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Excerpt from Black Feminist Thought

Galled Matriarch, Emasculator and Hot Momma. Sometimes Sister, Pretty
Baby, Auntie, Mammy and Girl. Called Unwed Mother, Welfare Recipient
and Inner Gity Consumer. The Black American Woman has had to admit
that while nobody knew the troublas she saw, everybaody, his brother and
his dog, felt qualified to explain her, even to herseli.

—Trudier Harris {1982, 4)

ntersecting oppressions of race, class, gender, and sexuality could not con-
tinue without powerful ideological justifications for their existonce. As
Cheryl Gilkes contends, “Black women’s assertiveness and their use of every
expression of racism to launch multiple assaults against the entire fabric of
inequality have been a consistent, multifaceted threat to the status quo. As
punishment, Black women have been assaulted with a variety of negative
images” (1983, 294). I’:)l‘tl‘;]}»‘it\g African-American women as stereotypical
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mammies, matriarchs, welfare recipients, and hot mommas helps justify U.S.

Black women's oppression. Challenging these controlling images has long

been a core theme in Black feminist thought.

As part of a generalized ideology of dnmnmnnn stereotypical images of

" Black w omanhood take on special meaning,. Because the authorlt\a to dehne $O-
cietal values is a major instrument of power, elite groups, in exercising power,
manipulate ideas about Black womanhood. They do so by exploiting already
existing symbols, or creating new ones. Hazel Carby suggests that the objective
of stereotypes is “not to reflect or represent a reality but to function as a disguise,

or mystification, of objective social relations” (1987, 22

. These controlling images

. + - = e ————————
are designed to make racism, sexism, poverty, and other forms of social injustice

appear to be natural, normal, and inevitable parts of eve_r_lymicl\_‘,;l_it;e,
bven when the initial conditions that foster controlling images disappear,
such images prove remarkably tenacious because they not onlv subjugate
U.S. Black women but are Lo\f in maintaining intersecting oppressions
(Mullings 1997, 109-30). African-American women’s status as outsiders be-
comes the point from which other groups define their normality. Ruth Shays,
a Black inner-city resident, describes how the standpoint of a subordinate
group is discredited: "It will not kill people to hear the truth, but they don’t
like it and they would much rather hear it from one of their own than froma
stranger. Now, to white people your colored person is always a stranger. Not
only that, we are supposed to be dumb strangers, so we can't tell them any-
thmgf” (Gwaltney 1980, 29). As the “Others” of society who can never re'ﬂlv
V bo]ong, strangers threaten the moral and social order. But they are simulta-
neously essential for its survival because those individuals who stand at the
margins of society clarify its boundaries. African-American women, by not

belonging, emphasize the significance of belonging.

THE OBJECTIFICATION OF BLACK
WOMEN AS THE OTHER

Black feminist critic Barbara Christian asserts that in the United States, “the
enslaved African woman became the basis for the definition of our society’s
Other” (1985, 160). Maintaining images of U.S. Black women as the Other
provides ideological justification for race, gender, and class oppression. Cer-
tain basic ideas crosscut these and other forms of oppression. One such idea
is binary thinking that categorizes people, things, and ideas in terms of their

difference from one another (Keller 1985, 8). For example, each term in the
binaries white/black, male/temale, reason/emotion, culture/nature, fact/
opinion, mind/body, and subject/object gains meaning only in relation to its

counterpart (Halpin 1989).

Another basic idea concerns how binary thinking shapes understandings
of human difference. In such thinking, difference is defined in oppositional

terms. One part is not simply different from its counterpart; it is inherently
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opposed to its “other.” Whites and Blacks, males and females, thought and
fedling are not complementary counterparts—they are fundamentally dif-
ferent entities related only through their definition as opposites. Feeling
cannot be incorporated into thought or even function in conjunction with it
because in binary oppositional thinking, feeling retards thought and values
obscure facts.

Objectification is central to this process of oppositional difference. In
bimary thinking, one element is objectified as the Other, and is viewed as an
object to be |1_11m11i['()llm1. Social theorist Dona Richards
{1980y suggests that Western thought requires objectification, a process she
describes as the “separation of the ‘knowing self’ from the “known object™
(p-72). Tntense objectification is a “prerequisite for the despiritualization of
the universe Richards writes, “and through it the Western COSMOSs was
Trade ready for ever increasing materialization” (p. 72). A Marxist assess-
ment of the culture/nature binary argues that history can be seen as that in
£hich human beings constantly objectify the natural world in order to con-
trol and exploit it (Brittan and Maynard 1984, 198). Culture is defined as the
opposite of an objectified nature. If undomesticated, this wild and primitive
nature might destroy more civilized culture. Feminist scholarship points to
the identification of women with nature as being central to women’s subse-
quent objectification and conquest by men (McClintock 1995). Black studies
scholarship and postcolonial theory both suggest that defining people of
color as less human, animalistic, or more “natural” denies African and
Asian people’s subjectivity and supports the political economy of domina-
tion that characterized slavery, colonialism, and neocolonialism (Torgovnick
1990; Chow 1993, 27-54; Said 1993; Bannerji 1995, 55-95).

Domination always involves attempts to objectify the subordinate group.
“As subjects, people have the right to define their own rea lity, establish their
own identities, name their history,” asserts bell hooks (1989, 42). “As objects,
v others, one’s identity created by others, one’s his-

one’s realily 1s de

oTy named only in ways that define one’s relationship to those who are sub-
ject” (p. 42). The treatment afforded US. Black women domestic workers
exemplifies the many forms that objectification can take. Making Black
women work as if they were animals or “mules uh de world” represents one
form of objectification. Deference rituals such as calling Black domestic
workers “girls” enable employers to treat their employees like children, as
less capable human beings. Objectification can be so severe that the Other
simply disappears.

