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Abstract 

 

The Fluidity of Protest Imagery: Reading and Misreading Taking a 

Stand in Baton Rouge, The Foot Soldier of Birmingham, and Tank Man 

 

Michelle Oforiwa Mensah, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2022 

 

Supervisor: Janet M. Davis 

 

This report examines Jonathan Bachman’s Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge 

utilizing interdisciplinary analysis to comprehend its placement among other iconic 

protest images within public memory, Bill Hudson’s The Foot Soldier of Birmingham 

and Jeff Widener’s Tank Man. The public’s reception of these images maintains 

ramifications for the meaning of internet and media systems and their participation in the 

visual dynamics that penetrate people’s lives. Utilizing semiotics to deeply read Taking a 

Stand in Baton Rouge offers the opportunity to investigate American culture’s ideas 

about racial representation. Examining the signs within the photograph exposes the 

connection between visual imagery and public reaction. Historical analysis aids the 

exploration of the variegated meanings of the photograph and its reception. Examining 

the historical origins of the signs within the photograph, such as facial expression and the 

politics of dress, offers a way to read the motives of those behind nonviolent protests. 

Through the lens of media and technology studies, Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge 

illuminates the issues behind visual imagery’s powerful ability to persuade the public.  
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Introduction: Images, Representation, and Memory 

On July 9, 2016, a gathering of people stand on Airline Highway, blocking the 

Baton Rouge Police headquarters. Louisiana State Police emerge and begin moving 

demonstrators to the roadside, arresting several people who refuse to leave the roadway. 

Ieshia Evans, a young black woman, is one of the few who continue to stand on the 

highway.1 Evans, a nurse, had traveled to Baton Rouge to protest the deaths of two black 

men, Alton Sterling and Philando Castile, killed by police. Jonathan Bachman, a 

freelance photojournalist on assignment for Reuters, one of the world’s largest 

international news organizations, captures her just moments before her arrest as she faces 

two police officers. The photograph that Bachman takes is immediately striking in its 

contrasts: the two white male policemen clad in black helmets and armor opposite the 

black woman clothed in a black and white sundress that flutters in the breeze.2 The 

arresting elements of the picture illustrate why it immediately proliferates on many major 

news outlets such as The Washington Post and The New York Times, as well as various 

social media channels, including Facebook and Twitter, after publication.  

The now iconic photograph, entitled Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge, marks a 

watershed moment in the history of police brutality against black bodies. Current 

technologies, particularly mobile devices, have given people the ability to circulate 

videos and images worldwide utilizing social media channels. In the age before mobile 

 
1 Yoni Appelbaum, “A Single Photo From Baton Rouge That’s Hard to Forget,” The 

Atlantic, July 10, 2016, https://www.theatlantic.com/notes/2016/07/a-single-photo-that-

captures-race-and-policing-in-america/490664/. 
2 Jonathan Bachman, Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge, July 9, 2016, Photograph, July 9, 

2016. https://widerimage.reuters.com/story/taking-a-stand-in-baton-rouge. 
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devices, law enforcement was essentially unchecked in crafting its own exculpatory 

narrative. Technological developments marked a departure from the previously 

hegemonic circulation of information that persisted, particularly in the civil rights 

movement of the 1960s. According to Allissa Richardson, men who identified as wealthy 

and white published the most powerful newspapers and therefore influenced American 

perception in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.3 Recently, however, individuals 

themselves can shape public opinion by directly participating in the diffusion of news. In 

2016, bystanders captured Alton Sterling and Philando Castile’s deaths on video cameras 

using cell phones. Both instances were disseminated and shared globally, sparking 

resistance to police brutality and catalyzing black social justice movements outside of the 

United States. The public response to these events maintains significant ramifications for 

the meaning of internet and media systems as well as their participation in the visual 

dynamics that penetrate people’s lives. 

Richardson describes this process as mobile journalism, a method that empowers 

people around the global to document and bear witness to the various instances of unrest 

and struggle within their lives.4 People respond to certain messages and signals that they 

perceive from visual images. In this way, photographs maintain the ability to form public 

consciousness and opinion. The term “public,” as I use it in this essay, is not a monolith 

and consists of groups of individuals with differing opinions and points of view. 

Conducting an interdisciplinary analysis of Bachman’s photograph offers a pathway to 

 
3 Allissa V. Richardson, Bearing Witness While Black : African Americans, Smartphones, 

and the New Protest #journalism. (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2020), xii. 
4 Richardson, xi. 
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comprehending the complex interaction between the viewer and the image. Sophisticated 

technology aids in the dissemination of photographs and videos as well as encourages 

people to create and interpret images. Kirsten Pullen explains, “As cell phone cameras, 

surveillance videos and self-made digital recordings proliferate, literacy increasingly 

includes the ability to produce and read images as well as words.”5 Approaches like 

Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure’s model of language permits the methodological 

insights of cultural theory to enable a “reading” of the photograph.  

Saussure conceived this model in the early twentieth century and it influenced the 

semiotic approach to thinking about representation.6 The French critic Roland Barthes 

utilized a semiotic approach to reading popular culture in his 1972 essays Mythologies, in 

which he analyzed activities and objects as signs.7 Similarly, French anthropologist 

Claude Lévi-Strauss studied the messages that Amazonian peoples in Brazil 

communicated through their activities, myths, folk tales, and totemic objects.8 The 

method of semiotics, the process of reading and evaluating visual images for their 

meaning, offers a mechanism for approaching Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge. Semiotics 

also offers the opportunity to investigate the way that society depicts and thinks about 

certain groups of people. Graeme Turner states, “Semiotics allows us to examine the 

cultural specificity of representations and their meanings by using one set of methods and 

 
5 Richardson, 139. 
6 Stuart Hall, Representation : Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices / Edited 

by Stuart Hall., Culture, Media, and Identities (London ; Sage, 1997), 30. 
7 Hall, 36. 
8 Hall, 37. 
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terms across the full range of signifying practices…”9 Representation can impact how the 

public remembers and memorializes photographs.  

