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Domestic Violence:
A Cross-Cultural View

ELAINE LEEDER

Domestic violence is a global problem and occurs in both industrialized and developing
countries. Elaine Leeder discusses why women and children, especially girls, experience
physical abuse in nations as diverse as India, Japan, Vietnam, and Africa. This dark side
of family life reflects structural inequality and cultural attitudes about gender,

FAMILY VIOLENCE IN INDIA

The Indian government and feminist organizations
are concerned about wife battering, child abuse
and neglect, and infanticide, which occur quite reg-
ularly there. [Earlier] I mentioned bride burnings in
India, called “dowry deaths,” which occur as a
result of rising demands for the dowry given from
the bride’s side to the groom’s family. I also briefly
mentioned female infanticide. Those are extreme
forms of gender violence. However, in this [read-
ing] we focus on the regular and daily patterns of
domestic violence that take place in India.

Many forms of domestic violence in India occur
as a result of rising industrialization and modern-
ization. Families have rising economic expectations,
and the problems are acted out at home. Wife bat-
tering is a fairly common occurrence (Rao, 1997).
Mild forms of wife beating are commonplace, and
many men and women admit freely in interviews

Sourece: The Family in Global Perspective: A Gendered Journey
by Elaine Leeder. Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage, 2004, pp.
244-48, 251-54.
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that it is justified if the woman does not “behave
herself” Interestingly, though, in one study only
22 percent of the women admitted on surveys to
having been beaten; it is unacceptable to admit
abuse, yet it seems to be such a common practice
that it is not considered worthy of mention. Only
women for whom abuse is a serious or chronic prob-
lem are willing to admit it. Otherwise it is such an
everyday affair that it is not considered a problem.

In rural India, women believe that alcohol and
inadequate dowries provoke the abuse. Some
drunken husbands beat their wives without provo-
cation, and women who are beaten complain that
the problem is exacerbated by the drunken fits of
their husbands. Alcohol is widely available, as it is
in the United States, and many of the men say that
their drinking is due to a feeling of hopelessness
caused by poverty. Their lack of options for break-
ing out of poverty leads them to drink to “forget
their troubles.”

Also, as dowry demands have escalated in the
past 20 years, many parents have been unable to
keep up with the inflation. Some girls are kept
hostage by their inlaws in an attempt to extract
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Jarger amounts of money from the girls” parents.
When those demands are not met, the young bride
is beaten, often living in terror of what might
become of her. Her power is also diminished in the
home after she has been beaten. Sometimes “fam-
ily resources are transferred away from the wife
and her children to other members of the house-
hold . . . and the husband and wife are unable to
construct a strong marital bond.”

[t appears that if women have male children they
are less likely to be beaten. Having fulfilled soci-
etal expectations seems to provide a deterrent to
abuse. A rural woman is more likely to be beaten
if she has been sterilized, Sterilization is a major
form of birth control in rural India; after bearing
enough children, a woman often chooses it as con-
traception. It appears that a man feels freer to beat
a woman who has been sterilized, perhaps out of
fear of her infidelity.

In rural India, abuse is tolerated under certain
circumstances, which include dowry problems, a
wife’s infidelity, her neglect of household duties, or
her disobedience to her husband’s dictates. Abuse
is also tolerated if a husband beats his wife when
he is drunk but is otherwise a good husband. But
if a man batters his wife beyond levels considered
tolerable for the village, or if he beats her for rea-
sons not considered legitimate by the village, then
a village elder or a local monk will intervene to
stop the violence.

Finally, we should mention that living outside of
marriage is not an option for an Indian woman.
There are no alternatives to marriage for Indian
women at this time. Although many women work
outside of the home, the types of jobs available are
limited, pay is quite low, and marriage is considered
the norm.

Clearly, wife battering is a prevalent and “nor-
mal” family dynamic in India. It is part of the social
fabric, so much so that it is not even commented on
unless it is extreme. So too is child abuse.

Child abuse has occurred since time immemo-
rial and exists across cultures. Usually it is the
poorer classes who get the attention of public health
and welfare services. But middle-class practices are
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more reflective of whether or not abuse is common
in a society. In India middle-class families have
experienced a greater amount of stress as the coun-
try modernizes and industrializes. India is becom-
ing more urban, and this points to a rise in child
abuse among Indian families (Segal, 1995). There
is intense competition and effort at upward mobil-
ity. This also puts stress on the family. In addition,
there is a well-established pattern of corporal pun-
ishment in raising children. Children are social-
ized to obey their parents, and there is strict
discipline, even though infants are highly indulged.
The family is highly hierarchical, and now that
families are moving away from the joint family,
there is less support for raising children and shar-
ing household tasks. All these factors create an
environment that’s ripe for an increase in child
abuse rates.

The use of corporal punishment is so well
entrenched in Indian society that even the middle
and upper classes admit to using it. In one study
of 319 highly educated, college-graduate parents
in three cities in India, a full 56.9 percent reported
having used “acceptable” forms of violence, while
41.9 percent engaged in “abusive” violence, and
2.9 percent admitted using “extreme” violence on
their children. Unfortunately we have no specific
studies of middle- and upper-class parents in the
United States with which to compare this data. Suf-
fice it to say that in the United States we have com-
parably high rates of child abuse, too (Gelles &
Straus, 1986). Remember that in the United States
at least a million children are abused a year.

Female infanticide and child neglect are also
major child abuse issues in India, particularly in
rural villages. Barbara Miller (1987) has spent
years studying abuse in rural north India and has
found significant discrimination against girl chil-
dren there. There is a strong preference for sons.
Boys are needed as economic assets, for farming,
and for the money they send home if they move
away. They are more likely to stay with their fam-
ilies after marriage and maintain their parents in
old age. Girls move away when they marry and
cannot contribute to the family upkeep. Sons bring
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dowries and perform rituals among the Hindus
when the father dies; therefore boys are important
to the maintenance of family life, while girls are
seen as a drain economically. This strong prefer-
ence for sons has led to disappointment when a girl
is born, withholding of medical care for girls, and
preferential feeding of boy children.

Infanticide is the killing of a child under one
year old, and is the most extreme form of child
abuse. Neonaticide is the killing of an infant up to
24 hours old, and feticide is the abortion of a baby
in utero, particularly when it is done as sex selec-
tion. After a child is 12 months old, the killing is
considered a homicide. In north India, the killing
of female infants is quite an old phenomenon. The
British discovered it as early as 1789 and outlawed
it by 1870. In some parts of India during that time,
the sex ratio was 118 men to 100 women. Nowa-
days, systematic, indirect female infanticide still
exists. Girls are not actively killed; they are just
neglected so badly that they die from lack of care.
The numbers seem to cross class and caste, with
even wealthier families preferring sons. This is also
true for well-educated families.

In India there is also sex-selective abortion.
Although there is a lack of definitive data, anec-
dotal evidence indicates that it is quite widespread.
One study found that in one hospital, of the 700
amniocenteses done, 250 were male and 450 were
female. A full 430 of the 450 females were
aborted, while all the male fetuses were brought
to full term.

