Impossible Privacy

Black Women and Police Terror
|

CHRISTEN A. SMITH

My master met me at every turn, reminding
me that | belonged to him, and swearing
by heaven and earth that he would compel
me to submit to him. If | went out for a
breath of fresh air, after a day of unwearied
toil, his footsteps dogged me. If | knelt by
my mother’s grave, his dark shadow fell on
me even there. —Harriet Jacobs, Incidents
in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861)"

Black women have never known the luxury of
privacy in the Americas. Impossible privacy is
one of the tormenting dimensions of slavery
and its afterlives.” White supremacy meets
us at every turn. Our every move is stalked
and surveilled. Our bodies, our homes, our
children, even our graves are not our own;
able to be raided, poked, prodded or stolen
at any moment.> Harriet Jacobs describes
this torment (quoted above) in her account
of her enslavement. The constant specter of
her slave master was one of the agonizing
dimensions of her experience as an enslaved
woman. White supremacy stalks us. Haunt-
ing our interior and exterior lives, leaving us
no moment of respite or peace—no breath
of fresh air. Living under the constant physical
and metaphysical gaze of whiteness is more
than just inconvenience; it is terrorizing.*
This terror manifests itself acutely in policing
across the Americas.

On May 29, 2020, just four days after police
officers brutally and publicly asphyxiated

George Floyd in front of a convenience store,
someone broke into Atatiana Jefferson and
Yolanda Carr’s home in south Fort Worth,
Texas and ransacked it.> Their neighbor,
James Smith, knew something was amiss
when he saw a vacuum cleaner thrown into
the back yard. He found the back window
broken and clothes and personal items strewn
all over the house. Mr. Smith had been check-
ing on the Carr home ever since that fateful
day when he called 911 to ask police to make
a well check on the Carr family on October
12, 2019. Officers responded to his call, but
instead of checking on the family’s well-
being, they shot and killed Yolanda Carr’s
daughter Atatiana Jefferson, through her back
window—the same recently-replaced back
window that now lay broken in the back yard
from the break-in. Atatiana was playing video
games with her eight-year-old nephew when
Officer Aaron Dean shot and killed her. Less
than one month later Atatiana’s father,
Marquis Jefferson, died of a heart attack.® Two
months later, her mother Yolanda Carr died of
congestive heart failure.” Police terror kills us
at every turn, in the moment with bullets and
slowly over time with disease (sequelae).® In
response to the break-in, Smith stated to the
media:

Myself as well as the Carr children are dealing
with post-traumatic stress. We're still dealing
with the Minneapolis situation. We're still
dealing with other situations similar to Atati-
ana’s ... This was just on top of the trauma

that we're already experiencing.’

Even our gravesites—like the house where
Atatiana Jefferson and Yolanda Carr “took
their last breath”'®—are not safe from
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invasion and perusal. Black women are not so
much as allowed privacy in death. We need
only remember Harriet Jacobs visiting her
mother’s gravesite. “My master met me at
every turn, reminding me that | belonged to
him ... """

The ransacking of Yolanda Carr’s home,
and the re-traumatization it produced, are
bitter reminders of the gendered dimensions
of anti-Black policing. Invasion of privacy
operates as a node of police terror against
Black women."*> When we think about anti-
Black policing in the Americas, we typically
envision public violence. The words “police
violence” lead many of us to almost immedi-
ately think of the names of a litany of Black
men who have been spectacularly killed by
the police outside, in full vision of the world
and often on camera. Indeed, Black scholars
have written extensively about the spectacu-
larization and public consumption of Black
death, its pornographic appeal, its video-
graphic archiving, its widespread circulation
and its perversity.'> Yet, Black women are
often erased from spectacular narratives of
police violence. Our deaths are rarely video
recorded and circulated widely on the inter-
net and in the news media, even when
those recordings exist. Our faces are rarely
the ones emblazoned in the public mind.
Nevertheless, Black women are undeniably
the targets of police terror.'* This erasure is
indubitably the result of misogynoir.'?
However, where Black women are killed
also makes our deaths invisible. Police vio-
lence against Black women often happens
out of sight, in homes and in what should be
private places.

