Framing the Americanness of black women’s sexuality in the late 19th century press.
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In Antebellum America, Thomas Nelson Page and several other white Southern authors depicted the Old South as an idealistic society where slavery was a noble institution and desexualized black maids dutifully served white mistresses. The Southern plantation house sheltered an organic family supported by submissive and contented black slaves. Inversely, the insubordinate and sensual slaves were purposely kept aside from the white household and estranged in the fields. This romantic vision of the South indisputably led readers to believe in the existence of peaceful race relations in the region. Most of all, it countered the sexual accusations that abolitionists raised against slave-owners: Southern gentlemen did not seek to sexually attack black female slaves. On the contrary, some of the latter, mostly field workers wittingly called for white sexual partners to give birth to mulattoes. Such reasoning therefore defended the institution of slavery as a logical and valuable system for black enslaved women: first, because it provided moral values to those who worked in the house; then because it helped to contain black women’s promiscuity and sexual desires.

Imitating those plantation fictions, late 19th century American newspapers and magazines likely reinforced and popularized similar visions of African American women’s sexuality in the dominant culture. Three characters were imagined to connect race, black women’s sexuality and interracial relationships in the United States. The desexualized, contented, black servant was increasingly embodied by the “Mammy” figure. She was solely imagined as a servant and as a black character. Her asexual physical aspect provided evidence that there were no intimate relations between black women and white men within the plantation household. Similarly, the “Jezebel”
 further depicted the hyper-sexualized black woman. In opposition to the Mammy figure, she was portrayed first as a woman then as a black character. Because of her natural permissiveness, she bore the sole responsibility of any potential sexual relations that might occur between the two racial groups. Eventually, the mulatto personified a woman of mixed origins facing internal problems of social and racial integration. She was either seen as a woman or as a black person, depending on the racial group she was related to.

Popularized through the late 19th century literature, press or iconographies, those three fictional representations of black women were racialized, gendered and (de)sexualized, and similarly connected to the national identity. Interestingly, these sexual images were reinforced at a time when former slaves legally became citizens. From a full citizenship granted by the Fourteenth Amendment in 1868, black Americans had partially been excluded from the national identity after the Supreme Court legalized segregation in 1896 in Plessy v. Ferguson. From one decision to another, much theoretical justification emerged to reach the conclusion that black people, though legally American, were not equal to white people. Therefore, these stereotypes prevailed alongside both the theoretical rationalizations and the political decisions that determined the legal status of African Americans following the Civil War. 

Considering that the sexualized or desexualized images of black women were born to support the institution of slavery, it is not surprising that they were revived after the emancipation to rationalize the establishment of segregation. The analysis of several newspaper articles demonstrates how these sexually-related stereotypes had been modified according to the legal status of African Americans.
 Whether black people were freed slaves, full, or second-class citizens, the authors emphasized or censored the sexuality of black women. By associating the African Americans’ national identity to black female sexuality, they contributed to frame the Americanness of black women, but also of the entire African American population.

“The Negro Problem”: in search of black people’s American identity

The “Negro Problem” was a debate on the status of African Americans in the United States. Several Southern authors wrote on the issue mostly in Northern newspapers, such as The Atlantic Monthly. The climaxes of the “Problem” in the press, in the 1860s and 1880s, immediately followed decisions that affected the status and rights of black Americans. Indeed, the press discussion appeared with the ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment in 1868. In other words, the presence of the black population in the American society started to be a problem for the authors, precisely when black people legally became citizens. The authors pointed out the cultural, historical, intellectual, moral and biological differences between the two racial groups. Thereby they asserted that, although black people had the American citizenship, they did not cherish its values.

Although the Amendment was ratified, authors revived the “Problem” in 1883 after the Supreme Court decision in the Civil Rights Cases. The Court stated that Congress could not force the States or their citizens to respect the civil rights of black Americans. If those rights were to be respected at the federal level, they did not have to be, within the States’ borders. Despite the Fourteenth Amendment, black people were different citizens on the state level. The decision had a considerable impact since the Republicans had left the South at the end of the Reconstruction in 1877, handing the region to the management of Southern politicians. The “Negro Problem” was reactivated after the Supreme Court decision to give it full credibility. In “The Race Problem”, a speech delivered in Washington D.C., in 1890, Frederick Douglass indeed argued that Southern authors created this apocalyptic fantasy to obtain the support of Northerners while they lessen the rights of African American citizens after the Amendments of the Reconstruction. 