Finally, because oppositional binaries rarely represent different but equal \/

relationships, they are inherently unstable. Tension may be temporarily re-
lieved by subordinating one half of the binary to the other. Thus Whites rule
Blacks, men dominate women, reason is thought superior to emotion in as-
certaining truth, facts supersede opinion in evaluating knowledge, and sub-
jects rule objects. The foundations of intersecting oppressions become

grounded in interdependent concepts of binary thinking, oppositional dif- ke

Terence, objectitication, and social hierarciy. With domination based on
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difference forming an essential underpinning for this entire system of -urity, submissiveness, an
thought, these concepts invariably imply relationships of superiority and in- the emerging middle ¢
feriority, hierarchical bonds that mesh with political economies of race, “irican-American women
gender, and class oppression. The first controlling in
African-American women occupy a position whereby the inferior half of mammy—the faithful, obe

a series of these binaries converge, and this placement has been central to our nomic exploitation of Fow:
subordination. The allegedly emotional, passionate nature of Black women ng-standing restriction ¢
has long been used to justify Black women’s sexual exploitation. Similarly, ne normative yardstick 1
restricting Black women’s literacy, then claiming that we lack the facts for coving, nurturing, and ca
sound judgment, relegates African-American women to the inferior side of than her own, the mammy
the fact/opinion binary. Denying Black women status as fully human sub- the ideal Black female relz
jects by treating us as the objectified Other within multiple binaries demon- she may - IR
strates the power that binary thinking, oppositional difference, and family,” the mammy still
objectification wield within intersecting oppressions. zccepted her subordination
\/ Despite its seeming permanence, this way of thinking, by fostering injus- ~ Black women intellect

tice, can also stimulate resistance. For example, U.S. Black women have long A
recognized the fundamental injustice of a system that routinely and from
one generation to the next relegates U.S. Black women to the bottom of the

frican-American women
rris’s (1982) volume Fro
ratire investigates pro

social hierarchy. When faced with this structural injustice targeted toward portrayed by others in lite
the group, many Black women have insisted on our right to define our own vork on the difficulties £
reality, establish our own identities, and name our history. One significant 1980) describes how Black
contribution of work on domestic workers is that it documents Black women’s 2s mammies and penalizec
everyday resistance to this attempted objectification. ng a similar chord, Barba
Analyzing the particular controlling images applied to African-American cation” of Black professi
women reveals the specific contours of Black women's objectification as well woman mammy. But des;
as the ways in which oppressions of race, gender, sexuality, and class inter- scholarly and popular cu
sect. Moreover, since the images themselves are dynamic and changing, ffers a powerful example
each provides a starting point for examining new forms of control that n a shopping cart throug
emerge in a transnational context, one where selling images has increased in riding past in her mother’s
importance in the global marketplace. maidl”” (1984, 126).

The mammy image is ¢

sexuality, and class. Regarc

CONTROLLING IMAGES AND BLACK Tf“iﬁii?fﬁiil‘ﬁii nﬂ"gucf{f
WOMEN’S OPPRESSION At L

ror Black accommodation
own children the deferenc

“Black women emerged from slavery firmly enshrined in the consciousness mammified jobs. By teach
of white America as ’I\/[ammy’ and the ‘bad black woman,” contends Cheryl power structures, Black
Gilkes (1983, 294). The dominant ideology of the slave era fostered the cre- ffally become effective co
ation of several interrelated, socially constructed controlling images of Black about mammy buttress ra
womanhood, each reflecting the dominant group’s interest in maintaining women in mammified occ
Black women’s subordination. Moreover, since Black and White women were employers, encouraging m
both important to slavery’s continuation, controlling images of Black wom- more closely with the raci
anhood also functioned to mask social relations that affected all women. bands, and sons. In a ¢l

According to the cult of true womanhood that accompanied the tradi- blacks who do indeed rise:
tional family ideal, “true” women possessed four cardinal virtues: piety, those who were given
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e
purity, submissiveness, and domesticity. Propertied White women and those
of the emerging middle class were encouraged to aspire to these virtues.
African-American women encountered a different set of controlling images.

mammy—the faithful, obedient domestic servant. Created to justify the eco-
nomic exploitation of house slaves and sustained 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” better
than her own, the mammy symbolizes the dominant group’s perceptions of
the ideal Black female relationship to elite White male power. Even though
she may be welttovedard-mmay wield considerable authority in her White
“family,” the mammy still knows her “place” as obedient servant. She has
accepted heér subordination. ) -

Black women intellectuals have aggressively criticized the image of
African-American women as contented mammies. Literary critic Trudier
Harris’s (1982) volume From Mammies to Militants: Domestics in Black American
Literature investigates prominent differences in how Black women have been
portrayed by others 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. Strik-
ing a similar chord, Barbara Omolade’s (1994) description of the “mammifi-
cation” of Black professional women also takes aim at the imagined Black
woman mammy. But despite these works, the mammy image lives on in
scholarly and popular culture. Audre Lorde’s account 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).

The mammy image is central to intersecting oppressions of race, gender,
sexuality, and class. Regarding racial oppression, controlling images like the
mammy aim to influence Black maternal behavior. As the members of
African-American families who are most familiar with the skills needed
for Black accommodation, Black mothers are encouraged to transmit to their
own children the deference behavior that many are forced to exhibit in their
mammified jobs. By teaching Black children their assigned place in White
power structures, Black women who internalize the mammy image poten-
tially become effective conduits for perpetuating racial oppression. Ideas
about mammy buttress racial hierarchies in other ways. Employing Black
women in mammified occupations supports the racial superiority of White
employers, encouraging middle-class White women in particular to identi fy
more closely with the racial and class privilege afforded their fathers, hus-
bands, and sons. In a climate where, as Patricia Williams (1995) puts it, “those
blacks who do indeed rise into the middle class end up being figured only as

those who were given whatever they enjoy, and the black ‘underclass’

