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Hair Piece, and Kathleen Collins’s Losing Ground all explore different facets of Black
women’s reality. For information on Black women ﬁlmmakgrs, see Campbell (1983). More
general information on Black women in film can be found in Mapp (1973).. )

6. Afrocentric scholars have examined this conceptualization of the self in African and
African-American communities. See Smitherman (1977), Asante (1987), Myer§ (198§),
and Brown (1989). For feminist analyses of women’s developmen.t of self as a dlStll’lCthF:
process, see especially Evelyn Keller’s (1985) discussion of dynamic autonomy.and how it
relates to relationships of domination, and Benhabib and Cornell’s (1987) discussion of
the unencumbered self.

Chapter 6
BLACK WOMEN AND MOTHERHOOD

Just yesterday I stood for a few minutes at the top of the stairs leading to a
white doctor’s office in a white neighborhood. I watched one Black woman
after another trudge to the corner, where she then waited to catch the bus
home. These were Black women still cleaning somebody else’s house or
Black women still caring for somebody else’s sick or elderly, before they
came back to the frequently thankless chores of their own loneliness, their
own families. And I felt angry and I felt ashamed. And I felt, once again,
the kindling heat of my hope that we, the daughters of these Black women,
will honor their sacrifice by giving them thanks. We will undertake, with
pride, every transcendent dream of freedom made possible by the humility
of their love.

—June Jordan 1985, 105

June Jordan’s words poignantly express the need for Black feminists to
honor our mothers’ sacrifice by developing an Afrocentric feminist analysis
of Black motherhood. Until recently analyses of Black motherhood have
largely been the province of men, both white and Black, and male
assumptions about Black women as mothers have prevailed. Black mothers
have been accused of failing to discipline their children, of emasculating
their sons, of defeminizing their daughters, and of retarding their chil-
dren’s academic achievement (Wade-Giayles 1980). Citing high rates of
divarce, female-headed households, and out-of-wedlock births, white
male scholars and their representatives claim  that  African-American
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mothers wield unnatural power in allegedly deteriorating family structures
(Moynihan 1965; Zinn 1989). The African-American mothers observed by
Jordan vanish from these accounts.

White feminist work on motherhood has failed to produce an effective
critique of elite white male analyses of Black motherhood. Grounded in
a white, middle-class women’s standpoint, white feminist analyses have
been profoundly affected by the limitations that this angle of vision has on
race (Chodorow 1974, 1978; Flax 1978; Chodorow and Contratto 1982).
While white feminists have effectively confronted white male analyses
of their own experiences as mothers, they rarely challenge controlling
images such as the mammy, the matriarch, and the welfare mother and
therefore fail to include Black mothers “still cleaning somebody else’s
house or . . . caring for somebody else’s sick or elderly.” As a result, white
feminist theories have had limited utility for African-American women
(Joseph 1984). .

In African-American communities the view has been quite different.
As Barbara Christian contends, the “concept of motherhood is of cen-
tral importance in the philosophy of both African and Afro-American
peoples” (1985, 213). But in spite of its centrality, Black male scholars
in particular typically glorify Black motherhood by refusing to acknowl-
edge the issues faced by Black mothers who “came back to the fre-
quently thankless chores of their own loneliness, their own families.” By
¢lniming that Black women are richly endowed with devotion, self-sacrifice,
and unconditional love—the attributes associated with archetypal mother-
hood-—Black men inadvertently foster a different controlling image for
Ilack women, that of the “superstrong Black mother” (Staples 1973; Dance
1979). In many African-American communities so much sanctification
surrounds Black motherhood that “the idea that mothers should live lives
of sacrifice has come to be seen as the norm” (Christian 1985, 234).

Iar too many Black men who praise their own mothers feel less account-
able to the mothers of their own children. They allow their wives and
girlfriends to support the growing numbers of African-American children
living in poverty (Frazier 1948; Burnham 1985; U.S. Department of Com-
merce 1986, 1989). Despite the alarming deterioration of economic and
social supports for Black mothers, large numbers of young men encourage
their unmarried teenaged girlfriends to give birth to children whose futures
are at risk (Ladner 1972; Ladner and Gourdine 1984; Simms 1988). Even
when they are aware of the poverty and struggles these women face,
many Black men cannot get beyond the powerful controlling image of the
superstrong Black mother in order to see the very real costs of mothering

(o African-American women, Michele Wallace describes the tenacity of

this controlling image!
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I remember once 1 was watching a news show with a black male friend of
mine who had a Ph.D. in psychology and was the director of an out-patient
clinic. We were looking at some footage of a black woman. . . . She was
in bed wrapped in blankets, her numerous small, poorly clothed children
huddled around her. Her apartment looked rat-infested, cramped, and dirty.
She had not, she said, had heat and hot water for days. My friend, a solid
member of the middle class now but surely no stranger to poverty in his
childhood, felt obliged to comment . . . “That’s a strong sister,” as he bowed
his head in reverence. (1978, 108-9)

The absence of a fully articulated Afrocentric feminist standpoint on
motherhood is striking but not particularly surprising. While Black
women have produced insightful critiques of both white male and white
feminist analyses of motherhood (King 1973; Davis 1981; Gilkes 1983a;
Hooks 1981), we have paid far less attention to Black male views.
This silence partly reflects the self-imposed restrictions that accompany
African-Americans’ efforts to present a united front to the dominant
group. Part of Black women’s reluctance to challenge Black men’s
ideas in particular stems from the vehement attacks sustained by those
Black feminist scholars, such as Michele Wallace, Alice Walker, and
Ntozake Shange, who have been perceived as critical of Black men
(see, for example, Staples 1978). But much of our silence emanates
from an unwillingness to criticize Black men’s well-intentioned efforts
to defend and protect Black womanhood. Glorifying the strong Black
mother represents Black men’s attempts to replace negative white male
interpretations with positive Black male ones. But no matter how sincere,
externally defined definitions of Black womanhood—even those offered by
sympathetic African-American men—are bound to come with their own set
of problems.

In the case of Black motherhood, the problems have been a stifling
of dialogue among African-American women and the perpetuation of
troublesome, controlling images, both negative and positive. As Renita
Weems observes: “We have simply sat and nodded while others talked
about the magnificent women who bore and raised them and who, along
with God, made a way out of no way. . . . We paid to hear them lecture
ubout the invincible strength and genius of the Black mother, knowing
full well that the image can be as bogus as the one of the happy slave”
(1984, 27).

