“We’re in This Together”
An interview with Danny Glover
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008 marks the 40th anniversary of the struggle to institute Ethnic Studies at San Francisco State. What do
you see as some of the similarities between your work then and your current efforts to get African American
history represented in films?
Danny Glover: I was a student and an activist in the

Black Student Union (BSU) at San Francisco State in
the mid-60’s. We were doing a lot of outreach into
the community—tutorial programs with students
who were not doing well in public schools, and
trying very hard to make what we were learning in
college relevant to the issues and problems confronting our communities. We were also engaged in
protests on campus and raising issues around race and
racism and the need for greater inclusion on campus.
When Imamu Baraka (Leroi Jones) came out to
San Francisco as part of the Black Arts movement, he
needed somebody to act in one of his plays. He challenged us by saying something to the effect of “Can
any of you so-called revolutionaries act?” Since
nobody else seemed willing to take the challenge, I
timidly stepped up. So my introduction to acting was
as a social medium. As my work progressed, I came
to see activism and art as integrally linked.
As a student, I, along with a group of other young
people from various backgrounds, ethnicities, and
experiences, was involved in bringing together what
would become a powerful movement for transformation and change. The coalition at that time was very
broad: visionary and progressive white students
involved in organizations like Students for a Democratic Society, black students from the Black Student
Union, Hispanic students from La Raza, and The
Third World Liberation Front.
The successful struggle for these programs resulted
in the longest strike on a college campus in United
States history. We were committed to creating a

larger sense of democratic possibility in which everybody’s voice, culture, and history was honored and
valued equally. As a diverse community, as a diverse
group of students, we were trying to learn about the
world and how and where we fit individually and collectively. In attempting to do that we kept running
into these institutionally constructed divides—that
privilege some realities and marginalized others.
It was a hard-fought struggle that would forever
alter the educational landscape in the United States.
It resulted in the creation of the first black studies
program and the first College of Ethnic Studies in the
country. Forty years later, it remains the only College
of Ethnic Studies in the country.
We came together and we struggled together to
create something that did not previously exist. The
campus was closed down for several months as we
organized to challenge the fundamental assumptions
of the educational model that we were being required
and forced to participate in. One of our most important demands, which sometimes gets lost, was to
increase community access to education—particularly
greater access for students from underserved communities. So, in addition to the content of the education
that we were receiving we were also attempting to
create a much more level playing field in terms of
access. Who is allowed the privilege of participating?
Whose stories? Whose voices? Whose vision? Whose
interests?
And as you know, in the work that you do at
Urban Habitat, those issues are as relevant today as
they were then—perhaps even more so.
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Speaking of Race

One other thing about how and why I got involved,
even before I got to college. I remember seeing
images of young people who were not that much
older than me being beaten at lunch counters. Their
dedication, their courage, their heroism in the face of
seemingly insurmountable obstacles made an enormous impression on me.
Q. And how do you see all of this related to your
current work in film?
Glover: For me—as you can imagine— it’s extremely
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related. For me, the personal and the political don’t
represent separate realities. Who I am as a human
rights activist is as important to me as who I am as
an artist. Perhaps other people are able to separate
those realities and those roles, but I’m not able to. I
have difficulty with being described as an activist.
What I strive for is to be a better citizen. And my
definition of citizenship isn’t limited to the geographic confines of the United States. Whether we
like it or not, the earth is our collective home and I
believe that our responsibilities as citizens (whatever
country we happen to reside in or whichever block
our house happens to be located on) is to protect and
sustain (in whatever way we can) this small fragile
blue planet that we call Home (with a capital H).
A lot of the work that I do as an actor and filmmaker is about grounding and affirming a broadly reimagined and re-envisioned sense of what we mean
when we say community. And within that space,
what are the stories that need to be told?
The kinds of projects that I’m interested in spending time, energy, and money on (at critical junctures)
are films that are beautifully executed, intelligently
conceived, and more importantly, films that remind
us of our connectedness as human beings. The geography might differ, the issues and themes might
differ, but the underlying connectedness is what
really matters. And at this point, for me, much of
that work is collaborative. At Louverture Productions,
for instance, we’re dedicated to collaborating with,
mentoring, and supporting filmmakers from around
the globe—including the United States.
The third anniversary of Hurricane Katrina and
the devastation of New Orleans, also marks the

release of a wonderful film that Joslyn Barnes and I
are the executive producers of called, Trouble the Water.
It’s an empowering film from the perspective of a
young woman (and her husband) who basically
became internal refugees after the levees broke. Kimberly and Scott Roberts, with a video camera they
bought for $20, document their harrowing struggle
for survival against both the natural elements and the
government’s appalling ineptitude. But what starts
out as a story of two people stuck in New Orleans
riding out the storm because they didn’t have money
to leave, quickly turns into a story of towering
heroism as people join forces to help each other.
When the film premiered at Sundance, the audience stood and cheered. They recognized their own
humanity and their own connectedness. They were
able to see themselves and they were able to do that
across the “divides” of race and class. That’s art that
inspires.
Q. What can United States residents and particularly, African-Americans learn from Haitian history?
Why are you making a movie about Touissaint
L’Ouverture?
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Glover: Bringing Touissaint and the Haitian Revolution to the screen is a dream that I’ve been working
on for the last 20 years. Touissaint led the only successful slave rebellion in history and in the process
defeated Napoleon’s army, as well as the imperial
armies of Britain and Spain. It’s an amazing story in
part because it rounds out what we know about the
United States and French Revolutions. The United
States revolution brought us the Declaration of Independence, the French, the Declaration of the Rights
of Man.
The Haitian Revolution represents the third leg:
universalizing these principles to all men—not just
privileged, landed, wealthy men of European
ancestry.
In terms of world historical movements and revolutions, it was actually the most important of the
three because it extended the ideals enshrined in the
American and French Revolutions. The Haitian Revolution successfully established a republic based on
more broadly inclusive universal principles. Unfortunately, women were not part of any equation back
then.
A critically important question for African-Americans is, “Why has this monumental achievement been
so erased from our history and from our consciousness?” So, that for me is why it so important and has
been such a passion.
What about a film like Bamako?
Glover: Bamako is, as you probably know, a film that

