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Uva Coles, a leader in workforce development and innovation, has dedicated the bulk 

of her more than 25-year career in nonprofit and higher education leadership to 

strengthen, support, and transform the organizations with which she has worked.  

Coles was born in Panama and moved to the United States when she turned 18. From 

then on, as vice president of advancement and strategic partnerships at Peirce College, 

to serving as associate vice president of civic and global engagement at Widener 

University and playing a pivotal role on the city’s workforce strategy committee, she 

made her mark in Philadelphia and beyond. 

Coles presently serves on the City of Philadelphia’s Diversity and Inclusion Advisory 

Board, the board of LEADERSHIP Philadelphia, the board of Believe in Students, and the 

Philadelphia Award.  

Her commitment to building strategies around workforce development and inclusion 

has been consistent and impactful. She has also written on diversity, equity, and 

inclusion, and been invited to speak on the subject for various businesses 

corporations.  

But then 2020 arrived. As it did for so many worlwide, the historic year provided Coles 

with an opportunity to stand back and reflect on where — and how — she wanted to 

dedicate her time and talents going forward.  

Out of that period of reflection, Inclusiva was born. The boutique consulting firm, 

founded and headed by Coles, seeks to provide companies and corporations with the 

tools, strategies, and support necessary to design better, more inclusive workplace 

practices and culture.  

“I would have to call myself the reluctant entrepreneur, in that I wasn’t that little girl 

who sat around and thought about starting my own business someday, necessarily,” 

Coles said.  

“I would have to call myself the reluctant entrepreneur, in that I wasn’t that little girl 

who sat around and thought about starting my own business someday, necessarily,” 

Coles said.  

On a snowy day in December 2020, Coles sat down with AL DÍA via Zoom — not quite 

face to face, but the closest many of us can come to that in these times. She reflected 



on her journey in starting out as an entrepreneur and shared her vision for the future 

of her work in advancing the conversation on diversity, equity, and inclusion.  

A ‘reluctant entrepreneur’ 

For Coles, the path to starting her own business has been “decades in the making” — 

and but not entirely straightforward.  

However, the origins of her work with Inclusiva are deeply rooted in her professional 

career. 

“I think what’s transpired since the very beginning of my career is that I recognized 

very early on that there was something about identity, one’s identity, and it’s either 

collision or complement with business spaces. That certain people were able to have 

greater access, and others had some barriers. The good news is that there’s always 

ways of moving forward,” Coles said.  

She had firsthand experience with many of those barriers. As a first-generation college 

graduate, an immigrant, and an Afro-Latina, Coles said that she has always been aware 

throughout her career of the many ways in which her identity “comes with some 

question marks” in corporate spaces.  

“I know that...when I show up in a room, I have to fight harder for credibility,” Coles 

said. “I have to fight harder for belonging, for a whole host of things. So there are 

others that are looking up at me or next to me or ahead of me, and it’s important that I 

let them know that perfection is not the expectation, that being all-knowing is not the 

expectation, but you power through anyway,” she said. 

That kind of authenticity in bringing one’s identity and background into the workplace 

is necessary work for the dismantling of racism, Coles said.  

She noted that when she started her career 25 years ago, most companies viewed 

diversity, equity, and inclusion through “a lens of compliance.”  

Now, Coles said, there is greater awareness around what needs to change to create a 

workplace that is truly a place of belonging for everyone — especially Black and brown 

people and others who have been marginalized.  

As many in the country and throughout the world strive to create more just, inclusive 

workplaces, Coles is diving headfirst into what she views as her mission in contributing 

to that larger goal — one that has no easy answers and will take time and effort to shift 

the needle towards inclusion.  

“The interesting part of starting to do that work [with Inclusiva] was that I had this 

great career, and was really starting to enjoy a lot of the work I was doing, but at the 

same time every time I touched this work, in a full way, my heart just sang. I think your 



career tells you something when you get goosebumps...And every conversation would 

leave me with goosebumps,” she said.  

Making a commitment to change 

Coles began thinking about starting her own consulting company focused on DEI work 

from the beginning of 2020. But the moment she was deciding to take that leap and 

launch Inclusiva coincided with the tragic killing of George Floyd in late May and the 

Black Lives Matter protests against police brutality and systemic racism organized in 

response throughout the country, and the entire world.  

