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bettina Judd

Sapphire as Praxis: 
Toward a Methodology of Anger

i Begin With her: she who meets me before I have had the chance to 
get properly riled up. Sapphire, the angry Black woman, explains me to 
myself through television, through everyday interactions; she renders 
my adult inner life a caricature animated by white supremacist fears and 
patriarchal mores. The mental image of her— hands on hips, rolling eyes, 
wagging finger— stops me from being heard, for she has already spoken 
as white noise. She is my shame before I am allowed anger or any feeling 
adjacent. My shame is shameful because I love her for her power. She is, 
for many Black women, “our heroine,” and yet her antics make her our 
adversary.1 With this figure and her baggage ahead of and within me, 
how can I be angry? What do I have to do with that feeling, with her, my 
unwanted avatar speaking over and within me, questioning whether I, 
truly, am feeling at all? Could I — should I —repress feeling in an effort 
to escape her projection? Eat anger’s bile two times over to escape my 
shame? All options seem to be in favor of my obliteration, so I return 
to her.

This article is about angry Black women and Black women’s anger. 
It demonstrates how the angry Black woman trope is a distortion of Black 
women’s knowledge. This distortion makes apparent the immediate threat 
that Black women experience by speaking and being. I argue that tracing 

1. Patricia Spears Jones, “Sapphire,” The Black Scholar 38, no. 2/3 (2008): 42.
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Bettina Judd 179

anger in Black women’s creative work and speech is a way of reading 
Black feminist thought that is otherwise disregarded, and I propose that 
creative production makes legible Black women’s articulations of being 
through anger. Broadly speaking, this article is about Black women’s 
emotional lives. By asking you to consider Black women’s anger, I have 
invited you into recognition of how Black women be human through 
emotional labors enacted for our own survival. It is a seemingly simple 
step — to acknowledge that Black women have rich inner lives, that we 
work for them, that they are ours. But when we come to the subject of anger 
and Black women, the stereotype of the angry Black woman signals that 
there must be something about the inner lives of women who are Black 
that is dangerous. Why else has such an emotion been so surveilled? Our 
utterances cut short at the root of experiencing this particular feeling.

To be clear, I am not interested in negotiating whether or not Black 
women are human and how we can prove it to be so. I am interested 
in how Black women’s peculiar anger demonstrates that the idea of the 
human is troubled by Black women’s knowledge. I am interested in Black 
women’s anger in order to sharpen a lens on the experience of racism, 
sexism, and misogynoir and to examine how knowledge is produced 
through these experiences.2 I am interested in the constellation of these 
matters because it seems as though the very idea of angry Black women 
as a type of any kind suggests that Black women are inherently angrier 
than other groups, and are therefore less capable of reason since anger is 
understood to be an irrational emotion; consequently Black women are 
regarded as being further from human. By thinking seriously about Black 
women’s inner lives, we can shift the focus from the modes of knowledge 
by which the angry Black woman trope is meaningful to Black women’s 
selfhood and contribution to knowledge.

I am dubious of any claim that Black women’s anger is a particular 
enhancement of our abilities to know. The prefixes of the human, whether 
super- or sub-, do us no service here. If we are gifted with a special power 

2. The specificity of the term angry Black woman makes it a concept by which 
Black women are uniquely affected. I use the term misogynoir, coined by 
Moya Bailey, to highlight the specificity of the trope as both anti-Black and 
misogynist in its overtones. For more about misogynoir, see Moya Bailey, 

“Race, Class, Region, and Gender in Early Emory School of Medicine Year-
books” (PhD diss., Emory University, 2013), 26.
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180 Bettina Judd

that is anger, it is only because misogynoir demands we have no power at 
all. To continue, I have to make this point perfectly clear: Black women 
are no angrier than any other group of people.3 I’m pissed that I even 
have to tell you this.

I begin with Sapphire in order to reveal what is beneath her mask—
to differentiate Black women’s speech from her creators’ distortions and 
to make room for the possibility to experience anger despite these distor-
tions. Sapphire is the backlit image and sound of the angry Black woman 
stereotype. A fictional character from the radio and television show 
Amos ’n’ Andy, Sapphire was the comic foil to her husband Kingfish’s 
buffoonery.4 Quick tongued and mean, her disposition allowed for audi-
ences to have loving sympathy for her bumbling and dim-witted hus-
band, which further solidified her as an emasculating type. The name for 
her over time and circumstance has shifted. In service to others she is 
a strong Black woman, in service to herself or no one else, she is a Black 
Bitch.5 Her attributes of no-nonsense, sass, and telling truth to power 
continue to titillate and delight in the form of reality TV show charac-
ters and public figures such as Omarosa Manigault, Michelle Obama, 
and Maxine Waters. Sapphire is a type, one of what Patricia Hill Collins 
has called the many “controlling images” of Black women that are used 

“to justify oppression,” to suppress Black feminist thought.6

Constructed through the system of knowledge that is dependent on 
the idea of the human through difference/sameness, Sapphire produces 
a paradox by which Black women’s knowledge and feeling is seques-
tered into chaotic impulse rather than controlled reason. To become 
angry is to become Sapphire, to become Sapphire is to confirm the 

3. J. Celeste Walley-Jean’s research on Black women’s anger reveals that Black 
women are “actually less likely to experience angry feelings even when faced 
with situations in which they are criticized, disrespected, or evaluated nega-
tively” (italics in original). See J. Celeste Walley-Jean, “Debunking the Myth of 
the ‘Angry Black Woman’: An Exploration of Anger in Young African Amer-
ican Women,” Black Women, Gender and Families 3, no. 2 (2009): 68–86.

4. Donnetrice C. Allison, “Introduction: A Historical Overview,” in Black Wom-
en’s Portrayals on Reality Television: The New Sapphire, ed. Donnetrice C. Alli-
son (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2016), x.

5. Sheri Parks, Fierce Angels: The Strong Black Woman in American Life and Cul-
ture (New York: One World/Ballantine, 2010), 110.

6. Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and 
the Politics of Empowerment (New York: Routledge, 2008), 76, 7.
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Bettina Judd 181

negative relationship to humanity for which Sapphire is constructed. 
Yet, to resist feeling anger is not only self-destructive, but does nothing 
to disrupt the system of knowledge that produces Sapphire. To express 
anger places one in danger by the apparatus readied for law and order. 
By consequence, the order prevails — a Black woman silences herself, 
is silenced. Tracing Black women’s anger troubles this concept of the 
human and invokes rites that Black women engage by being anyhow. It 
is a means of scoping the fractal image from the chaos Western thought 
projects on Black women’s anger. These rites constitute the rituals of 
anger that manifest in what I call texts of rage — texts made to obliter-
ate knowledge as we know it. A methodology equipped to analyze these 
texts would recover that knowledge suppressed by (the creators of) Sap-
phire’s shadow.

