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amy,jezebel )
and Sapphire

Developing an “Oppositional Gaze”
toward the Images of Black Women

s et R s

collect Black memorabilia, such as movie posters and posteards. Many of these
items depict African Americans in a demeaning and distorted manner. For
.example, my collection includes images of fal, Black Maminies and Aunt
Jemimas. Many of my colleaguies and friends wonder why [ surround myself with
such offensive images. | became a collector after what appeared to be a mean-
ingless encounter with a stranger. Several years ago, | was attending a large pro-
fessional convention for psychologists. As I was leaving the hotel restaurant, a
White woman asked me to show her to a table. She had mistaken me for a wait-
ress. [ was stunned and confused. It ruined my day.

As a feminist psychologist and researcher, this event raised two important
questions for me. First, I wondered why |, rather than the older White gentleman
who was standing next to me, was mistaken for the server. After doing some
research, it became clear. During slavery, Black women worked as servants. When
slavery ended, the combination of race, gender, and class discrimination meant that
there were few employment opportunities for African American women. Conse-
quently, many Black women worked as domestic servants well into the twentieth
century {Neville & Hamer, 2001). As 1 was growing up, Mozell, my proud, hard-
working grandmother, used her experience as a domestic servant to enoourage me
ta stay in school, Reading this history helped me to understand how a stranger in
a restaurant could Jook past my dark-blue power suit and armful of books and
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assirme that | wvas he wattress, Aller all, she s liki,’]}.ﬁ o encounier maore
Black fenale servants than Black female university professors,

This incident also raised o second question: Why do | care that a
stranger assumes that Lam a waitress? Perhaps it was an honest nistake,
Inany case, T could simply gather my books and move on. However, this
is a significant event. Think of it this way. Imagine that carbon monoxide,
a very dangerous gas that is coloriess and odorless, starts to build up in
your house, Everything seems normal because you cannot see or smell the

sas, Over time, however, the gas Tumes cando great harm to your health,
es of Black women works the same wav, These

Exposure lo negative imag
nages do not seem sigiticant because they areso deeply igrained
wut soviely, Beoatise e are surrounded by these images i the moedia s
i our datly hves, i almost appears "natural” oy “normal” that Black
women should be domestics rather than successful professionals. Urdor-
tunately, there are many people in positions of power who sbill believe
that Black women are more suited to work in the diming room rather than
the classroom or boardroom. When | encounter these people in profes-
stonal situations, walking away from the interaction may not be an
option. This s why Tam concerned with the social construction of Black
women's images. Tt is also why | became a collector. By surrounding
myself with these images, Fremember to challenge them on a daily basis,

According to African American fenminists, Black women have maost
oftent been portrayed in three distinct images: as nurturing, self-sacrific-
ing, asexual Mammies; as seductive, sexually irresponsible, promiscuous
Jezebels; and as angry, combative Sapphires (Collins, 2000; West, 1995),
if you do not believe that these images stll exist, spend an afternoon
watching television. Certainly, television programs stereotype many
oppressed groups, including women fram ali ethinie backgrounds, poor
people, and sexual minorities (Patton, 2001, However, OPPressive Images
may be more damaging for some groups because there are fewer positive
or realistic images Lo counter these negative representations. e the case
of Black women, Hudson (1998} argued that '

con television, one can see relatively He chvinee within the dominant ractal
ideology because telovision, as a mass media outlet, provides a space which
continually updates and re create Mamuny and Jezebel stereotypes, and in
turn, presents them ascons of what black womanhood 15 today (p. 245)

bell hooks (1992), 4 Black feminist scholar, believes that we nesd to take
an “oppositional gaze” toward the inages of Bladk women. It is her beliet
that these images shiould be eritically examined and challenged Moreover,
she beheves that we should deconstruct these images £ reflect more POs-
ibve and accurate represemtabions of Black women. This is what 1 will do
iy lecture First, Dwill begus with a brief historical overview, which dis-
cusses why these nmages were created and why they perast. We will see
that these images are rooted in istory; shaped by structural inequalitios,
such as race, gender, and class oppression; and further reinforced by the