“There were so many others, countless names, nameless individuals for some people, 

so I wanted to do my part,” Coles said. 

“There were so many others, countless names, nameless individuals for some people, 

so I wanted to do my part,” Coles said. 

The national reckoning with deeply embedded, systemic racism in 2020 was good in 

the sense that it was a broader, collective voice calling for change, Coles said.  

“There’s a collective of individuals from all walks of life who can now see and 

appreciate the depth of the despair and the pain and the discrimination, and they’ve 

locked arms with Black people, with brown people, with people of color...So much of 

the pain and the expression of that pain has been ours to hold almost single-

handedly,” Coles said.  

“And that is not to say there have not been allies since the beginning of time, there 

always have been, but there also has been an inability for others who do not share our 

identity to really fully see the fact that this has been systemic and kind of braided into 

the fabric of not just this country; this is really a global issue,” she said. 

It is true that the Black Lives Matter protests meant that “companies finally felt like they 

had either the expectation, the moral obligation, the requirement, or just the final 

approval, the permission slip almost to stand more firmly around a commitment to 

DEI,” Coles said. But it is also troubling to see corporations or leaders grasp for quick 

solutions or answers, rather than seeking to engage in the deeper, more time-

consuming work of addressing systemic racism. 

“This work usually requires a level of vulnerability that we don’t necessarily see in 

business. It means that if you don’t have the competency, you have to learn, and you 

do have to approach it in a different way. I am hopeful, I’m optimistic that people who 

consider themselves leaders, who really embrace what that means, understand that 

inclusive leadership is not optional, it’s a requirement, and so I am hopeful that 

individuals who get that will stay the course,” Coles said.  



In her work with Inclusiva, the entrepreneur works side-by-side with her client partners 

to stay that course and provide them with the tools they will need to continue to create 

a more inclusive workplace culture, even after Coles is no longer working with them. 

Trainings, Coles said, are not enough. They are a placebo that some people might 

grasp but are not the “anchoring” solution to committing to change — they are simply 

a support to the systemic solutions.  

Overall, Coles said that even in the toughest moments in which those she works with 

are unwilling to give up the stories they have held onto from their pasts about their 

and others’ identities, it motivates her to continue deepening the conversation — one 

that, she believes, will ultimately enrich not just corporations and companies, 

workplaces, and offices, but our society as a whole. 

“We know that this country was built on the backs and the brainpower of people of 

color. And very specifically, Black men and women. And so I think that we owe it to 

each other to acknowledge that history, to acknowledge that we’ve done some deep 

damage and that we owe it to ourselves to reconstruct, to build better, to build it in a 

way that allows for belonging and allows for inclusion. That’s just a human way of 

operating across difference, and I think we’re wired for that; we just have to make a 

decision,” she said.   

In addition to her work with non-Black and brown leaders who are seeking to create 

more inclusive workspaces, Coles said that one of her goals is, over time, to build “an 

incubator for inclusion” dedicated to supporting and restoring Black and brown 

leaders, indigenous leaders, and people of color who are also engaged in this work in 

corporate spaces.  

‘I’m holding the pen’ 

For Coles, it is essential to stay committed to the humanity of the work that she and 

other organizations are doing to transform their culture from the inside out.  

“My approach is always trying to make sure that leaders understand that if they’re 

going to be successful, they have to approach this at a very personal level, very human 

level. So we’re not just looking at metrics. We’re looking at those things, of course, but 

at the end of the day, what matters most is that they show up with their vulnerabilities, 

with their questions, with their concerns, with their biases,” she said.  

“And so the goosebumps come in those moments when we use prompts, questions, 

that help people kind of dig in to their history, their backgrounds, the stories they’ve 

been told by people they love that are distortions of what the world really is, and what 

otherism really is. And so when we can open that door and have candid conversations 

about the fact that we all hold those stories, those biases, and that doesn’t make us 

bad human beings necessarily, it makes us human. What we do with those biases, our 



commitment to shifting gears, our commitment to changing, and to disrupting, that 

kind of thinking, that’s the work,” she added. 

For Coles - who is herself a writer who will be contributing a column in the pages of 

this publication - poetry and writing play a role in having the “courageous 

conversations” necessary to change workplace culture.   

