
C U LT U R E Hot Topic

A spate of new BOOKS and FILMS unveils the unbridled, unapologetic anger of women. By Brianna Kovan

HELL HATH NO FURY

Earl” or, more recently, Cardi 
B’s threat to serve an unfaith-
ful partner “cereal with a 
teaspoon of bleach.” On the 
other hand, Megan Abbott’s 
new novel, Give Me Your 
Hand, which explores a form 
of PMS so extreme it’s been 
used as a criminal defense, 
feels like a warning. After all, 
she writes: “Don’t we all feel 
we have something banked 
down deep inside just wait-
ing for its moment, the slow 
gathering of hot blood?”

STENBERG 
IN THE HATE 
U GIVE.

TEENS RALLY AGAINST SLUT-SHAMING 
IN ASSASSINATION NATION.

LAST SEPTEMBER, SAN JUAN  
mayor Carmen Yulín Cruz 
made a plea to President 
Trump for aid in the wake of 
Hurricane Maria: “I am done 
being polite. I am done being 
politically correct. I am mad 
as hell.” Ten months later, at 
a rally to protest the admin-
istration’s family-separation 
immigration policy, Represen-
tative Maxine Waters refused 
to be silenced, even in the face 
of death threats: “All I have to 
say is this—if you shoot me, you 
better shoot straight. There’s 

nothing like a wounded animal.” 
Fueled by decades of unchecked 
misogyny, and galvanized by 
mass protests (both virtual and 
IRL), American women have 
opened the floodgates of fury. 
And as we approach the mid-
term elections, this collective 
outrage is only getting louder. 
Enter cultural critic Rebecca 
Traister, whose new book, Good 
and Mad: The Revolutionary 
Power of Women’s Anger (Oc-
tober 2), tracks the history of fe-
male rage from the suffragettes 
to the Shitty Media Men list. 

“Anger has often been the 
sparking impetus for long- 
lasting, legal, or institutional 
reform in the United States,” 
Traister writes. But women 
rarely get credit for catalyzing 
national movements. And as 
is often the case, much of the 
unrecognized work is done by 
women of color. Traister cites 
Mamie Till’s decision to publish 
her son Emmett’s beaten face 
in Jet magazine, which helped 
launch the civil rights move-
ment, and Alicia Garza, who co-
founded Black Lives Matter in 
2013 after George Zimmerman 
was cleared of Trayvon Martin’s 
murder. Then there’s activist 
Tarana Burke, who founded 
the Me Too movement 11 years 
before the hashtag went viral. 

Rage is an effective tool, 
Traister argues, but women  
aren’t “supposed” to be mad. 
Writer and activist Soraya 
Chemaly unpacks this muz-
zled potential in her debut 
book, September’s Rage 
Becomes Her: The Power of 
Women’s Anger. In it, she 
explains how girls are taught 
to swallow their frustrations; 
by adulthood, they’re mar-
keted surgeries to fix resting 
bitch face. Behind clenched 
teeth, Uma Thurman said as 
much to Access Hollywood 
when asked about inappro-
priate behavior in the work-
place: “I have learned that 
when I’ve spoken in anger, 
I usually regret the way I 
express myself.” Suppressed 
rage can also lead to self-harm, 
as was the case with Amy 
Adams’s character in HBO’s 
humid, searing Sharp Objects.

Fall’s big-screen heroines 
are also fed up. In The Hate 
U Give (October 19), Starr 
Carter (Amandla Stenberg) 
watches a police officer kill her 
childhood friend. Soon after, 
she’s addressing protesters 
via megaphone: “We are all 

witnesses to this injustice! We 
see it all, and we will not stop 
until the world sees it, too.” Even 
satire is chiming in with Sep-
tember’s Assassination Nation, 
a bonkers thriller in which an 
armed band of teenagers faces 
off against a mob of small-town 
slut-shamers. In both films, 
character arcs lead the heroines 
toward anger, not away from it. 
Indignation in the face of injus-
tice is the narrative resolution.

Our current political climate 
has no doubt chipped away at 
deeply entrenched gender roles. 
Traister cites the “punitive and 
righteous rage” of Beyoncé’s 
Lemonade as evidence, but it’s 
unlikely women will start acting 
out lyrical revenge fantasies 
like the Dixie Chicks’ “Goodbye 

C
lo

ck
w

is
e 

fro
m

 b
ot

to
m

 le
ft:

 E
rik

a 
D

os
s/

Tw
en

tie
th

 C
en

tu
ry

 F
ox

; c
ou

rte
sy

 
of

 S
im

on
 &

 S
ch

us
te

r; 
co

ur
te

sy
 o

f A
tri

a 
Bo

ok
s;

 c
ou

rte
sy

 o
f N

eo
n