media and religious doctrine (Neville & Hamer, 2001; Thomas, 2001). Sec-
ond, researchers have documented a link between the internalization of
negative stereotypes and chronic health problems and psychological dis-
tress (Williams & Williams-Morris, 2000). Consequently, [ will explore how
these images may influence the psychological functioning of some Black
women. Specifically, I will discuss how the Mammy image can contribute
to role strain, which is the challenge of balancing multiple roles, and con-
cerns aboul physical features, including skin color, hair texture, and weight.
Next, [ will discuss haw the Jezebel image shapes perceptions of Black
women’s sexuality and victimization. Finally, | will explore how Black
women’s expression of anger is shaped by the Sapphire image.

Although [ focus on the lives of African American women, the reader
should remember that these stereotypes are experienced across the African
Diaspora. For example, these mythical images also influence the lives of
African Caribbean women in Britain (Reynolds, 1997). Second, the reader
should remember that Black women, both individually and collectively,
have actively worked to challenge and change these oppressive images.

M AMMY

The Mammy image, one of the most pervasive images of Black women,
originated in the South after slavery. She was expected to be a subordi-
nate, nurturing, self-sacrificing, domestic servant who happily performed
her duties with no expectation of financial compensation. Christian (1980)
described her as

... black in ¢olor as well as race and fat wilh enormous breasts that are full
enough to nourish all the children of the world; her head is perpetually cov-
ered with her trademark kerchief to hide the kinky hair that marks her as ugly.
Tied to her physical characteristics are her personality traits: she is strong, for
she certainly has enough girth, but this strength is used in service to her white
master and as a way of keeping her male counterparts in check; she is kind and
toyal, for she is a mother; she is sexless, for sheis ugly ... (pp. 12-13)

There is little historic evidence to support the existence of a dutiful
Mammy figure. Slavery was not a leisurely lifestyle. Enslaved women
were often beaten, overworked, and raped. Consequently, Black women
were far from content with their slave status. In response, they ranaway
or helped other slaves escape, fought back, and in some cases poisoned
slave owners (Roberts, 1997). In order to deal with this uncomfortable
reality, historians and authors rewrote history to create the image of the
loyal, happy Manuny. After all, if we could believe that Mammy in Mar-
garet Mitchell's Gone with the Wind was content with her life, we could
believe that slavery was a humane institution (Simms, 2001).

We continue o encounter the Mammy image in our daily lives, For
example, many of us had breakfast with the smiling Aunt Jemima, anicon
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that has appeared on breakfast products for more than a century. In the
19905, Quaker Oats Company removed her red bandana and eliminated
her slave dialect. She no longer declares, "Honey, it’s easy to be the
sweetheart o yo family. Yo know how de men folks and de young folks
all loves my tasty pancakes.” Despite her makeover, there have been
Mammy sightings on television. Consider the Pinesol lady, a dark-
skinned, slightly overweight, motherly figure who smilingly announces
“Honey, it's rain ¢lean Pinesol.” Are we seeing things? In rescarch con-
ducted by Fuller (2001), college students clearly saw the legacy of the
Aunt Jemima image. One student remarked, %Iwy re giving an up-to-
date Aunt Jemima image o Black women that clean” (p. 128).

Even professional status and education cannot protect Black women
{from the Mammy image. In 1998, John Gray, an author and psychologist,
appeared on the Oprah Winfrey talk show. In response to an audience
member’s distress, he instructed Ms. Winfrey, one of the most powerful
women in the television industry, to give the woman a hug. He went on
to say, “Oprah’s going to be your mommy. ... She’s the mother of Amer-
ica. That's why she didn’t have time for her own kids. She's taking care
of all the other little tost children” (Burrelle’s Transcripts, 1998, p. 8). |f
you notice, John Gray’s description of Oprah was remarkably similar to
Christian’s (1980) description of Mammy. Although this interaction may
seem subtle or inconsequential, the message 18 dr:a;“ Like their fore-
mothers, contemporary Black women belong in the kitchen, performing
domestic services and meeting the emotional needs of others.

