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Abstract 

In this essay we will analyse Toni Morrison’s God Help the Child (2015), to show how 

colourism and racist shaming, an ordeal that began with slavery, has continued to affect the 

lives of the characters Sweetness and her daughter Bride, two black women living in America. 

These negative ideologies, which are pervasive in American society, have been internalised 

and created a low self-esteem in both characters. Due to colourist culture that Sweetness has 

inherited from her grandmother and mother, the notion of lighter being better, which is a 

white supremacist idea, she cannot bond with or love her daughter because she was born with 

dark skin. So instead, she shames and neglects her. Bride is left with the effects of that 

shaming and neglect, in which she feels her only way to cope is to transform several times to 

erase her childhood and help her to deal with her dark skin, eventually leading to a mental 

breakdown, which leads to her last transformation, which is the acceptance of who she is, the 

things she has done and the trauma she has suffered. 

Key words 

self-esteem, racist shaming, colourism, passing, internalised racism and coping 

mechanisms. 
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1 Introduction 

“Colour is a substitute for racism. Race is just human beings. There are privileges to certain 

kinds of colour. These are social constructs” (excerpts from Toni Morrison’s interview with 

Charlie Rose 2015) 

Toni Morrison died in August 2019, leaving behind a plethora of fiction, countless 

informative interviews and an abundance of knowledge about the black female experience in 

America. But she also left one last novel, God Help the Child, written in 2015. In her last 

work of fiction, we bear witness to the childhood trauma which the protagonist Bride suffers 

at the hands of her mother (Sweetness) due to her being born with dark skin. Sweetness sees 

Bride’s dark skin as a dichotomy to her own light skin, which affects Bride long into her 

adulthood and causes her to transform several times.  

 Furthermore, Morrison gives an in-depth exploration into how colourism, which is the 

privileging of black people who have lighter skin over those who have darker skin, affects the 

mother and daughter relationship between Sweetness and Bride, who have both internalised 

colourism, in different ways. Sweetness sees the benefit colourism has for her because she is 

light-skinned but Bride lives with the disadvantages due to her having dark skin. In her article 

“Conjuring Aesthetics Blackness: Abjection and Trauma in Toni Morrison’s God Help the 

Child” (2018), Fatoumata Keita states, “Sweetness belongs to those who want to rub out their 

color and does not want her daughter to rub it in” (47). Whereas Paula Martin-Salvan in her 

article “The Secrets of Bride’s Body in Toni Morrison’s God Help the Child” (2018) 

discusses how Sweetness’s harsh words about her skin colour have affected Bride: “The 

bluntness of the references to the color of her skin reveal the degree to which she has 

interiorized colourism and racist prejudice" (610). However, there appears to be a lack of 

research done within black feminist theory on the effects of colourism within black families. 

Most of the research conducted on this topic is within the sociological field, such as Wilder 

and Cain’s article “Teaching and Learning Colorism in Black Families: Exploring Family 

Processes and Women’s Experiences with Colorism” (2010). They have conducted research 

on the impact that colourism within black families has on black women, and within their 

article they also highlight the lack of research done on this subject. 
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Moreover, in this analysis on colourism, we must also include racism, because as 

Morrison herself believes, “Colour is a substitute for racism” and colourism and racism are 

interlinked. There are various elements which contribute to racism’s evolution and 

progression, one being colourism and another being the belief in the Biblical curse, ‘Curse of 

Ham’, which contributed to the long history of racism in America. It was a Bible verse which 

was manipulated and used as a tool by white supremacists, to enable them to justify the 

oppression and enslavement of black people. This Biblical curse, as well as colourism, has left 

its scars of humiliation and stigma on the minds, bodies and souls of black people. Morrison 

has used her characters to illustrate how the scars of slavery have impacted a mother and 

daughter relationship. Along with racism came racist shaming, which is the derision and 

insulting of black people because of their skin colour (hooks 52). bell hooks examines the 

impact that racist shaming has had on the self-esteem of black people in America, in 

particular, the impact it has had on black women, in her book Rock My Soul: Black People 

and Self-Esteem (2003).  

Additionally, this essay will elaborate on the internalised racism suffered by both 

Sweetness, who believes her light skin is privileged over her daughter’s dark skin and Bride, 

who suffers at the hands of her mother because of her dark skin, which leads her to try to 

‘pass’, but not in the classic sense of the word. The original meaning for passing was light 

skinned or mixed-raced blacks passing for white to gain some form of privilege but in 

Morrison’s novel ‘passing has a different meaning, because as we are visually aware Bride is 

unable to pass as white, instead, her passing is one of adopting another persona/identity. Bride 

transforms into someone else, she uses her transformation to set up a safe space for herself 

and hide her blackness behind whiteness. But Bride has several other transformations while 

she is dealing with her struggle with internalized racism. Most of Bride’s transformations are 

at her own hand but she also suffers a major psychological transformation in which she 

believes that she is changing into a young girl. These transformations are due to trauma from 

her childhood, internalized racism and her need to seek a safe space within herself as a coping 

mechanism.  