See poem titled “Sapphire Paradox,” on following page, rotated for readability.7

7. This contrapuntal ghazal is inspired by Tyehimba Jess’s paradox form found 
in Olio, in which the lament that typifies the ghazal as a poetic form is 
internal to each side of the contrapuntal—here the repetition of the words 

“angry” and “being.” It is able to be read across lines that blur the distinct 
voice of each side of the poem in any direction, reproducing the paradoxi-
cal relationship between being and anger. As a paradox, its multidirectional 
voice allows the poem to be never-ending, as it can be read from the bottom 
upward. See Tyehimba Jess, “The Bert Williams/George Walker Paradox,” 
in his Olio (Seattle, WA: Wave Books, 2016).
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Bettina Judd 183

The central features of a methodology of anger involve acute recog-
nition of the invocation of Sapphire as a harbinger of critique in describ-
ing a Black woman. In addition, close attention to the tone and style of 
Black women’s speech would enable many methods of reading such a 
text. A methodology of anger would ask, what is at stake? Why wouldn’t 
this Black woman be silent, knowing the risks of displaying anger? Such 
a methodology would have in its arsenal a literacy for the craft of com-
munication that texts of rage deploy: that “simultaneity of discourse” 
that has the capacity to convey clearly, and obscure adroitly.8 As Sylvia 
Wynter notes, it is the gravity of language in poetry, the expansive and 
emotive possibilities of art, that bridge the gap between the natural and 
philosophical human.9 Poetry, with its weighted language dependent on 
rhythm, cadence, and tone, has the capacity to signify multiple mean-
ings at once and, conveyed appropriately, has the capacity to reveal the 
complexities of the context of its utterance. Tone can communicate that 
which accompanies anger: fear of death, haughtiness at the absurdity of 
racism, the pleasure of emotive release. Just as L. H. Stallings argues for 
awareness and decipherability of “pitch, tone and mood” for discussions 
about rights, sexuality, and the legibility of Black female pleasure, atten-
tion to tonal semantics makes legible what Geneva Smitherman calls, 

“the ‘deep structure’ of life, that common level of shared human experi-
ence that words alone cannot convey.” 10 The deep structures of life that 
are misread in regard to Black women.

8. Mae G. Henderson, “Speaking in Tongues: Dialects, Dialogics, and the Black 
Woman Writer’s Literary Tradition,” in her Speaking in Tongues and Danc-
ing Diaspora: Black Women Writing and Performing (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2014), 60. Henderson proposes a model for analyzing Black 
women’s literature that takes into account the ways that Black women writ-
ers’ discourse is structured by race and gender, simultaneously. The result 
is a form of speech that addresses both internal and external dialogues.

9. Sylvia Wynter, “The Ceremony Found: Towards the Autopoetic Turn/Over-
turn, Its Autonomy of Human Agency and Extraterritoriality of (Self-)Cog-
nition,” in Black Knowledges/Black Struggles, Essays in Critical Epistemology, 
ed. Jason R. Ambroise and Sabine Broeck (Liverpool: Liverpool University 
Press, 2015), 245.

10. L. H. Stallings, Funk the Erotic: Transaesthetics and Black Sexual Cultures 
(Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2015), 60; Geneva Smitherman, Talkin 
and Testifyin: The Language of Black America (Detroit: Wayne State Univer-
sity Press, 1986), 135.
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184 Bettina Judd

Art makes it possible to trace the contours of anger— to unveil the 
thing that fuels it— and thus land on steadier ground in some kind of 
truth. Ritual situates the rites within ceremony into meaningful place —
the methodology to a method. A ritual of anger convenes physiological 
response with the object of rage. The hybridity of the two comes into 
formation through anger and is practiced as knowledge. A methodol-
ogy of anger demonstrates how Black women’s affective labor is produc-
tive work toward being, how Black women are no different from others 
who be angry for anger’s sake, and that the practice of anger is a prac-
tice of being that operates outside of the logics of the current order.11 
To demonstrate this methodology behind many methods, I produce and 
analyze texts of rage and offer creative practice as a ritual by which anger 
is practiced under duress and misnaming.

First, I analyze a text of rage, Nina Simone’s “Mississippi Goddamn,” 
with close attention to the song’s context, content, tone, and style.12 “Mis-
sissippi Goddamn” is a text of rage that points to the injustices Simone 
faced as an artist in the music industry as much as it was a protest of the 
apartheid US South. It addresses the very raced and gendered struggle 
of owning anger as a Black woman and foreshadows Simone’s decision to 
defect from the United States. Next, I discuss the process of the creation 
of my book patient. as a text of rage. The autobiographic thread of the 
book traces anger and results in a recount of the legacy of medical exper-
imentation on Black women. Through poetry, anger unveils the connec-
tions between the histories of medical abuse in the past and those in the 
present. The final text of rage engages the methodology as a creative tool 
for analyzing Black women’s speech. In this instance, Sandra Bland’s 
violent encounter with Texas state trooper Brian Encinia. This section 
applies a methodology of anger to Bland’s speech, deploying the methods 
of close reading for tone and content and, through creative process, reveal-
ing the antagonism and hatred harbored by Encinia. In addition, creative 
methods of retraction, annotation, song, and repetition produce a text of 
rage that highlights the hatred to which Bland was responding.

11. I use Black English (BE) here to better make use of the activating compo-
nents of the term human. According to Smitherman, the BE use of the verb 

“to be,” for example, marks habitual or continuing conditions when the word 
“be” is used and stressed. Smitherman, Talkin and Testifyin, 19.

12. Smitherman, Talkin and Testifyin, 135.
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Bettina Judd 185

These three applications of a methodology of anger demonstrate 
how tracing anger within our approaches to Black women’s expression 
directs us to more information about Black women’s experiences. It 
centers Black women’s knowledge production as interrogative of what 
it means to be human and challenges the silencing effects of Sapphire. 
Anger tells us that there is more to know, and it is able to do so because 
it is an aspect of human experience for which Black women are uniquely 
silenced. Only by reinforcing the idea that Black women must prove their 
humanity in order to be human does the myth of Sapphire work. Taking 
up Sapphire as a stance by which Black women are able to express cri-
tique resituates the discourse around Black women’s humanity to center 
Black women, ourselves.

blaCk Women’S inner liveS and the luxurY of anger
I know that I tread on some seriously dangerous ground by talking about 
angry Black women. To talk about Sapphire is to take seriously those 
damaging stereotypes and cement them into demonstrable reality. If I 
am treading on dangerous ground it is only because I was already in danger, 
already the trope itself. Sapphire is so totalizing that it does not take any 
real anger on the part of a Black woman to be accused of being angry. Anger 
can merely be a descriptor of Black women’s speech and creative work. For 
example, when Robert Staples wanted to delegitimize the creative works 
of Michelle Wallace and Ntozake Shange, he did so by naming them 

“Angry Black Feminists.” 13 In a follow up to his essay, Audre Lorde noted 
that the descriptor of the “Angry Black Woman” is a silencing tool, made 
to center Black men’s rage over the feelings of Black women.14

Anger must have stayed on Lorde’s mind because she continued her 
thoughts on anger as a response to racism in her keynote address for the 

13. Robert Staples, “The Myth of the Black Macho: A Response to Angry Black 
Feminists, The Black Scholar 10, nos. 6/7 (1979): 24–33. It should also be 
noted that Staples responded with a rejoinder to his article in the “Black 
Sexism Debate” issue of The Black Scholar. Robert Staples, “A Rejoinder: 
Black Feminism and the Cult of Masculinity: The Danger Within,” The 
Black Scholar 10, nos. 8/9 (1979): 63–67.