People’s associations between Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge and other protest 

imagery from the 1960s civil rights movement era can reveal complications between the 

public’s ideas of what photographs depict and what photographs really portray. When 

discussing Bachman’s photograph, The Atlantic journalist Yoni Appelbaum expresses, 

“There are images that are impossible to forget, searing themselves into our collective 

consciousness…” He illustrates that Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge has earned a space in 

public memory and suggests that people will remember it for decades to come. He 

continues, “…One man staring down a column of tanks in Tiananmen Square. A high 

school student attacked by police dogs in Birmingham, Alabama. This is such a photo.” 10 

The story behind the Birmingham, Alabama photograph that Appelbaum refers to, The 

Foot Soldier of Birmingham, conflicts with the public’s perceptions of the image. There 

is a discrepancy between the physicality of the image and what the image signifies in 

public consciousness.  

Examining the signs apparent within Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge exposes the 

links between visual imagery and public reaction as well as representation within the 

wider American culture. Additionally, other methods, such as historical analysis, aid the 

exploration of the variegated meanings of the photograph and its reception. Furthermore, 

examining the historical origins of the signs within the photograph, such as facial 

 
9 Graeme. Turner, British Cultural Studies : An Introduction / Graeme Turner., 3rd ed. 

(London ; Routledge, 2003), 13. 
10 Appelbaum, “A Single Photo From Baton Rouge That’s Hard to Forget.” 



 11 

expression and the politics of dress, offers a way to deeply read the motives of those 

behind nonviolent protests. Through the lens of media and technology studies, Taking a 

Stand in Baton Rouge illuminates the issues behind visual imagery’s powerful ability to 

persuade the public. Specifically, what kinds of messages does Taking a Stand in Baton 

Rouge transmit to viewers about cultural and social consciousness? How has the image 

Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge and another iconic image of black protest, The Foot 

Soldier of Birmingham, become visual signifiers of the long history of police brutality? 

What does the public’s circulation of protest imagery suggest about nonviolent protests 

and their persistence in public memory? How do people associate Taking a Stand in 

Baton Rouge with other iconic protest imagery, such as Tank Man? 

To interrogate these questions, it is imperative to examine not only the signs 

apparent in the photographs and what they signify, but also what occurs when images 

move quickly and fluidly across electronic spaces. The kinds of associations people see 

between themselves and the people in the images they see has ramifications for what they 

believe the image to be illustrating and what becomes part of public memory and 

consciousness. Characteristics such as the racial identities of the protestor and the 

authority figure within the photograph possess implications for the photograph’s place in 

public memory. Photographs travel quickly through sharing, which holds implications for 

information reception from individuals. Complications exist between peoples’ 

perceptions of events or what they hold to be the truth and what happened or really is 

true. Barbie Zelizer reveals that visual representations are instruments of memory and 

offer evidence of what occurred, but they can also become principal indications of an 
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event.11 This complicates how social media behaves as a kind of memory making. A 

single photograph can become an emblem of a specific moment in history that involves 

more intricate narrative than the image portrays. Specifically, one image can become 

representative of an entire social movement in the public consciousness. 

Ideas about conflicts between certain groups in American culture also can affect 

how international publics view group conflicts within their own countries. The 

proliferation of Bachman’s photograph, among many others in the 2016 movement 

against police brutality, reverberated across the globe and encouraged similar 

demonstrations in other countries.12 Additionally, Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge 

highlighted the historical contradictions between how America continues to represent 

itself as a pluralistic democracy and the persistent racial inequality within its borders. 

Journalists and individuals on social media recalled the image Tank Man in response to 

Bachman’s photograph.13 When discussing Bachman’s photograph, The Atlantic 

journalist Appelbaum observes, “…One man staring down a column of tanks in 

Tiananmen Square. A high school student attacked by police dogs in Birmingham, 

Alabama. This is such a photo.” 14 According to Appelbaum, Bachman’s photograph is 

 
11 Yasmin Ibrahim, “Tank Man, Media Memory and Yellow Duck Patrol: Remembering 

Tiananmen on Social Media,” Digital Journalism 4, no. 5 (2016): 583, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2015.1063076. 
12 Henry Mainsah, “Bearing Witness While Black: African Americans, Smartphones, and 

the New Protest #Journalism,” Digital Journalism, February 2, 2021, 1–3, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2020.1860784. 
13 Mazin Sidahmed, “‘She Was Making Her Stand’: Image of Baton Rouge Protester an 

Instant Classic,” The Guardian, July 11, 2016, https://www.theguardian.com/us-

news/2016/jul/11/baton-rouge-protester-photo-iesha-evans. 
14 Appelbaum, “A Single Photo From Baton Rouge That’s Hard to Forget.” 
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situated within an archive of iconic protest imagery ranging from the American civil 

rights movement in the 1960s to China’s 1989 anti-communism Tiananmen Square 

protests. Each photograph represents an individual facing a system on the brink of 

violence—whether it be a phalanx of tanks, a phalanx of police with guns, or a police 

officer with a snarling German shepherd inches away from attack. This arresting element 

is what plants each one of the photographs within public memory. An investigation of 

messages using semiotics can aid in the comprehension of what kinds of mutual 

associations people saw between the photographs.  
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Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge: Semiotics and Representation 

Ferdinand de Saussure’s theory of signs as one method of analysis offers a way to 

discuss the power of the photograph by examining the signs within it as well as its 

meaning through visual signifiers based on various journalists’ interpretations. Saussure 

defined the sign as the basic component of communication in the organization of 

language. It is vital that a sign possess a physical structure and represent an idea separate 

from itself, such as a word or piece of clothing. A sign can also include combinations of 

words, images, gestures, or clothing. Saussure divided the sign into two distinct concepts: 

the signifier and the signified. Both concepts must come together to shape the substance 

of a message.15 However, the connection between them is rooted by the constantly fluid 

linguistic and cultural symbols that support representation.16 The signifier is the material 

shape of the sign, while the signified is the abstract idea that the signifier denotes.17 The 

signified indicates the meaning, implied significance, and social connotation of the sign.  

