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Tracing Prevalent Stereotypes of Black Women to Slavery through Kara Walker’s The Means to an End…A Shadow Drama in Five Acts (1995) 

At different stages of its world-tour, Kara Walker’s series of five etchings, collectively entitled The Means to an End…A Shadow Drama in Five Acts, is presented in two contrasting styles. The first approach, and the way in which the series appears now in the RISD museum, is as one amalgamated scroll-like illustration; the second separates the five etchings while still adhering to the original sequence. Although the method of display most likely depends on the curator’s preference, Walker’s readiness to exhibit two incongruent interpretations of the piece suggests that the image/s evoke more controversial questions than one would initially assume. 

Even supposing that Walker’s reputation did not precede her, the astute viewer would quickly recognize that this series (akin to many of Walker’s other etchings and cut-outs produced in the nineties) spotlights the iconography surrounding African Americans in the antebellum South. However, Walker’s silhouettes of slaves, slave-holders, southern belles and children are not clear-cut historical illustrations, and nor are they straightforward depictions of antiquated stereotypes. Rather, the series contains facets of contemporary lampoonery which demand to be explored in more depth. In her essay “Art on the Frontline,” Angela Davis writes that progressive art should “assist people to learn not only about the objective forces at work in the society in which they live, but also about the intensely social character of their interior lives” (Art, Davis 36). Walker’s The Means to an End provides its viewer with the opportunity to do just these things. That this series was created within the last fifteen years, and continues to fascinate large audiences signifies the current relevancy of its content; and the silhouette form requires that the viewer explore his/her own uncomfortable and pertinent associations with the iconography of black women.

The first panel of The Means to an End depicts the image of a black woman suckling a white boy. Although both characters are silhouetted in black, the viewer is able to discern their race through the exaggerated characteristics of their profiles: the woman’s silhouette reveals stereotypically large lips, as well as short, matted hair and a rounded figure, whereas the boy’s conjures up straight hair and a straight, long nose, as well prim clothing. The problematical and sexual implications of this first etching are unquestionable; the boy is visibly too large to be suckled, and appears attached to the woman from her pelvic area to her breast. This image, which suggests mutual sexual exploitation, epitomizes white culture’s fear of and fascination with black women’s sexuality. According to Patricia Hill Collins in her book Black Sexual Politics, in the United States, “slave-owners relied upon an ideology of Black sexual deviance to regulate and exploit enslaved Africans” (Collins 87). 

The hyper-eroticization of black women, which originated when “observers from England, France, Germany, Belgium, and other colonial powers perceived African sensuality, eroticism, spirituality, and/or sexuality as deviant, out of control, sinful, and as an essential feature of racial difference” (Collins 98), is still quite pertinent. Despite that the depictions of black women as animalistic and sexually wanton were entirely constructed by white slave-holders as justification for institutionalized rape and treacherous labor, similar stereotypes persist in propagating criticism of black women in America today. The original representations of black women which “redefined [their] bodies as sites of wile, unrestrained sexuality that could be tamed but never completely subdued” (Collins 56) play a significant role in both the castigation of single black mothers, and the deficiency of national interest in regards to the sexual abuse of black women. 

In her book Killing the Black Body, Dorothy Roberts writes that this “degrading mythology about Black mothers is one aspect of a complex set of stereotypes that deny Black humanity in order to rationalize white supremacy” (Roberts 8). Roberts asserts that although there are on average more white than black babies born to single mothers annually in America, “single motherhood is viewed as a Black cultural trait that is creeping into white homes” (Roberts 17).  The familiar and contemporary stereotype of the ‘welfare queen’— a negligent, promiscuous and greedy single black mother— is perceptible in The Means to an End. In the first panel, the black woman is a careless surrogate parent, in that she is initiating a sexual act with the young boy by breastfeeding him when he is visibly older than would necessitate such an activity. In her depiction of this episode, Walker highlights the hypocrisy of white slave-holding families’ utilization of black female domestic servants. Through her sexualized depiction of the black woman and the white child, Walker ridicules the notion that countless ‘sexually deviant’ women, who were purportedly unfit to raise their own children, were called upon to raise the children of the same white slaveholders who had decried them. 

The construction of the promiscuous and ‘wild’ black woman has run parallel to the misconception of the ‘emasculating female’ for centuries. In her essay “Reflections on the Black Woman’s Role in the Community of Slaves,” Davis asserts that America’s characterization of black women as emasculating stemmed from their alleged authority over black men during slavery. In adherence to this interpretation, America’s castigation of the ‘black matriarch’ originated out of “an unspoken indictment of our female forebears as having actively assented to slavery” (Reflections, Davis 112).  This assumption that black women were somehow complicit in slavery is not as unfamiliar as one might suppose, and often succeeds in at least complicating the white man’s accountability for slavery in the average American’s subconscious. Walker addresses this conception in The Means to an End by positioning the sexualized black woman in the first panel in direct opposition to the white man in the fifth panel. 
In the etching, the black woman and the white man, who are attached to children of the opposite gender, mirror each other at opposing sides of the etching (as it appears in scroll form). This positioning, as well as the disturbing implications of their involvement with children suggests a degree of conspiracy between the two. The white man’s towering stature and obvious command over the black woman in the fourth panel suggests that he is a slave-holder. The young black girl whom the slave-holder holds by the neck is naked, and appears to be hanging limply except that her back and buttocks are arched, and one arm curls disturbingly close to the man’s groin area. The erotic implications of this combined silhouette are apparent in the girl’s reaching hand and arched back, as well as in the pubescent breasts which are especially evident in silhouette form. 


