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Thousands of photographs continue to flood out of Ferguson, Mo., some by photojournalists, but

many more by local residents on social media. While these images document quickly unfolding

events, they serve another purpose: providing the African-American community with an important

outlet for reporting on — and taking control of — the chaos around it.

Within hours after Michael Brown was killed by the police, photographs began surfacing, both in

mainstream and social media, depicting residents, many of them teenagers, raising their hands in an

ironic gesture of surrender, but also of passive resistance. These images — like those of people

wearing hoodies in the aftermath of the Trayvon Martin killing — quickly went viral, inspiring other

photographs of people across the country raising their hands in solidarity.

“Some of these photographs of young people with their hands up underscore visually their

understanding of what it means to be economically marginalized, to be targeted because of the bodies

they inhabit,” said Barbara Krauthamer, co-author, with Deborah Willis, of the groundbreaking study

“Envisioning Emancipation: Black Americans and the End of Slavery.” “There is something politically

and aesthetically profound about creating these photographs. The word ‘protest’ diminishes the

intellectual depth and political sophistication that these young people are exhibiting.”

This would not be the first time African-Americans have used the camera this way. Historically,

photography was integral to the fight against racism and segregation. Leaders from Sojourner Truth

to Malcolm X embraced the photograph’s potential as evidence and its ability to combat stereotypes.

But sometimes, as in Ferguson, the camera has served as a more spontaneous “weapon of choice,” as

the photographer Gordon Parks called it, wielded by the oppressed in moments of anger, fear or

frustration.
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In the summer of 1955, Mamie Till Bradley embarked on a personal campaign to distribute to the

press photographs of the mutilated corpse of her murdered son, Emmett Till. The 14-year old Emmett

had been abducted, beaten and shot by white supremacists in Money, Miss., allegedly for whistling at

a white female shopkeeper.

When Mrs. Bradley tried to make these images public — ultimately, only black periodicals would

publish them — she understood their ability to astound and disarm viewers. “I knew that I could talk

for the rest of my life about what had happened to my baby, I could explain it in great detail,” she

later recalled, “ … I could do all of that and people would still not get the full impact. … They had to

see what I had seen. The whole nation had to bear witness to this.”

In the end, those stark and terrifying pictures inspired a political revolution, rousing thousands of

young black men and women to action, the brave soldiers of the “Emmett Till Generation,” as the

sociologist and activist Joyce Ladner has called them.

In recent years, social media has provided more immediate and alternative outlets for both political

action and the distribution of images.

“We are living in an amazing time, when media is being taken into the hands of the people,” observes

the artist Hank Willis Thomas, whose work deals with issues of African-American representation.

“New ways of using media are being applied on a daily basis. Through various means, and very much

like artists, people are using found images and staging events or photographs. It’s almost

overwhelming to witness this rising awareness of the power of creative expression in people’s hands.”

But well before these advances, the camera has served as a vital force of communication and

empowerment for African-Americans. Ms. Krauthamer notes that the photographs emanating from

Ferguson are “evocative of what Frederick Douglass wrote about in 1861, about the power of being

able to represent yourself and to tell your own story through pictures. Douglass made the argument

that when black Americans represent themselves, then their fundamental humanity cannot be

denied.”

If the Internet and social media, like the camera and television before them, have transformed the

way we communicate, they have also made us more critical of the media images we cannot control.

Millions of cameras in hand, we now have the potential to change the story of a major media event by

providing pictures that question or counter it.

In our present media world, citizen photography not only reports on a story but can also become its

subject. Some of the most extraordinary photographs created in the aftermath of Mr. Brown’s

shooting, for example, have centered on the role played by negative media portrayals of young black

men in perpetuating tragedies like Ferguson.
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In the days following the shooting, thousands of Twitter users, under the hashtag

#IfTheyGunnedMeDown, posted contrasting photographs of themselves. One was in a positive

context, like attending graduation, playing a musical instrument or wearing a military uniform; the

other, enacting a common stereotype, like loitering with other black men or menacingly pointing at or

staring into the camera. The campaign underscores — and contests — the habit of mainstream

journalists to concentrate on images of the latter.

For more than a century and a half, the history of black representation in the United States has

resonated with the types of self-generated images now prevalent in social media. Whether in 1950s

Mississippi or Ferguson today, the camera has served nobly as witness, provocateur and agent of

change.

Speaking about historic civil rights photographs at a symposium at the University of Maryland,

Baltimore County, in 2012, Julian Bond attested to their importance in the lives of African-

Americans: “They summon the bravery of ordinary people to do extraordinary things. To risk life and

limb. To secure democracy for themselves and their neighbors. They remind us of what we were and

of what we hope we can be again.”

“They are more powerful now,” Mr. Bond wistfully concluded, words with profound implications for

the story of Ferguson.
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