abolition, 
we also have to think about the cases of people like George zimmer-
man and Michael Dunn, the one who killed Jordan Davis, in those 
terms as well. I know that when George zimmerman was acquitted, 
people were very, very angry, and I would like to ask that we think 
about what might have been the response had he not been acquitted. 
Had he been convicted, had he been, say, sentenced to several years 
in prison, people might have said, “oh that’s not enough years.”

But the focus would be on the individual and how easily we get 
drawn into this neoliberal process of individualizing the issues. The 
reason why there was such a vast movement around the death of 
Trayvon Martin wasn’t only because of the killing of Trayvon Mar-
tin the individual; it was because of the whole history of racist vio-
lence; it was because of the fact that this stretches back, all the way 
back to the days of slavery and slave patrols and Ku Klux Klan. And 
so how could the incarceration of one individual solve that problem? 
And in a sense, although, of course, people who commit such acts 
have to be rendered accountable, and George zimmerman should be 
made accountable, it wasn’t entirely a bad thing that he wasn’t sent 
to prison because that continued the discussion. It continued the 
dialog. We’re still talking about it today. Because imprisonment, it 
enacts closure. It enacts closure on problems that we should attempt 
to solve in other ways and, therefore, I would suggest that even as 
we think about our emotional impulses that call upon us to commit 
harm on the person who has done harm, we first of all ask ourselves 
how is it that we are doing the work of the state through our own 
emotions.

And second of all, how can we imagine a very different kind of 
justice system? A justice system in which there would be true ac-
countability, in which we would address not simply that individual 
instance but one that would allow us to think about how to root 
out, for example, racist violence—the long process that would be re-
quired. And so I think there are ways of thinking about these issues 
in abolitionist’s terms that requires us to think in feminist terms of 
the relationships between the state and intimate violence, institu-
tions of intimate violence, public and private, personal and political.

BEN: Thank you so much. And with that I think we’re going to open it 
up to any questions that you all have for Professor Davis. Would you 
say your name and just also the question kind of loud?

JEFF CLAY: Since you were talking about moving away from that specific 
individual, you know like the MLK, how would you try to cultivate 
the next generation of Bayard Rustins who aren’t totally forgotten 
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from history but who worked and planned and spent a whole life 
within that but don’t have the same type of recognition? How would 
you cultivate students like that? How would you cultivate people 
like that?

ANGELA DAVIS: Well, exactly. I think that it is important to encourage 
students to recognize the complexity of building movements and, 
of course, everybody knows the name of Dr. Martin Luther King—
kids, everybody, probably most people in the world, and that’s good. 
That’s not bad. But at the same time to encourage students to think 
about all of the other people who were required and, of course, the 
Bayard Rustins, and the Ella Bakers, and the Fannie Lou Hamers, 
and all of those people whose names we are able to know. But then 
there is the question of how to encourage people to pay tribute to 
those whose names we do not know and will never know. I think 
that’s more difficult than simply creating a kind of historical ac-
counting of people whose names we can provide. It’s important to 
know those names, but even those names can have the effect of cre-
ating the impression that the only way you can make a difference 
is to be an extraordinary individual. And for people who don’t see 
themselves as extraordinary individuals, it’s kind of a message that 
you don’t really matter, and how can we create situations so that 
people recognize that everybody matters, everybody can help bring 
about change.

DEBORAH MUTNICK: I’m thinking historically about the mass move-
ments both internationally and in this country, you know, going 
back to the ’20s and the ’30s and following the Russian Revolution, 
and the role of the Communist Party. And also the strength of the 
labor movement during that period and the decimation of it, not 
total, but the real impact that McCarthyism and later Cointelpro 
had on all of those movements. It’s still a question to me of where we 
go from here in terms of what I think is really about defeating cap-
italism worldwide and, you know, the questions that raises just in 
this country, in particular, ideologically because there’s still so much 
anti-communism. Do you see us, collectively as human beings, mov-
ing toward socialism? That is certainly what revolutionaries saw 
throughout the twentieth century, and it’s not as clear in many ways 
now, I think, as it was a generation ago or three generations ago.3 
So, I guess the question is how do you see the critique of capitalism 
playing out for us as educators, particularly since that’s who we are 
in the room? How do we talk about what capitalism is, to really 
study capitalism, and then how do we think with our students, with 
our communities, with each other about what the next step is for 
humankind? I’m thinking of examples like climate change, where 
it just seems in so many ways we’re facing a really, really desper-
ate moment. And, so then having these different movements seems 
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insufficient to me. And so where do we go? I know you can’t totally 
answer that question. (Laughter)

ANGELA DAVIS: Well, I think in many ways you’ve answered the question 
yourself—that there may be no formulas, and often times I think 
we look for formulas and we look for evidence that when we do A 
that we’re going to arrive at B. And of course that is not possible. 
What is needed, I think, is a greater reliance on creativity, a greater 
reliance on the imagination and, of course, writing teachers have to 
really emphasize the power of the imagination. And again harkening 
back to what I said before: it’s important not to throw the baby out 
with the bathwater. Let’s retain the promise. You know there was a 
great promise that existed with those former socialist countries. And 
that promise may not have been realized, but we can look back and 
we can say that compared to the kind of commodified educational 
system we have in this country, in the socialist countries people were 
able to get a free education. And, of course, in places like Cuba, 
education is still free, so it’s interesting that often times people may 
be afraid of communism or socialism, but you talk about free ed-
ucation, free health care and all of that, and then they get excited!

So let’s not assume that we cannot raise these issues, and let’s not 
assume that the anti-communism, which is certainly still very much 
in evidence, that it’s not possible to defeat it, and often times we 
censure ourselves. You know who would’ve thought that the Occupy 
movement—that it was possible to talk about Wall Street like that, 
to talk about the 1% and then that became a part of the dominant 
discourse. Who would’ve imagined that? So, I say use the imagina-
tion. Rely on the imagination! A collective political imagination.

Notes
 1 See Black Lives Matter’s “Herstory” for more information on the history 

and development of the Black Lives Matter movement. https://blacklives-
matter.com/about/herstory/.

 2 Haiti’s revolution from 1791 to 1804 led to its independence in 1804 mak-
ing it the second democracy in the Western hemisphere and the first Black 
republic in the world; Shen, Kona. 2018. “History of Haiti 1492–1805.” 
Brown University Library, October 27, 2015. https://library.brown.edu/hai-
tihistory/11.html.

 3 Today, of course, socialism is far more visible than we could have imagined 
in 2014. That workshop in 2014 took place in what now feels like a different 
time, before the explosion of membership in socialist organizations. We had 
yet to experience a presidential race in which an outspoken socialist like Ber-
nie Sanders would not only be taken seriously but enthusiastically embraced 
by masses of people in the United States, to be followed by a band of coura-
geous young women elected to Congress in 2018 and boldly speaking out for 
Medicare for All, a Green New Deal, and racial and economic justice.