“I love when we introduce that and have individuals who think, ‘Absolutely not, how are 

we possibly going to talk about poetry and business,’ and by the end of it, it’s a 

goosebump moment, because suddenly you have CEOs, you have leaders, standing up, 

sharing words, sharing their ideas and thoughts in ways that are truly poetic and 

touches the soul in a different way,” she said.  

Coles said she will someday publish her own story, in the form of a memoir — which, 

thanks to her transition to self-employment and entrepreneurship is now untethered 

from expectations that she may have been putting on herself as she struggled to focus 

on telling her own experiences even as she represented the different institutions she 

worked for in the past. 

“I think that I have built a company that is centered around authenticity, and so I 

think...that there’s better alignment between what I’m able to share and what I want to 

share and what I need to share, and the expectations I have of my own company,” 

Coles said.  

“I don’t feel like anyone is trying to co-author or hold my pen. I’m holding the pen,” 

she said.  

“I don’t feel like anyone is trying to co-author or hold my pen. I’m holding the pen,” 

she said.  

Coles, through her entrepreneurship, writing, and more, is living out what one of her 

own favorite authors, Toni Morrison, so famously said: “If there’s a book that you want 

to read, but it hasn’t been written yet, then you must write it.” 
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I’m going to keep this introduction quite short, as the conversation below covers so 

much ground. I’ve known Dr. Deborah Willis since 2000, when she was a visiting 

professor at the Center for Documentary Studies at Duke University. Spending time 

with Deb Willis is one of my favorite things to do, so I was delighted when Aline 

Smithson asked if I’d like to talk with Deb about her newest book, The Black Civil War 

Soldier: A Visual History of Conflict and Citizenship, for Lenscratch. That this 

conversation took place in January, the day after the inauguration and just a couple of 

weeks after the attack on the Capitol, made the things we discussed, particularly Deb’s 

groundbreaking and influential work, and how she came to make it, that much more 

resonant. 

How you doing? 

Well, after yesterday, I’ve felt so relieved to be able to breathe, to be inspired. Amanda 

[Gorman], oh my goodness. 

It was beautiful. I took the day off, I wanted to be all in. She was amazing. 

Really, really amazing. It’s such a relief. We got to see Michelle again. And my girl 

Hillary Clinton, her hair was flowing; Michelle’s hair was blowing. I mean, everybody’s 

hair was looking good. 

I loved Hillary’s boots. She was saying, you know, I’m staying warm, I’m staying 

comfortable. Because . . . the stilettos. 

Oh, I couldn’t believe that—I guess the designers made the choices, and after the big 

fuss over Tyler’s cover [with Kamala Harris for Vogue]. . . . 

[Laughs] Well, you know, what else I have been doing this week? I’ve been reading Deb 

Willis. I hadn’t read Picturing Us in a long time, and I re-read Family, History, Memory, 

and your essays for Imagining Everyday Life and To Make Their Own Way in the World. 

You’re inspiring. I’m excited to talk about your new book. 

Tintype of a Civil War soldier. His buttons and belt buckle are hand-colored in gold 

paint. The hand-coloring on the buckle reads backward “SU,” which when considered 

that the image is reversed, reads “US,” the traditional inscription on Union Civil War 



belt buckles. Collection of the Smithsonian National Museum of African American 

History and Culture, Gift from the Liljenquist Family Collection, 2011.51.12 

Yes, you read drafts [laughs]. 

I did. So this is a really personal conversation, because of our relationship and because 

of my experience of being in your head as an editor—your work feels, I don’t know, 

metabolized in me. I’m always realizing anew how editing or reading things that you 

work on, that you’re researching, has changed how I look at and perceive things. 

And I’ve been thinking about what you wrote in Picturing Us about reading Sweet 

Flypaper of Life when you were seven. I checked it out of the library when I was older 

than you, at 14 or 15, but it made such an impact—one of the big books of my life. I 

reread it yesterday and was trying to think, how did it change me to read this book? 

Just for one, I know that how words and images work together have stayed an 

obsession of mine since that time. But everyone is so gorgeous and alive in that book; 

it is sticky with the sweet flypaper. 

We had a little area right outside our back door, and flypaper used to hang right there. 

You’d go in and out, the screen door going in and out, and that flypaper . . . and I’d 

always think, why did it have that title, Sweet Flypaper? You know, you’re drawn right 

to it [laughs]. 

