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As W. E. B. Du Bois (see Reading 44) noted, many victims of racial prejudice and stereo-
types often experience inevitable self-questioning and self-disparagement. Recently, femi-
nists have argued that women of color typically confront gendered racism—a combination
of both racism and sexism. In the following selection, Patricia Hill Collins shows how neg-
ative 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
images 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

RACE AND ETHNICITY

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 bal-
ancing 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
faithful, obedient domestic servant. Created to
justify the economic exploitation of house slaves
and sustained to explain Black women’s long-
standing restriction to domestic service, the
mammy image represents the normative yard-
stick used to evaluate all Black women’s behav-
ior. By loving, nurturing, and caring for her white
children and “family” better than her own, the
mammy symbolizes the dominant group’s percep-
tion 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

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.
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white “family,” the mammy still 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
American Literature investigates prominent dif-
ferences in how Black women have been portrayed
by others in literature and how they portray them-
selves. In her work on the difficulties faced by
Black women leaders, Rhetaugh Dumas (1980)
describes how Black women executives are ham-
pered by being treated as mammies and penalized
if they do not appear warm and nurturing. But de-
spite these works, the mammy image lives on in
scholarly and popular culture. Audre Lorde’s ac-
count of a shopping 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 little white girl riding past in her
mother’s cart calls out excitedly, ‘Oh look, Mommy,
a baby maid!”’ (1984:126).1

The mammy image is central to interlocking
systems of race, gender, and class oppression.
Since efforts to control African American fam-
ily life require perpetuating the symbolic struc-
tures of racial oppression, the mammy image is
important because it aims to shape Black women’s
behavior 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 children their assigned place in white
power structures, Black women who internalize
the mammy image potentially become effective
conduits for perpetuating racial oppression. In
addition, employing mammies buttresses the
racial superiority of white women employers
and weds them more closely to their fathers,
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husbands, and sons as sources of elite white
male power (Rollins, 1985).

The mammy image also serves a symbolic
function in maintaining gender oppression. Black
feminist critic Barbara Christian argues that im-
ages of Black womanhood serve as a reservoir for
the fears of Western culture, “a dumping ground
for those female functions a basically Puritan so-
ciety 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 distinguish Black women from everyone else.
Christian comments on the mammy’s gender sig-
nificance: “All the functions of mammy are mag-
nificently 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 con-
tain all those fears of the physical female”
(1985:2). The mammy image buttresses the ide-
ology 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 de-
velopment of a white family.

No matter how loved they were by their white
“families,” Black women domestic workers re-
mained poor because they were economically ex-
ploited. The restructured post–World War II
economy in which African American women
moved from service in private homes to jobs in
the low-paid service sector has produced compa-
rable economic exploitation. Removing Black
women’s labor from African American families
and exploiting it denies Black extended family
units the benefits of either decent wages or Black
women’s unpaid labor in their homes. Moreover,
many white families in both the middle class and
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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 eco-
nomic mobility for African Americans. Racial-
ization involves attaching racial meaning to a
previously racially unclassified relationship, so-
cial practice, or group (Omi & Winant, 1986).
Prior to the 1960s, female-headed households
were certainly higher in African American com-
munities, but an ideology racializing female-
headedness as a causal feature of Black poverty
had not emerged. Moreover, “the public depic-
tion of Black women as unfeminine, castrating
matriarchs came at precisely the same moment
that the feminist movement was advancing its
public critique of American patriarchy” (Gilkes,
1983:296).

While the mammy typifies the Black mother
figure 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 tradi-
tional “womanly” duties (Moynihan, 1965). Spend-
ing too much time away from home, these working
mothers ostensibly cannot properly supervise their
children and are a major contributing factor to
their children’s school failure. As overly aggres-
sive, unfeminine women, Black matriarchs al-
legedly 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 nega-
tive stigma applied to those African American
women who dared to violate the image of the sub-
missive, 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 complex individuals who often show tremendous
strength under adverse conditions. In A Raisin in

working class are able to maintain their class po-
sition because they have long used Black women
as a source of cheap labor (Rollins, 1985; Byerly,
1986). The 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
behavior at work, they discouraged their children
from believing that they should be deferent to
whites and encouraged their children to avoid do-
mestic 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 content with her lot” (1985:5).

