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Abstract 

 

Resignifying Resistance: Transnational Black Feminism and 

Performativity in the U.S. Prison Industrial Complex 

 

 

 

 

Amber Denean Turner, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  Dana L. Cloud 

 

The circumstance of mass incarceration in the U.S. has reached the point of social 

crisis. When the statistics on imprisonment are demographically disaggregated, they point 

to the overrepresentation of imprisoned men and women of color. Paying special 

attention to Black men and women, critical race, prison advocacy, and Black feminist 

research has been vital in theorizing the structural and ideological implications of this 

racial inequity. The insight that the U.S. prison system constitutes a prison industrial 

complex arose from such scholarship. More recently, transnational feminism has offered 

insight into the specific experience and socio-historical contextualization of raced women 

within a transnational prison industrial complex. Based on transnational and Black 

feminist precepts, this thesis will argue the need to reframe the discursive position of 

imprisoned Black women in liberatory discourse. Using the work of Homi K. Bhabha, I 
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contend that Black women’s discursive positions should be understood as “culturally 

undecidable.”  

Dominant paradigms of mainstream feminism have assigned Black women the 

task of fulfilling the ideal of “true womanhood.” Black feminist scholars have argued that 

this model erases and marginalizes Black women’s resistance. I suggest the imposition of 

this ideal rhetorically fixes Black women as victims, pathologizes them, and ultimately 

pathologizes the Black community. In contrast, renaming Black women’s discursive 

position as “culturally undecidable” creates the possibility to decenter the transnational 

networks that underpin the transnational prison industrial complex. To proffer this 

argument, I will analyze performative resistances and reifications of criminalization 

within narratives of imprisoned Black women and suggest performance practices to 

encourage Black women’s sense of agency. 
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Chapter 1: The Context of Black Women’s Imprisonment 

When the average minimum wage is $5.15 [sic] 
You best believe you gotta find a new grind to get cream 
The white unemployment rate, is nearly more than triple for Black 
so frontliners got they gun in your back 
Bubblin’ crack, jewel theft and robbery to combat poverty 
and end up in the global jail economy 
Stiffer stipulations attached to each sentence 
Budget cutbacks but increased police presence 
And even if you get out of prison still livin’ 
join the other five million under state supervision 
This is business, no faces just lines and statistics 
from your phone, your zip code, to S-S-I digits 
The system break man child and women into figures 
Two columns for who is, and who ain't niggaz 
Numbers is hardly real and they never have feelings 
but you push too hard, even numbers got limits 
Why did one straw break the camel's back? Here's the secret: 
the million other straws underneath it - it's all mathematics 

—Mos Def1 

A STATE OF INCARCERATION 

In March 2008, a working group of the Pew Charitable Trust, the Pew Center on 

the States, published current statistics on mass incarceration in the United States (U.S.).2 

The report indicates that at the beginning of 2008, the U.S. held over 2.3 million adults 

within its prison system. Thanks to the groundbreaking work of prison advocates such as 

Angela Davis, Bonnie Kerness, Ruth Wilson-Gilmore, and many others, this Pew report, 

“One in 100: Behind Bars in America 2008,” is by no means the first time social research 

has presented the U.S. prison system as an alarmingly populous container of occupants.3 

What has not been as well publicized, and constitutes the critical project I will undertake, 

is the transnational influence that the U.S.’s punitively focused criminal justice system 

has had on global incarceration rates, the utilization of a critical prison advocacy 
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scholarship that examines the construction of raced and gendered criminality as an 

exploration of a fundamentally rhetorically bound set of significations, and the 

implications for subjectivity and agency that performativity offers those who are 

rhetorically and materially criminalized.  

The text I will consider is a collection of imprisoned Black women’s narratives. 

From that collection, I will select two narratives that evince the two themes of gendered 

victimage and criminality that this work explores: violence and coerced involvement in 

the underground drug economy. My analysis will employ a Black feminist understanding 

of resistant subjectivities and performative embodiments of every day practice. In so 

doing, I will be able to explore the mediated possibilities of agency while maintaining a 

transnational feminist understanding of the geopolitical circumstance of Black women 

within the transnational prison industrial complex. This work is also one of recovery. 

I argue that much of current scholarship on Black women’s experiences within the 

prison system falls prey to the mainstream feminist history of inappropriately trying to 

understand Black women’s experience through the paradigm Barbara Welter refers to as 

“the cult of true womanhood.”4 Although Black feminist work has illuminated the 

inaccuracy of these impositions, my recovery project also offers a critique of feminism’s 

(broadly construed, including Black feminism), engagement with narratives of 

imprisoned Black women. I contend that there is a tendency to overdetermine Black 

women’s victimization within critical examinations of imprisoned Black women’s 

narratives.  

In order to recover resistance within these narratives, I will employ theories of 

performativity to revisit two tropes of victimage (the violently abused or emotionally 

coerced Black woman), and illuminate how Black women strategically contest or reify 

these identifications. As an emerging Black feminist scholar who intends to conduct 
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future ethnographic projects that coincide with these critical approaches to research, I 

will conclude by arguing for the responsibility of activist researchers to synthesize such 

approaches in their scholarship and deconstruct these dominant discursive paradigms as 

liberatory praxis. 

Critical Interventions 

Although current social research, such as Pew Charitable Trust’s “One in 100,” 

has sounded the alarm that the burgeoning numbers of people in U.S. prison systems 

indicates a state that has become increasingly carceral, it does not answer broader 

institutional and ideological questions such as, why are more and more of the world’s 

inhabitants being incarcerated, who is being disproportionately incarcerated, what 

mechanisms are achieving this? In particular, we must ask the question: why is the trend 

going largely unchallenged in contemporary politics? Angela Davis reminds us that the 

present conditions of mass imprisonment would not have been so easily accepted by the 

U.S. public in the 1960s and 1970s. Davis writes: 

When I first became involved in antriprison activism during the late 1960s, I was 
astounded to learn that there were then close to two hundred thousand people in 
prison. Had anyone told me that in three decades ten times as many people would 
be locked away in cages, I would have been absolutely incredulous. I imagine that 
I would have responded something like this: “As racist and undemocratic as this 
country may be [remember, during that period, the demands of the Civil Rights 
movement had not yet been consolidated], I do not believe that the U.S. 
government will be able to lock up so many people without producing powerful 
public resistance. No, this will never happen, not unless this country plunges into 
fascism.” That might have been my reaction thirty years ago.5 [All author’s text.] 

In addition to ignoring the likelihood of popular protest that Davis expects would 

have met policy makers only 30 years ago, the Pew Report fails to address the scope of 

the issue, the complexities and specificities of the interactions between the 

aforementioned questions, the urgency of addressing them, and the insidiously 

entrenched, ideological character of what it presents as a public policy problem that is 
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subject to reasonable political will. In fact, the Pew Report mirrors the general public’s 

uncritical acceptance that the state’s expanding prison rates of the 1980s were ever a 

reasonable response to the fear of crime.6 

In fact, “One in 100” discusses the racially disproportionate incarceration rate of 

“some groups,” as “especially startling,” however, it ultimately describes the issue as a 

“vexing fiscal burden [for states]—especially in lean times.”7 Specifically, the 

overrepresented “groups” are: Black men between the ages of 20 and 34, who make up 

“one in nine” of the “one in 30” men in jail and the “1-in-100” Black women “in their 

mid-to-late 30s” who are incarcerated while women in general are “10 times [less] likely 

to be in jail or prison” and only “1 in 355 white women” are imprisoned. The report’s 

prescription is to “[encourage] policy makers to diversify their states’ array of criminal 

sanctions with options for low risk offenders that save tax dollars but still hold offenders 

accountable for their actions.” Thus, Pew’s effort to point out the racial characteristics of 

disproportionate over-representation amongst those who are being incarcerated in the 

U.S. (youth, and men and women who are Black and Latino), and note the policies that 

have exponentially increased incarceration rates (the advent of mandatory minimum 

sentencing), remain disconnected from racist criminalization as a predominant 

ideological underpinning of the trend.8 

It has been prison advocates and scholars who have asked the institutionally 

critical questions and provided ideologically related answers. Many such critical 

scholars’ arguments begin with the basic recognition of the sheer size and inequity of 

U.S. prisons. At the most basic level of prison analysis, Angela Davis begins by 

questioning the very existence of a prison system, with the charge to reconsider the 

“taken for granted” notion “that whoever is convicted of a serious crime will be sent to 

prison.”9 Next, prison scholars frame the basis on which to question the public’s 
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contemporaneously “taken for granted” understandings of what predicates imprisonment, 

incarceration rates are examined determine whether their current ballooning reflects 

reported crime rates. Put differently, it is critical prison scholars who have taken up the 

challenge “to seek answers [to the prison boom phenomenon] that are not predetermined 

by the common-sense belief that there is causal relationship between the numbers of 

[offenders] and [people] in prison.”10 Again and again, prison scholars cite statistics that 

effectively de-bunk this “causal relationship.” Julia Sudbury writes: 

But despite media-inflated panics about rising crime, the thirty-year prison boom 
has not been matched by an exponential increase in crime. In fact, during the 
1990s when reported crime rates in the United States underwent a sustained 
downturn, the prison population doubled.11 

It follows that these trends must not simply be a reflection of criminals being 

imprisoned for criminal activity. If reported criminal activity is not causally connected to 

continuously increasing imprisonment, then what mechanisms have established this 

trend? Joy James and contributors extensively explore this question in States of 

Confinement: Policing, Detention, and Prisons.12 As both James’ book title and Angela 

Davis’ work has suggested, racially motivated police targeting has been the primary 

mechanism by which state apparatuses of criminal justice initially identify people of 

color as always already subject to criminal profiling.13 It is at this point of critical 

analysis that the socio-historical contextualization of imprisonment as a result of 

systemic, institutionalized and culturally pervasive hierarchical identifications exposes 

the ways in which these categorizations are bound to socially ordering discourses of 

sexuality, gender, class, and nationality. This understanding requires that my analysis is 

guided by tracing the ideological marking of criminality that is conjoined with the social-

historical map of marginalized identities through slavery. This map follows the 

establishment of the convict-lease system as it refigures slavery, evolves into the prison-
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industrial complex, and eventually, expands to become a transnational prison industrial 

complex. Within this frame, I will attend to the specificity of raced women’s experiences 

in the transnational prison industrial complex. My primary texts for this analysis are oral 

narratives of Black women contained in Paula C. Johnson’s Inner Lives: Voices of 

African American Women in Prison.14 

In “Sista Docta: Performance as Critique of the Academy,” Joni L. Jones (Iya 

Omi Osun Olomo), discusses the importance of privileging “marginalized [peoples’]” 

autobiographies in order to theorize their experience as representative.15 While the genre 

of autobiography explores the singularity of experience, autobiography of marginalized 

peoples, often serves as a collective biography, giving name to experiences of many 

through the experience of one.”16 Due to the underrepresentation of widely available 

narratives of incarcerated Black women, Jones’ emphasis on valorizing Black women’s 

autobiographies supplies a sense of urgency to locating narratives of incarcerated Black 

women. However, Julia Sudbury, a major transnationalist feminist thinker, offers the 

following warning for what has become of some feminist-qualitative work in which the 

focus on Black women relaying their stories of incarceration has “run the risk of simply 

replicating the discourse of individual responsibility and [become mired in] discussions 

of familial [dysfunction, childhood] abuse, drug addiction and alcoholism.”17 As a 

remedy to this potential diversion from the “political economy of prisons,” Sudbury 

suggests that such narratives should continue to be central points of transnational feminist 

analysis with the “[aim of connecting] the individual and personal with macroeconomic 

and geopolitical analyses.”18  

Ultimately, this project maintains that mainstream and critical political discourses 

have separated such narratives of incarcerated Black women from the socio-historical 

context that a transnational feminist frame underscores. The consequence of alienating 
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such narratives from Black feminist precepts is to elide the theoretical frame that has 

been central in illuminating Black women’s practiced modes of resistance under 

arguably, the most limiting of geopolitical circumstance: a history of slavery, lynching, 

and genocide.19 Reconnecting these precepts with their embodiments is vital; it 

regenerates Black feminism’s ability to bear witness to the resistant tenacity of Black 

women’s subjectivities under devastating social conditions.  

From Slavery to the U.S Prison Industrial Complex 

The conception of the U.S. prison system as a “prison industrial complex” is a key 

critical paradigm that grapples with the institutional inequity of the prison system in the 

contemporary U.S. In Are Prisons Obsolete? Angela Davis identifies the institutional and 

cultural connections that create, reify, and reproduce “the exploitation of prison labor by 

private corporations.”20 They are “the relationships linking corporations, government, 

correctional communities, and media.” It is these relationships that constitute the “prison 

industrial complex.”21 Additionally, Davis tells us that the function of the prison 

industrial complex is ideological: 

 [It serves] as an abstract site into which undesirables are deposited, relieves us 
[desirable citizens] of the responsibility of thinking about the real issues afflicting 
those communities from which prisoners are drawn in such disproportionate 
numbers […] [I]t relieves us of the responsibility of seriously engaging with the 
problems of our society, especially those produced by racism and, increasingly, 
global capitalism.22 

In this way, the profit-driven and ideological functions of the prison industrial complex 

are recursive for global capitalism and the social imaginary. As the ideology of mass 

imprisonment reflects the changing conditions of global capitalism and the persistence of 

racism, so does the development of prison scholars’ conception of a prison industrial 

complex.  
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 Davis supplies the origin of the term as a critical intervention meant to disrupt the 

dominant ideological direction of criminal justice discourse. The “prison industrial 

complex” was initially theorized as such primarily to counter the hegemonic presumption 

that increased incarceration is the direct result of increased criminal activity.23 At length, 

Davis defines fundamental precepts of the prison industrial complex as theorized by 

prison activists and scholars in the following: 

The notion of a prison industrial complex insists on understanding of the 
punishment process that take into account economic and political structures and 
ideologies, rather than focusing myopically on individual criminal conduct and 
efforts to “curb crime.” The fact, for example, that many corporations with global 
markets now rely on prisons as an important source of profit helps us to 
understand the rapidity with which prisons began to proliferate precisely at a time 
when official studies of indicated that the crime rate was falling. The notion of a 
prison industrial complex also insists that the racialization of prison populations—
and this is not only true of the United States, but of Europe, South America, and 
Australia as well—is not an incidental feature.24 

It is important to note that neither the term’s coinage nor the evolution of the U.S. prison 

system into an institution that can be described in such terms is ahistorical. Davis frames 

coining the concept, the “prison industrial complex,” as a rhetorical strategy intended to 

parallel the institutional development of the U.S. prison system with that of the U.S. 

military’s evolution into the “military industrial complex,” as defined by President 

Dwight Eisenhower.25  Davis describes Eisenhower’s intent to theorize the “military 

industrial complex” as a critique of “the growing and dangerous alliance between the 

military and corporate worlds.”26 As Davis’ explanation of the prison industrial complex 

states illustrates, once the relationship between incidents of crime and imprisonment is no 

longer presumed to be causal, alternate explanations for a total U.S. inmate population of 

over two million people (out of a world total of nine million imprisoned) in which 49% of 

those U.S. inmates are Black (while Blacks only make up 12.6% of the total U. S. 

population.)27   
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 Yet, the U.S. prison population was not always so massive. Recall: Angela Davis’ 

shock during the late 1960s when there were almost 200,000 people in prison and her 

likely disbelief if anyone had tried to inform her that the number would increase 10-fold 

in the subsequent 30 years.28 So how did this momentous growth occur? Angela Davis 

and Joy James locate the seeds of the current social condition of imprisonment in the 

trans-Atlantic slave trade. Davis points out the material and ideological connections that 

slavery shares with incarceration as punishment for criminal behavior.29 Most pressing is 

that although slavery and “involuntary servitude” were abolished by the 13th amendment, 

criminal incarceration is excerpted from this edict.30 Also, despite being released from 

slavery, through the Black Codes (post-slavery legislation that “regulated the behavior of 

free [B]lacks in ways similar to those that had existed during slavery,”) the southern 

states targeted newly freed Blacks for criminal behavior that was only judged as such if 

the offender was Black.31 Thus, Blacks’ former enslavement was essentially commuted 

to imprisonment and involuntary servitude within the convict lease system.  

 These were the socio-historical conditions that reproduced the rhetorical 

constitution of Black bodies that rendered even freed Blacks inherently criminal, 

requiring social control, and inspiring fear in their white counterparts. Davis 

demonstrates that there is no significant, theoretical leap required to infer that the profit 

motive of slavery was also transferred to Blacks’ involuntary, incarceral servitude. She 

writes that because of the Black Codes of the south, “the expansion of the convict lease 

system and the county chain gang […] defined southern criminal justice largely as a 

means of controlling black labor.”32 Thus, it is the unchecked prospect of capitalist 

accumulation that compels U.S. incarceration’s expansion within a privatized 

institutional model. Davis contends, “While the convict lease system was legally 

abolished, its structures of exploitation have reemerged in the patters of privatization and, 
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more generally, in the wide-ranging corporatization of punishment that has produced a 

prison industrial complex.”33  

 In order for transnational, capitalist-driven social order to reproduce, reify, and 

elide the source of this inequitable economic exploitation, the ideological work of 

categorizing Blacks as criminal, threatening, wild, and ultimately best locked away from 

society must continue.  Contemporary critical race scholars have been instrumental in 

identifying the tropes that invite certain bodies’ state instituted disappearance from the 

social landscape. The trope that state suppression and social control lean on most heavily 

is that of fear. At length, Arturo J. Aldama lyrically recounts the myriad sources of 

hegemonic fear:  

Fear of unconformity, fear of race, fear of workers, fear of desire, fear of women, 
fear of subaltern rage, fear of color, fear of desire, fear of crime, fear of “illegals,” 
and the fear of uprising: Fear is both the metanarrative that drives the disciplinary 
apparatus of the nation-state (police, Immigration and Naturalization Service 
[INS], military, schools) and the intended effects on the body politic. Fear drives 
the repression, containment, coopting, torture, and annihilation of “unruly” 
subjects whose class, race, sex and ideology identity differences, and indigenous 
land claims (for example) are threats to bourgeois, capitalist, patriarchal, and 
neocolonial orders. Fear drives the militarization of borders, antigay violence, 
abortion clinic bombers, the CIA, the NSA, xenophobia, the denial of imperial 
guilt, enslavement, lynchings, police, the Christian right, […] anti-affirmative 
action policies, Proposition 187 [mandatory minimum sentencing legislation], 
racial profiling […]to name of [sic] few.34 

Thus, the bodies that are racially marked as subjects who inspire the aforementioned fear 

are bodies that are always, already marked as subjects deserving of incarceration. It is 

with this understanding that the rhetorical constitution of the racialized and criminalized 

must be examined in order to be re-cast. 