At the time, the 1880 census confirmed the rapid growth of the African American population in the South. If Southern black people had outnumbered white voters, they would have inevitably represented a political power in the region. Most Southern authors who wrote on the “problem” exaggerated this population increase and depicted white Southerners as future victims of an overwhelming black people, willing to seek revenge from slavery. They were firmly convinced that, once deprived from the influence of white masters, black people would return to savagery and annihilate white outnumbered Southerners. As the 1890 census announced a considerable decrease in the growth of the Southern black population, fewer and fewer articles were issued on the “problem.” Yet, by then, several Southern states (Texas, Missouri, Mississippi, Florida…) had passed laws limiting the civil rights of African Americans and separating the two groups.

By the early 1890s, once the impossibility for the two racial groups to cohabitate was fully illustrated to Northern readers, the authors debated on the different pragmatic solutions to part the two populations. The discussion opposed those who supported the transportation of black American citizens to Africa and those who favored their physical seclusion in black territories. In 1896, the Supreme Court solved the debate when it normalized the absence of cohabitation and legalized segregation in the Southern states. In the 1900s, the “Negro Problem”, which discussed the symbolic status of the black population in America, was no longer a “problem,” since the 1896 decision supported its main argument: black people were indeed citizens, but were different from white American ones.

The debate thus allowed these authors to voice their belief that the white and black populations were too different to possibly share the same national identity. It was by providing illustrations, anecdotes and figures on the daily lives of emancipated slaves and newly-Americanized black people that Southern authors made their point truthful to Northern readers. The images of black women depicted in different newspapers chiefly ascertained their demonstrations and varied according to the timeline of the debate.

Black women and the “Negro Problem” before 1890

Before the late 1870s, there was no parallel evolution between the Mammy and the “Negro Problem” in the press. By the time the “Negro problem” reached its climax in the 1880s, a considerable number of articles referring to Black women in general and to the Mammy in particular had already been published. Yet, by the 1880s, a strong connection appeared between the two topics. It is in this decade, more than in any other in the second half century, that the two subjects culminated (Table 1). 
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Table 1. Number of articles (from 1 to 6) published from the 1860s to 1880s 

on the Mammy, the “Negro Problem” and black women

The combined increase in the 1880s of articles published on the three topics suggests that the journalistic representations of black women and female characters changed according to the “Negro Problem” or would participate to the dreadful scenario imagined by the authors.

Interestingly, more articles referred to the Mammy figure in the 1870s and in the 1880s, when the censuses announced the rapid growth of the African American population in the South (Table 2).
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Table 2. Number of articles published from the 1860s to 1900s

on the Mammy and the “Negro Problem”

The large amount of articles published on this specific character proves how connoted it was to the authors and to the readers. Contrary to the Jezebel and the tragic mulatto, the “Mammy” figure was treated differently by most authors. She remained a fictional character in articles published in Southern newspapers.
 In opposition, in Northern and Western newspapers such as Appleton’s journal, Overland and Out West magazine or Atlantic Monthly, she was purposely depicted her as a real living member of the Southern plantation life, finding a logical place in the racial and gender hierarchy of the white household. To Northern and Western readers, she was thus exclusively portrayed as a Southerner who “happily” belonged to slavery and to the past.

Consequently, few authors described the authentic Mammy outside a plantation or the South. When they did, the authors insisted on her sadness, her weakness and her inability to perform the tasks generally attributed to the traditional plantation Mammy. They concluded on her death which they connected to the estrangement from the white household. In other words, the Mammy’s legendary strength resided in her nearness to the South and to the plantation. Therefore, during the 1870s and the 1880s, though black people were American citizens, these authors’ argumentation paradoxically defined the Mammy as a proof that African Americans were stronger, more contented and fulfilled as slaves and in the South than as free black American people in the North.

The limitation of the Mammy’s universe went further than these social and geographical positions. Generally inscribed in slavery, the servant was boundlessly devoted to her masters and to the moral education of their children. According to the authors, the character’s privileged position within the Southern plantation household had allowed her to adopt the nation’s civilization.
 Interestingly, it was her devotion to the white family, the unlimited acceptance of her social status and living conditions, and her asexuality which reinforced her Americanness. In other words, serving the white family was the determinant element attesting that she was a true American. This also implied that black people who did not embrace this character’s submissiveness were not true citizens.

