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Yet, the mammy image used in my sample was not targeting white-middle class 

“housewives”. Unlike the images presented to white women, the mammy is the main 

character in the advertisement instead of a backup to the housewife, implying that she is 

worthy of respect and admiration. Therefore, this advertisement suggests that 

convenience rice can be used in traditional Southern cooking, and does so by using a 

respected soul food chef to assure consumers that this product can be trusted. 

In the 2000s, food advertisers continued to tell African American women that 

their foods could help them express a soul food identity, but in a “healthy” way. In the 

2000s, Kraft used cooks that were African American women to communicate to the 

readers of Essence that Kraft’s products could help them maintain tradition, but also live 

a healthy lifestyle. Kraft ran these advertisements throughout the 2000s. For example, an 

advertisement that ran in 2004 (see figure 12) featured a “Fried Chicken Makeover” 

called “Unfried Chicken”. The advertisement featured a large image of a piece of oven-

baked chicken coated in corn flakes, sitting on creamed spinach casserole, beside some 

apple coleslaw. The advertisement has recipes for all of these dishes, including the 

nutritional information of each dish. At the side of the advertisement there is an image of 

an African American woman who is an expert from Kraft’s kitchen. The woman is 

heavyset and wearing a cream colored blouse. Her heavyset image may have served as a 

reminder that changing one’s diet would be a challenge and would not necessarily make 

one skinnier, but that the foods would at least be healthier. Beside her image are tips on 

how to prepare the chicken. The advertisement suggested to the reader that Kraft’s 

products could be used to maintain a healthy lifestyle, while also continuing to express a 

soul food identity. 



 
 

62 
 

       Figure 12. Kraft Foods Ad Running in Essence in 2004. 

Activists and Innovators 

 Beginning in the 1990s and carrying on throughout the 2000s, food advertisers 

attempted to create a brand identity, which associated their corporations with African 

American history, pride, and success. Major corporations began producing these 

advertisements in the 1990s, shortly before the branding extravaganza of the 2000s. 

While branding took off in the late 1980s, it suffered a setback during the early 1990s 

because of the recession, in which case, many people were opting for value and price 

over marketing and labels. However, major companies continued to brand throughout the 

1990s and remained faithful to the ideology that marketing required the selling of brands 

and not products. For instance, “Coke, Pepsi, McDonald’s, Burger King, and Disney 

weren’t fazed by the brand crisis, opting instead to escalate the brand war, especially 

since they had their eyes firmly fixed on global expansion” (Klein 2000: 17). 
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 Part of this global expansion required these companies to reach out and brand 

African American consumers. These advertisers used the concept of branding instead of 

emphasizing the qualities of the food so that they could express to African American 

consumers that they were respected as customers. At the same time, these companies 

were suggesting that their company’s name could be used as a symbol of African 

American pride. Large corporations in the 1990s such as McDonald’s, Burger King, and 

General Foods attached their company’s logo with images of civil rights activists and 

African American heritage, such as historically Black colleges. These companies offered 

their brands as a way for middle-class African American women to express an identity of 

African American pride and heritage. In the 1960s, food advertisers’ trade journals 

reported that many African American women used national food brands and that African 

American women were very loyal to their brands (Parkin 2006). The trade journals told 

food advertisers that African American women used brands as a way to express their 

ability to consume and fit in with the rest of America, but food advertisers still refused to 

market to African American women (Parkin 2006). The advertising campaigns running in 

the 1990s suggest advertisers had recognized the need to brand African American 

consumers and were making a commitment to do so. Advertisers attempted to brand 

African American women by suggesting that their corporations were committed to 

helping the African American community. By doing so, they were proposing that by 

consuming their brand, she too, is showing support for the African American community. 

Collective Resistance and Black Identity: The 1990s. An advertisement by 

McDonald’s that ran in January issues of Essence (see figure 13) during the early 1990s 

told African American women that together they could help keep the dream of Martin 
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Luther King Jr. alive. The advertisement features two young boys sitting on concrete 

steps. The advertisement is in black and white and the boys are wearing rugged clothes 

and sneakers. The slightly older boy has his arm around the younger one and both have 

forlorn looks on their faces. The one boy’s gaze is averted to the ground, whereas the 

other looks off into the distance. The text across the top of the advertisement reads: 

“unless we keep living the dream… they’ll live a nightmare”. The advertisement then 

goes on to tell the reader that “Each and every one of us must do our part. And 

McDonald’s joins the community in dedicating ourselves to keeping Dr. Martin Luther 

King, Jr.’s dream alive. As we celebrate his birthday, we recognize the fact that the man 

who leaves the world a better place… never leaves.” Beside this statement is a small 

McDonald’s logo, but no pictures or descriptions of the food itself appear in the 

advertisement. In this advertisement, the McDonald’s corporation is communicating to 

African American women that their company supports African American women in 

helping their children and community reach the American Dream. It should also be noted 

that the common reference to the civil rights movement may have to do with the fact that 

my sample included the month of January, which includes Martin Luther King Jr. Day. 