The essay analyses the relationship between the characters Sweetness and Bride in 

order to show how the stains of racist shaming, white supremacy and internalized racism have 

been inherited and passed down. Bride uses passing and undergoes transformation as a coping 
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mechanism. This essay will focus on black feminist theory, utilising the works of feminist 

theorists such as Patricia Hill Collins and bell hooks to gain the perspective from black 

women. Black feminist theory explores every aspect of black women’s existence, for 

example, negative representations of black women in the media, enriching and improving the 

black experience through the written word and encouraging black women to think about 

feminist thought and gendered racism. This paper will also investigate self-esteem which 

includes discussing the history of how racist shaming and low self-esteem affects black 

women but also why it still exists today. Black women in America, though media, advertising 

and from other black people are constantly being told to transform. This and other factors 

have left black women with a low sense of self.   
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2 Theory  

Black feminist theory is a social theory created by black women to highlight the 

discriminations and oppressions suffered by black women. Patricia Hill Collins in her book 

Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, consciousness, and the politics of empowerment (2002) 

explains that a black feminist theory has always existed but did not have a name. Black 

women in America have been fighting for freedom, equality and oppression since their 

enslavement, and even though some of the victims have remained nameless, literature, essays 

and poems by Black female authors and activists such as bell hooks, Zora Neale Thurston, 

Audre Lorde and Toni Morrison have brought the experiences and oppressions of black 

women to life and given the fight a name, ‘black feminist theory’. Black feminist theory is a 

way of analysing the black female experience. Several black, female writers and activists have 

helped develop black feminist theory into a major critical, social theory. They not only write 

about and empower black womanhood, but they continue to redefine black womanhood 

positively, promote and discuss black feminist theory, and refute models of oppression, race, 

class, but also gender through their literature. Black feminist theory is also historical in nature 

in that it looks to the past to analyse the speeches and literature of black women who were not 

considered intellectuals, such as Sojourner Truth, who was said to be illiterate but delivered a 

powerful speech in 1851 called “Ain’t I a Woman”. Black feminist theory highlights black 

women whose words are important to the struggle of black womanhood but who would have 

been forgotten if not for restoration efforts by prominent black female theorists, as Collins 

writes, “ Reclaiming black women’s ideas involves discovering, reinterpreting, and in many 

cases individual U.S black women thinkers who were so extraordinary that they did manage 

to have their ideas preserved.” (13). 

Within this essay we will analyse the colourism, racism and issues of self-esteem in 

Morrison’s novel by applying the black feminist perspective, utilising the works of black 

feminist theorists, such as bell hooks and Patricia Hill Collins. hooks has developed her own 

black feminist theory on self-esteem within the black community utilising the work of 

Nathaniel Branden, a psychologist who specialises in self-esteem. Self-esteem has two 

intimate units, firstly, self-efficacy, which is self-confidence in your approach to the demands 

experienced in life, and secondly, self-respect, the feeling of value and deserving of joy 

(Branden 26). If these units are not fulfilled, then a low self-esteem is the outcome. There is a 
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link between racism and low self-esteem but hooks also states that racism is not the only 

element that creates low self-esteem within black women (hooks 40), racist shaming is also 

another element. Racist shaming and the low self-esteem it creates have had long lasting 

effects that are said to be passed down from generation to generation. During the 60s and 70s 

there was a lot of work done on the elements of race and racism, but unfortunately, little work 

was produced that discusses the role the damage of shaming on  skin colour and the body has 

played on the self-esteem of black people, especially black women: “In part these were 

ignored because much of the progressive writing in this period was done by black men. And 

even though black males were victimised by color caste hierarchies, it was possible to for 

dark-skinned black men to transcend the limitations of colour in ways that were not in place 

for black females” (hooks 60). 

Surprisingly, hooks also explains that there is a concern that black people in America 

now seem to have more freedom today than their predecessors, but they seem to suffer severe 

low self-esteem, more so now than in the past (19). She theorises that the self-esteem of black 

people has been eroded due to racism and racist shaming that has evolved, been internalised, 

thus effecting how African American women visualise themselves, and are visualised by 

society today. Patricia Hill Collins in her book black feminist theory (2002) explains how 

negative imagery directed at and about black women still manages to remain: “As part of a 

generalized ideology of domination, stereotypical images of Black womanhood take on 

special meaning. Because the authority to define societal values is a major instrument of 

power, elite groups, in exercising power, manipulate ideas about Black womanhood. They do 

so by exploiting already existing symbols or creating new ones” (69). Hence, the negative 

imagery of black women is a part of institutionalised racism, and has encouraged certain 

ideologies, such as racist shaming and colourism to become societal norms. 