=3

B

The first controlling image applied to U.5. Black women is that of thu_H
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becomes those whose sole life activity is taking” (p. 61), no wonder that neighborhoods these sam
working-class Whites expect Black women to exhibit deferential behavior, quite different. Bonnie T1
and deeply resent those who do not. Mammy is the public face that Whites among Black domestics
expect Black women to assume for them. showed deference behav
The mammy image also serves a symbolic function in maintaining op- believing that they shou
pressions of gender and sexuality. Black feminist critic Barbara Christian children to avoid domest
argues that images of Black womanhood serve as a reservoir for the fears of in Black slave narratives
Western culture, “a dumping ground for those female functions a basically mammy, she is cunning,
Puritan society could not confront” (1985, 2). Juxtaposed against images of vith her lot” (1985, 5).
White women, the mammy image as the Other symbolizes the oppositional The fact that the mam
difference of mind/body and culture/nature thought to distinguish Black behavior is tied to the crez
women from everyone else. Christian comments on the ma mmy’s gender sig- anhood. Though a more 1
nificance: “All the functions of mammy are magnificently physical. They in- arch fulfills similar func

volve the body as sensuous, as funky, the part of woman that white southern
America was profoundly afraid of. Ma mmy, then, harmless in her position of
slave, unable because of her all-giving nature to do harm, is needed as an

—_— "
tersecting Oppressions.
JuBois (1969) and E. Fran
iigher rates of female-heac

image, a surrogate to contain all those fears of the physical female” (1985, 2). the importance that wome
The mammy image buttresses the ideology of the cult of true womanhood, tence of Black poverty. He
one in which sexuality and fertility are severed. “Good” White mothers are centrality in Black families
expected to deny their female sexuality. In contrast, the mammy image is one Both saw so-called matri
of an asexual woman, a surrogate mother in blackface whose historical devo- poverty. During the eras w
tion to her White family is now giving way to new expectations. Contempo- ranchisement and econ
l rary mammies should be completely committed to their jobs. trenched that control over
= No matter how loved they were by their White “families,” Black women matriarchal stereotype. Bt
domestic workers remained poor because they were economically exploited these earlier African-Ame
\\?{ workers in a capitalist political economy. The restructured post-World War mmage in the 1960s, a time
[I economy, in which African-American women moved from service in pri- _'._:'rican—Amerjcang;. acial
vate homes to jobs in the low-paid service sector and to jobs in clerical work 1ously racially unclassifie
and mammified professions, has produced similar yet di I"fcmn_l:l}-’ organized vinant 1994). Prior to the 1¢
economic exploitation. Historically, many White families in both the middle ages of families maintainec
class and working clds5 were able to maintain their class position because gy that racialized femal
theytsed Black women domestic workers as a source l'rmiﬁs poverty had not emerged. |
1985; Bverly 1986). The mammy image was designed to mask this economic thesis into discussions of |
7< exploitation of social class (King 1973). Currently, while the mammy image Black activism. Moreover
“becomes more muted as Black women move into better jobs, the basic eco- 'eminine matriarchs came
nomic exploitation where U.S. Black women either make less for the same movement advanced its cri
work or work twice as hard for the same pay persists. U.S. Black women and While the mammy typif
African-American communities pay a price for this exploitation. Removing matriarch symbolizes the o
Black women’s labor from African American families and exploiting it =presents the “good” Blac
denies Black extended family units the benefits of both decent wages and Black mother. Introduced
Black women’s emotional labor in their homes. Mo reover, as the attention to mm Family:
issues of stress in Black feminist analyses of U.S. Black women'’s health sug- thesis argued that African-
gest, participating in this chronically undercompensated and unrecognized fonal “womanly” duties 2
labor takes its toll (White 1994, 11-14). civil society (Moynihan 19
For reasons of economic survival, U.S. Black women may play the mammy these working mothers ost

role in paid work settings. But within African-American families and dren and thus were a maic
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ach their own children something

l‘nclghbm‘htmds these same women often te
d-rearing patterns

quite different. Bonnie Thornton Dill’s (1980) waork on chil
among Black domestics shows that while the participants in her study
showed deference behavior at work, they discouraged their children from
pelieving that they should be deferential to Whites and encouraged their
children to avoid domestic work. Barbara Christian’s analysis of the mammy
smunlike the white southern image of

in Black slave narratives reveals that,
and not at all content

maminy, she is cunning, prone to poison ing her master,
with her lot” (1985, 5).

The fact that the mammy image by itself cannot control Black women’s
behavior is tied to the creation of the second controlling image of Black wom 4?(2’
anhood. Though a more recent phenomenon, the image of the Black matri-
arch fulfills similar functions in t_\xplaining ack womens placement m
hferseching oppressions. Ironica y, blac ~cholars such as William E. B.
DubBois (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 persis-
tence 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 outcome of racial oppression a nd
poverty. During the eras when DuBois and Fra sier wrote, the political disen-

franchisement and economic exploitation of African-Americans was so €n-
trenched that control over Black women could be maintained without the
matriarchal stereotype. But what began as a muted theme in the works of
these earlier African-American scholars grew into a full-blown racialized
image in the 1960s, @ time of significant political and economic mobility for
Africa n—/\mericamfmm involves attaching racial meaning to a pre-
viously racially u neTassified relationship, social practice, or group {Jmi and
Winant 1994). Prior to the 1960s, Black commu hities contained higher percent-
ages of families maintained by single mothers than White ones, but an ideol-
ogy that racialized female-headedness as one important cause of Black
poverty had not emerged. Interestingly, the insertion of the Black matriarchy  ~
thesis into discussions of Black poverty came in the midst of considerable
Black activism. Moreover, the public depiction of US. Black women as un-
feminine matriarchs came at precisely the same moment that the women’s
movement advanced its critique of U.S. patriarch}f' (Gilkes 1983, 296).

While the mammy typifies the Black mother figure in White homes, the
matriarch symbolizes the other figure in Black homes. Tust as the mammy
fepresents the “good” Black mother, the matriarch symbolizes the “bad”
Black mother. Introduced and widely arculated via a government report
witled The Negro Family: The Case for National Action, the Black matriarchy
thesis argued that African-American women who failed to fulfill their tradi-

* duties at home contributed to social problems in Black
ay from home,

tional “womanly’
civil society (Moynihan 1965). Spending 100 much time aw
these working mothers ostensibly could not properly supervise their chil-
dren and thus were a major contributing factor to their children’s failure at
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school. As overl Y aggressive, unfeminine women, Black matriarchs a] legedly

emasculated their lovers and hus
deserted their partners or refuse

bands. These men, understnndabiy, either
d to marry the mothers of their children.

