Black Women & Our History with Racism and Sexual Assault
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Our Country is experiencing unprecedented times. The pandemic and civil unrest has cast us all into a
territory that is unfamiliar, anxiety- provoking, and fearful because we do not know what the future
holds. The issues of systemic and institutional racism are not new topics but they have been thrown into
the forefront of society these last few weeks. Many people may see the issues of systemic/institutional
racism and sexual assault as separate however, these issues intersect in many ways especially for Black
Women. The same attitudes and behaviors that allow sexual assault to happen are the same attitudes
and behaviors that are rooted in colonialism, racism, sexism and many others.

Black women have experienced the dangerous intersection of colonialism, racism, and sexism for
centuries. Sexual assaults routinely go unreported and under-addressed in the Black community. “Over
eighteen percent of Black women will be sexually assaulted in their lifetime (Maryland Coalition Against
Sexual Assault). This percentage only represents the number of women who report their abuse. In order
to address the issue of sexual assault, it is imperative that we look at how colonialism and racism
created unique barriers for Black sexual assault survivors.

Colonialism is the “control of one power over a dependent area or people (Blakemore, 2019)”. It often
included exploiting the native people for economic control and gain while forcing their culture on
everyone under its control. The exploitation did not stop at economic gain but often included the
exploitation of Women’s bodies in violent ways. “In the colonial worldview, only “clean” and “pure”
bodies deserved to be protected from violence... Violence done to “dirty” or “impure” bodies simply
does not count as violence (Blakemore, 2019)”. Native women were seen as dirty, undeserving of
protection and therefore rapeable. Colonizers used sexual assault to kill and control the native
population. Eventually labor demands had grown and the colonizers uprooted more native
communities to expand their farmlands. Landowners were looking increasingly to African laborers to do
the work, since their lower death rates made them more valuable and more permanent than temporary
indentures. They responded to labor demands by purchasing and kidnapping more African people. The
concept of using violence to control and oppress people was racialized and extended to slaves when
they were brought to this country. (Kendi, 2016)

“White slave owners used rape to reproduce an exploitable labor force. In 1662 colonizers added a law
that stated “all children borne in this country” derived their status from “the condition of the mother”.
“With this law in place, White slave-owners could now reap financial reward” from sexually assaulting
Black Women (Billings, 2007). Children of Black slave women inherited their slave status, so it was
economically profitable to systemically rape Black women to reproduce their slave labor. Black women
were seen as property of their slave-owners, so their “rape at the hands of these men did not

count” (Blakemore, 2019). “The myth that Black women were vessels for sexual desire were used to
justify enslavement, rape, forced reproduction, and other forms of sexual coercion. The function of
these processes were to further dehumanize women of color, making it “culturally acceptable” to abuse
Black women and other women of color (Black women and Sexual Violence)”. During this time, Black
women were also assigned labels to justify dehumanizing and sexually assaulting them. Black women
were viewed as the “Mammy”, the unattractive, asexual women who was only good to take care of the



needs of the slave master, his family and home. “The image was constructed to justify the presence of
house servants and, later, domestic workers in the homes of White people (Racism and Sexual
Violence)”. You see this today in the Aunt Jemima images that are used on some popular brands. You
also see this today within the service industry. “In the U.S. workforce, blacks are disproportionately
represented in low-paying service jobs like cashiers, call center employees and food service workers
compared to higher-status jobs (Gradney)”. The implication of this image is that the “Mammy” was only
good to serve other’s needs and could not be sexually assaulted. She was not sexually desirable and
therefore if she reported being assaulted, she was lying. The next common label was “Jezebel”, this label
viewed Black women as promiscuous and always willing to have sex. “This image was used to justify the
systematic rape of Black women during slave passage to the Americas and by White slave-owners
(Racism and Sexual Violence)”. Black women who had this label put upon them were perceived to want
sex and so it was impossible to rape them. You see this stereotype today in the “adultification” of black
girls. Blacks girls are seen as needing less nurturing, being more sexual or flirtatious (i.e. being fast), and
being more independent and needing less protection. The last common stereotype was “Sapphire”, this
label saw Black women as loud, combative, and angry. We see this now with the stereotype “angry Black
women”. This image has been used to justify sexual violence and police brutality against women as a
way to punish them. Time and again we see these stereotypical representations of Black women played
out in media coverage and public commentary about people of color who are victimized in any way,
especially sexual (Racism and Sexual Violence). These societal messages and images perpetuate the
subconscious biases, covert and overt prejudices, discrimination and racism that we see in our society
today.

Black women have a unique history of racial and social injustices that lead to higher rates of
victimization and increased challenges in reporting and seeking healing after an assault. To address the
barriers that Women of Color experience, specifically Black women, we all need to understand the
intersectionality of racism, sexism, colonialism and sexual assault. Remedies for ending sexual assault
will have to include dismantling racism, ending systemic oppression and looking to create equality and
equity for all. We all have a vital role to play in tackling these injustices. Our society is seeing a necessary
change take place and these issues can no longer function as our normal way of life.
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