
WE’VE BEEN IN FORMATION: BEYONCÉ’S POLITICAL VOICE THROUGH BLACK 
MUSICAL RESISTANCE 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

A Senior Thesis  
submitted to the Faculty of the 
College of Arts and Sciences 

of Georgetown University 
in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the 

degree of 
Bachelor of Arts 

in American Studies 

 
 

 
 
 

By 
 

 
 
 

 
Juliette A. Browne 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
Washington, D.C. 

April 19, 2018 
 



 i 

WE’VE BEEN IN FORMATION: BEYONCÉ’S POLITICAL VOICE THROUGH BLACK 
MUSICAL RESISTANCE 

 
 

Juliette A. Browne 

Thesis Adviser: Anna Celenza, Ph.D. 

ABSTRACT 

 You may have known her as a member of Destiny’s Child. You make have known her as 

the singer behind “Halo” and “Single Ladies.” You may know her as the wife of rapper Jay-Z. 

However, this senior thesis illuminates Beyoncé Knowles Carter (Beyoncé) as more than just a 

pop culture sensation. We’ve Been in Formation aims to help readers get to know Beyoncé as an 

artist with a powerful political voice, especially since the release of her 2016 visual album, 

Lemonade. In this thesis Billie Holiday and Nina Simone provide a foundational framework on 

which Black musical resistance is exemplified. This thesis does not aim to compare Beyoncé to 

these women, but instead uses their musical works and lives as a blueprint for analyzing 

Beyoncé’s performances and confirming the fact that her music carries a political message linked 

to Black musical resistance. 

 Lemonade and the productions resulting from the album serve as the lens through which 

Beyoncé’s political voice is analyzed, especially with references to Black culture, the Black 

Lives Matter movement, Hurricane Katrina, and Black feminism. This thesis also explores 

reactions and responses to such musical productions. The responses, both negative and positive, 

mentioned in this thesis come from politicians, law enforcement, scholars, celebrities, Twitter 

users and more. We’ve Been In Formation declares that Beyoncé has joined the formation of 

women before her, who have used Black musical resistance to display a political voice. For that, 
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we are all the more empowered, encouraged, and enlightened when we take a sip of the 

Lemonade. 
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INTRODUCTION/ CHAPTER I: “OKAY LADIES NOW LET’S GET IN FORMATION” 

 

 If slaves were permitted to sing as they toiled in the fields and to incorporate music into 
their religious services, it was because the slaveocracy failed to grasp the social function of 

music in general and particularly the central role music played in all aspects of life in West 
African Society. As a result, Black people were able to create with their music an aesthetic 
community of resistance which in turn encouraged and nurtured a political community of  

active struggle for freedom. 
 

       Angela Davis, Women, Culture, and Politics1 
 

 Music is powerful. It can take on whatever message we want it to. Considering America 

has had a painful relationship with race, for African Americans, music has been used to unify but 

also to protest. At the heart of almost all forms of Black musical traditions in the United States, is 

resistance. From slavery to present day, Black musical resistance has persisted as both the 

possessor of Black pride riding the waves of a melody and the megaphone for calls to action in 

order to change oppressive systems. There have been many artists, with great fame, who have 

participated in such a tradition, but for some artists, mention of their name in such discussions is 

not taken as seriously as others from previous decades. This was one of the reasons why this 

thesis came to be. 

When people think of Black female music artists that have had a political voice on and 

off the stage, but especially through their art, Billie Holiday and Nina Simone make the list every 

time. However, perhaps because hindsight is twenty-twenty, and we are living in the reign of her 

talent, Beyoncé Knowles-Carter (Beyoncé) does not receive the same recognition. I see this 

especially with the older generations who view today’s music as subpar to whatever they were 

listening to in their teenage and young adult years. This is both within and outside of the Black 

community. My hope is that this paper encourages the recognition of the politics behind and 

                                                 
1
 Angela Davis. Women, Culture, and Politics (New York: Vintage Books, 1990.) 

 



 2 

carried out by one of the greatest entertainers of our time, Beyoncé. Moreover, this project will 

touch upon the broader implications associated with the trivialization and criticism of her 

political voice. 

 My usage of Billie Holiday and Nina Simone as the framework in which I placed 

Beyoncé, required a great deal of research into their musical works and their impact. Through 

reading David Margolick’s Strange Fruit: Billie Holiday, Café Society, and an Early Cry for 

Civil Rights, I was informed on Abel Meeropol’s inspiration for writing “Strange Fruit” and his 

desire for Holiday to sing it.2 Additionally, this text captured the impact of the song on a macro 

and micro level which was helpful when laying the groundwork to analyze the power of Black 

musical resistance.  

Several articles aided in the analysis of Nina Simone’s musical works and persona 

including: “I Don’t Trust You Anymore” by Ruth Feldstein, “The Quadruple-Consciousness of 

Nina Simone,” by Malik Gaines, and “’I Wish I Knew How It Would Feel to Be Free’: Nina 

Simone and the Redefining of the Freedom Song of the 1960s,” by Tammy L. Kernodle.3 The 

titles of each of these texts reflect the message they carry. These works comment on 

performative Blackness through resistance to racial injustice. They also delve into how her 

Blackness was portrayed to mass culture through her music. They make comment on her 

performances, political influences and draw on her own personal thoughts in order to share how 

                                                 
2
 David Margolick, Society and an Early Cry for Civil Rights 

(Edinburgh: Canongate, 2002). 

 
3
 Ruth Feldstein, ""I Dont Trust You Anymore": Nina Simone, Culture, and Black Activism in the 1960s," 

Journal of American History 91, no. 4 (March 2005): doi:10.2307/3660176, 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/3660176?pq-origsite=summon&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents ; Malik Gaines, "Nina 

Simone’s Quadruple Consciousness," Women & Performance: A Journal of Feminist Theory 23, no. 2 (November 

26, 2013): accessed February 25, 2018, doi:10.1080/0740770X.2013.825428 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/0740770X.2013.825428?scroll=top&needAccess=true; Tammy L. 

Kernodle, "“I Wish I Knew How It Would Feel to Be Free”: Nina Simone and the Redefining of the Freedom Song 

of the 1960s," Journal of the Society for American Music 2, no. 03 (August 2008): , accessed February 25, 2018, 

doi:10.1017/S1752196308080097, 

https://search.proquest.com/docview/1570620/fulltextPDF/A5AFA9B024794B2EPQ/1?accountid=11091. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/3660176?pq-origsite=summon&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/0740770X.2013.825428?scroll=top&needAccess=true
https://search.proquest.com/docview/1570620/fulltextPDF/A5AFA9B024794B2EPQ/1?accountid=11091
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important her music was to the Civil Rights Movement. Moreover, Simone’s refusal to separate 

gender equality from racial equality allows for We’ve Been In Formation to make the previously 

mentioned literature the pitcher in which the Lemonade will be made; this thesis builds upon this 

literature in order to add another woman to this important conversation.  

 If those texts are the pitcher from which the Lemonade will be poured, then The Making 

of Black Lives Matter: A Brief History of an Idea by Christopher J. Lebron is the stirring spoon 

that brings the ingredients together. The book gives an in-depth history of #BlackLivesMatter.4 

The history is important to this thesis because when analyzing Lemonade, it’s necessary to know 

what signs to look for to confirm the assertion that Beyoncé references and supports the 

movement. Despite the book being published in 2017, after the release of Lemonade, Lebron 

does not discuss Beyoncé in his writing about cultural performances. We’ve Been In Formation 

expands on this particular work that mentions artists associated with the Black Lives Matter 

movement but by focusing the conversation on Beyoncé.  

In this thesis I argue that, while some may categorize Beyoncé as just a pop culture 

sensation, her recent musical work displays a political voice that carries on a tradition of Black 

musical resistance established by performers like Billie Holiday and Nina Simone. But this thesis 

is not a comparative paper. Instead my project aims to fill a gap in the discourse on Black 

women and their political voice through performance by creating dialogue that uses Billie 

Holiday and Nina Simone as the foundation to a tradition that Beyoncé continues. The main 

focus of this project is Beyoncé’s political voice.  Her identity as a Black woman and as a 

                                                 
4
 Christopher J. Lebron, The Making of Black Lives Matter: A Brief History of an Idea  (New York, NY: 

Oxford University Press, 2017). 
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feminist will be weaved throughout my project as a means of resistance and response to violence 

against Black bodies, especially in light of the Black Lives Matter Movement. 

Beyoncé is often seen as a mega pop star who transcends racial lines.  Consequently, her 

unapologetic Blackness in recent works has proven controversial. Although her self-titled album 

Beyoncé portrays Black feminist thought, Lemonade is on a whole other level. “Formation,” the 

last song on her sixth studio album was the first song released and performed from the culturally, 

aesthetically, and politically Black visual album. But not only did she leave the world “shook” 

with the drop of the video, the day before Super Bowl 50, she also performed it at that Super 

Bowl. The unapologetic Blackness she displayed was overwhelming for some.  Saturday Night 

Live even made a skit about it, “The Day Beyoncé Turned Black,” It represented how people 

easily recognized her recent display of explicit Blackness and it hilariously commented on the 

reactions. The skit is like a movie trailer, it shows white people reacting to Beyoncé embracing 

her Blackness and paying tribute to the Black Lives Matter Movement in the “Formation” video. 

Following snippets of news casters covering the video, a woman shouts “Honey, get in here!” 

The man runs into the room with a look of worry on his face he asks her, “what is it? What’s 

wrong?” Then with a mixed look of shock and fear the woman says, “I think Beyoncé is Black!” 

The rest of the video displays white people running around in chaos because “it was the day 

white people lost their Beyoncé.” Two guys even discuss how they do not understand how she 

can be Black if she’s a woman, then screaming as they realize she is both. As the end of the skit 

nears an all-black screen is shown restating “The Day Beyoncé Turned Black” and the ratings of 

the film. Its rated NC-17 for white people and G/General Audience for Black people.5 The 

                                                 
5
 SaturdayNightLive, ""The Day Beyonce Turned Black" - SNL," YouTube, February 14, 2016, , accessed 

December 4, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ociMBfkDG1w. 
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ratings symbolized the difference in shock at Beyoncé’s Blackness between white and Black 

people following viewing the “Formation” video.  

As Beyoncé has responded to violence, physical and non-physical, people have also 

responded to her. Articles like “Sheriffs: Beyoncé is ‘inciting bad behavior’ and endangering law 

enforcement,” from The Washington Post serves an important role in highlighting the criticism 

she received for displaying her Blackness in such a public manor.6 The opinions expressed 

reflect a common belief that Black pride equates to disrespect for law enforcement or even white 

hate. But We’ve Been In Formation will show that that is not the case. Her criticism however 

does not just deal with issues of police. bell hooks, renowned Black feminist shared her belief, in 

the post “Moving Beyond Pain” on her site, saying that Beyoncé is bad for Black feminism. This 

thesis works to display the multifaceted display of Beyoncé’s political voice and using the 

literature mentioned confirms that Lemonade was successful in covering multiple issues related 

to the Black experience.  

 Through listening and learning about “Strange Fruit” and many songs by Nina Simone 

including “Mississippi Goddam,” “To Be Young, Gifted, and Black,” and “Four Women,” I was 

able to formulate a working definition of performative Blackness in the context of Black musical 

resistance. In this essay performative Blackness means acting in a manner that displays one’s 

identification with the African diaspora. Whether it’s subtle or explicit, when people perform 

Blackness they engage in activities, behaviors, mannerisms, and language that are closely 

associated with the shared culture and history of Black people.  Forming this definition helped 

me do a close reading of Lemonade, especially the “Formation” video and then the performance 

                                                 
6
 Niraj Chokshi, "Sheriffs: Beyoncé Is 'inciting Bad Behavior' and Endangering Law Enforcement," The 

Washington Post, February 18, 2016, accessed February 27, 2018, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-

nation/wp/2016/02/18/the-beyonce-backlash-continues-sheriff-cites-super-bowl-show-after-shooting-near-

home/?utm_term=.cd2ef37c6c75.  

 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-nation/wp/2016/02/18/the-beyonce-backlash-continues-sheriff-cites-super-bowl-show-after-shooting-near-home/?utm_term=.cd2ef37c6c75
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-nation/wp/2016/02/18/the-beyonce-backlash-continues-sheriff-cites-super-bowl-show-after-shooting-near-home/?utm_term=.cd2ef37c6c75
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-nation/wp/2016/02/18/the-beyonce-backlash-continues-sheriff-cites-super-bowl-show-after-shooting-near-home/?utm_term=.cd2ef37c6c75
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of “Formation” at Super Bowl 50. Because I knew what to look for when analyzing these texts, I 

was able to pick out both the explicit and the subtle gestures to Blackness.  So, while watching 

the videos I spent hours playing and pausing and rewinding and holding my computer to my 

face, so I could grasp the small details and messages that could be underlying the surface of both 

the visuals and the lyrics. However, I ended up focusing more on the visuals because they were 

so rich in Blackness, as well as, the voiceovers that went alongside some of the scenes. Themes 

of slavery, Hurricane Katrina, beauty standards, Black culture, police brutality, were all found 

within this work.  

 After mapping out all the Blackness within Lemonade and the performances of songs on 

the album, I researched sources that could confirm or dispel my theories and observations. 

Articles from major and minor online publications aided me in picking up references I would not 

have seen on my own but were so necessary to the argument I was making.  

 Going into this thesis I knew I wanted to incorporate outside opinion of the cultural 

production I chose to focus on. With Beyoncé’s extreme visibility, it was not hard. I read tons of 

articles ranging in their opinions on Beyoncé and her political messages. As an avid Twitter user, 

I knew I also wanted to share tweets that mirrored the ones I saw throughout my Twitter timeline 

the day the “Formation” video was released, during Super Bowl 50, and just general tweets about 

Lemonade. Through use of Twitter’s search filters, I was able to set parameters on my search to 

limit it to tweets to a specific day like February 7, 2016 and tweets that used keywords like 

“Beyoncé,” “#Formation,” and “#Superbowl50.” There were many combinations tried to find a 

decent number of tweets that were either popular and/or shared something insightful and would 

be beneficial for this thesis. I also knew it was not possible for me to access all the best tweets 

for certain topics, so I turned to the pop culture articles that archived tweets during certain 
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trending or culturally important moments. The project really came together when I started 

applying all of the outside information I had gathered to the analysis I had already made about 

Lemonade and “Formation.” At times my preconceived notions were challenged, I learned many 

new things, and this thesis shifted and molded itself into what you’re about to read.  

Throughout this thesis, the eleven sections of Lemonade will be discussed: “Intuition,” 

“Denial,” “Anger,” “Apathy,” “Emptiness,” “Accountability,” “Reformation,” “Forgiveness,” 

“Resurrection,” “Hope,” and “Redemption7.” Beyoncé places the album’s twelve songs 

deliberately in sections that best represent the feeling or topic associated with the song. As the 

sections of Lemonade pour into each other, Beyoncé recites the words of Warsan Shire, a 

Somali-British poet. Shire’s poetry drip eloquent phrases on “family, infidelity and the black 

female body8.” The poems serve as both the lemons and the sugar in this mix, providing accounts 

on the bitter reality of infidelity but also sweet utterances on love and womanhood. Multiple 

lines from the voiceovers are important to the analysis of Beyoncé’s political voice. 

 In order to show that Beyoncé’s political voice carries on the tradition of Black musical 

resistance, it’s necessary for me to mirror some of her actions to those of Billie Holiday and Nina 

Simone. Like Holiday and Simone, Beyoncé took on the challenge of speaking out about 

controversial topics in the midst of a racially charged society. The following chapter, chapter 

two, will focus on the racial climate in which these women produced their work. This chapter 

will discuss Billie Holiday and the history of “Strange Fruit.” It will also look at Nina Simone’s 

                                                 
7
 Michelle Toglia, "Transcript Of Beyonce's 'Lemonade' Because The Words Are Just As Important As The 

Music," Bustle, April 24, 2016, , accessed April 16, 2018, https://www.bustle.com/articles/156559-transcript-of-

beyonces-lemonade-because-the-words-are-just-as-important-as-the-music.  

 
8
 Amanda Hess, "Warsan Shire, the Woman Who Gave Poetry to Beyoncé's 'Lemonade'," The New York 

Times, April 27, 2016, , accessed April 16, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/04/28/arts/music/warsan-shire-

who-gave-poetry-to-beyonces-lemonade.html. 

 

 

https://www.bustle.com/articles/156559-transcript-of-beyonces-lemonade-because-the-words-are-just-as-important-as-the-music
https://www.bustle.com/articles/156559-transcript-of-beyonces-lemonade-because-the-words-are-just-as-important-as-the-music
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/04/28/arts/music/warsan-shire-who-gave-poetry-to-beyonces-lemonade.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/04/28/arts/music/warsan-shire-who-gave-poetry-to-beyonces-lemonade.html
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major contributions to the Civil Rights Movement and discuss how post 2012 Beyoncé’s work 

has embraced politics alongside the growing Black Live Matter Movement and the backlash 

against it. The central idea is that Beyoncé, just like Billie Holiday and Nina Simone, has 

engaged in Black musical resistance during a time of extreme racial tension and divide in 

American society. 