As was the case for the “Negro problem”, the articles referring to the Mammy before 1890 differed from those published after. Indeed, prior to 1890, the authors pessimistically depicted the Mammy as unique figure and encouraged Northern readers to reach a dreadful conclusion: since the end of slavery and the ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment, no member of the Southern black community had understood the American identity, as the Mammy and the old uncle did during slavery. As Southern author John Esten Cooke stated in 1869, he was telling the story of “The Last of the Mammies.” Therefore, especially in the 1880s, while Southern authors insisted on the “Negro Problem” and the discrepancies between black and white American citizens, in similar newspapers other authors persisted that the submissive and desexualized Mammy was the only real Americanized black person who unfortunately existed in a regretted past. This entailed that, according to these authors, their contemporary generations of black people were not true Americans on the cultural level although they were on the legal one.

Authors repeatedly compared the Mammy to other black women and reinforced the connection between their sexual image, moral values and national identity. Indeed, in several articles, the Mammy was purposely dissociated from black mother figures. The latter was sexualized and not described as American, but mostly African, whereas the black servant was desexualized and brought closer to American values. Once more, the comparison confirmed the idea that black people were legally American, but culturally African, as long as they did not embrace the submissive and desexualized attitude of the Mammy.

Between the emancipation and the 1890 census, the journalistic representations of all black women also supported the argument that black people were closer to the American identity when they were slaves than once freed and legally Americanized. The press depictions of black women in the South were generally drawn by Northerners traveling through the South, or renowned Southerners writing their observations of free black people in Southern newspapers. They mostly emphasized the promiscuity of black people and black women in particular, whether in the South or in America. In 1861, before the emancipation, in the Southern Literary Messenger, an anonymous author argued that black slaves

[were] affectionate towards the whites – particularly to white children, but much less so to each other. They are careless – thoughtless of the morrow, and remarkably negligent of the sick. They despise to nurse each other, and even mothers have frequently to be compelled to attend to their sick children. They are cruel and despotic when in power, and the husband is frequently a hard master to his wife, and both are sometimes very severe to their children. They would give each other, if not prevented, more terrible chastisements than white men would ever inflict upon them. They are generally fatalists, and strongly inclined to polygamy. Their want of chastity is by no means the result of slavery, but a remnant of that barbaric character which estimates woman in the lowest and most sensual manner – indeed, as merely a beast of burden.

While the Mammy was isolated from the rest of her community, in the present excerpt, black women are mingled to the rest of the racial group which they contributed to shape as un-American. Beguilingly, the author connected the sexual habits of black slaves to some “barbaric” heritage and at the same time estranged them from the white American culture of the family. In other words, the insistence on black slaves’ sexual habits highlighted the differences between the two racial groups.

In 1866, after the emancipation, Georges Fitzhugh used the same arguments and reached similar conclusions on the situation of free black people in a Southern camp: “Abolition dissevered the relation of husband and wife among the Negroes[…]. The very young children have died out of from neglect of their mothers.” Georges Fitzhugh therefore focused on the attitude and the living conditions of African American mothers to emphasize the cultural and racial distinction between the white and black populations. He illustrated the failures of the black motherhood through his amazement at black mothers paying more attention to the camp’s dogs than to their own children. To him, the attitude is representative of black people’s barbaric or African heritage. Later in the article, he pursues:

Now, we know, that there is not a full-blooded Negro woman in America fitted for any other work except field work. At that they are almost equal to white men, but in any other capacity, their labor is not worth half that of white women. Half the country ladies of Virginia have worked in their gardens, and some in the fields during, and since the war, yet these Negro wenches are taught to live by crime, rather than work in the field, where alone they are fitted to work.
Through this representation of black women and mothers, George Fitzhugh constructed the national identity along racial and gender terms. He purposely set a distinction between the [white] country ladies of Virginia and these Negro wenches. Such comparison enabled him to conclude that black women lived in idleness and that such condition prevented them from running or having a family. Obviously, black women’s former slave status explained their incapacity to conform to the values of the American identity. In this excerpt, once again, the image of the black woman is derogated and her permissive character is estranged from the white woman’s pious nature and values, in other words from the American culture. Not surprisingly, in 1866, during the debate on the ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment, Fitzhugh defended the argument that black former slaves could never assume the American citizenship. Interestingly, he used the image of black women to support his point.