Stuart Hall uses the method of signification to demonstrate perceptions of 

difference within visual culture. He demonstrates that illustrations convey a dynamic and 

revealing exchange that occurs between the viewer and the producer of the image.18 The 

most remarkable elements of Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge are the three subjects of the 

photograph. Under Saussure’s method of analysis, they are signs: the black woman and 

 
15 Ferdinand De Saussure, Course in General Linguistics (London: Peter Owen, 1960). 
16 Hall, Representation : Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices / Edited by 

Stuart Hall., 31. 
17 Saussure, Course in General Linguistics. 
18 Hall, Representation : Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices / Edited by 

Stuart Hall., 227. 
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the two white male police officers. The composition of the photograph positions both 

signifiers as opposing forces, which influences the idea of the black woman and two 

white male police officers as signifieds. The socio-cultural representation of black 

women defines them as either/or in a binary of being. Hall asserts, “People who are in 

any way significantly different from the majority—‘them’ rather than ‘us’—are 

frequently exposed to binary forms of representation.”19 He goes on to explain that 

people often display those who are different in frames of strictly oppositional, intensely 

diverged ideas. 

At first glance, Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge is immediately arresting because 

of the composition of the photograph’s subjects. The cracks in the highway break the 

photograph into two equal portions. As Figure 1 demonstrates, there is a stark difference 

between the left side of the photograph, where the police officers stand, and the right side 

of the photograph, where Evans stands in isolation, with free space behind her.20 By 

presenting the black woman and the police officers as opposites, the image depicts the 

tension between black bodies and law enforcement. The photograph encapsulates black 

and white as separate, binary concepts. Through an oppositional framing of black and 

white, it also suggests an association between white bodies and protection as well as an 

association between black bodies and danger. 

Hall historicizes society’s ideas about what black and white signify when he pulls 

his discussion of binary oppositions into the structure of racial discourse during slavery. 

 
19 Hall, 229. 
20 Bachman, Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge. 
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He goes on to detail how black historically signified savagery and white signified 

civilization. Both extremes served to emphasize the unconditional differences between 

“types” of humans. By adhering to a historical context, Hall illustrates that the 

white/black binary goes further by instilling the idea that blacks satisfy their emotions 

and instincts rather than their intellect, situating them within the concept of Nature. On 

the other hand, whites possessed civility and intelligence, situating them within the 

concept of Culture.21 These historical influences illustrate the reasons behind 

contemporary society’s fixation on the body to articulate racial “otherness” and 

“difference.”  

The racialized body also serves to normalize racial difference and provides an 

instance in which visual discourse produces knowledge.22 The two police officers in front 

of Evans display their identities as law enforcers through their clothing. The viewer can 

easily see that they are armed and armored. Not only are they equipped with physical 

resources to harm others, but they are also equipped with resources to protect themselves 

from imminent danger. Appelbaum recalls the qualities that the Baton Rouge police 

department attempts to establish within its officers. Prominent among a list of these 

values is “protection.”23 Bachman’s photograph illustrates the idea that by donning 

protective armor and weaponry, the Baton Rouge police officers anticipate that Evans is 

an unpredictable threat, and they should approach her warily. If the viewer is not exposed 

 
21 Hall, Representation : Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices / Edited by 

Stuart Hall., 243. 
22 Hall, 244. 
23 Appelbaum, “A Single Photo From Baton Rouge That’s Hard to Forget.” 
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to any detail about what occurred on the day that Bachman took the photograph, these are 

the messages that the person receives from the visual imagery apparent in the photograph.  

The public’s reaction to this photograph is intertwined with the socio-political 

moment they inhabit. The attraction to this photograph originates from peoples’ desires to 

overturn the commonly negative portrayals of black activists in general. Bachman 

explains, “You can take images of plenty of people getting arrested, but I think this one 

speaks more to the movement and what the demonstrators are trying to accomplish here 

in Baton Rouge.”24 He details the discrepancy between protestors’ reputations as told by 

newscasters and their objectives as groups of people attempting to shift legislation 

through nonviolent protests. Many people on Facebook discussed the significance of the 

lack of violence in the photograph.25 To them, the photograph deconstructed persistent 

stereotypes about black individuals. According to Hall, “stereotypes get hold of the few 

‘simple, vivid, memorable, easily grasped and widely recognized’ characteristics about a 

person, reduce everything about the person to those traits, exaggerate and simplify them, 

and fix them.”26 Here, Hall suggests that the process of stereotyping depends on an 

overstating of a person’s most represented qualities, which functions to further separate 

and “split” groups by establishing what encompasses normality versus abnormality.  

 
24 Michael Miller, “‘Graceful in the Lion’s Den’: Photo of Young Woman’s Arrest in 

Baton Rouge Becomes Powerful Symbol,” The Washington Post, July 11, 2016, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-mix/wp/2016/07/11/graceful-in-the-

lions-den-photo-of-young-womans-arrest-in-baton-rouge-goes-viral/. 
25 Miller. 
26 Hall, Representation : Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices / Edited by 

Stuart Hall., 258. 
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The ability of Bachman’s photograph to simultaneously recall society’s black and 

white binary and subvert the dominant narrative about African American savagery is 

what captivates so many viewers. Evans herself recognized the lack of congruence 

between the Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge photograph and journalistic accounts of the 

Baton Rouge protesters when she expressed her astonishment that news sources were 

describing the protest demonstrations as a riot. She contends, “People were boisterous, 

they were rowdy as far as being very vocal, but there was no violence. There was nobody 

throwing things.” She continues to recount what led to the standstill between herself and 

Louisiana State Police by stating that the law enforcers physically shoved the protestors 

off the roadway.27  

Representation maintains an even more significant place within the events 

surrounding the Baton Rouge protests’ portrayal in news reports when placed in the 

context of what the protest was against. On July 6, 2016, Jeronimo Yanez pulled over 

Philando Castile, a black male, in a case of racial profiling. Yanez believed Castile to be 

a robber involved in a theft that occurred in the St. Paul, Minnesota suburb he was 

patrolling. He told a squad car through his radio, “The driver looks more like one of our 

suspects, just because of the wide-set nose.” 28 Castile’s death was a result of how the 

 
27 Richardson, Bearing Witness While Black : African Americans, Smartphones, and the 

New Protest #journalism / Allissa V. Richardson., 57. 
28 Sarah Nilsen, “Living in Zootopia: Tracking the Neoliberal Subject in a Colorblind 

World,” in The Myth of Colorblindness: Race and Ethnicity in American Cinema, ed. 