In addition, colourism, shame and self-esteem have an interconnected history which 

began with racism. The ideology of ‘racism’ has been around since before slavery, and a 

contributing factor is what bell hooks calls the “biblical curse” (84), or as it is also known 

‘The Curse of Ham’ which some researchers such as writer David M. Goldenberg states in his 

book Black and Slave: the Origins and History of the Curse of Ham (2017) goes back to 

before the 14th century. The Curse of Ham is the story of Noah: “When Noah awoke from his 

wine and knew what his youngest son had done to him, he said ‘Cursed be Canaan, lowest of 

slaves shall be to his brothers’” (Genesis, Chapter 9, verses 24-25 qtd. in Goldenberg 14). 



 

 

6(22) 

 

Though race was never mentioned in the Bible verse, Goldenberg believes that the addition of 

race was used as a justification for racism against black people and for their enslavement, by 

not only Christians, but also Muslims and Jews. When the Curse of Ham was brought to 

America from Europe, it was used as a scare-mongering tool, mostly in the deep south to 

shame black people, justify racism and slavery. bell hooks elaborates on how the curse was 

used as a justification to create an attitude that black people were inferior: “Mocking, 

ridiculing, and labelling black bodies as animalistic were all the ways a system of 

psychological terrorism was put in place before actual interracial contact” (hooks 85). hooks 

prophecies that the mindset of racism, oppression and subjugation were already established 

before whites in American had even crossed paths with black people. When blacks were 

brought to America, Not only were they enslaved, they were also forced to convert to a new 

religion, then told that their skin colour and enslavement were both sanctioned by the head of 

that new religion, God, which was done using violence and various shaming tactics. 

According to hooks, ”Shaming is one way to intimidate and break the spirit. Enslaved 

Africans were an easy target. Already trapped in trauma and indignity of the middle passage, 

fearing death, enslaved black folks were primed by the horribleness of their experience to 

acquiesce and submit” (hooks 87). Black people were too afraid to oppose the shaming, so 

instead they submitted and internalised it. This demonstrates that these experiences of racist 

shaming affected the self-esteem of slaves: ”without self-esteem people begin to lose their 

sense of agency. They feel powerless. They feel they can only be victims. The need for self-

esteem never goes away” (hooks 23). Moreover, this racist shaming still exists today.  

Furthermore, racism and colourism are interlinked because colourism cannot thrive 

without racism: “colorism rests on the privileging of whiteness in terms of phenotype, 

aesthetics, and culture” (Hunter 176). But there must be a racist and supremacist ideology in 

place for colourism to prosper. According to Alice Walker in her book, In search of our 

mother’s gardens: Womanist prose (1983), colourism is “prejudicial or preferential treatment 

of same race people based solely on their color” (337). In America, colourism has had a long 

history going back to the beginning of the enslavement and racial brutality of black people 

(Hill 77). When blacks came from Africa at the start of slavery, they were all dark skinned: 

“A color caste system existed in the minds of white colonizers long before the systematic rape 

of black women produced children with mixed race skin color”. (hooks 89). What hooks is 

alluding to is that it was usually the aftermath of horrific rape by either members of the crew 
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of the boats in which they were held captive or the slave masters who owned them, that 

produced light-skinned children. It was the era of slavery that gave rise to colourism, when 

slaves began to be graded on their colour, the lighter the skin, the better the privileges. It was 

then established by white supremacy that white skin was educated, elegant and appealing, and 

black skin just wasn’t (Hill 77). The closer to white your skin was, the more you were deemed 

as more valuable, this is not to say that dark skin was not desirable, it was, but only in regard 

to its ability to make money for the slave master because dark-skinned slaves were perceived 

as hard workers more suited for field work as the slave masters believed that the dark skin of 

a slave was able to absorb the sun for longer periods of time. Darker skin meant health and 

strength in slaves, and dark-skinned women were expected to labour as hard as the men. 

Lighter skinned slaves were viewed as more intelligent, subtle and dainty, so they were put to 

work in the houses and given tasks that required intellect and judgement, this was also done to 

diminish any signs of uprising amongst the slaves (Kerr 273; Hill 78). Dark-skinned black 

men equalled strength and purity, which made him more profitable for work and when sold. 

Dark-skinned women on the other hand were mocked, and ridiculed for how they looked, and 

were seen as either workhorses or easy targets for rape. 