The third chapter will begin a multi-chapter discussion about Beyoncé, Lemonade and the 

productions based off the album. This particular chapter will show how Beyoncé references 

Black culture, as well as, America’s relationship with race throughout the visual album. There 

will be examples of her use of Southern Gothic, words from Malcolm X, and African American 

vernacular and family life, amongst other things. This chapter speaks to my assertion that 

performative Blackness is used in her work to speak on historical injustices and respond to 

contemporary violence.  

Chapter Four will focus on Beyoncé’s commentary on police brutality and the treatment 

of victims, specifically Black victims of Hurricane Katrina. The chapter will explain how there is 

a reoccurring theme throughout the album of the lives of the left behind, those abandoned and 

cast aside by society. The visual album references New Orleans several times, including during 

the sections of the film called “Accountability.” The chapter will also look into how Beyoncé 

comments on police brutality through reference to slogans and hand gestures associated with the 

Black Lives Matter Movement. Chapter Four will elucidate some of the contemporary violence 

Beyoncé is responding to, in order to showcase her participation in the Black musical resistance 

tradition. 

Chapter Five dives into the Black femininity portrayed throughout Lemonade. Lemonade 

proves to be a celebration of Black womanhood in a way that other contemporary musical works 
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have not. This chapter will look at the ways in which Beyoncé is the creator, protagonist, and 

responder of Lemonade, and how this multifaceted role creates broader implications for the 

visuals presented. The chapter will discuss beauty standards, relationships, motherhood, and 

more through the Black lens used in Lemonade.  This chapter will show how, through 

performance, Blackness is used to discuss the various forms of historical and contemporary 

violence that have been used against Black women. By doing this, the argument of this chapter 

helps justify the claim the Beyoncé’s recent work shows her political voice and how it carries on 

a tradition. 

        Chapter Six explores the responses to Beyoncé’s political voice and how some 

components of the responses mirror Billie Holiday and Nina Simone’s reception. This chapter 

proposes that it’s not just Beyoncé’s intent, but also the responses she has received, both good 

and bad, that makes Lemonade a political piece. This chapter also describes the ways in which 

viewers have been able to detect the explicit Blackness within her works and what responses that 

recognition has prompted. Using analyses of mainstream news sources and Twitter, this chapter 

shows how Beyoncé, like others in the tradition, kindled strong responses listeners. 

 Chapter Seven serves as the conclusion and responds to the question: “So what?” 

Through an exploration of agency, historical silencing of Black women, and the role of 

celebrities in promoting social change, this chapter reveals why a discussion of Beyoncé’s 

Lemonade is important and necessary, especially now. Black voices, like Beyoncé’s offer more 

than mere entertainment.  This chapter expands on the argument that Beyoncé carries on the 

tradition of Black musical resistance by showing that she does not have to separate her work as 

an artist from her truths as a Black woman, and her hopes as a Black activist. 
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My hope is that readers finish my thesis understanding that Beyoncé is indeed more than 

just a pop music sensation. She is also an activist who is refusing to me forced into silence of 

issues facing her community in order to maintain commercial success. As more people realize 

entertainers and public figures should not have to separate themselves from their identity then 

perhaps people would be more open to understanding the message they’re promoting instead of 

trying to get them to stay in a position of solely entertainment. And I hope We’ve Been In 

Formation also shows the positive impact that can be made when artists are allowed to grow and 

share their identity in their musical work. 
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CHAPTER II: HISTORY REPEATS ITSELF 

It is a common idea that people are products of their environment. That is also true for 

art. Music can reflect one’s personal surroundings and experiences.  It can also respond to what 

is happening in the world at the time. Another common idea is history repeats itself. Wars, 

injustice, marches, movements and so on reoccur throughout history in various forms. And the 

music produced during these historical moments often voices similar messages, sometimes in 

similar styles of delivery. Black musical resistance is largely defined by songs with similar 

messages and delivery.  

Black musical resistance is especially produced in heightened racial climates. Of course, 

racial inequality has persisted since before the United States was founded, but there are moments 

in history we can identify as stand out years of both heightened racial violence but also progress 

through movements for equality. Two major moments in recent history are the Civil Rights 

Movement and the Black Lives Matter movement.  

Between 1889 and 1940, 3,833 people were lynched in the United States. Ninety percent 

of those murders occurred in the South, and eighty percent of the lynchings were of Black 

people. In some cases, there was no crime committed, but lynching was seen as a way to keep 

“uppity” Black people in check. By the late 1930s, the number of recorded lynchings had 

declined significantly. Nonetheless, a survey taken in 1939 showed that more than six out of 

every ten Southerners believed lynching was justified for sexual assault. Additionally, Congress 

still had not passed a federal anti-lynching law, despite the long campaign efforts by the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).9  In his early thirties, Abel 

Meeropol, a New York City English teacher, saw a photograph of a ghastly lynching and it 

                                                 
9
 David Margolick,  

(Edinburgh: Canongate, 2002), 36-38. 
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bothered him for days. He ended up writing a poem about it.  The poem, titled “Bitter Fruit,” first 

saw print in the January 1937 issue of a union publication, The New York Teacher.10     

Southern trees bear a strange fruit,  
Blood on the leaves and blood at the root,  
Black body swinging in the Southern breeze,  

Strange fruit hanging from the poplar trees.  
 

Pastoral scene of the gallant South,  
The bulging eyes and the twisted mouth,  
Scent of magnolia sweet and fresh, 

And the sudden smell of burning flesh!  
 

Here is a fruit for the crows to pluck,  
For the rain to gather, for the wind to suck,  
For the sun to rot, for a tree to drop,  

Here is a strange and bitter crop11. 
 

Meeropol once said: “I wrote ‘Strange Fruit’ because I hate lynching and I hate injustice and I 

hate the people who perpetuate it.”12  He set his poem to music in 1937.  Less than two years 

later Billie Holiday began performing it regularly at Café Society, the first racially-integrated 

club in New York City.  In 1939, she recorded it. 

Ahmet Ertegun, Atlantic Records executive, once spoke to the performative Blackness of 

Billie Holiday’s approach to singing “Strange Fruit”: “It was really the first time anyone had so 

explicitly and poetically transmitted the message of black people. It was always guarded in the 

blues: hidden language. But this was quite open.”13 Songwriter E.Y. “Yip” Harburg called her 

                                                 
10

 David Margolick,  

(Edinburgh: Canongate, 2002), 39. 

 
11

 Abel Meeropol, “Strange Fruit,” 1937. Lyrics printed in David Margolick, 

an Early Cry for Civil Rights (Edinburgh: Canongate, 2002), 17. 

  
12

 David Margolick,  

(Edinburgh: Canongate, 2002), 31. 

 
13

 David Margolick, ociety and an Early Cry for Civil Rights 

(Edinburgh: Canongate, 2002), 58. 
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recording of the song a “historic document.”14 This historic document was revolutionary, it took 

an atrocity that everyone was aware of – even if they didn’t want to recognize it as heinous – and 

forced people to think about it. Although at times it pained Holiday to the perform the song, 

“Strange Fruit” became a part of her routine. “I have to sing it,” she once explained. “‘Fruit’ goes 

a long way in telling how they mistreat Negroes down South.”15 People who came to Café 

Society to see Holiday sing for the sake of pure entertainment and to dance, now imagined Black 

bodies hanging from trees. Sometimes people’s discomfort caused them to walk out, but other 

times there were extreme responses. Barney Josephson, founder of Café Society, recalled one 

story of a woman following Holiday into the powder room. Holiday tried to ignore her, but the 

woman became “hysterical” with tears screaming” “Don’t you sing that song again! Don’t you 

dare!” and ripped Holiday’s dress. When Josephson asked her to leave she continued to cry, 

explaining that Holiday singing “Strange Fruit” brought back a horrific memory from when she 

was seven or eight years old: a Black man tied by his throat to the back of a car, dragged down 

the road, then lynched and burned.16   

Some identify “Strange Fruit” as the first protest song of its kind. Jazz writer Leonard 

Feather once called the tune “the first significant protest in words and music, the first unmuted 

cry against racism.”17 Ertegun described it as “a declaration of war… the beginning of the civil 

                                                 
14

 David Margolick,  

(Edinburgh: Canongate, 2002), 19. 

 
15

 David Margolick, Strange Fruit: Billie  

(Edinburgh: Canongate, 2002), 64. 

 
16

 David Margolick,  

(Edinburgh: Canongate, 2002), 91. 

 
17

 David Margolick, Strange Frui  

(Edinburgh: Canongate, 2002), 19. 
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rights movement.”18 Although the frequency of lynchings had begun to dwindle by the late 

1930s, the effects of the horrific practice where ever present. The fear lingered. The hate and hurt 

remained, and injustice still persisted. As African American journalist, Vernon Jarrett, once 

explained, witnessing Billie Holiday sing “Strange Fruit” was a transformative experience: 

It was indescribable, man. She was standing up there singing this song as though 

this was for real, as if she had just witnessed a lynching. That’s what knocked me 
out. I thought she was about to cry. She was looking at no one in the audience. 
She could have been a little high, like she was singing to herself: ‘This is for me. 

F*ck all of you.’ She impressed me as someone who had also been wronged, as if 
she’d been lynched herself in some fashion or another. There was a sense of 

resignation, as if ‘these people are going to have power for a long time and I can’t 
do a damn thing about it except put it in a song.’19  
 

 Madeline Gilford, widow of Café Society’s emcee, told a story about Holiday’s mother 

objecting to her singing “Strange Fruit.” Holiday told her mother that the song could make things 

better. But her mother claimed that Holiday would be dead before things got better. Holiday 

responded saying, “Yeah, but I’ll feel it. I’ll know it in my grave.” She knew the song meant 

something and had the power to cause change. Other people, like Jarrett, also recognized the 

songs impact and the greater implications it held. Violence is often talked about in the physical 

sense, but as Jarrett explained, violence can also present itself in other forms. 

When I heard her sing I heard other kinds of lynchings, not just hanging from 

trees. I saw my own mother and father, two college-educated people, and all the 
crap they had to go through. Only three white men ever called my father ‘Mister,’ 

and one of them later acted as though it was a mistake. To me, that was part of the 
whole lynch syndrome, the lynching of the body and the spirit put together. That’s 
the way her face look when she sang that. All over this woman was the fact that 

‘we’re all taking a screwing, someone is messing with us, this is a fucked-up 
situation’ — like she was psychoanalyzing herself and the black condition, telling 

us there were ‘no escape’ signs up. Regardless of how great you were. I don’t 
think it was just that she was high. She was making peace with her own lynched 
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existence. This is how most of us felt…. It enhanced my commitment to changing 
this stuff, that’s what it did. I once heard ‘Strange Fruit’ while I was driving, and I 

tried to park the car, of our respect for her— just to let her voice sink in.20 
 

 As Jarrett explained, there can be a lynching of existence, a violence that is not physical. 

But there were so many instances that were. For some, like music host Holmes “Daddy-O” 

Daylie, the song was a source of solace when those moments occurred.  

I would play it when I felt like it, sometimes two or three times a month, because 
it gave a message. If there was some racial event — say, a racist cop that beat a 

black youngster for running a red light— and there was an uproar in the 
community, I might write a little commentary and play ‘Strange Fruit.’ They used 

to call me a rabble-rouser.21 
 
There is no doubt Billie Holiday holds significance to the Civil Rights Movement. 

“Strange Fruit” set a standard for the many protest songs that would follow. Moreover, Holiday 

set the stage for future singers who would use their talents not just for art, but for activism. Nina 

Simone was one of those artists.  

There is no doubt Simone’s anger and critique of the world around her made her a world-

renowned artist and her “protest music” impactful.22 The most famous of her politically-

motivated songs was “Mississippi Goddam.”  

Alabama's gotten me so upset 
Tennessee made me lose my rest 

And everybody knows about Mississippi goddam23 
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Following the murder of Medgar Evers and the killing of the four Black girls in the 

Alabama church bombing in 1963, Nina Simone wrote “Mississippi Goddam.” It was a song 

aimed at many things including patriarchal white-supremacy.24 The song also discusses means of 

protest and that all Simone wanted was equality. In addition, various parts of the song shed light 

on important issues. 

Hound dogs on my trail 

School children sitting in jail 

Black cat cross my path 

I think every day's gonna be my last25 

 

 The use of dogs in terror tactics and violence against African Americans has existed since 

the days of slavery. Back then, dogs were used to hunt down runaway slaves. During the Civil 

Rights Movement, dogs were let loose on protestors. Some of those protestors were students26. 

Every time they marched or did a sit in, they risked going to jail. And many of them did go to 

jail. Simone also sings about the ever-present idea that one’s Blackness could get one killed.  

Don't tell me 

I tell you 

Me and my people just about due 

I've been there so I know 

They keep on saying 'Go slow!'27 
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“Slow and steady wins the race” is a common saying. However, Simone does not think 

going slow will still suffice. She’s saying that her people are fed up, and they want change right 

away. 

 Picket lines 

School boy cots 

They try to say it's a communist plot 

All I want is equality 

For my sister my brother my people and me28 

 

Civil Rights demands were sometimes looked upon us influenced by communism. But 

Simone wanted everyone to know that her message was not about communism, it was about 

wanting equality for her people. 

Yes you lied to me all these years 
You told me to wash and clean my ears 

And talk real fine just like a lady 
And you'd stop calling me Sister Sadie  

 
Oh but this whole country is full of lies 
You're all gonna die and die like flies29 
 

In this section of the song, Simone sings about white people telling Black people that 

proper etiquette and cleanliness will bring about progress in how Black people are treated. This 

stems from the idea that African Americans have poor hygiene and do not have manners. The 

use of the name Sadie in a negative way may have come about because Sadie was the name of 

the wife of a runaway slave in Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.30 However, 
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Simone realized that cleaning one’s ears and talking like a lady was not enough to stop being 

stereotyped.  

Simone called “Mississippi Goddam” her “first civil rights song.”31 After 1964, Simone 

continued to display Black musical resistance through both explicit and subtle political messages 

while using performative Blackness as the means to do so. In 1967, Simone released her album 

The High Priestess of Soul, and the title quickly became her moniker. Soul had started in city 

ghettos as a unity building tactic to represent the essence of Blackness.32 

There is no debating that Simone wanted her music to say something important, 

something that could change the world. How one’s message is received often depends on the 

audience to which it is presented. Simone explained that sometimes she wanted her message to 

be for Black folk. And other times she made it clear that she wanted her words to reach all 

audiences, no matter their race. Sylvia Hampton, a white woman who became Simone’s friend, 

fan, and biographer, recalls Simone once telling her: “You know these white folk don’t want to 

hear the truth! You must know the struggles we go through. I’m gonna keep on telling them. 

They can’t hide from me!”33 In “DON’T LET ME BE MISUNDERSTOOD”: Nina Simone’s 

Theater of Invisibility, Danielle C. Heard claims Simone uses comedy to express outrage. I do 

not plan to discuss that stance, but Heard does make notable points concerning Simone. “It is 

evident how “Mississippi Goddam” was composed with both audiences in mind, but the comic 
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strategy of the song works particularly well to bring strangers into the mind and experiences of 

an angry black woman.”34 Simone was angry, and she had a lot to be angry about; America’s 

treatment of Black people was high on that list.  

