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Series Editor Preface

The introductions we include in the World Philosophies series take a single thinker, theme, or text and provide a close reading of them. What defines the series is that these are likely to be people or traditions that you have not yet encountered in your study of philosophy. By choosing to include them you broaden your understanding of ideas about the self, knowledge, and the world around us. Each book presents unexplored pathways into the study of world philosophies. Instead of privileging a single philosophical approach as the basis of comparison, each book accommodates the many different dimensions of cross-cultural philosophizing. While the choice of terms used by the individual volumes may indeed carry a local inflection, they encourage critical thinking about philosophical plurality. Each book strikes a balance between locality and globality.

Contextualizing Angela Davis interprets the biography of Angela Y. Davis in the light of transformative moments in contemporary US-American and world history. The volume offers a unique multilayered analysis of the life and theory of this icon within this framing. Furthermore, it brings its interpretation of this history to bear on the present. These ruminations consider how the collective losses of the recent past can be rendered meaningful such that more tangible gains in freedom and justice can be secured moving forward.


Preface

Cold War as Context

An Introduction to Angela Davis

I was introduced to Angela Davis during the Cold War. The introduction was made at a Manhattan women’s conference by the leadership of WREE—Women for Racial & Economic Equality. A doctoral student—studying political philosophy in New York City and writing on Hannah Arendt—I organized in my spare time against racism, sexism, homophobia, police/state violence, and militarism. I worked with various groups, from Black internationalist radicals to feminist formations, womxn dojos and WREE. Then, there were three worlds—some struggling for autonomy, others for continued conquest. After 1991, there would be only one world, that of US hegemony. We would be forced to shape our political imaginations into one “pragmatic” construct or context. I met Davis while engaged in political organizing in NYC, Nairobi, Moscow, and Alabama in a march and vigil for Johnny Imani Harris, who was on death row.1

The Soviet Union, or Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), dissolved during the Reagan administration, which funded terrorist “contras” and death squads to crush Third World socialist, trade unionist, and liberation movements. Visiting refugee camps for Salvadorian resisters introduced me to the low-intensity warfare championed by Henry Kissinger, Zbigniew Brzezinski, and others,2 and funded by US taxpayers. The deaths and carnage were highly intense. Within the interlocking tiers of First, Second, and Third Worlds—before drone strikes became the weapon of choice—I learned from Black and white communist women in the Communist Party USA (CPUSA) and Black internationalists how to think strategically and contextually.

The world in which I met Davis was one of nuclear proliferation, close scrutiny of facts, and face-to-face meetings with resisters with bold platforms and crisp acronyms: PLO, SWAPO, ANC, FMLN—all supported by Cuba, and thus all supported by the Soviet Union, which played a significant role in elevating Angela Davis to the global public. WREE was an affiliate of the CPUSA and a branch of the Eastern European-based Women’s International Democratic Federation (WIDF). In a high school auditorium in Manhattan, I sat in a cramped seat at the WREE conference to listen to the keynote speaker, Professor Angela Davis, give her address. WREE also introduced me to Charlene Mitchell, who mentored Davis and invited her to join the CPUSA through the Che-Lumumba Club. Mitchell lived in Harlem, and we occasionally met in NYC; we would also meet a few times in California when I had a Ford Foundation postdoc to study with Davis at UC Santa Cruz in the 1990s.

I had also worked as a WREE delegate with Davis at the 1985 UN Conference on Women in Nairobi, Kenya.3 Our delegation gathered signatures for a petition against poverty, nuclear weapons, and military budgets, and for a women’s and children’s bill of rights. Staying at the WIDF compound during the 1985 conference on the UN Decade of Women, Davis and I greeted armed Kenyan guards with assault weapons as we entered and exited the compound of high-profile women who were intel and guerrilla fighters battling fascists in the Second World War, and later countering contras, mercenaries, and occupations. Female leadership from the organizations largely criminalized by the United States included representatives from the ANC, SWAPO, FMLN, and PLO. We were housed in the same quarters as diplomats, human rights advocates of the First, Second, and Third Worlds, and the freedom movements against contras or apartheid mercenaries in the present day. I remember organizing a memorial at a building of a UN NGO for Dulcie September, the anti-apartheid activist assassinated in Paris, France, in 1988. The WIDF hosted an international peace conference that same year in Moscow; I sat in the cavernous hall and watched Davis sit in an upper tier seat on stage. I imagined that Mikhail Gorbachev’s growing alliance with President Ronald Reagan would mean that she would not speak at the microphone (Davis and Reagan had been antagonists since 1969, when he had had the Regents fire her from teaching at UCLA; then, most egregiously, in 1971, Reagan sought for her to receive the death penalty for the August 7, 1970, Marin County Courthouse tragedies). In the 1990s, my postdoc—Ford Foundation was influenced and funded by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) during the Cold War—enabled me not only to spend a year with Professor Davis at the History of Consciousness Program but also to later collect papers to edit into The Angela Y. Davis Reader, which would be published in 1998.