In 1885, less than twenty years after George Fitzhugh’s report and the ratification of the Reconstruction Amendments, the address of a reverend published in The American missionary started as follows: 

I do not see how any man can look at the condition of the woman of the Negro race without deep pity and indignation. Respect for womankind flows deeply in the veins of the Anglo-Saxon race. […] Today, the toiler of the Negro race is astonished to see how the Negro woman, when her work is done, will lock her door and go out to herd with other women upon the street, because not yet has she learned the meaning of home, and what home is, and it should be to her.

According to the author, since the emancipation, the treatment of black women by black men and their behavior within their own community were marks of the distinction between the white Anglo-Saxon race and the black one. Similarly to George Fitzhugh, the reverend shaped the American identity along racial and gender terms and created representations of black women that lessened the Americanness of the whole black population. George Fitzhugh’s argument in 1866 opposed the Fourteenth Amendment. Similarly, the reverend’s point echoed the Supreme Court’s decision of 1883 and the climax of the “Negro Problem.” Both authors equally assumed that, in the second half of the century, the black woman’s promiscuity and inability to understand her duty as a woman or as a mother represented the entire black community. In 1888, another author writing for The American missionary reached a similar conclusion when comparing the lives of black female slaves and of free black women. Although the aim of the article was to promote the creation of a school for the domestic education of African American women, the author pointed out that the black woman was “still the crude, rude, ignorant mother” that she was during slavery. According to him, in black women’s lives, “everything [was] coarse, down to the coarse ignorant, senseless religion, which excites her sensibilities and starts her passions, go to make up the life of the masses of black women in the hamlets and villages of the South.”
In all these articles, black women had only adopted American values and culture if they were close to the national family image as “true” white American women were. Yet, in the articles published prior to 1890, none of the black female characters, whether a Mammy, a mulatto or a Jezebel, had a black family which corresponded to the White American model. Black women were generally depicted as failing mothers and wives. In addition, few of the Mammies of the articles were married. When they were, the marriage ended quickly due to the intervention of other black female characters, who were not Mammies but unsurprisingly Jezebels. The Mammy was an efficient indirect maternal figure within the white community, but she remained a powerless mother and wife in her own. Therefore, since no black woman had a family which was consistent to the white American model, it meant that the whole black community had not espoused the American values and culture.

These similar quotes, ranging from the early 1860s to the late 1880s, prove that the three Amendments that followed slavery did not adorn the representations of black women in the press. On the contrary, the opposition to these Amendments enhanced the use of those sexualized and amoral representations of black women as a means to further distinguish the two racial groups. Through these demonstrations, it was established that black women’s amorality stemmed from their African or non-American origins, whereas the Mammy’s Americanness was a result from her relations and proximity with her white masters during slavery. The examples that these Southern and Northern authors provided on black women and on the Mammy supported the Negro Problem’s core argument that, despite their being legal American citizens, black people were different on the cultural and moral levels from white citizens.

A shift in the “Negro Problem” after 1890

In the articles issued after 1890, the authors were not as pessimistic as regards the moral values of black women. Prior to the 1880s, the desexualized Mammy stood as the proof that the black population would never assume the values of the American identity as she was pictured as a unique American ideal black woman. Yet, following the 1890 census, the Mammy was no longer solely associated to the past. On the contrary, according to the authors, she had become as helpful in the last decade of the 19th century as she was during slavery. No longer depicted as unique, she came to embody the solution to the “Negro Problem”. Her model could then be assimilated to all black women and to the entire African American population. The authors’ new optimism suggested that any black woman could be transformed into a submissive, desexualized Mammy.

In 1903, in The Atlantic Monthly, Julia Tutwiler published “Mammy,” an article in which she generalized the shift from an amoral ordinary black woman to a traditional caring Mammy. She related how her own Mammy lived before and after the emancipation of black people. Interestingly, the character’s transformation required the loss of her gender and sexuality. Before she became a Mammy, both were pointed out with recurrent references to naked parts of her body. Tutwiler then easily connected the character’s unwillingness to adopt American values with her immoral habits, craze for alcohol or incapacity to heed others. The black female character was then introduced to Tutwiler’s parents and was entrusted with the care of the white family’s offspring. 