African-American women need an Afrocentric feminist analysis of
motherhood that debunks the image of “happy slave,” whether the white-
male-created “matriarch” or the Black-male-perpetuated “‘superstrong
Iack mother.” Some of the classic sociclogical and ethnographic work
on African-American families gives a comprehensive sense of how Black
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women mother (Herskovits 1941; Young 1970; Ladner 1972; Stack 1974;
Aschenbrenner 1975; Dougherty 1978; Dill 1980). This emphasis on Black
women’s actions has recently been enriched by an outpouring of research
on Black women’s ideas by Black women scholars (McCray 1980; Joseph
1981, 1984; Rollins 1985; D. White 1985; Sage 1984, 1987). When coupled
with the explorations of Black women’s consciousness extant in Black
women’s autobiographies, fiction, and Black feminist literary criticism
(Walker 1983; Washington 1984; Christian 1985), these sources offer
the rich conceptual terrain of a Black women’s standpoint from which
an Afrocentric feminist analysis of African-American motherhood can
emerge.

EXPLORING A BLACK WOMEN'S STANDPOINT ON MOTHERING

The institution of Black motherhood consists of a series of constantly
renegotiated relationships that African-American women experience with
one another, with Black children, with the larger African-American com-
munity, and with self. These relationships occur in specific locations such as
the individual households that make up African-American extended family
networks, as well as in Black community institutions (Martin and Martin
1978; Sudarkasa 1981b). Moreover, just as Black women’s work and family
experiences varied during the transition from slavery to the post-World
War II political economy, how Black women define, value, and shape
Black motherhood as an institution shows comparable diversity.

Black motherhood as an institution is both dynamic and dialectical. An
ongoing tension exists between efforts to mold the institution of Black
motherhood to benefit systems of race, gender, and class oppression and
efforts by African-American women to define and value our own experi-
ences with motherhood. The controlling images of the mammy, the matri-
arch, and the welfare mother and the practices they justify are designed
to oppress. In contrast, motherhood can serve as a site where Black
women express and learn the power of self-definition, the importance
of valuing and respecting ourselves, the necessity of self-reliance and
independence, and a belief in Black women’s empowerment. This tension
leads to a continuum of responses. Some women view motherhood as a
truly burdensome condition that stifles their creativity, exploits their labor,
and makes them partners in their own oppression. Others see motherhood
as providing a base for self-actualization, status in the Black community,
and a catalyst for social activism. These alleged contradictions can exist
side by side in African-American communities and families and even within
individual women.
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Embedded in these changing relationships are five enduring themes
that characterize a Black women’s standpoint on Black motherhood. For
any given historical moment, the particular form that Black women's
relationships with one another, children, community, and self actually
take depends on how ‘this dialectical relationship between the severity of
oppression facing African-American women and our actions in resisting
that oppression is expressed.

BLOODMOTHERS, OTHERMOTHERS, AND WOMEN-
CENTERED NETWORKS

In African-American communities, fluid and changing boundaries often
distinguish biological mothers from other women who care for children,
Biological mothers, or bloodmothers, are expected to care for their chils
dren. But African and African-American communities have also recog
nized that vesting one person with full responsibility for mothering
child may not be wise or possible. As a result, othermothers—women
who assist bloodmothers by sharing mothering responsibilities—tradition
ally have been central to the institution of Black motherhood (‘Troester
1984).

The centrality of women in African-American extended families reflects
both a continuation of West African cultural values and functional
ndaptations to race and gender oppression (Tanner 1974; Stack 1974,
Aschenbrenner 1975; Martin and Martin 1978; Sudarkasa 1981b; Reagon
1987). This centrality is not characterized by the absence of husbands
nnd fathers. Men may be physically present and/or have well-defined
nnd culturally significant roles in the extended family and the Kin
unit may be woman-centered. Bebe Moore Campbell’s (1989) parents
separated when she was small. Even though she spent the school year
in the North Philadelphia household maintained by her grandmother and
mother, Campbell’s father assumed an important role in her life. “My
futher took care of me,” Campbell remembers. “Our separation didn't
stunt me or condemn me to a lesser humanity. His absence never made me
n futherless child. I'm not fatherless now” (p. 271). In woman-centered kin
unity such as Campbell’s—whether a mother-child household unit, a married
couple household, or a larger unit extending over several households—the
ventrality of mothers is not predicated on male powerlessness (‘Tanner
1974, 133),

Organized, resilient, womenwentered networks of bloodmothers and
athermothers are key in understanding this centrality. Grandmothers,
sistern, nunty, or cousing aet an othermothers by taking on child-care
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responsibilities for one another’s children. When needed, temporary child-
care arrangements can turn into long-term care or informal adoption (Stack
1974; Gutman 1976). Despite strong cultural norms encouraging women to
become biological mothers, women who choose not to do so often receive
recognition and status from other mother relationships that they establish
with Black children.

In African-American communities these women-centered networks of
community-based child care often extend beyond the boundaries of bio-
logically related individuals and include “fictive kin” (Stack 1974). Civil
rights activist Ella Baker describes how informal adoption by othermothers
functioned in the rural southern community of her childhood:

My aunt who had thirteen children of her own raised three more. She had
become a midwife, and a child was born who was covered with sores.
Nobody was particularly wanting the child, so she took the child and raised
him . . . and another mother decided she didn’t want to be bothered with
two children. So my aunt took one and raised him . . . they were part of
the family. (Cantarow 1980, 59)

Even when relationships are not between kin or fictive kin, African-
American community norms traditionally were such that neighbors cared
for one anothers’ children. Sara Brooks, a southern domestic worker,
describes the importance that the community-based child care a neighbor
offered her daughter had for her: “She kept Vivian and she didn’t charge
me nothin either. You see, people used to look after each other, but now
its not that way. I reckon its because we all was poor, and I guess they
put theirself in the place of the person that they was helpin” (Simonsen
1986, 181). Brooks’s experiences demonstrate how the African-American
cultural value placed on cooperative child care traditionally found institu-
tional support in the adverse conditions under which so many Black women
mothered.