Sarah E. Turner and Sarah Nilsen (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2019), 62, 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-17447-7_4. 
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representation of black individuals as criminals gravely impacts the events in their lives 

as well as the events that end their lives.  

Images further influence the representation of events by simplifying how people 

can shift and misrepresent facts about what occurred. The instability of the flow of the 

online digital sphere can exacerbate this issue, since unknown persons can hide behind 

anonymous profiles to throw out articles and quotes for other users to consume and turn 

over to others. Mary Bock illustrates, “Some of the material might be credible and 

trustworthy, but because humans are susceptible to confirmation bias, we tend to accept 

messages that match our beliefs.”29 People tend to regard as true ideas they are already 

familiar with and maintain as the truth. For instance, if a viewer of Taking a Stand in 

Baton Rouge discussed the photograph with Bachman or the other bystanders who 

witnessed the interaction between Evans and the Louisiana State police officers, the 

person might view the image differently. Their ideas about what the image signified 

would shift based on the information they received. Bachman demonstrates this when he 

explains that Evans was arrested because she was blocking a major highway, in defiance 

of police orders. In addition, some social media users surmised that the Louisiana State 

police officers dressed in riot gear because protests in other areas of the United States had 

turned violent, resulting in the loss of police officers’ lives.30 

 
29 Mary Angela Bock, Seeing Justice : Witnessing, Crime and Punishment in Visual 

Media / Mary Angela Bock., Seeing Justice : Witnessing, Crime and Punishment in Visual 

Media (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2021), 232. 
30 Appelbaum, “A Single Photo From Baton Rouge That’s Hard to Forget.” 
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Conflicting ideas of reasons why the subjects in Bachman’s photograph confront 

each other filter down to the subjects themselves. Evans demonstrates, “I don’t even 

know what came over me, but I just decided to stand in the street, like what’s your goal 

here? What’s the reason why you guys are decked out in your war gear, and I’m in a 

sundress?”31 She highlights that the motivations behind her actions include finding out 

why the police officers are armored and armed, although she and her fellow protestors 

remain peaceful. It is significant that Evans makes her stand in part to gain information 

about the circumstances around her. According to Richardson, Evans expressed 

bafflement that the right to peacefully protest is not respected as a declaration of the First 

Amendment.  

Evans believes that she was arrested for her act of protest and not because of 

where she was protesting. She mentions that she stood in the roadway; she does not 

emphasize that her act of protest was one of defying orders. Evans reveals that while she 

also does not fully comprehend the grounds for her arrest, the officers who arrested her 

were similarly confused. She states, “I had to ask what I was being charged with. The 

officer …told me he didn’t know. I didn’t even know what I was being charged with until 

my bond was posted—until they had an amount for me to bail out of jail with.”32 Unable 

to gain information about the circumstances surrounding her imprisonment, Evans left 

 
31 Richardson, Bearing Witness While Black : African Americans, Smartphones, and the 

New Protest #journalism / Allissa V. Richardson., 57. 
32 Richardson, 100. 
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her interaction with police incensed about the quality of the American justice system. She 

continues to use Twitter to speak out about racial injustice and political issues.33 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
33 Richardson, 57. 



 22 

Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge: The Politics of Respectability 

 One of the most compelling aspects of Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge is Ieshia 

Evans’s facial expression as she stares at the two police officers in front of her. Evans’s 

calm, relaxed, but determined outlook appears to drive away the police officers who are 

approaching her.34 Evans’s stoical expression recalls the similarly composed demeanor of 

Diamond Reynolds, the black witness who filmed a police officer in Minnesota shooting 

her fiancé Philando Castile as she sat in the seat next to him.35 Jim Hopper, Harvard 

Medical School psychology professor, maintains that victims of violent events are not 

bodily aware of what is occurring. The circuits from the brain to the rest of the body are 

locked, putting the person into a dissociative state.36 Reynolds’s self-control was most 

probably a result of her mind’s response to the traumatic events occurring directly in 

front of her eyes.  

Scholars have long theorized about African Americans and their ability to assume 

a mask in tense situations. Many believe that this concealment of feeling is a survival 

technique against racial oppression in the United States. Monnica Williams, a racial 

trauma professor, believes that Reynolds was responding to a premeditated survival 

strategy that enables black individuals to cope with the terror of confronting law 

 
34 Sidahmed, “‘She Was Making Her Stand’: Image of Baton Rouge Protester an Instant 

Classic.” 
35 Miller, “‘Graceful in the Lion’s Den’: Photo of Young Woman’s Arrest in Baton 

Rouge Becomes Powerful Symbol.” 
36 Danielle Paquette, “‘This Is the Brain on Horror’: The Incredible Calm of Diamond 

‘Lavish’ Reynolds,” The Washington Post, July 7, 2016, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2016/07/07/the-incredible-calm-of-

diamond-lavish-reynolds/. 
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enforcement. As children, black people repeatedly bear witness to acts of violence 

committed by police officers against people who look just like themselves.37 Dafina 

Doty, Reynolds’s mother, stated that she brought up her daughter to respect law 

enforcement and her calm response to the police officer was the result of her 

upbringing.38 Similarly, Ieshia Evans’s unflappable reaction to the two police officers 

who arrested her could have been a conscious survival tactic borne out of a black 

American childhood. Bachman attests that there were no altercations in her standoff with 

police. He details, “It wasn’t very violent. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t resist, and 

the police didn’t drag her off.”39 Here, Bachman emphasizes the nonviolent nature of the 

tense interaction. He acknowledges that the situation could have easily escalated into 

violence if Evans struggled or fought back. 