Now that [ have presented this data, 1 urge a sus-
pension of any ethnocentric value judgments. It is
true that these figures are disturbing and certainly
are contrary to Western-based humanistic values.
Let’s try to keep a view that is culturally relative,
to understand why people would engage in such
behavior. Understanding why it is done, and being
aware of one’s own bias, might lead us to think of
what can be done about it. There are groups work-
ing in India and through the United Nations who
have declared this problem a public health issue
and are trying to prevent or reduce the incidence of
these practices.

WIFE BATTERING IN JAPAN

Now let’s focus our lens on another part of Asia,
this time Japan. In previous chapters we talked
about the way the Japanese family is organized,
and how unlike it is to families in the United States,
even though both countries are highly industrial-
ized. In Japan the incidence of wife battering is
quite high. In one study (Yoshihama & Sorenson,
1994}, a survey was done of 796 married women,
in which more than three-fourths reported at least
one type of violence perpetrated by a male inti-
mate partner. This ranged from a slap to an assault
with a deadly weapon, from verbal ridicule to
restriction of social activities, and from incompli-
ance with contraception to forced, violent sex,
About two-thirds of the most serious physically
violent incidents resulted in injury.

Unlike the United States, Japan has no specific
laws against wife battering as a crime, and there is
no governmental funding for services that address
the problem. Often, if women get help, it is through
services intended for other purposes, like homes
established under child welfare laws. Fully one-
third of the women who use other services, like
shelters that protect prostitutes, were actually bat-
tered women secking protection from their abusers.
A husband’s violence is one of the primary reasons
women list when they are seeking divorce, and con-
trary to the myths of the quiet, passive Japanese
man, violence is an integral part of family life in
Japanese society.

Often, when a woman seeks to end a violent
marriage, the violence does not end. This is true in
the United States as well as Japan. Violence often
escalates during the process of separation and
divorce. It is as if the man does not want to let go
of his property, holding tighter and becoming more
abusive as he fears the loss. Male violence in Japan
seems to cross all socioeconomic strata and can lead
to serious consequences. Women report broken
bones, lacerations requiring stitches, ruptured
eardrums, and other injuries requiring medical care.

Domestic violence in Japan is still an unrecog-
nized problem. There is not even a word for it in
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Japanese; language has been adapted from the
English to refer to it. An increasing level of media
attention is being focused on the problem at the
time of the publication of this book, but the level
is far below that with which we are familiar in the
West. This is a problem that bears watching closely,
to see how well Japan deals with a problem that
many countries are starting to grapple with. . . .

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE IN VIETNAM

.. . The Socialist Republic of Vietnam is rich in
culture, deep in religion, and ancient yet modern.
It is beautiful, with pristine beaches, huge rivers,
and rice paddies galore. Eighty percent of the pop-
ulation lives in the rural areas, and it has a 94 per-
cent literacy rate, We in the United States think that
Vietnam is a place of war, and it was, in fact, for
most of the past century. In 1945 Vietnam became
independent of France, fought for its freedom, and
then fought against the Americans, who established
their presence there after the French pulled out.

The war has had a significant impact on family
life in Vietnam. With the revolution in 1945 came the
first attempts to change the inferior position of
women there, Laws were passed to equalize the
rights, positions, and interests of women. Unfortu-
nately, today the vestiges of Confucian ideology still
linger. Men act as kings in their homes even while
the women in the workforce make more money than
their husbands (Quy, 1996). Women are employed in
the labor market in great numbers, but still do the
“second shift” that’s common in the United States.
After work at the factory, Vietnamese women spend
five to six hours a night on housework at home. This
has been called the “invisible violence” of Vietnam,
because while there may not be physical violence
between men and women, intimidation and fear
drive the relationships. This inequity occurs for both
urban educated and rural poor women. Many
women feel that their situation is predestined, in
accordance with Confucian ideology.

Then there is the “visible violence” that recently
has led to a large number of divorces in Vietnam.
One report indicates that as many as 87.5 percent
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of the divorces in 1992 were a result of violence
or violence-related causes. There are numerous
injuries and deaths related to vielence in the home,
although exact numbers are not available. What is
known is that 17.5 percent of the deaths in Vietnam
in 1992 were caused by family violence.

One of the reasons given for this problem is low
socioeconomic status. Poor men, in particular, feel
that it is permissible to take out their frustration
and anger on their wives and children. Another rea-
son given is the “feudal attitude™: the old Confu-
cian ideas of “thinking highly of men and slightly
of women” seem to inform beliefs about hitting
one’s wife. Sometimes men take lovers, or even
concubines, who come to live in the home with the
wife, against the wife’s will.

Other reasons for violence are drinking, gam-
bling, adultery, and jealousy. Although there are
no numbers available on this, the researcher con-
ducted interviews with battered wives who
attributed the abusive behavior to a few of these
factors. Another reason given was what we would
call the “intra-individual theory™: that there is “mad
blood” in the perpetrator. In Vietnam this means
that there are people who always feel anxious and
angry and tend to shift the blame onto others, espe-
cially their next of kin.

In Vietnamese law, men and women are consid-
ered equal. Violence toward wives and children is
specifically prohibited and is considered a violation
of human rights, and the government has established
a series of local and state programs for intervention.
There are also laws against the preference for male
children, although as we will see, these have cer-
tainly not had much of an impact. Interestingly, how-
ever, the incidence of rape in Vietnam seems to be
low, specifically as compared with the United States
(Goodstein, 1996). The Vietnamese Women’s Union
plays a role at the local level, watching out for the
rights of women (Johnson, 1996).

As in many parts of the world, preference for a
son remains strong in Vietnam, especially in light
of the family planning policy there, which recom-
mends only two children per family (Haughton &
Haughton, 1995). Payments must be made to the
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government should a family have more than two
children, although the sanctions are not as strict as
they are in neighboring China. Following the Con-
fucian model, in Vietnam there is still the belief
that a son will care for you in old age and that a
son is an investment, while a daughter will leave.
Even though women in Vietnam are well educated
(remember, the literacy rate is 94 percent) and well
integrated into the workforce, the Vietnamese still
prefer male children.

Another problem related to violence in Vietnam
is the trafficking in women (Barry, 1996). Vietnam’s
traditional values, like fate and filial piety, shape
the culture and make it ripe for exploitation by the
“sex work” industry. Other countries in the region,
like Japan, Thailand, and Australia, have well-
established sex industries that have begun moving
into Vietnam as the country moves toward eco-
nomic development. Vietnam has a history of sex-
ual exploitation of women, most notably during the
Vietnam War, when more than 500,000 women
served as prostitutes to the U.S. troops. Many were
rape victims or war widows needing to earn a liv-
ing. Now many women are being forced into pros-
titution as part of the growing sex trade industry.
Because prostitution provides immediate cash
incentives for the women when other work is not
available, it is becoming an increasingly viable
option as the country moves toward a more west-
ernized model of economics.

Vietnam, although a socialist country with some
new elements of capitalism, seems to have similar
domestic violence problems as other parts of the
world: violence against wives, son sex preference,
and a growing sex trade. It appears that not many
places in the world are free of domestic violence.

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE IN AFRICA

. . . In Uganda, violence against one’s wife is
accepted as legitimate; when it is mentioned, most
men just shrug and say, “It’s our culture” (Doro,
1999). If a woman attacks her husband, the violence
is considered criminal. The U.S. Department of
State Uganda Report on Human Rights Practices

for 1998 says that violence against women, includ-
ing rape, is quite common. There are no specific
laws against wife battering, although a law passed
in 1997 provides protection for families, including
wives and children. But it is hard to implement the
law since law enforcement officials view the prob-
lem the way the public does, as not a problem.