That’s the central aspect of how the arts engage us, not only in terms of literary arts 

but also the visual, including dress and fashion. The power of the word and the visual 

is so inspiring for us; it really does shift how we think. 

And then to see the New Yorker article and that video the journalist made [about 

January 6th]. These people grabbing up papers; they didn’t even know what they were 

looking for: Oh, we need to take a picture of this or that. It showed the lack of respect 

that they have, and it saddened me as evidence—to photograph without any 

understanding. 

I’m glad the journalist was inside with them and that he released the video, because it 

placed us in this imagined space that the officials were in. I mean, just seeing how 

dangerous it was for them. That was a wake-up call . . . 

Right? Talk about reaping what you’ve sowed. Mike Pence . . . they came for him. I 

hope repair is possible, that there will be a new collective consciousness about 

America, who we are . . . and who we aren’t. 

Yes . . . it’s time to try and repair. 

[Deb holds up copy of The Colors of Photography, edited by Bettina Gockel] 

Oh, wow, what’s that? 



This just arrived today. My essay has a picture of my niece in it—from my first color 

theory class, in ’72. I was told that I didn’t have the right model. She was wearing red, 

she had all the colors going; we had the color chart. And the first response I had, from 

one of my white male cohorts, shocked me into silence. He said that I should have 

used a “Shirley” card, which I had never heard of, so of course I asked, Well, who is 

Shirley and what? What’s the problem with her card? Oh, a black girl was the model. 

Later I did attempt to use the Shirley card, and it didn’t have any of the right colors. 

So in this essay, I’m looking again at this whole thing. You know, Adam Broomberg and 

Oliver Chanarin, they used that Polaroid ID-2 and referenced Kodak’s Shirley cards. And 

I talk about hand-tinting photographs, and then looking at how in the twentieth 

century, Yale opened up their color collection with Van Vechten. The Library of 

Congress did the same with their FSA photographs. 

So I used some of those images and then ended with Sheila Pree Bright and Omar Diop. 

I was just about to say that I learned about Shirley cards from you, because of editing 

an essay you wrote a while back where you talked about that experience. 

This is that essay! 

No wonder [laughs]. 

Just to think about the power of that moment. . . . Okay, this all leads to images of the 

black civil war soldier. . . . 

Yes, it does. I’ve been thinking about how working in archives is a kind of time travel, 

with not only the power to change the future but to change the past. 

That’s how I’m going to introduce myself from now on: Alexa is my friend, and she 

says that I’m a time traveler. 

You should! You’re responsible for so much of this work, pulling from archives to 

reinvent the Archive, or rather create a new family history. And I mean family in the 

broadest, most collective sense. You ended your recent conversation with Isaac Julien 

by talking about the need for better educations, and I do think that’s the 

transformative thing. 

You know, I was lucky in elementary school; I had three black teachers and I remember 

there was Mr. Toss and Ms. Foster and another one who ended up marrying my uncle 

[laughs]. We had Black History Week then, and Marian Anderson was from Philadelphia: 

We were bombarded with Marian Anderson’s story. The experience of growing up in 

Philadelphia, but also of having black teachers, really kept me focused, and curious. I 

had no idea that I would end up spending my life working in archives, or as you say, 

being a time traveler [laughs]. 



There were so many stories that I never heard in elementary school, middle school, 

high school—nothing. Langston Hughes was always in my life because my father had 

his books, and Richard Wright’s books. So we had the books, but the public schools 

didn’t. I just imagine what it would have been like if we had had the materials, the 

texts, early on. 

I remember a white counselor telling me that I could only be a “bedpan nurse,” you 

know? So don’t even think about going to college [laughs]. 

I never heard that story. 

My future is what? . . . You know, me! I didn’t even know how to change a diaper. 

[both laugh] 

I wasn’t even a babysitter when I was growing up. I’ll never forget her. I looked at her; I 

was like, me? I had no idea that that was said to a number of people I’ve met over 

years. They told me their guidance counselor said the exact same thing, and that they 

would refuse to write letters for them to go to college. 

So that stayed with me, and of course, I kind of laugh now when I think about when I 

went home, appalled and angry, and told my parents about it. And then I talked to a 

cousin who went to another school. I didn’t know that my sister, who graduated before 

I did, had been told the same thing, and she went to Howard. 