Other aspects of black culture, such as African American literature, demonstrate 

the need to hide emotion as a crucial coping mechanism for black Americans. For 

instance, Paul Laurence Dunbar’s 1895 magnum opus “We Wear the Mask” illustrates 

how African Americans conceal their true feelings during times of severe emotional 

turmoil by donning a veil of outward composure. Literary scholar Daniel P. Black 

reveals, “…the poem announces the mask as the guiding trope of African American 

literature. In other words, it exposes black writers as ‘mask manipulators,’ ‘double 

 
37 Richardson, Bearing Witness While Black : African Americans, Smartphones, and the 

New Protest #journalism / Allissa V. Richardson., 35. 
38 Paquette, “‘This Is the Brain on Horror’: The Incredible Calm of Diamond ‘Lavish’ 

Reynolds.” 
39 Miller, “‘Graceful in the Lion’s Den’: Photo of Young Woman’s Arrest in Baton 

Rouge Becomes Powerful Symbol.” 
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talkers,’ and ‘word wizards.’”40 The poem itself participates in this practice, subverting 

nineteenth century restrictions that black writers faced from white audiences to display 

black subjectivity.  

 Dunbar’s poem illuminates how the mask that Evans and Reynolds wear hides 

their feelings from the outside world, while also harming their mental health. According 

to Carol S. Loranger, “We Wear the Mask” presents “…serious examination of the power 

of the color line to circumscribe individual possibility and to damage individual 

psyches…”41 Dunbar succeeds in demonstrating the limiting power of racial 

discrimination and its ability to effectively harm black people psychologically. The 

second stanza in “We Wear the Mask” states, “Why should the world be overwise, In 

counting all our tears and sighs? Nay, only let them see us While we wear the mask.”42 

The narrator speaks of an “us” and a “we” that many scholars believe could refer to black 

people as well as black writers.43 Dunbar strove to utilize his poetic work in a way that 

would support black Americans while also taking advantage of his recognition from 

white audiences to confront racism and discrimination.44 

 
40 Daniel P. Black, “Literary Subterfuge: Early African American Writing and the Trope 

of the Mask,” CLA Journal 48, no. 4 (2005): 388. 
41 Carol S. Loranger, “The Outcast Poetics of Paul Laurence Dunbar and Edwin 

Arlington Robinson,” Studies in American Naturalism 10, no. 2 (2015): 137. 
42 Paul Laurence Dunbar, Lyrics of Lowly Life, with an Introd. by W. D. Howells., Lyrics 

of Lowly Life (New York: Dodd, Mead and company, 1896). 
43 Black, “Literary Subterfuge: Early African American Writing and the Trope of the 

Mask,” 388. 
44 Loranger, “The Outcast Poetics of Paul Laurence Dunbar and Edwin Arlington 

Robinson,” 137. 
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Composing one’s facial appearance as well as one’s artistic expression in a 

particular way is an act of agency. Wearing a mask is a way of assuming control, 

especially during events in which black people are powerless to change the outcome. Just 

as Dunbar sought to influence public opinion by performing two different actions at once, 

Evans and Reynolds can control how the outside world views them by fashioning their 

own identities. Rather than showing their pain to white oppressors, they and the “we” in 

Dunbar’s poem choose to conceal their cries and frustrations. In moments of fear, these 

two black women deliberately refuse to demonstrate the private and personal sides of 

grief. Their presence in dangerous surroundings leaves them already vulnerable, so they 

refuse to expose themselves further. By displaying the presence of the mask, Taking a 

Stand in Baton Rouge illustrates the capacity of photography to highlight affect. This has 

ramifications for displaying the intricate forces behind visual imagery and its impact on 

the viewer.   

One of these intricate forces that are on display within Taking a Stand in Baton 

Rouge is clothing and how that intersects with the politics of respectability. A revisitation 

of a quote from Evans reveals that the difference between her attire and the policemen’s 

attire was what angered her and caused her to disobey their demands. She states, “I don’t 

even know what came over me, but I just decided to stand in the street, like what’s your 

goal here? What’s the reason why you guys are decked out in your war gear, and I’m in a 

sundress?”45 The fact that Evans is nicely dressed and took care with her appearance is 
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historically salient. An investigation of her clothing as an artifact of black respectability 

politics reveals that historically, black Americans have used their clothing as a way of 

resisting the dehumanizing effects of racism in America.  

During the first decades of the twentieth century, women in the black Baptist 

church battled negative ideas about black women by stressing the importance of proper 

presentation. They emphasized self-regulation, assimilation, and conformity to dominant 

hegemonic norms. However, they continued to actively campaign against racial injustice 

and support racial uplift. Evelyn Brooks Higgenbotham termed this concept “the politics 

of respectability.” She states, “…the Baptist women emphasized manners and morals 

while simultaneously asserting traditional forms of protest, such as petitions, boycotts, 

and verbal appeals to justice.”46 Between 1900 and 1920, these women succeeded in 

exhibiting white American ideals and destabilizing prevailing beliefs about the inferiority 

of black people and women.  

Respectability was a strategy against racist scientific and social thought as well as 

Social Darwinism. It was also a tactic of consciously recognizing hegemonic principles to 

strengthen ideas about moral dominance over white Americans.47 Responsibility to the 

self was a way to separate oneself from derogatory ideas about blackness that prevailed 

during enslavement. In crafting the “New Negro,” black leaders in the early twentieth 

century suggested that black Americans were in control of some aspects of their lives. 
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Middle class principles like speech, dress, and religion served to integrate black people 

into the dominant culture.48 These ideas about black presentation and behavior continue 

to be prevalent today.  

Just as there is historical context behind Evans’s facial expression for her 

confrontation with law enforcement, there is also historical context behind her clothing 

choice. Bachman even notes that the juxtaposition of Evans’s dress against the riot armor 

of the police officers was one element that stood out to him and prompted him to take the 

picture. He explains, “…it seemed like this was a good place to get in position and make 

an image, just because she was there in her dress and you have two police officers in full 

riot gear.”49 Bachman’s statement emphasizes the unbalanced power dynamic between 

Louisiana State police officers and Evans. She is a lone individual against an unjust 

system. The phalanx of police officers makes it even more evident that she is unarmed 

and vulnerable while they are armed and armored.  

In Figure 1, Evans’s dress is a sign of her identity as a civilian, but it also suggests 

that politics of respectability influenced her decisions and behavior. Dressing well while 

protesting racial injustice was a distinctive feature of the civil rights movement. 