However, after the end of slavery, colourism became more toxic because black people 

had internalised the unwritten codes of slavery and white supremacy. They then started to 

exclude each other on the basis of colour, such as “the paper bag test” which meant if you 

were lighter than a paper bag, you were socially acceptable and could gain entry into clubs, 

churches and even sororities (Kerr 272), which were ways of excluding African Americans 

who had undesirable skin colours. Consequently, there have been moments in history where 

African Americans have tried to promote the beauty of dark skin, with slogans such as ‘black 

is beautiful’, ‘happy to be nappy’ and ‘black power’ during the 60’s and 70’s, though the 

desire for lighter skin has always willed out (Hill 78), and in the 21st century colourism is 

alive and growing. Darker skinned women bear the brunt of this treatment, and it is they who 

suffer the harshest judgement because along with what is perceived to be undesirable skin 

colour and facial features, they are also judged as being unfeminine (Hill 79; hooks 62). 

According to Suzette L. Speight in her article “Internalised Racism: One More Piece 

in the Puzzle” (2007), “Internalised racism is not easy to see, to count, to measure and does 

not involve one perpetrator or one corresponding victim, but instead has been adopted and 

resides in the psyche of the victim” (131). Internalised racism has had a destructive power 
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within the African American community. Internalised racism is the effect that racism has on a 

person or group which is absorbed, believed and becomes part of their core, culture and 

subconscious, which includes colourism and negative stereotypes. Internalised racism is 

frequently called ‘self-hate’, but this is deceptive, because ‘self-hate’ puts the blame for the 

abuse on the abused and not on the abuser (Pyke 553). This is the reason why the studies on 

internalised racism are very few because internalised racism is seen as something that is done 

to oneself, so not a serious act. But we must realise that there are several different aspects to 

internalised racism, and there is no one-size-fits-all way of observing or analysing it. We must 

understand that internalised racism has a psychological effect on one’s worth and self-esteem. 

Internalised racism is damaging for not only the victim but also their family, siblings and 

offspring, because it is passed on, which also leads to destruction of one’s original culture. 

Notably, darker skinned women suffer the lowest self-esteem because society has 

constantly deemed their features, hair and skin colour as ‘ugly’. This is due to societal ideals 

of beauty which dictates that anything that is white or close to white, such as lighter skin 

gains more privilege (Hill 77). Obviously, this can have a knock-on effect for women who 

have darker skin because women are judged continually by the way they look and their level 

of attractiveness, be it in an education, work or a social setting. This can have a severely 

negative psychological effect on a person’s mental health, which includes their self-esteem. 

(Thompson & Keith 336, 339). To deal with the onslaught of colourism, internalised and 

gendered racism can cause some black women to seek out different coping mechanism to deal 

with their low self- esteem.  

For instance, coping mechanisms are various ways of dealing with stress in all areas of 

life. According to Kamesha Spates et al, in their research paper, “Keeping Ourselves Sane: A 

Qualitative Exploration of Black Women’s Coping Strategies for Gendered Racism” (2019), 

they explain that they have pinpointed several coping mechanisms which black women use to 

manage the onslaught of oppressions they suffer. Some respondents discussed that their aim 

was to give their womanhood new meaning by ignoring the negative imagery which was 

directed at them and begin to view themselves differently from how others saw them, while 

others stated that they would operate both private and open patterns of opposition to the 

oppression. Some put their confidence in religion or went on quests to seek inner harmony, 

and some utilised protective areas when they could speak freely (Spates et al 2-3). Black 

women in America due to the strain of oppression feel they need to seek protective areas 
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where they feel safe to express themselves, such as black sisterhood, because it is easier to 

talk to someone whose life mirrors their own, or, discussing issues within family and 

friendship zones. And lastly, leaning on religion or black women’s groups (Collins 227). 

Black women feel the need to constantly find ways of coping with the oppressions that blight 

their daily lives. These mechanisms vary from woman to woman.  

3 Analysis 

In Toni Morrison’s novel, God Help the Child (2015), we will be analysing the mother 

and daughter relationship between Bride and her mother Sweetness. The relationship between 

Bride and Sweetness is a complicated one because of Sweetness’s colourist beliefs. Sweetness 

is a light-skinned black woman, who believes that the closer your skin colour is to that of 

white skin the higher your level of beauty and standing in society, and that dark skin equates 

to ugliness. When she gives birth to Bride, she is horrified and disgusted when her daughter is 

born with very dark skin: “It didn’t take more than an hour after they pulled her from out 

between my legs to realise something was wrong. Really wrong. She was so black she scared 

me. Midnight black, Sudanese black” (9). From the moment Bride is born, due to her dark 

skin, Sweetness takes no interest in her daughter’s health or well-being, nor feels any bond or 

love towards her. She refers to her daughter as she, her, the baby, or just Lula Ann (Lula Ann 

is Bride’s birth name), but never as ‘my daughter’ or ‘my child’. Sweetness feels that she 

cannot get past Bride’s dark skin, which she sees as the opposite of her own and humiliating: 