graphically dramatizes how the IMF and the World
Bank are actually exacerbating poverty in the developing world—rather than eliminating it. It’s also
important because it represented an opportunity for
us to collaborate with Abderrahmane Sissako, a Mauritanian filmmaker who is not only one of the most
important filmmakers on the African continent but
we believe, one of the most important filmmakers in
the world.
The film is imaginative and exciting on so many
levels, beginning with the setting. The action takes
place in the courtyard of a walled house in Bamako—
the capital of Mali. The courtyard—rife with chick-

ens and goats, as well as the personal drama involving
a couple on the verge of break-up—provides the
backdrop for a very public drama aimed at putting
the World Bank and the IMF on trial. It’s beautifully
shot, culturally rich with a great deal of inspirational
music. And in terms of story, again it’s inspirational
and touching and powerfully transformative.
One last note, we recently released a feature documentary co-produced with the Marley family about
the life of Bob Marley, Africa Unite, which focuses on
issues related to African unity and youth empowerment, filmed in Ethiopia.
Well, I think you have a sense of where I am at
this stage in both my creative and my personal
journey—recognizing that we’re in this together, and
it’s part of a powerful process of re-imagining the
future and future possibilities. And that’s true
whether we are trying to re-imagine the future of our
cities or of our planet. It’s important that we each
recognize that our voice matters and that our vision
of hope and possibility is a critical piece of the
puzzle. ■

Danny Glover has worked as an actor, producer, and director in dozens of films and television shows. In addition to many other activist
commitments, he is the chair of Trans Afrcia Forum and president of the Vanguard Foundation.

Race, Poverty & the Environment

|

Fall 2008

41

■
Photo:
Francois-Dominique
Toussaint L’Ouverture

© National Maritime
Museum, London,
United Kingdom

Race,Poverty
& theEnvironment
a journal for social and environmental justice

A Project of

Urban
Habitat
www.urbanhabitat.org

First published as a joint project of the Urban Habitat Program and the California Rural Legal
Assistance Foundation, RP&E is now published twice annually by Urban Habitat and is dedicated to
exploring the intersection of race, class, and environmental and social justice.
Don’t miss any of our passionate, in-depth discussions of important social topics!

Support RP&E:
subscribe today!

Spring 1990
Summer 1990
Winter 1991
Spring 1991
Summer 1991
Winter 1992
Spring 1992
Summer 1992
Fall 1992
Spring 1993
Summer 1993
Fall 1993
Spring 1994
Winter 1995
Summer 1995
Fall 1995
Spring 1996
Fall 1996
Winter 2000
Winter 2001
Summer 2002
Summer 2003
Fall 2003
Summer 2004
Winter 2005
Winter 2006
Summer 2006

Use the form below or order online:
www.urbanhabitat.org/subscribe

Yes! I want an annual subscription to Race, Poverty & the Environment.
Sent free of charge to grassroots groups upon request.
$20 (Individuals)

$40 (Institutions)

Yes! I want to support the advancement of social, economic,
and environmental justice in the Bay Area and beyond.

Spring 2007
Fall 2007
Spring 2008

Earth Day
Cultural Diversity
Women of Color
Pesticides
Energy
The Summit
Asian/Pacific Islanders
Water
Native Nations in 1992
Urban Problems
Population and Immigration
Latinos and the Environment
Military Base Conversion
Environmental Justice and the Law
Nuclear Technology & Communities of Color
Social Justice and Transportation
Multicultural Environmental Education
The Border
A Place at the Table:
Food & Environmental Justice
4 Reclaiming Land and Community:
Brownfields & Environmental Justice
4 Fixin’ to Stay: Anti-Displacement Policy
Options & Community Response
4 Where Do We Go from Here? A Look at
the Long Road to Environmental Justice
4 Governing from the Grassroots:
EJ and Electoral Activism
4 Reclaiming our Resources: Imperialism and EJ
4 Burden of Proof: Using Research for EJ
4 Moving the Movement:
Transportation Justice
4 Getting Ready for Change:
Green Economics and Climate Justice
4 Just Jobs: Organizing for Economic Justice
4 Educating for Equity
4 Who Owns Our Cities?
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4

Name: ________________________________________________
Organization: ___________________________________________
Address: _______________________________________________
State: ____ Zip: ________ Email: ____________________________
A check is enclosed
Please charge my Visa/MasterCard
Visa/MC Number: _________________________ Exp. Date: _____
(Please include the 3-4 digit card verification number found on the back of most credit cards.)

I want to support Urban Habitat with a tax-deductible donation of:
$25
$50
$100
$500
$1,000
Other $_______

Signature: ____________________________________________

Please make checks payable to Urban Habitat. Mail this form to 436 14th St., #1205, Oakland, CA 94612 (510) 839-9609 Fax: (510) 839-9610