Three World Wars

Karl Marx’s philosophy was repurposed by intellectual V. I. Lenin following the 1917 Russian Revolution, sparked by traumatized, disgruntled, and defeated soldiers returning home from the First World War, as well as peasant and laboring women unable to feed their children; their uprisings brought Lenin back from exile. Lenin founded the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU); he died from a blood disease in 1924. Marx and Engels’s theories were disfigured by the dictator Josef Stalin, who ruled the USSR from 1929 to 1953. The Third Reich invaded the Soviet Union, violating a non-aggression pact the Soviets had signed in order to stave off an invasion.4 Without the support of the Allies—Winston Churchill of Britain and Franklin D. Roosevelt of the United States—the Soviets went to war and would lose some 20 million lives but defeat Hitler’s armies. The day after the Nazi invasion into the USSR, Mao Tse-tung offered solidarity; he wrote the June 23, 1941, directive for the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, “On the International United Front against Fascism”:

[T]he fascist rulers of Germany attacked the Soviet Union. This is a perfidious crime of aggression not only against the Soviet Union but against the freedom and independence of all nations. The Soviet Union’s sacred war of resistance against fascist aggression is being waged not only in its own defence but in defence of all the nations struggling to liberate themselves from fascist enslavement.

For Communists throughout the world the task now is to mobilize the people of all countries and organize an international united front to fight fascism and defend the Soviet Union, defend China, and defend the freedom and independence of all nations. In the present period, every effort must be concentrated on combating fascist enslavement.5

For Mao, the Chinese Communist Party had three tasks: use its National United Front against Japan to aid the Soviets and “drive the Japanese imperialists out of China”; battle “anti-Soviet and anti-Communist activities of the reactionaries among the big bourgeoisie”; and “unite against the common foe” with Britain, the United States, and other countries determined to defeat the Axis powers—fascistic Germany, Italy, and Japan.6 The Allies defeated the Axis powers; in 1945, the United States dropped atomic bombs on Japan’s Hiroshima and Nagasaki and declared the end of the Second World War. That is, the formal war had ended.

In 1953, Khrushchev promoted the concept of peaceful coexistence to defuse escalation between the Soviet Union and the United States, the only nation with the atomic bomb. By 1956, peaceful coexistence was the basis of Soviet foreign policy even as it funded Third World liberation struggles against colonialism and racism. The CPSU pragmatically held to “peaceful coexistence”7 as the United States and NATO waged brutal counterrevolutionary wars against Third World freedom struggles.

The context for understanding the politicization of leftists of that student era is warfare. In the post–Second World War era, anti-colonial struggles destabilized the old order of European hegemony. There were three worlds: the First World of Western European nations and the United States, and their allies; the Second World of the communist bloc of the Soviet Union; and the Third World of racially denigrated and exploited territories and nations, the so-called non-whites in Africa, Asia, the Middle East, and the Americas. Military domination, extraction of indigenous wealth and labor, and oppression through financial strangulation and manipulated markets had been the rule for colonization. But rule over colonies created by Western Europeans fell apart. As the premier capitalist nation, the United States would assert itself as the domineering empire, taking over from Great Britain. The USSR manifested as the antithesis to the United States. The Soviet Union presented and postured in Eastern Europe as an alternative to capitalism and imperialism. Internationally, it provided educational training and material support to formerly colonized nations seeking to break the repressive holds of colonial regimes from the United States and Western Europe. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was formed to hinder anti-colonial struggles and Soviet influence and to stabilize racial capitalism, which expanded through slavery and genocide. Communists believed that they had the political will and capacity to unseat a racially-fashioned empire. They organized in political units and in familial units.

Before the United States entered the Second World War, the Western capitalist countries refused to form an alliance with the Soviet Union against the Nazis, forcing Stalin to sign the Molotov-Soviet Pact of nonaggression.8 Communists were anti-capitalists. Nazis as pro-capitalists studied the US systems of racial subjugation of Indigenous and Black people. “Sympathetic” to Nazis and fascism and hostile to communists before the Third Reich invaded them, Western nations, the FBI, and the CIA monitored communications and intellectual connections between US Black activists and Third World anti-colonial movements. Radicals—and military/police intelligence officers—were reading Marx and Engels’s The Communist Manifesto; Collected Works of Lenin; Lenin’s What Is to Be Done?; The Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung; Malcolm X Speaks; The Autobiography of Malcolm X; and Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth.