Specifically, during the voter registration campaigns of March 1965, members of the 

black community in rural “Bloody Lowndes,” Alabama, paid attention to their 

appearance before they arrived to register. According to Hasan Kwame Jeffries, “Twice a 

month, African Americans donned their best Sunday clothes and traveled to Hayneville 
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in defiance of local custom.”50 These Lowndes County residents practiced the politics of 

respectability. Dressing formally enabled them to demonstrate that they were cultured 

Americans, while also refuting racial inferiority. Clothing here was material proof of their 

eligibility to vote. It was a nonviolent way to resist white supremacy. This deliberate 

show of moral superiority becomes more apparent because registration took place inside 

the county jailhouse.   

The well-dressed black residents of Lowndes County, Alabama faced armed 

registrars intending to intimidate them. Jeffries describes, “Once inside the jailhouse they 

placed loaded pistols on the examination table in plain view of the test takers and next to 

the whiskey bottles they swigged throughout the day.”51 The qualifications to register to 

vote included a literacy test, an obstacle to black voter registration for over sixty years. 

Registrars offered this test to as few black people as they could to prevent the possibility 

of success. Although black applicants were dressed to display their suitability for 

membership in the dominant hegemonic society, structural inequality in the form of low 

educational levels excluded them from full participation in the democratic political 

process. Even when the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) succeeded 

in petitioning the federal government to take away the literacy component of the 

registration process, discriminatory practices prevented black voter registration numbers 
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from rising significantly. Registrars misspelled applicants’ names and filled out 

paperwork incorrectly.52  

Dressing well continued to be a prominent part of resisting negative black 

stereotypes and tropes when Lowndes County African Americans assembled to vote for 

the first time on November 8, 1966. Leader John Hulett remarked to the group days 

before, “We’ll be there at seven…Let’s dress up and look like people when we go to the 

polls tomorrow.”53 Hulett’s statement indicates that fighting white supremacy was the 

root reason behind dressing formally to cast their votes. The community took this 

statement seriously, arriving in formal dresses and suits. Jeffries explains, “Underneath 

the ordinary sweaters and overcoats that they wore to ward off the crisp morning air, they 

sported their sharpest dresses and finest suits, having taken to heart the charge to look 

their best.”54 Even as they faced physical violence and intimidation that challenged their 

rights as United States citizens, black people resisted through their clothing decisions.55  

The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) emphasized dressing 

well as a form of nonviolent resistance. However, the group eventually diverged 

theoretically from other civil rights movement organizations when it came to 

nonviolence. At first, the SNCC was aligned with the SCLC, but over time, the 

“Nonviolent” in SNCC became more problematic as SNCC members faced continued 

violence. Self-defense ultimately became part of SNCC’s strategy, and was, in part, 
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inspired by the armed local African American residents they met in Lowndes County. In 

addition, Martin Luther King, the president of the Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference (SCLC), strategized to revitalize the Selma voting rights movement by 

organizing the rural regions around it.56 Contrasting ideas concerning the Selma 

campaign prevented a long-lasting union between the two groups. As a result, SNCC left 

Selma and moved to “Bloody Lowndes,” a place without SCLC influence.57 Stokely 

Carmichael, a SNCC organizer, characterized these contrasts as “…a real strategic and 

philosophical difference.”58 These differences would prove to become more pronounced 

over time. In Lowndes County, SNCC failed to win the local November election using 

the Lowndes County Freedom Organization (LCFO) or Black Panther Party, but they 

created the conditions for an eventual LCFO victory. Furthermore, it was clear that Black 

Power had emerged as the chief driver of the organization’s policies and actions.59  

SNCC did not attempt to convince black leaders to listen to their ideas or suppress 

the aggressiveness of some black southerners. Often called “shock troops” of the 

movement, the organization went places other Civil Rights groups deemed too 

dangerous, such as rural Mississippi.60 Carmichael even stated that nonviolence was the 

basis of King’s strategy. For SNCC, nonviolence was always a tactic and a strategy. 

However, some members truly believed in it. For instance, Diane Nash and Marion Barry 
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were committed to Christian precepts of “the beloved community” as part of their 

activism.61 Lowndes County residents possessed weapons and would protect themselves 

if white supremacists attacked them.62 According to Clayborne Carson, black militancy 

encompassed the emotions of black Americans who were tired of accommodation and 

unsatisfied by the civil rights movement’s methods. He explains, “The black struggles of 

the 1960s had awakened dormant traditions of black radicalism and racial separatism by 

fostering among black people a greater sense of pride, confidence, and racial identity.”63 

The assertiveness that black power advocated espoused a belief in and an awareness of 

the strength of black people.  

These ideas further produced a resolve to enhance conditions for black people 

utilizing their own ideas, customs, and social behavior. Carson details, “…Afro-

Americans in every section of the nation indicated their determination to use hard-won 

human rights to improve their lives in ways befitting their own cultural values.”64 By 

detaching themselves from white influence, black people could properly assert 

themselves as a race equal to the dominant hegemonic white race. SNCC and LCFO 

volunteer Gwendolyn Patton emphasizes, “Black Power demanded a strategy in which 

black people would transform the powerless black community into one that could exert 

its human potential to be an equal partner in the larger society.”65 While Alain Locke’s 

“New Negro” of the Harlem Renaissance in the 1920s sought American citizenship and 
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membership within dominant society by assimilating and adopting cultural norms, 

members of the black power movement in the 1960s desired to declare their equal status 

by carving out a place for themselves directly beside the dominant hegemonic society.  