Rhetorically Constituted Identities  

 Paul Gilroy describes race as a categorization that “has to be socially and 

politically constructed” He notes that “elaborate ideological work is done to secure and 



 11

maintain the different forms of ‘racialization’ which have characterized capitalist 

development.”35 If racialization can change depending on the socio-historical context and 

racist ideologies serve to justify, maintain, and reproduce its material application, it 

follows that race is not a fixed concept and is thus rhetorically constituted. In fact, Gilroy 

defines the rhetorical component of race in defining it as “a political category that can 

accommodate various meanings which are in turn determined by struggle.”36 Gilroy’s 

focus on the manifestation of “struggle” as the conditions under which racialized people 

participate in world economies highlights the material stakes of racial identity as a site for 

economic exploitation and/or political resistance. Gilroy names such marginalized socio-

economic positions as “plantation slavery, migrant labour and apartheid.”37  

 Michel de Certeau is particularly useful in understanding that through these 

ideological and material relations to social order—colonialism, slavery, neo-colonialism, 

and hyper-exploitation in the era of transnational economies—certain bodies have been 

marked for continuous economic, physical, and psychic subjugation.38 De Certeau writes: 

 [A] body is itself defined, delimited, and articulated by what writes it…there is 
no law that is not inscribed on bodies. Every law has a hold on the body. The very 
idea of an individual that can be isolated from the group was established along 
with the necessity, in penal justice, of having a body that could be marked by 
punishment…every power, including the power of law, is written first of all on 
the backs of its subjects.39  

Accordingly, Black feminist theorists have been foundational in identifying these lived 

patterns of ideological and material demarcation with regard to African-American 

women. In “The Politics of Black Feminist Thought,” Patricia Hill Collins describes the 

process through which the racist and sexist ideologies that have been inscribed on 

African-American women’s bodies are reflected in the marginalization of Black women’s 

intellectual and activist practices.40 Collins contends, “[W]ithin U.S. culture, racist and 

sexist ideologies permeate the social structure to such a degree that they become 



 12

hegemonic, namely, seen as natural, normal, and inevitable.”41 Collins’ analysis neatly 

aligns with Gilroy’s in noting that it is this normalization of racist ideology, for African-

American women sexism is also applicable, that is “used to justify oppression.”42 Collins 

specifies the ideological characterizations of racism and sexism for African-American 

women by listing the negative myths with which they are attributed. The tropes she 

names range from the “[mammy],” “[jezebel],” “and breeder [woman] of slavery,” “to 

the smiling [Jemima] on pancake mix boxes,” “[the] ubiquitous Black [prostitute],” and 

“[the] ever-present welfare [mother] of contemporary popular culture.”43 It is also Collins 

who is integral in defending the expansion of the conceptualization of racial 

categorization that moves the identification of African-American women to her broader 

designation of “Black woman” as a basis for group identification.44 In doing so, she 

makes clear her intention to forge unity through shared histories of oppression.  

 Collins establishes her use of the category “Black women” as a deliberately 

rhetorical designation in pursuit of fulfilling a political aim. She asserts that deploying the 

term “Black women” in this manner is intended to address a “pressing need for a unifying 

language that women of African descent and women who are rendered socially Black can 

use to describe their needs as racial/ethnic women.” Her definition of “Black” illustrates 

the ways in which designating identities that are then “written” on bodies carries 

politically resistant ideological and material implications. With this in mind, at length, I 

will take up Hill’s re-categorization of who is a “Black [woman]” and what material 

conditions that entails: 

I suspect that the common political, economic and social conditions of Black 
women do foster a shared recognition of common problems that take different 
forms in a Black transnational context. Brazil, South Africa, Great Britain, 
France, and the United States are very different societies with quite different 
histories with colonialism and capitalism, yet Black women (however identified) 
confront very similar issues in all of these locations…Black women’s placement 
within the global social relations created by globalization, a transnationalism that 
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has weakened African and Caribbean nation-states and fostered major population 
shifts, and a persistent racism that denies first-class citizenship to Black women 
within advanced industrial societies converge to frame a common set of 
challenges for Black women.45 

 Collins points to the historical developments that have fostered “common political, 

economic, and social conditions” borne out of differentiated but connected and thus 

collective historical experiences of socio-historical subjugation rooted in marginalized 

identities of race, gender, and their transnational connections.46  

 Notably, Collins’ claim of unity without universalization or the elision of 

experiential specificity is strategically outlined in order to withstand the postmodern 

critique that “second wave” feminists faced during the rise of postmodern theory in the 

U.S. academy. 47 In “Who’s Afraid of Identity Politics,” Linda Martín-Alcoff defends the 

recognition of group identity:  

Somehow the process by which identity has been pathologized [by 
postmodernism] and all forms of realism have been demonized needs to be 
unraveled […] To self-identify even by a racial or sexed designation is again not 
merely to accept the sad facet of oppression but to understand one’s relationship 
to a historical community, to recognize one’s objective social location, and to 
assert one’s own power to negotiate the meaning and implications of one’s 
identity. The word real here is not meant to signify an identity that is non-
dynamic, non-contingent, or not the product of social practices and modes of 
description. Rather, the word “real” works to counter a view that interpellations of 
social identity are always chimeras foisted on us from the outside. A realistic 
identity politics, then, is one that recognizes the dynamic, variable, and negotiated 
character of identity. It is one that acknowledges the variability in an identity’s 
felt significance and cultural meaning. Yet it is also one that recognizes that social 
categories of identity often helpfully name specific social locations from which 
individuals engage in, among other things, political judgment. What is there to 
fear in acknowledging that?48 

 Similarly, Collins’ intentionally political re-cast of “Black woman” moves to reclaim the 

liberatory potential that can arise from organizing particularly racialized women to resist 

the material and ideological echoes of slavery and colonialism that began with the cross-

continental dispersion of African slaves that continues to be propagated in contemporary 
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transnational flows. Together, Collins’ and Martín-Alcoff’s measured reactions to the 

postmodern critique of identity politics is emblematic of the larger project of re-

valorizing identity politics as an organizing basis for forging political collectivity and 

contesting the current social order of globalism. This recovery of politicized identities as 

part of resistant practice is integral to theories of transnationalism.  

Transnational Context 

In the most basic sense, a “transnational” analytical lens indicates a critical 

approach that investigates the global interactions of economies, commodities, cultures, 

people, and ideas.49 What is not readily apparent in the term is that the advent of 

transnational analysis developed as a critique of postmodernism’s celebration of 

fragmentation and rejection of theories that not only describe social conditions, but also 

explain them. In The Condition of Postmodernity, David Harvey historicizes these 

theoretical and cultural moments in their relation to the progression of capitalism. 

Harvey’s work helps explain the critique that transnational offers postmodern theory 

because of this historical illumination of postmodernity as a celebratory fragmentation in 

response to the historical cohesion within modernity’s explanation of the totality. Thus, in 

postmodern discourse, material and cultural boundaries become contradictory, 

oppositional, problematic, and dialectically unintelligible.  

Accordingly, Harvey notes the tension between this theoretical position of an 

advocated fragmentation that decenters geopolitical power, takes up an anti-essentialist 

position of subjectivity (thus also decentering the human subject), and unfixes binaristic 

identifications and political organizing.50 Within his analysis of postmodernity’s 

celebration of fragmentation, Harvey charges postmodernity with taking matters too far 

in its “insistence upon the impenetrability of the other, its concentration on the text rather 

than the work, its penchant for deconstruction bordering on nihilism, its preference for 
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aesthetics over ethics […] taking matters beyond the point where any coherent politics 

are left.”51 Following the logic of postmodernity, if there is no identifiable group or 

precept with whom to organize against a more powerful subject, how can resistance be 

enacted and agency realized? It is this concern with the immobilizing implication that 

politically directed movements cannot form because praxis is its own oppressive force 

that activist-scholars found intensely objectionable.52 Instead of finding the radically 

deconstructive direction of postmodernity liberating, many scholars have and continue 

express to regard this theoretical turn as a danger to forming a basis for common interests 

that can lead to political organizing.  

 As a result, many scholars, including Harvey, who are particularly concerned 

with liberatory potential offered by theoretical positions, have expressed displeasure with 

the implication of disempowerment that resides in postmodern theory’s inability to 

inspire progressive action for materially liberatory political practice. Put differently, it is 

their concern that in postmodernity’s appreciation for “delegitimating every form of 

argument […] postmodernity can end only in condemning their own validity claims to 

the point where nothing remains of any basis for reasoned action.”53 This is precisely the 

language of postmodernity that can sacrifice the awareness of unequal power structures 

as materially manifested experiences of marginalization.  

There has also been a critique offered by non-Western scholars which alleges that 

postmodern discourse reinstalls distinctions based on new binaries versus modern 

oppositions. An example of a postmodern concept that commits a binaristic opposition 

despite its opposition to modern totalitarianism is colonial versus post-colonial. In such 

instances, despite the very practical concern of politically dissenting scholars in favor of 

identity/experientially related organization, the ideal attraction to “unfix” remains 

important in imagining a material world whose ideology never again leads to the 
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ideological fixing that rhetorically constitutes certain bodies as  always already unwanted 

or inherently disposable. So, in the postmodern moment when no vocabulary is sufficient 

and theorizing questions only leads to more questions, how does one begin to define 

without fixing, describe without impermeably categorizing and discuss without 

excluding? It is with this in mind that contemporary, liberatory movements take up 

transnationalism in order to theorize and practice organization in the postmodern moment 

without re-installing binaristic oppositions.  

Similarly, understanding the increasing imprisonment of the world’s population as 

transnational is helpful in re-imagining the scope of the trend. But that alone does not 

answer the questions: Why are more of the world’s inhabitants being incarcerated? Who 

is being disproportionately incarcerated? What mechanisms are achieving this end? And 

why is the trend going largely unchallenged? By framing the prison as a transnational 

prison industrial complex, prison scholars can begin to account for these globally 

concurrent prison population increases as a reflection of “U.S. military and economic 

dominance” and “as a local manifestation of the transnational flow of people, products, 

capital, and ideas.”54 In contrast, oft-repeated comparisons between the Unites States as 

“the global leader in the rate at which it incarcerates its citizenry” and the anomalously 

high incarceration rates of the U.S. place the U.S.’s criminal justice system in stark relief 

against those of other nations as appallingly more incarceral in isolation.55 As a result, 

the U.S.’s incarceration trends appear as if they exist in a vacuum; internationally 

complementary connections between institutional criminal justice policies and practices 

are occluded. Sudbury’s statement begins to illuminate the trend for many nations’ 

criminal justice systems as increasingly punitive and reflective of “U.S. economic and 

military dominance.”56 Accordingly, Sudbury contends that “the fabric of the prison and 

the people caged within it are shaped by global factors, from free trade agreements and 
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neoliberal restructuring to multinational corporate expansion.”57 Consequently, the prison 

must be understood as a “transnational” institution.58  

In reframing notions of the prison industrial complex as a “transnational” 

institution and addressing the position of Black women within them, the task is to retain 

the breadth of international circumstance while simultaneously particularizing the 

experience of Black women in the U.S. As a result, certain notably appropriate critical 

texts and tools come to the fore. The autobiographical, narrative text presents access to 

representative experiences of Black women in the transnational prison industrial 

complex. Those narratives are most appropriately analyzed through a transnational 

feminist application of Black feminism in order to theorize the Black woman’s position. 

And it is notions of performativity that reveal the constant negotiations of her identity 

within these critical readings of her story.  

METHODOLOGY 

Reading Narratives 

Given the circular relationship of narrative and ideology, narrative scholars have 

theorized that the narrative form can be read as being mutually constitutive and 

resistant.59 Catherine Riessman tells us, “Because [narrative analysis] gives prominence 

to human agency and imagination, it is well suited to studies of subjectivity and 

identity.”60 Further, citing Jerome Bruner, Reissman explicates “the [narratological] 

approach” as a method “distinguished by an interpretive thrust.”61 Riessman writes, 

“Narrative analysis—and there is no one method here—has to do with ‘how protagonists 

interpret things, […] and we can go about systematically interpreting their 

interpretations.”62 My narratological framework is based on Judith Butler’s theory of the 

apprehension of language as performative in a sense that interpellates subjects as well as 
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opening up discursive space for resistance—her expansion on J.L. Austin’s designation 

of linguistic “utterances” that constitute an “[action]” as “illocutionary.”63 In redefining 

the “illocutionary speech act,” Butler reconstitutes naming—or how one is linguistically 

apprehended—as an act that goes beyond “fixing” subjectivity at its moment of 

“utterance.”64 The illocutionary act, also opens space for the one who is “fixed by the 

name that one is called” (particularly offensively), and “[inaugurated] a subject in 

speech,” to respond by “[coming] to use language to counter the offensive call.”65 Butler 

lays out the discursive potential in the following: 

Understanding performativity as a renewable action without clear origin or end 
suggests that speech is finally constrained neither by its specific speaker nor its 
originating context. Not only defined by social context, such speech is also 
marked by its capacity to break with context. Thus, performativity has its own 
social temporality in which it remains enabled precisely by the contexts from 
which it breaks. This ambivalent structure at the heart of performativity implies 
that, within political discourse, the very terms of resistance and insurgency are 
spawned in part by the powers they oppose ( which is not to say that latter are 
reducibly to the former or always already coopted by them in advance.)66 

In this framework, the oral narratives of incarcerated Black women can be read as 

Black women’s responses to a society that has attempted to fix their subjectivities 

through offensive social positioning. Thus, analyzing Black women’s narratives reveals 

how the complex interactions of socially imposed factors of identity and agentive 

responses contest and reify hegemonic readings of their subjectivities within larger 

political discourse. In so doing, it also opens discursive space for critical reflection on the 

possibility of further resistance from local to global contexts. Put differently, in 

presenting particular, yet representative experiences, narratives and their analysis in an 

illocutionary frame supply the experiential context in which to identify and theorize 

agentive practices of Black women within intensely limiting geopolitical circumstances. 

 Using Black feminist praxis, Paula C. Johnson compiled the narratives contained 

within Inner Lives: Voices of African American Women in Prison from qualitative 
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interviews meant to elicit incarcerated Black women’s retellings of “the critical issues 

involving authority accorded to African American women about their lives and the 

opportunity to express their self-knowledge in authentic voices” as these issues 

intersected with experiences of race, class, gender, and sexuality.67 Drawing on the work 

of Beth Richie, a Black feminist scholar who theorizes the relationship between Black 

women and violence, Johnson describes her research methodology, the “life history 

methodology,” as a method meant to delve deeply into “subjects’ backgrounds, opinions, 

feelings, and the meanings they give to the mundane events and the exceptional 

experiences in their lives.”68 As such, the narratives that Johnson presents are in sync 

with Black feminist theorizations that valorize Black women’s autobiographical 

experiences. Accordingly, the “life history” narratives within Inner Lives offer an 

invaluable window into the ideological and material reifications and resistances that 

incarcerated Black women enact and embody.69 Because of Black women’s marginalized 

positions within the transnational prison industrial complex, it is such narratives that 

representatively, yet specifically reveal the ways in which Black women’s identities are 

transnationally contextualized, rhetorically constructed, and should be performatively 

read. 

Transnational Prison Industrial Complex  

Accordingly, it is the examination of a transnational connection between what has 

remained isolated as a U.S. specific phenomenon of skyrocketing imprisonment and 

correlating privatization that moves the discussion of the U.S. prison industrial complex 

into that of a globally recognizable phenomenon. As Julia Sudbury notes in the Global 

Lockdown: Race, Gender, and the Prison-Industrial Complex, “Although the United 

States is the world’s most avid incarcerator, this pattern of growth is mirrored in most 

nations of the global North… [and prison] growth in the global South has been less 
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visible but no less dramatic.”70 Put differently, it is when exponentially increasing 

imprisonment is understood as transnational that the socio-historical connections among 

similarly reified oppressions become readily apparent. More specifically, I will explore 

this with regard to the experience of Black women in the U.S. in the transnational prison 

industrial complex. To further complicate describing and defining these institutional 

propensities, “questions of the mass incarceration of women, and more broadly, the 

gendered dynamics of criminalization become even more politically and intellectually 

salient when we attempt to integrate issues of violence against women and 

heteronormative sexuality into the discussion.”71 It is with such aims in mind with regard 

to a global context that a transnational feminist perspective becomes especially helpful. 

Transnational Feminism 

Transnational feminism is ideally suited to addressing the complexities of socio-

economic, political, and cultural contexts within a transnational frame. Its central concern 

is addressing issues of oppression that are particularly organized around gender but must 

not be reduced to a universalized position with regard to any factor of identity. 