In the 60s and 70s, Simone showed her support for the fight for Black freedom in the 

United States in a more explicit manner than had other African American artists and entertainers 

who preceded her.35  She recorded close to twenty albums that included recordings of songs on 

segregation, Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination, colorism, gender discrimination, and Black 

pride. Simone received both commercial and critical acclaim around the world for these 

albums.36 Even before she wrote “Mississippi Goddam” she supported national civil rights 

organizations including the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), the Student Nonviolent 

Coordinating Committee (SNCC), and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People.37 There were times, however, when she felt separated from the activists, feeling like she 

was only encouraging them from the stage as an artist. But as the movement progressed, her 

sense of detachment faded as she became “driven by civil rights and the hope of black 

revolution.”38 In 1964, she headlined for SNCC multiple times, and in 1965, Andrew Stroud, her 
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husband and manager, volunteered her to CORE to sing at their fundraisers across the United 

States for low pay. Her presence at these benefit concerts was helpful in major ways, especially 

financially, for these civil rights organizations.39 

Simone’s success in these spaces stemmed from her music representing one of the first 

displays of Black popular music that was also Black focused in performance style and lyrics by 

sharing common experiences of the larger Black community.40 Her success, however, was not 

confined to the fringes of society. Even within mainstream jazz spheres, Simone was a prominent 

voice for equality. She pushed the bounds of what it meant to speak out on the struggle for 

equality during that time. By the late 1960s, Simone was recording songs like “Four Women” 

that responded to issues regarding Black women. “Four Women,” recorded in 1965, was actually 

the first occasion gender was incorporated into a song within the Black Arts Movement.  41 “Four 

Women” “multiplies W.E.B. DuBois’ famous double-consciousness formulation transforming 

the displacing alienation of marginality into a set of unreconciled positions from which to 

perform.”42 With her quadruple consciousness, Simone uses strategies from Black music, text, 

and theater to expand on the history of how African Americans have changed the positions of 
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marginality to the ability to speak in improv. She turns variety and differences in identity away 

from negativity and into something powerful.43  

The late 1960s brought about some other political songs from Simone. In 1967, she made 

“Backlash Blues.” The song included words by Langston Hughes and continued her pattern of 

her music sounding more like “political manifestos than documentaries of experiences…” 

“Backlash Blues,” directly addressed the problems Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. states in his 

famous Manhattan’s Riverside Church in 1967.44 The speech condemned the Vietnam War and 

urged for the U.S. to make a radical change toward love and justice instead of economic 

nationalism.45 “I Wish I Knew How It Would Feel to be Free” was essentially the utterance of 

what was on most Black Americans’ minds.46 

Then in 1968, Simone began writing “To Be Young, Gifted and Black” with Weldon 

Irvine Jr. It takes its title from a play Lorraine Hansberry, writer of A Raisin in the Sun and dear 

friend of Simone, was writing before she passed away in 1965.47 When discussing Hansberry, 

Simone wrote: 
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Although Lorraine was a girlfriend … we never talked about men or clothes or other such 
inconsequential things when we got together. It was always Marx, Lenin and revolution – 

real girls' talk … Lorraine was most definitely an intellectual, and saw civil rights as only 
one part of the wider racial and class struggle … Lorraine started off my political 

education, and through her I started thinking about myself as a black person in a country 
run by white people and a woman in a world run by men.48  

 

Like “Mississippi Goddam,” it became an anthem within the Black Power Movement. 

“To Be Young, Gifted and Black” reached top ten on the R&B charts in 1969, and Simone called 

the song one of her greatest accomplishments.49 

“To Be Young, Gifted, and Black,” became a regular part of her performance set. One 

particular performance that captured the power of the song was when it sang at Morehouse 

College in 1969. The band wore dashikis and Simone sang in a black suit with high black boots, 

a large afro hairstyle, Egyptian style eye makeup, and a corsage.50 The song exemplifies Black 

pride, and it was motivational and inspiring to the student in the audience, many of whom were 

young adults, especially women wearing afros.51 During most of her performances, Simone 
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interjected orations during her songs while the band continued to play. During this performance 

she brought up the death of Billie Holiday, Langston Hughes, and Lorraine Hansberry. The 

lament is important to think about because: 

Simone's elegy meditates on life and death in Afro-America, but rather than discussing 

black leaders in the political sphere, Simone emphasizes artists as radical agents. The 
meaningful absences invoked in this spoken libation are finally met by the presence of 

the corsage, given to Simone by black students in the North and delivered here to the 
South in a symbolic act of solidarity. Simone's messenger/courier routine manages twin 
surrogations, establishing a continuity of her political project with her deceased mentors, 

while linking their project to the emerging black political movement of which “young, 
gifted and black” students would be the custodians.52 

 
 Decades later, history has repeated itself, and we see a resurgence of Black pride and 

resistance in musical works, and more interestingly, works that have mainstream attention. 

Beyoncé has used her platform to shed light on the contemporary violence against African 

Americans. It is no coincidence that Beyoncé’s recent displays of performative Blackness 

through her music, visuals, and performances are occurring during the same time as the Black 

Lives Matter movement. In fact, the existence of Lemonade during this time makes it even more 

relevant because of the racial tension that has been building up in the nation since Trayvon 

Martin was murdered.  

 On February 26, 2012 Trayvon Martin, a seventeen-year-old African American boy was 

shot and killed by George Zimmerman, a neighborhood watch volunteer. There was no probable 

cause to prompt Zimmerman to follow Martin, but despite advice from the 911 operator 

Zimmerman confronted Martin. It resulted in a physical altercation, which lead to Martin’s 

murder. He was an unarmed teenage Black boy who was walking in a neighborhood others 
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deemed he did not belong in. His crime was walking while Black. So, in the summer of 2013 

Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors and Opal Tometi created #BlackLivesMatter as a call to action for 

Black people after Zimmerman was found not-guilty for Martin’s murder.53 This hashtag turned 

into a movement, a modern civil rights movement.   

 Like movements in the past, Black Lives Matter has not been free from criticism and 

opposition. The movement’s slogan is often met with the rebuttal: “All lives matter.”  Historian 

Christopher Lebron explains: 

This retort subverts the message of the original slogan by semi-sincerely worrying 

that to insist black lives matter must somehow mean that black lives matter more 

than other lives – in other words, those insisting that all lives matter are really 

concerned about what they perceive to be a fundamental inequality in the status of 

lives based on race. To these individuals it seems arbitrary that equality would be 

qualified by skin color. Of course, to most black observers, this is the height of 

bitter irony since the precise substance of saying “black lives matter” is to instate 

a nonarbitrary form of equality that eliminates the systematic endangerment of 

black lives, whether at the hands of the police by gunshot or at the welfare office 

through resource withholding.54 

 

 Throughout his book, The Making of Black Lives Matter: A Brief History of an Idea, 

Lebron discusses the theories proposed by Anna Julia Cooper, an African American scholar and 

educator from the late 1800s and early 1900s. Lebron uses Cooper’s philosophies to share 

perspectives on the various topics mentioned. He claims that if she were alive today, and she 

heard someone say, “All lives matter,” she would likely ask in return: “[I]f all lives matter, then 

why don’t black lives matter? Do you deny that blacks are human? You likely do not, so you 

must then see that their differential treatment requires correction in favor of their humanity!”  
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Hence the words “Black lives matter” does not mean other lives do not, but it makes the claim 

that “black Americans are humans, too.”55 This is an important and affirming phrase in a country 

where systems, institutions, and sometimes police officers show Black people that their lives do 

not matter.  

Lebron recounts the importance of a recent song to the Black Live Matter movement. In 

July 2015, “We gone be alright” was chanted at a Black Lives Matter protest in Cleveland, Ohio. 

A couple of weeks before that, on June 28, rapper Kendrick Lamar performed his song “Alright” 

at the BET Awards.  The lyrics to Lamar’s song inspired the chant. This song was part of To 

Pimp a Butterfly, an album focused on the Black experience and struggle, with a myriad of 

references to police brutality. During his BET performance, Lamar had a large digital American 

flag waving in the background while standing on top of a demolished police car. For those 

knowledgeable about police brutality in the Black community, the connection was clear. This 

was not just a performance, “Lamar wanted his audience to appreciate his performance not as a 

hip-hop braggadocio but as rebellion.”56 By standing on top of the damaged police car, Lamar 

turned the flag waving behind him from a symbol of hope into a symbol of hypocrisy. One 

interpretation of this performance is that perhaps the demolished car represents achieving justice 

through violent means. Another interpretation is that through continuous Black resistance the 

institutional problem of police violence might finally end. As Lebron explains, with the making 

of this music video:  

Lamar was the citizen as artist and radical. Lamar was entering into conversation 

with a rich, but now less prominent, black American era that conceived art as both 
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political and radical: the Harlem Renaissance. Knowingly or not, he helped 

mobilize political activists with the power of art; he insisted that black lives 

matter on stage, white protestors, with renewed vigor, insisted on it in the streets. 

Art was the conduit for both politics and emotion.57 

  

Although some may not realize it, Beyoncé’s Lemonade and the songs on it exemplify the same 

idea – art can be the messenger of both politics and emotions. In her autobiography, Simone 

discusses the physical aspects that influenced her political thought and musical works, saying: 

The bombing of the little girls in Alabama and the murder of Medgar Evers were like the 

final pieces of a jigsaw that made no sense until you had fitted the whole thing together. I 
suddenly realized what it was to be black in America in 1963, but it wasn't an intellectual 
connection of the type Lorraine had been repeating to me over and over – it came as a 

rush of fury, hatred, and determination. In church language, the Truth entered into me and 
I “came through.”58   

 
When looking at the Black Lives Matter movement and its spread alongside the 

continuous police killings, the movement and certain instances like the death of Trayvon Martin, 

Mike Brown, and Eric Garner were Beyoncé’s “came through” moments.  
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CHAPTER III: WHEN LIFE GIVES YOU LEMONS, MAKE LEMONADE 

When life gives you lemons, make Lemonade. In Beyoncé’s most recent solo musical 

project Lemonade she takes the political message that she teased the world with in her 2013 self-

titled album, Beyoncé, to another level. Beyoncé released her visual album Lemonade in 2016. 

As the creator, protagonist, and responder behind the broader ideas within the narrative, Beyoncé 

made this a complex text to analyze. Given the way she presented it, we cannot separate the 

visuals from the songs. The visuals add a third layer of meaning not fully expressed in the music 

or lyrics. Music instrumentals alone express emotion, but they do not hold meaning. Lyrics can 

add meaning to the music, but only one idea at a time can be expressed through words. In the 

case of Lemonade, the visuals offer additional ideas about the history and cultural context of 

Blackness, and in doing so offer a meaning that is more complex and multifaceted than anything 

that could be communicated through words and music alone.   

Lemonade is a work for all to view, but not for all to feel included in its narrative. Those 

who are not Black, especially white Americans, become the minority while watching, which puts 

them in a position they may have never before encountered. Additionally, the topics addressed 

throughout the album are those that may make those outside of the Black community 

uncomfortable. The topics include Black femininity and culture, the victims and those left behind 

after Hurricane Katrina, and police brutality. Displayed through the lens of performative 

Blackness, some moments are more explicit than others.  

 Lemonade starts off with Beyoncé’s head down and her cornrows showing Starting off 

with an explicit display of Blackness is foreshadowing what is to come in the rest of the album. 

Viewers are then met with a haunting repetition of oohs and ahhs as a bare-faced Beyoncé, 

clothed fully in black, sits on a theater stage with a red curtain closed behind her. 
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 She is then shown in the middle of a field, surrounded by tall crops, with a look of sadness and 

distress on her face. This is the start of Lemonade: “Pray You Catch Me.” We see Beyoncé 

wander through the field as she sings about how she hopes a certain person will realize she 

knows that they are lying. A quick glimpse on two Black women in colonial era attire are shown 

standing in a brick tunnel. Shortly after, the word “Intuition” is written in the middle of the 

screen on top of a black and white background of a small shed in the woods. The camera zooms 

in on Black women sitting on the stairs of a wooden cabin, then turns to show the view from the 

cabin steps. There are other small cabins in site, surrounded bare trees. The visuals are still in 

black and white, giving an historic quality to the film. There is a voiceover by Beyoncé while the 

film shows Black women and girls in mostly all white clothing standing together, still looking 

off into the distance. As Beyoncé talks about how Jay Z reminds her of her father, because he 

was living a double life, more Black women are shown near these wooden cabins in colonial 

attire. The film goes back to Beyoncé as she finishes the song “Pray You Catch Me.” It is no 

coincidence that the visuals switch between Beyoncé on stage and in the field. As previously 

mentioned Beyoncé is both the creator, actor, and responder of this work. She is a spectacle for 

all to view, she entertains. However, the part of her life that she has now let the world see, is like 

someone standing in a field in distress, lost and lonely.  In her monologue, Beyoncé states: “the 

past and the present merge to meet us here. What luck. What a f*cking curse.”  When combined 

with the visuals, the song takes on a complex narrative, one that ties the past and the present, a 

story of the life of the entertainer.  W.E.B. DuBois’s idea of double consciousness comes to 

mind. The duality of being an observer but also the observed, so looking at life in the United 

States from behind a veil is relevant to the lives of African Americans. As Dubois explained in 

his work The Souls of Black Folk, double consciousness is seeing oneself through the eyes of 
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others and struggling to unify both identities.59 Although the primary entertainer is Beyoncé, a 

larger implication is present. Throughout history, African Americans have been both entertainers 

and laborers, forced to merge the knowledge that America is both attracted to and disgusted by 

one’s Blackness. Much luck lies in being admired for talent and cultural contributions, but what 

a curse to also carry the weight of oppression.  The song ends with Beyoncé on the edge of a 

building. She falls forward with arms outstretched. She flips in the air, and as she is about to hit 

the pavement we see her instead plunge deep into water. What does this particular scene 

symbolize? Perhaps it is resilience, the ability to survive when all is lost. In context with what 

was previously shown, is this an ode to Black women? The answer is yes, and Chapter Five will 

further explain this.  

The lyrics and music of “Love Drought” and “Sandcastles” do not offer much of a 

message, but when paired with the visuals, a powerfully deep meaning appears.  In this section 

of the album, titled “Reformation,” Beyoncé is declaring a change is taking place, something 

new is about to arise from this situation. During this song, Beyoncé walks with a line of Black 

women, wearing all white, from the shore into the ocean. The scene is reminiscent of a baptism. 

The short frame that follows, which shows the same women standing in a circle in the woods 

with their hands stretched toward Beyoncé, who stands in the center with white paint on her face, 

is influenced by African spirituality. The body art by Yoruba visual artist Laolu Senbanjo is 

connected to Yoruba religious tradition.60 During the era of the slave trade, traditional African 

religions were mainly Orisha religions. Orisha comes from the Nigerian Yoruba term meaning 
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spirit manifestations of Olorun, the high god 61. This reference to African spirituality is an 

interesting one, especially within the United States, considering African slaves were taught 

Christianity. Christianity has remained the religion of most African Americans, including 

Beyoncé, who has referenced God on multiple occasions throughout her career.  

The African American community has had a complex relationship with Christianity. 

Upon arrival in America, enslaved Africans were prohibited from practicing their African faiths 

but were also kept out of worship services with white Americans. Consequently, the African 

American Christian tradition has taken on a different approach to Christianity, mixing African 

tradition with the newfound faith. African religions had already had common doctrines to 

Christianity such as belief in a deity, good and evil spirits, worship services, the afterlife, and 

water baptism. African tradition can still be found in Black churches today62. 

As the film leads into “Sandcastles,” one can hear Nina Simone’s voice faintly singing 

“The Look of Love” in the background. A vinyl record is shown being played, and the cover of 

Nina Simone’s Silk & Soul album is pictured in the frame. A few scenes later we see Beyoncé 

step into a shed made of brick and wood. She is wearing Ankara cloth, which is used for a lot of 

West African clothing. Although Lemonade focuses on African Americans, Beyoncé still draws 

upon the connection of African ancestry.  
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Along with performative Blackness through the display of Black femininity, Beyoncé 

expresses explicit anger. Following the “Hold Up” video, the word “Anger” is centered on the 

screen, and the camera pans a suburban neighborhood. The marching band is followed by 

majorettes dancing down River Oaks Drive in Algiers. The marching band consists of Black men 

and the majorettes are all Black women, both groups are from Edna Karr High School in New 

Orleans63. As Beyoncé voices a monologue, sharing the anger attached with adultery, images of 

Black women tied together by their sleeves continues to be shown. Their arms move in a way 

that is reminiscent of interpretive dancing but also as a display of their struggle.  

The focus on Black women continues as Lemonade moves into the next song “Don’t Hurt 

Yourself.” Beyoncé is wearing cornrows and an Ankh necklace which effectively evokes 

references to Egypt and in doing so appears to comment on the long-held misconceptions in 

American society about the race/skin color of Egyptian rulers during ancient times. Furthermore, 

the shot of Beyoncé here, with her head down, also serves as the album’s cover image. So, 

Beyoncé made a conscious decision to take a shot from the section called “Anger” to represent 

the album.  

Next the drummer is shown, and she is a Black woman, which is unusual given the 

dominant role men play as instrumentalists, especially drummers, in the music industry. 

Additionally, the style of this song leans more towards rock than pop, and there has been an 

absence of Black voices and bodies in rock for decades, despite the fact that rock was originally 

a Black music genre. We could look at this as experimentation on Beyoncé’s part with genre 
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fusion, but perhaps it is also a reclaiming of a piece of Black culture that has eluded Black 

performers for several decades.  

Lemonade also makes reference to Black culture and not just through femininity.  In the 

video for the song “Hold Up,” Beyoncé is wearing a yellow dress and pushes through golden 

doors as water rushes out behind her. Her attire channels the Yoruba goddess Oshun, whose 

emblematic color is marigold or yellow.64 In the background of the video there are subtle hints at 

Black culture or Black city life. There are Black men playing brass instruments on the sidewalk, 

a reference to New Orleans. Beyoncé’s Creole heritage and her mother’s ties to Louisiana 

certainly are major influences. There are children of color playing in the streets as water from a 

fire hydrant sprays them. A shot of a Black woman in front of a barber shop, with a beauty shop 

apron on and what looks like foil from getting her hair dyed, is dancing on the sidewalk. And 

there are multiple points where Black men are seen riding motorbikes down the block and doing 

wheelies, which is something that is common in many urban neighborhoods like Los Angeles, 

Baltimore, and Harlem. However, this particular song is set in a small, colorful environment like 

the French Quarter. The images seen in the background as Beyoncé makes her way down the 

street singing are placed to represent common Black experiences or understandings regardless of 

different locations.  

