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Mammy in the 21st Century 

 

Mabel Simmons is an oversized, African American woman, gun toting, big breasted, grey 

hair grandmother who is played by Tyler Perry, a man in drag, who does not take orders from 

anyone and struggles to spiritually and physically safe guard her family from the injustices of the 

world. Mabel Simmons is known as Madea, mother dear, within the African American 

community and mover-goers across the globe. Madea is the archetype of a mammyesque image 

created by Perry, a playwright and film director, who won recognition on the chitin circuit, the 

urban theater circuit of a predominantly African American audience. To better understand the 

mythology of mammy that Perry has created I will apply semiotic system of Roland Barthes.  

This paper also applies two methodologies of post colonial and cultural relativism to Perry’s 

film, Dairy of Mad Black Women, released in 2005. Barthes myth as a sign signification is 

applied to Madea’s characterization and behaviors in relation to the image of mammy. Madea’s 

image can be seen as a signification of mammy due to their shared image and behavior. An 

audience’s relationship with Madea Simmons as a mammy sign refers to the context of social 

distinction, postcolonial theory, and cultural relativism. 

The examination of the relationship between Madea and mammy are documented by their 

shared appearance and behaviors. The relation of the image of mammy and Madea are analyzed 

through Madea’s interaction with other characters to discover similarities and differences in 

behaviors from that of mammy. The semiotic framework of Barthes’ Mythologies consists of the 

sign, signifier, and signified and treats anything that conveys a meaning as a sign. (1) The sign is 

Madea Simmons played by Perry in drag. (2) The codes of the signifier are apparent in the 

dialogue and appearance of Madea in relation to that of mammy. (3) Madea is a signification of 

mammyesque (black motherhood) which is an aesthetic object and is registered in the collective 

consciousness of African Americans and Anglo Americans as mammy. Madea’s behaviors are 

codes to identify any traits that stereotypically belong to image of mammy. Pervious research 

containing reviews of Tyler Perry’s character of Madea are used to define or support each 

stereotype and to point out any parallels with the sign of mammy. Any independent behaviors 
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and characteristics that have been associated with mammy’s stereotypes could be perceived as 

post colonial or cultural modification of behavior that is unique to Madea.  

 It is important to highlight the characteristics of mammy and also those of Madea to 

better understand the mammyesque image and myth behind the image. Mammy was a black 

woman in the south who took care of white children during slavery and many years after as a 

domestic servant. She was viewed as someone with power because she was a house slave or 

house worker who cared for the white family. Mammy is also viewed within the context of 

Anglo America as subservient and also masculine through her features. A physical feature that 

alluded to her masculinity was her body size. Mammy is always viewed as overweight and 

having large breast. Due to her physical appearance she was culturally desexualized by Anglo 

America in their homes and also in the media. Her attire can be stereotyped as domestic wear and 

it varied from home to home but what remains consistent is the bonnet on her head and the large 

housedress. The responsibility of mammy has always been a caretaker and to appear as nurturing 

and docile. Mammy was a recognizable figure within white homes but also within black homes 

because for a long time black women were the only ones who could get jobs and most of those 

jobs were domestic ones. 

 The characteristics of Madea embody the same ones of mammy yet through cultural 

relativism she has modified within the black community by Perry emic observation. Madea is 

still a large woman, she is elderly, and she wears her hair in a bonnet at times, and still wears a 

large housedress. She is a woman who cares for her family, cooks and cleans, but she is no 

longer docile. Madea is modified due to the social context of the need for strong black women 

within the black community. Madea’s character is still masculine because she is considered 

tough, quick to stand up for herself and others, overactive, physically violent, and still seen as 

uneducated because of her use of Ebonics or slang. Madea is mammy in the twenty first century 

with the same characteristics but also a few new ones to assimilate with the current times.  

Mammy has become the image of black motherhood within the American culture. 

Barthes states, “Myth is not defined by the object of its message, but by the way in which it 

utters this [its] message,” (p 109). Barthes has three levels of description within semiotics 

consisting of function, actions, and narration. In which, the function of the character has meaning 

only within the field of action. An example of this would be Madea’s burst of anger, her attempts 

at being nurturing, her physical size, and her comedic gestures to over up her shortcomings 
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within a film. The action of Madea is only meaningful when narrated within the film or play. 

Behaviors can be seen as signifying something. Each sign has meaning within a culture and 

particularly this could be black or white culture. Therefore, Madea’s film and plays produce the 

spectacle of mimsis realism, Madea character become a representation of reality but, not one that 

is remotely plausible, given her image and also her narrative of vulgar dialogue and her criminal 

actions. Madea could not exist within society today without restraint. She is cannot be real 

because she is too extreme in her characterization and therefore she is a myth.  

