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Roles of black Women in the Construction of the Personalities of Black Americans in the
Post-slavery America in Black Boy

Dr. Zakaria Coulibaly,
Enseignant vacataire a la FLSL-ULSHB
-E-mail coulibalyz19@gmail.com

Abstract

This article aims at demonstrating that the contribution of black women helped many African
Americans to overcome several obstacles in the segregationist American societies. Women’s
roles in black families as well as their influence on the social life of African Americans were
huge. The data of the study were collected, analyzed and interpreted from the approach of
feminism and post-colonialism. Thus, outcomes of the study have demonstrated that African
American women had actually played very important roles in the upbringing, the self-
realization and self-confidence of the generations of African Americans in post-slavery
America. It means that black women acted as guides and counsellors for their progenies by
instructing and inculcating in them senses of responsibility, self-confidence and others. Finally,
the study has shown that the teachings and the instructions handed down to black Americans
by black women had been beneficial, for many young Blacks of the South had contrived to
overcome many obstacles and social barriers and realized their potentials.

Keywords: family, black women, feminism, post-colonialism, post-slavery America, roles,
Résumé :

Cet article vise a démontrer que la contribution des femmes noires américaines post-
esclavagistes a aidé de nombreux afro-américains a surmonter plusieurs obstacles dans les
sociéetés ségrégationnistes américaines. Les contributions des femmes dans les familles noires
ainsi que dans la vie sociale des Afro-Américains ont été énormes. Les donnees de I'étude ont
été collectées, analysées et interprétées a partir de I'approche du féminisme et du post-
colonialisme. Ainsi, les résultats de 1’étude ont démontré que les femmes afro-américaines ont
en réalité joué un réle tres important dans 1’éducation, la réalisation de soi et la confiance en
soi des générations d’Afro-Américains de I’ Amérique ségrégationniste post-esclavagiste. Cela
signifie que les femmes noires ont agi comme guides et conseilléres pour leurs progenitures en
leur instruisant et en leur inculquant le sens des responsabilités, la confiance en soi etc,. Enfin,
I'étude a montré que les enseignements et les instructions transmises aux Noirs américains par
leurs méres avaient été bénéfiques, car de nombreux jeunes Noirs du Sud avaient réussi a
surmonter de nombreux obstacles et barrieres sociales pour réaliser leurs potentiels.

Mots-clés:  famille,  afro-américaines, = Amérique  post-esclavagiste,  féminisme,
postcolonialisme, roles.
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Introduction

Black Boy is an autobiographical book written by Richard Wright in 1945 about his
experience, by extension the experience of all the African Americans living in the southern
states of the United States in the Jim Crow* America. In this book, the ordeals undergone by
Blacks Americans in segregationist South are delineated. During slavery period, most of the
black slaves in the South worked on plantations. That is, the economy of that part of the US
was based mainly on slave labors. Hence, at the end of slavery, the former slaves and their
descendants in the South faced harsher treatment than those residing in the North of the country.
The former white masters found it hard to come to terms with their former slaves. Thus, they
instated several laws in order to restrict the rights of African Americans.

Despite all the social difficulties and obstacles, some black Americans have been able to
make their ways through under the supervision and the guidance of vertiginous black women.
Thus, it is remarked in the autobiography of Richard Wright that black women played
significant roles in guiding black American youth through the ordeals and the realization of
their potentials. With regard to the foregoing, the objective of this study is to demonstrate that
the contribution of black women of the post-slavery America helped many African Americans
to overcome the multiple segregating obstacles in the American societies, southern parts in
particular. Theoretically, the investigation leans on post-colonialism and feminism, based on
the content analysis for the interpretation of the data.

Structurally, this paper is split into three main parts. Firstly, the study accounts for the post-
slavery American black families and black women. Then, it seeks to demonstrate how the
southern black Women served as Counsellors and Social Stabilizers in the family and in the
society. Lastly, the study shows how some black Americans realized their potentials in the Jim
Crow America.