ROLE STRAIN

I do not want to give the impression that caretaking, nurturing, and serv-
ice to others are negative characteristics. By exhibiting these traits, Black
women have contributed to the survival of the iil;mlc: commumty. [ also
do not want to imply that role strain 15 a problem that is unique to Black
womert. Regardless of ethnicity, many women face the challenge of man-
aging the multiple roles of mother, worker, and intimate partner. How-
ever, the economic plight of Black women makes them more vulnerable
to role strain. Black women disproportionately cain less, have lower lev-
els of education and job status, and are more likely to be single parents
than are their White counlerparts. As a result, they must ollen perform
multiple roles without econoric security or partner support. In addition,
this caretaking role frequently extends beyond the tamily to a community
that is plagued with crime, poverty, and upemployment (McCallum,
Arnold, & Bolland, 20023,

The Mammy image exacerbates role strain by reinforcing the belief that
Black women happily seek multipie roles rather than asswming thea out
of necessity, 1t also imphes that they ¢ ffortlessly meet their many obliga-
tions and have no desire to delegate responsibilities to others. Extreme care-



taking by African American women has been referred to as Manmy-1sm
(Abdullah, 1998) or moral masoclusm (C L Thompson, 20000, Both conds-
tions are characterized by a woman’s personal sacrifice, within her family,
community, or workplace, at the expense of her own mental and physical
health.

Role strain has been linked to feelings. of depression. For example, in
a study of 100 middie-class Black women, Warren (1997) discovered that
increased work responsibilities, coupled with a limited social support sys-
tem, was related to depresston_ These feelings are often exacerbated by
adherence to the Mammy image (Mitchell & Herring, 1998). In her mem-
oir, Meri Danquah (1998}, a voung, single snother who was struggling
with depression, wrote that “Black women are suppose (o be strong—
caretakers, nurturers, healers of people—any of the twelve dozen varia-
tions of Mammy” {p. 19). 1t is not surprising that this éxpectation made
it more difficult for her to seek help for her depression.

In some cases, it may be undesirable or emotionatly unhealthy to step
oul of impt“)rtam{ roles, such as nurturer, mother, or activis!, 50 whal are
some solutions to Black women’s role strain? As a larger society, it is nec-
essary Lo address the ecconomic and social inequalities that leave Black
women more vulnerable to role strain. This means challenging social and
political policies that assumeé Black women don’t neced community or gov-
ernment support in the form of child support and adequate daycare
(Harris-Lacewell, 20071 At the individual level, Black women must fearn
to nurture themsetves as well as they nurture others; learn to feel more
comfortable refusing unreasonable requests; and develop coping strate-
gies that have tradibonally reduced stress among Black women, such as
developing strong support networks and political activism.

S KIN COLOR AND HAIR TEXTURE

The perception of beauty 15 influenced by coferisin, a discriminatory eco;
nomic and social system that values hight-skinned over dark-skinned
people. For Black women, perceptions of beauty cannot be separated
from the Manuny image. According to Becky Thompson (1994), “the
resilience of the stereotype of the fat black ‘mammy’ shows the tutility
and damage of considering standards of beauty as separate from issues
of race and racism” (p. 360). Recall that Ma mimy was portraved as a large,
dark-complexioned, bandana-clad Black woman. Devaluing Mammy's
physical fealures reinforced a beauty standard that valued white /light
sking stratght, preferably blond hair; and thinness. Colling (2000)
reminded us that these physical features “could not be considered beau-
tiful without the Other-—Black women with African features of dark skin,
broad noses, Full lips, and Kinky hair” (p. 893 The portrayval ot Black
wormen as nappealing Mammiaes made it easior to deny the sexual
abuse i plantation houscholds. Alter all, how could stave vwners be
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attracted to such creatures? Hlowever, there was rape and miscegenation,
or race mixing, which resulted ina variety of skin colors and hair textures
among African Americans,

