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The Treatment and Stereotypes of the Black Female Body in Past History and Today’s Modern Society: The Ridiculed Aesthetic 

The body “The physical structure, including the bones, flesh, and organs, of a person or an animal.” Oxford Dictionaries (2018). From the definition of the body, there is one thing that stands out. “Physical structure” The structure of body realises on the multiple factors including bones, flesh, blood, atoms, and various chemicals such as carbon. All these things are needed to structure the body into a strong entity. From the body and its structure, we can then begin to assess the structure that is around whether it is in our society or across different cultures. Even though we claim that our bodies are our own, we make choices based on what our bodies need, we are reluctant to admit or perhaps even indulge in the conversation of body governance as for we are afraid to having to admit that we are controlled by state and our society of how we govern and monitor our bodies throughout our lifetimes. 
Although the oxford dictionary can offer a definition of to what the body is, several anthropologists and sociologists have over the years given their take on the body. Most notable, being Mary Douglas in her Purity and Danger book. Douglas sees the body as a symbol and states that we should be “prepared to see in the body a symbol of society, and to see the powers and dangers credited to social structure reproduced in small on the human body.” (1966:16). 
For this research, I will be applying Mary Douglas’ define of the body to the treatment and governance of the black female body in throughout various times with the ability to compare and contrast how the black female body was treated compared to the White female body. In order to be able to have a clear understanding, this research will be using Sarah Baartman as an early case study. 
Who was Sarah Baartman ? 
Sarah Baartman (born Saarje) was a black woman born in the Eastern Cape of South Africa a former Dutch colony around 1789. She was from the Khoikhoi tribe which was part of the Khoisan people. During the 1800s, she was transported to Europe where she began a “career” in a travelling freakshow service claimed by her employer. Sarah’s act was the display of her large derriere and her large breasts. This act was done naked with the lack of clothing and spared her dignity. In December 1815, Sarah Baartman lived in poverty and died of a suspected inflammatory disease at the age of 26. After her death, her body was dissected with her genitals, brain and skeleton where put on display in a museum on Paris to be seen by all. The treatment of her of body whilst she was alive and in death sparked Scientific Racism. This meant that scientists found ways to justify racism and the poor treatment of slaves as for there were seen as inferior and the lesser species and classifying anthropological typologies.  Scientific racism back in the 1800s, where colonialism was at its peak, led many to believe that slaves where not only less educated but also less evolved than the white man and woman. This ideology became even more apparent with Charles Darwin the publication of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species and other works such as An Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races by Arthur De Gobineau which justified racism with the white race being superior and a goal one should desire to be in. 