From the dominani §roup’s perspective, the matriarch represented a fajled

mammy, a negative stiema to be

applied to African-/ merican women who

dared reject the image of the submissive, ha rdworking servamr——————
(]

ack women intellectuals wi
Black motherhood typically repo
smammies (Myers 1980: Sudarka

"0 study African-American families and
rt finding few matriarchs and even fewer
sa 1981; Dill 1988). Instead they portray

African-American mothers as complex individuals who often show tremen-
dous strength under adverse conditions, or who become beaten down by

the incessant demands of providi
the first play presented on Broad
I—Iansberry (1959) examines the str
her dream of purchasing a home
novelist Paule Marshal] (1959) pre
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for her family. In Brows Girl, Brownstones,
sents Mrs. Boyce, a Black mother negotiat-

ing a series of relationships with her husband, her daughters, the women in

her community, and the work g

ne must p(‘l'f{)l‘l'l‘l outside her h()_l‘l]t‘, Ann

Allen Shockleys Loving Her (1974) depicts the struggle of a lesbian mother

trying to balance her needs for
child—rearing in a homophobic co

self-actualization with the pressures of
mmunity.

Like these fictional analyses, Black women’s scholarship on Black single
mothers also chal lenges the matriarchy thesis, but finds far fewer Lena

Youngers or Mrs. Boyces (Ladner
1995; Kaplan 1997). In her study of
(1997) learned that the reactions
pregnancies were far from the

Mothers in the new working poor
failed them. Until their daughter
their daughters would do better w

1972; Brewer 1988; Jarrett 1994; Dickerson
Black teenage mothers, Elaine Bel] Kaplan
of mothers to their teenaged daughters
image of the Superstrong Black mother
felt their pregnant teenage daughters hagd
s” pregnancies, these mothers hoped that
ith their lives. The mothers who came from

humble beginnines and who had worked hard to achieve a modicum ¢
! 8

middle-class respectability felt cheated when their daughters became preg-

nant. Among both groups of mothers, adjusting to their daughters’ pregnan-

cies brought on much hardship.
L Like the mammy, the image of

actually important in explaining
comes. Assuming that Black pove
generationally via the valyes tha
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ideclogy suggests that Black children lack the attention and care allegedr
lavished on White, middle-class children. This alleged cultural deficic ne

seriously retards Black children’s achievement. Such a view diverts attentios
from political and economic inequalities that increasingly characterize

global capitalism. It also suggests
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schools, employment discrimination, and consumer racism all but disappear
from Black women’s lives. In this sanitized view of American society, those
African-Americans who remain poor cause their own victimization. In this
context, portraying African-American women as matriarchs allows White
men and women fo blame Black women for their children’s failures in school
and with the law, as well as Black children’s subsequent poverty. Using
images of bad Black mothers to explain Black economic disadvantage links
gender 1deology to explanations Tor extreme distributions of wealth that
“characterize American capitalism.
One source of the matriarch’s failure is her inability to model appropriate
gender behavior. Thus, labeling Black women unfeminine and too strong
‘works to undercut U.5. Black women’s assertiveness. Many U.S. Black women
who find themselves maintaining families by themselves often feel that they
have done something wrong, If only they were not so strong, some reason,
they might have found a male partner, or their sons would not have had so
much trouble with the law. This belief masks the culpability of the U.S. crim-
inal justice system, described by Angela Davis (1997) as an “out of control
punishment industry” that locks up a disproportionate number of US.
Blacks. African-Americans are almost eight times more likely to be impris-
oned than Whites (p. 267), a social policy that leaves far fewer men for Black
women to marry than the proportion of White men available to White
women. Moreover, not only does the image of the Black matriarch seek to
regulate Black women’s behavior, it also seems designed fo influence Wiite
women's gendered identities. In the post—-World War Il era, increasing num-
“Fors of White women entered the labor market, limited their fertility, and
generally challenged their proscribed roles as subordinate helpmates in their

families and workplaces. In this context, the image of the Black matriarz‘ﬁ/-‘
serves as a powerful sym Hol for both Black and White women of what can go

wrong it White atriarchal power is challenged. Aggressive, assertive
women are penalized—they are abandoned by their men, end up impover-
ished, and are stigmatized as being unfeminine. The matriarch or overly
strong Black woman has also been used to influence Black men’s under-
standings of Black masculinity. Many Black men reject Black women as mar-
ital partners, claiming that Black women are less desirable than W hite ones

because we are too assertive.

The image of the matriarch also supports racial oppression. Much social
science research implicitly uses gender relations in African-American com-
munities as one seeming measure of Black cultural disadvantage. For exam-
ple, the Moynihan Report (1965) contends that slavery destroyed Black
families by creating reversed roles for men and women. Black family struc-
tures are seen as being deviant because they challenge the patriarchal as-
sumptions underpinning the traditional family ideal. Moreover, the absence
of Black patriarchy is used as evidence for Black cultural inferiority (Collins
1989). Under scientific racism, Blacks have been construed as inferior, and
their inferiority has been attributed either to biological causes or cultural dif-
ferences. Thus, locating the source of cultural difference in flawed gender
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relations provides a powerful foundation for U.S. racism. Black women'’s fail-
ure to conform fo the cult of true womanhood can then be identitied as one
fundamental source of Black cultural deficiency. Advancing ideas about
Black cultural disadvantage via the matriarchal image worked to counter
efforts by African-Americans who identified political and social policies as
one important source of Black economic disadvantage. The image of Black
women as dangerous, deviant, castrating mothers divided the Black com-
munity at a critical period in the Black hbv -ation struggle. Such images fos-
tered a similar reaction within women’s political activism and created a
wider gap between the worlds of Black and White women at an equally criti-
cal period in women’s history (Gilkes, 1983).