Slave owners also used these physical features to create a hierarchy
of beauty and social status within the enslaved community. Slaves with
dark skin and kinky hair were considered less attractive and intelligent!
and thus more suitable for field labor, In contrast, Blacks with lighter skin
and straighter hair, often the offspring of White slave owners, were some-
5 strenuous phys-

times given maore opportunities, such as education, le:
ical labor, and better housing, After emancipation, lighter-skinned Blacks
continued to have greater access to higher education and professional
jobs. In the early 19905, consistent unth the color discrimination perpe.
trated in the Iaruvr sociely, some Black wnum]mw members used these
physical features to determine admission to m,lmuls churches, and social
organizations, During the 1960s and early 1970s, the “Black is beautiful
movement” was at its height and celebrated African physical features,
such as natural hairstyles and dark skin. However, colorism continues to
persist in the larger society and in communities of color, which has impli-
cations for Black women's economic, social, and psychological well-
being (Hunter, 1998, 2002).

Although many Black women are generally happy with their com-
plexion, we can not ignore the fact that others may experience feelings of
shame and unatiractiveness. As young girls, they are sometimes given the
message by family members, friends, and the media that they would be
more desirable if they had a lx;w,hla'r skincolor and straighter hair texture
(Coard, Breland, & Raskin, 2001). This message can be summarized in the
following children’s rthyme (Col tins, 2000, p. 894

[l you're While, you're all right;
ynu re vellow, you're me l]uw
{{ you're brown, stick around;
1 you're Black, get back
This message is reinforced in adolescence when they encounter some
young men who prefer dating women with more European physical fea-
rures. One teenager reflected on a high school crushe

Ioswas obvious and evident that most if ot all of the black boys inmy school
wanted nothing to do with Li%d(k airls, whieh was sort of troumatizing,

I the final analysis, Fended up feeling that there was something wrong “with
him, but it was hell gettmg there, {C arroll, 1997, pp. 131-132)

Pesearchers continue (o argoe that darkerskinned Blacks are less intelligent. Using the
Mattonal Opinton Research Center's (NCRC opanion poll survey of P92, Lynn (20028 dhs-
covered thatl Blacks who rated thar skin color a8 "heht” pertormed betler on g Hbwond

vovabulary fost Based ona slatistically xf;gmhumt positive coteelabion of 17 botween | !
vol of intelligenee in Alvican A -
N {}s 51

skin color and intelligence, be concloded that “the e
con s agnificanty deterntined by the propurting of

i

Canoasian 15




The consequences of colorism become more pronounced in adulthood.
Regardless of ethnicity, beauly is a form of social capital, which means that
women who are deemed attractive are more likely to benefit economically,
educationally, and romantically (Hunter, 2002). In this hierarchal system,
darker-skinned Black women are disadvantaged. Using national surveys,
researchers discovered that they were consistently rated less attractive
(HHL, 2002). In addition, when compared with their lighter-skinned coun-
terparts, darker-skinned Black women had less education and lower
incomes. These differences remained even after controlling for their age and
urban residence (IMunter, 1998). In an effort to increase their opportunities,
some Black women use skin lighteners and hair relaxers. Although most of
these products are generally safe, some Black women have experienced
adverse reactions. For example, women in Senegal and other West African
nations have reported severe acne and skin discoloration (del Giudice &
Yves, 2002), On a positive note, Wade (1996) discovered that darker-skinned
Black college women did not rate themselves as less attractive. Furthermore,
dark-skinned Black women, particularly if they had economic resources,
did not have lower self-esteem (M. 5. Thompson & Keith, 2001).