In another scene, “Apathy,” there are Black women sitting in a bus swaying back and 

forth. They all have traditionally Black hairstyles, mostly consisting of braids or cornrows, and 

white body art all over them, once again referencing Yoruba tribal traditions and African dance 

performances. As the song “Sorry” starts, the camera approaches a southern gothic mansion. We 
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are taken inside the mansion, where we see Serena Williams coming down the stairs in a black 

leotard, heels, and a black cape. The furniture and decorations of the home evoke the antebellum 

era. There are Black women sitting in chairs along the wall, and with exception to their more 

modern attire, they resemble slaves or servants sitting in the master’s house, waiting to be 

beckoned. Following that, the video switches back and forth several times between the seductive 

dancing going on inside the house and the dancing inside the bus. This is the first time in the film 

the word “n*gga” is used, which explicitly places Blackness into the question. There is no doubt 

that Black people have claimed the word as their own and given it a new meaning with the 

change from ending in -er to ending with an -a. But because Beyoncé has always been a singer 

that transcends racial lines and has a fan base that is inclusive of all races and ethnicities, her use 

here of such a controversial term, is political in nature. Also she sings “You better call Becky 

with the good hair.” “Becky” has been used for years as a stereotypical name when talking about 

a white woman. It’s like the white woman version of “Jamaal” being the go-to Black male name, 

and “Shaniqua” for Black women. However, because of power dynamics in the United States 

“Becky” is not as harmful to general perceptions of white women. Whereas, “Jamaal” and 

“Shaniqua” automatically carry the weight of association with a marginalized group. The lyrics 

offer a rejection of Blackness both in the use of “Becky,” but as a comment on the idea of “good 

hair.” 

Hair in the United States, especially Black hair, has always been a touch point in 

discussions of race and beauty standards. With hair that grows out and upwards, instead of 

straight and down, Black hair for the most part is the exact opposite of the hair grown by other 

races. America’s relationship with Blackness has led Black hair and the styles associated with it 

to be seen as un-kept and unprofessional. The negative attributes given to Black hair has even 
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caused students to be suspended from school65. This also relates to beauty standards in which 

straight hair is seen as ideal. That idea has even permeated the Black community, as many Black 

women use chemical relaxers to permanently straighten their hair66. Although it cannot be said 

that every Black woman that uses relaxer is doing so to be accepted by white gaze, there is surely 

a correlation between the initial introduction of relaxer into the Black community and an attempt 

to adopt the physical traits of whites. Even the name “relaxer” speaks to the idea that Black hair 

needs to be tamed.  

The transition to the next song, is called “Emptiness.” We can see the nude backsides of 

Black women walking through a field into the darkness with head gear that resembles that of 

Egyptian royalty. In context with all the other imagery shown, this imagery gives royal status to 

Black women, who have not often been represented in that way. Because even when watching 

films portraying Ancient Egypt, the actors are generally fair skinned white people. Although 

research, geography, and wall paintings explain that Ancient Egyptians were not white but of 

darker skin, white beauty standards paired with continual racism keep media portrayal of that era 

from being accurately represented. Additionally, why should Hollywood cast Black people to 

play Kings and Queens when they could continue to profit off the perpetuation of Black 

stereotypes that include thug lifestyles, crime, welfare queens, and poverty? And even when 

Black people are not portrayed in a negative light, it’s primarily because they are athletes, 

performers, reenacting a civil rights obstacle, or exemplifying an underdog triumphs narrative.   
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Hollywood may now be starting to recognize Black artistic abilities and buying power. 

On February 16, 2018, Marvel released the Black Panther film in the U.S. Since then, it has been 

a global record-record-breaking phenomenon. On April16, 2018, Black Panther became the 

biggest grossing movie from a Black director, biggest solo superhero movie ever, and the third 

biggest, unadjusted, grosser of all time – passing the Titanic.67 Prior to the release of the film 

there was a lot of hype and buzz surrounding a Marvel superhero movie with a majority Black 

cast. Beyoncé contributed to the hype by wearing Black Panther Party-inspired attire during 

Grammy weekend. One outfit featured an all-black dress with a black diamond clutch purse in 

the shape of a black panther. Another outfit featured large diamond earrings adorned with 

panthers.68 Then, at a Grammy party, she wore a turtleneck black dress with a black leather 

beret.69 This all goes to show she is aware and intentional.  
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CHAPTER IV: EMPTY GLASS 

 

Beyoncé’s recent works, especially Lemonade and the live performances connected with 

the album, offer commentary on the treatment of Black people through the lens of Hurricane 

Katrina and police brutality. There is a reoccurring theme throughout the album of the lives of 

those left behind, abandoned, and cast aside by society. Beyoncé uses her art to respond to 

contemporary violence displayed through the neglect of Black victims of Hurricane Katrina and 

the killing of Black bodies by law enforcement. Lyrics and images used in the album display the 

empty glass certain members of society have been handed; Beyoncé’s Lemonade works toward 

filling those glasses.  

New Orleans is a city with one of the richest cultures in the United States. Its history runs 

deep and wide, ranging from being the birthplace of jazz, to being the city where Ruby Bridges 

integrated public schools. Furthermore, with her Creole heritage, it is no surprise that Beyoncé 

and Jay-Z own a home in the Crescent City.70 But Beyoncé’s connection to New Orleans goes 

beyond familial ties; she started the Survivor Foundation with former Destiny’s Child bandmate, 

Kelly Rowland. The foundation was established in 2005 to provide aid and transitional housing 

for Hurricane Katrina victims and evacuees moving to Houston.71 The Foundation was an 

extension of charitable efforts of the Knowles-Roland Center for Youth, a community center in 
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downtown Houston. Additionally, Beyoncé and her mother Tina had set aside a certain 

percentage of their House of Dereon clothing line profits to go towards the foundation.72  

The references to New Orleans, and other parts of Louisiana, within the album present 

themselves in minor and major ways. There are New Orleans locations that can be spotted in the 

Lemonade, some more widely recognizable than others. For instance Beyoncé lies down on the 

field of the Mercedes Benz Superdome in all white right before the word “Reformation” is 

shown on the screen and “Love Drought” starts playing. There are also glimpses of Bourbon 

Street and Algiers, which may be easily detected by those familiar with the area. Locations that 

may not be as easily recognized are Fort Macomb, Fort Pike and a garage in New Orleans’s 

warehouse district.73 Fort Macomb is shown during “Pray You Catch Me” as Beyoncé walks 

through the ruins of the fort built in 1822 and damaged during Hurricane Katrina. The fort was 

part of a defense plan created after the War of 1812 and was later used by Confederate soldiers 

during the Civil War.74 Fort Macomb and Fort Pike are both used as settings during “Pray You 

Catch Me,” the opening song of the album, and “Daddy’s Lessons.” Additionally, although 

difficult to detect at first, the parking garage in “Don’t Hurt Yourself,” containing graffiti by 

Couch and Achoo, is located in New Orleans’ warehouse district at 848 Carondelet Street.75 As 

with a lot of parts of Lemonade, it’s all in the details. 

                                                 
72

 "The Survivor Foundation Established by Knowles and Rowland Families to Provide Transitional 

Housing for Hurricane Evacuees," Business Wire, September 16, 2005, , accessed April 17, 2018, 

https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20050916005663/en/Survivor-Foundation-Established-Knowles-

Rowland-Families-Provide.  

 
73

 Speedy, "Louisiana Locations In Beyonce's  'Lemonade' Visual Album," HOT 107.9, April 27, 2016, , 

accessed February 16, 2018, http://1079ishot.com/louisiana-locations-beyonce-lemonade/. 

 
74

 Annetta Black, "Ruins of Fort Macomb," Atlas Obscura, February 10, 2012, , accessed January 19, 2018, 

https://www.atlasobscura.com/places/ruins -fort-macomb. 

 
75

 Speedy, "Louisiana Locations In Beyonce's 'Lemonade' Visual Album," HOT 107.9, April 27, 2016, , 

accessed February 16, 2018, http://1079ishot.com/louisiana-locations-beyonce-lemonade/. 

 

https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20050916005663/en/Survivor-Foundation-Established-Knowles-Rowland-Families-Provide
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20050916005663/en/Survivor-Foundation-Established-Knowles-Rowland-Families-Provide
http://1079ishot.com/louisiana-locations-beyonce-lemonade/
http://1079ishot.com/louisiana-locations-beyonce-lemonade/


 38 

Those details work to explain the metaphor of the empty glass and it might be fixed. 

During the section “Accountability,” viewers are placed in a car with a young Black man driving 

and talking about how he had once met President Obama. He explains how before he met the 

President he did not see himself going anywhere, and he did not care if he was going to die or 

live. As he expresses that his attitude has changed, that he now feels like he needs to live for his 

kids, the film shows his family in front of their home, happily spending time together. As he 

continues talking, the man mentions how he and the person he’s talking to share a common 

experience of being from the hood, he just happens to be from New Orleans while the other 

person is from “Chiraq.” He talks about how that gives him inspiration to be what he wants to be, 

which is possibly the next Spike Lee.  

Another monologue from Beyoncé is heard as we are shown clips of Black 

neighborhoods and the people in them. Similar clips with Black families especially Black men 

and their children continue to be shown as Beyoncé sings her song “Daddy Lessons.” There is 

even a clip of young Beyoncé with her dad, talking about her grandparents, and another of 

Beyoncé’s dad playing with her daughter Blue Ivy. We also get a glimpse into New Orleans 

culture surrounding funeral processions. There’s dancing, colors, and instruments as the 

pallbearers march and dance with the casket on their shoulders. This segment of the film is 

meant to highlight Black family life, both the good and the bad. It is another example, shown 

throughout the album, of recognizing those who were left behind, whether it be because of 

Hurricane Katrina or just because of how society views them.  

The closing video of Lemonade is “Formation.” In the visuals, we see Beyoncé sitting on 

top of a New Orleans police car, surrounded by a flood of water, which is a clear reference to 

Hurricane Katrina. Beyoncé continues her theme of New Orleans influence as the voices of 
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popular New Orleans personalities, Messy Mya and Big Freedia, in very heavy New Orleans 

accent, make comments throughout the video. We also see people dancing in styles indigenous to 

Louisiana and people eating crawfish. Although some have found the video effective in its 

message, others have called it offensive for multiple reasons, including the use of Messy Mya’s 

voice and the perception that Beyoncé is profiting off New Orleans’s trauma and tragedy.  

It’s understandable that collective trauma, or even individual trauma, should not be used 

for commercial gain. Moreover, because of America’s relationship with Blackness, Lewis and 

Jones’ opinions cannot be tossed aside casually. Although unfortunate, it’s not surprising that 

Black pain and suffering have also been a means for making profit. After the deaths of Eric 

Garner and Walter Scott, cell phone footage of the moments that led up to their murders were 

circulated all over social media. At first, the footage was used as evidence to show white 

America that police brutality and killing of Black people was real. But mass media got a hold of 

the footage and used it as click-bait to grow on-line readership.  On television, the videos became 

just another means of exploiting the lives of victims and their families. The general consumption 

of Black suffering is not new. In the early 1900s, pictures of lynchings were regularly shared. 

Some people were so amused by the spectacle they would send postcards with a picture of a 

lynching Black bodies – like the one Abel Meeropol saw. Although the U.S. Postal Service was 

known for censoring controversial material, like reproductive right literature, they did not halt 

the sending out of horrific pictures of Black murder.76  
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Despite the problem with circulating and consuming Black trauma, some people may not 

see the deeper issues behind it — it was not until I read more on this subject that I fully 

understood how problematic this is. Indigo Ross, a writer for the Odyssey, explained in one of 

her articles how she started to think about all of this. The massacre at Garissa University in 

Kenya in April of 2015 instigated her thinking about the hyper-consumption of dead Black 

bodies and the racial biases of pain and death. After the massacre, there were pictures of the dead 

bodies on the ground of the university circulating on social media and the television for days. 

The reason Ross started to think about the biases of racial pain was because she wondered why 

the white body of Sandy Hook and Aurora victims were not circulating on the news as proof of 

their deaths. We were only shown their crying family and friends, but the same does not happen 

for Black people.77 

With an easily recognizable voice and heavy New Orleans accent, Messy Mya formally 

known as Anthony Barre opens up “Formation”: “What happened at the New Wildins?.... B*tch, 

I’m back. By popular demand.” Messy Mya was an up and coming bounce rapper, social media 

celebrity, and comedian who made videos on the streets of New Orleans, mostly the French 

Quarter before his death. The snippet of his voice used in “Formation” comes from two YouTube 

videos. His family claims that Beyoncé did not have the right or permission to use his voice. 

Unfortunately, Messy Mya’s life and death, have been a reflection of senseless violence and the 

murder epidemic in New Orleans. At thirteen years old, his mother was shot and killed by her 

boyfriend, his grandfather was fatally shot years later, and at the age of twenty-two Barre also 

lost his life to gun violence. A catchphrase of his, “Now, who gonna pop me?” displays his 
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awareness of the possibility of losing his life to gun violence. And in his later videos in 2010, he 

started to discuss his own mortality by mentioning the alarmingly short life expectancy of a 

young Black man in New Orleans.78 

 “This is not gumbo. These are black lives,” states Shantrelle Lewis, a New Orleans 

native and writer for Slate. She is one of many that found Beyoncé’s references to Hurricane 

Katrina exploitive of New Orleans trauma. Lewis felt that Beyoncé could have made a more 

meaningful impact if she had dedicated “Formation” to Messy Mya and other victims of New 

Orleans gun violence. Moreover, Lewis points out that it can be easy for some people to think 

the voice belongs to someone else also heard on the song, Big Freedia, the Queen of Bounce.  

She believes the lack of context given by Beyoncé for Messy Mya’s death makes it easy for 

those not knowledgeable to think of the sample as just something thrown into the mix of things 

just because it sounds good. Hence, her reference to the New Orleans cuisine, gumbo. Apart 

from the use of Messy Mya’s voice, Lewis expressed how she believes Beyoncé is politicizing 

Black death and trauma not as advocacy but for popular consumption.79 Blogger Maris Jones 

shared similar thoughts. Jones commended Beyoncé for asserting her Blackness in “Formation” 

but pointed out that she can’t use the trauma of Hurricane Katrina as an “accessory to put on 

when [she] decide[s] to openly claim [her] Louisiana heritage.”80 
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Although Beyoncé has received backlash from some New Orleans natives, she has also 

received praise. Chelsea Brasted, writer for The Times-Picayune, expressed the power of 

Lemonade regardless of Beyoncé’s reference to New Orleans trauma. Brasted saw it as 

Beyoncé’s desire to share a message with other Black women through her art. She found it 

powerful that “Months after the coverage of the levee break's 10th anniversary did its own 

damage to desensitize everyone to it, Beyoncé has us talking about it in a real way with visceral 

reactions to the flood, to the government ineptitude, to still-pervasive racism and sexism. That's 

real power. And that's art.”81 Additionally, the cameos of young Black Actress Quvenzhane 

Wallis who starred as a tough young girl in Beasts of the Southern Wild, a film about the 

aftermath of Hurricane Katrina is certainly an interesting touch.82 Furthermore, because of 

Lemonade’s references to Black Lives Matter and Hurricane Katrina, the usage of Messy Mya’s 

voice could be seen as impactful considering New Orleans high rate of gun violence and mass 

incarceration83. 

  The “Formation” video was released before the whole album, one day after Trayvon 

Martin’s birthday and one day before Sandra Bland’s birthday.84 Sandra Bland was a woman that 

died in police custody in 2015. Although she reportedly took her own life, a traffic stop turned 
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into a confrontation with a gun pointed at her and then three days later she supposedly hung 

herself. Moreover, just a couple of months before her death Bland had started posting videos 

about police brutality and the fear people have of dying due to being stopped by the police.85 

In the video we also see a little Black boy dancing in front of police. When he finishes, 

the line of police in military like gear raise their hands symbolizing “don’t shoot,” then graffiti of 

“stop shooting us” is shown on the wall. All of this is the explicit side of Beyoncé’s political 

voice. There are no subtleties here. She chose to use gestures and a phrase associated with the 

Black Lives Matter movement. 

The timing of the release of the video is also important to note, because it was released a 

day before Super Bowl 50. It was during the Super Bowl Halftime show that Beyoncé and a 

group of female dancers first performed “Formation,” while wearing black outfits paying 

homage to the Black Panther Party. Not only was 2016 the year of the 50th Super Bowl, but it 

was also the 50th anniversary of the founding of the Black Panthers. Beyoncé and her dancers 

put on a performance that was explicitly Black. Additionally, all those performing with her were 

Black women. The song certainly calls for Black women to “get in formation.” The song touches 

on the intersection of being both Black and woman, a group that if often handed an empty glass. 