“I hate to say it, but from the very beginning in the maternity ward, the baby Lula Ann 

embarrassed me” (12). As a result, instead of nurturing her baby, Sweetness considers killing 

or abandoning her because she cannot bear to look at or touch her, but she quickly comes to 

her senses: “I know I went crazy for a minute because for a few seconds – I held a blanket 

over her face and pressed but I couldn’t do that, no matter how much I wished she hadn’t been 

born with that terrible color” (12). Sweetness is so repulsed by Bride that she cannot bring 

herself to breastfeed her: “all I know is that for me, nursing her was like having a pickaninny 

sucking on my teat. I went straight to bottle feeding soon as I got home” (13). Sweetness 

believes that as a light-skinned woman, she expected to have beautiful light skin children, not 

ugly dark-skinned ones, especially since her husband is also light-skinned. She detests darker 

skin so much that she directs her extreme colourism towards her daughter, which results in a 

display of negative emotions and actions towards her child.  
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According to bell hooks, “Long after slavery ended, a more privileged class of black 

folks who were light skinned participated in creating and sustaining hierarchical social 

arrangements where they lorded it over their darker counterparts” (55). Hence, Sweetness 

believes that having a dark child is a mark of shame which she does not want people to 

associate with her. For this reason, and through embarrassment Sweetness creates a distance 

between her and Bride: “I told her to call me “Sweetness” instead of “Mother” or “Mama”. It 

was safer. Being that black and having too-thick lips calling me “Mama” would confuse 

people” (14). Sweetness knew there would be no confusion, and what she is alluding to is that 

she just does not want people to see that Bride is her daughter, because her skin is so dark. 

Similarly, as bell hooks explains, the anxiety of black parents when they are expecting 

children, in her book Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center (2000), “when the child of two 

black parents is coming out of the womb the factor that is considered first is skin colour” (xii). 

To clarify, hooks is explaining that black parents know that certain shades of skin colour will 

permanently impact on the lives of their children. Even though Sweetness is a self-absorbed 

woman who really has her own best interests at heart, she is also anxious because she feels 

she is aware of the reactions Bride will receive from the outside world, due to the colour of 

her skin: “her skin would scare white folks or make them laugh and trick her” (34). Sweetness 

realises that she has to teach Bride about the racist world they live in: “She didn’t know the 

world. There was no point being tough or sassy even when you were right. Not in a world 

where you could be sent to juvenile lock up for talking back or fighting in school” (34). Thus, 

she decides to limit Bride’s access to the outside world for two reasons. Firstly, her obvious 

embarrassment of her daughter, and secondly, to teach her what she believes are the harsh 

realities of having dark black skin in racist America. Sweetness’s attitude towards Bride is not 

unusual, as bell hooks states: “Most black Americans, from slavery to the present day, along 

with white Americans and other nonblack folks, have passively accepted and condoned colour 

caste” (55).  To put it in another way, colourism has long been ingrained in American society 

and constitutes a huge part in institutionalised racism.  

Due to her colourist beliefs, Sweetness takes no responsibility and accepts no blame 

for Bride’s dark skin, and instead she blames her husband. She adamantly refuses to believe 

that she paid any part in Bride being so dark: “We argued and argued till I told him her 

blackness must have come from his own family – not mine” (13). Bride’s father Louis who 

himself is light-skinned, also rejects Bride, but his reaction is more extreme, even compared 
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to Sweetness’s: “Goddamn! What the hell is this?” (13). Louis shuts himself off from Bride, 

his rejection of his daughter is due to her dark skin, and just like Sweetness, he believes 

because he has light skin, he could not possibly father a child with dark skin. But he also 

believes that she is a product of Sweetness’s infidelity, and not his biological child: “when she 

was born, he blamed me and treated Lula Ann like she was a stranger – more than that, an 

enemy. He never touched her” (13). 

Consequently, Sweetness does acknowledge that she does endure the same 

discrimination and racism that ‘all’ black people suffer regardless of the hue of their skin: “it 

was hard enough just being a colored woman – even a high yellow (light skinned) one – 

trying to rent in a decent part of the city. Back in the nineties when Lula Ann was born, the 

law was against discriminating in who you could rent to, but not many landlords paid any 

attention to it. They made up reasons to keep you out” (11). However, Sweetness feels that 

she is of a higher status than her own child, because she has been taught that her light skin 

gives her a privilege. bell hooks elaborates on why light-skinned people discriminated against 

dark skinned people: “Since they often lacked concrete material privilege, skin colour itself 

became a mark of status” (55). Even though Sweetness sees herself as a different ‘type’ of 

black, within her life this privilege doesn’t materialise, what white America tells her is that 

she is as black as her daughter. Deep down Sweetness has low self-worth and this could be a 

contributing factor into why she treats Bride the way she does. When Sweetness tries to 

justify her reasons for her colourist beliefs and mentality: “Some of you thinks it’s a bad thing 

to group ourselves according to skin colour – the lighter, the better – in social club s, 

neighbourhoods, churches sororities, even coloured schools. But how else can we hold onto a 

little dignity?” (Morrison 9). We realise the magnified view that Sweetness has of herself and 

the pedestal she put herself on because of her light skin, with her delusional perspective that 

dark skinned blacks are undignified and unworthy. And consequently, that is how she views 

her daughter. 