Othermothers are key not only in supporting children but also in
helping bloodmothers who, for whatever reason, lack the preparation
or desire for motherhood. In confronting racial oppression, maintaining
community-based child care and respecting othermothers who assume
child-care responsibilities serve a critical function in African-American
communities. Children orphaned by sale or death of their parents under
slavery, children conceived through rape, children of young mothers,
children born into extreme poverty or to alcoholic or drug-addicted
mothers, or children who for other reasons cannot remain with their
bloodmothers have all been supported by othermothers, who, like Ella
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Baker’s aunt, take in additional children even when they have enough of
their own.

Young women are often carefully groomed at an early age to become
othermothers. As a ten-year-old, civil rights activist Ella Baker learned
to be an othermother by caring for the children of a widowed neighbor:
“Mama would say, “You must take the clothes to Mr. Powell’s house,
and give so-and-so a bath.” The children were running wild. . . . The
kids . . . would take off across the field. We’d chase them down, and
bring them back, and put ’em in the tub, and wash ’em off, and change
clothes, and carry the dirty ones home, and wash them. Those kind of
things were routine” (Cantarow 1980, 59).

Many Black men also value community-based child care but exercise
these values to a lesser extent. Young Black men are taught how to
care for children (Young 1970; Lewis 1975). During slavery, for example,
Black children under age ten experienced little division of labor. They
were dressed alike and performed similar tasks. If the activities of work
and play are any indication of the degree of gender role differentiation
that existed among slave children, “then young girls probably grew up
minimizing the difference between the sexes while learning far more about
the differences between the races” (D. White 1985, 94). Differences among
Black men and women in attitudes toward children may have more to
do with male labor force patterns. As Ella Baker observes, “my father
took care of people too, but ... my father had to work” (Cantarow
1980, 60).

Historically, community-based child care and the relationships among
bloodmothers and othermothers in women-centered networks have taken
diverse institutional forms. In some polygynous West African societies,
the children of the same father but different mothers referred to one
another as brothers and sisters. While a strong bond existed between the
biological mother and her child—one so strong that, among the Ashanti
for example, “to show disrespect towards one’s mother is tantamount
to sacrilege” (Fortes 1950, 263)—children could be disciplined by any
of their other “mothers.” Cross-culturally, the high status given to
othermothers and the cooperative nature of child-care arrangements among
bloodmothers and othermothers in Caribbean and other Black societies
pives credence to the importance that people of African descent place on
mothering (Clarke 1966; Shimkin et al. 1978; Sudarkasa 1981a, 1981b).

Although the political economy of slavery brought profound changes to
enslaved Africans, cultural values concerning the importance of mother-
hood and the value of cooperntive nppronches to child care continued.
While older women served an purses and midwives, their most common
occupation was caring for the ehildren of parents who worked (D, White
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1985). Informal adoption of orphaned children reinforced the importance
of social motherhood in African-American communities (Gutman 1976).

The relationship between bloodmothers and othermothers survived the
transition from a slave economy to postemancipation southern rural agri-
culture. Children in southern rural communities were not solely the respon-
sibility of their biological mothers. Aunts, grandmothers, and others who
had time to supervise children served as othermothers (Young 1970;
Dougherty 1978). The significant status women enjoyed in family networks
and in African-American communities continued to be linked to their
bloodmother and othermother activities.

The entire community structure of bloodmothers and othermothers is
under assault in many inner-city neighborhoods, where the very fabric of
African-American community life is being eroded by illegal drugs. But even
in the most troubled communities, remnants of the othermother tradition
endure. Bebe Moore Campbell’s 1950s North Philadelphia neighborhood
underwent some startling changes when crack cocaine flooded the streets in
the 1980s. Increases in birth defects, child abuse, and parental neglect left
many children without care. But some residents, such as Miss Nee, continue
the othermother tradition. After raising her younger brothers and sisters
and five children of her own, Miss Nee cares for three additional children
whose families fell apart. Moreover, on any given night Miss Nee’s house
may be filled by up to a dozen children because she has a reputation for
never turning away a needy child (“Children of the Underclass” 1989).

Traditionally, community-based child care certainly has been functional
for African-American communities and for Black women. Black feminist
theorist Bell Hooks suggests that the relationships among bloodmothers
und othermothers may have greater theoretical importance than currently
recognized:

This form of parenting is revolutionary in this society because it takes
place in opposition to the ideas that parents, especially mothers, should
be the only childrearers. . . . This kind of shared responsibility for child
care can happen in small community settings where people know and trust
one another. It cannot happen in those settings if parents regard children
as their “property,” their possession. (1984, 144)

The resiliency of women-centered family networks illustrates how tradi-
tional cultural values—namely, the African origins of community-based
¢hild care—can help people cope with and resist oppression. By con-
tinuing community-based child care, African-American women challenge
one fundamental assumption underlying the capitalist system itself: that
children are “private property” and can be disposed of ax such, Notions
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of property, child care, and gender differences in parenting styles are
embedded in the institutional arrangements of any given political economy.
Under the property model stemming from capitalist patriarchal families,
parents may not literally assert that their children are pieces of property,
but their parenting may reflect assumptions analogous to those they make
in connection with property (J. Smith 1983). For example, the exclusive
parental “right” to discipline children as parents see fit, even if disci-
pline borders on abuse, parallels the widespread assumption that property
owners may dispose of their property without consulting members of the
larger community. By seeing the larger community as responsible for
children and by giving othermothers and other nonparents “rights” in
child rearing, African-Americans challenge prevailing property relations.
It is in this sense that traditional bloodmother/othermother relationships
in women-centered networks are “revolutionary.”

MOTHERS, DAUGHTERS, AND SOCIALIZATION FOR SURVIVAL

Black mothers of daughters face a troubling dilemma. On one hand, to
ensure their daughters’ physical survival, mothers must teach them to fit
into systems of oppression. For example, as a young girl Black activist
Ann Moody questioned why she was paid so little for the domestic work
she began at age nine, why Black women domestics were sexually harassed
by their white male employers, why no one would explain the activities of
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People to her,
and why whites had so much more than Blacks. But her mother refused to
answer her questions and actually chastised her for questioning the system
and stepping out of her “place” (Moody 1968). Like Ann Moody, Black
daughters learn to expect to work, to strive for an education so they can
support themselves, and to anticipate carrying heavy responsibilities in their
families and communities because these skills are essential to their own sur-
vival and those for whom they will eventually be responsible (Ladner 1972;
Joseph 1981). New Yorker Michele Wallace recounts: “I can’t remember
when I first learned that my family expected me to work, to be able to take
care of myself when I grew up. . . . It had been drilled into me that the best
and only sure support was self-support” (1978, 89-90). Mothers also know
that if their daughters uncritically accept the limited opportunities offered
Black women, they become willing participants in their own subordination.
Mothers may have ensured their daughters’ physical survival, but at the
high cost of their emotional destruction.