Families in Uganda endure violence in silence,
and violence is worse in the countryside than it is
in the city. According to the Human Rights Report,
the pattern is similar in other African countries,
too. Women have few rights, neighbors don’t want
to get involved, and the women lie about their
injuries if asked about them at medical facilities.

Several women’s organizations in coalition are
actively pursuing reform and holding public work-
shops to lobby for a revision of the Domestic Rela-
tions Act. Most of the trouble in getting anything
done is related to lack of funding. Many of the
countries in Africa do not have adequate funds to
handle the many social problems they have, like
AIDS, and they have put domestic violence issues
on the back burner, because they think, after all,
“It is our culture.”

Other studies done in Africa are also not com-
prehensive. One study of domestic violence in
Nigeria found that polygamy lends itself more to
wife battering than do monogamous marriages
(Efoghe, 1990). In this study, more polygamous
marriages were violent than were monogamous
marriages. Another study, of child sexual abuse in
Zimbabwe, found that sexual abuse of children is
not as prevalent there as it is internationally, with
only about 10 percent of the population being vic-
tims of this kind of abuse (Khan, 1995). The
authors of the study wonder whether this discrep-
ancy reflects underreporting, or if sexual abuse of
children is really not a big problem in Zimbabwe.

Finally, let’s remember that Africa and parts of
Southwest Asia perform ritual circumcision of girls,
In Somalia, Kenya, the Sudan, Tanzania, Ethiopia,
Egypt, Uganda, Chad, Mali, Senegal, Cameroon,
Zaire, Nigeria, to name just a few, girls are cut and
scraped to make their bodies more attractive and
marriageable. This practice has been framed as a
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human rights abuse, as well as a form of child abuse
that is being taken up as a problem by the United
Nations and the World Health Organization.

CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS

1. How is domestic violence similar in India,
Japan, Vietnam, and Africa? How does it differ?
Also, Leeder notes that rising industrialization
and modernization increase the likelihood of
family violence. Why, then, is wife battering also
common in industrialized countries such as Japan
and the United States?

2. Why do most of the women in these countries
never complain about domestic violence? What
individual, legal, historical, and cultural factors
help explain their silence?

3. Leeder urges the reader to suspend “any ethno-
centric value judgments” about family violence.
What does she mean? And, if we do so, docs this
mean that the global community shouldn’t inter-
fere with a country’s violent practices against
women and children?
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42 The Souls of Black Folk

W E. B. DU BOIS

W. E. B. Du Bois, a pioneering U.S. sociologist and the first African American to receive a
doctorate from Harvard University, describes how a color-conscious society casts black
people as “strangers in their own homes.” One result, Du Bois explains, is that Afiican

Americans develop a “double consciousness,’

' seeing themselves as Americans but always

gazing back at themselves through the eyes of the white majority, as people set below and

apart by color.

Between me and the other world there is ever an
unasked question: unasked by some through feel-
ings of delicacy; by others through the difficulty of
rightly framing it. All, nevertheless, flutter round it.
They approach me in a half-hesitant sort of way,
eye me curiously or compassionately, and then, in-
stead of saying directly, How does it feel to be a
problem? they say, 1 know an excellent colored
man in my town; or, I fought at Mechanicsville; or,
Do not these Southern outrages make your blood
boil? At these I smile, or
am interested, or reduce
the boiling to a simmer,
as the occasion may re-
quire. To the real ques-
tion, How does it feel to
be a problem? I answer
seldom a word.

Sowrce: From The Souls of
Black Folk by W. E. B. Du Bois
(New York: Penguin, 1982;
orig. 1903), pp. 43-53.
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And yet, being a problem is a strange
experience—peculiar even for one who has never
been anything else, save perhaps in babyhood and
in Europe. It is in the early days of rollicking boy-
hood that the revelation first bursts upon one, all in
aday, as it were. | remember well when the shadow
swept across me. [ was a little thing, away up in the
hills of New England, where the dark Housatonic
winds between Hoosac and Taghkanic to the sea.
In a wee wooden schoolhouse, something put it

into the boys’ and girls’ heads
' to buy gorgeous visiting-
cards—ten cents a package—
and exchange. The exchange
was merry, till one girl, a tall
| newcomer, refused my card—
refused it peremptorily, with a
glance. Then it dawned upon
me with a certain suddenness
that I was different from the
others; or like, mayhap, in heart
and life and longing, but shut
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out from their world by a vast veil. I had thereafter
no desire to tear down that veil, to creep through; I
held all beyond it in common contempt, and lived
above it in a region of blue sky and great wander-
ing shadows. That sky was bluest when I could beat
my mates at examination-time, or beat them at a
foot-race, or even beat their stringy heads. Alas,
with the years all this fine contempt began to fade;
for the words I longed for, and all their dazzling
opportunities, were theirs, not mine. But they should
not keep these prizes, I said; some, all, I would wrest
from them. Just how [ would do it I could never
decide: by reading law, by healing the sick, by telling
the wonderful tales that swam in my head—some
way. With other black boys the strife was not so
fiercely sunny: Their youth shrunk into tasteless
sycophancy, or into silent hatred of the pale world
about them and mocking distrust of everything
white; or wasted itself in a bitter cry, Why did God
make me an outcast and a stranger in mine own
house? The shades of the prison-house closed round
about us all: walls strait and stubborn to the whitest,
but relentlessly narrow, tall, and unscalable to sons
of night who must plod darkly on in resignation, or
beat unavailing palms against the stone, or steadily,
half hopelessly, watch the streak of blue above.

After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and
Roman, the Teuton and Mongolian, the Negro is a
sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted
with second-sight in this American world—a world
which yields him no true self-consciousness, but
only lets him see himself through the revelation
of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this
double-consciousness, this sense of always look-
ing at one’s self through the eyes of others, of mea-
suring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks
on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his
twoness—an American, a Negro; two souls, two
thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring
ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength
alone keeps it from being torn asunder.