Accordingly, Chandra Talpade Mohanty, one of the foremost transnational feminist 

intellectuals, opposes “the assumption of women as an already constituted, coherent 

group with identical interests and desires, regardless of class, ethnic, or racial location, or 

contradictions” because it “implies a notion of gender or sexual difference or even 

patriarchy that can be applied universally and cross-culturally.”72  At the same time, 

Mohanty proposes that an “economically and socially just feminist politics” would entail, 

A clear understanding that being a woman has political consequences in the world 
we live in; that there can be unjust and unfair effects on women depending on our 
economic and social marginality and/or privilege. It would require recognizing 
[…] that sexism, racism, misogyny, and heterosexism are an integral part of our 
social fabric, wherever in the world we happen to be […] Besides recognizing all 
this and formulating a clear analysis and critique of the behaviors, attitudes, 
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institutions, and relational politics that these interwoven systems entail, a just and 
inclusive feminist politics for the present needs to also have a vision for 
transformation and strategies for realizing this vision.73 

It is this attention to unfixing the normative analysis of mainstream, Western feminism 

while recognizing the materially and ideologically patterned targeting of women across 

globally related positions of marginalization and/or privilege that valorizes a 

transnational feminist analysis with regard to the conditions of imprisoned Black women 

in the U.S.  Transnational feminism compels an analytical approach that illuminates the 

globally relevant connections between women while particularizing each level of 

experience to the specificity of each woman’s position within the greater transnational 

structure.   

 At the level of analysis that returns to considering the circumstances of 

specifically “Black women,” using Collins’ designation, in the U.S. prison industrial 

complex, Black feminism is the primary analytical precept with which to particularize 

conceptions of Black women’s experience. It is with these tools that I will decipher the 

ideological work perpetrated upon and deployed or resisted by the women whose 

narratives are contained within Inner Lives. Primarily I will focus on and seek to disrupt 

the tropes of Black women’s victimage that have been attached to Black women in the 

service of achieving advocacy by emphasizing their vulnerability to violence and 

criminalization. In keeping with the duality of collectivity and specificity in transnational 

feminism, I will also unpack the individual experiences of the women in order to 

understand how an individual Black woman may deploy or resist these tropes within her 

entrance into the transnational prison industrial complex in the U.S. It is through this 

multi-leveled analysis that the narratives of Inner Lives can be recognized as containing 

representative autobiographies of Black women as well as revealing individual 

subjectivities. 
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Performative Subjectivities 

Judith Butler is central to explaining the ways in which such subjectivities are 

performatively constituted. It is important to not that my application of performativity 

must not be conflated with the notion of performed identity. Utilizing “performed” in 

such a way would simply indicate self-presentation without referencing how 

subjectivities are imposed, reflected, contested, and resisted. It is with regard to gender 

that Butler sets forth a clear explanation of performativity: 

If gender is performative, then it follows that the reality of gender is itself 
produced as an effect of the performance. Although there are norms that govern 
what will and will not be real, and what will and will not be intelligible, they are 
called into question and reiterated at the moment in which performativity begins 
its citational practice. One surely cites norms that already exist, but these norms 
can be significantly deterritorialized through the citation. They can also be 
exposed as non-natural and [non-necessary] when they take place in a context and 
through a form of embodying that defies normative expectation.  What this means 
is that through the practice of gender performativity, we not only see how the 
norms that govern reality are cited but grasp one of the mechanisms by which 
reality is reproduced and altered in the course of that reproduction.74 

I seek this “deterritorializing” effect of “citational practice” in the autobiographical 

accounts of incarcerated Black women. Black women’s narratives are particularly 

appropriate to utilize notions of performativity in that the experiences of incarcerated 

Black women is that of an identity that has most often been extensively marginalized in 

multiplicative senses of non-normativity. Yet, through performativity, marginalized 

identities can recover the recognition of their resistant acts and ideals. The 

overdetermination of Black women’s victimization so often strips the resistant 

possibilities of deterritorialization. Within victimage, there is no negotiation of identity, 

but simply an imposition of domination. But in recognizing and valorizing resistance, 

liberation seems inevitable. With the project of liberation foregrounded in her analysis, 

Beth Richie argues, 
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[I]t is also critical to shift public consciousness[…] antiprison rhetoric and 
subsequent organizing strategies […] with regard to gender violence and 
heteronormativity, for ultimately, the larger project of reducing structural 
inequality and eliminating the concentration of disadvantage that leads to mass 
imprisonment requires that the most marginalized group become most central to 
the struggle against global lockdown.75  

 Bearing this in mind, there are two works of critical, Black feminist scholarship 

that will be particularly helpful in identifying performative moments of resistance in the 

narratives.  Beth Richie and Tammy Anderson’s respective scholarship theorizes the 

conditions of overdetermined victimage for Black women’s racialized, gendered, and 

sexualized oppressions.76 In doing so, they contest the dominant scholarship models that 

reify Black women pathologization and powerlessness subjectivities. As I explore the 

question of performative in imprisoned women’s stories. I will follow much the same 

model, with the addition of the aforementioned critical lenses. 

CHAPTER PREVIEW 

 The following chapters will more precisely explore the circumstance of Black 

Women’s imprisonment in the U.S. In keeping with a transnational feminist frame of 

analysis, each will first consider the broader context of Black Women’s imprisonment 

before moving to more particularly experienced circumstances as offered in 

autobiographical narratives. In each chapter, a case study of Black women’s experiences 

Chapter two will historicize tropes of Black women’s social role of “cultural 

undecidability”77 evidenced by their historical significations. Chapter three will address 

the criminalization and imprisonment of Black women that arises from their experiences 

with violence and the underground economy of drugs. 

 The central aim of each chapter will be to counter what has become the dominant 

appeal of prison advocates in opposing the increasing imprisonment of Black women in 

the transnational prison industrial complex. As such, I will analyze moments within 
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narratives that illuminate symptoms of and resistances to the dominant frames of 

imprisonment, race, and gender. Bell hooks writes, “In a culture of domination, 

preoccupation with victimage is inevitable.” In celebrating this victimage, Black women 

remain tied to sexist, de-politicized, and intensely heteronormative conceptions. Also, I 

argue that unfettered depictions of victimization result in the pathologization of Black 

women.   

 I will demonstrate that these depictions of victimage operate by evaluating Black 

women with regard to their ability to achieve the ideal of “true womanhood” in terms of 

“the cult of true womanhood.” Thus, they are rendered incapable of resistance beyond the 

hegemonic models of achievement that are advocated by dominant paradigms. Such an 

argument is by no means intended to deny the very material experience of the most 

personal victimizations of Black women, but to loosen what has become a polarized 

counter depiction of Black women in response to the criminalization of Blackness. For 

ultimately, liberation is the freedom to be neither naturalized criminal nor naturalized 

victim. 
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Chapter 2: Resisting Violence 

[W]e call on language to invoke the memory and image of the blood act and red 
event [of violence]. For it is by use of signs that we conjure up violence after the 
fact. For the survivors of blood letting, words can evoke the memories, almost 
like echoes, reverberating still in the tremble of the flesh. For others who are not 
the victims, language can call images of blood to the mind. Whether by analog 
memory or metaphor image, the linguistic act and event brings red to the fore. 

—Alfred Artega78 

 

In the epigraph above, Alfred Artega tells us that writing about violence enacts its 

remembrance and revivifies the event. What the quote does not make clear is that the 

body, like the page, can become a surface on which past violence is re-membered. Arturo 

Aldama writes, “Linguistic violence—the creation of the Other—interanimates violence 

on the body.”79 Within this set of relations, language, violence, and the body become 

inextricably linked. As such, language, and by extension, identity (in that identity is 

constituted through language), are a matter of life and death. Thus, for bodies identified 

as “other,” the stakes of language are often written in their spilled blood. Because this is 

the case, tracing the paths of history, language, and identity that render certain bodies 

vulnerable to specific violences is a project of life and death. Following the trajectory of 

such a project, I, like Judith Butler, “propose to broach the relationship between variable 

orders of intelligibility and the genesis and knowability of the human.”80 More precisely, 

I will map the discursive intelligibility of the Black woman through her relationship to 

violence.  

It is important to remember that this “knowability” and the parameters of 

“intelligibility” are reflected and inversely recognizable at the most basic levels of 

physical safety and survival.  Therefore, when writing violence through histories, 
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language, and identity, it is equally necessary to write against violence to reveal 

resistance and liberatory possibility. With this goal in mind, I, along with Arturo Aldama, 

ask,  

What is the relationship between the body and the subject? Can subjects, 
enveloped by conditions of intense physical domination by the state, maintain a 
sense of their own subjectivity while the body is being repressed and tortured? Or 
is torture and repression precisely the point at which subjectivity is reconstituted 
via the channels of the body? [...]What does resistance mean within these 
conditions?81  

Aldama’s words also underscore the notion that violence and identity converge in 

a very ordered matrix of power. The subject of this analysis, Black women, occupies a 

particular space (or non-space) within that order. As discussed earlier, transnational 

feminism is a powerful critical lens with which to explore these connections. 

TRANSNATIONAL VIOLENCE  

The awareness that social phenomena occur systemically is central to the 

transnational frame. Thus, it is at once necessary to recognize that violence is often 

structurally instituted and that bodies gendered “woman” are particularly vulnerable to 

violence. Also, the specificity of the violence with regard to its target is an important 

distinction to make in that gendered violence is often perpetrated transnationally: from 

the nation-state and state institutions, to community and cultural norms, to individual 

men, women, etc. These relations are underpinned by significations that have been 

rhetorically constituted within particular socio-historical contexts. 

 A description of transnational, gendered violence begins to unravel the enactment 

and recognition of the patterns that reproduce a cyclical institutionalization of such 

violence from transnational to national, public to private, domestic to structural and back 

again. Yet, this description of relational binaries does not fully account for how they 

involve a diffusion of cross-cutting power. Thus, I contend that contemporary gendered 
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violence is neither enacted solely through the “power as domination” model nor the 

relational model in which “power struggles [are pervasive] in the micropolitics of 

everyday life.”82 Patricia Hill Collins notes that both models and their binaristic relational 

contexts rely upon “meta-theories of power…[that] were developed  using men’s 

behavior as the norm.”83 As a result, in both models, women inhabit “less effective or 

ineffective forms of political resistance.”84 Therefore, women are established as second- 

stratum social actors. So, how does one account for the modes in which gendered 

violence occurs? 

Instead, of employing models that implicate women as secondary agents, I will 

draw upon a transnational model of relational power that recognizes “connectivities.”85 

Inderpal Grewal, an influential transnational feminist thinker, discusses the original 

development of the term as a theorization of “digitized information technologies that are 

central for access to this new realm of what is seen as deterritorialized power” formation 

in the transnational context. However, it is also helpful when thinking through gendered 

violence. Grewal suggests employing a model of power that,  

Rather than a deterritorialization, the metaphor of connectivity suggests that 
territories and spaces are rearticulated as new centers of power along new and old 
routes. In addition, connectivity does not imply a complete diffusion of power in 
the ‘global’ realm; rather it implies that new networks are created within which 
nodes of power come into existence through relationships created within 
networks. […As such,] my claims for connectivity as a metaphor [… ] provide an 
argument about its incompleteness, the exclusions produced by it, and thus for a 
theory in unevenness, failure, exclusion can be included. This unevenness does 
not lead to advocating vanguardist resistance but rather foregrounds power 
relations within different trajectories, translations that go away, discourse that 
cannot link agendas as well as powerful connectivities that link, create new nodes, 
and recuperate the nation and empire.86   

These incomplete, disjointed histories of violence are the instantiation of 

connectively instituted power that uncover the lexicon by which certain bodies have 

accrued demarcating, marginalizing significations. Accordingly, in the instance of Black 
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women, the disjointed histories of physical violence akin to genocide create the 

conditions for the ideological significations undergirding Black women’s continued 

discursive marginalization. With this in mind, I will pursue an appropriate socio-

historical contextualization that allows for the identification of significations and cross-

signifiers. 

In order to ground this exploration of Black women and violence in the U.S., I 

will bring the socio-historical violences enacted in the contexts of slavery and lynching to 

the fore. A situated recounting will reveal how these histories act as basis for the 

contemporary slippages in signification that have led to the current circumstance of Black 

women in the transnational prison industrial complex.  

U.S. HER-STORY OF VIOLENCE  

 The history of trans-Atlantic slavery is a primary socio-historical context enables 

the connective understanding of gendered violence against Black women and their ties to 

the prison industrial complex. In Women, Race, and Class, Angela Davis explicates the 

U.S. history of slavery.87 Davis analyzes the gendered nature of the violence that Black 

women slaves faced. She also explores the ideological significance of some Black 

women being spared specific violences. In so doing, Davis supplies insight into how 

significations and pathologizations accrued to Black women during slavery continue into 

present day.   

 Davis writes that enslaved Black women suffered general and specifically 

gendered violence: 

But women suffered in different ways as well, for they were victims of sexual 
abuse and other barbarous mistreatment that could only be inflicted on women. 
Expediency governed the slaveholder’s posture toward female slaves: when it was 
profitable to exploit them as if they were men, they were regarded, in effect, as 
genderless, but when they could be exploited, punished and repressed in ways 
suited only for women, they were locked into their exclusively female roles.88 
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Such “exclusive” punishments included rape and punishments crudely designed around 

pregnancies.89 Davis offers this explanation against previous historical accounts of Black 

women’s experiences of slavery centering on “questions of promiscuity versus marriage 

and forced versus voluntary sex with white men.”90 Davis cites Herbert Gutman’s 

research on the Black family as the most valuable accounting up to 1983; however,“his 

observations about slave women [were] generally designed to confirm their wifely 

propensities.”91 In contrast, Davis gives an initial insight into the notion of feminine 

domesticity as absent from the experience of Black women in involuntary servitude. 

Davis writes, 

 The slave system defined Black people as chattel. Since women, no less than 
men, were viewed as profitable labor-units, they might as well have been 
genderless as far as the slaveholders were concerned…Where work was 
concerned, strength and productivity under the threat of the whip outweighed 
considerations of sex.92 

Note: The statement that enslaved Black women’s labor “outweighed 

considerations of sex” should not be taken to mean that gender assignment was not 

ultimately involved in slavery. Instead, the most important implication of “chattel” is the 

denial of a position within civil society outside of exploitation.93 Thus, for the purposes 

of civil society, the basic productivity of enslaved men and women could not be 

“gendered.” They could only be sexed in the way that animals are sexed. Judith Butler 

writes, “The very criterion by which we judge a person to be a gendered being [is] a 

criterion that posits coherent gender as a presupposition of humanness.”94 Thus, 

slaveholders’ expectations that enslaved Black women provide as much value from their 

labor as men must be understood as symptomatic of slaves’ lack of basic humanity, much 

less their “subaltern” placement in all discourses—including revolutionary discourses 

that posit liberatory potential. 95 The position of Black people in civil society, including 

women, in capitalist society, automatically entails their dirscursive absence. Because the 
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Black women’s gendered and violent subjugation enables their unwaged labor as the 

people most hyper exploited.  

Despite these conditions of unmitigated racial terror, Angela Davis points out that 

the patriarchal model of family was most likely not the family model that predominated 

in Black kinship networks during slavery. Instead, Black women and men, within the 

assumption of heterosexual relationships, did not assign hierarchical values to their 

differentiated familial roles and experienced a domestic egalitarianism due to their 

specific but experientially shared circumstances of oppression. They also made 

complementary efforts to maintain families despite the abject circumstances of slavery.96 

In addition to egalitarian relationships, Black women in slavery mounted resistances in 

concert with men. Davis writes, 

 If Black women bore the terrible burden of equality in oppression, if they 
enjoyed equality with their men in their domestic environment, then they also 
asserted their equality aggressively in challenging the inhuman institution of 
slavery. They resisted the sexual assaults of white men, defended their families 
and participated in work stoppages and revolts.97 

When considering the pathologization of Black women’s resistance as historically 

grounded, Davis’ proclamation of Black women’s vociferous political resistant within the 

conditions of slavery is important to remember. 

Davis suggests that it is not until the abolition movement of the 19th century that 

the contemporary ideology of womanhood was attached to Black women. The ideological 

imposition of womanly “virtues” or what Barbara Welter describes as “the cult of true 

womanhood” was assigned to Black women by the women’s organizations (read: white, 

Christian, women’s organizations) of the 18th and 19th centuries.98 These women’s 

organizations were the precursor to what would become the mainstream women’s 

movement of the 20th century. Welter describes these “virtues” in the following: 
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The attributes of True Womanhood, by which a woman judged herself and was 
judged by her husband, her neighbors and society could be divided into four 
cardinal virtues—piety, purity, submissiveness and domesticity. Put them all 
together and they spelled mother, daughter, sister, wife—woman. Without them, 
no matter whether there was fame, achievement or wealth, all was ashes. With 
them she was promised happiness and power.99 

In attempting to define Black femininity in these terms, white feminists of this era denied 

the hyper-exploitative conditions of slavery re-cast expectations of Black women’s 

domestic equality within the hyper-exploitative conditions of slavery.  