Home is a place of refuge. We most often
think of home as where we live, but it is

also the place to which we retreat for safety.
In this sense, “home” has multiple meanings,
particularly for Black women.'® Home is our
bodies, our family, our residences. Home can
be any place where we feel safe and secure;
tucked away from danger. Police terror
against Black women is therefore a kind of
spiritual terror—an attack not only on the
body but also the psyche and the refuge of
the soul.'” It disturbs our spiritual peace;
our attempts to live unfettered and unper-
turbed. Policing haunts us at every turn. At
times, it is a violation of our bodily homes.
In 2015, former police officer Daniel Holtzc-
law was found guilty of sexually assaulting 13
Black women over six months.'® At times, the
places where we live are violated. Police shot
and killed Korryn Gaines in front of her five-
year-old son in her apartment, just outside
of Baltimore on August 1, 2016. We do not
even find refuge asleep: Breonna Taylor was
sleeping in her bed when police officers
invaded her home in Louisville, Kentucky in
March 2020 and shot and killed her."”
When police kill Black women, it often
happens hidden away from sight and unrec-
orded; playing video games
nephews, taking care of our children, sleep-
ing. We are not safe in our homes because
there is no such thing as privacy for Black

with our

women, at least in the eyes of the state.
Ours is an impossible privacy.

Police terror is a stalking master—the con-
stant surveillance of white heterosexist, neo-
liberal, imperial and patriarchal supremacy
(to follow bell hooks).?° Like the shadow of
Harriet Jacob’s slave master at every turn,
the state, via the police, allow Black women
no private place of seclusion. The violation
of privacy as a node of police violence is a

Christen A. Smith

21



22 TBS * Volume 51

uniquely intersectional terror that targets
Black women specifically; an un/gendering.
We need only recall the reflections of Hor-
tense Spillers, who writes,

in the vestibule of a colonized North
America ... the African female subject is
not only the target of rape—in one sense,
an interiorized violation of body and mind
—but also the topic of specifically externa-
lized acts of torture and prostration that we
imagine as the peculiar province of male
brutality and torture inflicted by other
males ... This materialized scene of unpro-
tected female flesh—of female flesh ‘ungen-
dered’—offers a praxis and a theory, a text
for living and for dying, and a method for
diverse

reading both  through their

mediations.?

Black women have been un/gendered by the
spiritual terror of white supremacy in the
Americas—the “interiorized violation of
body and mind” alongside “externalized
acts of torture”—torture that operates by ter-
rorizing the Black female body so to “unpro-
tect female flesh.”?* This unprotection—the
violation of the mind and body in order to
strip Black women of the possibility of
female subjectivity (idealized as white
womanhood)—depends on the denial of
privacy. Privacy, like modesty, is a privilege
in this sense, and policing is the enactment
of unprotection; the “materialized scene of
unprotected female flesh” that robs Black
women of refuge.

Luana

Since 2003, | have been researching and
writing about police terror against Black
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communities in Brazil. This work has led me
to think critically about the transnational
dimensions of police terror and the unique
impact state violence has on Black
women. The (un)gendering dimensions of
police terror, and their refusal of Black
women’s privacy, are transnational. The
following is a brief reflection on one story
from Brazil.

On Friday April 8, 2016, Ribeirdo Preto,
Sdo Paulo, Brazil, Military Police (PM) offi-
cers invaded Luana Barbosa’s neighborhood,
Jardim Paiva Il. She was on her red Honda
motorcycle in front of the school across the
street from her house. Her 14-year-old son
was riding on the back. Three officers
approached Luana and commanded her to
open her legs and stand on the wall with her
hands behind her head. She refused, insisting
she was not a man. Stopping and frisking
people in the streets by asking them to stand
spread against a wall is gendered police pro-
tocol for stopping and frisking men in Brazil.
Luana, a masculine presenting lesbian who
nevertheless identified as a woman refused
to be mis-gendered, arguing with the officers
and even, allegedly, removing her shirt to
prove she was not a man. They refused to
believe her (or did they believe and not
care?). They forced her to open her legs
against the wall by kicking her and punching
her in the abdomen and crotch. She fell, got
back up, turned around and punched one of
the officers in the face. The police officers
pushed her to the ground and handcuffed
her, and then lined up to kick and hit her
with their fists and batons. Luana’s sister,
Roseli, and her mother ran out of the house
and plead with the police officers to stop.
The officer with the bloody lip pointed a