Then, this black, amoral and white-hating woman became a black patriotic and submissive character, devoted to the white family. At that precise moment, she became a Mammy, no longer depicted as a woman, but solely as a black character, with an emphasis on the blackness of her skin. There was no longer any reference to her physical body, but to her garments which reinforced her position as a desexualized Mammy: a handkerchief around her head and a large multi-pocketed apron, covering her entire figure. In other words, when the character was given the responsibility of the child of the white family, she was purposely de-gendered: neither her femininity, nor her maternity were recognized. Concluding the article, Julia Tutwiler generalized this transformation as a model to the education and Americanization of other black women. Interestingly, the Americanization of Tutwiler’s own Mammy started when she was brought closer to the white household and implied her asexuality.

In the articles published after 1890, the reproduction of the Mammy model to all black women demonstrated that, provided her femininity, her maternity and her sexuality were lessened, the desexualized black woman became the solution to the “Negro Problem.” This solution also implied that she would resent equality and accept the social and racial hierarchies imposed upon her people within the American society. It is precisely what the Supreme Court imposed upon African Americans when it legalized segregation in Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896. The analysis of the different articles published on black women suggests that the Mammy figure was created to defend slavery and that it was similarly popularized to support segregation. Her asexual image was also used to shape the image of a “good” black American woman.

The press representation of the female mulatto figure did not change from the emancipation to the legalization of segregation. Yet, the portrayal of this character reinforces the two meanings of the Mammy and the Jezebel figures: the contact with the white race provided moral values to black women, while their seclusion within the black community revealed their sexual promiscuity; the imagined sexuality of black women was connected to an African heritage whereas their asexuality was linked to their adoption of the American culture. When depicting the female mulatto, authors purposely distinguished the white and black origins of the character. When they highlighted her Caucasian origins, she was praised both for her intelligence and her morality, but eventually estranged from the rest of the black population. In those cases, female mulattoes were described as black American women whereas the other black people of the articles were described as Negro Africans. Inversely, when the authors brought out the black ancestry of the mulatto character, they stressed her sexual image and emphasized her African culture. In other words, they imagined a less sexually threatening mulatto when she was brought closer to the white community and a more sexual character when described within the realm of the black community.

Conclusion

Within the late 19th century American press, the construction of the three fictional characters which represented black women linked the notions of race, sexuality and national identity. Their evolution echoed the changes on the legal status of African Americans in the United States. Throughout the press, the authors suggested that the emancipation and the Fourteenth Amendment led to the extinction of the Americanized Mammy figure and to the prominence of the sexual Africanized black women. When segregation was legalized by the end of the century, the Mammy figure was re-born and the hyper-sexualized black woman could be included in the American identity as long as she became de-gendered and submissive like the black Mammy. In other words, the sexualization or the desexualization of black women in the press served to determine their ability to conform to the American identity. Their sexual image was framed to measure the Americanness of the whole African American community.
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� The term “Jezebel” is used by contemporary authors and scholars. Only the “Mammy” and the “mulatto” were named in the late 19th century press.


� Several scholars, such as Deborah Gray White, demonstrated the inaccuracy of such portraits during and after slavery, or the pressure they imposed upon black slaves and women, then compelled to embody those stereotypes to satisfy their masters and employees. Deborah Gray White. Ar’n't I a Woman? Female Slaves in the Plantation South (Norton, 1985).


�. A certain number of articles were gathered from the American press, by using the collections of Making of America (Cornell and Michigan Universities). Selecting a period from 1865 to 1909, the words “African/Negro/Race Problem”, and “Mammy, Negro/ colored woman/girl” were entered in the collections’ databases.


�. For the Mammy, more than 580 articles were gathered. Most were explicitly fictions. Only a minority of articles on the Mammy figure portrayed her as a real living person. 


� According to the authors, the old black uncle, also derived from Harriet Beecher Stowe’s landmark novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin, held a similar specific position.
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Feuil3

				Mammy		Negro Problem		Negro Women

		1860s		2		1		2

		1870s		6		1		2

		1880s		7		5		3
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