Angela Davis describes how despite it’s good intentions, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 

popular abolitionist novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin “cannot compensate for its utter distortion 

of slave life.”100 Davis writes that its depiction of “Eliza,” “the central female figure,” 

was “a travesty of the Black woman, a naïve transposition of the mother-figure, praised 

by the cultural propaganda of the period, from white society to the slave community.”101 

In reality, Black women more often had to meet “the master’s demands to be ‘masculine’ 

in the performance of their work.”102 Given Butler’s association between gendered 

subjectivity and basic recognition of one’s humanity, Black women could not be 

intelligible as gendered, because they did not count as human. They existed in between 

feminine and masculine, depending upon the necessity of satisfying civil (read: white) 

society’s “‘blood erotics’ of racial fear.”103  

As a result, the post-abolition violence against Black women remained similar to 

that visited upon bodies conventionally signified “Black” and “masculine.” Thus, Black 

women were rendered appropriate substitutions for the violence to which Black men were 

particularly vulnerable. Arturo Aldama writes, “In the horrific spectacles of racial 

lynching, castrated limp bodies of black/brown men evidence the ‘blood erotics’ of racial 

fear—the eugenic purity of the inheritors of America must be protected at all costs.”104 In 

the late 19th and 20th century, after the abolition of slavery in 1864 (except for unwaged 
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prison labor), Jacqueline Goldsby describes lynching, in part, as “laying bare the 

neuroses shaping the ideologies of white supremacy against the humanism of democratic 

liberalism.”105 Racialized lynching is now recognized as one of America’s Black 

Holocausts.106  Evidencing the breadth of this violence as a wide-spread social 

phenomenon, Goldsby states: 

 During the period 1882-1930 (the years, scholars agree, when the most reliable 
lynching statistics were kept), 3,220 African American men, women, and children 
were murdered by lynch mobs. Though the majority of these murders occurred in 
the Deep South, anti-black mob violence spread to far western states like 
Colorado, Midwestern states like Illinois and Minnesota, and northeastern states 
like Pennsylvania and New York.107  

Goldsby asserts that she is not interested in examining lynching “as the murderous 

fulfillment of Freudian sexual pathologies.”108 These pathologies are “the all-too-familiar 

demonization of black men as inherently criminal, rapacious ‘fiends,’ ‘brutes,’ ‘imps,’ 

and ‘beasts.’”109 Goldsby brackets them as overdetermined tropes of Black masculinity. 

In contrast, I am interested in employing these tropes because they are the ideologically 

influential, contradictory lexicon of signification that is imposed upon Black men’s 

bodies. Black masculinity is privileged in gendered ideology but demonized because of 

the sexual threat of Blackness. As Aldama’s description of lynching points out, the 

primary targets of the “anti-black mob violence” were Black men. 110 But, the lynching 

murders of Black women occurred because Black women were marked as fair substitutes 

for Black men. The tropes of Black masculinity shifted to Black women. 

The account of Laura Nelson and her son’s lynching murders in Okemah, 

Oklahoma illustrates the consequences of Black women’s slipping signification to the 

gender marked as “masculine.” Because masculinity is privileged, it renders Black men’s 

signification one category removed from hegemonically normative subjectivity. Thus, 

Black men pose a threat to white masculinity’s normative dominance. Because Black 
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women’s bodies can also accrue masculinity, they are rendered doubly vulnerable.111 

Black women are subject to the violence inflicted on both Black men and women.  

The lynching murder of Laura Nelson supports my claim: In 1911, Laura 

Nelson’s son, L.W. Nelson was arrested for “[shooting and killing] Deputy George 

Loney, whose posse was searching the Nelson cabin for stolen meat.”112 Laura Nelson 

confessed to the shooting in order to protect her son, but her innocence was proven 

“weeks before the lynching.”113 Despite the clear proof of her innocence, she was 

lynched along with her son. Given the framework of lynching as an ideologically 

gendered form of racial terror that relied upon the “demonization” of Black masculinity, 

why was Laura Nelson, a Black woman, lynched? Lynching is not a gender 

indiscriminate violence. It is a violence intended to discipline Black men such that it 

quells the racialized anxieties of white men.  

Thus, Laura’s murder achieved its intent. The white men who lynched Laura 

enacted a masculine atrocity despite the sex change of the actual body.114 I argue that 

Laura Nelson’s lynching occurred because she attempted to protect her son from harm. 

Put differently, she resisted white supremacy. In doing so, Laura’s enacted direct political 

resistance through embodied protection, thus she transgressed the feminine role of true 

womanhood. As a result, she was masculinized (signified a Black man), and subject to 

being lynched. The possibility for theses slippages provided the ideological terrain to 

lynch other Black women. Because Black women were “lynchable” under the ideologies 

of privilege and threat applied to Black men, the lynching deaths of both Black men and 

women could quell the anxieties of white men over Black masculinity. When Black 

women were included within the realm of the feminine and thus in line with the ideals of 

domesticity, they, like white women, became subject to the sexism that allowed violence 

to be carried out against white women in private.  



 36

Due to economic necessity, Black women continued to work outside of the home 

at significantly higher rates than white women.115 The end of slavery did not usher in a 

new possibility for Black women to fulfill the ideal of home-bound womanhood. Yet, the 

inappropriate application of true womanhood became more prevalent after Emancipation. 

As the mainstream feminist movement has developed in the intervening years, it has 

relied on a common experience of domestic limitation to engender unity. 

In the 70s, the feminist movement had not yet differentiated into the plurality of 

contemporary feminism. Feminists, including feminists who were Black, sought the 

liberation of women as a cohesive identity group. Their liberatory project included 

freedom from feminine domesticity. As Davis points out, the imposition of the feminime 

on Black women, including the mainstream feminist expectation that Black women seek 

emancipation from domesticity using the same strategies as white women, refused to 

recognize the specific conditions of gendered subjugation that Black women have faced. 

Unfortunately, this imposition persists. As a result, there is an additional element of 

symbolic violence within mainstream feminism that has been central in the discursive 

marginalization of Black women within the realm of liberation politics. Fortunately, 

feminisms of color, particularly Black feminism, and transnational feminism protest 

flattening Black women’s multiplicatively constituted experience in the interest of a 

misguided solidarity.116  

This misguided solidarity is based on the perception that all women experience 

sexism and patriarchy in the same way. Audre Lorde objected to the undifferentiated 

analyses of women’s experiences of oppression in comments delivered at academic 

conference in 1979.117 In the following quote, Lorde denounces the audience, the 

conference, and mainstream feminism at large for its “academic arrogance” in ignoring 

and thus further marginalizing the experiences of non-white feminists. Lorde states, 
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It is a particular academic arrogance to assume any discussion of feminist theory 
without examining our [women of all identity categories’] many differences, and 
without a significant input from poor women, Black and Third World women, and 
lesbians…And yet, I stand here as a Black lesbian feminist, having been invited to 
comment within the only panel at [the] conference where the input of Black 
feminists and lesbians is represented. What this says about the vision of this 
conference is sad, in a country where racism, sexism, and homophobia are 
inseparable. To read [the conference] program is to assume that lesbian and Black 
women have nothing to say about existentialism, the erotic, women’s culture and 
silence, developing feminist theory, or heterosexuality and power…What does it 
mean when the tools of a racist patriarchy are used to examine the fruits of that 
same patriarchy? It means that only the most narrow perimeters of change are 
possible and allowable.118 

As Lorde explicates, universalized appeals to liberation does not seek liberation for 

everyone within the group. Instead, it reproduces the marginalization of those who “stand 

outside the circle of this society’s [U.S. society’s] definition of acceptable women; those 

[…] who have been forged in the crucibles of difference.”119 Lorde’s comments serve to 

substantiate the point that Davis makes regarding the impossibility of Black women to 

ever embody the ideological ideal of true womanhood.  

Chandra Mohanty characterizes universalization of transnational difference as 

emblematic of “privileged” Western feminists imposing designations on non-Western, 

non-European contexts—in this instance, Africa and the Middle East.120 For example, 

Mohanty criticizes Western feminist work on female genital mutilation for its 

universalization of the category of “woman” as vulnerable to a monolithic experience of 

gendered violence.121 Mohanty writes that “defining women as archetypal victims freezes 

them into ‘objects-who-defend-themselves,’ men into ‘subjects-who-perpetrated-

violence,’ and (every) society into powerless (read: women) and powerful (read: men) 

groups of people.” 122 Rather than promoting such archetypes, Mohanty suggests that 

“male violence […] be theorized and interpreted within specific societies in order to both 

understand it better and to organize effectively to change it.”123 However, in ceding that 
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“the potential of male violence against women circumscribes and elucidates their social 

position to a certain extent,” she is addresses the material threat of male violence, but she 

does not point out that the mainstream fear of male violence is often linked to racist 

ideology. Mohanty misrecognizes Western women’s fear of racialized males and calls it 

“unversilization..”124 In doing so, Mohanty misses the analysis of racialization that a 

Black feminist analysis privileges.  

Many Black feminists have argued that emphasis on the violence of specifically 

Black men is racist. Patricia Hill Collins writes, “Like their female counterparts, men of 

African descent were also perceived to have excess sexual appetite, yet with a disturbing 

additional feature, a predilection for violence.”125 Thus, in Mohanty’s example, Western 

feminism is not simply imposing a unitary womanhood; it is also relying on the 

additional element of the threatening racialized man. Reconsidering Mohanty’s example 

with an attention to transnational connections, it is likely that the Western feminists of 

whom Mohanty speaks were invoking a racialized depiction of a violent, non-Western 

man. Thus, the specter of violence against all women appears more threatening if the 

alleged perpetrator is a Black man.  

Universalization is a key paradigm for understanding how marginalized identities 

are appropriated in terms of a problematic whole. Part of addressing universalization is to 

deconstruct the pathologization that is present with regard to women racialized as other; 

pathologization is also a discourse that fails to recognize the specific experiences of 

certain groups. Thus, the dominant paradigms portraying Black women’s experiences in 

the prison industrial complex (i.e. those of universality, victimage, and pathologization 

do not produce liberatory potential, despite the solidaristic intentions of mainstream 

feminists. Ultimately, they depict Black women as incapable of resisting violence and 

thus shore up the foundations for pathologization. Deconstruction of these mechanisms 
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can recover Black women from these tropes and enable critics to think through more 

enabling discourse.  

NAVIGATING VIOLENCE 

Since the 1970s, feminism has made increasing efforts to address violence against 

women. The INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence organization offers a socio-

history of the increase of feminist involvement in anti-violence organizing. INCITE! 

writes:  

Since the first domestic violence shelter in the United States opened in 1974, and 
the first rape crisis center opened in 1972, the mainstream antiviolence movement 
has been critical in breaking the silence around violence against women, and in 
providing essential services to survivors of sexual/domestic violence. Initially, the 
antiviolence movement prioritized a response to male violence based on 
grassroots political mobilization. However, as the antiviolence movement has 
gained greater prominence, domestic violence and rape crisis centers have also 
become increasing professionalized, and as result are often reluctant to address 
sexual and domestic violence within the larger context of institutionalized 
violence.126 

In addition, they critique mainstream antiviolence advocates’ demand for increased 

incarceration of “batterers and sex offenders as a frontline approach” to curtail violence 

against women.127 As, INCITE! points out, a mainstream antiviolence partnership with the 

state fails to account for the broader racial inequity of the criminal justice system. At the 

same time, they express concern that communities of color do not address issues of sexual 

and domestic violence “to maintain a united front against racism.”128 As a result, they feel 

there has not been enough critical advocacy directed at the particularity of racialized, 

sexualized violence against women of color. Instead, racialized violences, such as racially 

targeted reproductive health policies, are undifferentiated. Their critique voices a persistent 

feminist of color concern with the universalization of women’s diverse experiences of 

victimization. Audre Lorde’s critique of mainstream feminism in the 1980s is still relevant. 
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Contemporary feminists of color, particularly Black Feminists, continue to conduct 

research against these paradigms. 

Beth Richie has completed qualitative research intended to redress universalizing 

paradigms applied to battered Black women.129 Richie interviewed Black and white 

women at the Rikers Island Correctional Facility for women. Amongst the Black women, 

she found that her initial expectations proved to be quite different from her experience. 

Richie writes,  

What I had not anticipated when I began going to Rikers Island was the extent to 
which physical assaults, emotional degradation, marginalized/tenuous economic 
status and overt racism formed a seemingly impermeable web of despair around 
the African American battered women in the jail. Nor did I expect to find such 
stories of resistance, resolve, and respectability. For despite the seemingly 
overwhelming circumstances, the lives of the African American battered women I 
met at Rikers Island Correctional Facility reflected a complex dualism; they are at 
once victims and survivors, inspiring and overwhelmed, courageous and terrified, 
sometimes engaged social actors and other times passive witnesses to the 
oppressive chaos around them.130 

Although my research experience with Black women’s narratives has been 

mediated through a published work, I have had similar reactions and insights: I have 

noticed that the tropes of victimage that predominate prison discourse oscillate between 

and overlap notions of the approximately ‘good’ woman who does not really belong in 

prison and the violent, aggressive woman, who is a criminal but was once a victim. Also, 

both tropes may typify the experience of the same woman at different times in her life. 

As such, the attributions of gender in prison discourse slip from feminine to masculine in 

a necessarily incomplete constitution of normalized gender roles.  

MECHANISMS OF MARGINALITY 

Lydia Liu’s reading of Homhi K. Bhabha (a foundational postcolonial 

intellectual), points to the “continual slippage of cultural signification where meanings 

become ambivalent and unstable…In his [Bhabha’s] view, women, the colonized, ethnic 
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minorities, immigrants, and other marginal people occupy a place of ‘cultural 

undecidability’ and may help establish the margins of nation-space.”131 As a feminist 

scholar, Liu is speaking of the instability inherent in discursive marginality. Thus, it is 

marginality that reveals fractures in the notion of a “center” group that contests the 

“center’s” claim to cultural supremacy without replacement of celebratory marginality. 

Although Liu’s claims are particular to the bounds of the nation-space and the possibility 

of the marginal to invoke questions of group-legitimacy for those within the nation-space, 

these slippages of signification operate in much the same way for women with regard to 

gendered violence.  

Once Black women’s identities are established as constituted within “a place of 

‘cultural undecidability,’” we may recognize gendered violence as the primary 

mechanism by which Black women become intelligible. In contrast, I advocate re-

presenting the experience of Black women accurately, as belonging to a space of cultural 

undecidability, with regard to dominant paradigms of violence—physical and symbolic. 

We can critique oppressive ideologies without celebrating marginality.  

As I have demonstrated previously, Black women have never been able to fit 

inside the designations of true womanhood or masculinity, yet they have been saddled 

with both in order to bring them into intelligibility. Therefore, the most accurate 

representations of experience and resulting cultural undecidability for Black women 

reside in understanding their discursive identities as having been constituted through 

“mimicry.”132 Bhabha explains the concept of mimicry in terms of colonial institutions of 

power. Mimicry is also helpful in working through the mechanisms by which  the signs 

of masculinity and domesticity can then be performatively embodied by Black women.  

Bhabha writes: 
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The discourse of mimicry is constructed around an ambivalence; in order to be 
effective, mimicry must continually produce its slippage, its excess, its difference. 
The authority of that mode of colonial discourse that I have called mimicry is 
therefore stricken by an indeterminacy: mimicry emerges as the representation of 
a difference that is itself a process of disavowal. Mimicry is, thus the sign of a 
double articulation; a complex strategy of reform, regulation and discipline, which 
‘appropriates’ the Other as it visualizes power. Mimicry is also the sign of the 
inappropriate, however, a difference or recalcitrance which coheres the dominant 
strategic function of colonial power, intensifies surveillance, and poses an 
immanent threat to both ‘normalized’ knowledges and disciplinary powers. 

The effect of mimicry on the authority of colonial discourse is profound and 
disturbing. For in ‘normalizing’ the colonial state or subject, the dream of post-
Enlightenment civility alienates its own language of liberty and produces another 
knowledge of its norms…it is from this area between mimicry and mockery, 
where the reforming, civilizing mission is threatened by the displacing gaze of its 
disciplinary double, that my instances of colonial imitation come. What they all 
share is a discursive process by which the excess or slippage produced by the 
ambivalence of mimicry (almost the same, but not quite) does not merely 
‘rupture’ the discourse, but becomes transformed into an uncertainty which fixes 
the colonial subject as a ‘partial’ presence. By ‘partial’ I mean both ‘incomplete’ 
and ‘virtual.’ It is as if the very emergence of the ‘colonial’ is dependent for its 
representation upon some strategic limitation or prohibition within the 
authoritative discourse itself.133 [emphasis author’s] 

Bhabha’s concept of incomplete mimesis helps us understand that Black women’s 

performative, incomplete embodiments can “pose an immanent threat to both 

‘normalized’ knowledges and disciplinary powers.” Thus, mimicry provides a theoretical 

construct that addresses the simultaneously constraining and disruptive circumstances of 

signification that Black women occupy in the discourses of idealized femininity and 

privileged/demonized masculinity. When mimicry is recognized, the terms of 

signification can be co-opted as a resistant performance.  

In order to recover resistance, and contrast the dominant 

pathology/universalization narratives, I will re-present the internalized and performed 

narratives of Black women whose experiences of gendered violence have led to 

imprisonment and the threat of future violence. My analytic attention to their 
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performative, illocutionary responses will illuminate how Black women have resisted this 

violence through their performances of cultural undecidability and thus embody a 

possibility for de-centering cultural supremacy. Although my analysis promotes moments 

of cultural undecidability, recall: My aim is not to celebrate marginality. Rather, I intend 

to elucidate Black women’s negotiated discursive positions. Hopefully, once Black 

women explore alternate understandings of agency, we can strategically harness the 

signification of unintelligibility to rupture dominant paradigms of victimage and 

villainization. Accordingly, I will unpack the implications of narratives contained in 

Inner Lives. They bear the marks of unintelligibility and thus present illocutionary 

possibilities of resistance. Out of the collection of narratives, I will focus on an oral 

history of violence and gender slippage first—the narrative of Cynthia.134  

NARRATIVE 

Cynthia’s story is emblematic of how a woman’s multiplicative identity of poor, 

Black, lesbian, mother shapes her vulnerability to violence and the terms of her 

resistance.135 Cynthia—an early victim of sexual, emotional, psychological, and physical 

abuse—is serving a 30 year sentence with no possibility of parole.136 Her oral history 

portrays a life deeply influenced by a lack of social support, and “deviance” in relation to 

hegemonic sexual norms.137 I argue the length of Cynthia’s prison sentence reflects a 

discursive position of demonization as an aggressive and willfully violent Black woman.  