gun at the two, sister and mother, and said,
“enter in the house or I will kill you.”

Badly wounded, the officers took Luana to
the police station and forced her to sign a
waiver saying that she was responsible for
her own injuries, and that she took responsi-
bility for injuring the officer whose lip she
bloodied. When Roseli, Luana’s sister, went
to pick her up from the police station, she
found her disfigured. Her right eye was
almost out of its socket. She had vomited
blood. She was only semi-conscious and her
speech was slurred. She could not walk.
Barely lucid and weak, Luana walked out of
the police station only to sit down on the side-
walk outside in exhaustion. Roseli recorded
her sister’s story outside on the ground—a
deliberate, political act of defiance. Her face
bloody, her speech slurred, she put her head
in her hands, spoke for a while and then
asked her sister to turn off the camera.

Five days later Luana died in the hospital
from a stroke precipitated by multiple trau-
matic blows to the head.

I have been haunted by Luana’s story since
[ learned of her death. Although she was not
killed in her home, her killing began in front
of the wall that sits at the end of her quiet
street, just outside of her house. Police offi-
cers invaded her neighborhood to stop-and-
frisk
plagues poor Black people hemispheri-

residents—a terrorizing tactic that

cally.”? The location where she was beaten
(near her home) was not the only invasion
of her privacy, however. The officers also vio-
lated her interiority; stopping and frisking her
“like a man.”** This act of ungendering—
coercing her to strip in front of them in
order to “prove” her gender identity to try to
avoid physical abuse—was also a violation

of privacy. Invoking, Spillers, Luana’s
beating was a “violation of body and mind
—but also the topic of specifically externa-
lized acts of torture and prostration that we
imagine as the peculiar province of male bru-
tality and torture inflicted by other males.”*
Luana’s beating was a “materialized scene

h.72% It was

of unprotected female fles
Luana’s insistence on her right to privacy—
the right to sit on her motorcycle on the
corner of the street in front of her house, the
right to take her son to school unhindered,
the right to cover her body any way she
liked—that in part precipitated her beating
and killing. Privacy for Black women is
much more than just being left alone, it is a
right to breathe. Recall Harriet Jacobs’s
words, “If | went out for a breath of fresh air,
after a day of unwearied toil, his footsteps
dogged me.”?” The more that Black women
attempt to barricade themselves from white
supremacy’s gaze, the more violable we
become.

The Anthropologist’s Dilemma

When | first visited Luana’s neighborhood |
found it eerily quiet. It was a Sunday, and |
had driven from Sao Paulo city with a
student to map what happened the night
that she was killed. When we arrived on the
street and got out of the car, a young
woman and her small daughter were sitting
outside in front of the wall in front of
Luana’s house, listening to music. The
young woman was braiding the young girl’s
hair. They looked at us—seemingly recogniz-
ing us as strangers—and quietly and calmly
packed up their things and went inside.
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The white man is always trying to know into
somebody else’s business. All right, I'll set
something outside the door of my mind for
him to play with and handle. He can read
my writing but he sho’ can’t read my mind.
I'll put this play toy in his hand, and he
will seize it and go away. Then I'll say my
say and sing my song. — Zora Neale
Hurston, Mules and Men, 193528