Furthermore, Sweetness makes disparaging remarks about her daughter’s skin colour 

and features: “Being that black and having too-thick lips” (14). She resorts to what bell hooks 

describes as ‘shaming’ which is what white supremacists resorted to, to keep black people in 

line during slavery and which bell hooks explains that “enslaved black people were vulnerable 

to” (53). Sweetness’s shaming of her daughter about the way she looks exposes her own 

indoctrination into the white supremacist ideologies of racism, shaming and colourism, which 
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have infected the black community in America since before slavery. These ideologies were 

also internalised by Sweetness’s grandmother: “You should’ve seen my grandmother; she 

passed for white and never said another word to her children” (10). Sweetness talks about her 

grandmother, who decided to abandon her family and seek a better life as a white woman, 

with a mixture of pride and jealousy. Sweetness also discusses her mother and the fact that 

she did not follow in Sweetness’s grandmother’s footsteps: “My own mother Lula Mae, could 

have passed easy, but she chose not to. She told me the price she paid for that decision. When 

she and my father went to the courthouse to get married there were bibles and they had to put 

their hands on the one reserved for negroes”. (11) She views herself as a duplicate of her 

mother and grandmother. According to Wilder and Cain in their article “Teaching and 

Learning Color Consciousness in Black Families” (2010), “maternal family members serve as 

a source of identity construction” (586). Hence, it is through her grandmother and mother that 

Sweetness shapes her identity, and the reason why she does not identify or see her herself in 

her daughter, because she can only identify with light skin. Morrison uses her character 

Sweetness to expose how some black parents can inflict colourism on their children and that 

mothers within these family units can sometimes be the main culprits.  

Research has shown that black parents in America try to raise their children as 

upstanding members of their community and the environment in which they will work and 

socialise, which is known as socialisation, by ensuring that they are well prepared for life in a 

racist environment but also ensure that they have a healthy self-esteem to deal with the 

hurdles that come from a racially charged environment (Wilder &Cain 579; Suizzo, Robinson 

& Pahlke 289). Sweetness has tried to socialize and prepare Bride for the racism she will 

receive from the outside world but does it in a way that destroys her self-esteem and crushes 

her self- worth: “Her colour is a cross she will always have to carry” (Morrison 11). By using 

such shame tactics, Sweetness has shown herself to be no better than the ‘white folks’ she 

warns her daughter about.  

As a consequence of Sweetness’s treatment, Bride copes with the colourism, 

internalised racism and the trauma inflicted on her by redefining her womanhood and 

transforming. She begins by changing her name twice: “Lula Ann was a sixteen-year-old-me 

who dropped that dumb countryfied name as soon as she left high school. I was Ann Bride for 

two years until I interviewed for a sales job at Sylvia Inc., and, on a hunch, shortened my 

name to Bride” (Morrison 14). This she feels is the beginning of erasing the “ugly, too-black 
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little girl” (101) and rebuilding her low self -esteem. bell hooks establishes a theory of self-

esteem and the effect it has on black people. hooks states that the most obvious internalisation 

of shame that impacted on the self-esteem of black folks historically and continues to this day 

is the shame about appearance, skin colour, body shape and hair texture (54). “Aint nobody in 

my family anywhere near that color. Tar is the closest I can think of yet her hair don’t go with 

the skin. it’s different – straight but curly hair like those naked tribes in Australia.“ (Morrison 

9). Once Bride grows up, she blossoms into a beautiful woman that people take notice of, 

particularly men: “Everywhere I went I got double takes but not like the faintly disgusted ones 

I used to get as a kid. They were adoring looks, stunned but hungry” (29). Bride sees her 

beauty as a form of revenge on the people in her life who hurt her. 

For her next transformation, Bride transforms her clothing, and she takes advice from 

a friend: “You should always wear white, Bride. Only white and all white all the time.” (28). 