Cynthia grew up in the upper north-east, surrounded by a large extended family. 

Her parents divorced when Cynthia when she was very young. Until their divorce, 

Cynthia was privy to her parents’ patterns of domestic violence. After the divorce, 

Cynthia continued to be belittled and beaten by her mother. In addition, she was 

repeatedly raped by an uncle from the ages of four to sixteen. Mirroring these patterns of 

violence, Cynthia fought in school and was considered a “problem child” by school 
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administration.138 She also began using alcohol at sixteen. Despite her school 

suspensions from fighting, she was active in extracurricular activities and hoped to go to 

college and become a pediatrician. Although Cynthia had teachers who encouraged her 

aspirations, her family was not supportive of her desires to further her education. She 

considers her lack of familial support pivotal in the direction her life would take.  

After running away from her mother’s house to escape the abuse, she became 

pregnant. She and her boyfriend—her baby’s father—remained homeless until she was 

seven months pregnant. Cynthia “had always dreamed that if [she] did have [her] child, 

[she] wanted to be a good mother.”139 During this period, a few of Cynthia’s high school 

teachers provided her primary social and emotional support. They urged her not to drop 

out and financially supported her so that she could finish high school. They were also the 

first people in whom Cynthia confided any of her history of sexual abuse. Several years 

later, Cynthia worked as a house painter while trying to raise her daughter and study to 

become a paramedic. She was also in a long-term lesbian partnership that had developed 

along with an awareness of her sexual identity as a lesbian. Cynthia’s patterns of 

domestic abuse were relived in her eleven year relationship with her wife. Cynthia’s 

partnership would foster drug abuse, and again, her social sphere would curtail her aims 

to achieve financial and social stability.  

About two years prior to the incident for which Cynthia was convicted of murder, 

Cynthia, her wife, and their friends, began using and abusing cocaine. Cynthia, realizing 

her drug addiction and desiring rehabilitation, entered a residential program. After a week 

in the program, she “started to feel a little clean without really understanding what the 

situation was. [She] thought [she] had everything under control.”140 Immediately 

following her release, Cynthia’s friends and her partner urged Cynthia to begin using 

cocaine again. Although Cynthia was able to resist for a few days, she quickly 
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succumbed to social pressure. Cynthia attributes much of the incident’s occurrence to the 

compromised reasoning of her drug addiction. 

Cynthia describes the memory of the physical confrontation that caused the 

woman’s death in a series of flashes: After a work day, Cynthia returned to the home she 

shared with her wife to find another woman in the house with her wife. She asked the 

woman to leave so she could speak with her wife. Cynthia argued with the woman and 

left to stay with family. The argument with the other woman occurred while Cynthia was 

staying with her family and working. The night of the incident, Cynthia was walking 

around her city after drinking. She ran into the other woman and asked if they could talk. 

Cynthia hoped to explain to the woman that she was not interested in interfering the 

woman’s relationship with her wife but that she wanted to continue to be involved in her 

wife’s children’s lives. Their discussion turned into an argument. Cynthia had a knife; the 

woman did not. The argument became a physical confrontation.  

Cynthia remembers feeling that she wielded her knife in self-defense. At the end 

of the struggle, she recalls the other woman appearing hurt. Cynthia panicked and ran 

away. Several days later, she found out the woman died. Cynthia called her therapist and 

turned herself in. She was placed in a psychiatric ward and treated. Her treatment 

included the administration of psychotropic medication. After treatment, she was released 

and turned over to the police who charged her with the woman’s death. Cynthia was 

assigned a public defender that she saw “about four times” before trial.141 Cynthia feels 

that her indictment and trial happened very quickly and were more about her sexuality 

than the circumstances of her alleged crime.  

Cynthia suggests that the trial and sentencing that should have taken into account 

her history of psychological distress, mental illness (borderline personality disorder), and 

drug addiction. Instead, it turned into a “lesbian trial.”142 She states, “I believe that [the 
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state], was trying to say that society doesn’t want people that are not in the masses, like 

[I’m] a deviant or something.”143 She believes the state did not offer her a plea bargain 

because she is a lesbian. In retrospect, Cynthia feels that the prosecutor was intent on 

twisting the facts of the case. Contrary to Cynthia’s sense of the facts of the case, he 

argued that Cynthia intended to hurt the woman because they were involved in a “lover’s 

triangle.”144 In addition, Cynthia feels that her defense counsel was inadequate and did 

not ask many of the questions that Cynthia now believes would have been relevant: He 

did not ask questions regarding the effects of a psychotropic drug administered to 

Cynthia while in the psychiatric ward. The detectives who questioned her while she was 

in the psychiatric ward gave statements that contradicted one another regarding her 

coherence when giving that statement. She was also on record as having confessed during 

their interview at that time. Cynthia’s attorney did not follow this line of questioning. Nor 

did he ask whether Cynthia was made aware of her right to counsel while being 

questioned. Cynthia also felt her defense attorney did not adequately contest the 

prosecutor’s representation of the facts of Cynthia’s case. But Cynthia’s sense of unjust 

treatment does not end with her sentencing.  

While in prison, Cynthia’s father died. She sought a psychiatrist for counseling to 

work through her grief. She discussed not being able to cry when visiting her father’s 

body (because her chaperoning officers told her that if she “show[ed] out” or saw her 

family, she would have to leave the body immediately).145  In response, the psychiatrist 

wanted to medicate her. She refused. Shortly thereafter, she was told that she had 

threatened to commit suicide and would be committed as a result. They sent her to a 

mental institution for the criminally insane. She was kept there for two weeks because 

“[she] was angry and scared” when she arrived.146 The two weeks destroyed any of 



 47

Cynthia’s confidence that may have remained in the state. Cynthia experienced the 

following:  

I couldn’t show any emotion. I am a murderer. They are going to think I am 
violent. If I cry, they say that I am depressed […] They put me in a therapy class. 
I just did what I had to do. When I was there, another patient started groping me 
and I was scared to really hit him or anything because I felt they would use that 
against me. I told the staff about it and they said, “He always does that.” So on top 
of everything that I had been through, like dealing with the other sexual issues, I 
felt violated all over again. When I came back to the prison, I started having 
nightmares and night sweats. I was really traumatized but t I couldn’t let anybody 
know because I felt they would use that against me […] Now I refuse to even 
speak to a psychiatrist because that is too much power. I am dealing with some of 
the things like the past abuse by practicing yoga and meditating. I am being 
honest with myself.147  

RESIGNIFYING CYNTHIA 

Cynthia’s connectivities—connections of power through Cynthia’s discursive 

position in old and new networks of power (masculinity, sexualization, criminality, and 

violence) — more than the facts of Cynthia’s case (according to her narrative), imprison 

her in a web of marginalization. Reading Cynthia’s narrative through hegemonic 

discursive patterns reveals Cynthia’s body has slipped gendered signification from 

feminine to masculine.  By presenting the facts of Cynthia’s crime in the dynamic of a 

“lover’s triangle,” the prosecutor has rhetorically represented Cynthia in the role of 

jealous, aggressive protector. As such, Cynthia becomes ideologically framed as having 

acted to protect her position of patriarchal dominance from an encroaching sexual 

threat—her gender signification slips to masculine. Moreover, Cynthia is Black.  

Once she has transgressed her signification as an appropriate woman, she is 

discursively apprehended as a Black man. By violently confronting her sexual rival (or 

having been presented as doing so), she has occupied the role of protector, much like 

white men would to protect their women from the threat of Black masculinity. But again, 

it is a role that Black men are not permitted to displace from white masculinity. Now 



 48

signified as a Black man, her actions offered a direct challenge to white masculine 

privilege. Like Laura Nelson, Cynthia had come to occupy a discursive position in which 

she has directly threatened white hetero-patriarchal privilege and was punished as a 

result. Previously, I argued violence is particularly useful in revealing these discourses 

and their slippage. Cynthia’s narrative bears out my supposition: Contemporary 

punishment for Black men is unparalleled mass incarceration; the spiraling incarceration 

of Black women is a more recent phenomenon. Cynthia has become subject to the new 

terms of social violence directed at Blacks in the era of the transnational prison industrial 

complex. Within hegemonic discourse, the sum of Cynthia’s signification and her 

resulting prison sentence—30 years without probation—reflects this. Similar to Laura’s 

lynching as if she were a Black man, Cynthia was sentenced much as a Black man who is 

accused of murder would be sentenced. Additionally, as a Black lesbian, Cynthia’s 

nonnormative sexuality feeds into discourses of masculinization and criminalization 

within hegemonic discourse.  

Discourses of sexuality comprise a new network of power that devalues Black 

lesbian subjects as it cross-references older discourses of criminalization. Beth Richie 

writes, “Questions of the mass incarceration of women and, more broadly, the gendered 

dynamics of criminalization become even more politically and intellectually salient when 

we attempt to integrate issues of violence against women and heteronormative sexuality 

into the discussion.”148 Although Richie is theorizing the relationship between 

criminality and Black lesbianism in relation to the experiences of young Black lesbians in 

the juvenile justice system in the U. S., her insights apply to Cynthia’s narrative. 149 The 

addition of non-normative sexuality complicates the rhetorical signification of Cynthia’s 

narrative. Cynthia’s sexuality is yet another layer through which Cynthia is rendered 

discursively invisible as one who has suffered within a stratified society.  



 49

Despite Cynthia’s experience as an addict and her history of mental illness, her 

rhetorical marker of sexual deviance as a lesbian supersedes her experience of 

victimization and furthers her criminalization. Beth Richie suggests that sexuality is a 

factor to which criminal justice systems are ideologically attenuated. This targeting is 

readily apparent in relation to Black lesbians, but activists are failing to analyze 

sexuality’s import. Richie writes “minimizing questions and ignoring sexuality altogether 

render queer prisoners, crimes related to nonnormative sexuality, and violence against 

incarcerated women invisible to even the most activist-oriented communities of 

resistance.”150 In contrast, she describes the criminal justice system and its “law 

enforcerment agents” as “[pathologizing] sexual minorities” and approaching Black 

lesbians with an “aggressive posture toward them.”151 The aggressive posture of law 

enforcement towards Black lesbians further explains why Cynthia’s violence is 

automatically coded as an aggressive act. Because she has committed violence as a 

woman who is sexually non-normative, the prosecutor is able to override the possibility 

that Cynthia could have acted out of self-defense or survival. In liberatory discourse, 

Cynthia’s actions would more than likely be re-cast as those of a victim. However, I will 

locate the limits and offenses of the liberatory rhetorical frame. 

Reading Cynthia’s narrative within liberatory discourse, we can see Cynthia’s 

femininity would be emphasized to reflect her alignment with the cult of true 

womanhood. Tammy L. Anderson writes that if some prison advocates were to discuss 

agency in relation to criminalized women, they “may argue that documenting women’s 

power and agency in illegal contexts and activities will only derail efforts to obtain 

resources for [such] women.”152 To some extent, this logicr rests in the notion that 

victimization is a signification that fits with feminine gender determination. As such, 

liberatory discourse recovers the feminization of women that discourses of criminality 
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have written as masculine as well as applying a notion of universalization. Liberatory 

discourse would attempt to recover her victimization by pointing out her earlier abuse 

and attempts to occupy positions of “good” womanhood. Liberatory discourse would 

recognize the markers of Cynthia’s life history in terms of her pattern of victimization: 

her experiences of physical, sexual and emotional abuse abuse in familial/filial/romantic 

relationships, her alcohol and drug addictions, and her mental illness. Thus, she is able to 

recover her victimization, and she can reclaim her femininity through her victimization. 

But Anderson disagrees. She contends that “persistent focus on women’s victimization 

and/or the consequences they encounter in criminal contexts denies […] how they 

exercise agency and mobilize resources to achieve a sense of control in their 

lives.”153Anderson makes the points that Black women get stuck in this discursive 

dichotomy. I suggest that Cynthia ends up pathologized as a result of her early 

experiences of abuse, thus re-installing her victimage in multiple realms, especially in 

relation to her history of mental illness. 

Although feminist discourse has attempted to redress the stigma of mental illness, 

the discourses of therapy and the criminalization of mental illness and addiction have 

intersected for Black women in ways that do not necessarily benefit them. Most 

importantly for my analysis, the criminalization of addiction is racialized in ways that 

occlude its overlap with mental illness. Susan C. Boyd, a scholar who conducts a feminist 

analysis of women’s experience of drug laws, writes,”“punishment for illegal drug use is 

class-based, gendered and racialized.” 154 Boyd’s critical work underscores the position 

that when addicted, privileged, white women are privately troubled and require 

therapeutic intervention; whereas, Black women are criminalized. But despite the unequal 

treatment, the discourses of addiction, mental illness, and criminalization all locate the 

responsibility of response to damaging social environments within the addict, patient, and 
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criminal, respectively, such that the discourses become mutually constitutive despite 

being unevenly applied. For instance, when Black women enter prisons, they either trade 

an illegal addiction for psychotropic drugs or they gain access to the black market 

economy of drugs within the prison system. Therein, Black women are held responsible 

for their illegal drug use, their psychotropic dependence, and/or their criminal activity 

whilst the discourses that marginalize them discount or superficially reference their social 

emplacement. I highlight the thread of mutuality that ties the discourse of addiction, 

mental illness, and criminalization together in order to further my argument that the limits 

of discourses that are profoundly oppressive (i.e. criminality) are aided in subjugative 

impact by discourses that are couched as liberatory (i.e. critical discourses of addiction 

and mental illness). Discourses of therapy are a primary instantiation of liberatory 

discourse that represents addiction and mental illness from a critical perspective, yet 

ironically reinscribes the suppression of agency. 

 Dana Cloud, a prominent rhetorical scholar, has been central in theorizing the 

rhetorical strategy that troubles notions of liberation within critical discourses of mental 

illness and by extension, addiction—the rhetoric of therapy.155 Cloud lays out why 

therapeutic discourse is a rhetorical strategy in the following: “the discursive pattern of 

translating social and political problems into the language of individual responsibility and 

healing is a rhetoric because of its powerful persuasive force; it constitutes therapy 

because of its focus on the personal life of the individual as locus of both problem and 

responsibility for change.”156 Although therapy has been a positive social force that 

“enables insight and transformation among people who suffer from mental illness or who 

are disabled or maladjusted within their personal lives” and provides “[value] for many 

individuals attempt to survive against the odds of unemployment, family stress, sexual 

and domestic violence, childhood abuse, and other traumas,” its discursive deployment 
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has also “[dislocated] social and political conflicts onto individuals or families, 

[privatizing] both the experience of oppression and possible modes of resistance to it, and 

[translating] political questions into psychological issues to be resolved through personal, 

psychological change.”157 Cynthia’s narrative evinces both the renewing experience of 

therapy and the disabling experience of therapeutic discourse. Cynthia was able to see 

psychotherapist that she trusted who enabled her to work through her history of sexual 

abuse and she was also held hostage by a prison-industrial complex that employed 

rhetorics of therapy to justify mistreating her as she was grieving, and attempting to 

coerce her into state-controlled drug abuse (they tried to force her to become dependent 

on psychotropic drugs). The wider discourse of therapy also contributes to Cynthia’s 

expressions that if she had known the parameters of addiction, (as her subsequent 

treatment seems to have taught her), she would have made different choices. In blaming 

herself, Cynthia buys into the depoliticization of her experience as a Black lesbian 

woman from a low-income, under-resourced community, who is likely troubled in ways 

that reflect her economic position and exploitative experience. In a liberatory trajectory, 

Cynthia is either re-cast in her role as recurring victim as a result of her early abuse or she 

is further subject to the therapeutic discourses that depoliticize her experience.158  

Within her definition, Cloud also describes the rhetoric of personal responsibility. 

It is “the language of individual responsibility” that locates the “individual as locus of 

both problem and responsibility for change.”159 As Cloud points out, the rhetoric of 

responsibility is salient in that it works with rhetorics of therapy. In the instance of Black 

women, they work in conjunction to recursively layer the damaging effects of both on the 

consciences/consciousness of the Black women that they depoliticize and thus, 

marginalize, even while attempting to inspire sympathy for their social circumstances. 

Ultimately, therapeutic discourse falters as liberatory discourse because in its attempt to 
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recover the politicization of victims, it mediates the reinscription of the rhetoric of 

personal responsibility as part of what one could have done differently to respond in 

healthier ways that do not include criminal behavior. In addition to addressing the 

“patient” as victim, it limits agency by reinscribing the sufferer as complicit in one’s own 

suffering as well as failing to recognize agency outside of the prescriptions of therapeutic 

intervention.  