\/']"akt_‘n together, images of the mammy and the matriarch place African-
American women in an untenable position. For Black women workers in ser-
vice occupations requiring long hours and/or substantial emotional labor,
becoming the ideal mammy means precious time and energy spent away
from husbandb and children. But being employed when Black men have di -
ficulty finding steady work exposes African-American women to the charge
that Black women emasculate Black men by failing to be submissive, depen-
dent, “feminine” women. This image ignores gender-specific patterns of in-
corporation into the capitalist economy, where Black men have greater
difficulty fjndirqﬂx work but make higher wages when Lhu_\_f do work, and
Black women find work with greater ease yet earn much less. Moreover,
Black women’s financial contributions to Black family well-being have been
cited as evidence supporting 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.
[n essence, African-American women who must work encounter pressures
to be submissive mammies in one setting, then are stigmatized again as ma-
trhrchr. for being strong figures in their own homes.

A third, externally defined, controlling image of Black womanhood—that
of the welfare motlu-r-—appears tied to nworkmg_, class Black women's in-
creasing access to U.S, welfare state entitlements. At its core, the image of the
welfare mother constitules a class-specific, controlling image developed for
poor, working-class Black women who make use of social welfare benefits to
which they are entitled by law. As long as poor Black women were denied
social welfare benefits, there was no need for this stereoty pe. But when U.S.
Black women gained more political power and demanded equity in access to
state services, the need arose for this controlling image.

E

entially an updated version of the breeder woman image created

V,dunng slavery, this image provides an ideological justification for efforts to
harness Black women’s tE’ftl] ity to the needs of a changing political economy.
During slavery the breeder woman image portrayed 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 image pro-
vided justification for interference in enslaved Africans’ reproductive lives.
Slave owners wanted enslaved Africans to “breed” because every slave child

1 '-"-presented
1ale, the prospec
nan served to jt
ns zbout fertility
In the post-Worls
-and gained right
rary to popule
tlements, but in
nerican citizens
=ssfully acquired
nanded social w
mpensation, sch
Jucation, affirmat
-hild welfare progt
n by Republicar
rams allowed
ploitative jobs h
ack citizenship 1
n U.S. manufactur
se of illegal immi
rce that U.S. B
1993; Squires 1994
memployed Afric
hom were wome
population no lon
;'=.'e of elites, sign
A\ frican-American
ment industry (D
worked in the infc
zlobal drug indus
hoods in the 1980
dustry was one cc
Controlling Blz
became 1mp01t‘“
this function by lz
the country the f

closer look at thi

features with its
the welfare moth
not too ag glessl\:
—matriarch’s unas
the welfare moth
Wcontent X
on her bad value
sents anothct tt

de world.”




en's fail-
3 as one
25 about
counter
licies as
»f Black
=ck com-
s fos-
reated a

11y criti-

sy frican-
>TS 1N Ser-
~al labor,
=nt away
have dif-
he charge
depen-
s of in-
creater
rk, and
{oreover,
have been
~5). Many
<o women
opression.
pressures
=in as ma-

wood—that
men’s in-
nage of the
cloped for
“benefits to
ere denied
~hen US.
in access to

:oe created
r efforts to
1 economy.
e as more
- that Black
image pro-
uctive lives.
-slave child

Gender and Intersectionality / 263

born rcpnrﬁcnlod a valuable unit of property, another unit of labor, and, if
female, the prospects for more slaves. The controlling image of the breeder
woman served to justify slave owners’ intrusion into Black women’s deci-
sions about fertility (King 1973; Davis 1981; D. White 1985).

In the post-World War I political economy, African-Americans struggled
for and gained rights denied them in former historical periods (Squires 1994).
Contrary to popular belief, U.S. Black women were not “oiven” unearned
entitlements, but instead had to struggle for rights routinely offered to other
American citizens (Amott 1990; Quadagno 1994). African-Americans suc-
cessfully acquired basic political and economic protections from a greatly
expanded social welfare state, particularly Social Security, unemployment
compensation, school feeding programs, fellowships and loans for higher
education, affirmative action, voting rights, antidiscrimination legislation,
child welfare programs, and the minimum wage. Despite sustained opposi-
tion by Republican administrations in the 1980s, these social welfare pro-
grams allowed many African-Americans to reject the subsistence-level,
exploitative jobs held by their parents and grandparents. However, these
Black citizenship rights came at a time of shrinking economic opportunities
in U.S. manufacturing and agriculture. Job export, de-skilling, and increased
use of illegal immigrants have all been used to replace the cheap, docile labor
force that U.S. Blacks used to be (Nash and Fernandez-Kelly 1983; Brewer
1993; Squires 1994). Until the mid-1990s, the large numbers of undereducated,
unemployed African-Americans ghettoized in US. inner cities, most of
whom were women and children, could not be forced to work. This surplus
population no longer represented cheap labor but instead, from the perspec-
tive of clites, signified a costly threat to political and economic stability.
African-American men increasingly became targeted by a growing punish-
ment industry (Davis 1997). In the absence of legitimate jobs, many men
worked in the informal sector, serving as low-level employees of a growing,
global drug industry that introduced crack cocaine into U.S. Black neighbor-
hoods in the 1980s. For many, becoming entangled with the punishment in-
dustry was one cost of doing business.

Controlling Black women’s fertility in this political and economic context
became important to elite groups. The image of the welfare mother fulfills
this function by labeling 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 U.nuugh. While the
matriarch’s unavailability contributed to her children’s poor socialization,
the welfare mother’s accessibility is deemed the problem. She is portrayed as
being content to sit around and collect weltare, ﬁl‘u_nm‘in:_; work and passing,

A el PR N el R
on her bad values to her offspring. The image of the welfare mother repre-
Sents another failed mammy, one who is unwilling to become “de mule uh
de world”
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The image of the welfare mother provides ideological justifications for
intersecting oppressions of race, gender, and class. African-Americans 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 pertrayed as an unwed mother, she
violates one cardinal tenet of White, male-dominated ideology: 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, on average, in the post-
World War Il political economy, one of every three African-American fami-
lies has been officially classified as poor. With such high levels of Black

overty, 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 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 jus-
tification for the dominant group’s interest in limiting the fertility of Black
mothers who are seen as producing too ma ny economically unproductive
children (Davis 1981).