On the other hand, Black daughters with strong self-definitions and
self-valuations who offer serious challenges to oppressive situations may
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not physically survive. When Ann Moody became active in the early 1960s
in sit-ins and voter registration activities, her mother first begged her not
to participate and then told her not to come home because she feared
the whites in Moody’s hometown would kill her. Despite the dangers,
mothers routinely encourage Black daughters to develop skills to confront
oppressive conditions. Learning that they will work and that education is
a vehicle for advancement can also be seen as ways of enhancing positive
self-definitions and self-valuations in Black girls. Emotional strength is
essential, but not at the cost of physical survival.

Historian Elsa Barkley Brown captures this delicate balance Black moth-
ers negotiate by pointing out that her mother’s behavior demonstrated
the “need to teach me to live my life one way and, at the same time, to
provide all the tools I would need to live it quite differently” (1989, 929).
Black daughters must learn how to survive in interlocking structures of
race, class, and gender oppression while rejecting and transcending those
same structures. In order to develop these skills in their daughters, mothers
demonstrate varying combinations of behaviors devoted to ensuring their
daughters’ survival—such as providing them with basic necessities and
protecting them in dangerous environments—to helping their daughters
go further than mothers themselves were allowed to go. )

This special vision of Black mothers may grow from the nature of
work women have done to ensure Black children’s survival. These work
experiences have provided Black women with a unique angle of vision,
a particular perspective on the world to be passed on to Black daughters.
African and African-American women have long integrated economic
self-reliance with mothering. In contrast to the cult of true womanhood,
in which work is defined as being in opposition to and incompatible
with motherhood, work for Black women has been an important and
valued dimension of Afrocentric definitions of Black motherhood. Sara
Brooks describes the powerful connections that economic self-reliance and
mothering had in her childhood: “When I was about nine I was nursin my
sister Sally—I’m about seven or eight years older than Sally. And when I
would put her to sleep, instead of me goin somewhere and sit down and
play, I'd get my little old hoe and get out there and work right in the field
around the house”(in Simonsen 1986, 86).

Mothers who are domestic workers or who work in proximity to whites
may experience a unique relationship with the dominant group. For exam-
ple, African-American women domestics are exposed to all the intimate
details of the lives of their white employers. Working for whites offers
domestic workers a view from the inside and exposes them to ideas and
resources that might aid in their ehildren’s upward mobility. In some
cases domestic workers form close, long lasting relationships with their
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emplqyers. But domestic workers also encounter some of the harshest
exploitation confronting women of color. The work is low paid, has few
benefits, and exposes women to the threat and reality of sexual harassment
Black domestics could see the dangers awaiting their daughters. -
. Willi Coleman’s mother used a Saturday-night hair-combing ritual to
impart a Black women’s standpoint on domestic work to her daughters:

Except for special occasions mama came home from work early on Saturdays.
She spent six days a week mopping, waxing and dusting other women’s
houses and keeping out of reach of other women’s husbands. Saturday nights
were reserved for “taking care of them girls” hair and the telling of stories
S(_)me of which included a recitation of what she had endured and how she ha(i
triumphed over “folks that were lower than dirt” and “no-good snakes in the
grass.” She combed, patted, twisted and talked, saying things which would
have embarrassed or shamed her at other times. (Coleman 1987, 34)

l?onnie Thornton Dill’s (1980) study of the child-rearing goals of domes-
tic workers illustrates how African-American women see their work as
h(‘)lh contributing to their children’s survival and instilling values that
will encourage their children to reject their proscribed “place” as Blacks
and slr.ive for more. Providing a better chance for their children was
it dominant theme among Black women. Domestic workers described
lhcmstj‘lves as “struggling to give their children the skills and training
they did not have; and as praying that opportunities which had not been
open to them would be open to their children” (p. 110). But the women
nlso realized that while they wanted to communicate the value of their
work as part of the ethics of caring and personal accountability, the work
itsell was undesirable. Bebe Moore Campbell’s (1989) grandm’other and
vollege-educated mother stressed the importance of education. Campbell
remembers, “[they] wanted me to Be Somebody, to be the second genera-
tion to live out my life as far away from a mop and scrub brush and Miss
Ann's floors as possible” (p. 83).

Understanding this goal of balancing the need for the physical survival
ol their daughters with the vision of encouraging them to transcend the
houndaries confronting them explains many apparent contradictions in
Hlack mother-daughter relationships. Black mothers are often described
uh atrong disciplinarians and overly protective; yet these same women
manage to raise daughters who are self-reliant and assertive. To explain this
upparent contradiction, Gloria Wade-Gayles suggests that Black mothers:

o not wocialize their daughters to be “pawsive™ or “irrational.” Quite the
conttary, they socialize their daughters o be independent, strong and
selbeonfident, Black mothers are sulfocatingly protective and domineering
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precisely because they are determined to mold their daughters into whole and
self-actualizing persons in a society that devalues Black women. (1984, 12)

African-American mothers place a strong emphasis on protection, either
by trying to shield their daughters as long as possible from the penalties
attached to their race, class, and gender status or by teaching them skills
of independence and self-reliance so that they will be able to protect
themselves. Consider the following verse from a traditional blues song:

I ain’t good lookin’ and ain’t got waist-long hair

[ say I ain’t good lookin’ and I ain’t got waist-long hair

But my mama gave me something that’ll take me anywhere.
(Washington 1984, 144)

Unlike white women, symbolized by “good looks” and “waist-long hair,”
Black women have been denied male protection. Under such conditions it
becomes essential that Black mothers teach their daughters skills that will
“take them anywhere.”