She cloaks her body in only white, which is an attempt to ‘pass’ and become more acceptable 

to the eye. The original definition of ‘passing’ was that a person of black heritage would 

switch races and adopt a white identity. For a black person to pass, they had to have white 

traits, to be able to merge into white society and be able to hide their blackness. This means 

they had to have the appearance of a white person, such as skin colour, hair and facial 

features. Passing was usually done for the want of a better life than the oppressive, subjugated 

one the person was living as a black person. For a person of colour to succeed in passing, they 

would have to close the door on the life which they were leaving and create a whole new 

identity and backstory. Passing meant the erasure of one life for another. But this is not the 

only definition of passing. Elaine K. Ginsberg in her book Passing and the Fictions of Identity 

(1996), explains that passing has three elements and that it is more about identity than race:  

Passing for the individual is about identities: their creation or imposition, their 

adoption or rejection, their accompanying rewards or penalties. Passing is also about 

the boundaries established between identity categories and about the individual and 

cultural anxieties induced by boundary crossing. Finally passing is about specularity: 

the visible and invisible, the seen and the unseen (2).  

Passing is not as simplistic as just crossing a race boundary, it is about the creation and use of 

the new identity, but also how you renounce or select an identity, a culture, a class and about 

how you assimilate with that new identity, culture or class. Furthermore, it’s also about what 

that new identity, culture and class means to the person who has adopted it. Bride treats this 
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transformation as a huge boost to her self-esteem but also to mask her past. The passing is a 

way of closing the door on her old identity and life but also on her mother. Sweetness is not 

allowed entry into Bride’s new life or identity: “There is no return address on the envelope. 

So I guess I’m still the bad parent being punished forever till the day I die” (122). As a result 

of Sweetness’s treatment of her, by covering her body in white, Bride is re-affirming her 

mother’s idea that her blackness should be hidden away, so it doesn’t scare white people.  

Bride suffers a mental break the day her boyfriend Booker breaks up with her: “I’m 

scared. Something bad is happening to me. I feel like I’m melting away. I can’t explain it to 

you but I don’t know when it started. It began after he said, “you are not the woman I want.” 

“Neither am I.” (12). Their relationship ends due to Bride telling Booker about a promise she 

made to herself, to help one of her old teachers get back on their feet once she was released 

from prison, after serving a 15 year sentence for child abuse, which Booker is horrified by: 

“He didn’t understand why I was so set on going and the night when we quarrelled about my 

promise, he ran off”. (14) The words spoken by Booker: “You are not the woman” (12) 

trigger Bride and she begins to suffer hallucinations that she is changing back to an 8-year-old 

Lula Ann: “I peer at my lobes closely and discover the tiny holes are gone. Ridiculous. I’ve 

had pierced ears since I was eight years old. Sweetness gave me little circles of fake gold as a 

present” (40). Bride decides to find Booker, to demand an explanation for his abandonment, 

even though she is still in the midst of a mental breakdown, which she believes is a form of 

sickness. It is only later in her journey to find Booker that she realises that the breakdown is 

due to Booker leaving her: “Bride woke up moist and humming. Yet when she touched the 

place where her breasts used to be the humming turned to sobs. That’s when she understood 

that the body changes began not simply after he left, but because he left”. (68). The realisation 

that Booker is the cause of her mental breakdown hurts Bride a great deal. Booker abandoning 

her has made her unconsciously revert to her traumatic childhood with Sweetness. She sees 

Booker as an extension of Sweetness, who did not abandon her but was vacant physically to 

her most of her life. 

When she finds him and confesses to him that she told a lie that put one of her old 

teachers in jail for 15 years, just so Sweetness would touch her and be motherly towards her: 

“I lied! I lied! I lied! She was innocent. I helped convict her but she didn’t do any of it.” 

(107). Bride had known all her life that Sweetness could not bear to touch her or be near her, 

so she did something unspeakable to try to make Sweetness be more maternal towards her. 
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After falsely testifying against her teacher, she feels for the first time that Sweetness is proud 

of her and loves her: “Best of all was Sweetness. As we walked down the court-house steps 

she held my hand, my hand. She never did that before and it surprised me as much as it 

pleased me because I always knew she didn’t like touching me. I could tell. Distaste was all 

over her face when I was little.” (27). Once Bride confesses to Booker, she starts to go back to 

her old self but only after one more traumatic event. Queen, Booker’s aunt is injured in a fire, 

which both Booker and Bride rescued her from: “With his one good arm and Bride’s two, 

their eyes watering and throats coughing, they managed to pull the unconscious woman to the 

floor and drag her out to the tiny front lawn” (114). While Bride and Booker are trying to 

revive Queen, her hair bursts into flames and Bride takes off her T-shirt to put out the flames 

on Queen’s hair exposing her chest: “As the ambulance parked, the crowd became bigger and 

some of the onlookers seemed transfixed – but not at the moaning patient being trundled into 

the ambulance. They were focused, wide eyed, on Bride’s lovely, plump breast. However 

pleased the onlookers were, it was zero compared to Bride’s delight.” (115).  