With the election of the Reagan administration in 1980, the stigmatized
welfare mother evolved into the more pernicious image of the welfare queen
(Lubiano 1992). To mask the effects of cuts in government spending on social
welfare programs that fed children, housed working families, assisted cities
in maintaining roads, bridges, and basic infrastructure, and supported other
basic public services, media images increasingly identified and blamed Black
women for the deterioration of U.S. interests. Thu s, poor Black women simul-
taneously become symbols of what was deemed wrong with America and
targets of social policies designed to shrink the government sector.
Wahneema Lubiano describes how the image of the welfare queen links
Black women with seeming declines in the quality of life:

“Welfare queen” is a phrase that describes economic dependency—the lack
of a job and/or income (which equal degeneracy in the Calvinist United
States); the presence of a child or children with no father and/or husband
(moral deviance); and, finally, a charge on the collective U.S. treasury—a
human debit. The cumulative totality, circulation, and effect of these mean-
ings in a time of scarce resources among the working class and the lower
middle class is devastatingly intense. The welfare queen represents moral
aberration and an economic drain, but the figure’s problematic status be-
comes all the more threatening once responsibility for the destruction of the
American way of life is attributed to it. (Lubiano 1992, 337-38)

In contrast to the welfare mother who draws upon the moral capital attached
to American motherhood, the welfare queen constitutes a highly materialis-

tic, domineering, and manless working-class Black woman. Relying on the
an ying
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public dole, Black welfare queens are content to take the hard-earned money
of tax-paying Americans and remain married to the state. Thus, the welfare
queen image signals efforts to use the situation of working-class Black
women as a sign of the deterioration of the state. . . . )

... A final controlling image—the jezebel, whore, or “hoochie”—is central ﬁk l—/
in this nexus of controlling images of Black womanhood. Because efforts to
control Black women'’s sexuality lie at the heart of Black women’s oppression,
historical jezebels and contemporary “hoochies” represent a deviant Black
female sexuality. 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 rele-
gate all Black women to the category of sexually aggressive women, thus
providing a powerful rationale for the widespread sexual assaults by White Vv
men typically reported by Black slave women (Davis 1981; D. White 1985).
Jezebel served yet 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, “wet nurse”
White children, and emotionally nurture their White owners, slave owners
effectively tied the controlling images of jezebel and mammy to the eco-
nomic exploitation inherent in the institution of slavery.

Rooted in the historical legacy of jezehel the contemporary “hoochie”
seems to be cut from an entirely different cloth. For one, whereas images of
‘Black women as sexually aggressive certainly pervade popular culture over-
all, the image of the hoochie seems to have permeated everyday Black cul-
turetin entirely new ways. For example, 2 Live Crew’s song “Hoochie Mama”
‘takes Black women bashing to new heights. In this song, the group opens
with the rallying cry “big booty hoes hop wit it!” and proceeds to list charac-
teristics of the “hoodrat hoochie mama.” The singers are quite clear about
the use of such women: “I don't need no confrontation,” they sing. “All 1
want is an ejaculation cos [ like them ghetto hoochies.” The misogyny in
“Hoochie Mama” makes prior portrayals of jezebel seem tame. For example,
2 Live Crew’s remedy for “lyin” shows their disdain for women: “Keep
runnin ya mouth and I'ma stick my dick in it,” they threaten. And for those
listeners who remain confused about the difference between good and bad
women, 2 Live Crew is willing to help out:

Mama just don’t understand

why [ love your hoochie ass

Sex is what I need you for

[ gotta good girl but 1 need a whore

In the United States, guarantees of free speech allow 2 Live Crew and similar
groups to speak their minds about “hoochies” and anything else that will
make them money. The issue here lies in African-American acceptance of
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such images. African-American men and women alike routinely do not chal-
lenge these and other portrayals of Black women as “hoochies” within Black
popular culture. For example, despite the offensive nature of much of 2 Live
Crew's music, some Blacks argued that such views, while unfortunate, had
long been expressed in Black culture (Crenshaw 1993). Not only does such
acceptance mask how such images provide financial benefits to both 2 Live
Crew and White-controlled media, such tacit acceptance validates this
image. The more it circulates among U.S. Blacks, the more credence it is
given. The “hoochie” image certainly seems to have taken on a life of its
own. For example, an informal poll of my friends, students, and colleagues
revealed a complex taxonomy of “hoochies.” Most agreed that one category
consisted of “plain hoochies” or sexually assertive women who can be found
across social classes. Women who wear sleazy clothes to clubs and dance in
a “slutty” fashion constitute “club hoochies.” These women aim to attract
men with money for a one-night stand. In contrast, the ambition of “gold-
digging hoochies” lies in establishing a long-term relationship with a man
with money. These gold-digging hoochies often aim to snare a highly paid
athlete and can do so by becoming pregnant. Finally, there is the “hoochie-
mama” popularized by 2 Live Crew, an image that links the hoochie image
to poverty. As 2 Live Crew points out, the “hoochie mama” is a “hoodrat,” a
“ghetto hoochie” whose main purpose is to provide them sex ual favors. The
fact that she is also a “mama” speaks to the numbers of Black women in pov-
erty who are single parents whose exchange of sexual favors for money is
motivated by their children’s economic needs.
Within assumptions that normalize heterosexuality, the historical jeze-
bel and her modern “hoochie” counterpart mark a series of boundaries.
Heterosexuality itself is constructed via binary thinking that juxtaposes
Tﬁ%lé and female sexuality, with male and female gender roles pivoting on
~petceptions of appropriate male and female sexual expression. Men are
active, and women should be passive. In the context of U.S. sotictm:.sc
scialized—w hite men are active, and White women should be
passive. Black peopie and other racialized groups simultaneously stand
gide these dehnibions of normality and mark their boundaries. In this
context of a gender-specific, White, heterosexual normality, the jezebel or
hoochie becomes a racialized, gendered symbol of deviant female sexuality.
Normal Temale heterosexualily 1s expressed via the cull of frue Wﬁ"i&
mﬁfﬁ)ﬂMt female heterosexuality is typified by the
"hot mommas of Black womanhood.
Within intersecting oppressions, Black women'’s allegedly deviant sexua |-
ity becomes constructed around jezebel’s sexual desires. Jezebel may be a
“pretty baby,” but her actions as a “hot momma” indicate that she just ca n't
getenough. Because jezebel or the hoochie is constructed as a woman whose
sexual appetites are at best inappropriate and, at worst, insatiable, it becomes
a short step to imagine her as a “freak.” And if she is a freak, her sexual part-
ners become similarly stigmatized. For example, the hypermasculinity often
attributed to Black men reflects beliefs about Black men'’s excessive sexual
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appetite. Ironically, jezebel’s excessive sexual appetite masculinizes her be-
cause she desires sex just as a man does. Moreover, jezebel can also be mas-
culinized and once again deemed “freaky” if she desires scx with other
women. 2 Live Crew had little difficulty making this conceptual leap when
they sing: “Freaky shit is what 1 like and T love to see two bitches dyke.” In a
context where feminine women are those who remain submissive yet appro-
priately flirtatious toward men, women whose sexual aggression resembles
that of men become stigmatized.