1. Families and black Women in Jim Crow South

Most of the black families of the southern states of America lived a pitiful and harsh life.
Firstly, because black people were living on the margin of the American society. That is, most
of them were either jobless or exercising jobs that could not support them and their family. To
substantiate the foregoing, Richard Wright relates that his family had undergone one of the
most difficult situations during his childhood because his family was extremely poor just like
many black families of that period. Things got even worse for Wright’s family when his father
decided to abandon them and ran away with another woman. However, Wright’s mother did
not leave her two children, Richard and his brother, despite the hostility of the American society
towards her race, her femininity and her low incomes.

Indeed, the mother of the protagonist had been an industrious and a caring mother despite
the loads of burden that were weighing upon her shoulders. Thus, she was ready to do anything
for the well-being of her children. As displayed previously, Wright’s mother had been
abandoned by her husband, leaving the responsibility of their children in her hands. In addition
to that, she had to face the social ostracism of her race, which means that she had to undergo

4 Jim Crow law was a legal law established by the southern states of the United States. It made the practice of
segregation against Blacks legal in the Southern States.
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several harsh moments struggling to feed her children in the southern American society. The
following conversation between the writer and his mother shows her sense of humanism and
completeness:

“But I’'m hungry,” I whimpered, stomping my feet. “’You’ll have to wait until I get a job and
buy food,” she said. (....) My mother finally went to work as a cook and left me and my brother
alone in the flat each day with a loaf of bread and a pot of tea. When she returned at evening she
would be tired and dispirited and would cry a lot (Wright, 1980, pp.22-23).

In the passage, we can see that when Ella Wright, the mother of Richard Wright, was
abandoned by her partner, she was out of job. However, the cries of her children because of
hunger have galvanized her to seek a job in the hope of supporting her two children. She even
cried when she thought about the situation in which her family is. The same extract shows that
Wright’s mother has a noble heart devoid of any feeling of selfishness or individualism contrary
to her husband who was much more influenced by the American sense of selfishness derived
from the American individualism. According to Christopher Ncube and Alice Dhliwayo (2021)
this particular situation was very common in the midst of African Americans when the father
was absent, all the family problems would be upon the shoulders of the mother: “This was in
line with what Du Bois (1965) observed that the absent father over-burdened the wife as she
became both father and mother to the child or children ....(p.39).” In this assertion, the two
scholars put emphasis on the tremendous duty of the Jim Crow period black women. African
American women were devoted to their children. As single mothers, like the mother of Richard,
they went through many ordeals just to offer a good future to their progenies. According to Ms.
Jacqueline Hodge (1995) these African American women have been instrumental in holding
their families together through times of constant struggle from slavery period up to the post-
slavery one.

Coming back to Wright’s autobiography, the narrator has displayed these particular
attributes of his mother in order to draw the attention of the reader to the paramount role played
by black women, in general, in the consolidation of black families. It also highlights the social
injustice directed against Blacks, women in particular, and the pain they suffered from it, on
the daily basis. All in all, it indicates that without the bravery, the determination and the
humanity of African American women, the life of the generations of African American youth
of the Jim Crow period would have been what the Jim Crow law enforcers had wished. It means
that their life would have been disastrous. All was done in order to pervert the black people in
the South, but thanks to black women’s wisdom and open-mindedness the preprogrammed
white man’s plan had failed. Thus, the state of mind of Wright’s mother, by extension all the
black women, implies that black people, like any human race, could feel love, emotion and
SOrrow.

2. Black Women as Counsellors and Social Stabilizers

In addition to their dedication in struggling to support their children, African American
women of the post slavery America had served as guides for many black men who were in
disarray. Once again, the mother of Wright has been very determining in making her children
responsible men in the hostile society. It means that this woman has played a tremendous role
in the upbringing of Wright and his brother. In relation to that, Wright unveils that despite all
the problems, his mother taught him and his brother about what they should do so as to confront
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the social hindrances or obstacles. She was both Wright’s caretaker and guide. The foregoing
idea is delineated as follows:

Sometimes, when she was in despair, she would call us to her and talk to us for hours, telling us (...)
that we must learn as soon as possible to take care of ourselves, to dress ourselves, to prepare our
own food; that we must take upon ourselves the responsibility of the flat while she worked (Wright,
1980, p.23).

The extract shows that the mother of the protagonist assisted him psychologically through
several situations. She stimulated him and his brother to become strong and responsible in the
hostile environment- the only way for a black man to survive in the south. The narrator recounts
that she did not hesitate to scold or show firmness when her children misbehaved as an African
born mother would do in traditional African society.