 The performance starts off with her team playing drums in marching band style while 

Beyoncé emerges. As they start to move to their assigned spots, we see the dancers whose outfits 

and hair are making statements. Under black berets were afros. Considering Black hair has often 

been seen as unpresentable, presenting Black hair in a natural state was resistance. Their dancing 

could also be seen as an expression of sexuality for which women tend be shamed. Furthermore, 
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the hyper-sexualization of Black bodies causes dance styles like the one Beyoncé performs to be 

characterized as provocative quicker than if a white counterpart were to perform in that 

manner.86   

Joshua Dubler in “Sh*t White People Say About Beyoncé,” looks at how this idea of 

Beyoncé being almost “supernatural” is a common one.87 It’s as though people must make her a 

deity in order to accept that a Black woman is exceptional in the work she does. Moreover, it is 

common for mainstream society to push Black celebrities to separate themselves from their 

Blackness. Sometimes those celebrities do. It is easier to achieve or maintain success when the 

dominant culture accepts you. So, it is no coincidence that Beyoncé also talks about how even 

though she now has all this money, it has not changed who she is. As she proudly calls herself 

the “Black Bill Gates in the making,” that’s her asserting that although she may be rich, she 

knows she’s Black and she’s not going to hide that. 

In an interview with Elle Magazine Beyoncé was asked: “What do you feel people don't 

understand about who you really are, and in particular about the message you've put forward 

with ‘Formation?’” And she responded: 

I mean, I'm an artist and I think the most powerful art is usually misunderstood. 
But anyone who perceives my message as anti-police is completely mistaken. I 

have so much admiration and respect for officers and the families of officers who 
sacrifice themselves to keep us safe. But let's be clear: I am against police 

brutality and injustice. Those are two separate things. If celebrating my roots and 
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culture during Black History Month made anyone uncomfortable, those feelings 
were there long before a video and long before me. I'm proud of what we created 

and I'm proud to be a part of a conversation that is pushing things forward in a 
positive way.88  

Her response certainly exemplifies an unapologetic characteristic; the message was more 

important than people’s discomfort. The theme of the left behind, the forgotten, the neglected 

can also be seen in the song “Forward.” The lyrics talk about moving forward, the idea of 

progress. But it still makes mention of progress that is missing hence the reason for lyrics such as 

“best foot first just in case.” Clips of a Black woman in her neighborhood are shown as the video 

starts. We can hear Beyoncé sing: “It’s time to listen, it’s time to fight.” The more aggressive 

approach to change further emphasizes her belief in a more Malcolm X approach to fighting 

oppression. As the song plays we are shown clips of Black women showing pictures of Black 

men they are related to, some of whom were victims of police brutality or racial violence. There 

is also an appearance by Trayvon Martin, Mike Brown, and Eric Garner’s mothers as they hold 

pictures of their sons.89 The faces of these women show extreme grief, especially when Mike 

Brown’s mother lets some tears fall. Street photography and portraits of men from underserved 

neighborhoods, like Harvey Stein’s Harlem Street Portraits and Kehinde Wiley’s portraits of 

young Black men, are also shown during the song.90 This of course is political commentary, a 

critique of the criminal justice system that failed these men and their families. 
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Those sentiments were also seen in the song “Freedom.” In the visual album, as Beyoncé 

enters the space we see women who seem to be portraying slaves preparing food as the word 

“Hope” flashes across the screen, letting us know the next section is starting. Beyoncé starts 

singing, as approximately 50 Black women watch Beyoncé on a wooden stage in the woods 

singing “Freedom.” The video looks as if it’s trying to resemble a talent show. She starts off by 

singing how she’ll paint white flags blue. She is not surrendering, instead she’s continuing to 

fight and persevere for justice which is what the blue on the United States flag symbolizes.91She 

sings about marching and “running blind in truth.” Once again, not only through visuals but also 

lyrics, Beyoncé references her ancestry by singing: “I'ma wade, I’ma wave through the water, 

tell the tide ‘don’t move’.” She is referencing the negro spiritual “Wade in the Water,” which 

was used to remind enslaved persons to wait in the water, so slave catchers and their dogs could 

not find them. She continues to make political commentary as she sings: “I’ma riot through your 

borders,” clearly referencing the discussions of the United States creating physical borders. 

Furthermore, when she sings “call me bulletproof,” she is speaking to another problem in this 

country that threatens true freedom: Black people, especially young men are shot and killed by 

police at alarmingly higher rates than any other race. Other visuals throughout the song include 

women sitting at a long table sharing food and those same women in all white staring at the 

camera in the woods. At one point some of the women are sitting on top of the branches, as if 

they are strange fruit. Unlike in the song “Strange Fruit,” however, the strangeness of the fruit 

has a pleasant quality to it. It speaks to resilience in a beautiful way, considering the song has 

lyrics such as “I’ma keep running cuz’ a winner don’t quit on themselves.”  
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One thing that does separate the recorded album for the visual one is Kendrick Lamar’s 

rap verse. It is on the recorded version, but not featured in the visual album. And the lyrics, 

although assumedly written by Lamar, are still important to review when considering Beyoncé’s 

intentionality with her political voice. Lamar’s verse mentions the time a Fox News commentator 

said his “Alright” music video and BET performance was more harmful to Black youth than 

racism was.92 In “Alright” he raps about police throughout the song, similarly to his verse in 

“Freedom.” “Alright” and “Freedom” have both been used as marches and rallies associated with 

the Black Lives Matter Movement. He ends his verse by saying: “Open our mind as we cast 

away oppressions/ Yeah open the streets and watch our beliefs/And when they carve my name 

inside the concrete/ I pray it forever reads…” Then the chorus with Beyoncé’s chant for 

“Freedom” begins once again.  

One may ask why Beyoncé chose to leave out such an impactful verse from the visual 

version of the album. Considering the theme of the album has mainly been about Black women, 

the presence of a verse by a rapper that often focuses on the plight of the Black man may have 

taken away from the intended effect Beyoncé wanted this scene to cause.  

Nevertheless, the impact of “Freedom” has gone beyond what people can take away from 

the visual album. The performance of the song has taken on an important role in promoting the 

idea of freedom. Starting off with an excerpt of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” 

speech, Beyoncé and Kendrick Lamar performed “Freedom” at the 2016 BET Awards.93That 

was the first time since 2009 that Beyoncé had performed live on the BET Awards stages – in 
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2011 and 2014, she performed via satellite while on tour.94 The performance consisted of 

Beyoncé and her dancers, and later Lamar, fiercely dancing through water.95 The actions during 

the performance symbolize a disruption of peace and almost contradiction her lyrics about “wade 

in the water.” 

During the first week of July 2016, Alton Sterling and Philando Castile were killed by 

police violence. That week, Beyoncé posted a letter on her website saying: 

We are sick and tired of the killings of young, men and women in our 
communities. It is up to us to take a stand and demand that they ‘stop killing us.’ 

We don’t need sympathy. We need everyone to respect our lives. We’re going to 
stand up as a community and fight against anyone who believes that murder or 
and any violent action by those who are sworn to protect us should consistently go 

punished.96 
 

Hours later, Beyoncé held a moment of silence during her show in Glasgow, Scotland. 

The moment of silence was for Black lives killed by law enforcement and was accompanied by a 

screen of names listing hundreds of Black lives lost due to police violence.97 She then sang an a 

cappella version of “Freedom” that Time magazine called “powerful.”  
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CHAPTER V: MAKING LEMONADE OUT OF “STRANGE FRUIT” 

 
 When focusing on women in the civil rights movement, many scholars tend to leave Nina 

Simone out of the conversation. This is caused by certain cultural productions and expressions of 

female sexuality not being given much attention within African American political thought and 

history.98 Simone had a consistent repertoire that included gendered protests. There are a few 

songs from her album In Concert that exemplify the merging of African American womanhood 

with Black activism.99 In the song “Pirate Jenny,” Simone remixes a song from Kurt Weill and 

Berholt Brecht’s The Threepenny Opera, which dealt with class relations in London, into a song 

about social issues in America. The song captures Black women’s rage concerning their unfair 

working conditions and the intersections of class and sexism while also displaying a desire for 

revenge.100  

 The shift from nonviolent protests to the more militant Black power activism in the late 

1960s was generally not associated with women.101 In 1967, one critic thought that the reason 

“Mississippi Goddam” was so impactful was because it sounded like it was written by “some 

black power disciple of the caliber or Leroi Jones or Stokely Carmichael.” In reality the song 

was written by Simone who was “one of the show world’s most popular and controversial 

entertainers.” Shortly after “Mississippi Goddam” was released, there were rumors that it was 
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being banned by Southern radio and television stations. Ruth Feldstein suggests that the song 

"was banned by radio stations because a woman dared put her feelings into song ... the principal 

objection raised by most critics to the Mississippi song was apparently not so much its militant 

lyrics, but the fact that an entertainer, and a woman entertainer at that, had dared to put them to 

music.”102 

 Black women tend to face the rhetoric that the fight for racial equality deserves more 

attention than gender equality. But Simone did not support that idea. Her song “Four Women” 

claimed that although Black men were moving toward freedom for the Black community, Black 

women were still being stigmatized by characteristics such as their hair texture and skin color. 

The song pointed out that movement leaders were not  practicing what they preached.103  

 Winifred Breines, professor at Northeastern University, explains that:  

Heterosexual black women were and wanted to be loyal to black men, and they longed 
for black men to be loyal to them. But many men were not, and the women were hurt ...    

Adding insult to injury, some male writers used the supposedly overbearing 
characteristics of the black woman to defend the black man’s ‘escape’ to the white 
woman. Black women’s hurt, anger, confusion and resentment crystallized around 

interracial liaisons between black men and white women... . What does it mean when a 
black man spurns his own women for outsiders? How can a black man lead black women 

to a black nation with white women as queens? What does this say to the black 
woman?104 
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 The Black nationalist movement also brought along new definitions of Blackness and 

beauty. One’s skin, the Black body, and afros became symbols of Black pride. But Black women 

still remained stigmatized by their physical appearance and behaviors. Many black women felt as 

though they were “‘on probation as black [women]’ and ‘regularly reminded that any indication 

of independence or aggression could mean that she would end up alone, since no black man 

would want her.’”105 Living out such an experience can affect one’s physical and mental health. 

As Simone worked through her own insecurities, she aimed to do the same for other Black 

women.106 Simone set a strong foundation for the inclusion of Black womanhood in political 

musical works; Beyoncé’s Lemonade has carried on that tradition  

The opening scenes of the album let viewers know that it is for and about Black women. 

And the rest of the digital album proves that as well. Besides one or maybe two women, all the 

women that are seen throughout the album are Black. Although it is Beyoncé’s album, so she is 

the star, these women are not just background extras. Some of them are focal points at times, 

which is important when trying to connect the broader implications of what Beyoncé brings up 

by telling her personal story.  

At the end of “Pray You Catch Me,” Beyoncé plunges into water. “I tried to change. 

Close my mouth more,” is heard as she sinks deeper into the water and the word “Denial” 

appears on the screen. She lists things that she tried: to be softer, prettier, and less awake, all 
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while stripping off a black garment. For those within in the Black community, it is common 

knowledge that Black women are usually expected to sacrifice a lot for the sake of romantic 

relationships and families. That is not to say that women of other races are not held up to that 

same expectation, but with the forces against Black men in America, there is this added 

responsibility on Black women to do what is possible to heal the Black man. Violence and 

institutional racism has done enough to emasculate the Black man so there is pressure on the 

Black woman to resist behaviors or attitudes that may do the same. This misguided idea goes 

back many decades and was even a point of scholarly discussion in the 1970s. In “The Myth of 

the Impotent Black Male,” professor and author, Robert Staples explains: 

This cultural belief contains a duality of meaning: that black men have been deprived of 

their masculinity and that black women participated in the emasculinization process. The 
myth of the black matriarchy has been exploded elsewhere.107 Black female dominance is 
a cultural illusion that disguises the triple oppression of black women in this society. 

They are discriminated against on the basis of their sex role affiliation, their race, and 
their location in the working class of this upper class dominated country.108 

 
The role Black women are expected to play, as well as the stereotypes that have 

permeated mainstream media for decades, are alluded to during this sequence and even later. In 

the album Beyoncé is talking about her relationship directly but it’s symbolic of something larger 

than just her and Jay Z. It critiques the idea that Black women need to change to be seen as 

enough. They are told, “Don’t talk too much. You need to be softer,” because they are seen as 

hard and rough and difficult to understand and approach. Historically, Black has not been seen as 

beautiful, so the idea of having to be prettier in order to be accepted is still relevant. Lastly, the 
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idea of being less awake relates to the idea of “wokeness.” Being “woke” has been used as a 

term to describe being socially conscious.109 However, along with being aware comes anger and 

sadness amongst other emotions, because one is no longer able to live an “ignorance is bliss” 

kind of life. As Beyoncé sang in “Pray You Catch Me,” she was “constantly aware of it all.” 

Knowledge of the lies and secrets caused her to feel lonely because she stood on the outside of 

his world. Additionally, women who are more politically active are often seen as less appealing. 

In Beyoncé’s self-titled album, her song “Flawless” features the voiceover from Nigerian author 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie saying: “We say to girls, ‘You can have ambition, but not too much. 

Otherwise you will threaten the man.’”110 This goes beyond career goals and personal 

aspirations. “Wokeness” does not just apply to racism, but patriarchy and misogyny as well. 

Being someone who speaks up about these manners may automatically make her less appealing 

in the male gaze. But it is hard to be what is expected when one is knowledgeable of misogyny, 

patriarchy, sexism, and internalized racism. This idea is also supported when Beyoncé says, “I 

whipped my own back and asked for dominion at your feet.” In this case, she makes herself a 

slave, which fits perfectly with the imagery used in the album. She allowed herself to be put in 

bondage, emotionally and mentally, in order to be what he wanted her to be, what she thought 

would keep him around.  

There lies a struggle to unify competing thoughts in “Pray You Catch Me” and the 

monologue that follows: woman vs. Black, aware vs. not aware, master vs. slave. The formation 
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of such an interpretation not only makes sense but speaks to performative blackness and 

violence. Although it may not be physical, just yet, the film speaks to a different kind of 

violence. A violence that is emotional and mental, the kind that is harder to detect, which is also 

important to think about in relation to contemporary violence and this modern idea of “post-

racial” society and “colorblindness,” which is often a mask for undercover racism.  Not seeing 

color also blinds people to the issues of people of color. That leads to erasure of Black voices 

expressing suffering because those that claim they do not see color are consequently choosing 

not to acknowledge their pain because for many people uncomfortable truths are too much to 

handle. Overall, not being seen leads to not being heard.  

The feeling of not being seen can incite anger. Beyoncé taps into that anger and in a very 

explicit manner. Following the “Hold Up” video, the word “Anger” is centered.  As Beyoncé 

voices a monologue sharing the anger attached with adultery, images of Black women tied 

together by their sleeves continues to be shown. Their arms move in a way that is reminiscent of 

interpretive dancing but also as a display of their struggle. The song “Don’t Hurt Yourself” 

exudes anger; one line in the song says “motivate your ass, call me Malcolm X.” Then clips of 

Black women in white attire are seen in a very dark room. They are lined up in a such a way that 

resembles depictions of how enslaved people were packed onto ships. Something about that 

moment is striking. When the frame is looked at closely it looks like a professional team’s locker 

room with individualized cubbies. However, the lack of light in the frame along with how the 

women are standing is reminiscent of the inside of a slave ship, especially with the wooden 

planks connecting the floor and ceiling. After Beyoncé mentions Malcolm X, listeners hear a clip 

of one of his speeches, wherein he states: “The most disrespected person in America is the Black 

woman. The most unprotected person in America is the Black woman. The most neglected 
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person in America is the Black woman.” As these words are spoken the camera shows the faces 

of multiple Black women. It is unclear if old footage is used or if a filter is put on the video to 

give a 1960s feel to the imagery. However, it is evident Beyoncé’s political voice, through the 

use of Malcolm X, is explicitly Black in that moment. Moreover, it is important to note that she 

did not use Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., but Malcolm X. This choice sends the message that this 

album is not a peaceful request for change. Furthermore, Beyoncé pays homage Malcolm X 

when she and her dancers form an X during her “Formation” performance at Super Bowl 50.  

In the song, Beyoncé sings about how she has a God complex. She also sings when he 

loves her, he loves himself, and demands “Love God herself.” This lyric is fascinating, especially 

in context with the rise of the idea of God being a Black woman. There are even shirts that have 

been seen across social media saying, “I met God, she’s Black.” The shirt, not the phrase, was 

created by a Jewish atheist named Dylan Chenfield who told Huffington Post, “I’m taking the 

idea that God is a white male and doing the opposite of that, which is a black woman.” The shirts 

have since been swept into the Black Lives Matter movement.111The idea of God being a Black 

woman appears in several famous literary works, and this may be the foundation for the phrase. 

The author of The Shack, thought of God as an African American woman named Elouisa. In her 

poem “For Colored Girls Who Have Considered Suicide When The Rainbow is Enough,” Black 

feminist Ntozake Shange says “I found God in myself, and I loved her fiercely.”112 Even author 

J.K. Rowling joined in on the idea when she tweeted about God being a Black woman when 
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former Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of Alabama Roy Moore lost the election, largely due 

to the votes of Black women for the democratic opponent.113   Jay Z sometimes goes by the name 

“Hov”, short for the name “Jay-Hova” which is a play on the Hebrew name for God, Jehovah. 