It was so many black kids’ experience. There was a guy who sat behind me in school, 

his name was Sylvester White; we were always together in the “W’s.” I’ll never forget 

him. He said to me, “I bet when you finish school, you’ll join the Peace Corps or 

something like that.” [laughs] He said, “You have to do something like that, because 

you’re different. You’re going make a difference.” 

I was like, wow, because people were gone, people died—they went to Vietnam. It was 

really sad to think about those young people in the army; so many boys died whom I 

went to junior high and high school with. 

Having those experiences in the past and talking to you now . . . I have not thought 

about that counselor much since then, but I remember the impact that she had on me. 

I had decided that I wanted to go to the Philadelphia College of Art, now University of 

the Arts, but my father wanted me to have “practical experience” and sent me to a 

junior college, now Peirce College, which was across the street. 

My father wanted me to work at city hall. He was a policeman and he had a grocery 

store at the time, and he’d had a tailor shop prior to that, so he was about work. He 

was a worker. 

I decided I wanted to work at Temple because then I could prepare to take the SAT and 

take classes. I worked for a woman by the name of Linda Clark at the Center for 



Community Studies. And she was just a powerhouse. She wore those high heels, like 

Nancy Pelosi wears, with these wide dresses and belts, but she trained Vista 

volunteers, and I was her secretary. 

Sylvester White was getting closer and closer. 

He was. I was her secretary. We used to travel to West Virginia to train people in the 

holler. The faculty members were activists. I had a teacher—his name was Lawrence 

Reddick. He taught the history of religion and history, meaning he also taught African 

American history in that course. I had no idea until some years later that he had been 

the director of the Schomburg Center, in 1948. 

That’s crazy. 

He was the brightest person I knew. That’s when I started learning new information 

about the Civil War. When we were kids, we visited Civil War sites and monuments, 

Gettysburg, all the stuff, because it’s part of the Pennsylvania historical experience. 

I continued to take photographs, and because I stayed involved with photography and 

taking pictures, I decided to organize a portfolio to apply for school at PCA. I moved to 

New York for a year to study at the Germain School of Photography—I took scientific 

photography and portraits and landscapes. 

I took all of these photography classes, and while I was taking classes, I also taught 

photography at the Fashion Institute with neighborhood Youth Corps, so stories were 

always part of it, teaching young people about photography. 

I applied to Moore College of Art, which was all women, and at PCA. I got into both and 

was really excited. PCA gave me more money and that really helped [laughs]. 

That’s when it all began. I was noticing the missing gaps in the histories and wondered 

why we weren’t studying black photographers. I knew a lot about black photographers 

in terms of photojournalism from when I was la wee child, because I grew up in my 

mother’s beauty shop reading magazines. Ebony and Jet had black photographers; Life 

magazine had black photographers, including Gordon Parks. 

And I have spent a lifetime working through that, including the work on this book 

about black Civil War soldiers. Having that early experience of not being a traditional 

historian or researcher but working as an artist . . . I didn’t have rules. I had that sense 

of the unknown, of how do you do research? I have always wanted to do new research, 

find new materials, and search for and tell different stories. 

I had Reflections in Black and Posing Beauty behind me. And while working on 

Envisioning Emancipation with Barbara Krauthamer, I often found photographs of black 

soldiers. 



It got bigger. I met collectors, some of whom eventually gave or sold their collections 

to the Library of Congress or to the Beinecke Library at Yale or to the Wadsworth 

Athenaeum. After spending time with these black soldiers, I wanted to hold onto their 

images, but I couldn’t afford the millions that they were asking [laughs]. I was excited 

to know that these photographs existed and decided, okay, we need to create this 

story. With Envisioning Emancipation, we had some images, and then I started reading 

letters. . . . We were taught that black people couldn’t read or write then, and here I am 

reading letters that told people’s stories in their own words. Some soldiers, of course, 

did have scribes who wrote letters for them, but many soldiers had journals and diaries 

that they kept. People died with letters to their wives in their pockets and with a 

photograph in their hands. 

I wanted to reimagine the larger story. 

There’s one story about a woman that just breaks my heart, touches my heart, that 

stays with me. When black soldiers entered Richmond, there was such a sense of pride, 

and one black soldier, he’s marching through—women and men and children were 

standing in the streets—and a woman stops one of the soldiers and starts asking him 

all these questions. She had been looking for her son for years. But to hear her story, 

to read it . . . 