An advertisement for General Foods attempted to brand women by suggesting 

that their brand symbolized a commitment to African American education and career 

success. This advertisement ran in 1990 (see figure 14) and features an African American 

college boy eating microwavable macaroni and cheese. He is wearing glasses and a 

sweatshirt from Lincoln University, an historically Black university. Off to the side, there 

is a smaller image of the boy’s parents also cooking using General Foods instant 
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products. The parents have their heads together smiling while they read what appears to 

be a letter from their son. The text reads: 

Sometimes the key to success is in the sheer power of 
inventiveness. In finding smart, working, solutions to challenging 
problems. Whether it’s something as simple as fixing a home 
cooked meal in a dormitory kitchen, or as weighty as choosing a 
career for yourself. 
 
For example, choosing to attend a Black college can be a pretty 
smart decision. Because it’s a decisions that will place you in an 
environment that encourages you to go as far as you can, and will 
put you in the company of 40% of Black college graduates in this 
country.  
 
And while you’re away at school, discover the ingenuity of 
General Foods Minute Microwave Dishes. Delicious, convenient 
meals you can fix for yourself just about anywhere in hardly any 
time at all.  
 
General Foods, the makers of this and many fine family traditions 
you grew up with, wants to remind you that we’ve always been 
there for you… and we’re still with you. All the way. 

 
In this advertisement, General Foods wants African American families to associate their 

products with the pride and prestige of achieving a college degree. The advertisers 

associate themselves with a form of cultural capital of middle-class African Americans, 

which is the knowledge of the meanings associated with a historically Black college. 

They suggest that their products have been a part of this tradition and can therefore be 

trusted. 

These advertisements ran at a time when there was a growing disparity among the 

income levels of Blacks. In 1990, the median family income of Blacks was 61 percent 

that of whites. Yet, income levels of Blacks differed markedly by education level. Due 

largely to the achievements of the civil rights movement, such as the creation of 

historically Black colleges, the 1970s saw a rise in the Black middle-class. By 1989, “the 
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median income for blacks had grown to 82 percent that of whites for families in which 

both husband and wife worked” (O’Hare 1991: 27). There was also a growing number of 

affluent Blacks earning over $50,000 per year (O’Hare 1991). Being married and having 

a college degree were among the highest contributing factors to being in the Black 

middle-class. In 1989, “among married-couple families where the head of the household 

[was] 25 to 44 years old and a college graduate, the median income of blacks ($54,500) 

[was] 93 percent that of whites ($58,800)” (O’Hare 1991: 27). Advertisers were 

attempting to construct an identity for African American women within the middle class. 

        Figure 13. McDonald’s Ad Running in Essence in 1990. 
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   Figure 14. General Foods Ad Running in Essence in 1990. 

Innovators and achievers: The 2000s. In the 2000s, McDonald’s stopped showing 

images of civil rights activists and began showing images of successful Americans, 

suggesting that they were part of that success. McDonald’s wanted African American 

consumers to associate their company with African American success and pride. An 

advertisement from McDonald’s Black365 campaign that appeared in 2008 (see figure 

15) illustrates how McDonald’s used stories of successful African Americans to sell their 

brand. This advertisement features three African American men and one African 

American woman, with the men dressed in suits and the woman dressed in a skirt and 

blouse. The characters are simply standing and smiling towards the camera against a 

black curtain backdrop. The main text reads: “the difference between dreamers and 

dream makers is inspiration”. The advertisement continues to thank these characters for 

playing an active role in the African American community and helping others to achieve 

their dreams. The advertisement suggested to the African American woman that the 

image of McDonald’s stood for African American success. 

These advertisements signify that there was a conscious effort by advertisers to 

create a positive relationship between their brands and African American consumers. The 
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stories presented in these advertisements offer tales of success and equality. They 

acknowledge the struggles of African Americans in achieving the American Dream, and 

present their companies as a supporter of these struggles. Unlike the past, where 

advertisers either completely ignored African American consumers or used African 

Americans in their advertisements in stereotypical ways, these advertisements embraced 

African American history and suggested that they were on the same side as their 

consumers. Since African Americans are being represented positively in these 

advertisements, it suggests that they are being considered as “equal consumers and equal 

citizens” by the advertisers (Chambers 2008:4). 

         Figure 15: McDonald’s Ad Running in Essence in 2008 
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 

The African American Woman as the “Good Mother”  

Food advertisements targeting African American women perpetuated the cultural 

identity of the “good mother” in the 1990s and 2000s. In other words, the advertisements 

contributed to a set of widely circulating stories about mothering, and therefore, 

reinforced notions about which characteristics a “good mother” should embody. In the 

1990s, the cultural identity of the “good mother” was a mother living within a 

heteronormative family structure, who embodied the qualities of “intensive mothering,” 

putting her children’s needs before her own. In the 2000s, the cultural identity of the 

“good mother” was a “scientific practitioner” of her children’s diet, but also their friend. 