Black women’s autobiographies and fiction can be read as texts revealing
the multiple ways that African-American mothers aim to shield their daugh-
fers from the demands of being Black women in oppressive conditions.
Michele Wallace describes her growing understanding of how her mother
viewed raising Black daughters in Harlem: “My mother has since explained
o me that since it was obvious her attempt to protect me was going to
prove a failure, she was determined to make me realize that as a black
pirl in white America I was going to find it an uphill climb to keep myself
together™ (1978, 98). In discussing the mother-daughter relationship in
Paule Marshall’s Brown Girl, Brownstones, Rosalie Troester catalogues
the ways mothers have aimed to protect their daughters and the impact
this may have on relationships themselves:

Black mothers, particularly those with strong ties to their community, some-
times build high banks around their young daughters, isolating them from the
dangers of the larger world until they are old and strong enough to function
as autonomous women. Often these dikes are religious, but sometimes they
are built with education, family, or the restrictions of a close-knit and
homogeneous community. . . . This isolation causes the currents between
Black mothers and daughters to run deep and the relationship to be fraught
with an emotional intensity often missing from the lives of women with more
freedom. (1984, 13)

Michele Wallace's mother built banks around her headstrong adolescent
duughter by institutionalizing her in a Catholic home for troubled girly.
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Wallace went willingly, believing “I thought at the time that I would rather
live in hell than be with my mother” (1978, 98). But years later Wallace’s
evaluation of her mother’s decision changed: “Now that I know my mother
better, I know that her sense of powerlessness made it all the more essential
to her that she take radical action” (p. 98).

African-American mothers try to protect their daughters from the dan-
gers that lie ahead by offering them a sense of their own unique self-worth.
Many contemporary Black women writers report the experience of being
singled out, of being given a sense of specialness at an early age which
encouraged them to develop their talents. My own mother marched me
to the public library at age five, helped me get my first library card, and
told me that I could do anything if I learned how to read. In discussing the
works of Paule Marshall, Dorothy West, and Alice Walker, Mary Helen
Washington observes that all three writers make special claims about the
roles their mothers played in the development of their creativity: “The bond
with their mothers is such a fundamental and powerful source that the term
‘mothering the mind’ might have been coined specifically to define their
experiences as writers” (1984, 144).

Black women’s efforts to provide a physical and psychic base for their
children can affect mothering styles and the emotional intensity of Black
mother-daughter relationships. As Gloria Wade-Gayles points out, “moth-
ers in Black women’s fiction are strong and devoted . . . they are rarely
affectionate” (1984, 10). For example, in Toni Morrison’s Sula (1974),

iva Peace’s husband ran off, leaving her with three small children and no

money. Despite her feelings, “the demands of feeding her three children
were so acute she had to postpone her anger for two years until she had
both the time and energy for it” (p. 32). Later in the novel Eva’s daughter
Hannah asks, “Mamma, did you ever love us?” (p. 67). Eva angrily replies,
“What you talkin’ bout did I love you girl I stayed alive for you” (p. 69).
For far too many Black mothers, the demands of providing for children
In interlocking systems of oppression are sometimes so demanding that
they have neither the time nor the patience for affection. And yet most
Bluck daughters love and admire their mothers and are convinced that their
mothers truly love them (Joseph 1981).

Black daughters raised by mothers grappling with hostile environments
have to come to terms with their feelings about the difference between the
Idealized versions of maternal love extant in popular culture and the strict
and often troubled mothers in their lives, For a daughter, growing up means
developing a better understanding that even though she may desire more
affection and greater freedom, her mother's physical care and protection
are ety of maternal love, Ann Moody desciibes her growing awareness of
the cout her mother paid as o domestle worker who was a single mother of
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three. Watching her mother sleep after the birth of another child, Moody
remembers:

For a long time I stood there looking at her. I didn’t want to wake her up. 1
wanted to enjoy and preserve that calm, peaceful look on her face, I wanted
to think she would always be that happy. . . . Adline and Junior were too
young to feel the things I felt and know the things I knew about Mama.
They couldn’t remember when she and Daddy separated. They had never
heard her cry at night as I had or worked and helped as I had done when
we were starving. (1968, 57)

Moody initially sees her mother as a strict disciplinarian, a woman who
tries to protect her daughter by withholding information. But as Moody
matures and better understands the oppression in her community, her ideas
change. On one occasion Moody left school early the day after a Black
family had been brutally murdered by local whites. Moody’s description
of her mother’s reaction reflects her deepening understanding: “When I
walked in the house Mama didn’t even ask me why I came home. She
just looked at me. And for the first time I realized she understood what
was going on within me or was trying to anyway” (1968, 136).

Another example of a daughter’s efforts to understand her mother is
offered in Renita Weems’s account of coming to grips with maternal
desertion. In the following passage Weems struggles with the difference
between the stereotypical image of the superstrong Black mother and her
own alcoholic mother’s decision to leave her children: “My mother loved
us. I must believe that. She worked all day in a department store bakery
to buy shoes and school tablets, came home to curse out neighbors who
wrongly accused her children of any impropriety (which in an apartment
complex usually meant stealing), and kept her house cleaner than most
sober women” (1984, 26). Weems concludes that her mother loved her
because she provided for her to the best of her ability.

Othermothers often help to defuse the emotional intensity of rela-
tionships between bloodmothers and their daughters. In recounting how
she dealt with the intensity of her relationship with her mother, Weems
describes the women teachers, neighbors, friends, and othermothers she
turned to—women who, she observes, “did not have the onus of providing
for me, and so had the luxury of talking to me” (1984, 27). Cheryl West’s
household included her brother, her lesbian mother, and Jan, her mother’s
lover. Jan became an othermother to West: “Yellow-colored, rotund and
short in stature, Jan was like a second mother. . . . Jan braided my hair
in the morning, mother worked two jobs and tucked me in at night,
Loving, gentle, and fastidious in the domestic arena, Jan could be a
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rigid disciplinarian. . . . To the outside world . . . she was my ‘aunt’ who
happened to live with us. But she was much more involved and nurturing
than any of my ‘real’ aunts” (1987, 43).

June Jordan offers an eloquent analysis of one daughter’s realization of
the high personal cost African-American women can pay in providing an
economic and emotional foundation for their children. In the following
passage Jordan offers a powerful testament of how she came to see that
her mother’s work was an act of love:

As a child T noticed the sadness of my mother as she sat alone in the
kitchen at night. . . . Her woman’s work never won permanent victories
of any kind. It never enlarged the universe of her imagination or her
power to influence what happened beyond the front door of our house.
Her woman’s work never tickled her to laugh or shout or dance. But
she did raise me to respect her way of offering love and to believe that
hard work is often the irreducible factor for survival, not something to
avoid. Her woman’s work produced a reliable home base where I could
pursue the privileges of books and music. Her woman’s work invented the
potential for a completely different kind of work for us, the next generation
of Black women: huge, rewarding hard work demanded by the huge,
new ambitions that her perfect confidence in us engendered. (1985, 105)

COMMUNITY OTHERMOTHERS AND POLITICAL ACTIVISM

Black women’s experiences as othermothers provide a foundation for
Black wgmen’s political activism. Nurturing children in Black extended
family networks stimulates a more generalized ethic of caring and personal
necountability among African-American women who often feel account-
nble to all the Black community’s children.