In relation to mammy, Madea is viewed in the film at least five times feeding someone. 

The first time we see Madea in her home insisting that her drug addicted niece, Deborah, come 

home more often for her meals. She packs a lunch for Deborah before she roams the streets. On 

another occasion Madea has a cook out, a black family gathering, for her extended family and 

she is seen greeting guest as they relax on her porch. Brain, Madea’s newphew and also played 

by Perry, invites his friend Orlando over for the cook out and Orlando states, “Yall got it 

smelling real right around here.” Brain responds with, “That’s Madea man, that’s Madea.” All of 

sudden we see Madea come out of her colonial plantation styled home yelling “Get somewhere 

and sit down over there you little boy, before I knock the hell out of you. Where’s ya momma?” 

(Perry 2005). Madea is carrying a pot for cooking and yelling at one of kids who is running 

around in her yard. Cultural indicators for African Americans of mammy qualities would be the 

cookout, Sunday dinners after church, and breakfast before school or work. All these examples 

are codes for how nurturing Madea is and these codes can be related to mammy’s mothering of 

her white family during slavery. Madea is also viewed as nurturing with her attempts to help 

Helen, her niece, who has been thrown out by her cheating husband. She would like to see Helen 

get on her feet and insist that she get what belongs to her in the divorce. 

Mammy was also viewed as domineering and threatening because of the power she held 

within white family’s homes. Mammy was responsible for the children and also the safety of the 

home and therefore, other slaves feared her. An example of this code appears in the film when 

Madea embodies this codes to an extreme because she is trying to do her best to safe guard her 

people from the cruelty of the Anglo American world. Madea grabs Helen and takes back to her 

old home to get what she deserves. Helen insist that the guard will not allow them up to the 

mansion but Madea drives through the gate pass the security guard up to the house. Madea, 

unlike mammy, does not deal with threats against herself or her family in a calm manner. 
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Instead, when Helen is threatened by her husband Charles Madea quickly pulls out a gun from 

her handbag and says to him, “Please hit her, please hit her, I want to see you do it,” (Perry, 

2005). This can also be viewed as Madea’s masculinity, which is shared by mammy through her 

image.  

The image of mammy and Madea vary slightly and have been modified to that what a 

grandmother would look like in today’s society. The main elements that still exist and assert a 

mammyseque image are her housedress, her masculinity of her big size, and the power she yields 

over others. Since Madea is played about Perry, a man dressed drag, when she gives Helen a 

piece of clothing to rip form her husband’s mistress, Helen appears weak much like a white 

women would have been in slavery days, and Helen is unable to rip the blouse. Madea gets 

annoyed with Helen and takes the blouse and very man-like she rips it in half with one pull. The 

most masculine and comedic action by Madea is when she takes a chainsaw to the furniture in 

Charles mansion. Madea tells Charles and his mistress, “I said half of everything belongs to her. 

Which half to do you want?” (Perry, 2005). The next scene you see Madea and Helen in jail. 

After being thrown in jail you see Madea in court and being read her offense, which the guard 

states as, “Criminal trust passing, reckless endangerment, criminal possession with a hand gun, 

assault with a deadly weapon, suspended license, expired registration, reckless driving, and a 

broken tail light,” (Perry, 2005). Madea is given a choice between prison or house arrest and 

decides she will take house arrest. The coding within this image is that Madea is still nurturing 

because she did all those things to help her grand daughter but it is viewed from an American 

audience as masculine because most of the prison population or criminals are men. 

The physical image of mammy is addressed only two times within the movie both by 

Madea’s brother, Joe, who plays an important role of being the voice of the past. The past would 

include slavery and before civil rights in the south. Also played by Perry in costume, Joe calls 

Madea an elephant alluding to her grotesque size. Joe also does not care for Helen staying in the 

home and thinks that Madea lets everyone come and stay. He states to Madea, “These rooms 

barely big enough for you to turn in. Mable you huge. You big as a Buick. You fat as hell. I 

watched you walk down the hall the other day. I thought someone had put a frigerator on your 

butt. Ya huge. Ya big,” (Perry, 2005). Madea does not take Joes comments has a threat but she 

follows up with comedic stance and the scene ends. This type of dialogue shows that Madea is 

still viewed as the stereotypical mammy while she sits in her home and takes insults from her 
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brother Joe in regards to her body image. This would have been similar to the case of mammy 

receiving insults from her white master. The only difference is that Madea is saying something 

funny in response to Joe’s criticism.  