14. Audre Lorde, “The Great American Disease,” The Black Scholar 10, nos. 8/9 
(1979): 17.
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186 Bettina Judd

National Women’s Studies Association in 1981.15 She argued that anger 
is an informative response to racism, and that to respond to anger as the 
problem and not to the racism is to collude with forces that would have a 
vested interest in silencing critiques of racism.16 She addresses anger and 
racism again in 1983, imploring Black women to self-reflect on our anger 
in order to discern and expel from our inner lives the hatred to which 
anger is a response. In order to do so, Black women would have to luxuri-
ate in self-reflection.17 Many of us before and since have done so under 
the threat of being associated with Sapphire’s destructive behavior.

So, let us luxuriate in the richness of Black women’s emotional lives. 
Let us listen for the valuable information held there amid Sapphire’s din, 
as her presence, like any presence codified by misogynoir, flags the possi-
bilities to unveil. For example, Darlene Clark Hine’s intervention on his-
torical narratives of migration show us how Black women’s uniquely sit-
uated and often secret knowledge reveals more complex dimensions of 
class, sexuality, and the inward experiences of racism and sexism. This 
secret knowledge, particularly the culture of dissemblance, has raised 
questions among Black feminists about Black women’s self-silencing, 
class-based respectability politics, pleasure politics, and the like. How-
ever, an important point of Black women negotiating our own silences 
must not be overlooked: if luxuriating in the richness and complexity of 
Black women’s inner lives allows us to understand migration patterns, 
the history of sexual violence and labor practices in the United States, 
and the class-based complexities of Black women’s sexuality, what else 
could it tell us? 18 What does it mean to find Black women’s emotional 
labor useful, and whom does it benefit?

The trope of Sapphire and how she proves herself to be real when 
Black women do get angry only does so within a set of logics that 
already count us out. Sapphire belongs to that “nigger chaos” that 

15. Audre Lorde, “The Uses of Anger: Women Responding to Racism,” in her 
Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches by Audre Lorde (Berkeley, CA: Crossing 
Press, 1984), 124–33.

16. Ibid., 133.
17. Audre Lorde, “Eye to Eye: Black Women, Hatred, and Anger,” in Sister Out-

sider: Essays and Speeches by Audre Lorde (Berkeley, CA: Crossing Press, 
1984), 171.

18. Darlene Clark Hine, “Rape and the Inner Lives of Black Women in the 
Middle West,” Signs 14, no. 4 (1989): 912–20.
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Bettina Judd 187

predetermines Black existence as devalued.19 As Hortense Spillers notes, 
“The nicknames by which African-American women have been called, 
or regarded . . . demonstrate the powers of distortion that the dominant 
community seizes as its unlawful prerogative.” 20 Sapphire, matriarch, 
and Black bitch are ideas of Black womanhood that become more perva-
sive for those who are Black and female than for womanhood generally. 
The ability to be named rather than to self-name is the condition of the 
human’s lesser cousin.

Because of the pervasiveness of this logic, it is not enough to 
attempt to “reclaim” Black women’s humanity through already faulty 
logics around emotion and knowledge that deliberately reject us. I pro-
pose we interrogate why and when there is a doubling-down of the pre-
sumption of Black women as less than human through a feeling such 
as anger. Sapphire pops up when Black women speak, are expected to 
speak, emote, are expected to emote, and she delegitimizes Black wom-
en’s speech and emotions whether we are angry or not. It marks anger as 
a symptom of our pathology, our natural state of being, and not a feature 
of human experience shared by many. Black women’s anger is surveilled 
to this extent while conversely the anger of others goes on unchecked.21 
In a flash, these logics do this co-constitutive work: define humanity 
as the ability to experience rational cognition, mark anger as an emo-
tional response that hampers rational cognition, and characterize Black 
women as predisposed to habitual anger. A methodology of anger chal-
lenges these logics by looking at how Black women be angry with these 
logics at play. Why, under constant surveillance by the stereotype, Black 
women go ahead and be angry anyway and do so in practice of deliber-
ate selfhood.

19. Sylvia Wynter, “The Ceremony Must Be Found: After Humanism,” bound-
ary 2, nos. 12/13 (1984): 36. Wynter describes “nigger chaos” as the total-
izing otherness in which Black folks have no language worth studying, no 
culture, and therefore no relationship to reason that differentiates natural 
man from human.

20. Hortense J. Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar 
Book,” Diacritics 17, no. 2 (1987): 69.

21. For more on white male anger and its effects, see Michael Kimmel, Angry 
White Men: American Masculinity at the End of an Era (New York: Nation 
Books, 2013); and Ruth Frankenberg, ed., Displacing Whiteness: Essays in 
Social and Cultural Criticism (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1997).
NC: Duke University Press, 1997.
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188 Bettina Judd

When I say that Black women be angry I invoke the polyglottal 
modes of Black women’s speech and literacies through the use of “stan-
dard” English and Black English. The standard English use of the verb 
be means “to exist in the world,” and the Black English use of the verb be 
means to exist constantly, habitually, in the past, and into the future.22 
Therefore, to be angry, to lean into our anger in art, texts, or everyday 
speech is a practice of being that challenges clock time. Here, I take up 
Black women’s anger as readable text— texts of rage — to understand 
how Black women be anyway.

Black women’s expressions of anger, whether through quietude, yell-
ing, what some may call sass, or the production of music, writing, speech, 
or other art forms, is best understood by those who engage with the par-
ticular sets of literacies involved in their production. Here, I follow Elaine 
Richardson’s description of Black women’s literacies, which include, “sto-
rytelling, conscious manipulation of silence and speech, code/style shift-
ing, and signifying, among other verbal and non-verbal practices.” 23 To 
read Black women’s texts of rage requires an effort in such forms of liter-
acy that understand these manipulations of silence and speech, the uses of 
tone and misdirection, which may otherwise be misread.

A methodology of anger would require us to make the less effable 
but felt experiences of hatred (racism, sexism, homophobia, transpho-
bia, and so on) more legible. There are three different but deeply con-
nected ways of using Black women’s anger as methodology, and all of 
them require flagging and tracing. The first is naming anger as it is used 
as a weapon against Black women. That is, to acknowledge when, where, 
and how the trope of Sapphire is deployed. The second requires luxuriat-
ing in the examination of Black women’s inner life experiences, our emo-
tional lives. Such reflection has two productive sub-elements: (1) it provides 
the opportunity for us to learn more about Black women’s selfhood out-
side of the expectation of ducking hatred and silencing; and (2) it allows 
for an acknowledgement of the particulars of selfhood that are entan-
gled with hatred. It could, perhaps, bring one’s self into sharper view. Third, 
a methodology of anger requires new approaches to producing knowledge: 
new art, new texts, new ways of knowing what it means to be human.