This line juxtaposes his assertion of his Godlike qualities through her position that God may be a 

woman as well as her earlier line that she has God complex.114 However, during the line “love 

God herself,” “God Is God and I Am Not” is shown on the screen in white letters across a black 

scene. Beyoncé apparently thought this addition was necessary, because following the “digital 

drop” of her self-titled album, fans started to praise her as divine, some even going so far as to 

call her Beysus, like Jesus. This is interesting to think of, because it’s almost as if Black women 

are always at the extremes, seen as less than or seen as divine, but not often just as human. 

Twitter user @notfolu put it eloquently when she said: “When y’all gonna realize that treating 

black women like deities is just another way to keep pretending that we aren’t human.”115 

Denying Black women humanity, even when done through seemingly positive means, reinforces 

the idea that Black women must always do things for the benefit of others.  They are not allowed 

to feel or behave the same way men or non-Black women do. Black women cannot be angry 

because they’ll be seen as aggressive. But men also do not want them to be too woke, because 

then they’re less attractive. Yet there’s a desire for Black women to put issues facing Black men 

ahead of their issues. Black women always have to be strong for the community and be the 

backbone, but even though a Black man’s body may have felt the bullet a Black woman’s heart 
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was wounded just the same. And it was not until #SayHerName, a campaign coined by the 

African American Policy Forum (AAPF) in 2015, that the deaths of Black women within the 

justice system got much attention. Prior to Sandra Bland’s death, and even still today, the 

country and Black community show Black women that their lives aren’t good enough for to 

respect and their death not important enough to memorialize. Kimberle Crenshaw, Co-Founder 

and Executive Director of the AAPF and creator of the term intersectionality, once said: 

Although Black women are routinely killed, raped, and beaten by the police, their 
experiences are rarely foregrounded in popular understandings of police brutality. Yet, 

inclusion of black women’s experiences in social movements, media narratives, and 
policy demands around policing and police brutality is critical to effectively combating 
racialized state violence for Black communities and other communities of color.116  

 
Although the anger displayed is a justifiable anger, more often than not the “angry Black 

woman” label is used when Black women voice their opinions. During Nina Simone’s time, 

rudeness from male jazz musicians meant they were musical geniuses. Yet, somehow when 

Simon behaved similarly there were assumed gender specific meanings. Consequently she was 

labeled as a “a witch,” “temperamental,” “arrogant,” and “angry.” So, these references placed 

Simone more in formation with tons of “unstable” female celebrities instead of with the 

exclusive innovate Black male artists club. As Black woman, however, her status as a demanding 

diva evoked racially specific fears.117 

 Beyoncé channels that same spirit, in her “6 Inch” video, was filmed in red light 

symbolizing someone coming for blood or blood itself. The red-light aesthetic certainly matches 

the lyrics “she murdered everybody.” The song screams power as Beyoncé sings about how 

“she” walks into a club turning all the focus on herself. She clearly has money, and although she 
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has reached a high level of success, she still has plans for the future.  She asserts that she’s worth 

every dollar she makes. Because she’s a hard worker, she “grinds day and nights...Monday to 

Friday, works from Friday to Sunday.” We are also shown a few glimpses of women once again 

in clothing fitting into the plantation aesthetic. The song plays out while the visuals switch from 

the mansion setting to Beyoncé in a car looking out onto the street. In the car she passes many 

men on the street, mostly Black men in urban wear. The song ends with her setting the big white 

house on fire resembling the final scene from the movie Django Unchained where Django sets 

the master’s house on fire after rescuing his love.118 Standing on the steps directly in front are six 

other Black women, some of whom are wearing Black hairstyles like Bantu knots. Bantu knots 

have been a popular topic in mainstream media. In 2015, a beauty blog called Mane Addicts put 

out a tutorial on bantu knots after a Marc Jacobs show. However, the model in the show was 

white and the post said “twisted mini buns inspired by…” The post failed to recognize the 

African origins of the hairstyle and Black women took to social media sharing pictures of them 

rocking bantu knots with the hashtag #ITaughtMarcJacobs. The blog post was eventually 

deleted.119 The erasure of Black contribution to style amongst other things, goes back to this idea 

of a non-physical violence.  

Following the Antebellum theme of the previous section, “Accountability” starts off in a 

plantation style home once again. This time instead of Black women, there are little Black girls 

playing in the house, and they are all in 19th-century attire. While we watch these girls play and 

run around, one girl watches her fictional mom, Beyoncé, get dressed. We can hear Beyoncé’s 

                                                 
 

118
 "Plot: Synopsis," IMDb, , accessed April 18, 2018, https://www.imdb.com/title/tt1853728/plotsummary. 

 
119

 Taryn Finley, "8 Times Black Hairstyles Have Been Culturally Appropriated,"  The Huffington Post, 

July 17, 2015, , accessed April 19, 2018, https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/9-times-white-people-have-

appropriated-black-hairstyles-since-2014_us_55a81211e4b0896514d0c3ca.  

 

 

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/9-times-white-people-have-appropriated-black-hairstyles-since-2014_us_55a81211e4b0896514d0c3ca
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/9-times-white-people-have-appropriated-black-hairstyles-since-2014_us_55a81211e4b0896514d0c3ca


 59 

monologue about looking like our mothers. The voiceover ends with: “Your mother is a woman, 

and women like her cannot be contained.” As the video transitions from black-and-white to 

color, an old Black woman sits in a plush chair staring directly into the camera. This shows, once 

again, the theme of resilience. In the next section titled “Reformation” You can also hear 

Beyoncé say, “If you’re gonna heal, let it be glorious...One thousand girls raise their arms,” as 

the women she has led into the water all hold hands with their arms raised. This scene once again 

reaffirms that this visual album is for Black women.  

After “Freedom”, the word “Redemption” is displayed. Two women open a curtain on 

the screen as if we are walking into a new world, and we see the women from before no longer 

standing still in groups but walking freely. Over visuals playing on the screen, Beyoncé recites a 

Lemonade recipe and calls her grandmother an alchemist for her process of making the drink. 

She also talks about how her Grandmother made great things happen out of a hard life and found 

healing in moments where healing would not be expected. She mentions how her Grandmother 

taught those lessons to her Mom, who then passed them down to her. It is then when we see a 

flashback from Jay Z’s Grandma’s 90th birthday.120 His grandmother gives a speech in which 

she says: “I had ups and down, but I always find the inner strength to pull myself up. I was 

served lemons, but I made lemonade.” This is clearly the inspiration for the title of the album and 

a connecting theme throughout. Following that, we see some of the women from before, but now 

everything is in color, and they are wearing more modern clothing. This speaks to a shedding of 

mentalities, and stigmas, and narratives about Black women.  
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CHAPTER VI: IT’S AN ACQUIRED TASTE 

 

  
“The music significance, its politics, is a product of the interpretation of the commentator, not of 

the intentions of the performers.”121  

- John Street  
 

The reception of Beyoncé’s Lemonade heightened its political significance.  This chapter 

looks at the ways viewers were able to detect the explicit Blackness in the album and what 

responses that recognition prompted. Beyoncé’s political voice is loud and strong, and regardless 

of her intent, Lemonade, like the works of Billie Holiday and Nina Simone, instigated political 

debates between her fans and critics. After “Strange Fruit” was released, The Fraternal Outlook 

urged its readers in March 1939 to send the song to congress. They said, “Let them constantly 

feel the terror of lynching, the threat to democracy which is inherent in the flouting of 

democratic processes.”122 Although it was received well by some, other did not feel the same 

way. Jerry Wexler, the man behind the term “Rhythm and Blues” once said, “very few of us like 

[‘Strange Fruit’]. It’s so un-Billie Holiday. It’s got too much of an agenda… I think it’s a great 

lyric. But it doesn’t interest me as a song.”123Like the New Orleans natives that were not too 

fond of Beyoncé’s reference to Hurricane Katrina. Holiday also had critics that questioned the 

authenticity of her intentionality regarding “Strange Fruit.” Evelyn Cunningham, who worked in 

the New York office of one of the nation’s leading Black newspapers during the 40s, the 

Pittsburgh Courier, had reservations about the sincerity of Holiday and her fans: 
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It was a unique kind of song, an attention grabber, and for me it was out of kilter 
completely with what she had done and what she was doing. I always thought ‘Strange 

Fruit’ was marketing device for her. It created a lot of attention. I don’t think she really 
understood or anticipated the serious attention that came about.… Many times in 

nightclubs when I heard her sing the song it was not a sadness I sense as much as there 
was something else; it’s got to do with sexuality. Men and women would hold hands, 
they would look at each, and they would pretend there was love going on, or something 

sexual. They would get closer together and yet there was a veneer – and just a never—of 
anger and concern…. There comes a time in a black person’s life where you’re up to your 

damned ears in lynching and discrimination, when sometimes you were just so sick of it, 
but it was heresy to express it. She was a great artist and she did great things with that 
song, but you would not admit that you do not want to hear it.”124 

 
Nina Simone also experienced negative responses.  Simone felt betrayed when her song 

“Four Women” were banned by Black radio stations because of the “rawness” of the lyrics. She 

told Q Magazine that they “just gave up and got respectable.”125 But she also received a lot of 

praise along with the commercial success of her music. Civil Rights activist Stokely Carmichael 

once called Simone the “true singer of the civil rights movement.”126  

 While carrying on the tradition of Black musical resistance, Beyoncé has also 

experienced similar responses.  Following Beyoncé’s performance at Super Bowl 50 former New 

York City Mayor Rudy Giuliani criticized her performance. He said on Fox News:  

This is football, not Hollywood, and I thought it was really outrageous that she 
used it as a platform to attack police officers who are the people who protect her 
and protect us, and keep us alive… And what we should be doing in the African 

American community, and all communities, is build up respect for police officers. 
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And focus on the fact that when something does go wrong, okay. We’ll work on 
that. But the vast majority of police officers risk their lives to keep us safe.127 

 
This specific quote was prompted by a question posed by news anchor Anna Kooiman: 

“Beyoncé got a police escort there, and then she gives a salute to the Black Lives Matter 

movement. … It was a nod to 1966 founding of the Black Panther Party. What did you think of 

that?”128  But criticism can face criticism.  According to reporter Andrew Rosenthal, Giuliani’s 

comments were about Beyoncé’s “Formation” performance how absurd.129 Opinions such as this 

show that strong opinions on the political nature of Beyoncé’s performance did not just come 

from those who were criticizing her, but also from those who recognized the need for such a 

message. 

 Giuliani was not the only one who believed Beyoncé was anti-police. When a shot was 

fired outside the home of Rutherford County, Tennessee about a week after Super Bowl 50, 

Sheriff Robert Arnold responded by saying: “With everything that happened since the Super 

Bowl… that’s what I’m thinking: Here’s another target on law enforcement… You have 

Beyoncé’s video and that’s kind of bled over into other things, it seems.”130 And the National 
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Sheriffs’ Association Executive Director, Jonathan Thompson told The Washington Post a few 

days after the Super Bowl that Beyoncé’s performance was “inciting bad behavior. Art is one 

thing but yelling fire in a crowded theater is an entirely different one.” Thompson went on to say 

the NFL made an error in judgement when allowing Beyoncé to perform “Formation.” Although 

he understands that an officer who “makes errors of judgement” should face the necessary 

consequences, he believes Beyoncé took it too far. Thompson also described how those at the 

game’s watch party turned the volume off during the performance, and some even turned their 

backs. Other law enforcement and police groups expressed their dissatisfaction with the Super 

Bowl and Beyoncé on social media. Some even took their “shock and disgust” further by sending 

a letter to the NFL and having it published in their local paper.  In the letter State Troopers 

Fraternal Association of N.J. President Christopher Burgos asked the NFL to separate itself from 

Beyoncé’s message — well the one they believe she had. He also made sure to mention the 1973 

murder of a state trooper by Black Panther Party member Joanne Chesimard, commonly known 

as Assata Shakur. Burgos notes, “It cannot be denied that the black panthers have assassinated 

officers and troopers who were upholding the constitution and rule of law, keeping everyone in 

our society, regardless of color or creed safe.”131  

All of this puts Black police in an interesting situation. They have the opportunity to 

acknowledge police brutality as a persistent problem and understand the need to call for 

accountability without feeling personally attacked or angry. Their double consciousness allows 

them to separate people’s anger toward the U.S. systems and institutions that perpetuate racism, 

brutality, and mass incarceration from anger toward every individual that makes up or works for 
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said systems, like police officers. However, some Black police officers did not see it that way. 

Milwaukee County Sheriff David A. Clark Jr. compared the outfits worn during the “Formation” 

performance to the white robes of the Ku Klux Klan on Fox Business Channel days after the 

Super Bowl. He stated, “[Beyoncé] coming out… in those Black Panther type uniforms, would 

that be acceptable if a white band came out in hoods and white sheets in the same sort of 

fashion? We would be appalled and outraged.”132 Unsurprisingly, law enforcement and 

government officials were not the only ones outraged. On an Entertainment Weekly article a 

reader once commented that Beyoncé’s music was prohibited from ever being played in their 

house again because Beyoncé was “racist”.133  Comments such as these show that there were 

many who claimed that reverse racism is a thing— it is not.  

Apart from criticism on her message about police brutality through her “Formation” 

performance and video, Beyoncé has also been seen as a threat to feminism and even accused of 

anti-Blackness. One point of contention for some viewers of the album was about colorism. Yaba 

Blay, a self-described, dark-skinned scholar from New Orleans, shared her discomfort with 

Beyoncé making the distinction between Creole and Negro in “Formation.” She asserts that in 

New Orleans, physical characteristics like “pretty color and good hair” mean relative power.134 

She goes on to tell anecdotes of experiences concerning the alienation and discrimination that 
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often comes with being dark around Creole people. Although she acknowledges “Formation” 

was Beyoncé’s Blackest moment, she finds the lyrics as anti-Black. Blay also finds Beyoncé 

consistent claiming of the Creole heritage cringe worthy to the point that she avoids listening to 

“Creole” an older song by Beyoncé.135 

bell hooks136 an author, feminist, and social activist also did not receive Lemonade in the 

positive way many other Black women did. On her institute’s website, hooks wrote a post titled 

“Moving Beyond Pain.” This first thing she thought, after watching Lemonade, was that Beyoncé 

produced it for the money. Because hooks believes it was a capitalistic move she asserts that 

Lemonade was not created for Black women, but for all consumers because “money-making has 

no color.” Although hooks recognizes that Black female bodies are the focal point of Lemonade, 

she calls it a positive exploitation. Black women of all sizes, shapes, and hair texture are shown, 

and everyday Black women are presented in such a way to represent royalty. We are also shown 

the images of Black women holding pictures of their slain sons. To hooks, although it’s supposed 

to represent real life, it instead is meticulously planned “fashion plate fantasy representations.” 

hook also explains that despite the southern antebellum theme of the album, Beyoncé wears 

sporty clothes at times, like in the opening scene with the “controversial” hoodie. hooks also 

calls out Serena Williams for wearing sports clothes during the “scantily-clothed” dance scene. 

She brings this up to say that she believes this is all about commodification, especially because 

Beyoncé’s Ivy Park sportswear line was in the process of being marketed.137  
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hooks also believes that Beyoncé’s use of the Black female body was radical or 

revolutionary. In fact, she asserts that the Black female body in Lemonade is a just a commodity 

and that “From slavery to present day, black female bodies, clothed and unclothed, have been 

bought and sold.” The only thing she thinks makes the album a little different is intent. In order 

to challenge contemporary dehumanization and devaluation of Black women, Lemonade aims to 

“seduce, celebrate, and delight.” Additionally, she believes the cinematography is not adding 

anything original to decolonize and revise the Black female body. Instead, images in the album 

were seen in previous work by cinematographer Arthur Jafa— clearly the film he shot Daughters 

of the Dust was an influence for Lemonade.138  

hooks commends Beyoncé for the multidimensional images of Black women she 

provides in the album. Nevertheless, she believes it still perpetuates the stereotype of Black 

women being victims. She understands that the album also touches upon Beyoncé’s real-life 

experience, but that Lemonade is still a fictional fantasy, and that Beyoncé is the protagonist. So, 

the narrative shares pain and disloyalty while emphasizing trauma. Additionally, hooks states 

that Lemonade sends mixed signals, and one of those is the celebration of rage. She finds 

Beyoncé’s performance in “Hold Up,” where she smashes things with a bat, an “embodiment of 

a fantastical female power.” Outside of the fantasy world, hook explains her belief that “female 

violence is no more liberatory than male violence.” She firmly states that self-love and 

obtainment of power will not happen though violent acts. hooks proclaims that Beyoncé’s use of 

the Black female body, words from Malcolm X about disrespect toward Black women, and 

references to our ancestors is not enough to actually bring healing or “create a just culture of 
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optimal well being where black females can become fully self-actualized and be truly 

respected.”139 

All of hooks critiques lead to her main point, that Beyoncé’s interpretation of the images 

she provides through the lens of Black feminism cannot be held as truth.  