The slave-holder’s implied sexual abuse of the black girl directly corresponds to the black woman’s sexual exploitation of the white boy in the first panel. The corresponding roles of the slave-holder and the black woman, and the implication of the black woman’s sexual deviance evoke the misconception of black women’s willingness to be oppressed by their white masters during slavery. This relationship presents the concern which Davis attends to “Reflections”: because the stereotype of the black woman as promiscuous is so deeply rooted in our culture, the notion that black women were somehow complicit in their sexual relations with slave-holders is also ingrained in the American subconscious. Davis tackles this notion as insulting and thoroughly erroneous. Slave-holders who raped female slaves were motivated neither by intimacy nor even sexual gratification (and certainly did not provide either for the women raped); the slave-holder rather asserted “his authority to have sexual intercourse with all the females” (Reflections, Davis 124) on his plantation as a means to terrorize the entire community of slaves, and to thwart resistance. 
For those people clueless enough to consciously doubt it, the lack of any common bond between the black woman and the slave-holder is further confirmed by numerous documented occurrences of black women murdering their white masters by arson and poison (Reflections, Davis 118-122). There are also countless documents which reveal female participation in slave insurgencies. In those cases where the insurgents were captured, women (even those several months pregnant) were punished equally to men (Reflections, Davis 120-122) and were often hung, burned to death, and decapitated. Adding insult to injury, the myth of the ‘emasculating female’ stems not only from the previous conception of a privileged relationship with the master, but also from the equalization of labor and punishment among men and women. Robbed of her femininity, accountable for the survival of the family and forced to work in the fields, black women were considered simultaneously inferior to black men because of their domestic responsibilities, and emasculating because of the ‘equality’ that was forced upon them. Davis asserts that the equalization of labor and punishment was a result of slave-holders’ complete objectification of slaves, regardless of gender, and that “the unbridled cruelty of this leveling process whereby the black woman was forced into equality with the black man requires no further explanation. She shared in the deformed equality of equal oppression” (Reflections, Davis 117).

In “Art on the Front Line,” Davis writes that art is a special form of social consciousness that can potentially awaken an urge in those affected by it to creatively transform their oppressive environments” (Art, Davis 236). Walker has ostensibly transformed her environment by breathing life and recognition into the mythical iconography of black women. These myths have prevailed for so long that they have not only rooted themselves in American culture, but are now parts of American history as well. The myths, like Walker’s images, are extensions of preconceptions that white people had long before they explored Africa. In Black Sexual Politics, Collins establishes that “before colonization, white and black connoted opposites of purity and filthiness, virginity and sin, virtue and baseness, beauty and ugliness, and God and the devil. Bringing this preexisting framework with them, English explorers were especially taken by Africans’ color. Despite actual variations of skin color among African people, the English described them as being black” (Collins 98). 
Walker ingeniously employs these ancient but still existing connotations of the colors ‘black’ and ‘white’ in her silhouettes of both races. By creating mural-sized narratives out of black paper in her cut-outs, or etching in black pencil to the same effect, Walker evokes the practice of the silhouette, a craft which was extremely popular in the 18th and 19th centuries, and was mostly practiced by rich, bonneted European women. 
 However, Walker’s images diverge dramatically from any content that those bonneted ladies would fancy-- her figures invoke controversy regarding stereotypical representations and interactions between black and white people, all of whom, as it appears in the silhouette form, are fundamentally pitch-black. Walker’s racialized content complicates the monochromatic art form, as well as the icons within each illustration. Walker succeeds in corrupting this genteel craft from the inside, but also places her work in a dialogue within a socially-accepted practice, in order to critique the errancy in contemporary American culture’s representations of black women and their role in slavery. 


The nature of Walker’s images emphasizes the simultaneous fetishizing and fear of blackness that permeates white American society. Walker’s silhouettes draw the viewer in with politically incorrect, bawdy distortions, in order to force her viewer to “acknowledge [black] popular cultural legacy and communicate it to the masses of [sic] people, most of whom have been denied access to the social spaces reserved for art and culture” (Art, Davis 236). Like Bessie Smith, Ma Rainey, and many of the hip-hop artists of the last twenty years, Walker fuses elements of distinctly westernized tradition and African American history in a thorough analysis of contemporary American culture. I think Angela Davis would agree with me in saying that that Walker’s art provides the “cultural nourishment that can assist us in preparing a political and cultural counteroffensive against the regressive institutions and ideas” (Art, Davis 236).
In Killing the Black Body, Roberts asserts that “myths are more than made-up stories. They are also firmly held beliefs that represent and attempt to explain what we perceive to be the truth” (Roberts 8). Walker’s art emphasizes the cultural rootedness of myths regarding African American women and stemming from slavery. In The Means to an End, Walker outlines the most prevalent myths about black women during slavery and contemporarily: that black women are promiscuous, emasculating, and destructive matriarchs. However, it is up to the viewer to fill in the negative space of such icons within his or her imagination. The viewer’s recognition and enthrallment with such caricatures substantiates the current relevancy of slavery’s mythology. Therefore, it is not only the white or male viewer who must identify to what extent these stereotypes are ingrained within his/her nature, as we have all been degraded to varying degrees with the myths that are rooted in our culture. Walker’s silhouettes signify that these made-up histories are not resolved, merely suppressed. The Means to an End provides a window of consideration for each viewer who is prepared to expose the logical and the mythological identities of each figure within his or her mind. 
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