22. Smitherman, Talkin and Testifyin, 20.
23. Elaine Richardson, African American Literacies (Abingdon, UK: Taylor and 

Francis, 2002), 77.
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Bettina Judd 189

There are levels to this: I am talking about Black women’s engage-
ments with the world that may spark anger in us as moments in which 
texts of rage are produced, I am also asking that we take the time to read 
Black women’s art, research, and everyday speech for its expressions of 
anger as meaningful texts of rage. In addition, I am asking that Black 
women as knowledge creators take our own experiences with anger seri-
ously, as they tell us something about the hatred that we encounter in our 
lives and research. What a methodology of anger assumes is that, regard-
less of which texts are read, anger is a signal that there is more to know 
and a process by which we can see the pattern in the so-called chaos.

In the texts of rage included here, I signal where anger emerges 
as a critique of anti-Black-woman violence. Nina Simone’s “Mississippi 
Goddamn” does that through the song’s exceptionable refrain, “Every-
body knows about Mississippi, goddamn.” Simone’s rendering of anger 
draws attention to the absurdity of what is considered objectionable in 
the United States. Her words are more likely to draw backlash by main-
stream white America than the murder of Medgar Evers — the event 
to which the song initially responds. Further, she creates through her 
unique position as a Black woman artist whose art and anger were 
policed. Simone situates herself within rage and performs that rage as 
an act of self-making.

By evaluating anger’s role in the creative process of the next text of 
rage, patient., I demonstrate how anger can be generative knowledge. By 
tracing my feeling of anger that began with a personal medical encoun-
ter, I discuss how a creative and intellectual project developed from 
asking myself the question “Why am I angry?” The result is a series of 
poems that take up the history of racist medicine and the Black women 
who endured its experiments, the cultural memory of such abuses, and 
the possibilities for healing in the present.

Lastly, I demonstrate how we might find anger to be a useful means 
of developing work that examines fully the hatred to which anger is a 
response. Borrowing from the practice of redaction in erasure poetry 
and inspired by Christina Sharpe’s intervention of redaction and anno-
tation, I produce a poem and soundtrack in the context of writing this 
article as a method of reading an excerpt of the interaction between 
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190 Bettina Judd

Sandra Bland and Brian Encinia before her arrest.24 I redact Encinia’s 
antagonisms and center Bland’s responses, which news pundits read as 
anger. This forces us to enter a space in which Bland’s critique is cen-
tered. The multidimensional function of anger as methodology reveals 
another thing: collective mourning by those of us who identify with 
Sandra Bland because we, too, feel the targeted aim of the hatred of the 
police, represented by Brian Encinia. While this collective feeling is an 
issue that could be interrogated further, what I found in the processes of 
anger, close reading, redaction, and re-rendering through creative pro-
duction is that when we view the dashcam footage and read transcripts 
of the event, we are observing her death happen while she is still alive. 
Close reading of Bland’s responses reveal that she is observing a violent 
script happen to her, and she is able to disrupt that narrative by naming 
it as it is happening. “She watched the sea,” is a refrain in the audiovi-
sual component of the poem. She watched the sea could imply that she 
watched herself drown in the overwhelming wash of police violence. 
Black women watch Sandra drown in the overwhelming wash of state 
violence. We watch as we, too, float away and toward each other, in the 
waters of our oceanic past and present.

24. Christina Sharpe, In the Wake: On Blackness and Being (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2016), 117.
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Bettina Judd 191

text of rage: “miSSiSSippi goddamn”

Oh, but this whole country is full of lies
You’re all gonna die and die like flies
I don’t trust you anymore
you keep on saying, “Go slow.”

—Nina Simone, “Mississippi Goddamn”

I have a right to be angry. If you’re a black person and you’re not 
angry, you’re damned mad.25

—Nina Simone, in conversation with LaShonda Barnett

Dr. Simone said the United States of America was a lie, that no amount 
of respectable suit-wearing marching would cease the murders of Black 
folks. She was spitting mad, laughing mad, and creatively frustrated. 
Although she was a classical musician by training, she was rejected by 
that world at every turn. And when Medgar Evers was killed in his own 
home in Mississippi in the summer of 1963 by white supremacists, she 
was angry enough to get a gun.26 Instead, she composed a show tune that 
nods to the legacy of Black entertainers in vaudeville and damned Mis-
sissippi —no, the whole country— to hell.27

Nina Simone is a woman whose autobiography reads as much as a 
chronology of the Civil Rights movement as a self-story. It is clear that 
she understood her story to be intertwined with the struggle of Black 
folks. She talks about being uncomfortable with being pegged as a “pro-
test singer,” yet she could not stop herself from protest.28 Embittered by 
an industry that pigeonholed her as a popular musician, Simone felt dis-
tant from her work and stuck in a cliché. Making meaning out of her 
music as an artist-activist elevated her craft and sharpened her purpose. 
Reflecting on the years after the release of “Mississippi Goddamn,” she 

25. LaShonda Barnett, ed., I Got Thunder: Black Women Songwriters on Their 
Craft (New York: Thunder’s Mouth Press, 2007), 154.

26. Nina Simone, I Put a Spell on You: The Autobiography of Nina Simone (New 
York: Da Capo Press, 2003), 90.

27. In the live 1964 recording of the song, Simone tells her audience that the 
song is a show tune for a show that hasn’t been written “yet.” Nina Simone, 
track 7 on In Concert, The Verve Music Group, 1964, MP3 audio.

28. Simone, I Put a Spell on You, 90.
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192 Bettina Judd

said, “My music was dedicated to a purpose more important than clas-
sical music’s pursuit of excellence; it was dedicated to the fight for free-
dom and the historical destiny of my people.” 29 “Mississippi Goddamn” 
would be her debut as an artist of her own making, angry as it was.

Beyond the shock of hearing a Black woman say goddamn on wax, 
let’s examine the information that shock provides. Her incendiary lan-
guage was met with more ire in the white-run music industry than the 
murder of Medgar Evers itself. For example, a record dealer returned the 
recording to the record label, broken in half.30 This irony was not lost on 
Simone and made it clear to her that her position as a musician would 
have the capacity to affect change.

When Simone damns Mississippi in God’s name, her approach is 
no different from that of activists and theologians in her era, before it, 
and after. Martin Luther King, Jr., made a similar statement in the notes 
of his undelivered final sermon, “Why America May Go to Hell,” and 
he did so in the tradition of his Black Christian theologian predeces-
sor, Richard Allen, James Cone, and infamously, Rev. Jeremiah Wright.31 
If there is a difference in Nina Simone’s utterance, it is because she is a 
Black woman who is the daughter of an evangelical woman preacher. But 
it is precisely this difference that sharpened Simone’s critique: It would 
be unseemly for a Black woman to speak with such conviction and vit-
riol. When she sings, “Yes, you lied to me all these years / you told me 
to wash and clean my ears / and talk real fine just like a lady / and you’d 
stop calling me Sister Sadie,” she is naming the lie that there are rewards 
for Black women’s respectability. Her career showed that there were no 
such rewards for Black respectability, as did the death of Medgar Evers.