Anthropology is a colonial discipline—a
science of telling and revealing. Zora Neale
Hurston made a sharp critique of this when
she wrote the aforementioned quote. Anthro-
pology is “the white man ... always trying to
know somebody else’s business.”*? As an
anthropologist, | was trained in the traditions
of Franz Boas and Clifford Geertz to deeply
embed myself into “other” cultures to gather
information and share it with the world—the
deep practice of white supremacy’s need to
know. Chronicling the transnational terror of
antiblack policing in the Americas has there-
fore been, and continues to be, a delicate and
contradictory task. On the one hand, | have
sought to subvert the colonial impetus of my
discipline by engaging in activist anthropol-
ogy, using my research in the service of
Black liberation.?® On the other, “anthropol-
ogy for liberation”?'
one that brings me constantly back to a reck-
oning with the discipline’s incessant white
supremacy and the legacy of anthropology’s
history of invading Black people’s privacy.*
How do we chronicle our stories without vio-

is an ever elusive quest,

lating, yet again, Black women’s privacy? In
research, | constantly
grapple with a fraught tension. Rigorous

conducting my

qualitative research, at least within the
bounds of traditional anthropology, seems
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to require that we (ethnographers) journey
into the communities of the dead to peel
back the layers of people’s lives and senti-
ments in order to discover the truths of the
past and present. Yet, there is something
deeply unsettling to me about disturbing
Black women'’s graves.

Zora Neale Hurston begins the introduc-
tion of Mules and Men (1935) with what is
now an infamous glimpse into her methodo-
logical approach to fieldwork: careful, calcu-
lating, tactical cunning and concealment.
Hurston’s  ethnographic, autobiographical,
essayist and fictive writing weaves together
truth, lies, half-truths and fictions that both
reveal and conceal the intricacies of African-
American culture in the US South. Yet, when
she writes, “The Negro offers a feather-bed
resistance,” we, the reader, cannot help but
wonder if she herself is that “Negro,” or is
she merely referring to Black people writ
large.”® Hurston has been fiercely criticized
for her “lying” and “embellishment” through-
out her writing career. However, her meth-
odological approach to (unjrevealing Black
culture for her majority white audience
brings us back to a deeper and serious ques-
tion of Blackness and privacy in the face of
the “white man’s need to know” (to para-
phrase the aforementioned Hurston quote).
As Black researchers, what role do we, or
should we, play in protecting Black privacy?
As an anthropologist, | am acutely aware of
the colonialist, anti-Black genealogy of my
discipline and its epistemic repercussions. |
am also aware that my research—regardless
of my motivations and desire to use it to con-
tribute toward Black liberation—can and is
always readily consumed by white audiences
still invested in the “white man’s need to know



somebody else’s business.” This is especially
dangerous when we research Black women’s
experiences with police terror, an experience
that is often the source of trauma and deep
pain to the very witnesses that we as anthro-
pologists seek out for information.

Towards Ethnographic Redaction

When I first saw the spray painted word “Lua”
on the wall by the school in Jardim Paiva Il in
Ribeirdo Preto (Sao Paulo, Brazil), | knew it
was for her, even though it was incomplete.
Lua—the moon, and the first three letters of
her name. Her memory floated passed me
almost immediately. It was unfinished
enough to be ambiguous, leaving me to
wonder if | was just imagining her or if she

was really there, unspoken along the wall at
the intersection where the story of her death
began—Luana.

What happens in the aftermath of police
killings? Where do our names and memories
go against the backdrop of the Black geogra-
phies that mark the territories of our death?
To follow Katherine McKittrick and Clyde
Woods (2007), how does the unknowable
figure into the production of space?’* There
was once blood on this corner. And vyet,
when | went to see the place where Luana
was killed, the only thing that | found left of
her was the faint and partial scrawling of her
name—remembering to forget.