This notion of Black women as community othermothers for all Black
¢hildren traditionally allowed African-American women to treat biologi-
cally unrelated children as if they were members of their own families.
For example, sociologist Karen Fields describes how her grandmother,
Mumie Garvin Fields, draws on her power as a community othermother
when dealinig with unfamiliar children: “She will say to a child on the street
who looks up to no good, picking out a name at random, ‘Aren’t you Miz
Pinckney's boy?" in that same reproving tone. If the reply is, ‘No, ma’am,
my mother is Miz Gadsden,” whatever threat there was dissipates” (Fields
nnd Fields 1983, xvii).

Ihe use of family language in referring to members of the African-
American community also illustrates this dimension of Black mother-
hoodd - In the following passage, Mamie Cinrvin Fields describes how she
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became active in surveying substandard housing conditions among African-
Americans in Charleston. Note her explanation of why she uses family

language:

I was one of the volunteers they got to make a survey of the places where
we were paying extortious rents for indescribable property. I said “we,”
although it wasn’t Bob and me. We had our own home, and so did many of
the Federated Women. Yet we still felt like it really was “we” living in those
terrible places, and it was up to us to do something about them. (Fields and

Fields 1983, 195)

Black women frequently describe Black children using family language. In
recounting her increasingly successful efforts to teach a boy who had given
other teachers problems, my daughter’s kindergarten teacher stated, “You
know how it can be—the majority of children in the learning disabled classes
are our children. 1 know he didn’t belong there, so I volunteered to take
him.” In their statements both women use family language to describe the
ties that bind them as Black women to their responsibilities as members
of an African-American community/family.

In explaining why the South Carolina Federation of Colored Women’s
Clubs founded a home for girls, Mrs. Fields observes, “We all could see that
we had a responsibility for those girls: they were the daughters of our com-
munity coming up” (Fields and Fields 1983, 197). Ms. Fields’s activities as
a community othermother on behalf of the “daughters” of her community
represent an established tradition among educated Black women. Serving
as othermothers to women in the Black community has a long history.
A study of 108 of the first generation of Black club women found that
three-quarters were married, three-quarters worked outside the home, but
only one-fourth had children (Giddings 1984). These women emphasized
self-support for Black women, whether married or not, and realized that
self-sufficient community othermothers were important. “Not all women
are intended for mothers,” declares an 1894 edition of the Woman’s Era.
“Some of us have not the temperment for family life. . . . Clubs will make
women think seriously of their future lives, and not make girls think their
only alternative is to marry” (Giddings 1984, 108).

Black women writers also explore this theme of the African-American
community othermother who nurtures the Black community. One of the
earliest examples is found in Frances Ellen Watkins Harper’s 1892 novel
Iola Leroy. By rejecting an opportunity to marry a prestigious physician

and dissociate herself from the Black community, nearly white lola, the
main character, chooses instead to serve the African-American community,
Similarly, in Alice Walker's Meridian (1976), the main character rejects the
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controlling image of the “happy slave,” the self-sacrificing Black mother
anq chooses to become a community othermother. Giving up her biologicui
child 'to the care of an othermother, Meridian gets an education, works in
th? civil rights movement, and eventually takes on responsibili’ty for the
children of a small southern town. She engages in a “quest that will take
her beyond the society’s narrow meaning of the word mother as a physical
stat_e and expand its meaning to those who create, nurture, and save life in
soaal‘and psychological as well as physical terms” (Christian 1985 242)

Sociologist Cheryl Gilkes (1980, 1982, 1983b) suggests that com;nunit.y
o.thermother relationships can be key in stimulating Black women’s deci-
sions to become community activists. Gilkes asserts that many of the Black
wome.n.con.xmunity activists in her study became involved in community
Organizing in response to the needs of their own children and of those in
their communities. The following comment is typical of how many of the
Black women in Gilkes’s study relate to Black children: “There were alot
of summer programs springing up for kids, but they were exclusive , . , and
[ found that most of our kids were excluded” (1980, 219). For many women
what began as the daily expression of their obligations as community
f)lhcrmothers, as was the case for the kindergarten teacher developed
into full-fledged actions as community leaders. ’

.'I his community othermother tradition also explains the “mothering the
}llll,(l" relationships that can develop between Black women teachers and
their Black women students. Unlike the traditional mentoring so widely
rqp()rtefi in educational literature, this relationship goes far beyond that
of providing students with either technical skills or a network of academic
and professional contacts. Bell Hooks shares the special vision that teachers
who see our work in community othermother terms can pass on to our
students: “I understood from the teachers in those segregated schools that
the work of any teacher committed to the full self-realization of students was
ncccss.urily and fundamentally radical, that ideas were not neutral that to
teach in a way that liberates, that expands consciousness, that awake:ns is to
challenge domination at its very core” (1989, 50). Like the mother-dauéhter
telationship, this “mothering the mind” among Black women seeks to move
toward the mutuality of a shared sisterhood that binds African-American
women as community othermothers.

( ‘n}nmnmity othermothers have made important contributions in building
i different type of community in often hostile political and economic sur-
toundings ‘(Rc.fugon 1987). Community othermothers’ actions demonstrate
i clear rejection of separateness and individual interest as the basis of
either community organization or individual self-actualization. Instead
the connectedness with others and common interest expressed by com:
munity othermothers models a very different value system, one whereby
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Afrocentric feminist ethics of caring and personal accountability move
communities forward.

MOTHERHOOD AS A SYMBOL OF POWER

Motherhood—whether bloodmother, othermother, or community other-
mother—can be invoked by African-American women as a symbol of
power. Much of Black women’s status in African-American communities
stems not only from actions as mothers in Black family networks but from
contributions as community othermothers.

Black women’s involvement in fostering African-American community
development forms the basis for community-based power. This is the type
of power many African-Americans have in mind when they describe the
“strong Black women” they see around them in traditional African-
American communities. Community othermothers work on behalf of the
Black community by expressing ethics of caring and personal account-
ability which embrace conceptions of transformative power and mutuality
(Kuykendall 1983). Such power is transformative in that Black women’s
relationships with children and other vulnerable community members is
not intended to dominate or control. Rather, its purpose is to bring people
along, to—in the words of late-nineteenth-century Black feminists—“uplift
the race” so that vulnerable members of the community will be able to attain
the self-reliance and independence essential for resistance.