In the first and second bridges of the song, Simone articulates her 
frustration with the pace of the movement and how that pace was dic-
tated by liberal politics. As she sings about the conditions of Black folks, 
her band shouts “Too slow” in refrain. For Simone, the slow pace of 
progress is a chance for the lying country to renege on its promises. The 
song demands self-actualization rather than asking for white American 

29. Ibid., 91.
30. Ibid., 90.
31. Richard Lischer, The Preacher King: Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Word That 

Moved America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 35; James H. Cone, 
A Black Theology of Liberation (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1990), 55.
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Bettina Judd 193

acceptance when she sings “Don’t tell me, I’ll tell you / me and my people 
just about due” and warns that a slow movement would only lead to 
more suffering.

With as much fire and brimstone of any evangelical preacher, “Mis-
sissippi Goddamn” promises eternal death for America’s sin —more last-
ing punishment than that would come from her gun. Unpatriotic and 
blasphemous, “Mississippi Goddamn” articulates an ethical position 
carved out of righteous anger. Perhaps in this moment of creative self-ac-
tualization, we might also see into Simone’s future, as she defected from 
the United States in 1970 until her death in 2003. Her anger on record, in 
interviews, shocks. Sure. But the context is clear: Mississippi, the United 
States, all of y’all are too hateful for God’s blessings, the blessings being 
Black people and, at the very least, Nina Simone herself. So, she left. Sim-
one’s angry song tells us about her particular position as a Black woman 
and musician in the movement. It also reports the radical notion, well 
within Black prophetic traditions, that liberation means that one must 
be unpatriotic; in the United States that is blasphemy. It does so by laugh-
ing at the absurdity of racism in this country through tone: A classically 
trained musician who is a Black woman may only write show tunes in 
the United States because she is a Black woman — goddamn. A man who 
advocated for the lives of Black people in peaceful protest was murdered 
in front of his own home — goddamn. By speaking her anger about these 
issues, Simone would be made out to be inappropriate. Never to fit the 
trappings of idealized womanhood in the classical music world, or even 
the world of popular music — goddamn. Goddamn.

text of rage: patient.

Every Black woman in America lives her life somewhere along a 
wide curve of ancient and unexpressed angers.

—Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider

In the next few pages I discuss patient., a collection of poems that tells 
the story synthesized below. Interspersed in this story are poems and 
excerpts of poems from the book that are used to co-narrate this story 
and that center the creative function of a methodology of anger pro-
posed in this article. Although the story as narrated here might anger, 
might contain anger within it, it is not the object of anger. The object 
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194 Bettina Judd

of anger is hatred: the legacy of medical mistreatment and experimen-
tation on Black women. The methodology is anger. Patient. is produced 
from that methodology; poetry is the primary method.

I must have been found guilty of something. I don’t feel innocent 
here lurking with ghosts. See it happens like that. I start at a thought 
that is quite benign and end up peccant, debased.32

In 2006, I had an ordeal with medicine. This ordeal led me through 
courses of experience that manifested as spiritual, bodily, and intellec-
tual knowledge about race, medicine, memory and trauma. I had an 
ovarian torsion, a relatively benign circumstance if not for the immense 
pain involved. I visited three hospitals before being accurately diagnosed 
and having my ovary removed. I spent a week in acute pain, subjected 
to diagnoses as condescending as menstrual cramps, a bladder infection, 
appendicitis, and ectopic pregnancy (despite my professed sexual history 
devoid of contact with non-trans men). After fifteen hours at Johns Hop-
kins Hospital, I was diagnosed with an ovarian torsion and scheduled for 
immediate surgery to remove the dead organ. Johns Hopkins is the near-
est hospital to my grandparents’ home in East Baltimore, where my uncle 
took me after the surgery to be in their care. (This geography becomes 
more important later.) I was diagnosed with the torsion after numerous 
tests, questions about my sexual history, pelvic exams, more questions 
about my sexual history, and finally, an ultrasound of my pelvis.

When the doctor informed me that I would be subject to yet 
another pelvic exam, the third exam in one day, I had a break from 
patience. Through a fog of morphine, I told her, “Fine, do whatever you 
have to. Gynecology was built on the backs of Black women anyway.” 
There was silence. The younger doctors shadowing her nervously giggled 
while she asked, “Has anyone here done something to offend you?” My 
grandmother intervened saying that the day had been exhausting, that 
I was in a lot of pain, and that there had been no solutions to my prob-
lem as of yet. Thank God for her wisdom because I was no longer able to 
parse words with people who would, in a few hours, cut me open on the 

32. From the poem titled “In 2006 I Had an Ordeal with Medicine,” in Bettina 
Judd, patient. (New York: Black Lawrence Press, 2014), 1.
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operating table. After this outburst, for the first time at this hospital, a 
Black nurse administered my pelvic exam.

You Be Lucy, I’ll Be Betsey 
February 17, 2006

The nurse with the natural compliments me on my locs. We begin 
in that nappy-hair banter, when did you start yours? All of this hap-
pening between my thighs. Between speculum and cotton swab, I 
just had to stop running to the salon. Between the manual test in the 
vagina, You’re going to feel a pinch, and the manual test in the anus, 
It’s so much easier to manage this way. Nothing said of my outburst. 
Nothing about the angry patient on this floor, Yours look so healthy, 
nothing about why she tends to me after that. Almost done. Just two 
black women and a speculum, each asking the other When did you 
get free? 33

I’ve tried to come to terms with how three enslaved women from 
Alabama came to me on that hospital bed. Anger propelled me into 
another way of knowing— one in which spirits, frightening coincidences, 
and racist legacies haunt me. Another way I might describe what hap-
pened to me that evening was that I got in my feelings. I took some per-
sonal things politically and some political things personally. An army of 
black women who knew too well the shenanigans of the medico-indus-
trial complex crowded my bed.

During the healing process, I went to an article by Terri Kapsa-
lis that connected the legacies of the “father” of gynecology in the 
United States, J. Marion Sims, to the “father” of US popular culture, P. T. 
Barnum. Influenced by the connection that Kapsalis observes — both of 
these men began their careers through the exploitation of the bodies of 
enslaved Black women — I tried to make sense of what happened to me 
by painting.34 A few revelations came, but then there was silence.

33. Ibid., 12.
34. Terri Kapsalis, “Mastering the Female Pelvis: Race and the Tools of Repro-

duction,” in Skin Deep, Spirit Strong: The Black Female Body in American Cul-
ture, ed. Kimberly Wallace-Sanders (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 2002), 265.
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At a week-long poetry retreat in Greensburg, Pennsylvania, in 2007 
where I was required to write a poem a day, I carried with me Benja-
min Reiss’s The Showman and the Slave. The book ends with a specula-
tive biography of Joice Heth, the woman P. T. Barnum publicly displayed 
as the 161-year-old former wet nurse to George Washington.35 My final 
day there, I heard a clear voice announce, “And for my last trick, I will 
release the ghost!”

 AND FOR MY LAST TRICK 
 I WILL RELEASE THE GHOST 
 Hover over my corpse 
 and escape.36

I have never been one for persona poems. In fact, this is the first persona 
poem I had ever penned. Writing in Heth’s voice was so frightening that 
it felt unlike me, but it was my voice. It was angry, lucid, and useful.