The history of the American Negro is the history
of this strife, this longing to attain self-conscious
manhood, to merge his double self into a better and
truer self. In this merging he wishes neither of the
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older selves to be lost. He would not Africanize
America, for America has too much to teach the
world and Africa. He would not bleach his Negro
soul in a flood of white Americanism, for he knows
that Negro blood has a message for the world. He
simply wishes to make it possible for a man to be
both a Negro and an American, without being cursed
and spit upon by his fellows, without having the
doors of Opportunity closed roughly in his face.
This, then, is the end of his striving: to be a
coworker in the kingdom of culture, to escape both
death and isolation, to husband and use his best
powers and his latent genius. These powers of body
and mind have in the past been strangely wasted,
dispersed, or forgotten. The shadow of a mighty
Negro past flits through the tale of Ethiopia the
Shadowy and of Egypt the Sphinx. Through his-
tory, the powers of single black men flash here and
there like falling stars, and die sometimes before
the world has rightly gauged their brightness. Here
in America, in the few days since Emancipation,
the black man’s turning hither and thither in hesi-
tant and doubtful striving has often made his very
strength to lose effectiveness, to seem like
absence of power, like weakness. And yet it is not
weakness—it is the contradiction of double aims.
The double-aimed struggle of the black artisan on
the one hand to escape white contempt for a nation
of mere hewers of wood and drawers of water, and
on the other hand to plough and nail and dig for a
poverty-stricken horde—could only result in mak-
ing him a poor craftsman, for he had but half a
heart in either cause. By the poverty and ignorance
of his people, the Negro minister or doctor was
tempted toward quackery and demagogy; and by
the criticism of the other world, toward ideals that
made him ashamed of his lowly tasks. The would-
be black savant was confronted by the paradox that
the knowledge his people needed was a twice-told
tale to his white neighbors, while the knowledge
which would teach the white world was Greek to
his own flesh and blood. The innate love of har-
mony and beauty that set the ruder souls of his peo-
ple a-dancing and a-singing raised but confusion
and doubt in the soul of the black artist; for the
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beauty revealed to him was the soul-beauty of a
race which his larger audience despised, and he
could not articulate the message of another peo-
ple. This waste of double aims, this seeking to sat-
isfy two unreconciled ideals, has wrought sad
havoc with the courage and faith and deeds of ten
thousand thousand people, has sent them often
wooing false gods and invoking false means of sal-
vation, and at times has even seemed about to make
them ashamed of themselves.

Away back in the days of bondage they thought
to see in one divine event the end of all doubt and
disappointment; few men ever worshipped Free-
dom with half such unquestioning faith as did the
American Negro for two centuries. To him, so far
as he thought and dreamed, slavery was indeed the
sum of all villainies, the cause of all sorrow, the
root of all prejudice; Emancipation was the key to
a promised land of sweeter beauty than ever
stretched before the eyes of wearied Israelites. In
song and exhortation swelled one refrain—Liberty;
in his tears and curses the God he implored had
Freedom in his right hand. At last it came, sud-
denly, fearfully, like a dream. With one wild carni-
val of blood and passion came the message in his
own plaintive cadences:

Shout, O children!
Shout, you're free!
For God has bought your liberty!

Years have passed away since then—ten, twenty,
forty; forty years of national life, forty years of
renewal and development, and yet the swarthy
spectre sits in its accustomed seat at the Nation’s
feast. In vain do we cry to this our vastest social
problem:

Take any shape but that, and my firm nerves
Shall never tremble!

The Nation has not yet found peace from its sins;
the freedman has not yet found in freedom his
promised land. Whatever of good may have come
in these years of change, the shadow of a deep dis-
appointment rests upon the Negro people—a dis-
appointment all the more bitter because the

unattained ideal was unbounded save by the simple
ignorance of a lowly people.

The first decade was merely a prolongation of
the vain search for freedom, the boon that seemed
ever barely to elude their grasp, like a tantalizing
will-0’-the-wisp, maddening and misleading the
headless host. The holocaust of war, the terrors of
the Ku Klux Klan, the lies of carpet-baggers, the
disorganization of industry, and the contradictory
advice of friends and foes, left the bewildered serf
with no new watchword beyond the old cry for
freedom. As the time flew, however, he began to
grasp a new idea. The ideal of liberty demanded
for its attainment powerful means, and these the
Fifteenth Amendment gave him. The ballot, which
before he had looked upon as a visible sign of free-
dom, he now regarded as the chief means of gain-
ing and perfecting the liberty with which war had
partially endowed him. And why not? Had not
votes made war and emancipated millions? Had
not votes enfranchised the freedmen? Was anything
impossible to a power that had done all this? A mil-
lion black men started with renewed zeal to vote
themselves into the kingdom. So the decade flew
away, the revolution of 1876 came, and left the
half-free serf weary, wondering, but still inspired.
Slowly but steadily, in the following years, a new
vision began gradually to replace the dream of
political power—a powerful movement, the rise of
another ideal to guide the unguided, another pillar
of fire by night after a clouded day. 1t was the ideal
of “book-learning”; the curiosity, born of compul-
sory ignorance, to know and test the power of the
cabalistic letters of the white man, the longing to
know. Here at last seemed to have been discovered
the mountain path to Canaan; longer than the high-
way of Emancipation and law, steep and rugged,
but straight, leading to heights high enough to over-
look life.

Up the new path the advance guard toiled,
slowly, heavily, doggedly; only those who have
watched and guided the faltering feet, the misty
minds, the dull understandings, of the dark pupils
of these schools know how faithfully, how
piteously, this people strove to learn. It was weary
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work. The cold statistician wrote down the inches
of progress here and there, noted also where here
and there a foot had slipped or someone had fallen.
To the tired climbers, the horizon was ever dark,
the mists were often cold, the Canaan was always
dim and far away. If, however, the vistas disclosed
as yet no goal, no resting-place, little but flattery
and criticism, the journey at least gave leisure for
reflection and self-examination; it changed the
child of Emancipation to the youth with dawning
self-consciousness, self-realization, self-respect.
In those sombre forests of his striving his own soul
rose before him, and he saw himself, darkly, as
through a veil; and yet he saw in himself some faint
revelation of his power, of his mission. He began to
have a dim feeling that, to attain his place in the
world, he must be himself, and not another. For the
first time he sought to analyze the burden he bore
upon his back, that dead-weight of social degrada-
tion partially masked behind a half-named Negro
problem. He felt his poverty; without a cent, with-
out a home, without land, tools, or savings, he had
entered into competition with rich, landed, skilled
neighbors. To be a man is hard, but to be a poor
race in a land of dollars is the very bottom of hard-
ships. He felt the weight of his ignorance, not sim-
ply of letters, but of life, of business, of the
humanities; the accumulated sloth and shirking and
awkwardness of decades and centuries shackled
his hands and feet. Nor was his burden all poverty
and ignorance. The red stain of bastardy, which two
centuries of systematic legal defilement of Negro
women had stamped upon his race, meant not only
the loss of ancient African chastity, but also the
hereditary weight of a mass of corruption from
white adulterers, threatening almost the oblitera-
tion of the Negro home.

A people thus handicapped ought not to be
asked to race with the world, but rather allowed to
give all its time and thought to its own social prob-
lems. But alas! while sociologists gleefully count
his bastards and his prostitutes, the very soul of the
toiling, sweating black man is darkened by the
shadow of a vast despair. Men call the shadow prej-
udice, and learnedly explain it as the natural
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defence of culture against barbarism, learning
against ignorance, purity against crime, the
“higher” against the “lower” races. To which the
Negro cries Amen! and swears that to so much of
this strange prejudice as is founded on just homage
to civilization, culture, righteousness, and progress,
he humbly bows and meckly does obeisance. But
before that nameless prejudice that leaps beyond
all this he stands helpless, dismayed, and well-nigh
speechless; before that personal disrespect and
mockery, the ridicule and systematic humiliation,
the distortion of fact and wanton license of fancy,
the cynical ignoring of the better and the boister-
ous welcoming of the worse, the all-pervading
desire to inculcate disdain for everything black,
from Toussaint to the devil—before this there rises
a sickening despair that would disarm and dis-
courage any nation save that black host to whom
“discouragement” is an unwritten word.