Further, liberatory discourse also takes pains to portray these criminalized, Black 

women victims as having tried to be good women, despite their prior victimization. The 

argument implies but for their victimization, these criminal Black women would be good 

women. Thus, striving to be a law abiding citizen is always tied to wanting to be a good 

woman within a heteronormative frame. For example, Cynthia “had always dreamed that 

if [she] did have [her] child [she] wanted to be a good mother. [She] wanted to have a 

better relationship with [her] child than [she] did with [her] mother.”160 The inference is 

that she could never completely realize her potential for domesticity because of past 

abuses coupled with her life’s trajectory in relationship to systems of inequity. Yet, it 

would be an appropriate goal for her to desire. The limitation of her choices is assuredly 

important to validate. But unmediated victimage does not allow women like Cynthia any 

agency in responding to this pre-determined pattern. In Compelled to Crime, Richie 

writes,  

These women’s stories [show] the extent to which our society has set up this 
situation. Society has been organized in such a manner that some women are 
almost destined to fail; they quite simply cannot succeed in the current social 
arrangements. […] it is precisely because of their deep interest in fitting in and 
their attempts to succeed that their failures are mistakenly attributed to their 
individual shortcomings rather than social conditions. This is how they were set 
up; left with no good, safe way to avoid the problematic social circumstances that 
they find themselves in, unable to change their social position, and ultimately 
blamed for both.161[emphasis author’s] 
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In this instance, Richie is discussing “the lives of the African American battered women 

[she] met at Rikers Island Correctional facility,” but the place of violence in their 

intimate relationships echoes Cynthia’s experience. Accordingly, discourses of femininity 

say that “good” women cannot survive in a violent environment. The cult of true 

womanhood does not present a woman who can be expected to survive, protest, or resist 

a violent system and intimate circumstances. Instead, as with Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 

“Eliza,” feminist depictions are required to conform to the universalizing norms of 

dominant feminist discourse. In this case, the depiction is the experience of unrelenting 

victimage. But this does not resonate with the life histories of incarcerated Black women 

such as Cynthia.  

 Cynthia’s ill-fit within the frame betrays that liberatory discourse does her a 

disservice in re-casting her as such and supplies an incomplete mimesis of “domesticity” 

that points to the limits of the paradigm. Further, it limits what agencies of Cynthia’s can 

be recognized. The attendant danger of unending victimization is that this subject 

position becomes symptomatic of a pathologized Black community that is only capable 

of producing victimized Black women. Both attempts to discursively apprehend 

Cynthia’s experience are incomplete, thus placing Cynthia in a discursive position of 

cultural undecidability. Richie’s work adds support. Recall: She notes that along with 

stories of severe marginalization, the battered Black women at Rikers Correctional 

Facility share “[surprising] stories of resistance, resolve, and respectability.”162 And: 

Such narratives “reflect a complex dualism; [the women] are at once victims and 

survivors, inspiring and overwhelmed, courageous and terrified, sometimes engaged 

social actors and other times passive witnesses to the oppressive chaos around them.”163 

The dualism of which Richie speaks makes room for an in-between signification which is 

the frame in which I would like to move to consider Cynthia’s narrative.  
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  Correctly reading Cynthia’s narrative without engaging in the pitfalls of the 

villain or victim dichotomy distinguishes her as belonging to a place of cultural 

undecidability. Ultimately, her resignification and the discursive shift to cultural 

undecidability allows new terms on which the critic can recognize agency and advocate 

as well as organize for change. It also points out agencies that negotiate liminality, such 

as performative agency. Like Anderson, I argue that “[u]nderstanding how women 

exercise agency and experience power can facilitate improved interventions with better 

results over the long term. Thus, […] the benefits and consequences all people experience 

from illegal activities must be addressed directly […] to successfully combat crime and 

other societal problems.”164 Within that space, it is imperative to recognize Cynthia’s 

performative resistances in relation to both discursive positions.  

 The following instances bear out her agency: within her re-telling, Cynthia 

understands her violent confrontation with her wife’s new partner as a pre-emptive act of 

survival; while in prison, Cynthia refuses psychotropic drugs in prison; and she 

maintained control over her emotions in order to avoid having them used to commit her 

to extended psychiatric institutionalization. Re-evaluating these actions, Cynthia was able 

to enact performative resistance. Her actions were performative in that they 

“[deterritorialized]” the “citational norms” that attempted to limit and fix Cynthia’s 

subjectivity in discourses that would interpellate her as devalued.165 Moreover, 

understanding Cynthia’s actions through the frame of performative agency reveals that 

she named the terms under which she will heal despite her imprisonment. As Laura 

Whitehorn, a former political prisoner, points out, this consciousness of the need for 

healing in a politicized frame is a much healthier position to move towards.166 Similarly, 

critical theorists must seek ways to move toward healthier theorizations of Black 

women’s agency in relation to the aforementioned discourses.  
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 To theorize healthier critical work, I return to Homi K. Bhaba. Bhabha suggests 

paradigms of opposition should be “negotiated.”167 For Bhabha, “negotiation…[conveys] 

a temporality that makes it possible to conceive of the articulation of antagonistic or 

contradictory elements.”168 I argue that the discursive negotiation of Black women’s 

agency would move the victim or villain paradigm to a place of cultural hybridity that 

does not demand its resolution. Instead, it would be an “[open space]” of “[cultural] 

translation: a place of hybridity, figuratively speaking, where the construction of a 

political object that is new, neither the one nor the other, properly alienates our political 

expectations, and changes, as it must, the very forms of our recognition of the moment of 

politics.”169 For the critic, “the event of theory [would then become] the negotiation of 

contradictory and antagonistic instances that open up hybrid sites and objects of struggle, 

and destroy those negative polarities between knowledge and its objects.”170 In the case 

of the prison advocate who is attempting to represent the socio-historical and 

contemporary victimization of Black women within the transnational prison industrial 

complex, a new politics would be representing that reality without employing discourses 

that dislocate or depoliticize Black women’s agency. In the next chapter, I will argue that 

cultural hybridity can be consciously deployed by Black women to reframe their 

experiences and practiced (in both senses) to self-consciously deploy agentive 

embodiments through performance.  
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Chapter 3: Politicizing Women in Prison 

Got a box of money that I keep under my bed 
But we don’t spend it though, might need it for more yeyo 
We need this money just in case we need to make a run 
Gotta keep the clip in mama’s gun or run (What?) 
[…] 
We try to keep the car runnin’  
We like to keep the bitch hummin’ 
In case the “sweeper boyz” are comin’ 
Runnin’, runnin’ 
[…] 
Well, there ain’t no mistakin’ 
That that money you’re makin’ 
Leaves you nervous and shaken 
‘Cause at night you’re awake and thinkin’  
‘Bout lives that you’ve taken 
All the love you’re forsaken 
[…]  
Danger, you’re in danger, no hard feelings 
Right or wrong—weak or strong 
(I don’t make the laws) in yo zone, niggas gone 
Get they fuckin’ head blown—Erykah Badu171 
 

The epigraph above offers song lyrics from Erykah Badu’s Grammy nominated 

R&B song, “Danger.”172 I am easily as much a fan of this song as the nominating 

committee. “Danger” (aptly named), dramatizes the notion that Black women become 

involved in the drug trade as an extension of their care-taking roles within their families 

and communities. As such, it portrays a limited explanation of the reasons Black women 

enter the underground economy of the illegal drug trade. Despite the limits of this insight, 

it has been championed within the work of many critical intellectuals aiming to address 

the racial and socio-economic disparities of the U.S. criminal justice system.173 In this 

chapter, I hope to contextualize and complicate the material and rhetorical effects of 

critical analyses that limit their consideration of Black women’s role in the underground 

drug economy to relational actors. I will contend that complicating this perception 



 61

recognizes the resistance of alternate, performative roles within Black women’s 

narratives. Ultimately, I suggest that Black women articulate these experiences through 

performance as a strategy for Black women to consciously employ their cultural 

undecidability. My argument is structured as follows: First, I will describe the symbolic 

conditions that underwrite Black women’s victimization as they embody the Black 

community. Next, I will sketch in the politically motivated, rhetorical background of the 

Drug Wars. Then, I will situate Black women within the socio-historical effects of the 

Drug Wars. Finally, I will analyze an imprisoned, Black woman’s oral history to explore 

how strategies of embodiment, based on performance theory, can assist Black women in 

consciously resisting social subjugation.  

SIGNIFIED AS UNSALVAGEABLE 

Because the Black community’s unabating criminalization marks it as socially 

unsalvageable, it follows that those who bear the gendered burden of reproduction, Black 

womanhood, also shoulder the onus of signification. Thus, Black womanhood embodies 

the loaded signifier of the pathologized Black community. As the symbolic origin, she 

can be controlled in lieu of the entire Black community. As such, she must become 

central to the analysis of the prison industrial complex instead of considered as tangential. 

 The misrecognition conferred on Black women is symptomatic of that which has 

happened to the Black community. Bell hooks takes up the dominant social science 

paradigms of the late 20th century that promoted analyses “in keeping with the dictates of 

white supremacist domination.”174 Hooks attributes their conclusions to an ideological 

bias towards the “patriarchal nuclear family.”175 This bias was ill equipped to recognize 

the benefits of the “extended kinship family systems” that constituted the Black family in 

the wake of U.S. slavery and endemic racism.176 As a result, white sociologists of the 

period categorized the Black family as “problematic” and “unstable.”177 Specifically, the 
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Moynihan Report has remained one of the most ideologically influential depictions of 

these scientific explorations of the Black community.178 The report was conceived in 

response to the Civil Rights Act of 1964. It was intended to “report on the quality of 

African-American life.”179  Moynihan’s findings located the Black family’s 

“dysfunction” in the “dominance” of Black women in Black homes.180 Hooks, in 

conversation with Angela Davis’ critical analysis of gender relations in the Black 

community during slavery, maintains that these contentious relations did not characterize 

Black family life until Blacks uncritically accepted white sociologists’ misinformation as 

representative of Black life. Hooks writes, 

In many ways it is rather amazing to retrospectively see that black folk who had 
been so vigilant from slavery to the civil rights era about refusing to accept the 
racist white world’s evaluation of their humanity suddenly by the end of the 
sixties were allowing white folks to define what was best for black family life.181 

  Hooks suggests that this was the socio-historical moment when the white promotion of 

gendered animosity developed between Black men and women whose “ancestral legacy 

had been one of working alongside [each other] to achieve racial uplift.”182 “not nearly 

enough literature has been written examining the way in which the Moynihan report and 

the various ways it was used as an indictment of black family life created unprecedented 

gender conflict between black males and females.”183 It follows that such conflict would 

then manifest and reproduce the dysfunction that Moynihan depicts. When placed in 

conversation with Angela Davis’ work on the ideology of the prison industrial complex, 

hooks’ understanding of the socially manifested “dysfunctional” Black family then 

becomes another Black sphere for which the social imaginary would desire erased and 

would be subject to criminalization. Angela Davis has stated that Black women’s 

communities are depicted as insularly responsible for producing hypersexuality that 

contributed to the familial environment in which Black women were first abused.184 
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Providing them as a static context pathologizes the communities from which Black 

women come. The pathologization of the Black community aids and abets the ever-

widening scope of the prison industrial complex. 

If analysts recognized the appropriate signification of Black women, they could 

anticipate this evolution of the prison industrial’s increased targeting of Black women as 

central in the growth of the prison industry. Black women, through their recovered 

relation to discourse, contain the power to dismantle transnational connectivities that 

uphold structures of inequality, such as the transnational prison industrial complex.  The 

war on drugs has provided a great deal of fuel in the motor of the prison industrial 

complex. Its effects have also turned to targeting Black women for increasing  

imprisonment.. Although, imprisoning Black women was not the original objective of the 

Drug War, I will contextualize the political history of the war on drugs in order to draw 

out the place of Black women in the war on drugs.  

POLITICAL WILL AND THE DRUG WARS 

 Although drug use, abuse, and sale in the U.S. have long been objects of 

legislative intervention, with regard to incarceration, the Drug Wars of the 1970’s and 

1980’s have been the most influential. Drug policies of the 1970’s and 1980’s have 

ushered in the largest increase in incarceration in U.S. history.185 Until the “war on 

drugs” was declared by U.S. President Richard Nixon in 1971, and President Ronald 

Reagan instituted mandatory minimum sentencing for drug offenses in the 1986 Anti-

Drug Abuse Act, astronomical incarceration rates were not a consequence of U.S. drug 

policy.186 Angela Davis explains that the style of these policies, typified by “certain 

imprisonment and longer sentences,” would become known as the “tough on crime” 

positions customary of the period’s political climate.187 As figureheads of the Republican 

Party, Nixon’s and Reagan’s effect on public discourse surrounding drug use, abuse, and 
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its underground economy, would have resounding, transnational effects on drug related 

social issues.  More specifically, Nixon and Reagan’s influence continues to be bound up 

with the conservative-led, rhetorical framing that would propagate the notion that 

effective drug policy is represented by mass incarceration.   

 During this period, the conservative approach to drug policy accrued a reliance on 

fear-mongering tactics. Statements such as President Nixon’s declaration that drugs and 

drug abuse were “America’s public enemy number one” were commonplace in 

promoting the fear of drug related crime. 188 Thus, as drug use was simultaneously 

reviled in conservative discourse and more harshly criminalized, the symbolic conditions 

of the war on drugs effectively disconnected drug use, abuse, and sale from social 

contexts of inequality. Instead, it would become ideologically linked to notions of 

criminality and social threat. Angela Davis’ description of the ideological position of the 

prison as an “abstract site” that collects the “[socially undesirable]” helps us to 

understand how the rhetorical trends that demonize drugs and drug use carry profound 

implications for disenfranchised populations of color.189 Davis goes on to explain that 

such ideological positioning of prisons and criminals “relieves us [U.S. society] of the 

responsibility of seriously engaging with the problems of our society.”190 It follows that 

the solutions offered by political figures that emphasized illegal drug use and abuse as 

matters of personal choice and immorality were easily accepted within popular 

discourse.191 Accordingly, prevention campaigns invoked rhetorical attributions of 

individual responsibility as the solution to “the drug problem.”192 One of the most 

notable examples is the tag line of First Lady, Nancy Reagan’s public service campaign, 

“Just say no.”193  

 According to Christina Johns in Power, Ideology, and the War on Drugs: Nothing 

Succeeds Like Failure, Nancy Reagan’s role as spokesperson for the “Just Say No,” 



 65

public health campaign led the Reagans to claim that the “Just Say No,” campaign 

resulted in decreasing drug use reports from middle class, high school children.194  Johns 

refutes the Reagans’ claim. Instead, Johns argues that once drug abuse became an issue of 

morality, the surveys began to reflect this ideological shift and fewer people would admit 

to drug use. Social discourse evidenced the shift by reducing popular approval of drug 

use. Although political conservatives claimed that “tough on crime” policies were 

intended to protect public safety, influential political figures of the period revealed that 

the war on drugs should be better understood as an expedient political issue. In fact, it 

was in the best, politically motivated interest of conservatives to encourage hysteria 

surrounding the relationship between public safety and illegal drug use and sale. 

Conservatives could then prove their responsiveness by forwarding increasingly punitive 

drug policies. John Ehrlichman, the first Domestic Affairs Secretary during the Nixon 

administration, testified to this reality before congress. Erhlichman stated: 

Look, we understand we couldn’t make it illegal to be young or poor or black in 
the United States, but we could criminalise [sic] their common pleasure. We 
understood that drugs were not the health problem we were making it out to be, 
but it was such a perfect issue for the Nixon White House that we couldn’t resist 
it.195  

According to Ehrlichman, the identities of those signified as inherently criminal only lent 

credence to castigatory tactics. In fact, Ehrlichman’s testimony could suggest a political 

‘conspiracy theory’ intended to eradicate those who are “young or poor or black” from 

the United States’ social landscape. However, forwarding such a theory is not my intent. 

What is important to note is that the social effects of the war on drugs, consciously or 

unconsciously, have been just as Ehrlichman listed. I offer only one caveat: the Drug 

Wars have done more than criminalize these demographic categorizes as separate identity 

characteristics; they continue to have particularly deleterious effects on their 

intersectional embodiment, the young, Black, and poor.196  
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 It is no wonder that Curtis Marez writes, “Although official rhetoric [of the Drug 

Wars] focuses on ending drug abuse, state policies have often had the opposite effect.”197 

During the 20 year period in which the war on drugs’ results first took effect, drug law 

enforcement’s militarization and the steep penalties for drug possession and/or sale fed 

the U.S. prison population’s growth from about 550,000 in 1980 to 1,700,00 in 2000.198 

Marez explicates, “[W]hile official sources often represent the drug problem as a menace 

that the state is dedicated to eradicating, in recent history drug traffic has just as often 

served to sustain and reproduce state power.”199 Marez’s analytical contribution is 

intended to draw attention to its political economy. But, it also substantiates prison 

industrial complex theory. Marez writes:  

At the beginning of the 1980s there were a few thousand people in local, state, 
and federal jails; today there are almost 2 million. People of color convicted of 
nonviolent drug crimes account for the majority of the increase. Although African 
Americans reportedly represent 13 percent of all monthly drug users, for example, 
they make up 74 percent of those imprisoned on drug charges.200  

Put differently, Drug War policy has created a “revolving door” of criminalization that 

underwrites the prison industrial complex. As Johns explains, “Small-time dealers and 

users then become criminals and face discrimination in employment and housing that 

helps ensure that continued drug involvement will be an attractive, if not the only 

alternative.”201 Literally, the young, Black, and poor cyclically enter and exit prison 

doors and their recurring mass imprisonment continues to yield profit. Accordingly, the 

combination of minimum sentencing and police targeting, make it hard to avoid re-

entrance once they are in the prison system.202  This has not gone completely unnoticed. 