Evans’s comments about longing for the direct action of the civil rights 

movements of the 1960s becomes more significant in the historical context of the 

movement for black civil rights in America. According to Ja’han Jones, Evans yearns for 

the confident, radical tactics of the black power movement. He clarifies, “And as a 

student of previous movements for social justice, she longs for the assertiveness that 

characterized activists from the civil rights movement and the black power movement 

that followed.” In addition, Evans acknowledges that Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge 

resulted in an image of her that troubles her. She declares, “I think I will be remembered 

as a peaceful protester who saw injustice going on and took a stand…I’d like to be 

remembered as a revolutionary.” Evans’ longing for more forceful methods of protests is 

emblematic of the conflict between SCLC and SNCC. Furthermore, there is a contrast in 

terms of what the photograph signifies to other people and what it signifies to her. Others 

view it as a display of nonviolent protest, while Evans views it as a rebellious act.  
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The Foot Soldier of Birmingham: Visual Communication in the Civil Rights 

Movement 

Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge recalls another watershed moment in African 

American historical protest movements in which a single photograph became emblematic 

of the fight to change legislation to protect black bodies in America. Many academics 

hold the news reports from Martin Luther King’s 1963 Birmingham Campaign in 

Alabama responsible for encouraging President John F. Kennedy to enact civil rights 

legislation.66 King’s goal was to utilize the campaign, or “Project C” for confrontation, to 

incite the Birmingham Chief of Police to react violently to shift public opinion to 

overwhelmingly support desegregation and denounce employment discrimination.67 King 

explains that his strategy was to pressure his persecutor to carry out cruelty publicly, on 

the world stage.68  

Project C resulted in one of the most iconic and astonishing photographs depicting 

the civil rights movement, which elicited powerful emotional responses from people all 

around the world. Richardson’s concept of bearing witness is integral to the success of 

King’s strategic campaign.69 Different kinds of witnessing exist on a spectrum. Bearing 

witness can “socially blacken” non-black individuals who view, then document the 
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atrocities that the black body goes through while experiencing brutality. However, King 

attempted to traverse the space between the scene of the demonstration and the public by 

using the medium of the photograph to visually communicate with the viewer.70 His goal 

was to make as many people as possible witness racial injustice from a distance. His 

tactics ensured that the brutality of racial injustice reached people through newspapers 

and television screens.  

King succeeded in visually communicating images of atrocity to influential 

people with the power to shift legislation. They witnessed and were emotionally affected 

by these images. The photograph entitled The Foot Soldier of Birmingham particularly 

haunted President Kennedy. One among many newspapers to depict the picture, The New 

York Times on May 4, 1963, exhibited the photograph.71 Friedman and Richardson 

describe, “….one picture showed a police dog lunging at a demonstrator, who appeared 

to be passive, while a police officer had grabbed the man’s lapel and had a slight grin.”72 

To view the photographic messages that influenced so many and launched support for 

legislation supporting racial equality, it is necessary to separate the photograph’s material 

content from its meaning, to disassemble it into signifiers and signifieds.  

Photography as a medium embodies the physicality of reality as well as the 

meaning of its contents within society and culture. According to Mary Bock, visual 

communication involves a two-step process. She states, “A photographer ‘frames’ reality 
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with the camera, and then the image is framed in discourse.” Furthermore, she reveals the 

agency of the photographer in forming specific associations between the photograph and 

the viewer. She continues, “These two steps do not occur in a vacuum, … are subject to 

social, institutional, and political forces, as human actors use what power they have to 

craft visual messages according to their needs.”73 Bock highlights the imperfections of 

the photograph as evidence. Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge and The Foot Soldier of 

Birmingham share similarities in that the narrative surrounding both images possess 

discrepancies between how they are depicted and how events transpired at the time the 

photographers took the pictures.  

The photographer of The Foot Soldier of Birmingham, Bill Hudson, states that he 

chose the picture for publication because of the composed and relaxed demeanor of the 

black boy, not unlike how Bachman later chooses Evans’s picture for publication.74 

According to Bobby Hayes, a police officer in Kelly Ingram Park, where Hudson took the 

iconic photograph, the policemen in the photograph were behind a barricade of wooden 

sawhorses, when the young black boy came behind the barricade to the sidewalk in the 

space between the protestors and the policemen. Then, the police dog jumped at the boy, 

while the officer, Richard Middleton, attempted to restrain the dog. Malcolm Gladwell 

interviewed the late police officer’s wife, who declared her husband’s innocence. She 

emphasized, “He’d done his job. And he was, he was spit at, he was thrown rocks at, and 
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he did not let the guy put the dog to him. He was holding the leash away from him, if you 

see other pictures what happened.”75 Her protestations about the photograph’s veracity 

illustrate that the public receives pictures depicting protests in many ways, while 

journalistic interpretations might attempt to fix a particular meaning onto an image.  

The main subject in the photograph also rejects the dominant narrative about 

Hudson’s image. According to the young black boy in the image, Walter Gadsden, he 

was not affiliated with the civil rights movement when Hudson took his photograph. In 

fact, he denies any support of the movement and rejects the moniker “foot soldier,” a 

name that describes protestors who championed the civil rights cause under Martin 

Luther King’s leadership. He also does not believe himself to be a victim of police 

brutality. He states that Middleton grabbed him while the police dog bit him.76 It is 

possible that Middleton was pulling back the leash of the dog, rather than releasing him. 

Furthermore, Gadsden negatively criticizes the civil rights movement. He states, “There 

are too many, uh, well to be just blunt, crooked people. Many of the people that were 

involved and, and had notoriety became too crooked.”77 Not only does Gadsden reframe 

the discussion surrounding Hudson’s photograph, but he also complicates the assumption 

that all African Americans at civil rights demonstration sites supported King’s strategies.  

Similarly, Ieshia Evans’s statements surrounding her standoff with police officers 

in Baton Rouge complicate the commonly held beliefs surrounding Taking a Stand in 

 
75 Gladwell, “The Foot Soldier of Birmingham.” 
76 Bill Hudson, The Foot Soldier of Birmingham, May 3, 1963, Photograph, May 3, 1963. 

https://www.latimes.com/news/mlk-memorial-and-archive-gallery-photogallery.html. 
77 Gladwell, “The Foot Soldier of Birmingham.” 



 37 

Baton Rouge. Two years after Bachman took her photograph, Evans suggests that there is 

an inconsistency between the public’s understanding of what she stands for and what she 

believes about the police brutality movement. She states, “I’m not against protesting 

peacefully, and I’m not pro-violence, but I’m definitely in favor of defending yourself.” 