Third World Liberation movements were linked to, but also distinct from, Soviet struggles in Eastern Europe. Antagonists against racial colonization opposed capitalism but grappled with imperialism throughout the three “worlds.” Also in struggle were/are Indigenous and enslaved or ostracized populations within these sectors. The internal colony of the United States would have been the Black and Indigenous and Puerto Rican populations—hence the formations, respectively, of the Black Panther Party, American Indian Movement, and the Young Lords and Chicano Movement.

CPSU/CPUSA

The CPSU/CPUSA embraced Lenin’s 1913 Critical Remarks on the National Question, theorizing Black Americans as an “internal colony” until the 1930s. The CPUSA then was becoming one of the rare US organizations in the twentieth century where Blacks, whites, and “people of color” could socially intermingle as they organized against labor exploitation, racism, and war. The CPUSA became an imperfect, but stable, surrogate “political family” for besieged Black Americans who desired to work within a multiracial formation with international networks. The CPUSA made significant contributions in labor organizing, legal defense for persecuted communities, and human rights advocacy. Persecuted for decades since its founding in 1919, two years after the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia, the CPUSA would steer millions into human rights advocacy, through labor activism, and creating or supporting organizations linked to the CPUSA and sometimes distanced from its communist profile.9 During the first decades of the twentieth century, in its heyday of hundreds of thousands of fellow travelers and party members, the CPUSA worked to address political repression and police brutality. US communist activists and unionists “lived, worked, and sometimes died with miners in Appalachia, farm workers in California, steel workers in Pittsburgh.”10 The CPUSA built financial, ideological, and educational networks with the International Workers Order, the National Negro Congress, and Unemployment Councils. As a “dues-paying member of the Comintern (the International Communist organization run from Moscow),” the CPUSA also prioritized Moscow’s domestic and foreign policies.11 That did not deter pragmatic Black activists from forming alliances with or joining the CPUSA to fight against legacies of enslavement and Confederate power. Having for decades weathered the “red scare” and McCarthyism, CPUSA survived COINTELPRO; its membership suffered loss of employment, imprisonment, social isolation through anti-communist hysteria. The CPSU, though, offered funding and haven if needed and stabilized the party. Peaceful coexistence would also help.

In 1956, what conservatives and anti-communists had alleged became accepted “fact” in the Second World and throughout the left in the First and Third Worlds: Stalin’s atrocities against humanity were confirmed by the CPSU. CPUSA membership plummeted. The CPUSA had been an apologist for Stalin ever since he rose to power after the death of Lenin. Nikita Khrushchev’s “secret speech” to the Soviet Party Congress in 1956 denounced Stalin’s crimes; and the USSR invaded Hungary.

The CIA Shapes the Cold War

The FBI and CIA had infiltrated and influenced the CPUSA. for decades. The CPUSA also had financial and political backing from the USSR for decades. The CIA allegedly secretly funded the communist organizations it infiltrated. From the 1950s to the 1980s, the KGB delivered millions of dollars to FBI double agents, brothers Jack and Morris Childs.12 In the 1950s, the CIA also heavily funded cultural organizations such as the Ford Foundation, which rarely publicly opposed US foreign policy positions. CPUSA leadership, which received material support and asylum from the USSR, never criticized the CPSU. The party, as would be the Black Panther Party, was infiltrated and funded by US police forces and CIA agents and assets. The CPUSA survived as a pragmatic party advancing workers’ rights and human rights, but it was damaged and its reputation as deeply committed to the masses was flawed.