When older African-American women invoke their power as community
othermothers, the results can be quite striking. Karen Fields recounts a

telling incident:

One night . . . as Grandmother sat crocheting alone at about two in the
morning, a young man walked into the living room carrying the portable
TV from upstairs. She said, “Who are you looking for this time of night?”
As Grandmother [described] the incident to me over the phone, I could hear
a tone of voice that I know well. It said, “Nice boys don’t do that.” So I
imagine the burglar heard his own mother or grandmother at that moment.
He joined in the familial game just created: “Well, he told me that I could
borrow it.” “Who told you?” “John.” “Um um, no John lives here. You got
the wrong house.” (Fields and Fields 1983, xvi)

After this dialogue, the teenager turned around, went back upstairs, and

returned the television.
In local African-American communities, community othermothers be-

come identified as powerful figures through furthering the community’s

well-being, Sociologist Charles Johnson (1934/1979) deseribes the behavior
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of an elderly Black woman at a church service in rural 1930s Alabama. Even
though she was not on the program, the woman stood up to speak. The
ma§t§r of ceremonies rang for her to sit down, but she refused to do so
claiming, “I am the mother of this church, and I will say what I please” (p.
172). The. master of ceremonies offered the following explanation to the
congregation as to why he let the woman continue: “Brothers, I know you all
honor Sister Moore. Course our time is short but she has acted as a mother
tome. . . . Any time old folks get up I give way to them” (p. 173).

THE VIEW FROM THE INSIDE: THE PERSONAL MEANI
QF MOTHERING e

Within African-American communities, women’s innovative and practical
approaches to mothering under oppressive conditions often bring power
and recognition. But this situation should not obscure the costs of mother-
hpod to many Black women. Black motherhood is fundamentally a contra-
dictory institution. African-American communities value motherhood, but
Black mothers’ ability to cope with race, class, and gender oppres’sion
should not be confused with transcending those conditions. Black mother-
hood can be rewarding, but it can also extract high personal costs. The range
of Black women’s reactions to motherhood and the ambivalence that many
Black women feel about mothering reflect motherhood’s contradictory
nature.

'Ccrtain dimensions of Black motherhood are clearly problematic. Coping
with unwanted pregnancies and being unable to care for one’s children
I8 oppressive. Sara Brooks remembers, “I had babies one after another
because I never knew how to avoid havin babies and I didn’t ask nobody, so
I didn’t know nothin. . . . After I separated from my husband, I still dicin’t
know nothin, so there come Vivian” (Simonsen 1986, 174). Brooks became
pregnant ag.ain even though she was unmarried and had three children
from a previous marriage whom she could not support. Brooks describes
the sllruln placed on Black women who must mother under oppressive
conditions: “I 'hated it. . . . I didn’t want no other baby. I couldn’t hardly
ke care of myself, and I had other kids I’da loved to have taken care of
and I couldn’t do that” (p. 177). Like Brooks, many Black women have:
¢hildren they really do not want. When combined with Black community
vilues claiming that good Black women always want their children, igno-
fance about reproductive issues leaves many Black women with unpl’anned
pregnancies and the long-term responsibilities of parenting.

Ann Moody's mother also did not celebriate her repeated pregnancies.
Muoody remembers her mother's feelings when her mother started “getting
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fat” and her boyfriend stopped coming by: “Again Mama started crying
every night. . . . When I heard Mama crying at night, I felt so bad. She
wouldn’t cry until we were all in bed and she thought we were sleeping.
Every night I would lie awake for hours listening to her sobbing quietly in
her pillow. The bigger she got the more she cried, and I did too” (Moody
1968, 46). To her children, Moody’s mother may have appeared to be the
stereotypical strong Black mother, but Ann Moody was able to see the cost
her mother paid for living with this controlling image.

Dealing with an unwanted pregnancy can have tragic consequences.
All Sara Brooks could think about was “doing away with this baby.”
She self-medicated herself and almost died. But she was luckier than
her mother. As Brooks recalls, “my momma, she got pregnant too
close behind me—it was an unwanted pregnancy—and so she taken
turpentine and she taken too much, I guess, and she died. She bled
to death and died” (Simonsen 1986, 160). She was not alone. Prior to
the 1973 Roe v. Wade U.S. Supreme Court decision that a woman’s
right to personal privacy gave her the right to decide whether or not
to have an abortion, large numbers of women who died from illegal
abortions were Black. In New York, for example, during the several years
preceding the decriminalization of abortions, 80 percent of the deaths from
illegal abortions involved Black and Puerto Rican women (Davis 1981).

Strong pronatalist values in African-American communities may stem
in part from traditional Black values that vest adult status on women
who become biological mothers. For many, becoming a biological mother
is often seen as a significant first step toward womanhood. Annie
Amiker, an elderly Black woman, describes the situation in the rural
Mississippi of her childhood. When asked if there were many girls with
out-of-wedlock children, she replied, “there was some but not many—not
many because when you run upon a girl who had a child the other
girls wouldn’t have nothing to do with her . . . she was counted as a
grown person so she wasn’t counted among the young people” (Parker
1979, 268). Joyce Ladner describes how this link between adult status
and motherhood operates in low-income, urban communities: “If there
was one common standard for becoming a woman that was accepted
by the majority of the people in the community, it was the time
when girls gave birth to their first child. This line of demarcation was
extremely clear and separated the girls from the women” (1972, 212).

In spite of the high personal costs, Ann Moody’s mother, Sara Brooks,
and an overwhelming majority of unmarried Black adolescent mothers
choose to keep their children (Simms 1988). Those women who give up
their children can also pay high personal costs, In Alice Walker's Merid-
fan, the fact that mothers cannot attend her prestigious, Black women's
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college forces Meridian to choose between keeping her child and going
to college. After relinquishing her child, Meridian suffers physiological
and psychological illness. Although she knows that her son is better
cared for by others, she feels “condemned, consigned to penitence
for life,” for she has committed the ultimate sin against Black moth-
erhood. Knowing that she had parted with her baby when her enslaved
maternal ancestors had done anything and everything to keep their
children was almost too much for Meridian to bear (Christian 1985).