Although light-skinned Black women appear to enjoy more privileges,
they can sometimes be the targets of hostility. For example, one Black
woman recalls the fights she had with classmates. She wroter “High yella
culud girls with long hair were often moving targets for their darker-hued
sisters. When girls went after whuppin’ your butt, hair was the first thing
they went alter” (Muse, 1994, p. 127). These rivalries may continue into ado-
lescence. Although lighter-skinned Black women may appear to enjoy an
advantage in the dating game, they may find themselves wondering if they
are perceived as desirable dating partners because of their physical appear-
ance more than their personality. In adulthood, “there is pain and privilege
inherent in the light skin Black experience” (Cunningham, 1997, p. 399),
Their identity may be challenged by Whites who discount their Black her-
itage, whereas Blacks may be suspicious of their commitment to the African
American community. For example, they may be accused of trying to
“pass” as White or using their physical appearance to gain unearned
opportunities. In response, lght-skinned Black wonien may feel isolated,
guilty, and unfairly targeted. Despite these challenges, many light-skinned
Black women develop a sense of pride in their racial identity.

The madness around skin color and hair texture can be stopped in
several ways. First, the beauty images in the media should reflect the
diversity of Black beauty. This means that we need to value dark skin and
kinky hair, physical features that are typically associated with the Mammy
image, as much as we value lighter skin and straight hair. Second, Black
women can reject a beauty myth in which they devalue themselves and
other Black women. After all, “by hating our skin colors, we are buying
into the notion that beauty and femininity are a black woman’s most
important virtue, and we are therefore relinquishing the power to define
ourselves” (Okazawa-Rey, Robinson, & Ward, 1987, p. 99).
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EATING DISORDERS

According to the U.5. Department of Health and Human Services (2001),
more than 50 percent of all American Black women are overweight or
obese. Despite their higher levels of obesity, when compared with simi-
jar groups of White women, Black women are more likely to have posi-
tive body images and are less likely to exhibit eating disorders or
unhealthy dieting practices. Researchers speculate that acceptance of
larger body sizes in the Black community and the rejection of restrictive
White beauty standards may enable some Black women to maintain
body satisfaction (Lovejoy, 2001). Of course, these cultural factors do not
protect all Black women. Some women develop eating disorders, such as
anorexia, a syndrome of seif-induced weight foss in which a person
atternpts to become thinner despite the unhealthy consequences. Others
are vulnerable to bulimia, an eating disorder characterized by binge eat-
ing followed by various forms of purging, mcluding self-induced vomit-
ing or laxative abuse (Mulholland & Mintz, 2001).

 We cannot discuss eating disorders without considering the influence
of the Mammy image. Becky Thompson (1996), a feminist researcher,
wrote “these race-biased stereotypes are built on dichotomous portray-
als of Black women as [orever-large mammies and hoarders of food and
White women as [rail, weak, and self-denying” (p. 106). The Black
woman’s economic situation may interact with this image to shape the
type of eating disorder she may develop. For example, the Mammy image
continues to represent the working conditions of economically disad-
vantaged Black women. As previously discussed, they are expected to
work in low-status jobs without getting their financial and emotional
needs met, This economic reality, coupled with more lenient weight stan-
dards in the Black community, less exercise, and unhealthy dietary habits,
can result in weight gain. Among some working-class Black women,
overeating may provide one of the few socially appropriate ways of
dealing with the stress associated with poverty and the emotional depri-
vation felt in other areas of their lives (B, Thompson, 1996). One poor
Black woman explained why she overcals: - -

Dwork for General Electric making batteries, and, [ know its killing me. My
old man is an alcoholic. My kid's got babies. Things are not well with me.
And one thing T know [uasn do when [ come home 15 cook me a pot of lood
and sit down in front Of the TV and eat it And you can't take that away from
me until you're ready to give me something inits place. (Avery, 1994, p. 7)

In response to her oppression, this woman appears to be overeating and
bingeing. However, her weight gain and possible eating disorder may be
pverfooked because researchers and doctors believe that obesity is a
“natural” condition for poor women This could potentially lead 1o a
delay in treatiment.