When Alexandr Solzhenitsyn, former Soviet prisoner and author of the Gulag Archipelago, received the Nobel Prize on October 8, 1970—Angela Davis as an FBI fugitive was arrested on the 13th of that month—he was allowed to immigrate into the United States. Several years later, Solzhenitsyn would attack Davis for not denouncing CPSU repression against political dissidents in the Soviet Union; anti-communist leaders of the American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO) and ex-communists Irving Brown and Jay Lovestone supported him. Large trade unions, receiving CIA funding, would target smaller, militant trade unions supporting Davis as a member of the CPUSA. According to James Petras, the AFL-CIO “poured millions of dollars into subverting militant trade unions and breaking strikes through the funding of social democratic unions” in Europe. In post-war Europe, the CIA worked with the Mafia to decimate radical labor unions—a mainstay of communist and socialist parties’ rank-and-file discussed in the “Family Jewels” report.13 When the CIA supported a “Democratic Left” for cultural and “ideological warfare,” it created a unit “to circumvent right-wing Congressional objections” and also to combat the radical left. That is, the agency sought to drive down the middle lane and stabilize society and democracy, or so its supporters said. The “left-wing” of the CIA was comprised of intellectuals “rewarded with prestige, public recognition, and research funds precisely for operating within the ideological blinders” established by an agency that created “some of the biggest names in philosophy, political ethics, sociology, and art.” Those who brought up the role of the CIA in nonprofit and corporate funding were castigated as “conspiracy theorists” by liberals and by those who resisted analyses of police forces. (With the death of J. Edgar Hoover in 1972, it was easier to castigate the use of lethal force as the immorality of an individual “rogue cop.”)

After Stalin’s repression was denounced in 1957, the Daily Worker stopped being printed due to lost membership. From 1958 to 1968, the newspaper was republished in a reduced format. CIA agent Philip Agee argues that CIA subscriptions kept it afloat. In 1968, the CPUSA republished the paper in New York as The Daily World, merging with California’s People’s World, a more independent paper of the CPSU. Published from 1987 to 1991, the years of Glasnost and the emergent deterioration of the Soviet Union, the People’s Daily World recorded some of the CPUSA discord and USSR dissolution that led to Angela Davis’s marginalization in the party, along with several hundred other CPUSA leaders who sought internal reforms in the CPUSA and resisted Gus Hall and party stalwarts who sought to support the Stalinists within the CPSU.

The New Left

From the 1960s to the 1970s, the New Left attempted to revise and modernize radical formations. It was a coalition of anti-war activists, anti-racists, unions, socialists, communists, feminists, and environmentalists. When Davis and other reformers left or were pushed out of the CPUSA in 1991, they subsequently formed the socialist-leaning “Committees of Correspondence” (CoC). Named after provisional governments in the thirteen American colonies prior to the Revolutionary War against Britain, the CoC was progressive but increasingly would align with the Democratic Party.

Black Panthers were communists—not all, but there were a notable number in leadership. Their spoken word and community caretaking were powerful, as was their newspaper with the art work of Emory Douglass, which made them increasingly popular and a font for analysis and education. Black Panther-turned-anarchist Lorenzo Komboa Ervin notes:

Radical organizations garnered wide support based on their ability to address the material needs and aspirations, as well as ideals, of their communities. For example, reservation, barrio, or urban youths were (and are) disaffected by and overwhelmed with frustration at dead-end jobs, poverty, inferior and disciplinary schooling, and police violence. It is logical then that the Black Panther Party, Brown Berets, Young Lords, Young Patriots, and American Indian Movement would have mass appeal among the young. While the majority media focused on the armed aspect of such groups, it was their free breakfast programs, free medical clinics, freedom schools, and social services that elicited wide support. They offered an alternative to the state; and by their massive appeal in oppressed communities, they presented the government with the real threat of popular insurrection built by revolutionaries.14

Ervin’s 1979 Anarchism and Black Revolution15 asserts that “three major forms of socialism—Libertarian Socialism (Anarchism), Authoritarian Socialism (Marxist Communism), and Democratic Socialism (electoral social democracy)”—were in conflict and that the non-Anarchist Left and the bourgeoisie dismiss “[a]narchism as an ideology of chaos and lunacy.”
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Figure 1 Angela Davis and Kendra Alexander, members of the Che-Lumumba Club of the Communist Party USA, enter UCLA’s Royce Hall October 7, 1969. © George Louis, 1969. Reproduced under a Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 Unported license via Wikimedia Commons.


Introduction

In 2020, TIME honored Angela Davis as one of their hundred most influential persons.1 Also in 2020, Angela Davis was inducted into the National Women’s Hall of Fame on the hundredth anniversary year of the 1920 ratification of (white) women’s right to vote.2 The last year of President Donald Trump’s administration and residency in the White House saw the rise of neofascists, white supremacists, misogynists, and climate-change deniers; such factions in democracy fueled the January 6, 2021, siege on the US Capitol in an insurrection attempting to nullify certification of the election of President Joe Biden and Vice President Kamala Harris—through the disappearance or assassination of another arch-conservative white man, Vice President Mike Pence.3 As a 2020 National Hall of Fame ambassador, Davis introduced six Black women and women of color who made significant contributions to culture and social justice as inductees, stating that when “Black Lives Matter all lives will finally matter.” The inductees were “Queen of Soul” artist Aretha Franklin; NAACP co-founder Mary Church Terrell; Henrietta Lacks, whose cancer cells are the source of the HeLa cells; Barbara Hillary, the first Black woman to reach the north and south poles; civil rights activist Barbara Rose Johns; and novelist Toni Morrison.4 In 1951, when Davis was in elementary school, at the age of sixteen, Barbara Rose Johns—the niece of Vernon Johns—organized a high school strike against segregated, underfunded Black schools, which led to the only student-initiated legal case, Davis v. Prince Edward County, being cited in the 1954 US Supreme Court Brown v. Board of Education ruling against segregated public schools (discussed in Chapter 3).