When we talk about police violence, we
often insist on the need to both see and
remember. Lingering behind this insistence

Figure 1. Image taken by me of a wall with a partial spray painting of Luana’s name, “Lua.”
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is also the desire to forget. This desire to forget
brings me back to the question of privacy. At
what point do we stop our prying and prod-
ding in search of truth and justice and allow
the dead—and the family and loved ones
they leave behind—to simply refuse to be
spoken about or to speak? When the young
woman and the little girl packed up their
things and went inside after seeing me that
day, | was struck: did she leave because she
was ready to go inside or did she leave
because after so many seasons of the ques-
tioning and prodding of strangers, she
simply did not want to speak anymore?

| have been taught to go to do extensive
field research, ask questions, conduct inter-
views and deeply engage with people and
places in order to reveal some deep truth.
However, as a Black woman whose life is
also haunted by the constant specter of
white supremacy, and deeply invested in pre-
serving and respecting the sanctity of Black
life, 1 recognize that keenly digging into the
lives of the communities of the dead—par-
ticularly those who have been killed by the
police—often feels like continuing the viola-
tion of Black women’s privacy. This privacy
is one that Black families and communities
—like Yolanda Carr and James Smith—often
long for in order to heal.

The graffiti at the corner where Luana
began to die not only haunts us but also
causes pause. By making the familiar unfami-
liar in ways that are unpredictable, it is poss-
ible that we come to see the subject with
greater relief than we might had we looked
intensely. The concept of redaction is helpful
for reading the word/name Lua scrawled on
the wall on Luana’s street. Christina Sharpe
considers the possibilities for a methodology
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of redaction, noting the relationship between
redaction, Black death and the wake:

The orthographies of the wake require new
modes of writing, new modes of making-
sensible ... so much of Black intramural life
and social and political work is redacted,
made invisible to the present and the
future, subtended by plantation logics,
detached optics, and brutal architectures.
There is, in the Black diaspora...a long
history of Black life, of Black lives being
annotated and redacted. There is, as well,
continuous resistance to and disruption of

those violent annotations and redactions.>®

Redaction and annotation both obscure and
sub-scribe Black life. Redaction, by definition,
seeks to obscure, limiting, abbreviating and
censoring. Police terror redacts Black life;
abbreviating it, blocking it out, censoring it.
This means, however, that writing about it—
particularly ethnographically—requires a new
mode of writing that can disrupt this terror in
order to restore, to the extent possible, the sanc-
tity of Black peace, unraveling impossible
privacy. How can we employ, “Black annota-
tion together with Black redaction, not as oppo-
sites, but as trans*verse and coexistensive ways
to imagine otherwise”?*® What possibilities
might this hold for Black life?

To redact is to edit, revise or create a new
version of source material. Here, | want to
draw particularly on the fourth definition
entry in the Oxford English Dictionary for
“redaction,” which reads,

The action or an act of censoring a docu-
ment by removing or blacking out certain
words or passages prior to publication or



release, esp. for legal, security, or confiden-
tiality purposes; (also) a piece of text that has

been removed or blacked out in this way.?”

Many of us associate redaction with the black
marks that government agencies put over sen-
sitive text when they are forced to release
through the
Freedom of Information Act. We typically
redact, in this sense, to block out information
that we do not want to have shared, known,

documents to the public

seen or would like to keep secret. Is it also
possible, then, to use redaction as an ethno-
graphic method that seeks to reclaim Black
women'’s privacy rather than reify its violation?
The partially scrawled graffiti of Luana’s
name along the wall in front of her house,
like her life, is unfinished and it is this incom-
pleteness that haunts us. Lua refuses to let us
see her completely. Instead, she lays a trail
of breadcrumbs marking her gravesite,
forcing us to remain uncomfortable in the
absence of full disclosure of her life story—
an unfinished life. To be a Black woman
and anthropologist is to sit at the crossroads
of telling and not telling, recognizing that
my impossible privacy is also implicated in
my mandate to tell. Ethnographic redaction
—refusing to tell the finished story and
reveal the totality of what is not known—is,
then, one way to engage in a politics of
refusal. In my work, | imagine this method
as a possibility of telling the stories of the
dead without digging up their gravesites:
upturning their lives and the lives of their
families to mine artifacts and information
rather than seek healing. Tell me the story
that you want to tell and I will write it as
you have told it. It is for you, not for me.
Incomplete, on a featherbed of resistance.
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