After Heth’s death on February 25, 1836, P. T. Barnum would con-
tinue to profit from her body by engaging in the spectacle of her public 
dissection and from what we would call today a “media circus” surround-
ing the authenticity of her death and the possibility that she might have 
been an automaton.37 In the persona poems that followed, Heth’s voice 
played with the absurdity of the circus. From this poem on, I wrote in 
the voices of all the women I felt would let me. When I couldn’t, I wrote 
in the voice of my researcher/patient self, searching for meaning and 
understanding about my outburst and those re-memories I was experi-
encing. Heth, and the intervention of her voice in the realm of the spir-
itual and creative, made possible a new way for me to engage these har-
rowing stories. It produced new ways of knowing the stories altogether 
in the persona poem.

But that was not the end of my haunting or the experiences of inhab-
iting anger and of writing with it. Henrietta Lacks’s story— a story that 
was already embedded in Baltimore narratives about the untrustworthi-
ness of Johns Hopkins —was gaining popularity because of a best-selling 

35. Benjamin Reiss, The Showman and the Slave: Race, Death, and Memory in Bar-
num’s America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010), 212.

36. From the poem titled “Joice Heth Presents: Herself!” in Judd, patient., 48.
37. Reiss, The Showman and the Slave, 164.
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book about her life.38 Henrietta Lacks is more than a ghost. She is the 
very structure of scientific research. Her cells, known in the scientific 
community as HeLa, facilitate new discoveries including lifesaving vac-
cines. In 1951, these same cells obliterated her body.39 Lacks was treated 
for a severe form of cervical cancer at Johns Hopkins. Johns Hopkins 
was her care provider of choice, no doubt, because she, too, lived in East 
Baltimore where Johns Hopkins was the nearest hospital. East Baltimore 
was increasingly a haven for Black folks who, like my family, migrated 
from the tobacco fields of Virginia and North Carolina in the mid-twen-
tieth century.

Lacks’s story, the means of its proliferation amid a communal 
knowing about Johns Hopkins in the city of Baltimore, and the story of 
her family being shut out of the wealth of medical discovery found from 
her cells, creates an ocean of unspeakable anger. Anger, because it is a truth 
Black folks in the United States already know. We know stories like the 
Tuskegee syphilis experiments. We know the horrors behind terms like 

“Mississippi appendectomy.” 40 We know stories like those documented 
in Marilyn Nelson’s Fortune’s Bones— the bones of enslaved people and 
indigenous people who were subjects of research in the name of discovery.41

The same teaching hospital that harvested Henrietta Lacks’s cells 
also owns my dead ovary. Despite my requests to retrieve it, to see it, 
they told me that my ovary was now a smear of cells on a plate. However, 
when I ordered my medical files from Johns Hopkins a year later, I found:

38. Rebecca Skloot, The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks (New York: Broadway 
Books, 2011).

39. Ibid., 48.
40. Dorothy Roberts recounts the widespread practice of performing unneces-

sary hysterectomies on Black women at teaching hospitals in the US South. 
Dorothy Roberts, Killing the Black Body: Race, Reproduction, and the Mean-
ing of Liberty (New York: Vintage, 1998), 91.

41. Marilyn Nelson, Fortune’s Bones: The Manumission Requiem (Asheville, N.C: 
Front Street, 2004).

This content downloaded from 
������������66.135.129.120 on Thu, 11 Jun 2020 14:04:47 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



198 Bettina Judd

 Detail of How Much Does It Hurt on a Scale from One to Ten? #2, by Bettina 
Judd, 2013. Digitally altered photocopy.

They lied. Half of my ovary was saved for a quality control hearing; the 
other half is unaccounted for.

I was searching for meaning amid the fury in creative expression 
and the research process. I had anger, haunts, voices, points of entry 
into a research project, and yet all of it felt like a problem. This research 
practice and its disembodied methods were a problem for the work I 
was actually doing. Work that seemed more feasible through the cre-
ative process whether poetry or visual arts. Meeting these women meant 
meeting a part of myself that was not innocent in the practice of their 
erasure. As a researcher, I could do them little justice, as research had 
done them no justice. As a Black woman, I had different, if uncomfort-
able, investments. My work as researcher and writer had to shift to 
accommodate the spiritual and affective plane on which these women’s 
stories reverberated.

At first I thought I feared your eye, Mrs. Lacks. But now I realize 
it is the gaze of your loved ones. I should make monument to you. 
Instead, it is as if I am figuring my life through your death.42

I was entangled with the work that I do as it threatened to patholo-
gize. If I went through the accepted routes of academic research, I could 
only see these women through the lenses of the men who enslaved them, 
owned their cells. What I was writing in poetry was intimate knowl-
edge. Things were not neat. They were layered, complicated, and hard. 
Through creative process, my understanding of knowing and telling 

42. From the poem titled “Haunted by the Living, I Talk to the Dead,” in Judd, 
patient., 63.

This content downloaded from 
������������ff:ffff:ffff:ffff:ffff:ffff on Thu, 01 Jan 1976 12:34:56 UTC 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Bettina Judd 199

  How Much Does It Hurt on a Scale from One to Ten? #2. Bettina Judd, 2013. 
Collage, paper, gauche, pastel, photocopies of medical files, ink, 6.5 × 4 ft.  

Courtesy of the artist. Photographed by Stephen Petegorsky.
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shifted and came alive. I was certain about art as knowledge because 
I was able to see and understand through concurrent projects in which 
inquiry and mind/body/spirit experience collided. Everything seemed 
to gather and launch from one thing: anger. It was anger that made itself 
known despite morphine drips, oxycodone, patient forms, and academic 
projects. Between my own ordeal and the ordeals of Black women that 
haunted me, there was a large network of sensation and knowing, and 
anger was its cue.

What needs to be known does not end with Black women’s anger 
alone. There is always something else to examine, more questions from 
which to seek answers. Anger is “an incomplete form of knowledge” that 
signals hatred.43 The why of that hatred requires another set of questions 
beyond the scope of this article, but they, too, are important questions 
to ask. Earlier, I discussed how tracing the anger might be used to write 
us into being, but Black women know the possible costs of expressing 
anger. We know the repercussions of being. Because anger is a response 
to what Audre Lorde calls, a “societal death wish,” and that wish is likely 
to come true.44

In the final pages of this article, I will use this methodology of 
anger to trace the fatal incident between Sandra Bland and officer Brian 
Encinia using poetry as a creative mechanism to re-render the tran-
script of that incident and, most importantly, to highlight the otherwise 
knowledge that it is not Sandra Bland who caused her own incarceration 
and subsequent death, as the angry Black woman trope would confirm, 
but white supremacy and sexist hatred.

Coda: “iS anYthing Wrong, ma’am?” 
brian enCinia’S hatred and Sandra bland

“In a landscape drawn from an ocean bed, you can’t drive yourself 
sane—so angry you are crying. You can’t drive yourself sane.” 45

43. Lorde, “Eye to Eye,” 152.
44. Ibid., 146.
45. Claudia Rankine, Citizen: An American Lyric (Minneapolis, MN: Graywolf, 

2014), 105.
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On or about July 10, 2015

You are plowing through heartbreak, a cigarette between your fin-
gers, the radio’s bass beating into your sternum, a song in your throat.