In contrast, middie class Black women may be pressured to conform to
the dominant cultural standards of thinness, In her interviews with cating-
diserdered Black women, Becky Thompson (1994) discovered that parents
who fell powerless to protect their daughters from racism and sexism dis-
couraged obesity inan effort to protect them from discrimination against fat
people. This pressure fo be thin continues info adulthood. As more sodal
and vccupational alternatives become available, thinness may be perceived
as a ticket to a better life. A “Mammy-like” appearance would be decimed
unattractive, slovenly, and unprofessional. Thus, some Black women dis-

tance themselves from this image by engaging inunhealthy ealing and diet-
ing habits. Margaret Bass (2000) wrole very eloquently aboul the shame and
pain of growing up as a fat Black girt and the challenges of functioning as
an overweight, middle-class professional. Although her parents institled
racial price, which made her appreciate her kinky hair and brown skin color,
she was unprepared to resist fat oppression. Despite her educational
achievements and professional status, she realized that “my fat belies my
new ‘white” middle-class status, and Lam keenly aware of that cach time |
enter a room” (p. 225). Her fear of reintorcing the Mammy image made this
awareness more painful, because “my fat signifies the perpetuation of a
stereotype. .. ook ke 'mammy’ without her bandanna” {(p. 2300,

To conclude, in order to understand eating disorders among Black
women, we must consider how their eating patterns are shaped by
oppressive images and the trauma associated with racism, sexism, and
class oppression (B, Thompson, 1994, 1996}, Despite these challenges,
Black women who are satisfied with thetr skin color and body weight
express greater overall body satistaction (Falconer & Neville, 2000). Ulti-
mately, the media, family members, and women, regardless of skin color
and body size, must challenge narrow, oppressive beauty standards.

]IZ ZEBEL

During slavery, Black women's economic value was based on their ability
to reproduce.” They were frequently stripped naked and examined on the
auction block to determine theiy breeding capacity, When the mternastional
stave trade became iHegal, rape and torced breeding were used to imcrease
the slave population. Instead ot acknowledging this sexual victmization,
slave owners portrayed Black women as promiscuous, immaoral juzebels

Black wormen have a long Binstory of being publcly displayved, In 15H, Saartjie Baariman

(Sarah Bartonannd, an Atncan Wopan, was Tured 0 Burepe with promises of wealth,

instead, she was dubbed the Hotterdut Venus and pat o display st parties, circuses, and

rrsgeunig, Researchers ancd the vicwing pubho were parlicalarly interested moseving her

coiarged butlocks and gemals, Upon her death, she was dissected and her mupidied

body, shull skeleton, and disembaodicd vaging were proserved in specimen ars and dis
-

piaved al various museums undil J973 tviagubarne, 2001 T 2007, atier vears of protests, hoer

rertaing were returned 1o South Advca for o dignied borial,
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who seduced their masters. This image gave the impression that Black
women could not be rape victims because they always desired sex. Con-
sequently, there were no legal or sociat sanctions against raping Black
women, which meant that they could be victimized by both White and
Black men with impunity. In contrast, sexual assaults against White
women were severely punished, particularly if the accused was a Black
man (Collins, 2000; Roberts, 1997, Simums, 2001).

You may hear the contemporary Jezebel referred o as a “hoochie,”
“freak,” “heodrat,” “chickenhead,” or “ho.” Although the names have
changed, the message is the same: Black women are sexually available
and deviant. This image is reinforced in the media, in the form of music
videos, rap music, movies, and pornography (Collins, 2000). fevebel also
makes a daily appearance on television talk shows, such as Ricki Lake and
Jerry Springer. For example, we commonly see such guests as

Connie, a slender, 17-year-old wearing a small tight vinyl dress. . She 5ays
tor both an audience member and her sister, who redress her about her Proris-
cuity, “H [ want to have vo' man, I'll take yoo man. (Hudson, 1995, o 24R)