When it comes to women’s sexuality, the controlling image of jezebel and
her hoochie counterpart constitute one side of the normal/deviant binary.
But broadening this binary thinking that underpins intersecting oppres-
sions of race, class, gender, and sexuality reveals that heterosexuality is jux-
taposed to homosexua lity as its oppositional, different, and inferior “other.”
Within this wider oppositional dlttercnce,—]ﬁﬁ:ﬁl—ﬁﬁﬁéﬁlﬂr}mt@w
‘border demarking heterosexuality from homosexuality. Her insatiable
sexual desire helps define the boundaries of normal sexuality. Just across the
border stand lesbian, bisexual, and transgendered women who are deemed
deviant in large part because of their choices of sexual partners. As a sexual
freak, jezebel has one foot over the line. On this border, the hoochie partici-
pates in a cluster of “deviant female sexualities,” some associated with the
materialistic ambitions where she sells sex for money, others associated with
so-called deviant sexual practices such as sleeping with other women, and
still others attached to “freaky” sexual practices such as engaging in oral and
anal sex.

Images of sexuality associated with jezebel and the hoochie not only mark
the boundaries of deviant sexualities, they weave throughout prevailing
conceptualizations of the mammy, matriarch, and the Janus-faced welfare
queen/Black lady. Connecting all is the common theme of Black women's _
sexuality. Each image transmits distinctive messages about the proper links
among fémale sexuality, desired levels of fertility for working-class and
rmiddle-class Black women, and U.S. Black women's placement in social class
~and cifizenship hierarchies. For example, the mammy, one of two somewhat
“positive iigures, s 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 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 lin ked 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
passive 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
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sexuality and fertility is conceptualized as antithetical to elite White male
interests. The Black lady completes the circle. Like mammy, her hard-earned,
middle-class respectability is grounded in her seeming asexuality. Yet fertil-
ity is an issue here as well. Despite the fact that the middle-class Black lady
is the woman deemed best suited to have children, in actuality, she remains
the least likely to do so. She is told that she can reproduce, but no one except

: her is especially disturbed if she does not.

Taken together, these prevailing images of Blacl\' womanhood represent
elitt White male interests in defining B]ack women’s Sexudatity and fertility.
"Moreover, by meshing smoothly with intersecting oppressions of race, class,
gender, and sexuality, they help justify the social practices that characterize
the matrix of domination in the United States.

CONTROLLING IMAGES
AND SOCIAL INSTITUTIONS

Schools, the news media, and government agencies constitute important
sites for reproducing these controlling images. Whereas schools and the
scholarship produced and disseminated by their faculty historically have
played an important part in generating these controlling images (Morton
1991), their current significance in reproducing these images is less often
noted. Take, for example, how social science research on Black women’s sex-
uality has been influenced by assumptions of the jezebel. Two topics, both
deemed as social problems, take the lion’s share—Black women'’s sexuality
appears within AIDS research and within scholarship on adolescent preg-
nancy. Both reference two types of allegedly deviant sexuality with an eye
toward altering Black women’s behavior. In AIDS research, the focus is on
risky sexual practices that might expose women, their unborn children, and
their partners to HIV infection. Prostitutes and other sex workers are of spe-
cial concern. The underlying reason for studying Black adolescent sexuality
may lie in helping the girls, but an equally plausible stimulus lies in desires
to get these girls off the public dole. Their sexuality is not that of risky sexual
practices, but sexuality outside the confines of marriage. Embedding re-
search on Black women’s sexuality within social problems frameworks thus
fosters its portrayal as a social problem.

The growing influence of television, radio, movies, videos, CDs, and the
Internet constitute new ways of circulating controlling images. Popular cul-
ture has become increasingly important in promoting these images, espe-
cially with new global t(,Lhnolog.,lm that allow U.S. popular culture to be
mported hroughout the world. Within this new corporate structure, the
misogyny in some strands of Black hip-hop music becomes especially trou-
bling. Much of this music is produced by a Black culture industry in which
African-American artists have little say in production. On the one hand,
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Black rap music can be seen as a creative response to racism by Black urban
youth who have been written off by U.S. society (Rose 199—1 Kelley 1997,
43-77). On the other hand, images of Black women as se xually (]\fd]'dl_')l.(_‘
hoochies perqst in Black music \'ldeoq As "freaks,” U.S. Black women can
now be seen “poppin’ that coochie”—yet another term by 2 Live Crew that
describes butt shaking—in global context.

Government agencies also play a part in legitimating these contr olling
images. Because legislative bodies and, in the case of 2 Live Crew’s s obscenity
trial (see, e.g., Crenshaw 1993), courts determine which narratives are legiti-
mated and which remain censured, government agencies decide which offi-
cial interpretations of social reality prevail (Van Dl k 1993). The inordinate
attention paid to Black adolescent pregnancy and parenting in scholarly re-
search and the kinds of public policy initiatives that target Black girls illus-
trate the significance of government support for controlling images. Because
assumptions of sexual hedonism are routinely applied to Black urban girls,
they are more likely to be offered coercive birth control measures, such as
Nmplant and Depo Provera than their White, suburban, middle-class coun-
terparts (Roberts 1997).