The cultural relativism of Madea is derived from how she is viewed within the black 

community and outside of the black community in which she was established. The morality or 

“right” and “wrong” of the character modification of mammy to Madea become culture specific 

and discussed in regards to post colonial approach. Lizzetta LeFalle-Collins “Memories of 

Mammy” examines the popularized images of mammy figure in the first part of the twentieth 

century. Then she discusses how African American poets and artists adopted the mammy 

stereotype as a foundational figure for art of the “New Negro.” Collins focuses on the sculptures 

of Sargent Johnson (1930s-40s), who also like Perry subverted negative stereotypes by 

transforming them into positive archetypes for articulating African American ideas of 

community and resistance. Collin states, “Mother in “Forever Free” resembled the mammy 

character in popular cinema and press and for the white viewers who could not penetrate the 

black self-conscious, misreading the figure caused them to embrace her as the old subservient 

mammy, a victim rather than survivor,” (p 237). With the use of the image of mammy, Perry has 

reconstructed Eurocentricism and post colonialism, redefining the image of mammy and 

subverting its meaning among whites and blacks. Instead, Perry’s mammy, Madea, embodies the 

attitude or message of the resistant black women and her community.  

Audience of Perry’s Madea films consists largely of females and Christians. His films are 

based on a blend of faith and comedy. Perry’s basis of artistic expression comes from his 

willingness to tell the story how mammy became Madea. Madea is the post modernist image of 

mammy in today’s society. Perry does this by placing the image of mammy in Madea and then 

propels her characteristics off other characters like Helen, Brain, or Joe. Terry Gross interviewed 

Perry and questioned his characterization of Madea and he stated, “Madea is based on Perry’s 

mother, his aunt, and watching Eddie Murphy…do The Klumps,” (NPR 2011). Perry stated in 

his interview, “I thought I’d imitate the funniest person I know, and she is the PG version of my 

mother and aunt. She’s strong, witty, loving. She would beat the hell out of you. That’s the old 

school mentality,” (NPR 2011). Perry believes that critics are so worried about being politically 

correct in the image of mammy today that mammy hardly exist. Since, mammies or Madea’s are 

dwindling in the black community there is space for the myth to be created about what she was 
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or could have been. In relation to Perry, Collins examines how a single image can be performed 

very differently depending upon the cultural memories evoked or triggered. Artist, like Perry, 

learn how to manipulate myth, using historical resources such as mammy.  

The image of mammy from the African American perspective of the myth is important 

but so it the image from the prospect of the white audience. Since, whites in America, dominate 

the film industry the critics of Perry’s film can be analyzed with the use of cultural relativism 

and postcolonial. The issue with the films white audience members is that they fail to penetrate 

the black self-conscious and example of this can understood through Roger Ebert’s review of the 

movie. Ebert drags Perry through the mud with his review of the film, “Grandma Madea, who is 

built along the lines of a linebacker, is a tall, lantern-jawed, smooth-skin, balloon-breasted 

gargoyle with a bag wig, who likes to wave a loaded gun and shoot test rounds into the ceiling. 

This person is not remotely plausible; her dialogue is so offensively vulgar that it’s impossible to 

believe that she is intelligent, sweet, soft-spoken Helen doesn’t seem notice,” (Ebert 2005).  

Ebert’s review highlights all the postcolonial characteristics that white men would have had of 

mammy during the American slave trade. Qualities noted by Ebert of Madea’s physical body 

being tall, smooth-skin, balloon-breasted, and being called a gargoyle were not taken lightly by 

the black community. The black community saw it as an attack on the image of their 

grandmothers and Ebert was bashed. Ebert’s viewpoint of what Madea should have been like 

was docile, like Aunt Jemima. Ebert typically speaking from the view of Anglo America wanted 

Madea to be more intelligent, sweet, soft-spoken, and docile like the character of Helen.  

Madea films and plays produce the spectacle of mimesis realism, some-what a  vague 

represents reality, but is not remotely plausible given Madea’s mythology. The truth is that 

mammies do not exist. Not everything Madea does is real but there are codes that assert her 

mammy image that make it easier for her messages to be relayed to her intended audience. The 

message is always the power of black motherhood always overcomes any circumstance that may 

be had within the black community. Madea is not a symbol is perfection or servitude but an 

image of strength within the black community. To understand Madea as a sign one must explore 

the human thought through semiotic analysis and the ideology that those sign systems address. 

Although, Madea is a form of he sign system of mammy this is not a complete analysis of all the 

stereotypes. This is analysis is only a glimpse into the signification of mammy image through the 

film portrayal of Madea. My research concludes that further research would have to be done 
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within the social, political, and cultural context to fully establish the relationship between 

mammy and Madea. The myth of mammy has been applied to the sign of Madea as signification 

of black motherhood. The signifiers are varied based on codes located within cultural relativism 

and postcolonial approach. Although, previous research has been shown that stereotypical media 

portrayals of African Americans are perceived as real, the myth being absorbed by society 

further research would have to be done in regards to the black audiences analysis of the 

characteristics of Madea and mammy in other films.  
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