The fact that the mammy image cannot con-
trol Black women’s behavior as mothers is tied to
the creation of the second controlling image of
Black womanhood. Though a more recent phe-
nomenon, the image of the Black matriarch ful-
fills 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 commu-
nities, the importance that women assume in
Black family networks, and the persistence of
Black poverty. However, neither scholar inter-
preted Black women’s centrality in Black families
as a cause of African American social class sta-
tus. Both saw so-called matriarchal families as an
outcome of racial oppression and poverty. During
the eras when Du Bois and Frazier wrote, the op-
pression of African Americans was so total that
control was maintained without the controlling
image of matriarch. But what began as a muted
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the Sun, the first play presented on Broadway
written 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 mother negotiating a series of re-
lationships with her husband, her daughters, the
women in her community, and the work she must
perform outside her home. Ann Allen Shockley’s
Loving Her (1974) depicts the struggle of a les-
bian mother trying to balance her needs for self-
actualization with the pressures of childrearing in
the homophobic community. 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
suggests that Black children lack the attention and
care allegedly lavished on white, middle-class chil-
dren and that this deficiency seriously retards
Black children’s achievement. Such a view diverts
attention from the political and economic inequal-
ity affecting Black mothers and children and sug-
gests 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 in-
ability to model appropriate gender behavior. In
the post–World War II era, increasing numbers
of white women entered the labor market, lim-
ited their fertility, and generally challenged their
proscribed roles in white patriarchal institutions.
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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, as-
sertive women are penalized—they are aban-
doned 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
communities as one putative measure of Black
cultural disadvantage. For example, the Moyni-
han Report (1965) contends that slavery de-
stroyed Black families by creating reversed roles
for men and women. Black family structures are
seen as being deviant because they challenge the
patriarchal assumptions underpinning the con-
struct of the ideal “family.” Moreover, the ab-
sence 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 funda-
mental source of Black cultural deficiency.
Cheryl Gilkes posits that the emergence of the
matriarchal image occurred as a counterideology
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 cas-
trating 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, be-
coming the ideal mammy means precious time and
energy spent away from husbands and children.
But being employed when Black men have diffi-
culty finding steady work exposes African Ameri-
can women to the charge that Black women
emasculate Black men by failing to be submissive,
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minimum wage. In spite of sustained opposition
by Republican administrations in the 1980s,
these programs allow many African Americans
to reject the subsistence-level, exploitative jobs
held by their parents and grandparents. Job ex-
port, deskilling, and increased use of illegal im-
migrants 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, un-
employed African Americans, most of whom are
women and children, who inhabit inner cities
cannot 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 la-
beling as unnecessary and even dangerous to the
values 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 contrary, she is
not aggressive enough. While the matriarch’s un-
availability contributed to her children’s poor so-
cialization, the welfare mother’s accessibility is
deemed the problem. She is portrayed as being
content to sit around and collect welfare, shunning
work and passing on her bad values to her off-
spring. 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. Typi-
cally portrayed as an unwed mother, she violates
one cardinal tenet of Eurocentric masculinist

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
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 increasing depen-
dence 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 easily as
animals, this objectification of Black women as
the Other provided justification for interference
in the reproductive rights of enslaved Africans.
Slaveowners wanted enslaved Africans to “breed”
because every slave child born represented a
valuable unit of property, another unit of labor,
and, if female, the prospects for more slaves. The
externally 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
successfully acquired basic political and eco-
nomic protections from a greatly expanded wel-
fare state, particularly Social Security, Aid to
Families with Dependent Children, unemploy-
ment compensation, affirmative action, voting
rights, antidiscrimination legislation, and the
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thought: She is a woman alone. As a result, her
treatment reinforces the dominant gender ideol-
ogy positing that a woman’s true worth and finan-
cial security should occur through heterosexual
marriage. Finally, in the post–World War II politi-
cal economy, one of every three African Ameri-
can families is officially classified as poor. With
such high levels of Black poverty, welfare state
policies supporting poor Black mothers and their
children have become increasingly expensive.
Creating the controlling image of the welfare
mother and stigmatizing her as the cause of her
own poverty and that of African American com-
munities shifts the angle of vision away from
structural sources of poverty and blames the vic-
tims themselves. The image of the welfare
mother thus provides ideological justification for
the dominant group’s interest in limiting the fer-
tility 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 typ-
ically 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 ap-
petites, then increased fertility should be the ex-
pected outcome. By suppressing the nurturing
that African American women might give their
own children which would strengthen Black fam-
ily networks, and by forcing Black women to
work in the field or “wet nurse” white children,
slaveowners effectively tied the controlling images
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of Jezebel and Mammy to the economic exploita-
tion 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
sexuality. 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 positive figure, is a desexed individ-
ual. The mammy is typically portrayed as over-
weight, 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 surrogate mother to the children
she acquired not through her own sexuality. The
mammy represents the clearest example of the
split between sexuality and motherhood present
in Eurocentric masculinist 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 fundamen-
tal reason they are negative images. The matri-
arch 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 passive and thus is
stigmatized. Similarly, the welfare mother rep-
resents a woman of low morals and uncon-
trolled 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
sexuality 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 subordination, and the economic exploita-
tion inherent in capitalist economies.
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CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS

1. Describe the four negative images of Black
women. How have these images reinforced an “in-
terlocking 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 inevitable
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 similar or
different stereotypes?

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 naturalization dimension and to the per-
sistence of controlling images in individual consciousness
and the social system overall.
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