Confronting the controlling images forwarded by institutions external to
African-American communities remains essential. But such efforts t;hould
not obscure the equally important issue of exa mining how African-American ,
institutions alqo_p_eﬁ?ﬁiate these same controlling images. Although it may
bepainfultoex
nlwayw vigilant for signs UI Black disun ity—the question of how the organi-

zations of Black civil society 1epr0duue controlling images of Black woman-
hood and fail to take a stand against images developed c]acwhert is equally
important.

Black femmlet Pauline Terrelonge confronts the issue of the Black commu-
nity’s role in the subordination of African-American women by asking, “If
there is much in the objective condition of black women that warrants the
development of a black feminist consciousness, why have so many black
women failed to recognize the patterns of sexism that directly impinge on
their v\-*(‘r\-’dny lives?” (1984, 562). . . .

[Her] analysis shifts our understanding of Black community organizations.
“Rather than seeing family, church, and Black civic orgamzahom through a
race-only lens of resisting racism, such institutions may be better understood
as complex sites where dominant ideologies are simultaneously resisted and
reproduced. Black community organizations can oppose racial ()ppz'eqaion yet
perpetuate gender oppression, can challenge class exploitation yet et foster hel-
erosexism. One might ask where within Black civil society Afficar-AAmerican
women can openly challenge the hoochie image and other equally controlling
images. Institutions controlled by ’\rrl(.aIl";\i‘ﬂ(_‘l‘l(_d[‘lb can be seen as contra-
dictory sites where Black women learn skills of independence and self-reliance
that enable African-American families, churches, and civic organizations to
endure. But these same institutions may also be places where Black women

cially in the context of a racially chargjed SOLlLt\,/W%
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learn to subordinate our interests as women to the allegedly greater good of
the la rger African-American community.

Take, for exam ple, |1i:sf0_rically Black col leges and universities, In their
goal of dispelling the myths about African-American women and making
Black women acceptable to wider society, some historically Black colleges
may also foster Black women’s subordination. In Meridian Alice Walker de-
scribes an elite college for Black women where “most of the students—timid,
imitative, bright enough but never daring—were being ushered nearer to
Ladyhood every day” (1976, 39). Confined to campus, Meridian, the heroine,
had to leave to find the ordinary Black people who exhibited all of the quali-
ties that her elite institution wished to eliminate. Walker’s description of the
fence surrou nding the campus symbolizes how stulti fying the cult of true
womanhood was for Black students. But it also describes the problems that
African-American institutions crea te for Black women when they embrace
externally defined controlling images:

The fence that surrounded the campus was hardly noticeable from the street
and appeared, from the outside, to be more of an attempt at ornamentation
than an effort to contain or exclude. Only the students whe lived on cam pus
learned, often painfully, that the beauty of a fence is no guarantee that it will
not keep one penned in as securely as one that is ugly. (Walker 1976, 41)

Jacquelyn Grant (1982) identifies the church as one key institution whose
centrality to Black comm unity development may have come at the expense
of many of the African-American women who constitute the bulk of its
membership. Grant asserts, “it is often said that women are the ‘backbone’
of the church. On the surface, this may appear to be a compliment. . .. It has
become apparent to me that most of the ministers who use this term are
referring to location rather than function. What they really mean is that
women are in the ‘background’ and should be kept there” (1982, 141). At
the same time, Black churches have clearly been highly significant in Black
political struggle, with U.S. Black women central to those efforts. Histori-
cally, Black women’s participation in Black Baptist and other Black churches
suggests that Black women have been the backbone yet have resisted stay-
ing totally in the “background” (Gilkes 1985; Higginbotham 1993). One
wonders, however, if contemporary Black churches are equipped to grap-
ple with the new questions raised by the global circulation of the hoochie
and comparable images. Denouncing “hoochies” and all they represent
from the pulpit with a cautionary warning “don’t be one” simply is not
enough.

African-American families form another contradictory location where the
controlling images of Black womanhood become negotiated. Middle-class
White feminists seemingly have had few qualms in criticizing how their
families perpetuate women'’s subordination (see, for exa mple, Chodorow
1978). Until recently, however, because Black families have been so patholo-
gized by the traditional family ideal, Black women have been reluctant to
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analyze in public the potential culpability of families in Black women’s op-
pression. Black women thinkers have been more uniformly positive when
describing Black families, and much more reluctant to criticize Black family
organization than their White counterparts. As a result, Black studies em-
phasizes material that, although it quite rightly demonstrates the strengths
of US. Black families in a context of intersecting oppressions, skims over
broblems (see, e.g., Billingsley 1 992). But this emphasis on strengths has often
come at a cost, and that cost has far too often been paid by African-American
women. Thus, within Black feminist scholarship, we are finally hearing not
only the long-hidden stories of those strong Black women (Joseph 1981;
Collins 1987), but those of women whose gendered family responsibilities
cause them trouble (Richie 1996; Kaplan 1997).

Some Black feminist activists claim that relegating Black women to more
submissive, supporting roles in African-American organizations has been
an obstacle to Black political empowerment. Black nationalist philosophies,
in particular, have come under attack for their ideas about Black women’s
place in political struggle (White 1990; Lubiano 1997; Williams 1997; Collins
1998, 155-86). In describing the 1960s nationalist movement, Pauli Murray
contends that many Black men misinterpreted Black women’s qualities of
self-reliance and independence by tacitly accepting the matriarchy thesis.
Such a stance was and is highly problematic for Black women. Murray ob-
serves, “The black militant’s cry for the retrieval of black manhood suggests
an acceptance of this stereotype, an association of masculinity with male
dominance and a tendency to treat the values of self-reliance and indepen-
dence as purely masculine traits” (1970, 89). Echoing Murray, Sheila
Radford-Hill (1986) sees Black women's subordination in African-American
institutions as a continuing concern. For Radford-Hill the erosion of Black
women'’s traditional power bases in African-American communities which

“followed nationalist movements is problematic in that “Black macho consti-

tuted a betrayal by black men; a psychosexual rejection of black women ex-
perienced as the capstone to our fall from cultural power.... Without the
power to influence the purpose and direction of our collective experience,
without the power to influence our culture from within, we are increasingly
immobilized” (p. 168).
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