In addition, when the Wright’s mother decided to leave her house and move to live with her
mother, the grandmother of the narrator, living in another American city as result of extreme
poverty, she urged Wright to inform and make his farewells to his friends. The following words
better sustain the firmness of Wright’s mother as far as the ethical behavior of her children is
concerned: “I was so eager to be gone that when I stood in the front hallway, packed and ready,
| did not even think of saying good-bye to the boys and girls with whom | had eaten and slept
and lived for many weeks. My mother scolded me for my thoughtlessness and bade me say
good-bye to them” (Wright, 1980, pp.44 - 45). It indicates that this woman paid attention to
every action of her children, for she knew that it is important to be sociable and grateful to
people with whom you shared some experience. This attribute is quite one of the social features
of traditional society, and this social value was considered as of paramount importance, paving
the way for a bright future for a child. In other words, if a child is properly raised, she/he would
likely become a good person; thus, she/he would have a happy future. So, inferring from the
foregoing qualities, one can sustain that Wright’s mother inherited these values from her
African ancestors, who did not neglect children’s rearing. Inferring from the features
decorticated by Wright about African Americans, it is without doubt that this autobiography
establishes a clear connection between the black Americans and their brothers and sisters of
Africa even if this is not clearly mentioned in the book.

On top of that, Wright was cultured by his mother to be a noble and good-hearted person.
He was thus instructed that he had to work hard in order to be self-dependent. In spite of the
poverty and the hunger of the protagonist, he reveals that the ethical upbringing he received
form his mother prohibited him from begging. So, he was ashamed of begging food from his
neighbors no matter how hungry he was: “When the neighbors offered me food I refused,
already ashamed that so often in my life | had to be fed by strangers (....). It pained me to think
that other children were wondering if | were hungry, and whenever they asked me if | wanted
food, I would say no, even though I was starving” (Wright, 1980, p.97). This particular cultural
feature relating to the child upbringing is also related to traditional Africa. As an illustration,
Olaudah Equiano writes in his narrative in 1789 that precolonial Africans reared their children
to become strong and self-dependent persons. The similar cultural value is immortalized by
Wright’s mother. In this narrative, this black mother is the epitome of wisdom and love. Like
any traditional African mother, Wright’s mother, born in America, had been able to keep these
values and inculcate a sense of responsibility and self-reliance into her children. In short, this
foregoing cultural aspect shown in the Black Boy proves that African Americans have
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conserved some authentic African cultural values and principles as the result of their bond with
mother Africa.

Furthermore, African American women'’s roles as guides and counsellors is also epitomized
through the character of his grandmother, a mixed-race woman. In spite of mixed race, the
narrative shows that she regarded herself as a black woman since she had lived among the black
people. She was docile and had remained neutral whenever race debate was raised. Spending
some moments with the latter, Wright was instructed to adopt positive attitudes on race issues
and had always been encouraged by the latter to be tolerant in the face of the racist American
society. It is revealed that the writer’s granny did not like to see her relatives read novels or any
document that contained stories about violence or racial issues. For instance, when she surprised
Ella, a young schoolteacher, explaining the content of a novel to the little Wright, the
grandmother became furious because she did not like her grandchildren to be affected
emotionally by the horrors caused to African Americans: “When she was about to finish, when
my interest was keenest, when | was lost to the world around me, Granny stepped briskly onto
the porch. “You stop that, you devil gal!” she shouted. “I want none of that Devil stuff in my
house!””(Wright, 1980, p. 47). This excerpt confirms that the narrator’s Granny was a peaceful
person. She was opposed to any attempt that could promote hatred as it was the case in several
novels of the epoch. That is why, in order to protect her family, she distanced herself from
anything that could create racial conflict or hatred. She knew that the post slavery Blacks of the
South were not appreciated by southern Whites for racial reasons.