Consequently, Bride confesses to Booker that she is pregnant: “You heard me. I’m 

pregnant and its yours.” (120). The response that Bride receives from Booker seems to be the 

one she wanted from her mother her whole life. “then he offered her the hand she had craved 

all her life, the hand that did not need a lie to deserve it, the hand of trust and caring for – a 

combination that some call natural love” (120-21). However, Bride never confronts her 

mother about her childhood or with the issues between them, she just creates more distance 

between them. Sweetness muses over her relationship with Bride as she announces her 

pregnancy through a letter to Sweetness: “Still, our relationship is down to her sending me 

money” (122). Bride sees Booker as a way of running away from the problems she has with 

her mother, so instead she continues her passing and only corresponds with her mother 

through letter and gives her as little detail as possible about the next phase in her life.  

Bride and Sweetness do not face each other to discuss their past. Bride continues to 

virtually ignore her mother and Sweetness is still unable to face any form of reality and is still 

in denial to the trauma she inflicted on Bride: “I was really upset, even repelled by her black 

skin when she was born and at first I thought of … No. I have to push those memories away – 

fast. No point. I know I did the best for her under the circumstances” (123). Her constant need 

to put Bride down whenever necessary: “I reckon the thrill is about the baby, but not its 

father, because she doesn’t mention him at all. I wonder if he is as black as she is” (122). Her 
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behaviour towards Bride’s pregnancy announcement exposes the delusions of grandeur that 

she feels about her light skin. Sweetness uses her light skin as a shield because she knows that 

she has low self-esteem due to the oppressions, racism and discrimination she suffers by being 

a black woman: “I guess meanness filled out their skimpy paychecks, which is why they 

treated us like beggars. More so when they looked at Lula Ann and back at me – like I was 

cheating or something” (11). She projects on to Bride and uses Bride’s dark skin to suggest 

that her life would be better if not for her daughter, which is untrue. Sweetness cannot face the 

fact that she is a black woman who suffers because she is black, not because her daughter has 

dark skin.  
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4 Conclusion 

As has been noted, we are given an insight into how the scars of slavery, namely the 

inherited and internalised white supremacist ideologies, of racism, colourism and shaming are 

passed down from a mother to her daughter. Sweetness glorifies her own light skin and 

despises darkskin with such a passion that she is unable to love, accept or even relate to her 

own child because she was born with darkskin. Sweetness puts herself on a pedestal at the 

expense of her daughter because she believes that her daughter’s dark skin is a curse for both 

of them. Sweetness has been taught by her mother and grandma to idolise her light skin and 

see her daughter’s dark skin as mark of shame. This effects Sweetness’s self-esteem because 

even though her family have taught her to glorify her skin, her treatment by white America 

shows her something different, that no matter how light you are as a black person, you are still 

black. The light-skin privilege she expected, never materialises. This low self-esteem is 

passed down to her daughter through Sweetness’s abuse and her mental abandonment of her. 

Bride is both abandoned by her mother mentally and her father physically due to her being 

born with dark skin. Sweetness may have kept Bride and raised her, but she was vacant 

towards her throughout her whole childhood because of her dark skin, even refusing to touch 

her, unless absolutely necessary. This affects Bride’s self-esteem, so much so, she invents 

terrible lie that cost a woman a huge chunk of her life, transforms her life, then suffers a 

nervous breakdown.  

In conclusion, the thesis statement was proven correct, throughout the novel we 

witness how being born into a home which has inherited and internalised white supremacist 

ideologies, such as internalised racism, colourism and shaming affects a child into adulthood. 

Bride has internalised Sweetness’s beliefs, which have been passed down to her from her 

maternal ancestors. When writing this essay there was a realisation that these ideologies are 

born of each other, they are not single entities, but they all stem from racism. Furthermore, 

when conducting research for this essay, there appears to be a void in black feminist theory 

with regards to literary research into the impact on growing up within a family which has 

internalised white supremist ideologies such as colourism and shaming of dark skin. There are 

discussions and articles on how these ideologies directed from outside the family affect the 

self-esteem of black women, but not how these factors affect them when coming directly from 

within the black family unit. Within black feminist theory there appears to be a celebration of 
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the mother and daughter relationship but no reference to how these ideologies impact that 

relationship negatively within the literary field. Only after conducting research using other 

fields of study, such as sociology, did there emerge some evidence to show that these 

ideologies can be common within the black family unit.  

Ultimately, black feminist theory makes us aware that black men are treated 

differently from black women due to their physical appearance, and that they don’t suffer the 

level of colorism and shaming that black women do. But it would be helpful to see from a 

black feminist theorist perspective, what the views of black men are with regards to their 

children living in a home with a colourist mother. Do they have the same colourist views? If 

not, how do they combat the mother’s behaviour towards the children? Also, the views of 

black children who are living in colourist family units, I feel this research would be very 

interesting.  
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