If you do not believe that these images have an impact, consider a study
conducted by Gan, Zillman, and Mitrook (1997). They divided their White
undergraduate sample into three groups. The groups were shown videos
that featured sexually seductive Black women singing lyrics such as “Freak
Like Me,” videos of Black women singing songs of devoted love, or no
videos. Next the groups were shown slides of unknown, well-dressed,
attractive Black and White women and then asked to record their percep-
tions of each person. The students who were exposed to the sexually
seductive videos were more likely to characterize the Black women in the
stides as indecent, promiscuous, sleazy, and sluttish. The researchers con-
cluded that the “perceived traits and conduct of a rather small sample of
female Black rappers were generalized to other members of the population,
namely Black women, but not to members of allernative populations,
such as White women” (p. 397). Although these images may have negative
consequences for some African American women, some Black feminists
argue that music videos can be used to “reclaim and revise the controlling
images, specifically ‘the Jezebel,” to express sexual subjectivity” (Emerson,
2002, p. 133). This means that some Black female artists are reconstructing
the Jezebel image to depict Black women’s sexuality as positive and enjoy-
able, as, for example, in the Salt n” Pepa song “Lets Talk about Sex.”
Despite efforts to deconstruct the Jezebel Hnage, stereotypes about
Black sexuality continue to influence our perceptions of Fape SUrvVIivors
(George & Martinez, 2002, West, 2002). For example, a group of researchers
presented undergraduates with a scenario of a date between two colleye
students. As expected, they found that a forced sexual encounter would be
percerved as less sertous if the viclim were a Black woman than if the vie-
tim were a White woman, Specifically, students were less likely to define



the incident as date rape, believe that it showld be reported to the pohice,
and hold the assailant accountable when the viclim was Black (Foley,
Evanie, Karnik, King, & Parks, 1995). The authors concluded that “racial
history and rape myths thus make African American women niore vul-
nerable to forced sexual encounters while simultancously making accu-
sations of rape more ditficult for them™ (p, 15).

The Jezebel image influences perceptions of partner viclence as well,
For instance, Gillum (2002) investigated the link belween stereotypic
images of Black women and intimate partner violence in the Black com-
munity. Although 94 percent of the African American men in this sample
endorsed positive beliels about African American women, 48 percent also
endorsed the Jezebel stereotype, which was measured by items such as
"African American women are likely to sleep around.” The belief in this
stereotype was positively related to the justification of domestic violence
against Black women. These findings do not diminish the sexoal and
physical victimization of women from other ethnic backgrounds. Fow-
ever, this racist imagery means that sexual and physical assaults againsl
Black women may be taken less seriously. One solution is to acknowledge
the role of the Jezebel image in our discrimina tory treatment of victims.
Asa resull, Black women mav be more willing to disclose their rapes and
seek assistance (West, 2002).

S APPHIRE

During slavery, the “cult of true womanhood” required middle-cliss,
southern, White women to adhere to a standard of femininity that was
characterized by passivity, Irailty, and domesticity. In contrast, the tradi-
tional standards of womanhood were not appiied to Black women.
Instead, they were characterized as steong, deminant, and AREressive
because they worked in the fields alongside Black men. In order Lo explain
low Black women were able o perform these “male” jobs, slave owners
concluded “that Black stave women were not ‘real” women bul were mas-
cudinized sublivman creatures” (hooks, 1981, p. 7ho This image also
served another purpose. [t was easier 1o depict Black women as driving
therr partners and cvldren away because of Uieir domincening and con-
trollimg nature than it was to ackuowledge that slave owners divided fam
tly members by selling them to different owners. Today, this stereotype,
also referred to as the Matriarch image, 14 used to blame Black women [or
social problems, such as inner-cily poverty and the high incarceration
rates of Black youth. Suppasediy, her unwillingness to conform to tradi-
tional female roles—for example, being a sta y-al-home mother and wile—
resulted in lower moral values, single-parenthood, and the emasculation
of Black men (Collins, 2000 Roberts, 1997},