Hence, in her view, in order to live a stable life, African Americans should not have the
similar hatred or cruel behavior towards Whites as the latter had towards Blacks. It is in this
line that Wright’s mother had beaten him when she heard that the narrator had been fighting
with a white gang throughout which he got injured. The little Wright was a member of black
gang who usually went out to face white gangs. So, as his mother heard that information, she
was both worried and furious:

Once in a battle with a gang of white boys, | was struck behind the ear with a piece of broken
bottle; the cut was deep and bled profusely. | tried to stem the flow of blood by dabbing at the
cut with a rag and when my mother came from work | was forced to tell her that | was hurt, for
I needed medical attention. She rushed me to a doctor who stitched my scalp; but when she took
me home she beat me, telling me that | must never fight white boys again, that I might be killed
by them, that she had to work and had no time to worry about my fights (Wright,1980, pp.94-
95).

The fears of the two women, Wright’s mother and grandmother, concerning the clashes
between black boys and Whites, were motivated by the fact that black children could be
murdered by their adversaries on the one hand. However, on the other hand, in case black boys
happened to kill a white child, the consequences could be tragic for not only black children but
also their parents or even black people in general. Wright’s mother knew that gang membership
was synonymous with delinquency; that is why, she forbade her son from rubbing shoulders
with those gang boys.

Besides, it is obvious that mixed-race individuals like the grandmother of the protagonist
acted as middlepersons playing the role of de-escalation between the two antagonistic races.
This attitude of his grandmother permitted Wright to get a new conception and perception of
the world. Indeed, his grandmother was determined to preserve peace in her family and
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inculcate tolerance in the heart of her surroundings. It is shown that Granny’s teachings had
allowed the protagonist and the other members of the family to understand the conflicting
situation between Blacks and Whites. Secondly, the teaching of his grandmother showed him
the proper ways in which to behave in the society. That is why, Wright writes: “During my visit
at Granny’s, a sense of the two races had been born in me with a sharp concreteness that would
never die until I died” (p.55). This extract is the evidence that the teachings of Wright’s
grandmother had a positive impact on him. It permitted him to see white Americans differently.
Before his arrival to his grandmother’s house, he was bearing hatred towards Whites for all the
social injustice suffered by Blacks. However, his granny’s teachings changed that opinion. All
these situations are proofs of Black women’s maturity and clear-sightedness to protect their
offspring. In relation to that, Camille Wilson Cooper and Shuntay Z. McCoy (N.D) uphold the
following notes on the clairvoyance of African American women in the segregated American
society:

Feeling accountable for improving one’s life is not the same as feeling wholly
responsible for one’s oppression. Historically, Black women have recognized that both personal
decision-making and structural conditions influence an adult’s socioeconomic status (Collins,
1990; James, 1999). Shadowboxing and mother work are just two resistance strategies that
African American women have used to combat poverty and better their families (James, 1999;
Collins, 1994; Cooper, 2007) (p.52).

This assertion by the two scholars demonstrates that African American women were
clairvoyant because they knew that they could not change the social situation by force, so they
had to adopt useful methods of child upbringing in their families. These methods included,
teaching their children how to behave, face different challenges in the American society and be
self-confident. As a result, if children followed the useful tips and instructions of their mothers,
the expected results could be attained. That is, the poverty among the segregated Blacks could
be alleviated and many African American families could be better.

To further emphasize the significance of the role of his mother in his life, by extension
all the southern black mothers in general, Wright says the following things: “Her life set the
emotional tone of my life, colored the men and women | was to meet in the future, conditioned
my relation to events that had not yet happened, determined my attitude to situations and
circumstances | had yet to face” (Wright, 1980, p.111). These notes on Wright’s mother is the
rejection of the claims, denigrating and qualifying Blacks as immature. She has been presented
in the story as a good hearted person whose maturity and the wisdom had permitted her to make
the protagonist a successful person in the midst of segregation and racism.

3. Black Americans realizing themselves in the Southern Segregated America

As discussed in the previous sections, post-slavery black women acted as the basements for
their families and children. They were also very important in the self-realization of many black
Americans in the Jim Crow South. We dare affirm the foregoing because the careful upbringing
and the guidance that many Southern Blacks received from their parents, mothers in particular,
allowed them to overcome several obstacles and social hindrances. Whenever a black boy
thought of the advice and instructions of their mothers, he was likely to face any situation with
stamina and determination. So, the main concern of African American families, like in the
traditional African families, was to ensure how their progenies could be successful persons both
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for their families and their communities. In that, African Americans prepared their children at
an early age to face different challenges that their race is subjected to.