Drug War policies’ necessity has been challenged by juxtaposing its’ proponents claims 

of efficacy and high recidivism rates. John Raisian writes,  

For two decades, forceful arguments have arisen on both sides of the drug debate, 
with traditional proponents of a legalistic, rules-oriented, societal-values approach 
on one side and advocates of individualistic decision-making and libertarian 
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arguments on the other. Today, what was once an almost unspeakable prospect—
the decriminalization, harm reduction, and legalization become more strident and 
calls for zero tolerance and harsher penalties more vociferous, it sometimes seems 
as though the divide between the two camps has become and unbridgeable 
abyss.203 

Despite the oppositional attention that the Drug Wars have more recently received, Black 

women, a sector of the population most negatively affected by Drug War policies, 

continue to receive little focus. As Marez points out, while “critical commentary” has 

addressed the “alarming” increase of Black men in jail as a result of Drug war policy, 

“the war on drugs has also greatly increased the number of [Black] women in U.S. 

prisons.”204 In this chapter, I suggest that analytical attention to the rhetorical and 

ideological framing of Black women and imprisonment in the Drug Wars would assist 

critical theoreticians in better understanding the experiences of Black women as shaped 

by the multiplicatively gendered, racialized, sexualized, and classed discourses of 

criminality. 

DRUGS AND THE IMPOSSIBILITY OF “THE GOOD [BLACK] WOMAN” 

 According to USA Amnesty International, Black women make up almost half of 

the U.S.’s imprisoned female population; the majority of whom have been incarcerated 

for drug offenses.205 Recall: Angela Davis’ analysis of Black women’s experience in U.S. 

slavery called for subsequent analyses of social conditions that disproportionately affect 

Black people to pay specific, critical attention to the circumstances of Black women and 

the ideological conditions that constitute their experiences of oppression. 

Correspondingly, the following discussion will employ the critical work of Susan C. 

Boyd and Dorothy Roberts to investigate what gendered ideologies undergird the Drug 

War policies that disproportionately discipline drug using, abusing, and selling Black 

women.  
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 In From Witches to Crack Moms: Women, Drug Law, and Policy, Susan C. Boyd, 

underlines the importance of considering the influence of “ideology and myth” when 

examining the intersection of women, drug use, and criminalization.206 Boyd attributes 

discursive support of drug laws to the “myths and ideologies that intensify the regulation 

of women.”207 Boyd suggests that for women in the Drug Wars, these “myths and 

ideologies” cohere around “morality, sexuality, reproduction, and mothering.”208 Her 

theoretical frame proffers the position that, for women, drug legislation and court 

mandates have become another arena in which women’s bodies are vulnerable to 

gendered, “moral” judgment and “[discipline]” in order to achieve the social control of 

women.209 Under the auspices of the Drug Wars, incarceration has been the primary 

mechanism of controlling women’s bodies. Boyd notes that this is particularly the case 

for women of color, who are vastly more susceptible to “arrest, conviction, and 

imprisonment for drug offenses.”210 In contrast, when affluent, “respectable” white 

women are discussed as drug addicts, they are subject to having failed the “good woman” 

trope. Their addiction evokes the notion that the family values and the fabric of society 

are rending.211  

 To support her claim, Boyd cites incarceration statistics in which women of color, 

when compared with white women, are overrepresented for drug offenses. She notes that 

the U.S., Britain, and Canada, the percentage of women of color amongst women 

imprisoned for drug offenses is at least 70%.212 She goes on to offer the intuition that the 

gendered “myths and ideologies” that determine drug legislation for female drug 

offenders are raced as well as gendered.213 Boyd’s analysis provides compelling evidence 

that women of color are the primary targets of contemporary drug legislation. But, it fails 

to account for the particularly racialized effects of Drug War targeting. Previously, I 

argued that the effects of the Drug Wars affect identity groups differently. In contrast, 
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Boyd’s discussion of the overrepresentation of “women of color” references identity 

groups as a totalized population. It follows that Boyd does not explicate the notion that 

Black women are the population most vulnerable to imprisonment for drug offenses. 

As Black feminists have pointed out, responsible, feminist analysis should unpack 

the import of specific, multiply constituted identities. In the previous example, it is 

possible to deduce that mainstream feminist discourse is not so much disinclined to 

recognize that women of color are subject to racialized targeting as it is imprecise in 

contextualizing specific racializations amongst targeted women. Previously, I proffered 

the scholarship of Audre Lorde to evidence that point. In the realm of prison scholarship, 

however, it is not simply mainstream feminism that has been slow to particularize the 

Black women’s experiences in the Drug Wars; prison scholarship, more broadly, has also 

been remiss in connecting the institutionally sanctioned mandates of controlling Black 

women’s bodies to the tactics of Drug War policy. In my survey of literature addressing 

Black women in the Drug Wars, I found that very little critical work has placed the 

discourses of eugenics, health, and notions of motherhood in conversation with one 

another to uncover how they intersect and underpin the drug legislation that targets Black 

women.214 By discussing claims of racialized targeting in terms of a comparison between 

white women and women of color, Boyd also participates in the occlusion of specific 

ideological intersections that render Black women particularly vulnerable to Drug War 

policies.  

As a result, Boyd’s work unintentionally supports positions that reproduce and 

elide the conditions of social control for Black women. Accordingly, critical analysis that 

addresses the specific conditions of racial identity as well as the ideological formations 

that support these differentiations amongst women of color would better uncover Black 

women’s experiences in the Drug Wars. Because Dorothy Roberts’ work offers an 
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understanding of the legislative and institutional disciplining of Black women’s bodies, it 

is a good place to start. By placing Dorothy Roberts’ work in conversation with Boyd’s 

analysis, I will be able to particularize Boyd’s identifications of the myths and ideologies 

undergirding gendered drug legislation as they target and discipline Black women’s 

bodies.  

Similar to Boyd’s work, Roberts’ Killing the Black Body: Race Reproduction and 

the Meaning of Liberty critiques the attempts of U.S. policy to regulate women’s bodies 

based upon ideologies of morality, sexuality, reproduction, and mothering. The focal 

point of Roberts’ analysis is to reveal how social control is imprinted on Black women’s 

bodies. As Boyd points out, mothering, the social expectation of women to fulfill the role 

of mother, weighs heavily on women and is one of the gendered ideologies under which 

women’s bodies are most tightly regulated. Roberts’ work unpacks the effects and 

symptoms of these ideological constructions as they affect Black women. As a result, 

Roberts’ work is helpful in identifying the ideologies that reinforce the conditions of 

supreme vulnerability for Black women with regard to tropes of motherhood. By 

extension, she provides a compelling argument for the extent to which Black women are 

supremely subject to their bodies being controlled as a means of social action. Thus, 

Roberts’ analysis reveals how sexism and white supremacy intersect around the issue of 

Black women’s reproductive rights (or lack thereof) and underpin hegemonic attitudes 

towards Black women’s reproductive autonomy (or lack thereof).   

In Killing the Black Body, Roberts recounts a history of U.S. public health policy, 

from the mid 1950’s to mid 1970’s, littered with testimonies of sterilization abuse 

targeted at Black women.215 Roberts’ scholarship provides a socio-historical account of 

the history of widespread racialized and classed sterilization abuses in the U.S. Her 

argument cites the research of Gena Corea, a feminist writer who interviewed doctors 
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about the issues of sexist medical malpractice during the 1970s.216 According to Roberts, 

Corea found that physicians viewed their female patients as “not intelligent enough to use 

birth control.”217 Corea asserts that physicians who framed their patients as 

“unintelligent” were using the phrase as a coded indicator of their patients’ race, Black, 

or their class, poor.218 One of the physicians interviewed explained why he felt he had the 

authority to decide if his patients should be sterilized: “As physicians we have obligations 

to our individual patients, but we also have obligations to the society of which we are a 

part…The welfare mess…cries out for solutions, one of which is fertility control”219 The 

extensive damage these attitude would wreak on Black women’s ability to reproduce was 

not exposed until the mid 1970s.220 

In 1973, the Southern Poverty Law Center filed a class action suit initiated at the 

behest of a poor Black family whose fourteen year old daughter was sterilized as a result 

of deceptive medical practices.221 The judiciary investigation uncovered that Black 

women across the South had been “coerced into agreeing to sterilization under the threat 

that their welfare benefits would be withdrawn[;]….doctors forced [some]…to submit to 

the [sterilization] operation before they would deliver their babies;” and that “‘patients 

receiving Medicaid assistance at childbirth [were] evidently the most frequent targets of 

[coercive] pressure.”222 In support, Roberts relates story after story of Black women 

being manipulated with a variety of similarly coercive tactics. The judge in the Southern 

Poverty Law Center case determined that between 100,000 and 150,000 poor, women 

were sterilized over this time period.223 Roberts adds that “A [subsequent] study 

discovered that nearly half of the women sterilized were Black.”224  

For decades, healthcare providers practiced medical care aligned with the 

ideological view that Black women are “[unfit to mother],” and this pervasive view is 

still active within the social imaginary.225 Coercive sterilization practices were not 
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regulated until 1978, and sterilization is still encouraged and disproportionately offered to 

Black women.226 Roberts writes, “Current government funding policy continues to 

encourage sterilization of poor women. The federal government pays for sterilization 

services under the Medicaid program, while it does not make available information about 

and access to certain other contraceptive techniques and abortion.”227 Beginning in the 

mid-1980s, the same tropes of inadequacy and irresponsibility tied to Black motherhood 

led to drug war policies that target pregnant, drug-using women, and mothers whose 

infants test positive for drugs.228 I have previously argued that drug war policies are 

designed to criminalize poor Blacks; it follows that most of the women charged and 

indicted under these punitive measures are poor Black women. Enter the cultural trope of 

the “crack mother”—most of these women [poor, drug addicted, pregnant Black women], 

are addicted to crack-cocaine and colloquially referred to as “crack mothers.”229 Thus, 

the label of “crack mother” intersects with the “unfit mother” trope to justify drug 

policies that continue to punish and control Black women in the realm of reproduction. 

Roberts’ advances the notion that “prosecutors and judges see poor Black women as 

suitable subjects for these reproductive penalties because society does not view these 

women as suitable mothers in the first place.”230  

 Boyd notes that during the Drug War era, the U.S. media “fueled a moral panic” 

around crack and pregnancy that would produce the cultural tropes of drug addicted, 

prematurely born, permanently impaired “crack babies” whose mothers were “poor 

women of color who were criminals and powerless to resist crack”231 Yet, the symptoms 

attributed to the “so-called ‘crack babies,’ infants born with low birth weights and smaller 

than normal heads,” were more likely to be the degenerative results of poverty than Black 

women’s pre-natal crack use.232 This observation is important because the crack mother 

phenomenon did not accrue to all women of color. Similarly, Roberts couches the 



 73

phenomena as located in the Black community.233 She explains that the move to 

criminalize drug-using pregnant women was attached to impoverished Black women in 

urban centers.234 Roberts evinces the increase of women being prosecuted for “prenatal 

crime” as a change from a charge that “used to occur twice a decade” to the frequency of 

a charge that “at least two hundred women” would face between 1985 and 1995.235 

Although Roberts notes that the issue writ large, would be framed as a dispute between 

the obligation of a mother to her fetus and the woman’s autonomy, she contends that race 

cannot be elided as a primary determinant for this astronomical increase. Roberts tells us 

that “[j]ust as important to this controversy as the politics of fetal rights is the politics of 

race.”236   

 Echoing Roberts, the observation that poverty could be a contributing fact to 

crack-cocaine exposed infants’ symptoms highlights the explication that accurately 

locating the source of Black children’s physical disablements is not the focus of the U.S. 

social body. More likely, for many reasons, including the Drug Wars’ disproportionate 

effects on the opportunity to parent their children, Black women are materially 

constrained in their chance to bear and raise responsible, healthy children. Rather, pre-

qualified as “unfit mothers,” drug-addicted Black women are more convenient to hold 

responsible than physically degrading social conditions. Roberts continues, “Race entered 

the debate in the form of the crack epidemic and the frightening image of the ‘crack 

baby’ that helped to define it. Race also provided the backdrop of hostility toward Black 

mothers that made prosecuting pregnant women permissible.”237 In the white supremacist 

social imaginary, Black women are always inherently inadequate women and criminals. 

The transnational prison industrial complex becomes the site in which their moral 

incorrigibility and reproductive access can be punished and regulated. Therefore, the state 
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is justified in mandating Black women’s reproduction in the “best interest” of society and 

Black people.  

 It is no coincidence the Drug War bears an uncanny resemblance to the historical 

terrain of social control that hearkens back to slave women’s bodies as the means through 

which the unwaged labor pool is replenished and controlled. Then, as now, Black women 

are signified as chattel without the right to control their reproduction. 

Contemporaneously, the parallels continue to bear out: Now, as then, the state ultimately 

benefits from the children whose Black mothers’ absence contributes to their entrance 

into the prison industrial complex. Black youth become involved in the underground 

economy as a symptom of separation from their mothers, they are imprisoned, and the 

prison industrial complex collects new unwaged labor.238 Due to targeted Drug War 

policies, the same Black youth will be imprisoned at exponential rates. As was the case in 

U.S. slavery, contemporary Drug War legislation forces Black women to reproduce for 

the prison industrial complex; further propagating the self-replicating conditions of Black 

mass imprisonment, the modern form of chattel slavery.  

BLACK WOMEN AND EMPOWERMENT IN THE DRUG WARS 

In previous sections, I have proffered the work of theoreticians engaged in critical 

interventions that aim to expose the ideological and material forces that create and 

maintain the subjugated social location of Black women. This project adds my scholarly 

voice in support of such critical prison discourse engaged in advocacy for Black women. 

In addition, I have pointed out that this chorus of voices is far from the cacophony needed 

for Black women to experience substantive change in the policies and attitudes of the 

criminal justice systems and societies that subordinate them. Given this overwhelmingly 

unfavorable ideological and material position of Black women in relation to oppressive 

institutions, I empathize with critical scholars who offer a discursive intervention that 
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represents Black women as wholly victimized within relation to the Drug Wars and the 

criminal justice system, writ large. Considering the preponderance of evidence that I have 

gathered here, I concur that Black women are largely victims across the realms that 

underpin transnational imprisonment; their social interpolations are most certainly 

materially and symbolically constrained. My critical intervention is not that Black women 

are not disproportionately victims of violence and abuse within their families, 

communities, and the prison system (often concurrently). However, I would like to 

suggest that there is value in presenting emancipatory intentioned discourse that gives 

weight to how Black women can/do enact agentive resistance within the constraints of 

their present social circumstance.  

My suggestion troubles the notion that critics of inequitable criminal just systems 

must overrepresent a targeted population as victimized. I argue that there is also merit in 

recognizing the constrained agency a targeted population enacts as strategic resistance. 

Although recognizing the intensity of Black women’s victimization in the Drug Wars 

alongside their strategic resistance creates a discursive tension for the advocate, I contend 

that this tension is productive. Exposing the inequitable mechanisms of the transnational 

prison industrial complex is necessary to garner critical support for Black women, but 

ignoring Black women’s empowering enactments cancels the possibility of apprehending 

their nuanced relations to violence, structural inequality, and community as possibilities 

for self-empowerment. Without addressing these possibilities, prison critics also risk 

symbolically fixing Black women in another discursively destructive role—the 

pathologically victimized.239 Adding the gendered signification of static depictions of 

victimage erases Black women’s histories of resistance. To redress this imbalance, I will 

start by complicating the oft-used defense of Black women that portrays them as purely 

relational actors within the Drug Wars.  
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 I opened this chapter with a contemplation of Erykah Badu’s “Danger” and the 

the portrait it draws of a Black woman anxiously awaiting her romantic partner’s return 

to their household from time spent selling drugs in the underground economy. Badu’s 

story typifies that of Black women who are understood to support the illegal activities of 

men—romantic partners or family members—involved in the illegal drug trade. The 

statement of one well-knows critical prison scholar, Susan Rosenberg (a former political 

prisoner), makes a claim to this effect: “The war on drugs has become a war on women in 

the drug trade: the wives and girlfriends of drug dealers, the runners, mules, and drug 

users.”240 Rosenberg’s position attests to the common understanding of many critical 

prison scholars that women are relational, minor actors within the terrain of the Drug 

Wars.  

 Such interventions publicize and champion the anecdotal evidence that portrays 

women’s involvement as incidental and a result of victimization that is typically related 

to abuse or protection.241 It is important to recognize the limits of the purely relational 

argument as it fixes Black women as involved only through providing support for others. 

These narratives, as examples of the paucity of justice to which Black women are 

relegated, are heavily relied upon as the only narratives that warrant critical attention. In 

privileging these narratives, the critical impulse seems to lie within the effort to counter 

the depictions of Black women as autonomous, accountable villains and support the 

ideologies of criminalization that mark Black women. Although the theoretical impetus to 

“flip” discursive identifications as a tactical destabilization is a hallmark of discourses of 

resistance, it also forces Black women to occupy the “good woman” or “bad woman” 

frame.  