You feel watched, you pull over to avert and the eyes pull over with you.

You know that this happens. You know how this happens and why. 
You know that it has no name, cannot be named without a price, to 
call the officer out, to call the officer the po-leese, to say a thing like 
my rights, you will be naming that which will invite your death. It 
will be you.

It is not funny how he asked a question to which he knew the answer 
and yet didn’t understand his own damned question.

It is an old question.

Discount your memory (and they will) but his answer to his question 
was: It feels like you will die very soon.

On or about July 10, 2015, you lived.

Heartbreak, whether you like it or not makes you woefully aware that 
you have a heart. That it is beating, that it beats in a chorus and it is 
yours. You can live for the heart even if, perhaps because, it is break-
ing. But you cannot live for him. So . . . On or about July 10, 2015, you 
chose to live.

Which invited a very certain and undeniable death. So very certain, 
that three days later they called it suicide, called you crazy, invoked a 
trope to make it fall into sense:

Arrogant, uncooperative, belligerent, angry black woman.

And we knew, Sandra, that whatever your choices were, what-
ever hand wrapped a thing around your neck (we know that thing) 
whomever witnessed your last breath (we know them as well) how-
ever you moved about your sadness (who would we be without 
sadness?) we knew that you did not merely, so happen to, in this 
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particular instance, even though you may have any number of rea-
sons to implode.

Th at is never how it works.

On or about July 10 to July 13, 2015, at various points in time you lived 
as electronic reverb, yourself surrounded by your fading self in the 
vacuum of silence that is Black womanhood.46

she watched the sea 47

On July 10, 2015, Sandra Bland, a twenty-eight-year-old woman 
from Chicago is pulled over by a state trooper, Brian Encinia, in Waller, 
Texas. During the stop, she smokes a cigarette inside of her car. Accord-
ing to the dashcam video, Encinia asks her to put out her cigarette. She 
refuses, noting her right to smoke inside of her car.48 Encinia orders 

46. A version of this poem was previously published in Th e Offi  ng. See Bettina 
Judd, “On or about July 10, 2015,” Th e Offi  ng, March 24, 2016, https://theoffi  ng
mag.com/here-you-are/on-or-about-july-10-20151. Th e title of the poem is 
a reference to the text of the lawsuit fi led by Sandra Bland’s family against 
Waller County.

47. Use a mobile device to scan this code and hear the audio/visual version 
of the poem. You may fi nd the video version at http://dr.bettinajudd.com
/on-or-about-july-10-2015.

48. Scholars of law and rhetoric as well as commentators have also analyzed 
this encounter for the ways that Encinia used coded language to enact powers 
beyond his authority. For example, Belén Lowrey-Kinberg and Grace Sul-
livan Buker discuss how Bland’s lawful asking of questions was deemed 
inappropriate behavior by a police offi  cer who wished to assert power. I 
examine a small excerpt of their conversation here as instructive for the 
writing prompt of the poem that begins this section. For more on this 
topic, see Belén V. Lowrey-Kinberg and Grace Sullivan Buker, “‘I’m 
Giving You a Lawful Order’: Dialogic Legitimacy in Sandra Bland’s Traf-
fi c Stop,” Law and Society Review 51, no. 2 (June 1, 2017); and K. K. Rebecca 
Lai, et al., “Assessing the Legality of Sandra Bland’s Arrest,” New York 
Times, July 20, 2015, https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/07/20/us
/sandra-bland-arrest-death-videos-maps.html. Panama Jackson also off ers 
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Bland out of her car and threatens her with a Taser. Then, Encinia 
forces her out of the car and beats and arrests her. The Waller county 
police detain her for three days. During this time, Bland attempts to 
post bail. On the third day, she is found dead, hanging in her cell and 
her death is attributed to suicide. I am moving quickly through these 
events as they have been reported because it is difficult to write.49 I am 
doing so because I want to get to the point, which is not about reproduc-
ing this event as social media has done ad nauseum, and because I am 
more interested in a brief moment between Bland and the officer and 
its devastating effects. This moment appears to be benign, yet it encap-
sulates the threat of racism and sexism to Black women’s speech. It is a 
moment about tone —its misreading, or perhaps its perfect reading. It 
is the moment in which Bland’s annoyance and frustration articulated 
through speech and silence are read as a threat and when Brian Encinia 
exerts force in order to put an angry Black woman in her place. The dia-
logue in open redaction:

E: “You okay?”

B: “I’m waiting on you. You —this is your job. I’m waiting on you. 
What do you want me to say?”

E: “I don’t know—you seem very irritated.”

B: “I am. I really am. [Unclear] what I am getting a ticket for. I was 
getting out of your way. You were speeding up, tailing me, so I move 
over, and you stop me. So, yeah, I am a little irritated. But that doesn’t 
stop you from giving me a ticket, so . . . [unclear].”

an insightful and beautifully written close reading of the interaction between 
Encinia and Bland. See https://verysmartbrothas.theroot.com/the-moment- 
that-ended-sandra-blands-life-1822521368.

49. For a transcript of the arrest, see Ryan Grim, “The Transcript of Sandra Bland’s 
Arrest Is as Revealing as the Video,” Huff Post, July 23, 2015, https://www.huffing 
tonpost.com/entry/sandra-bland-arrest-transcript_us_55b03a88e4b0a9b94853b1f1. 
Documents related to the lawsuit Geneva Reed-Veal, mother of Sandra Bland, 
deceased, v. Brian Encinia, Texas Department of Public Safety, Elsa Magnus, 
Oscar Prudente, Waller County Sheriff’s Office; Complaint at law (Case No. 4:15-
cv-02232; wrongful death lawsuit) can be found on the website of the Legisla-
tive Reference Library of Texas at http://www.lrl.state.tx.us/currentissues/clips 
/casePage.cfm?pageID=8&reportID=28329.
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204 Bettina Judd

E: “Are you done?”

B: “You asked me what was wrong, then I told you. So now I’m done, 
yeah.”

E: “Okay. Do you mind putting out your cigarette please?”

B: “I’m in my car. Why do I have to put out my cigarette?”

E: “Well you can step on out now.”

B: “I don’t have to step out of my car.”

E: “Step out of the car.”

The encounter escalates, and he opens the door. He threatens to remove 
her physically and punches her or attempts to punch her. She gets out 
of the car and lets him know that she plans to sue. She tries to docu-
ment the incident with her phone. He orders her to put the phone down. 
I can stop here because the moment that I want to highlight has already 
passed. The moment in question is when he returns to the car and asks 
what seems to be a benign question, marked here in italics:

“You okay?”

Encinia likely wanted her to reply, “Yes, I am fine,” an answer that 
would acknowledge his power— her obeisance to his power. His ability 
to control her is fine. If Bland had responded in such a manner, he would 
not have to hear her testimony. Bland was a problem to his/the official 
narrative of benign policing, and force was the solution. When she does 
not give him his desired response, he becomes irritated. Encinia wants 
to remind Bland of his ability to do what he wants with her body:

“Do you mind putting out your cigarette, please?”