This is one of my favorite stories in the book—let me read their exchange as the 

soldier wrote it in a letter. 

I was questioned as follows: 

“What is your name, sir?” 

“My name is Garland White.” 

“What was your mother’s name?” 

“Nancy.” 

“Where were you born?” 

“In Hanover County, in this State.” 

“Where was you sold from?” 

“From this city.” 

“What was the name of the man who bought you?” 

“Robert Toombs.” 

“Where did he live?” 



“In the State of Georgia.” 

“Where did you leave him?” 

“At Washington.” 

“Where did you got then?” 

“To Canada.” 

“Where do you live now?” 

“In Ohio.” 

“This your mother, Garland, whom you are now talking to, who has spent twenty years 

of grief about her son.” 

“I cannot express the joy I felt at this happy meeting . . . “ 

I’m reading it along with you . . . 

I mean to express that, to feel that, and to know that she had searched all these years. 

. . . I wanted to try to look for a way to tell women’s stories, mother’s stories. In the 

book, there are mothers who wrote letters to Abraham Lincoln, telling him to “make 

sure you take care of my son; I’m giving you my son, make sure he gets paid.” 

The photographs to me were central, because they were personal, the way that soldiers 

posed in their uniforms, their style of dress—the way that they felt when they put on 

their uniform. That aspect of how identity was transformed, knowing that they had 

hope. I think that is central in how we describe this experience, of these soldiers who 

were looking for ways to shape their future by joining up—to think about their own 

experiences of “injustice,” how they were able to fight that battle. 

And then there were some horrific stories that were shared, where a white slave owner 

saw, as he saw it, his “human property” in a Union uniform. He wrote to the head of the 

army saying, he’s my property and needs to be back on my land; he needs to be 

repatriated back to me. So there are those struggles in these stories and then different 

ways of thinking about, how do you look at these images? 

That’s another reason why it’s so important to have letters and diary entries in the 

book. I mean, there are hundreds of books on the Civil War, but every time I’d find a 

book that had letters in it, there’d maybe be one letter with a black story that focused 

on black soldiers’ commitment to fight for their freedom. 

One story that struck me, that I keep thinking about, is the woman who writes to the 

U.S. Department of the Interior, Bureau of Pensions, for her husband’s pension after 

her applications have been repeatedly denied. As a way to identify him, she sends the 

one photograph of him she has, and she writes, “Please send it back.” And you found it 



still there in one those files. . . . To think about all of things that one photograph 

meant and represented, and what it meant to send it, and lose it. For it to stay housed 

in the filing cabinets of bureaucracy. 

That’s it. Susan and Henry Brewster. We even traveled to upstate New York to the town 

where she lived; we had the address and found the street. 

That photo, it’s still in the pension record. When we look at research and the position 

of photographs, it’s important to remember the value of pension records. I was reading 

a biography by Jill Watts—Hattie McDaniel: Black Ambition, White Hollywood—and I did 

not know that her father was a Civil War soldier, and that he, they, fought for years to 

try to get his pension. There is a photograph of him holding his rifle. 

He was injured, horrifically, and the pain and suffering that he experienced lasted for 

years. I mean, Jill describes it in the biography, how important it was to [Hattie 

McDaniel] for them to recognize his plight, and why she wanted that role in Gone with 

the Wind. 

I looked at all of the screen tests for the film. I think about the complexity of the role 

that she had to play, and the way that she was also able to make sure that she had 

money to help other actors when they arrived in Hollywood. So I mean, I’m just so 

honored to have the opportunity to collect these images, but also to rethink them, to 

recirculate them, in a different way. 

I had two different thoughts at the same time. One is when you see these images, you 

immediately realize that you haven’t seen them before—you recognize absence in the 

same moment that you regard presence. 

I was reading your interview with Carrie Mae Weems in To Make Their Own Way in the 

World: The Enduring Legacy of the Zealy Daguerreotypes, where she speaks about how 

she’s approached bending power toward social justice—she says she tries to create 

equity in her art by “exploring the complexity of who we are within the larger frame of 

the culture.” So much of your work is about joy, beauty, nuance—you’ve been able to 

do this, to show it. 

Another thing I was thinking about is storytelling, creating stories. I guess this is where 

the Center for Documentary Studies comes in. Sometimes I get tired of the word 

storytelling because it elides the act of listening. Without a listener, there is no story. 