But the facing of so vast a prejudice could
not but bring the inevitable self-questioning, self-
disparagement, and lowering of ideals which ever
accompany repression and breed in an atmosphere
of contempt and hate. Whisperings and portents
came borne upon the four winds: Lo! we are dis-
eased and dying, cried the dark hosts; we cannot
write, our voting is vain; what need of education,
since we must always cook and serve? And the
Nation echoed and enforced this self-criticism say-
ing: Be content to be servants, and nothing more;
what need of higher culture for half-men? Away
with the black man’s ballot, by force or fraud—and
behold the suicide of a race! Nevertheless, out of
the evil came something of good—the more care-
ful adjustment of education to real life, the clearer
perception of the Negroes’ social responsibilities,
and the sobering realization of the meaning of
progress.

So dawned the time of Strm und Drang: Storm
and stress today rocks our little boat on the mad
waters of the world-sea; there is within and with-
out the sound of conflict, the burning of body and
rending of soul; inspiration strives with doubt, and
faith with vain questionings. The bright ideals of
the past—physical freedom, political power, the
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training of brains and the training of hands—all
these in turn have waxed and waned, until even the
last grows dim and overcast. Are they all wrong,
all false? No, not that, but each alone was over-
simple and incomplete—the dreams of a credulous
race-childhood, or the fond imaginings of the other
world which does not know and does not want to
know our power. To be really true, all these ideals
must be melted and welded into one. The training
of the schools we need today more than ever—the
training of deft hands, quick eyes and ears, and
above all the broader, deeper, higher culture of
gifted minds and pure hearts. The power of the bal-
lot we need in sheer self-defence—else what shall
save us from a second slavery? Freedom, too, the
long-sought, we still seek, the freedom of life and
limb, the freedom to work and think, the freedom
to love and aspire. Work, culture, liberty—all these
we need, not singly but together, not successively
but together, each growing and aiding each, and all
striving toward that vaster ideal that swims before
the Negro people, the ideal of human brotherhood,
gained through the unifying ideal of Race; the ideal
of fostering and developing the traits and talents
of the Negro, not in opposition to or contempt for
other races, but rather in large conformity to the
greater ideals of the American Republic, in order
that some day on American soil two world-races
may give each to each those characteristics both so
sadly lack. We the darker ones come even now not
altogether empty-handed: There are today no
truer exponents of the pure human spirit of the
Declaration of Independence than the American

Y—

Negroes; there is no true American music but the
wild sweet melodies of the Negro slave, the Amer-
ican fairy tales and folklore are Indian and African;
and, all in all, we black men seem the sole oasis of
simple faith and reverence in a dusty desert of dol-
lars and smartness. Will America be poorer if she
replace her brutal dyspeptic blundering with light-
hearted but determined Negro humility? or her
coarse and cruel wit with loving jovial good-
humor? or her vulgar music with the soul of the
Sorrow Songs?

Merely a concrete test of the underlying princi-
ples of the great republic is the Negro Problem,
and the spiritual striving of the freedmen’s sons is
in the travail of souls whose burden is almost
beyond the measure of their strength, but who bear
it in the name of an historic race, in the name of this
the land of their fathers’ fathers, and in the name of
human opportunity.

CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS

1. What does Du Bois mean by the “double con-
sciousness” of African Americans?

2. Du Bois writes that people of color aspire to
realizing a “better and truer self.” What do you
think he imagines such a self to be?

3. What are some of the reasons, according to
Du Bois, that Emancipation (from slavery in
1863) brought disappointment to former slaves,
at least in the short run?

4. Does this essay seem optimistic or pessimistic
about the future of U.S. race relations? Why?
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45 Controlling Images

and Black Women's
Oppression

PATRICIA HILL COLLINS

As W E. B. Du Bois (see Reading 42) noted, many victims of racial prejudice and stereo-
types often experience inevitable self-questioning and self-disparagement. Recently,
feminists have argued that women of color typically confront gendered racism—a combi-
nation of both racism and sexism. In the following selection, Patricia Hill Collins shows
how negative images of black women have provided an ideological justification for race,

gender, and class inequality.

“Black women emerged from slavery firmly en-
shrined in the consciousness of white America as
‘Mammy’ and the ‘bad black woman,”” contends
Cheryl Gilkes (1983:294). The dominant ideol-
ogy of the slave era fostered the creation of four
interrelated, socially constructed controlling im-
ages of Black womanhood, each reflecting the
dominant group’s interest in maintaining Black
women’s subordination. Given that both Black
and white women were important to slavery’s
continuation, the prevailing ideology functioned
to mask contradictions in social relations affect-
ing all women. According to the cult of true
womanhood, “true” women possessed four cardi-
nal virtues: piety, purity, submissiveness, and do-
mesticity. Elite white women and those of the
emerging middle class were encouraged to aspire

Source: Copyright © 1991, from Black Feminist Thought:
Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment
by Patricia Hill Collins. Reproduced by permission of Rout-
ledge, Inc., part of The Taylor and Francis Group.

to these virtues. African American women en-
countered a different set of controlling images.
The sexual ideology of the period as is the case
today “confirmed the differing material circum-
stances of these two groups of women . . . by
balancing opposing definitions of womanhood
and motherhood, each dependent on the other for
its existence” (Carby, 1987:25).

The first controlling image applied to African
American women is that of the mammy—the faith-
ful, obedient domestic servant. Created to justify
the economic exploitation of house slaves and sus-
tained to explain Black women’s long-standing
restriction to domestic service, the mammy image
represents the normative yardstick used to evaluate
all Black women’s behavior. By loving, nurturing,
and caring for her white children and “family” bet-
ter than her own, the mammy symbolizes the dom-
inant group’s perception of the ideal Black female
relationship to elite white male power. Even though
she may be well loved and may wield considerable
authority in her white “family,” the mammy still
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knows her “place” as obedient servant. She has
accepted her subordination.

Black women intellectuals have aggressively
deconstructed the image of African American
women as contented mammies by challenging tra-
ditional views of Black women domestics (Dill,
1980, 1988; Clark-Lewis, 1985; Rollins, 1985).
Literary critic Trudier Harris’s (1982) volume From
Mammies to Militants: Domestics in Black Amer-
ican Literature investigates prominent differences
in how Black women have been portrayed by oth-
ers in literature and how they portray themselves.
In her work on the difficulties faced by Black
women leaders, Rhetaugh Dumas (1980) describes
how Black women executives are hampered by
being treated as mammies and penalized if they do
not appear warm and nurturing. But despite these
works, the mammy image lives on in scholarly and
popular culture. Audre Lorde’s account of a shop-
ping trip offers a powerful example of its tenacity:
“I wheel my two-year-old daughter in a shopping
cart through a supermarket in . . . 1967, and a lit-
tle white girl riding past in her mother’s cart calls
out excitedly, ‘Oh look, Mommy, a baby maid!””
(1984:126).!

The mammy image is central to interlocking
systems of race, gender, and class oppression.
Since efforts to control African American family
life require perpetuating the symbolic structures
of racial oppression, the mammy image is impor-
tant because it aims to shape Black women’s behav-
ior as mothers. As the members of African
American families who are most familiar with the
skills needed for Black accommodation, Black
women are encouraged to transmit to their own
children the deference behavior many are forced
to exhibit in mammy roles. By teaching Black chil-
dren their assigned place in white power structures,
Black women who internalize the mammy image
potentially become effective conduits for perpetu-
ating racial oppression. In addition, employing
mammies buttresses the racial superiority of white
women employers and weds them more closely to
their fathers, husbands, and sons as sources of elite
white male power (Rollins, 1985).