The media reinforced this image i the form of Sapphire, a character

whowvas portraved as the hostile, nageing wife on the 1940« and 19504
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Anros ‘0" Andy radio and television shows. After vears of complaints, the
show was taken off the broadcast schedule in 1953 thooks, 1992} How-
ever, the Sapphire image continues to reappear on television and in the
movies. Somelimes, Black women’s anger is depicted as violent and dan-
gerous. For example, she is Bernadine, played by Angela Bassett, the
scorned wile who sets fire to her husband’s expensive suits and luxury
vehicle in the movie Waiting to vlale. We also see the Sapphire image in
the movie Sef It Off, which depmts four poor Black women who resart to
bank rebbery. The character Cleo, played by Queen Latifah, sugpests that
Black lesbians are particutarly dangcmua,, Generally, however, Black
women’s anger 13 a;ic-piciec as fu rmy For instance, a comical example of
a Sapphire image s Pam, the verbally abusive friend on the sitcom Mar-
Vi (Springer, 2001, According to Black feminist sc holars, the Sapphire
image was socially constructed because Black women's anger was per-
ceived as dangerous, threatening, and challenging to patriarchy. Rather
than addressing this justified anger, the media and society minimized this
anger by makm;‘, it humorous and raising doubts about Black women's
femininity thooks, 1992).

The Sapphire image has the potential to influence how anger is
expressed and experienced by Black women. Characteristics of this image,
such as active displays of outrage, may be embraced as one of the few “pos-
itive” traits available to Black women. After all, being angry feels more
empowering than being passive like Mammy or a sexually abused object
like J(:f,cbef, As previously discussed, Black women had to be resilient and
assertive in order to survive. However, nhgcr becomes dangerous when it
reaches the “Sapphire level,” defined by Childs and !’ulrxw (2001 as a
response “that takes an argument to the extreme, which includes losing the
perspective of the situation, becoming verbally or physically abusive,
throwing things, and venturing into tactics that are below the belt” (p. 5).
Some peopie may characterize these women as mean. Flowever, exhibit-
ing Sapphire trails may be a coping strategy for some women. If you have
to do battte on a daily basis, you might as well come out swinging. Theroe-
fore, some Black women use an angry, self-protective posture to shield
themselves from discrirmination, victimization, and disappointment. The
problem is that women who unfairly lash out in this way may alienate
others and unwittingly undermine their support system, which leaves
them without the emotional support that they need. Perhaps these
women can learn techniques for expressing anger in more constructive
ways. For example, they can learn assertiveness skills or use their a nger
to form protest actions. Women who lash out in this way are often self-
critical, as well. It is recommended that they develop a more accepting,
gentle attitude toward themselves (Childs & Palmer, 2001: Mitchell L&
Herring, 1998).

Fdon't want to give the impression that Black women's anger is
unjustified. Like other oppressed groups, Black women have many rea-
sons fo be angry. However, when this anger is verbalized, the problem



may be denied or the woman may become the target of institutional sex-
s and racisme As a result, some Black women may avoid appropriate
expressions of anger or assertiveness, They may even modify their behav-
or in an altempt to appear nonthreatening, Black women who are reluce
tand to exprress anger for fear of reinforcing the Sapphire image may need
to address the negative societal messages about Black women’s anger.
One specihic technigque might include emphasizing that Black women
have historically used various coping strategies tor resisting, oppression
and expressing anger, rangnig from active methods {e.g., protests, con-
frontations) to covert methods {e.g., teigning illness or ignorance). There
are advantages and disadvantages associated with each strategy. Every
Black woman st find her own “style” for addressing contlict (Childs
& Palmer, 2001; Milchell & Herring, 1998; Thomas, 2001

C ONCLUSION

fn this lecture, I provided a historical overview of three images of Black
wonnen (Mammy, Jezebel, and Sapphire). These images derive [rom his-
torically constructed conditions; were shaped by structural inequalities,
such as sexism and racism: and are still perpetuated by the media.
Because they are so pervasive, they may influence the psychological
functioning ol some contemporary Black women. However, | think that
these images are distortions and misrepresentations of positive traits that
have enabled Black women to survive. [ agree with Audre Lorde (1981),
who wrote "0 il we do not deline ourselves, we will be defined by oth-
ers—{or their use and to our detniment” (o, 45), All readers, regardless of
thetr ethnic or racial background, can be more aware of these images and
challenge them in a more assertive way. By taking an “oppositional gaze,
as bell hooks (1992) suggested, we can work together to make sure that

DR
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all groups are fairly and accurately represented.
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