In relation to that, Richard Wright reveals that one day when his mother sent him to buy
something in a grocery store, he was aggressed by a black gang. Wright affirms that as soon as
the latter saw him, they came toward him, so he broke into a wild run toward home. They
overtook him and flung him to the pavement, wrenched his money out of his hand and yanked
him to his feet. Then they gave him a few slaps, and sent him home. So, running home, he met
his mother at the door; the following notes delineate what happens next:

“ They b-beat m-me,” I gasped. “They t-took the m-money.” I started up the steps, seeking the
shelter of the house. “Don’t you come in here,” my mother warned me. I froze in my tracks and
stared at her. “But they’re coming after me,” I said. “You just stay right where you are,” she
said in a deadly tone. “I’m going to teach you this night to stand up and fight for yourself.” She
went into the house and | waited, terrified, wondering what she was about. Presently she returned
with more money and another note; she also had a long stick. “Take this money, this note, and
this stick,” she said. “Go to the store and buy those groceries. If those boys bother you, then
fight (Wright, 1980, p.24).

The extract clearly shows that Wright’s mother wanted to make his son a man because
one cannot always run from problems. Sometimes, you need to face tough situations alone.
Therefore, she gave the narrator a stick to defend himself. She knew that she could not always
be there to protect him, so he had to be taught how rely on himself. For that, his self-realization
could be possible one day. An individual cannot realize his/her potentials without self-
confidence, so the narrator’s mother has shown him how to cope things for himself. Hence,
when he went back the same black boys came toward him, hoping to repeat their beating, but
Wright remembered his mother’s instruction and decided to fight back with the stick that his
mother gave him. Then Wright puts as follows: “I hit again and again, dropping the money and
the grocery list. The boys scattered, yelling, nursing their heads, staring at me in utter disbelief.
They had never seen such a frenzy. (...) I ran after them and they tore out for their homes,
screaming (p.25).” Inferring from the passage, we understand that the method of Richard
Wright’s mother to show him self-confidence worked out the way she wished since her son had
been able to take up the challenge. After this event, those gang boys had never bothered him
again. Then, the narrator became aware of his potentials to manage things all alone for himself
without the assistance of anybody else.

Another example that evidences that Wright had kept in mind the lessons of his mother
about self-realization or self-confidence is presented in Wright’s autobiography. Wright unveils
that due to his mother’s wise teachings and guidance, he had been able to earn respect in a new
school where he was enrolled. He went on to say that when he had started his new school, he
was intimidated by some boys of that institution. Despite this difficult situation, he remembered
the instructions of his mother and then kept his head up and defended himself to show his new
schoolmates that he was not a coward:

This was my test. If | failed now, | would have failed at school, for the first trial came not in
books, but in how one’s fellows took one, what value they placed upon one’s willingness to
fight (...) Knowing that if I did not win or make a good showing I would have to fight a new
boy each day, I fought tigerishly, trying to leave a scar (....) as a proof that I was not a coward,
that | could take care of myself (Wright, 1980, pp.102-103).
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This reactive state of mind of Wright is the fruit of the education he received from his
mother. This was actually intended to make him feel no inferiority complex in the anti-black
American society that they were living in as presented in the narrative. In the teaching of the
narrator’s mother, she had never pushed her children to transgress other children, but she
inculcated in them that they should not be cowards; she meant that they had to fight for their
dreams without feeling any inferiority complex as far as other boys are concerned. Without the
physical and moral supports of his mother, it is clear that Wright would have never made it in
American society. This is also true of many African Americans in the Jim Crow South.

Conclusion

African American women have been the corner stones of the black American families in the
post-slavery period, mainly in the southern states where Blacks’ basic human rights were
hampered in the society with the enforcement of the Jim Crow laws. Many black families of
the epoch were supported by black women, who acted both as mothers and fathers at the same
time. These black women have struggled on the daily basis to provide their children with the
basic human needs. Because of the social difficulty, many men left black women all alone with
children. They had to sacrifice themselves for their children and guide them with virtuous
upbringing so that they could have a better life and future. Women’s active participation in the
construction of the personality of their children paved the way for the self-realization and self-
confidence of many African Americans, like Richard Wright. In other words, black women
played a paramount role in allowing their progenies to realize their potentials in a society which
purported to deny their humanity.
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