The mammy image also serves a symbolic func-
tion in maintaining gender oppression. Black fem-
inist critic Barbara Christian argues that images of
Black womanhood serve as a reservoir for the fears
of Western culture, “a dumping ground for those
female functions a basically Puritan society could
not confront” (1985:2). Juxtaposed against the
image of white women promulgated through the cult
of true womanhood, the mammy image as the
Other symbolizes the oppositional difference of
mind/body and culture/nature thought to distin-
guish Black women from everyone else. Christian
comments on the mammy’s gender significance:
“All the functions of mammy are magnificently
physical. They involve the body as sensuous, as
funky, the part of women that white southern
America was profoundly afraid of. Mammy, then,
harmless in her position of slave, unable because of
her all-giving nature to do harm, is needed as an
image, a surrogate to contain all those fears of the
physical female” (1985:2). The mammy image but-
tresses the ideology of the cult of true womanhood,
one in which sexuality and fertility are severed.
“Good” white mothers are expected to deny their
female sexuality and devote their attention to the
moral development of their offspring. In contrast,
the mammy image is one of an asexual woman, a
surrogate mother in blackface devoted to the devel-
opment of a white family.

No matter how loved they were by their white
“families,” Black women domestic workers
remained poor because they were economically
exploited. The restructured post—World War 11
economy in which African American women
moved {rom service in private homes to jobs in the
low-paid service sector has produced comparable
economic exploitation. Removing Black women’s
labor from African American families and exploit-
ing it denies Black extended family units the ben-
efits of either decent wages or Black women’s
unpaid labor in their homes. Moreover, many white
families in both the middle class and working class
are able to maintain their class position because
they have long used Black women as a source of
cheap labor (Rollins, 1985; Byerly, 1986). The
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mammy image is designed to mask this economic
exploitation of social class (King, 1973).

For reasons of economic survival, African
American women may play the mammy role in
paid work settings. But within African American
communities these same women often teach their
own children something quite different. Bonnie
Thornton Dill’s (1980) work on child-rearing pat-
terns among Black domestics shows that while the
participants in her study showed deference behav-
ior at work, they discouraged their children from
believing that they should be deferent to whites
and encouraged their children to avoid domestic
work. Barbara Christian’s analysis of the mammy
in Black slave narratives reveals that, “unlike the
white southern image of mammy, she is cunning,
prone to poisoning her master, and not at all con-
tent with her lot” (1985:5).

The fact that the mammy image cannot control
Black women’s behavior as mothers is tied to the
creation of the second controlling image of Black
womanhood. Though a more recent phenomenon,
the image of the Black matriarch fulfills similar
functions in explaining Black women’s placement
in interlocking systems of race, gender, and class
oppression. Ironically, Black scholars such as
William E. B. Du Bois (1969) and E. Franklin
Frazier (1948) described the connections among
higher rates of female-headed households in
African American communities, the importance
that women assume in Black family networks, and
the persistence of Black poverty. However, neither
scholar interpreted Black women’s centrality in
Black families as a cause of African American
social class status. Both saw so-called matriarchal
families as an oufcome of racial oppression and
poverty. During the eras when Du Bois and Fra-
zier wrote, the oppression of African Americans
was so total that control was maintained without
the controlling image of matriarch. But what began
as a muted theme in the works of these earlier
Black scholars grew into a full-blown racialized
image in the 1960s, a time of significant political
and economic mobility for African Americans.
Racialization involves attaching racial meaning to

a previously racially unclassified relationship,
social practice, or group (Omi & Winant, 1986).
Prior to the 1960s, female-headed households were
certainly higher in African American communities,
but an ideology racializing female-headedness as a
causal feature of Black poverty had not emerged.
Moreover, “the public depiction of Black women as
unfeminine, castrating matriarchs came at preciscly
the same moment that the feminist movement was
advancing its public critique of American patri-
archy” (Gilkes, 1983:296).

While the mammy typifies the Black mother fig-
ure in white homes, the matriarch symbolizes the
mother figure in Black homes. Just as the mammy
represents the “good” Black mother, the matriarch
symbolizes the “bad” Black mother. The modern
Black matriarchy thesis contends that African
American women fail to fulfill their traditional
“womanly” duties (Moynihan, 1965). Spending toco
much time away from home, these working moth-
ers ostensibly cannot properly supervise their chil-
dren and are a major contributing factor to their
children’s school failure. As overly aggressive,
unfeminine women, Black matriarchs allegedly
emasculate their lovers and husbands. These men,
understandably, either desert their partners or
refuse to marry the mothers of their children. From
an elite white male standpoint, the matriarch is
essentially a failed mammy, a negative stigma
applied to those African American women who
dared to violate the image of the submissive, hard-
working servant.

Black women intellectuals examining the role of
women in African American families discover few
matriarchs and even fewer mammies (Hale, 1980;
Myers, 1980; Sudarkasa, 1981; Dill, 1988). Instead
they portray African American mothers as com-
plex individuals who often show tremendous
strength under adverse conditions. In 4 Raisin in
the Sun, the first play presented on Broadway writ-
ten by a Black woman, Lorraine Hansberry (1959)
examines the struggles of widow Lena Younger to
actualize her dream of purchasing a home for her
family. In Brown Girl, Brownstones, novelist Paule
Marshall (1959) presents Mrs. Boyce, a Black
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mother negotiating a series of relationships with
her husband, her daughters, the women in her com-

munity, and the work she must perform outside her

home. Ann Allen Shockley’s Loving Her (1974)
depicts the struggle of a lesbian mother trying to
balance her needs for self-actualization with the
pressures of childrearing in the homophobic com-
munity. Like these fictional analyses, Black
women’s scholarship on Black single mothers also
challenges the matriarchy thesis (Ladner, 1972;
McCray, 1980; Lorde, 1984; McAdoo, 1985;
Brewer, 1988).

Like the mammy, the image of the matriarch is
central to interlocking systems of race, gender, and
class oppression. Portraying African American
women as matriarchs allows the dominant group
to blame Black women for the success or failure
of Black children. Assuming that Black poverty is
passed on intergenerationally via value transmis-
sion in families, an elite white male standpoint sug-
gests that Black children lack the attention and care
allegedly lavished on white, middle-class children
and that this deficiency seriously retards Black
children’s achievement. Such a view diverts atten-
tion from the political and economic inequality
affecting Black mothers and children and suggests
that anyone can rise from poverty if he or she only
received good values at home. Those African
Americans who remain poor are blamed for their
own victimization. Using Black women’s perfor-
mance as mothers to explain Black economic sub-
ordination links gender ideology to explanations
of class subordination.

The source of the matriarch’s failure is her
inability to model appropriate gender behavior. In

the post—World War I era, increasing numbers of

white women entered the labor market, limited
their fertility, and generally challenged their pro-
scribed roles in white patriarchal institutions, The
image of the Black matriarch emerged at that time
as a powerful symbol for both Black and white
women of what can go wrong if white patriarchal
power is challenged. Aggressive, assertive women
are penalized—they are abandoned by their men,
end up impoverished, and are stigmatized as being
unfeminine.