Contrary to how Bachman and many others on social media describe her, Evans does not 

believe herself to be an emblem of peaceful protest. She espouses a nostalgic desire for 

the more forceful demonstration methods that the civil rights movement utilized in the 

1960s.78 The conflict and tension between Gadsden and Evans’s view of their 

involvements in the movement against police brutality illustrates what Bock terms “a 

confusing polarity.” In historical and contemporary moments, people conceive of 

photographs as material evidence of the truth. However, intricate structures of narrative 

go along with visual imagery, which demands contextual comprehension.79 Taking a 

Stand in Baton Rouge and The Foot Soldier of Birmingham reveal that historically, police 

brutality protesters have utilized the emotional responses of the public that often arise 

from misinformation as instruments to suit the needs of their cause. 

Historical misinformation endures over time and simplifies complicated events. 

As Walter Gadsden and Richard Middleton illustrate, the line between the heroes and the 

villains of a photograph often blurs and the two opposing sides can be difficult to 
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distinguish. Malcolm Gladwell demonstrates, “Our hero Walter Gadsden isn’t all that 

heroic. As for the bad guy, the officer, his colleague Bobby Hayes says he wasn’t a bad 

guy.”80 Investigating the confusing contextual details about iconic protest imagery 

displays that in some instances, public memory maintains a tenuous relationship to truth. 

Events held in public memory easily become historical records that people staunchly 

believe and disseminate through constant retellings. Gladwell concludes, “That’s what 

history is. Each side writes their own story and the winner’s story is the one we call the 

truth.”81 He acknowledges that white supremacists also told and recorded falsehoods 

about interactions between African Americans and whites. The complex relationship 

between public memory, history, and truth illuminates how myths originate and thrive.  
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Tank Man: Public Memory and the Operation of the Myth 

Appelbaum’s grouping of Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge with Tank Man 

illustrate that there are similar signifiers within the two iconic photographs of nonviolent 

resistance. Associated Press photographer Jeff Widener took the Tank Man photograph 

from the fifth floor of the Beijing Hotel on June 5, 1989, the day after the Chinese 

Communist Party’s violent governmental crackdown against pro-democracy protestors in 

Tiananmen Square.82 The photograph displays a man standing in front of a tank. The 

picture captures one instance of the man’s demonstration in which he continues to follow 

the tank’s path as it attempts to move around him, forcing it to stop several times.83 Tank 

Man immediately situates itself among the most prominent images of the twentieth 

century.84 The photograph’s place embedded within the public memory of nonviolent 

protests demonstrates why people associated it with Bachman’s photograph. 

Both images operate as myths that exhibit limited public understanding of the 

historical moments they illustrate. While the public expresses conflicting ideas about the 

details behind Evans’s arrest, Tank Man as a single photograph that encapsulates the 

event of 1989 is problematic in that it abridges complicated accounts into one visual 

image. While it is factual, it does not display the whole truth about the events that 

transpired in Tiananmen Square the day before Widener took the photograph, in which an 
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unknown number of people died. Yasmin Ibrahim explicates, “The Tank Man in this 

sense became irreversibly fused with the events of Tiananmen, providing access and 

unequivocally constraining its full comprehension through his global mythic status.”85 

According to Roland Barthes in “Myth Today,” the process of connection between 

signifieds and cultural and social consciousness results in myths.86 He terms these 

connections as myths to indicate that they work to describe the surrounding world.87 

In Figure 1 and 3, the mutual signifier of Bachman’s photograph and Widener’s 

photograph is the single person directly facing weapons in the form of armed men or 

military vehicles. These individuals are standing on the middle area of an otherwise clear 

roadway. The individuals and objects are clearly isolated from the surrounding area and 

the photographs each display a one-on-one interaction. The signified or mental concept 

surrounding the signifier conveys two people engaged in the process of peaceful protest 

facing law enforcement, an anticipation of impending violence, but no violence occurs. 

The viewer of the image receives the message that there is tension between the two 

opposing sides in each photograph. The attachment of the signs together and their 

meaning within a societal context illustrates revolutionary resistance against 

governmental decision-making in two watershed historical moments within global public 

memory.  
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In addition, an examination of these two images together reveals the irony of the 

United States’ ideological representation of itself as a pluralistic democracy. The United 

States remembers Tank Man as emblematic of China’s brief “democratization,” since the 

movement was violently suppressed shortly thereafter. American popular imagination 

was enthralled with the idea of the end of Communism in China and the beginning of 

unavoidable political and social transformation.88 Jennifer Hubbert expresses, “It is Tank 

Man’s mystery that enables his enduring presence — that permits him to be a code for so 

many Western values and desires.”89 Perhaps the photo’s enduring popularity partly lies 

in the way that it captures potential transformation using an anonymous subject whose 

fate is unknown, but likely grim. In this way, it is a haunted photograph. Decades later, in 

the United States, a similar standoff between the oppressed citizen and governmental law 

enforcement exhibits an inconsistency between the values that America espouses abroad 

and the real events that transpire within its borders.  
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Conclusion: The Prioritization of Visual Imagery 

Protest imagery is powerful because of its myth-making ability. This capability 

allows the most iconic images to remain unstable and fluid. They can shift meaning as 

well as form and simultaneously alter public memory. Bock states, “Because visual 

communication combines the literal and symbolic, it easily fuels myth, not only because 

signs are quickly and easily understood, but because human beings are prone to visual 

primacy.”90 She suggests that images communicate messages to the public and drive 

myth because of recognizable signs. People also tend to prioritize imagery above other 

forms of communication. The discrepancies between what images depict and what 

transpired within them demonstrate that ethics should govern the public’s use of images 

to tell narrative and give evidence about factual events. Media literacy for all is necessary 

to educate the public on how to consume images and share them.91 This need is even 

more significant in the face of the democratization of the digital sphere, in which 

technology allows members of the public to make news. 
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Figures:  

 

Figure 1. Courtesy of Jonathan Bachman. Taking a Stand in Baton Rouge. July 9, 2016. 

Photograph. https://widerimage.reuters.com/story/taking-a-stand-in-baton-rouge. 
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Figure 2. Courtesy of Bill Hudson. The Foot Soldier of Birmingham. May 3, 1963. 

Photograph. https://www.latimes.com/news/mlk-memorial-and-archive-gallery-

photogallery.html. 
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Figure 3. Courtesy of Jeff Widener. Tank Man. June 5, 1989. Photograph. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/06/03/world/asia/tiananmen-tank-man.html. 
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