 Once Black women are limited to the role of victimage, the enactments that could 

be read as contextualized resistance are then misrecognized as Black women who were 
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led astray by the conditions of their victimization. In order to become discursively re-

signified as better citizens (good women), they must become marginalized members of a 

discursive frame that requires them to accept “personal responsibility” for “poor choices” 

that result from their victimization. Recall: Cloud theorizes the rhetoric of personal 

responsibility as complicit with therapeutic discourse that limits the politicization of 

social inequality that have limited the choices of the marginalized. Unfortunately, the 

prison advocacy approach that campaigns for the state to recognize Black women as 

victims does not challenge this pattern. Once Black women’s victimization is supposedly 

ended in relation to state institutions, the expectation is that Black women are no longer 

victimized. Instead, they become social actors who are expected to bear personal 

responsibility for making good choices. This happened with the highly publicized case of 

Kemba Smith.242  

 At the time of Kemba Smith’s arrest, she was a Black, female college student 

whose romantic partner was an abusive, Black man involved in high stakes illicit drug 

sales. As a member of a drug ring, he and the rest of the drug ring were targeted for 

prosecution. Just before the ring was arrested, he was killed. At the same time, Kemba 

was arrested for conspiracy. She pled guilty the charges and gave evidence regarding her 

abuse. Despite the additional evidence that Kemba had never been directly involved in 

the drug distribution, she was sentenced to twenty-five years in jail. There was 

widespread public hue and cry and President Bill Clinton pardoned Kemba on his last day 

in office. I am giving a full account of Kemba’s case because it is telling that while I was 

searching for statistics of Black women and conspiracy charges, I did not find a statistical 

accounting.243 But, I was able to locate numerous recountings of Kemba’s case as an 

exemplar of the dangers of conspiracy laws.244 Additionally, I found that the majority of 

accounts I came across mentioned that Kemba is “now married and living in the 
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Midwest.”245 The statement implies that Kemba’s re-marriage and assumedly quiet life 

should be understood as markers of her redemption. For Kemba, as for other victimized 

Black women, her discursive recovery is one that enabled her to pursue signification as a 

good woman. Thus, the systemic resolution for both positions is to inhabit the good 

woman trope. But, recall: The Black woman can never wholly embody the “good 

woman.” Therefore, once Black women are recognized as victims, instead of being 

liberated by the end of their victimization, they will be relegated to reach for subjectivity 

that, given their continued social and economic oppression, they can never occupy. Put 

differently, the victimage trope discursively mirrors the unsalvageability of the Black 

community and evacuates Black women’s options for agency. I suggest that embodied 

liberation for Black women within the Drug Wars can be sought through the recognition 

of their contextualized agency.  

Tammy Anderson focuses on transformational and relational power to destabilize 

notions of women as limited to the symbolic binary of “villain” or “victim.”246 Although 

it could re-install another fixity between the “dominance-over” understanding of power 

and the relational understanding, Anderson considers these relations in a fashion that 

aligns with the transnational feminist understanding of connectivities.247 Remember: 

Connectivities—a recognition of disjointed histories in which power moves through both 

old and new networks—recognizes enactments of power that extend beyond the 

immediate circumstances of women. As a result, connectivities provide discursive 

conditions equipped to recognize the moments of strategic self-performance that seem to 

manifest in women’s experiences as disjointed incidents, but are in fact threads of her 

performatively rendered moments of self-empowerment through seemingly disparate 

contexts of her life.  For instance, a Black woman may be a domestically abused, drug-

addicted sex worker, who is able to present those details when dealing with a state agency 
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such that she collects medical benefits that allow her to access government funded 

medical care. In this small example, her self-empowerment can be traced to her history as 

a high school graduate that is connected beyond her immediate and more-oft occurring 

experiences of victimization.  Accordingly, narratives and the limited critical work that 

pays attention to the performative elements of those re-tellings gives voice to embodied 

resistance amidst experiences of gendered vulnerability and institutionalized racism. 

Anderson writes against the idea that it seems “a contradiction—i.e., that costs and 

benefits simultaneously exist and that an important part of any story is how people adapt 

to dire situations to preserve themselves and those around them.”248 But Black women 

and their advocates can recognize their resourcefulness as empowering without ignoring 

the larger context of inequality in which Black women survive. It seems to be the case 

that Black women present thee nuanced depictions of agency when sharing their oral 

histories, however, researchers fail to recognize that it is helpful for these negotiated 

moments of empowerment to be recognized as such.  It is the recognition of a position 

that mediates between villain and victim as a performative deployment that attends to the 

utility of each embodiment. The majority of prison scholars are behind in recognizing 

these discursive mediations. Does this constitute recognition of a position outside these 

choices that is agentive? Homi K. Bhabha indicates that it is the revolutionary agent who 

participates in the hybridization of culture, or the irreconcilable discursive intersections, 

as the place where politics emerge.249 I am not arguing that these smaller moments of 

resistance are liberatory as soon as they are discursively intelligible. But, I do think this 

framework suggests that Black women can more fully embody mediations that are 

consciously enacted and read in ways that allow for new discursive positions to emerge 

that are independent of the good woman/bad woman dichotomy.  
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 Unlike Kemba’s story, Donna’s oral history is one narrative of an imprisoned 

Black woman who has negotiated agency within the Drug Wars.250 My discussion of 

Donna’s experience will attempt to draw attention to how her narrative exemplifies the 

conditions relating to involvement in the drug economy that render Black women 

vulnerable to social control as well as illustrate her embodied, performative agency.  

NARRATIVE  

 Donna began life as a good student with the social support of an extended kinship 

network. Donna’s grandmother was her primary caregiver, because her mother had to be 

away from home to work. Donna was a good student in primary school. Her mother died 

when she was young and this was an emotional blow. She does not mention a male figure 

as having been involved in her upbringing; nor does she declare a preoccupation with the 

desire to have had a male caregiver. She was initially brought up in a community of de 

facto segregation, but her school integrated while she was in high school. There, she 

faced racial prejudice. She was enrolled in school during the 60s and 70s and she greatly 

admired Martin Luther King Jr. and President John F. Kennedy, Jr. She was politically 

conscious and also admired Angela Davis. Although she became pregnant during high 

school, she hid the pregnancy from school administrators so that she could finish high 

school. This was a strategic interaction with the state in order to acquire her educational 

goals.  

From there, she hoped to go to college and become a lawyer. She met an older 

man who she quickly deduced was a drug dealer. She became involved with him and 

dropped out of school. She reports that he was very financially generous for some time. 

Eventually, she realized he was a pimp as well as a drug dealer. She was curious about 

the experiences of drugs and prostitution. Accordingly, she began to consume illicit drugs 

and she became a sex worker. Donna says that she was never “just a square person,” but 
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she was attracted to a “[faster life.]”251 She does not seem to blame her partner/pimp for 

her initial entrance into the underground economy of drugs and prostitution. She says that 

because of her curiosity, she made efforts to get involved on her own volition. Her 

inclination was to prove that she could do it as a way of proving her worth and 

desirability. Although Donna by no means agrees with her former reasoning, her former 

logic counters the dominant paradigm that drugs are invariably imposed on women by 

their partners in order to render them dependent. Donna’s experience is by no means 

absent of the influence of approval seeking, but neither is it overdetermined as much of 

the literature would suggest. In addition, Donna gives no indication that she has a history 

of sexual abuse that led her to sex work. She does not report being violently abused by 

her partner/pimp until after she was involved in prostitution and illegal drugs for years. 

Despite her drug addiction and vocation as a prostitute, she was able to maintain the 

fiction for her family that her partner was legally employed and she was being financially 

supported. 

Donna also boosted cars as another source of income while she was involved in 

underground economies. She goes on to say that she felt boosting cars was a more 

honorable way to make money in the underground economy and that she felt that there 

were more and less respectable forms of criminal activity and drug use. At the time of her 

involvement, she felt that she was making a better choice than sex work and her previous 

drug addiction of injectable speed. Donna’s imprisonment pattern has varied with the 

changes in her criminal activities. She has been in and out of jail. During Donna’s first, 

lengthier sentence, she converted to Islam and began advocating for prisoners who she 

felt were being racially targeted by prison administration. Eventually, she hopes to work 

with young Black women entering the criminal justice system to ensure that they are 

aware of their legal rights. Since she has converted to Islam, she has been in and out of 
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jail three more times. At the time of Inner Lives’ publication, she had returned to jail as a 

result of drug use that violated the terms of her probation.  

Donna’s disclosure of her life experiences within the underground economy, how 

she interacted with the U.S. prison system, how she interacted with her family, and what 

she hopes to do once she is no longer in prison all indicate a woman who has negotiated 

agency within conditions of vulnerability. More importantly, she understands herself as 

an agent while avoiding the self-flagellating rhetoric of personal responsibility. Again, I 

am not arguing that Donna’s experience in and around the underground economy should 

be celebrated. However, it is notable that her narrative does not reveal a woman whose 

life experiences neatly fit into the trope of bad woman, or good woman. Donna 

communicates that she purposefully directed her own decisions of involvement in illicit 

behavior.  

Accordingly, it is telling that Donna was politicized before she met her 

partner/pimp and wants to become an advocate for young, Black women facing 

imprisonment. She does not think that her experiences in the drug economy prohibit her 

from being an advocate. Throughout Donna’s life history, she seems to recognize herself 

as a political, politicized agent. As such, she would like to present young women with an 

alternative vision of their life paths. I suggest that for her, practice in performance as an 

agent may allow her to move from recognizing her instances of agency to broadening her 

understanding of her narrative as representative. In doing so, she could re-imagine what 

she may do in terms of her own life as well as others. (Something, she states that she has 

made attempts to do and desires to enact consistently once she is no longer imprisoned.) 

Also, it may allow her to remain politicized but not necessarily reliant on her placement 

in political organizations to act as a political agent. Work from Augusto Boal’s “Theater 

of the Oppressed” and other performance practices that intend to spur political 
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consciousness that can then be brought to bear in everyday experience exemplify how 

Donna may be able to move forward as a political agent.  

FROM PERFORMATIVITY TO PERFORMANCE 

The history of blackness is testament to the fact that objects can and do resist. 
Blackness—the extended movement of a specific upheaval, an ongoing irruption 
that anarrages every line—is a strain that pressures the assumption of the 
equivalence of personhood and subjectivity…Between looking and being looked 
at, spectacle and speactatorship, enjoyment and being enjoyed, lies and moves the 
economy of what [Saidiya] Hatman [a cultural/critical scholar on issues of 
Blackness] calls hypervisibility.[Hartman’s notion of] hypervisibility opens us to 
the problematic of everyday ritual, the stagedness of the violently and sometimes 
amelioratviely) quotidian, the essential drama of black life, as Zora Neale Hurston 
might say.252 

So what leads to a subjectivity outside any of these paradigms? I suggest performance 

practice and practicing performance to be a space (physically and discursively) where 

Black women involved in the transnational prison industrial complex can critically 

explore their embodiments. Marvin Carlson’s Performance historicizes the development 

of “performance” as I am describing it. I am defining it as the social practice, arising 

from the theater and moving to a more unconventional sense. The practice of 

performance I reference does not locate itself as only the realm of artistic representation 

or delimit performance to all of the unconscious activities of the every day. Carlson 

writes,  

[A] consciousness of ‘performance’ can move from the stage, from ritual, or from 
other through the use of performativity with consciously political intent…The 
recognition that our lives are structured according to repeated and socially 
anctioned modes of behavior raises the possibility that all human activity could 
potentially be considered as ‘performance,’ or at least all activity carried out with 
a consciousness of itself. The difference between doing and performing, 
according to this way of thinking, would seem to lie not in the frame of theater 
versus real live but in an attitude—we may do actions unthinkingly, but when we 
think about them, this introduces a consciousness that gives them the quality of 
performance.253 
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 The performance praxis I explicate has been extensively theorized as a space that 

allows for explorations of subjectivity and agency across contexts of marginalization. 

Thus, it is an ideal space in which Black women may become more aware of their 

political possibilities and the ideological underpinnings of their every day experience 

Writing on performance art and its potential for social change, Britta B. Wheeler 

contextualizes performance as:  

Performance art provides a creative locale where art making and socio-political 
concerns merge because of the open-ended nature of the art form, its historical 
basis in radical intention, its anti-aesthetics, and low-tech 
requirements…performance artists create ritual art and performance art that cross 
the boundaries between art and life and resist traditionally confining definitions of 
identity, providing space where alternative realities are examined and presented. 
By doing this they contest definitions of marginal identities, including that of the 
artist as irrelevant to the regular mechanisms of society.254   

My hope is that performance as resistance would be an empowering experience for 

imprisoned Black women as they fully realize the possibilities of embodied resistance. If 

this is the experiential outcome, then what have been performative resistances for 

imprisoned Black women may become consciously sustained resistance.   

Carlson tells us what such resistance might look like: 

Although Butler’s theories are focused not on performance art but on the 
performative dimension of everyday life, her approach has proven richly 
suggestive for the former as well…When the very structure of the performative 
situation is recognized as already involved in the operations of the dominant 
social systems, directly oppositional performance becomes highly suspect, since 
there is no ‘outside’ from which it can operate.255 

As a transnational, Black feminist scholar who hopes to participate in 

empowering activism, I propose using one of the foundational methods of performance as 

resistance: Augusto Boal’s Theater of the Oppressed. Augusto Boal’s methods of 

engagement within Theater of the Oppressed have been used in diverse settings as a way 

to empower marginalized subjectivities. Its aim is to bring that unconscious of oppression 
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to consciousness. In Theater of the Oppressed, Boal reports on his own involvement with 

peasant workers of a rural village in order to lend credence to the possibilities of his 

performance methodology. The intended effects of the subjectivity-exploring activities 

were to lead participants to become more aware of the ways in which they embody their 

culturally interpolated positions in the social realm. Boal suggests: 

 [T]he poetics of the oppressed focuses on the action itself: the spectator delegates 
no power to the character (or actor) either to act or to think in his place; on the 
contrary, he himself assumes the protagonic role, changes the dramatic action, 
tries out solutions, discusses plans for change—in short, trains himself for real 
action.256 [author’s emphasis] 

As such, the unaccustomed attention to these muscle memories engenders the 

possibilities for a different embodiment. According to Boal, this is the first step. Boal 

calls this “knowing the body.”257  The subsequent three stages, in order, are “making the 

body expressive,” the “theater as language,” “simultaneous dramaturgy,” “image 

theater,” and “the theater as discourse.”258 For the purposes of my discussion, this first 

step is the one on which I will focus. The shift that Boal expects participants to 

experience through activities of the first stage are the most effecting for my particular 

research question. Boal postulates that the knowing the body stage is an activity that 

offers and achieves the following: “Knowing the body: a series of exercises by which one 

gets to know one’s body, its limitations and possibilities, its social distortions and 

possibilities of rehabilitations.”259 In a recent interview on the place of embodiment in 

the classroom, as a performance scholar and professor, Joni L. Jones (Iya Omi Osun 

Olomo) posited that she knows something happens in embodiment, but she is not always 

sure what.260 In my pedagogical and participant experience, this is indeed the case. Not 

just for me, but for all involved. Boal’s intent is to force the body to recall the social 

order in another way. Performance workshops with Black women like Donna would give 

them the opportunity to consciously recognize the courage and autonomy within the 
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spheres they already inhabit. Arguably, it would also allow them to expand their efforts to 

enact the same outside of prison walls.  

There are many instances of women who become politicized in prison. Cynthia 

and Donna show us that prison can provide the opportunity to name one’s oppression, 

write against it, conduct political organizing work, and protest systemic inequalities. In 

doing so, they fully reject the terrain on which discourse, critical and institutional, 

demand they fit. Such women already refuse to embody pure victim or villain. Instead, 

they rightfully inhabit non-celebratory, non-space. I have argued that critics need to 

rewrite their understanding of embodied agency. In order to support recovering their 

resistance, I write this project as an offering. My argument intends to recover their 

agency within critical thought. I recognize performance and embodiment as carrying the 

possibility to support historically marginalized subjects in practicing liberation; thus I am 

also able to present my experience as an autobiographical narrative that attests to the 

efficacy of performance. 

Recently, I have had the opportunity to engage with the idea of performance as a 

tool for empowerment. During the spring of 2010, I had the privilege of joining a 

women’s performance based collective, the Austin Project (tAP). I had some sense that I 

was joining a collective with a rich history, but my grasp of the tAP community’s breadth 

and impact on its members was not at all filled out: In 2001, Joni L. Jones (Iya Omi Osun 

Olomo) started tAP as a group for women of color and their allies. (The group is 

predominantly women of color, but not exclusively so.) The intent of the collective 

was/is to explore issues of personal history and present circumstance that are preventing 

each woman from finding and powerfully expressing her critical and/or creative voice 

through her medium of expression. Omi founded the group on the premise that women, 

particularly women of color, are unduly affected by issues of identity-related subjection 
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(i.e. we are disproportionately the targets of and more deeply experience the affects of a 

racist, sexist, heterocentrist, nationalis, and classist global social order). As such, we, 

more than most, need resources and outlets through which we can come together to 

replenish ourselves and one another.   

Led by Omi and Sharon Bridgforth (producer/ ensemble member/co-anchor artist 

and anchor artist, respectively), the collective would provide an opportunity for each 

woman to grow with the mutual support of every member. The women’s work together 

consisted of weekly processing sessions during which Sharon would facilitate  techniques 

used the performance aesthetic know as the “jazz aesthetic” in conjunction with activities 

based on Boal’s Theater of the Oppressed, and governed by Black feminist ethics. Sharon 

and Omi understand this work as a dynamic process of “working through” that is most 

effective through body work. Each embodiment exercise, whether it was writing, 

dancing, singing, taking care of oneself in each moment, stretching, or deep breathing, 

was meant to give each woman tools and time to (re)connect more deeply with her sense 

of self and the issues she may have buried. Hopefully, through deeper examination and a 

process by which to move through issues, the women could find clarity and intentionality 

in their lives as political agents. Ultimately, the sessions would culminate in an ensemble 

and individual performance that the collective would present to the broader community.  

  My experience in the collective as an agent and a witness has borne the fruit that 

Omi and Sharon hoped: My intentions for my work are much clearer. As a Black woman 

in graduate school at the University of Texas at Austin, I believe the ability to speak my 

truth clearly is at a premium. In future projects, as a Black woman and a Black feminist 

critic, I look forward to drawing upon Black feminist principles in practicing resistance 

alongside the women I have written about. I hope that I have begun that by writing 
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against their discursive disempowerment and writing us into a space of cultural 

undecidability. 
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