The image of the matriarch also supports racial
oppression. Much social science research implic-
itly uses gender relations in African American com-
munities as one putative measure of Black cultural
disadvantage. For example, the Moynihan Report
(1965) contends that slavery destroyed Black fam-
ilies by creating reversed roles for men and women,
Black family structures are seen as being deviant
because they challenge the patriarchal assumptions
underpinning the construct of the ideal “family.”
Moreover, the absence of Black patriarchy is used
as evidence for Black cultural inferiority (Collins,
1989). Black women’s failure to conform to the
cult of true womanhood can then be identified as
one fundamental source of Black cultural defi-
ciency. Cheryl Gilkes posits that the emergence of
the matriarchal image occurred as a counterideol-
ogy to efforts by African Americans and women
who were confronting interlocking systems of race,
gender, and class oppression: “The image of dan-
gerous Black women who are also deviant castrat-
ing mothers divided the Black community at the
critical period in the Black liberation struggle and
created a wider gap between the worlds of Black
and white women at a critical period in women’s
history” (1983:297).

Taken together, images of the mammy and the
matriarch place African American women in an
untenable position. For Black women workers in
domestic work and other occupations requiring
long hours and/or substantial emotional labor,
becoming the ideal mammy means precious time
and energy spent away from husbands and chil-
dren. But being employed when Black men have
difficulty finding steady work exposes African
American women to the charge that Black women
emasculate Black men by failing to be submissive,
dependent, “feminine” women. Moreover, Black
women’s financial contributions to Black family
well-being have also been cited as evidence sup-
porting the matriarchy thesis (Moynihan, 1965).
Many Black women are the sole support of their
families, and labeling these women “matriarchs”
erodes their self-confidence and ability to confront
oppression. In essence, African American women
who must work are labeled mammies, then are
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stigmatized again as matriarchs for being strong
figures in their own homes.

A third, externally defined, controlling image
of Black womanhood—that of the welfare
mother—appears tied to Black women’s increas-
ing dependence on the post—World War II welfare
state. Essentially an updated version of the breeder
woman image created during slavery, this image
provides an ideological justification for efforts to
harness Black women’s fertility to the needs of a
changing political economy.

During slavery the breeder woman image por-
trayed Black women as more suitable for having
children than white women. By claiming that Black
women were able to produce children as casily as
animals, this objectification of Black women as
the Other provided justification for interference in
the reproductive rights of enslaved Africans. Slave-
owners wanted enslaved Africans to “breed”
because every slave child born represented a valu-
able unit of property, another unit of labor, and, if
female, the prospects for more slaves. The exter-
nally defined, controlling image of the breeder
woman served to justify slaveowner intrusion into
Black women’s decisions about fertility (King,
1973; Davis, 1981).

The post-World War II political economy has
offered African Americans rights not available in
former historical periods (Fusfeld & Bates, 1984,
Wilson, 1987). African Americans have success-
fully acquired basic political and economic pro-
tections from a greatly expanded welfare state,
particularly Social Security, Aid to Families with
Dependent Children, unemployment compensa-
tion, affirmative action, voting rights, antidiscrim-
ination legislation, and the minimum wage. In spite
of sustained opposition by Republican administra-
tions in the 1980s, these programs allow many
African Americans to reject the subsistence-level,
exploitative jobs held by their parents and grand-
parents. Job export, deskilling, and increased use
ofillegal immigrants have all been used to replace
the loss of cheap, docile Black labor (Braverman,
1974; Gordon et al., 1982; Nash & Fernandez-
Kelly, 1983). The large numbers of undereducated,
unemployed African Americans, most of whom are

women and children, who inhabit inner cities can-
not be forced to work. From the standpoint of the
dominant group, they no longer represent cheap
labor but instead signify a costly threat to political
and economic stability.

Controlling Black women’s fertility in such a
political economy becomes important. The image
of the welfare mother fulfills this function by label-
ing as unnecessary and even dangerous to the val-
ues of the country the fertility of women who are
not white and middle class. A closer look at this
controlling image reveals that it shares some
important features with its mammy and matriarch
counterparts. Like the matriarch, the welfare
mother is labeled a bad mother. But unlike the
matriarch, she is not too aggressive—on the con-
trary, she is not aggressive enough. While the
matriarch’s unavailability contributed to her chil-
dren’s poor socialization, the welfare mother’s
accessibility is deemed the problem. She is por-
trayed as being content to sit around and collect
welfare, shunning work and passing on her bad val-
ues to her offspring. The image of the welfare
mother represents another failed mammy, one who
is unwilling to become “de mule uh de world.”

The image of the welfare mother provides ide-
ological justifications for interlocking systems of
race, gender, and class oppression. African Amer-
icans can be racially stereotyped as being lazy by
blaming Black welfare mothers for failing to pass
on the work ethic. Moreover, the welfare mother
has no male authority figure to assist her. Typically
portrayed as an unwed mother, she violates one
cardinal tenet of Eurocentric masculinist thought:
She is a woman alone. As a result, her treatment
reinforces the dominant gender ideology positing
that a woman’s true worth and financial security
should occur through heterosexual marriage.
Finally, in the post-World War II political econ-
omy, one of every three African American families
is officially classified as poor. With such high lev-
els of Black poverty, welfare state policies sup-
porting poor Black mothers and their children have
become increasingly expensive. Creating the con-
trolling image of the welfare mother and stigma-
tizing her as the cause of her own poverty and that
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of African American communities shifts the angle
of vision away from structural sources of poverty
and blames the victims themselves. The image of
the welfare mother thus provides ideological justi-
fication for the dominant group’s interest in limit-
ing the fertility of Black mothers who are seen as
producing too many economically unproductive
children (Davis, 1981).

The fourth controlling image—the Jezebel,
whore, or sexually aggressive woman—is central in
the nexus of elite white male images of Black
womanhood because efforts to control Black
women’s sexuality lie at the heart of Black women’s
oppression. The image of Jezebel originated under
slavery when Black women were portrayed as
being, to use Jewelle Gomez’s words, “sexually
aggressive wet nurses” (Clarke et al., 1983:99).
Jezebel’s function was to relegate all Black women
to the category of sexually aggressive women, thus
providing a powerful rationale for the widespread
sexual assaults by white men typically reported by
Black slave women (Davis, 1981; Hooks, 1981;
White, 1985). Yet Jezebel served another function.
If Black slave women could be portrayed as having
excessive sexual appetites, then increased fertility
should be the expected outcome. By suppressing
the nurturing that African American women might
give their own children which would strengthen
Black family networks, and by forcing Black
women to work in the field or “wet nurse” white
children, slaveowners effectively tied the control-
ling images of Jezebel and Mammy to the eco-
nomic exploitation inherent in the institution of
slavery.