 

[Beyoncé’s] vision of feminism does not call for an end to patriarchal domination. 
It’s all about insisting on equal rights for men and women. In the world of fantasy 
feminism, there are no class, sex, and race hierarchies that breakdown simplified 

categories of women and men, no call to challenge and change systems of 
domination, no emphasis on intersectionality. In such a simplified worldview, 

women gaining the freedom to be like men can be seen as powerful. But it is a 
false construction of power as so many men, especially black men, do not possess 
actual power. And indeed, it is clear that black male cruelty and violence towards 

black women is a direct outcome of patriarchal exploitation and oppression.140 
 

 Her issue also stems from Beyoncé’s lack of pressure on men, especially Black men to do 

the work necessary for progressive transformation. The album goes from Beyoncé’s hurt and 

frustration to ending with kind and caring images of Jay Z. hooks thinks this sends a 

contradicting message. Although Black female voice is given amplification in this visual, it does 

not do what is necessary to end domination and exploitation:  

It is only as black women and all women resist patriarchal romanticization of domination 
in relationships can a healthy self-love emerge that allows every black female, and all 
females, to refuse to be a victim. To truly be free, we must choose beyond simply 

surviving adversity, we must dare to create lives of sustained optimal well-being and joy. 
In that world, the making and drinking of lemonade will be a fresh and zestful delight, a 

real-life mixture of the bitter and the sweet, and not a measure of our capacity to endure 
pain, but rather a celebration of our moving beyond pain.141  
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Azealia Banks, a Black female rapper, shared the same sentiments and tweeted things 

like: “This heartbroken black female narrative you keep trying to push is the Antithesis of what 

feminism is.” Banks also mentions that she’s been engaging in African traditional religions for a 

long time and called Beyoncé a thief for using traditional African religions in Lemonade after 

recently singing “Jesus say yes.”142 That was a reference to Beyoncé being featured on “Say 

Yes,” a Gospel song by former Destiny’s Child member, Michelle Williams. 

Although hooks and others believed Lemonade was just another way for Beyoncé to earn 

money, not everyone agrees.  Music critic Chris Richards has claimed: “Pop stars don’t politicize 

their work for commercial gain. For notoriety, maybe. But political pop always runs the risk of 

alienating paying customers, which is why we rarely hear significant protest coming from our 

biggest stages.”  Beyoncé’s Lemonade is not a ploy for capitalistic gain, but a true expression of 

the experience of a Black woman for other Black women.143 Others have also come to the 

defense of Beyoncé and Lemonade. When explaining what Lemonade meant for Black women, 

one Billboard article stated, “What unites the black girls, the mothers and daughters, is this sweet 

nectar and instructions how to turn nothing into something. Lemonade is stronger than blood.”144 
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In another article, a writer and blogger named Lasha responded to bell hooks comments 

directly, making some very important points such as: 

Dr. hooks’ insistence that Lemonade is “all about the body, and the body as a 
commodity” does much more for invalidating black women and simplifying our 
complexities than Beyoncé’s so-called “anti-feminist” image ever could. Black women 

are enthralled, moved to tears, and motivated to unpack baggage and trauma, dead set on 
seeking support within the sisterhood because of “Lemonade.” It is contrary to any 

stretch of feminist ideology to then issue us an edict that we have been duped, reducing 
our connection, a legitimate feeling of transcendent sisterhood and reclamation of our 
own selves substantiated by shared lived experiences, to our inability to recognize and 

reject imperialist propaganda. 
 Black women’s bodies in service to other black women, moving through trauma, 

love, hate, degradation and maturation accompanied by a corresponding soundtrack is not 
mere commodity. For centuries, black women’s bodies and the corresponding images 
were placed in service to white supremacy. Black breasts forcibly nourished dozens of 

babies, black and white, on plantations as enslaved black women were assigned to be wet 
nurses. Black women were forced to breed on plantations with mates not of their 

choosing to produce children who would be considered the property of their enslavers. 
Black women were raped by enslavers, and after the de jure emancipation of black 
bodies, black women continued to be community property, raped routinely as domestic 

and civil rights workers by men both black and white. So even if “Lemonade”’s 
employment of black women’s bodies to sell a product is, as hooks declares, “certainly 

not radical or revolutionary,” the concept of producing such images for the benefit of 
other black women is. And while capitalistic exchange of these familiar symbols, for 
adoration, power, obsession and wealth, is most certainly profitable, Beyoncé using her 

body — the voice that flows from it, the thighs that shake, the eyes that glare — to elicit 
such responses is neither immoral nor undesirable. 

 Fundamentally, anybody in capitalistic service has been commodified. Yes, 
Beyoncé sells ample hips and enticing cleavage. Yes, she sells an hour-glass figure and a 
beautiful face. But does not Dr. hooks sell the image of her body, too? Is she, with folded 

legs sitting at a computer typing her thoughts from arched fingers, not commodifying her 
body? Is her choice not to show as much leg or to cover her bosom not because she has 

commodified the idea that women should be modest in their presentation of their bodies? 
Is Dr. hooks being compensated finely for her physical presence—her body—on a panel, 
or at the podium of a classroom, somehow less representative of commodification than 

Beyoncé being well-compensated for her physical presence—her body—dancing and 
singing on stage or in front of a camera? 

 If the claim can be made that hooks somehow uses her body more honorably or 
more worthily than Beyoncé, though both are engaged in the same “business of capitalist 
money making” hooks called out at the beginning of her piece, then that brand of 

feminism is no more than the other side of the patriarchal coin.145 
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Lasha’s commentary captures a small but important aspect of this thesis. What makes one 

person’s opinions, musical works, and political voice more valid than another’s? Nothing. 

Nevertheless, many people were touched my Lemonade including the “Formation” video the 

Super Bowl 50 performance. These tweets confirm people’s recognition of Lemonade as an ode 

to Black women and that some of the songs held a political message: 

 

“�� #Lemonade is for black women. The rest of us are very lucky eavesdroppers at best. 

Behave accordingly. (Which means, hush).”  @antoniaterrazas 146. 

 

“A whole 60-minutes love note to Black women, performed in front of the entire world. 

#LEMONADE”  @JamilahLemieux 147 
 

“You could teach an entire class on the #Formation video. Beyoncé played no games and 
made sure to let y’all know what it was. #BHM” @ReignOfApril148 

    

 “BLACK WOMEN DON’T HAVE TO STAY POOR TO BE AUTHENTIC!” 
 @Blackamazon149 

 
 “Beyoncé just made me so proud of my nose. �� #Formation”  @chancetherapper150 

“Hunnid black women in the Bayou. Hunnid black women screaming freedom. Hunnid 
black women on the poplar tree. #Lemonade” @XLNB151 
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“An ode to Black Women. Black futurist vulnerable feminism #LEMONADE” 

@missnuma 152 
  

The Blackness Beyoncé displayed in Lemonade appears to have also had an impact on 

her colleagues and competitors.  This was most clearly displayed when Lemonade was passed 

over as album of the year at the 2017 Grammy Awards. Amongst other awards, Adele won “Best 

Album of the Year.”153 But when it was time to accept her award, Adele dedicated her speech to 

Beyoncé, saying she could not accept the award because Lemonade was that important. She 

talked about how much she and other artists adore Beyoncé, and how Lemonade made Adele and 

her friends feel empowered, especially her Black friends. She explained that the album also 

helped them stand up for themselves. She later broke the award in half, giving the other piece to 

Beyoncé.154 
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CHAPTER VII: TO BEY YOUNG, GIFTED, AND BLACK 
 

 

In the section of Lemonade titled “Reformation” is the song “Love Drought.” “Love 

Drought” was co-written by Beyoncé and family friend Ingrid Burley. Ingrid started to write the 

song while at a Beyoncé writing camp. She was inspired by a lie she was told by the label.  They 

claimed Beyoncé was not listening to new music, but Burley later found out that she was. Burley 

wondered whether if she was not an old friend of Beyoncé would the label even pay her any 

attention. But she believed in her talent. She wrote “you and me could move a mountain… calm 

a war down,” as lyrics about her relationship with music. As she continued to write more, Burley 

thought about how James Brown’s live-broadcast concert was used to calm Boston’s citizens the 

day after the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. This thought prompted her to think 

more about what artist today has that kind of influence. While at a Beyoncé writing camp, she 

realized that Beyoncé was that person.  

There are much greater implications this album has to offer than just insight into the 

relationship of one of the most secretive celebrity couples. Instead Beyoncé’s music, even prior 

to Lemonade, can be “read as mini- lectures in feminist theory and methodology.”155 

Additionally, as some may consider her a spokesperson for a new kind of feminism, there is no 

debating there are conversations being had about this woman; across America – and even here at 

Georgetown. Courses are being taught on race, gender, sexuality, politics, the female body, and 

so on by looking at Beyoncé’s work.156 
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The privilege to not care or even think about race is not something everyone in this 

country possesses. For some, race is an ever-present thought. For those that often have to 

navigate white spaces, this is especially true. Sometimes, when given the opportunity to occupy 

the same space, it is with permission, and an invitation does not qualify as a permanent seat at 

the table.  

As Shirley Chisolm, the first Black woman to be elected to Congress and run for 

president, one said, “If they don’t give you a seat at the table, bring a folding chair.”157 With 

Lemonade Beyoncé did not just bring a folding chair, she brought her own table and set up a 

lemonade stand. This lemonade stand had everyone talking! Some because it shook up the status 

quo, some because they liked the taste, and others because the drink was too bitter to swallow.  

All of this is important when we think about agency, historical silencing of Black women, 

and the role of celebrities in promoting social change. History has shown that Black silence is a 

white treasure. And as Miles Davis once said, “If white people really knew what was on most 

black people’s minds, it would scare them to death.”158 When Beyoncé chose to let people see 

into the minds of Black women, white America, mainstream America was robbed of something it 

holds dear: comfort. One of the reasons her recent work has been so trivialized in comparison to 

Holiday and Simone is because she’s had visibility for a longer period of time. Starting off in 

Destiny’s Child when she was 16 and then growing in fame alongside the emergence of social 
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media certainly has had an effect on how people view her. Although people have upheld her as 

superstar with deity status. Beyoncé has never separated her identity from her music, but her 

explicit display of performative Blackness in Lemonade demonstrates resistance. 

Although she was snubbed for Album of the Year, Beyoncé did win an award at the 2017 

Grammys, Best Urban Contemporary Album. During her acceptance speech she gave us a little 

insight into how she felt about Lemonade:  

Thank you to the Grammy voters for this incredible honor and thank you to everyone 
who worked so hard to beautifully capture the profundity of deep southern culture. I 

thank God for my family, my wonderful husband, my beautiful daughter, my fans for 
bringing me so much happiness and support. We all experience pain and loss, and often 
we become inaudible. My intention for the film and album was to create a body of work 

that would give a voice to our pain, our struggles, our darkness and our history. To 
confront issues that make us uncomfortable. 

It’s important to me to show images to my children that reflect their beauty, so they can 
grow up in a world where they look in the mirror, first through their own families — as 
well as the news, the Super Bowl, the Olympics, the White House and the Grammys — 

and see themselves, and have no doubt that they’re beautiful, intelligent and capable. This 
is something I want for every child of every race. And I feel it’s vital that we learn from 

the past and recognize our tendencies to repeat our mistakes. Thank you again for 
honoring “Lemonade.”  

Beyoncé wanted to use her voice, she wanted to say something. Lemonade declares: “I 

am Beyoncé. I am Black. I am woman. I am Proud.” As Anna Julia Cooper once said, “Only the 

BLACK WOMAN can say. ‘when and where I enter, in the quiet, undisputed dignity of my 

womanhood, without violence and without suing or special patronage then and there the whole 

Negro race enter with me.159’” Like Holiday, she’s got some people upset because her music has 

taken on a political message. Like Simone, she refuses to pick one part of her identity. Instead 

she genders her Black musical resistance. She recognizes that if the most disrespected person in 
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America is free, everyone else is freed along with her. For that reason in addition to the many 

others, Beyoncé displays a political voice that carries on the tradition of Black musical 

resistance.  
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EPILOGUE 

 It was Sunday, April 15, 2018 at 2:30 a.m. I received a text or two asking if I’m going to 

watch the Beyoncé Coachella performance on live stream. I sadly responded no, explaining how 

much work I still had to do on my thesis. Five minutes later, however, I got distracted and soon 

found myself on Twitter. When I opened the app, the Beyhive was buzzin’. So, I decided to 

watch, hoping she would give me something to add to my thesis. Prior to this performance, the 

last page of my thesis was going to be the last page of my conclusion. But now I have an 

epilogue, because Beyoncé gave us the Blackest performance she’s everyone put on, and I am 

grateful I got to witness it.  

 The performance gave us Egyptian royalty, Black Greek life, Historically Black Colleges 

and Universities (HBCU), HBCU marching bands, majorettes, and more. The performers step 

danced as everyone theatrically pretended to be part of the Greek life at Beyoncé’s made up 

HBCU.  And early on she sang “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” the unofficial Black National 

Anthem, which quickly transitioned into a performance of “Formation.” Later in the two-hour 

long performance she played the Malcolm X clip where he says, “the most disrespected person in 

America is the Black woman.” That moment in particular made me scream out loud (which I 

documented on Twitter), because it felt like the year-long thesis I had been talking about and 

working on was now being performed in front of the world! She even had a snippet of Nina 

Simone singing “Lilac Wine,” which then transitioned into Fast Life Youngstaz’s “Swag Surf” – 

a 2009 song and dance still popular at every majority Black event especially at HBCUs.  

 Later on Instagram, Beyoncé’s mother Tina Lawson, shared that prior to Beyoncé’s 

performance she shared with her daughter that she was nervous for her to perform something so 

full of Black culture and Black college culture for the predominantly white Coachella audience. 
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But Beyoncé told her mom that “I have worked very hard to get to the point where I have true 

voice. And at this point in my life and my career, I have a responsibility to do what’s best for the 

world and not what is most popular160.” Furthermore, she did not just wear the support for Black 

colleges on the stage. On Monday, April 16, 2018, Beyoncé announced she would be giving 

$100,000, $25k each, to four HBCUs: Xavier, Wilberforce, Tuskegee, and Bethune-Cookman161.   

 When we think about why this performance is so important the first thing we need to 

think about is, Beyoncé was the first Black women to headline Coachella. Before performing 

“Run the World” as her set neared the end, she said “Coachella thank you for allowing me to be 

the first Black woman to headline Coachella…. Aint that bout a b*tch?” She truly is at a point in 

her career where she feels comfortable shading the festival for not having a Black female 

headliner until now. Also the fact that she put on such an explicitly Black performance during 

such a huge moment shows that she not only wants people to remember she’s Black, but she 

wants people to appreciate the culture as well. With performances like this Beyoncé proves that 

she’s information and is truly carrying on the tradition of Black musical resistance.  

 

 

 
 

SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY 

                                                 
160

 Myles E. Johnson, "Beyoncé and the End of Respectability Politics," The New York Times, April 16, 

2018, , accessed April 17, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/16/opinion/beyonce-coachella-

blackness.html?action=click&pgtype=Homepage&clickSource=story-heading&module=opinion-c-co l-right-

region®ion&WT.nav=opinion-c-col-right-region.  

  
161

 Jem Aswad, "Beyonce Follows Coachella Triumph by Announcing $100,000 in Scholarships for 

Historically Black Colleges," Variety, April 16, 2018, , accessed April 17, 2018, 

http://variety.com/2018/music/news/beyonce-follows-coachella-triumph-by-announcing-scholarships-for-

historically-black-colleges-and-universities-1202753978/. 

 

 

 

 



 79 

Adegoke, Yemisi, and Torera Idowu. "5 times Beyoncé Has Been Influenced by Nigerian 
Culture." CNN. May 30, 2017. Accessed November 19, 2017. 

https://www.cnn.com/2017/05/29/africa/beyonce-nigerian-culture/index.html. 
 

Andrews, Travis M. "Beyoncé Controversially Sampled New Orleans Culture in 'Lemonade.' 
Now She's Being Sued for It." The Washington Post. February 08, 2017. Accessed 
January 20, 2018. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-

mix/wp/2017/02/08/beyonce-controversially-sampled-new-orleans-culture- in- lemonade-
now-shes-being-sued-for- it/?utm_term=.666e528df3d9. 

 
Aswad, Jem. "Beyonce Follows Coachella Triumph by Announcing $100,000 in Scholarships 

for Historically Black Colleges." Variety. April 16, 2018. Accessed April 17, 2018. 

http://variety.com/2018/music/news/beyonce-follows-coachella-triumph-by-announcing-
scholarships-for-historically-black-colleges-and-universities-1202753978/. 

 
Bale, Miriam. "Beyonce's 'Lemonade' Is a Revolutionary Work of Black Feminism: Critic's 

Notebook." Billboard. April 25, 2016. Accessed February 26, 2018. 

https://www.billboard.com/articles/news/7341839/beyonce- lemonade-black-feminism. 
 