Throughout history, the black female body has been disvalue able, due to the growth of tissue being different from the white woman’s but also the black female body has been subject to sexualised ridicule which was often followed by the thought of making it and the character of the black woman as immoral compared to its white counterpart. Various forms of this racism can be seen in magazine clippings from period colonial and leading on to more modern times. The sexualization and the fetishization of the black body “the black female was widely perceived as possessing not only a 'primitive' sexual appetite but also the external signs of this temperament-primitive genitalia.”(McClintock,A. 1995:42). This can be seen with Baartman’s genetelia being displayed even after her death.  The same book continues to state “The invention of racial fetishism became central to the regime of sexual surveillance” (McClintock,A.1995:182). In an era of colonization, many colonisers often fetishized slaves but white women we often seen as the racial gatekeepers. The impregnation of a white woman by a slave was seen as an offense “women in the Victorian iconography of cleanliness, purity and maternal fecundity as the gatekeepers of the nation.” (McClintock,A. 1995:378). This symbolises the importance cast of the white female body. A White woman bearing the child of a slave was seen a leading down the path of a white genocide and black men were the polluters with their alleged ability to make a woman of a different race and class have sexual intercourse. Furthermore, the impregnation of a black woman by a white man was often regarded as none problematic as for the slave could afford to look after the mixed raced child as for it had dark skin even though it was light. The child would not be integrated within the white society but same time, children born from slaves and white masters often had the difficult time of relating to both groups as for they did not really fit the latter. 
[image: ]Moving from colonialism and slavery, many more stereotypes followed the black women in America with often depicting black women as sexually aggressive beings but also uneducated. With this said, education amongst the black population in the Americas was not the highest nor the best but the miseducation of black people stems from not being seen as capable or seen as important enough to be given an education. “In 1880, 76 percent of southern blacks (age 10 and over) were illiterate, a rate 55 percentage points greater than that for southern whites.” (Margo,R.1990:6) The education of black people progressed with only 12% of black people being classed as illiterate by 1930 but the stereotype of the black and uneducated was propagated al over America. This image was known as the mammy. The Mammy often was a large black woman, with large arms, large hips, overexaggerated lips on a wide mouth whilst wearing an apron in front of a work maids uniform. The caricature was meant create the illusion that black women were often happy to be maids working for the white slave owners and more over time, happy to do manual labour in houses. The image branded these women as unattractive. This stereotype can be observed in figure 1. The image of this Mammy style representation of black women showcases the poor treatment of black people not only being stereotyped but also being seen as though they can not attain to white Eurocentric beauty standards placed in the white American society. 
The imagination and over sexualisation of the black female body including, the derriere of black women has become somewhat mainstream in today’s popular culture with black women often being paraded in music videos. To some members of society, a woman on screen dancing whilst little to nothing with her oiled behind can be issue but throughout history, especially with women such as Sarah Baartman, the black woman was often judged based on her body parts. Women such as Josephine Baker exploited the fetishization placed on the black female body in order to regain and take charge of her sexuality “to ‘exploit’ white eroticization of black bodies, Baker called attention to the "butt" in her dance routines…Many of Baker's dance moves highlighting the ‘butt’ prefigure movements popular in contemporary black dance.” (hooks,b. 1992:63) black looks. Race and representation). This form of butt dance is now prevalent in black African American culture and today can be seen through viral videos and challenges also known as the “twerk challenge”. Although, one must argue that “butt” dances where not just of African American origin but also existed in Africa long before it became a media craze in America one example of this being the chakacha dance from Tanzania or the Soukous dance from Congo. With this style of dance, the black increase in the hyper sexualisation of the black female body alongside the ridicule that comes along with it. Words often such as “slutty” “Rachet” and “Ghetto” are used to describe a black female who may perform this style of dance but from my own personal experience, I have been ridiculed by both sides for not being “black enough”. With the ridicule and insults that come along with this form sexualisation, there’s also a comparison being made somewhere. Who can dance better with their derrieres? The white woman or the black woman? With this style of dance being apart of popular that was often done by black women and unheard off for a white woman do such a thing but that all changed when singer Miley Cyrus decided to “twerk” on stage at the VMAs. This sparked a debate of what was culture appropriation and whether it was acceptable for a white woman to exploit a dance that was done by black women years prior as a way of claiming their sexuality whilst being body shamed.  Some linked the act of “twerking” by white woman as the need to for the oppressor such as white supremacists to claim something belonging to the minority “The oppressor consciousness tends to transform everything surrounding it into an object of its domination. The earth, property, production, the creations of people, people themselves, time—everything is reduced to the status of objects at its disposal.” (Freire,P 1968). Thus, when Josephine Baker reclaimed her body, and twerking mainstream, it was seen as outrageous act but when white women such as Miley Cyrus Iggy Azealia, they faced no social consequences of social ridicule from mass media. How can it be acceptable for women from one race to be able to express themselves in a way which is seen positive but when the women from oppressed group of individuals is ridiculed? The author of the blog Gradient Lair states, “the idea that only “poor” and “ghetto” Black women dance this way, thus making it a “shameful” dance unless absolutely anyone of a different social status does it.” (Trudy:2013). Even though black women are free, educated, able to attain to the standards placed for them by society whether black or white, they still cannot escape the ridicule or the body shaming that is placed on them. 
Pop culture and the Media
With this paper discussing the ridicule of Sarah Baartman’s body along side other black female bodies. The sexualisation of the black body has seen an increase on the number of white female celebrities having procedures to increase the size of their derrieres. Numerous reasons can be attributed to their choices including dissatisfaction with their own natural body or just the want and need to enhance their body. I for one, often find it interesting that black women where literally paraded around in circus’ for having a natural body but in modern times, that type of body structure is seen as the aspiration. A narrow waist, a large derriere and full lips. These were the characteristics that were used to humiliate the black female population but now that has changed.  Various blogs and forums have discussed and engaged in the appraisal of this phenomenon and the double standards with some stating “Once upon a time, if a white girl had a big butt, it was frowned upon. She was expected to work out to get rid of it, not work out to lift it and show it off even more.” (Gualtieri: 2016). The same article calls out publications like Vogue who have mocked large behinds in the fashion industry for suddenly taking uturn and jumping on the bandwagon of the now coined term “slim thick”. This term hails from African-American Vernacular English which has become as of today a 670,000 image based tag on the social platform Instagram. 4.7 thousand butt lifts where recorded alongside 2,500 butt implants and a staggering 14.700 butt augmentations in the year from 2014 to 2015 (plasticsurgery.com:2016) Although there was no race statistic provided. 


To conclude: Throughout history, the black female body has been/is seen as a lesser part of humanity with even a black woman in history being seen as less or the equivalent of an animal. Colonialism started the art of governing the body whether it was through slavery, imposing views of the black female body as a sexual and uncontrollable entity. In this time period we can assess the sexual or kink growth in Victorian England with the depiction of the black body being a sexual, wild, savage and uncontrolled and often fetishized racism was enacted on the black slaves who could not refuse or wholly fight back the demands that were given to them by their masters. The fetish that ensued and has followed black women but has also devalued the black female body, representing it as something grotesque and animal like but it was an entity which colonisers could use to fulfil the fantasies that they could not inflict upon their wives at home as for the white female body was more respected and seen as a precious commodity. This can be seen with the invention of BD/SM. “subculture of S/M emerged in Europe toward the end of the eighteenth century with the emergence of imperialism in its modern industrial form.”  A slave fulfilling the needs of her white master whilst she was bound and disciplined. Such an act would have been seen as demoralising to the white woman in that era. With the end of slavery, the black female body has still been seen as an undesirable entity to some people in society due to the African features but the size and shape of ones buttocks is something that white women can be seen to aspire too just not the skin colour. The trend of big lips and enhancing those that are not naturally big is on the rise too. These were features that throughout history were seen as the ugliness of being black but now it is what non-black people attain to in order to be accepted or desired in a society that has long fetishized and sexualised the black body throughout history. With racial tensions continuing, the black female will continue to struggle for a place in a society that predominantly holds Eurocentric values. 
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