The fourth image of the sexually denigrated
Black woman is the foundation underlying elite
white male conceptualizations of the mammy,
matriarch, and welfare mother. Connecting all
three is the common theme of Black women’s sex-
uality. Each image transmits clear messages about
the proper links among female sexuality, fertility,
and Black women’s roles in the political economy.
For example, the mammy, the only somewhat pos-
itive figure, is a desexed individual. The mammy
is typically portrayed as overweight, dark, and with
characteristically African features—in brief, as an

unsuitable sexual partner for white men. She is
asexual and therefore is free to become a surro-
gate mother to the children she acquired not
through her own sexuality. The mammy represents
the clearest example of the split between sexual-
ity and motherhood present in Eurocentric mas-
culinist thought. In contrast, both the matriarch
and the welfare mother are sexual beings. But their
sexuality is linked to their fertility, and this link
forms one fundamental reason they are negative
images. The matriarch represents the sexually
aggressive woman, one who emasculates Black
men because she will not permit them to assume
roles as Black patriarchs. She refuses to be pas-
sive and thus is stigmatized. Similarly, the welfare
mother represents a woman of low morals and
uncontrolled sexuality, factors identified as the
cause of her impoverished state. In both cases
Black female control over sexuality and fertility
is conceptualized as antithetical to elite white male
interests.

Taken together, these four prevailing interpre-
tations of Black womanhood form a nexus of elite
white male interpretations of Black female sexu-
ality and fertility. Moreover, by meshing smoothly
with systems of race, class, and gender oppression,
they provide effective ideological justifications for
racial oppression, the politics of gender subordi-
nation, and the economic exploitation inherent in
capitalist economies.

CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS

1. Describe the four negative images of Black
women. How have these images reinforced
an “interlocking system” of Black women’s
oppression?

2. Collins argues that the controlling images
“are designed to make racism, sexism, and
poverty appear to be natural, normal, and an in-
evitable part of everyday life.” Do you agree
or disagree with this statement? Support your
position.

3. Do women of other categories (such as
Asians, Latinas, and Native Americans) face sin-
ilar or different stereotypes?
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NOTE

1. Brittan and Maynard (1984) note that ideology (1) is
common sense and obvious; (2) appears natural, inevitable,
and universal; (3) shapes lived experience and behavior; (4) is
sedimented in people’s consciousness; and (5) consists of a
system of ideas embedded in the social system as a whole. This
example captures all dimensions of how racism and sexism
function ideologically. The status of Black woman as servant is
so “common sense” that even a child knows it. That the child
saw a Black female child as a baby maid speaks to the natural-
ization dimension and to the persistence of controlling images
in individual consciousness and the social system overall.

REFERENCES

BravermaNn, H. 1974, Labor and monopoly capital. New
York: Monthly Review Press.

BREWER, R. 1988. Black women in poverty: Some comments
on female-headed families. Signs, 13(2): 331-39.

BRrITTAN, A., and M. MAYNARD. 1984, Sexismi, racism and op-
pression, New York: Basil Blackwell.

ByerLy, V. 1986. Hard times cotton mifls girls. Ithaca, N.Y.:
Cornell University Press.

CarByY, H. 1987. Reconstructing womanhood: The emergence
of the Afro-American woman novelist. New York: Oxford.

CHRISTIAN, B. 1985. Black feminist criticism: Perspectives on
black women writers. New York: Pergamon.

CLARKE, C., J. L. GoMmEez, E. HAMMONDS, B. Jonxson, and L.
PoweLL, 1983. Conversations and questions: Black women
on black women writers. Conditions: Nine, 3(3); 88-137.

Crark-LEWIS, E. 1985, “This work had a’ end”: The transi-
tion from live-in to day work. Southern Women: The Inter-
section of Race, Class and Gender. Working Paper #2.
Memphis, Tenn.: Center for Research on Women, Mem-
phis State University.

CoLLins, P H. 1989. A comparison of two works on black
family life. Signs, 14(4): 875-84.

Davis, A. Y. 1981. Women, race and class. New York: Ran-
dom House.

DiLr, B. T. 1980. ‘The means to put my children through™
Child-rearing goals and strategies among black female do-
mestic servants. In The Black woman, ed. L. F. Rodgers-
Rose, 107-23. Beverly Hills, Calif.: Sage.

———. 1988a. ‘Making your job good yourself’: Domestic
service and the construction of personal dignity. In Homen
and the politics of empowerment, eds. A. Bookman and
S. Morgen, 33-52. Philadelphia: Temple University Press.

. 1988b. Our mothers’ grief: Racial ethnic women and
the maintenance of families. Jowrnal of Family History,
13(4): 415-31.

Du Bois, W. E. B. 1969. The Negro American familv. New
York: Negro Universities Press.

Dumas, R. G. 1980. Dilemmas of Black females in leadership.
In The Black woman, ed. L. F. Rodgers-Rose, 203-15.
Beverly Hills, Calif.: Sage.

Frazier, E. F 1948, The Negro family in the United States.
New York: Dryden Press.

FusreLp, D. R., and T. Bates. 1984, The political economy of
the wrban ghetto. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University
Press.

GiLkes, C. T. 1983. From slavery to social welfare: Racism
and the control of Black women. In Class, race, and sex:
The dvnamics of control, eds. A. Swerdlow and H.
Lessinger, 288-300. Boston: G. K. Hall.

Gorbon, D. M., R. EpwarDps, and M. REICH. 1982, Segniented
work, divided workers. New York: Cambridge University
Press.

Havrg, J. 1980. The Black woman and child rearing. In 7he
Black woman, ed. L. F. Rodgers-Rose, 79-88. Beverly
Hills, Calif.: Sage.

HANSBERRY, L. 1959. 4 raisin in the sun. New York: Signet.

Harris, T. 1982, From mammies to militanis: Domestics in
Black American literature. Philadelphia: Temple Univer-
sity Press.

Hooks, B. 1981. Ain't I a woman: Black women and femi-
nism. Boston: South End Press.

KinG, M. 1973, The politics of sexual stereotypes. Black
Scholar, 4(6-7): 12-23.

LADNER, J. 1972, Tomorrow’s tomorrow. Garden City, N.Y.:
Doubleday.

LorDE, A. 1984. Sister outsider. Trumansberg, N.Y.: The
Crossing Press.

MARSHALL, P. 1959. Brown girl, brownstones. New York: Avon.

McApoo, H. P. 1985. Strategies used by Black single mothers
against stress. Review of Black Political Economy,
14(2-3): 153-66.

McCray, C. A. 1980. The Black woman and family roles. In
The Black woman, ed. L. F. Rodgers-Rose, 67-78. Bev-
erly Hills, Calif.: Sage.

MoyNman, D. P. 1965. The negro family: The case for na-
tional action. Washington, D.C.: GPO.

MYERS, L. W. 1980. Black women: Do they cope better? En-
glewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall.

NasH, I, and M. P. FERNANDEZ-KELLY, eds. 1983. Women,
men, and the international division of labor. Albany: State
University of New York.

Omi, M., and H. WiNaNT. 1986, Racial formation in the
United States: From the 1960s to the 1980s. New York:
Routledge.

RoLLiNs, L. 1985. Between women: Domestics and their em-
players. Philadelphia: Temple University Press.

SHOCKLEY, A. A. 1974, Loving her. Tallahassee, Fla.: Naiad
Press.

SubarkAsa, N. 1981, Interpreting the African heritage in
Afro-American family organization. In Black families, ed.
H. P. McAdoo, 37-53. Beverly Hills, Calif.: Sage.

Winte, D. G. 1985. Ar'n't I a woman? Female slaves in the
plantation south. New York: W. W. Norton.

WiLsoN, W. J. 1987. The truly disadvantaged: The inner city,
the underclass, and public policy. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press.