LaSha. "Bell Hooks vs. Beyoncé: What This Feminist Scholarly Critique Gets Wrong about 
"Lemonade" An..." Salon. May 17, 2016. Accessed February 26, 2018. 
https://www.salon.com/2016/05/17/bell_hooks_vs_beyonce_what_the_feminist_scholarl

y_critique_gets_wrong_about_lemonade_and_liberation/. 
 

Blay, Yaba. "On 'Jackson Five Nostrils,' Creole vs. 'Negro' and Beefing Over Beyoncé's 
'Formation'." Colorlines. February 8, 2016. Accessed April 12, 2018. 
https://www.colorlines.com/articles/jackson-five-nostrils-creole-vs-negro-and-beefing-

over-beyonces-formation. 
 

Bolaños Vanegas, Jessica. "11 References You Missed in Beyoncé's Formation – Jessica 
Bolaños Vanegas – Medium." Medium. February 08, 2016. Accessed December 5, 2017. 
https://medium.com/@FancyCapitalist/11-references-you-missed- in-beyoncé-s-

formation-d39fa9009886. 
 

Brasted, Chelsea. "On Beyonce, Hurricane Katrina and Appropriation: When Tragedy Belongs 
to Us All." NOLA.com. September 22, 2016. Accessed January 19, 2018. 
http://www.nola.com/music/index.ssf/2016/02/beyonce_katrina_formation_appr.html. 

 
Beyonce´. Lemonade. Parkwood & Columbia, 2016. https://itunes.apple.com/us/music-

video/lemonade-film/1107429383  
 
Carlin, Shannon. "Whose Voice Is That On Beyoncé's "Freedom"?" Bustle. April 26, 2016. 

Accessed March 14, 2018. https://www.bustle.com/articles/157022-who-is-speaking-
about-lemonade-on-beyoncs-freedom-hattie-white-has-a-strong-connection-to-the.  

 

http://www.nola.com/music/index.ssf/2016/02/beyonce_katrina_formation_appr.html
https://itunes.apple.com/us/music-video/lemonade-film/1107429383
https://itunes.apple.com/us/music-video/lemonade-film/1107429383
https://www.bustle.com/articles/157022-who-is-speaking-about-lemonade-on-beyoncs-freedom-hattie-white-has-a-strong-connection-to-the
https://www.bustle.com/articles/157022-who-is-speaking-about-lemonade-on-beyoncs-freedom-hattie-white-has-a-strong-connection-to-the


 80 

Carrington, YM. "Trauma and Spectacle: Antiblack Violence and Media." Model View Culture. 
July 20, 2015. Accessed April 17, 2018. https://modelviewculture.com/pieces/trauma-

and-spectacle-antiblack-violence-and-media. 
 

"Channel 9 News Tell Me I'm Movin' Backwards." Genius. April 23, 2016. Accessed March 20, 
2018. https://genius.com/9043184.  

 

Chokshi, Niraj. "Sheriffs: Beyoncé Is 'inciting Bad Behavior' and Endangering Law 
Enforcement." The Washington Post. February 18, 2016. Accessed February 27, 2018. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-nation/wp/2016/02/18/the-beyonce-
backlash-continues-sheriff-cites-super-bowl-show-after-shooting-near-
home/?utm_term=.cd2ef37c6c75.  

 
Dam, Freja. "Beyoncé's 'Lemonade': A Visual Tale of Grief, Resurrection, and Black Female 

Empowerment." Spin. April 26, 2016. Accessed January 15, 2018. 
https://www.spin.com/2016/04/beyonce- lemonade-hbo-album-film-analysis/.  

 

Dubler, Joshua. "Shit White People Say About Beyoncé." Soundings: An Interdisciplinary 
Journal97, no. 3 (2014): 385-92. doi:10.5325/soundings.97.3.0385. 

https://muse.jhu.edu/article/551236/pdf.   
 
Dubois, W.E.B. The Souls of Black Folk ; Essays and Sketches. Chicago: A.C. McClurg, 1903. 

 
Feldstein, Ruth. ""I Dont Trust You Anymore": Nina Simone, Culture, and Black Activism in the 

1960s." Journal of American History91, no. 4 (2005): 1349-1379. doi:10.2307/3660176. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3660176?pq-
origsite=summon&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents;  

 
Finley, Taryn. "8 Times Black Hairstyles Have Been Culturally Appropriated." The Huffington 

Post. July 17, 2015. Accessed April 19, 2018. https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/9-
times-white-people-have-appropriated-black-hairstyles-since-
2014_us_55a81211e4b0896514d0c3ca.  

 
Gaines, Malik. "Nina Simone’s Quadruple Consciousness." Women & Performance: A Journal 

of Feminist Theory 23, no. 2 (November 26, 2013): 248-267. Accessed February 25, 
2018. doi:10.1080/0740770X.2013.825428, 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/0740770X.2013.825428?scroll=top&need

Access=true  
 

Gajanan, Mahita. "Grammys 2017: Adele Breaks Award In Half." Time. February 13, 2017. 
Accessed March 19, 2018. http://time.com/4668650/grammys-2017-adele-beyonce-
award/.  

 
." ELLE. April 4, 2016. 

Accessed February 19, 2018. https://www.elle.com/fashion/a35286/beyonce-elle-cover-
photos/.  

https://modelviewculture.com/pieces/trauma-and-spectacle-antiblack-violence-and-media
https://modelviewculture.com/pieces/trauma-and-spectacle-antiblack-violence-and-media
https://genius.com/9043184
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-nation/wp/2016/02/18/the-beyonce-backlash-continues-sheriff-cites-super-bowl-show-after-shooting-near-home/?utm_term=.cd2ef37c6c75
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-nation/wp/2016/02/18/the-beyonce-backlash-continues-sheriff-cites-super-bowl-show-after-shooting-near-home/?utm_term=.cd2ef37c6c75
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-nation/wp/2016/02/18/the-beyonce-backlash-continues-sheriff-cites-super-bowl-show-after-shooting-near-home/?utm_term=.cd2ef37c6c75
https://www.spin.com/2016/04/beyonce-lemonade-hbo-album-film-analysis/
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/551236/pdf
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3660176?pq-origsite=summon&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3660176?pq-origsite=summon&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/9-times-white-people-have-appropriated-black-hairstyles-since-2014_us_55a81211e4b0896514d0c3ca
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/9-times-white-people-have-appropriated-black-hairstyles-since-2014_us_55a81211e4b0896514d0c3ca
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/9-times-white-people-have-appropriated-black-hairstyles-since-2014_us_55a81211e4b0896514d0c3ca
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/0740770X.2013.825428?scroll=top&needAccess=true
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/0740770X.2013.825428?scroll=top&needAccess=true
http://time.com/4668650/grammys-2017-adele-beyonce-award/
http://time.com/4668650/grammys-2017-adele-beyonce-award/
https://www.elle.com/fashion/a35286/beyonce-elle-cover-photos/
https://www.elle.com/fashion/a35286/beyonce-elle-cover-photos/


 81 

 
 

Harvey, Paul. Through the Storm, through the Night: A History of African American 
Christianity. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publ, 2011. 

https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/georgetown/reader.action?ppg=15&docID=726688
&tm=1524126005111.https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/georgetown/reader.action?pp
g=15&docID=726688&tm=1524126005111. 

 
Hess, Amanda. "Warsan Shire, the Woman Who Gave Poetry to Beyoncé's 'Lemonade'." The 

New York Times. April 27, 2016. Accessed April 16, 2018. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/04/28/arts/music/warsan-shire-who-gave-poetry-to-
beyonces-lemonade.html.  

 
" Hooks, Bell. "Moving Beyond Pain." Bell Hooks Institute. May 09, 2016. Accessed February 

19, 2018. http://www.bellhooksinstitute.com/blog/2016/5/9/moving-beyond-pain.  
 
Johnson, Myles E. "Beyoncé and the End of Respectability Politics." The New York Times. 

April 16, 2018. Accessed April 17, 2018. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/16/opinion/beyonce-coachella-

blackness.html?action=click&pgtype=Homepage&clickSource=story-
heading&module=opinion-c-col-right-region®ion&WT.nav=opinion-c-col-right-region.   

   

Jones, Maris. "Dear Beyoncé, Katrina Is Not Your Story." BGD. February 10, 2016. Accessed 
April 19, 2018. https://www.bgdblog.org/2016/02/dear-beyonce-katrina- is-not-your-

story/.  
 
Katz, Jessie. "Azealia Banks Says Beyonce's 'Lemonade' Is Bad for Feminism, Black Women." 

Billboard. April 26, 16. Accessed February 26, 2018. 
https://www.billboard.com/articles/news/7348287/azealia-banks-beyonce- lemonade-bad-

for-feminism-black-women. 
 
Kernodle, Tammy L. "“I Wish I Knew How It Would Feel to Be Free”: Nina Simone and the 

Redefining of the Freedom Song of the 1960s." Journal of the Society for American 
Music2, no. 03 (August 2008): 295-317. Accessed February 25, 2018. 

doi:10.1017/s1752196308080097. 
https://search.proquest.com/docview/1570620/fulltextPDF/A5AFA9B024794B2EPQ/1?a
ccountid=11091.  

 
Kuruvilla, Carol. ""I Met God, She's Black"." The Huffington Post. December 06, 2017. 

Accessed April 16, 2018. https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/01/03/i-met-god-shes-
black_n_6406928.html?ncid=tweetlnkushpmg00000067. 

 

Lebron, Christopher J. The Making of Black Lives Matter: A Brief History of an Idea. New York, 
NY: Oxford University Press, 2017. 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/04/28/arts/music/warsan-shire-who-gave-poetry-to-beyonces-lemonade.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/04/28/arts/music/warsan-shire-who-gave-poetry-to-beyonces-lemonade.html
http://www.bellhooksinstitute.com/blog/2016/5/9/moving-beyond-pain
https://www.bgdblog.org/2016/02/dear-beyonce-katrina-is-not-your-story/
https://www.bgdblog.org/2016/02/dear-beyonce-katrina-is-not-your-story/
https://search.proquest.com/docview/1570620/fulltextPDF/A5AFA9B024794B2EPQ/1?accountid=11091
https://search.proquest.com/docview/1570620/fulltextPDF/A5AFA9B024794B2EPQ/1?accountid=11091


 82 

Lewis, Shantrelle. "“Formation” Exploits New Orleans’ Trauma." Slate Magazine. February 10, 
2016. Accessed January 25, 2018. 

http://www.slate.com/articles/double_x/doublex/2016/02/beyonc_s_formation_exploits_n
ew_orleans_trauma.html. 

 
Loughrey, Clarisse. "Grammys 2017: Read Adele's Speech in Full, 'my Artist of My Life Is 

Beyonce'." The Independent. February 13, 2017. Accessed February 19, 2018. 

https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/music/news/grammys-2017-adele-full-
speech-beyonce-lemonade-dedicated-a7576966.html). 

 
Louis, Catherine Saint. "Black Hair, Still Tangled in Politics." The New York Times. August 27, 

2009. Accessed April 19, 2018. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2009/08/27/fashion/27SKIN.html. 
 

Speedy. "Louisiana Locations In Beyonce's 'Lemonade' Visual Album." HOT 107.9. April 27, 
2016. Accessed February 16, 2018. http://1079ishot.com/louisiana- locations-beyonce-
lemonade/. 

 
"Love God Herself." Genius. April 23, 2016. Accessed April 19, 2018. 

https://genius.com/9043558. 
 
Margolick, David. . 

Edinburgh: Canongate, 2002. 
 

Mendelson, Scott. "'Black Panther' Box Office: Records And Milestones From Its First Two 
Months." Forbes. April 16, 2018. Accessed April 18, 2018. 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/scottmendelson/2018/04/16/black-panther-box-office-all-

the-milestones- it-set-in- its- first-two-months/#7448e7992284. 
 

"Nina Simone – Mississippi Goddam." Genius. Accessed April 19, 2018. 
https://genius.com/Nina-simone-mississippi-goddam-annotated. 

 

O'Sullivan, Donie. "Beyoncé to Police: 'Stop Killing Us'." CNN. July 07, 2016. Accessed 
February 19, 2018. http://www.cnn.com/2016/07/07/entertainment/beyonces-open-letter-

on-police-shootings/index.html. 
 
Peterson, Andrea. "Beyoncé Is a Powerful Voice for Black Lives Matter. Some People Hate Her 

for It." The Washington Post. July 10, 2016. Accessed January 17, 2018. 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/arts-and-entertainment/wp/2016/07/10/beyonce-

is-a-powerful-voice-for-black- lives-matter-some-people-hate-her- for-
it/?nid&utm_term=.6f60522144aa. 

 

Pimentel, Julia. "Why Beyoncé Fans Believe She May Be Involved in 'Black Panther' 
Soundtrack." Complex. January 30, 2018. Accessed April 17, 2018. 

http://www.complex.com/music/2018/01/beyonce-black-panther-speculation. 
 



 83 

Richards, Chris. "The Better We Understand Beyoncé, the More There Is to Know." The 
Washington Post. June 23, 2016. Accessed March 19, 2018. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/the-better-we-understand-beyonce-the-
more-there-is-know/2016/06/23/30ada490-36d8-11e6-8f7c-

d4c723a2becb_story.html?utm_term=.6b72a9df2849. 
 
Rosenthal, Andrew. "Beyoncé's Halftime Show Inspires Ridiculous Criticism." The New York 

Times. February 08, 2016. Accessed November 15, 2018. 
https://takingnote.blogs.nytimes.com/2016/02/08/beyonces-halftime-show-inspires-

ridiculous-criticism/?mtrref=query.nytimes.com&assetType=opinion. 
 
Ross, Indigo. "Trauma Porn: Hyper-Consumption Of Black Death And Pain." The Odyssey 

Online. November 12, 2017. Accessed April 17, 2018. 
https://www.theodysseyonline.com/trauma-porn-black-death-and-pain. 

 
Schnurr, Samantha. "Beyoncé at the BET Awards: Revisit All of Her Performances." E! Online. 

June 23, 2017. Accessed April 17, 2018. http://www.eonline.com/news/862370/beyonce-

at-the-bet-awards-revisit-all-of-her-show-stopping-performances#photo-822972. 
 

Spanos, Brittany. "Beyonce, Kendrick Lamar Baptize BET Awards With 'Freedom'." Rolling 
Stone. June 27, 2016. Accessed April 16, 2018. 
https://www.rollingstone.com/music/news/see-beyonce-kendrick- lamar-baptize-bet-

awards-with-freedom-20160627. 
 

Staples, Robert. "The Myth of the Impotent Black Male." The Black Scholar2, no. 10 (1971): 2-
9. doi:10.1080/00064246.1971.11431050. 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/00064246.1971.11431050?needAccess=tr

ue. 
 

Stern, Carly. "Did YOU Spot Them? Beyonce Fans Are Convinced the Singer's Grammy Looks 
Included Hints That She Will Appear on the Black Panther Movie Soundtrack." Daily 
Mail Online. January 30, 2018. Accessed April 17, 2018. 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-5331527/Did-Beyonce-clues-Black-Panther-
soundtrack.html. 

 
SaturdayNightLive. ""The Day Beyonce Turned Black" - SNL." YouTube. February 14, 2016. 

Accessed December 4, 2017. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ociMBfkDG1w. 

 
"The Survivor Foundation Established by Knowles and Rowland Families to Provide 

Transitional Housing for Hurricane Evacuees." Business Wire. September 16, 2005. 
Accessed April 17, 2018. 
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20050916005663/en/Survivor-Foundation-

Established-Knowles-Rowland-Families-Provide.  
 

Toglia, Michelle. "Transcript Of Beyonce's 'Lemonade' Because The Words Are Just As 
Important As The Music." Bustle. April 24, 2016. Accessed April 16, 2018. 

http://www.eonline.com/news/862370/beyonce-at-the-bet-awards-revisit-all-of-her-show-stopping-performances#photo-822972
http://www.eonline.com/news/862370/beyonce-at-the-bet-awards-revisit-all-of-her-show-stopping-performances#photo-822972
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/00064246.1971.11431050?needAccess=true
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/00064246.1971.11431050?needAccess=true
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20050916005663/en/Survivor-Foundation-Established-Knowles-Rowland-Families-Provide
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20050916005663/en/Survivor-Foundation-Established-Knowles-Rowland-Families-Provide


 84 

https://www.bustle.com/articles/156559-transcript-of-beyonces- lemonade-because-the-
words-are-just-as-important-as-the-music. 

 
Trier-Bieniek, Adrienne M. The Beyon : Essays on Sexuality, Race and Feminism. 

Jefferson, NC: McFarland Et Company, 2016. 
 
Workneh, Lilly. "Beyoncé's 'Lemonade' Is A Powerful Ode To Black Women Everywhere." The 

Huffington Post. April 25, 2016. Accessed April 10, 2018. 
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/beyonce- lemonade-black-

women_us_571ccccde4b0d912d5fee4d2. 
  
 