And this is about sharing stories that reveal things about larger structures (and 

silences). 

Right. I treasure that year I was at the Center for Documentary Studies [as a visiting 

professor] in part because of that project, what was it, Behind the Veil? 

Yes. 



Behind the Veil was an important initiative, to be able to hear, to read, people’s 

experiences of Jim Crow. That year, I was experiencing a personal loss, and I really 

loved the time I spent working with young people in the high school: their project was 

on beauty, finding beauty in their home, having them photograph what they described 

as beautiful. And that’s what I experienced in this research, not only the tremendous 

loss that we all experienced, and as we feel it today—but the holding onto family, the 

love of family, found in these photographs. 

I was thinking when I read your book about how immediate the Civil War seemed to me 

growing up. When my mother was a girl they would have parades in downtown 

Jacksonville, Florida, that included Confederate veterans. Veterans in this case were 

synonymous with very old, white, long-bearded men. 

These images, letters, documents are part of a collective American family that’s fuller, 

richer, and truer than the history I was taught. 

It’s fascinating, because the archives in the South, like the Florida Memory archive, are 

places where I found some unusual photographs, and you know, Virginia’s Museum of 

the Confederacy. So many images haven’t been digitized, but the photographs are 

really wonderful. 

I think about Charlotte Forten entering the Sea Islands wearing pants—“a girl,” a young 

teacher from Philadelphia, entering into that space, meeting Colonel Shaw weeks 

before he died. She writes about how she first met him . . . he had just married and 

talked about the joy of that, but also acknowledging that people had daguerreotypes in 

their tents, and noticing those things. So there are those little details. 

The concept of “collective memory” could sound almost passive when in fact it is so 

active, especially when we see white people carrying Confederate flags, some of them 

inside the Capitol on January 6th. 

I was shattered on January 6th—that someone would put a noose up on the grounds of 

the Capitol . . . and feel free to do it so openly . . . 

Just understanding the importance of the visual experience and how it connects with 

today’s social protest movements and photography . . . the range of people who are 

using their cameras to tell stories. That’s when you think about re-telling, how central 

storytelling is. With this imagery being digital, their dissemination is open. So again, if 

we can teach our students not only how to make images, but how to make them 

useful. 

We have this whole history of imagery that provides us with another way of looking at 

contemporary experiences, of connecting then to now. 



It is also really great for me to link a lot of these images to the work that I did at the 

beginning—like I think I just graduated last year [laugh]—because all of these stories 

are overlapping and connected. 

You’ve worked this ground in such different ways; you’ve gone deep in filling out 

photographic history to give us a revised, repaired vision of lived history. 

I love that we can listen to “slave” oral histories from the WPA and have the opportunity 

to visualize them through images. I mean, there were some really good photographers 

who documented the people, so we have a chance to use photography as a memory 

holder for these experiences. That was central for me in trying to understand Frederick 

Douglass’s words and how he used photography. And I love the way that Isaac [Julien] 

was able to recreate that history with such richness, with colors, you know. 

And I turn back to Carrie Mae Weems’s From Here I Saw What Happened and I Cried or 

While Sitting Upon the Ruins of Your Remains and think about the historical references 

that she brings to the forefront with her images, and with her own body. You know, 

how do we think about portraiture? 

We can talk about the negative aspects of portraits that were made, but we can also 

reflect on the new experiences we’re able to have by looking at portraits, by looking at 

portraiture itself, through a new lens, not of revision but maybe of a new story. . . . 

Yes to a new story. 

So maybe we can end with Zenzi. 

Yes! How is she? 

She’s great. And in terms of just understanding images, she’s a soon-to-be two-year-

old who really understands the photographic moment. She poses. When she walks into 

this house, she sees images of herself at different stages in her life, and she wants to 

see that I remember a moment that she wants to show. And so when I think about this 

recycling of images—Zenzi wants to follow me and show me photographs, she wants 

to talk about the stories. 

So it’s a joy to see someone developing a visual language. She’s so young and already 

she’s able to look at family and the preservation of family through pictures. 

The conversation with the past is really never over. 

Yes, and I really love the fact that I’m able to experience that with her. 

You know, I could talk to you all day. 

I know, we do. 

[Both laugh] 
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