. The pain of knowing what lies ahead for Black children while feel-
ing powerless to protect them is another problematic dimension of Black
llnothering. Michele Wallace remembers, “I can understand why my mother
felt desperate. No one else thought it would be particularly horrible if I
got pregnant or got married before I had grown up, if I never completed
college. I was a black girl” (1978, 98). Nineteen-year-old Harriet Jacobs

i slave mother, articulates the feelings of Black mothers who must raise,
their children in dangerous and impoverished environments: “When they
told me my new-born babe was a girl, my heart was heavier than it had
ever been before. Slavery is terrible for men; but it is far more terrible

for women” (1860/1987, 46). In a 1904 letter, a Black mother in the South
wrote to a national magazine:

lldrcud to see my children grow. I know not their fate. Where the white
pirl has one temptation, mine will have many. Where the white boy has
every qpportunity and protection, mine will have few opportunities and no
protection. It does not matter how good or wise my children may be, they
ire colored. When I have said that, all is said. Everything is forgiven ;n the
South but color. (Lerner 1972, 158)

P'rotecting Black children remains a primary concern of African-
American mothers because Black children are at risk. Nearly 40 percent of
ull Black mothers receive no prenatal care in the first trimester of pregnancy.
One in every eight Black infants has a low birth weight, a factor contributing
10 an infant mortality rate among Black babies that remains twice that for
White infants. During the first year of life Black babies die from fires and
oy at a rate 4.5 times greater than that of white infants. The number of
tisen of pediatric AIDS has doubled between 1986 and 1989, and more than
A percent of children with AIDS are Black or Hispanic, more than half of
them the offspring of intravenous drug users (“Children of the Underclass”
1UH9, 27), An anonymous mother expresses her concern for Black children:

Ftuin my eyes on the little children, and keep on praying that one of them
Will grow up at the right second, when the schooltenchers have time to say
Bello and give him the lessons he needs, and when they pet rid of the building
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here and let us have a place you can breathe in and not get bitten all the time,
and when the men can find work—because they can’t have children, and so
they have to drink or get on drugs to find some happy moments, and some
hope about things. (Lerner 1972, 315)

To this mother, even though her children are her hope, the conditions
under which she must mother are intolerable.

Black mothers also pay the cost of giving up their own dreams of achieving
full creative ability. Because many spend so much time feeding the physical
needs of their children, as Alice Walker queries, “when . . . did my over-
worked mother have time to know or care about feeding the creative spirit?”
(1983, 239). Much of that creativity goes into dimensions of Black culture
that are relatively protected from the incursions of the dominant group.
Many Black women blues singers, poets, and artists manage to incorporate
their art into their daily responsibilities as bloodmothers and othermothers.
But for far too many African-American women who are weighed down by
the incessant responsibilities of mothering others, that creative spark never
finds full expression.

Harriet Jacobs’s autobiography gives a clear example of one mother’s
denial of her own self-actualization and illustrates the costs paid by Black
mothers who assume the heavy responsibilities inherent in their blood-
mother and othermother relationships. Jacobs desperately wanted to escape
slavery but explains how having children created a particular dilemma:

I could have made my escape alone; but it was more for my helpless children
than for myself that I longed for freedom. Though the boon would have been
precious to me, above all price, I would not have taken it at the expense
of leaving them in slavery. Every trial I endured, every sacrifice I made
for their sakes, drew them closer to my heart, and gave me fresh courage.
(1860/1987, 59)

Black mothers like those of Ann Moody and June Jordan and women like
Harriet Jacobs and Sara Brooks are examples of women who gave up
their freedom for the sake of their children. Community othermothers
like Mamie Fields and Miss Nee pay a similar cost, not for the sakes of
their own biological children but for the Black community’s children.

Despite the obstacles and costs, motherhood remains a symbol of hope for
many of even the poorest Black women. One anonymous mother describes
how she feels about her children:

To me, having a baby inside me is the only time I'm really alive. I know I can
make something, do something, no matter what color my skin is, and what
names people call me. . . . You can see the little one grow and get larger and
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start doing things, and you feel there must be some hope, some chance that
things will get better; because there it is, right before you, areal, live, growing
baby. . . . The baby is a good sign, or at least he’s some sign. If we didn’t
have that, what would be the difference from death? (Lerner 1972, 314)

Given the harshness of this mother’s environment, her children offer hope
They are all she has. :
Mothering is an empowering experience for many African-American
women. Gwendolyn Brooks (1953) explores this issue of reproductive
power in her novel Maud Martha. Maud Martha is virtually silent until
shg gives birth to her daughter, when “pregnancy and the birth of a
child connect Maud to some power in herself, some power to speak
to be heard, to articulate feelings” (Washington 1987, 395). Her chilci
serves as a catalyst for her movement into self-definition, self-valuation
and eventual empowerment. Marita Golden describes a similar experiencé
l'hat illustrates how the special relationship between mother and child can
foster a changed definition of self and an accompanying empowerment:

Now I belonged to me. No parents or husband claiming me. . . . There was
only my child who consumed and replenished me . . . my son’s love was
unconditional and, as such, gave me more freedom than any love I had
known. . . . I at last accepted mama as my name. Realized that it did not

melt down any other designations. Discovered that it expanded them—
me. (1983, 240-41) p em—and

This special relationship that Black mothers have with their children can
ilso foster a creativity, a mothering of the mind and soul, for all involved. It
In this gift that Alice Walker alludes to when she notes, “and so our mothérs
nnd grundmol:helzs have, more often than not anonymously, handed on the
crentive spark, the seed of the flower 77
fioes 24([;)- they themselves never hoped to see

But what cannot be overlooked in work emphasizing mothers’ influences
on their children is how Black children affirm their mothers and how
Important that affirmation can be in a society that denigrates Blackness and
womanhood. In her essay “One Child of One’s Own,” Alice Walker offers
il Vinion of what African-American mother-child relationships can be:

It ix not my child who tells me: I have no femaleness white women must affirm.
Not my child who says: I have no rights black men must respect. It is not my
Uhild who has purged my face from history and herstory, and left mystory just
that, 0 mystery; my child loves my face and would have it on every page, if
she could, as I have loved my ows parents’ faces above all others. . . . \;Vc
are together, my child and 1. Mother and ehild, yex, but sisters really, against
whatever dentes us all that we are. (Walker 19701, 75)