The educational and cultural contributions of the six women as stellar figures in US history worked within integrationist settings that do not easily align with the radical origins of Angela Davis emerging as a public persona, first through her defiance as an open member of the Communist Party USA, in 1969, while becoming the first Black philosopher to teach in the University of California system and later by becoming an ally to Black revolutionaries. Davis’s roles in that era of Black rebellion against racism, capitalism, and imperialism have become popular through cultural memory, which does not always reflect objective history. TIME and other mainstream sectors celebrate the twenty-first-century Angela Davis, who is aligned with progressivism; in the twentieth century, during the cold war, corporate media were wary of a leading member of the Communist Party USA (CPUSA), who was also an important ally to Black radicals and the Black Panther Party.

Davis joined the CPUSA in 1968 through the Che-Lumumba Club; she remained a loyal member and leader of the CPUSA until 1991 (the Che-Lumumba Club essentially folded when she went underground in August 1970). White nationalists and anti-communists made constant death threats against her once she publicly acknowledged that she was a member of the communist party while teaching philosophy at UCLA in 1969. Exercising her Second Amendment rights she regularly trained in the California hills with members of the Che-Lumumba Club—an all-Black CPUSA organization—the gun training, mandatory for the Black Panther Party (for Self-Defense), was likely prohibited by the CPUSA. Davis’s ties to Black revolutionaries were predominantly linked to George Jackson and his younger brother Jonathan Jackson, who became Davis’s bodyguard and used her weapons in the ill-fated attempt to free Black prisoners from California’s Marin County Courthouse on August 7, 1970. During the courthouse raid, prison guards shot into an idling van that held the Black fugitives and white hostages.5 Their injuries and death turned “Angela Davis” into a household name once she fled the state. An FBI hunt ensued; she was captured that October, returned to California, and jailed in the Marin County Courthouse. Her campaign for freedom, her trial, and her June 1972 acquittal expanded her public profile. Davis focused on human rights, writing her autobiography with Toni Morrison and re-entering academia.

After the acquittal, she turned down an offer from UCLA to return to teaching in the philosophy department.6 Instead of immediately returning full time to academia, Davis taught as a visiting professor at Claremont College, San Francisco State, Stanford, and UC Santa Cruz. She would be tenured as a full professor in the UCSC History of Consciousness program and later named a distinguished university president chair before retirement.

Fifty years ago, the activism and alliances that created Angela Davis as an international icon were central to dissent for social justice and liberation movements. Today, those signifiers and symbols continue to register across generations, but the meanings of radicalism and Black liberation have shifted. Mass protests led by Black militants seeking to evolve beyond the legacies of mass enslavement, mass rape, and mass exploitation and disappearance would be funded in the rise of “Black Lives Matter” through nonprofits or corporations and reform movements. Davis would mentor some of the most prominent figures who also became globally known and political celebrities. The militant movement cultures of the 1960s and early 1970s cannot be regained. Yet, today, those movements are interpreted through the life and lens of an excellent student studying European philosophy while disengaged in Black political struggles until she returned to the United States to become a UC doctoral student and an ally of Black militants. That radicalism from which she had been sheltered for most of her life, she would seek to lead in part with her academic skills and training. Academic-trained Black elites from white universities and organizations merged with Black cadres embedded in revolutionary struggles where local police and the FBI forced them to choose between being war casualties and war resisters. This leads to a fragile alliance, particularly if the assimilating elites view their relationship with US democracy as conflict, not antagonism.

Book Structure

Contextualizing Angela Davis begins in Alabama, with Davis’s birth and childhood in segregated Birmingham. It ends in California, in August 1970, with her surrogate political family, comprised of imprisoned militant George Jackson and his younger brother Jonathan Jackson. Jonathan organized the raid on Marin County Courthouse in order to free Black prisoners; he used
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