Let’s not be distracted by the pleasantry of “please.” He is not 
asking; he is telling. Bland knows this and asks, “I’m in my car. Why do 
I have to put out my cigarette?” Note she doesn’t answer his question, 

“Yes, I mind” or, “No, I will not put out my cigarette.” She asks about 
what is beneath his question. She is asking why he’s engaging her with 
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aggression. This doesn’t solve the issue at hand: Encinia needs to make 
Bland aware of his ability to use force:

“Well you can step on out now.”

Another attempt to control what Bland does with her body, despite 
the fact that he has no reason to assume that she is a physical threat to him. 
And here, for the third time, Bland invokes her rights and speaks directly 
to the conversation of power and violence that Encinia is attempting 
to mask: “I don’t have to step out of the car.” It is at this moment when 
Encinia starts to threaten brute force. The threat is communicated by a 
question devoid of earnest:

You okay? 

A familiar question marked by terrible politeness and implications 
of power and subjection.

You okay?  (I dare you to say what is wrong about this interaction.)

This exchange is not unlike other insincere exchanges and their 
transparent meanings:

Has anyone here done anything to offend you?  (I dare you to say that 
you are offended.)

Is there a problem?  (You are the problem.)

All of these seemingly benign questions are not questions but 
dares — tests to see whether the one asked knows her place. To go off script 
is to be out of place — to be “arrogant” as one media pundit described 
Bland.50 All of these questions are, perhaps, another more menacing ver-
sion of the question W. E. B. Du Bois recounts in Souls of Black Folk:

50. Harry Houck, a cnn contributor and former nYPD detective stated that 
Bland was “arrogant” and “uncooperative,” and her behavior was the cause 
of her arrest. See Blue Telusma, “Ex-Cop on cnn Says Sandra Bland Died 
Because She Was ‘Arrogant from the Beginning,’” The Grio, July 22, 2015, 
http://thegrio.com/2015/07/22/ex-cop-on-cnn-says-sandra-bland-died-because- 
she-was-arrogant-from-the-beginning.
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206 Bettina Judd

How does it feel to be a problem?

 You won’t be a problem now, will you?

  Don’t be

   a problem.51

It would be easy to surmise that Bland’s speech is what put her in 
danger, but that doesn’t explain why she was followed in the first place 
or what transpired in the days after her arrest. Bland insisted on draw-
ing attention to the script being handed to her. She cited the pattern, saw 
the fractal of hatred where Encinia insisted that she was violent chaos. 
She insisted on letting Encinia know she had an awareness of her rights. 
In public discussions of this series of events, she was cast as angry and 
arrogant and thusly responsible for her own death. I want to acknowl-
edge this kind of reading of Black women’s anger because it highlights 
the function of the trope, which is to justify oppression and, in this case, 
murder. Bland may have been angry but it was not her feeling that put 
her in danger. It was Encinia’s hatred, his desire to exert power over her.52

Sandra Bland’s death is the result of law enforcement and the 
carceral logics that have structured Black life in the Americas.53 The 
destructive force, or at least the specter of it here, is embedded in the 
speculation of her death as suicide. Her death, whether ultimately by 
her hand or not, was orchestrated and facilitated by the state embod-
ied in Encinia’s hatred, and it is the invisible hand of white supremacist 
ideology that created a narrative by which her death would seem to be a 
natural course of events. Such a logic would assume that Sandra Bland 
failed herself multiple times. That she was headed toward death even 
before she was pulled over. This logic is gruesome. It is clear to me that 
the appropriate response to Bland’s death is anger. It is the white imagi-
nation of our rage that justifies violence before it has occurred.54 Black 
women have been particularly vocal about this vulnerability, about our 

51. William Edward Burghardt DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk: Essays and 
Sketches (Chicago, IL: A. C. McClurg & Company, 1903), 1.

52. Lowrey-Kinberg and Buker describe the encounter as follows: “Encinia 
establishes that he has the right to govern how the interaction unfolds.” See 
Lowrey-Kinberg and Sullivan Buker, “‘I’m Giving You a Lawful Order,’” 392.

53. Telusma, “Ex-Cop on cnn.”
54. Claudia Rankine aptly writes the lyric, “Because white men can’t police their 

imaginations, black men are dying.” Claudia Rankine, Citizen, 135.
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anger, its feeling, its effects, and its consequences. By engaging Black wom-
en’s anger and texts of rage, we can better understand how Black women 
are, in effect, providing ample material for understanding the contours of 
hatred: racism, sexism, homophobia, transphobia, and so on. Let us put all 
of this to final rest: Sandra Bland was murdered by the hatred of Brian 
Encinia and the Waller County Police Department, and she told us as 
much during the stop.

As knowledge subjugated by stereotype, Black women’s anger holds 
within it details of the function of hatred in the form of racism and 
sexism. Here, I have demonstrated how a methodology of anger can 
facilitate a reading of the events at the end of Bland’s life that seem to be 
a mystery to some but are quite clear to so many Black folks. In recount-
ing the development of patient. and its uses of anger, I demonstrate how 
interrogating the source of my own anger yielded felt knowledge of the 
legacy of medical experimentation. A methodology of anger also has the 
capacity to give Black-woman-centered insights into creative texts, par-
ticularly when they are self-conscious about anger. Applying anger as a 
trackable object in Nina Simone’s “Mississippi Goddamn” reveals the 
many layers of meaning the song may encompass: the stymied position 
of Simone as an artist, the stymied position of her people, and the inev-
itability of premature death for even the most gracious of Black leaders.

Luxuriating in the richness of Black women’s inner lives provides 
so many possibilities for understanding the practice of being human. If 
we are to restructure knowledge in order to repair the grave rupture 
in the formulation of what it means to be human, the value by which 
felt experience is graded must, too, be restructured. Here, I draw atten-
tion to the usefulness of anger because of the particular ways that con-
notations of anger warp when inhabited by or projected on the bodies 
of Black women. This warping, made evident in the Sapphire stereo-
type, signals the function of feeling and emotion in producing differ-
ence. By beginning with Sapphire as a critical site of silencing and navi-
gating such silences, we inevitably make ourselves available to otherwise 
ways of knowing. A byproduct of a methodology of anger is the revela-
tion that anger is accompanied by many felt experiences answering to 
hatred. Pain, joy, shame, pleasure — all of these felt experiences provide 
information about the experience of hatred.
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While anger in its many manifestations adds much-needed dimen-
sion to the ways that we look at Black feminist, intellectual, activist, and 
creative work, the expansiveness of the concept of anger can be explored 
beyond the fact of its existence and into further depths of its meaning, 
particularly in relation to its more amenable cousin, pleasure. Anger, 
and all of the ways in which anger manifests, or is misread, is a practice 
of being human, but what other rituals of knowing do we have to share 
with one another? What other ways of being? This push toward a meth-
odology of anger is but a nudge in the expansive possibilities of luxu-
riating in the complexities of Black women’s lives in Black and gender 
studies.
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