These advertisements portray African American mothers in a positive way, but project 

expectations about mothering and African American life that many women cannot meet.  

The “Good Mother” in the 1990s 

 In the 1990s, advertisers constructed the identity of a “good African American 

woman” as a middle-class married mother, living in a heteronormative nuclear family 

that expressed her ties to African American culture by cooking soul food, and sending her 

child to an historically Black college. Since the advertisers’ target audience was middle-

class, African American women (Essence 2011), the advertisers were attempting to 

construct what the ideal life of an African American middle class woman looked like.  
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The most salient identity of the “good African American woman” in this sample 

is the identity of the “good mother.” When the “good African American woman” was 

with her family she projected the idea of “intensive mothering” (Hays 1998) that was 

more commonly shown using white mothers at the time (Keller 1995; Douglas and 

Michaels 2004; Parkin 2006). Images of “good fathers” complimented these images of 

“good mothers,” which was another growing trend in mainstream media (Keller 1995; 

Douglas and Michaels 2004). The advertisers were suggesting that “good mothers” lived 

in heteronormative families, the same family structure that advertisers projected to white 

women at the time.  

African American culture and branding. When advertisers did refer to African 

American culture in the 1990s, they did it through the concept of branding, meaning that 

advertisers wanted African American consumers to associate their company with African 

American cultural capital, such as the civil rights movement, soul food, and historically 

Black colleges. These advertisements made no reference to how food provisioning was 

done in the home, but instead used characters such as civil rights activists and soul food 

chefs to assure that their products could help the “good African American woman” 

express a connection to African American culture. 

Overall identity constructed in food ads in the 1990s. When we combine the 

messages coming from all of these characters, the overall story in the advertisements read 

that the main identity of the “good African American woman” is her identity as a “good 

mother.” She carries on cultural traditions that associate her with a Black identity, but she 

conforms to a heteronormative family form.     
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Economics and family life in the 1990s. These stories were constructed in a time 

when there was a growing economic inequality between African Americans and whites, 

and when there was a growing disparity between the economic levels of African 

Americans who were classified as middle-class, and African Americans considered poor 

(O’Hare 1991). This income inequality was often attributed to the changing family 

structure of the African American family and the rise of female-headed households. In 

the 1990s, less than half of African American women were married. In addition, less than 

half of Essence readers are married (37.4%), yet just over half have children (51.8%), 

suggesting that many Essence readers are single mothers (Essence 2011). The ads in the 

1990s reflect an attempt by advertisers to construct the ideal image of a “good family” for 

African American women, but this ideal image did not match the family structures of 

many African American women at this time.   

Positive depictions. The advertisements depict African Americans in positive 

roles, signifying an attempt by advertisers to show African Americans in a positive light 

in the wake of consumer boycotts from the mid-1970s (Parkin 2006; Chambers 2008). 

Following the consumer boycotts, advertisers were directed to show African Americans 

in positions of respect, and living in intact nuclear families (Chambers 2008). My sample 

supports that by the 1990s, major food companies were aggressively marketing towards 

African American consumers, suggesting that African Americans now have a voice in the 

market.  

The price of a positive image. Conversely, these overly positive depictions of 

African Americans may come at a cost. By privileging heteronormative families, these 

food advertisers ignore that more than half of African American women in the 1990s did 
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not live in this family structure (O’Hare 1991). Like the character Claire Huxtabel in the 

Cosby Show, the production of these “good mothers” support the stereotype of the 

“middle-class Black lady” (Collins 1994a). These women are “good characters” because 

they contain their sexuality to a marital relationship. The “good mothers” in the food ads 

in Essence in the 1990s lived in intact, heteronormative nuclear families. They were 

married, lived in houses, attended college, and lived a middle-class life. Therefore, the 

ads imply that if “good mothers” are those that reside in heteronormative family 

structures, then “bad mothers” are those that do not.  

Seiter (1990) argues that since the Moynihan report of the 1960s, the media have 

explained the economic inequalities between African Americans and whites as deriving 

from the absence of the fathers and the rise of female-headed households, or the rise of 

the “matriarch”. The food advertisements in Essence magazine are another example of 

this trend. By presenting the opposite image to the African American mother as the “bad 

mother,” these advertisements suggest that African American women can be “good 

mothers” and enjoy the same economic security as white women if they do not live in 

“matriarchal” households.  

The “Good Mother” in the 2000s  

In the 2000s, advertisers constructed the identity of the “good African American 

woman” as a mother who was concerned about her and her children’s health. In this 

decade, advertisers shifted away from showing mothers and fathers with their children, 

and increased the number of advertisements that featured only children. These children 

contributed to the cultural identity of the “good mother,” because the advertisements 

suggested that the “good mother” was responsible for the children’s health and 
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achievements. The “good mother” was one that knew which foods were good for her 

children based on scientific evidence, but only fed them these foods if she knew they also 

enjoyed them. The advertisements proposed that children who were fed properly 

performed better at school or were more creative, implying that the success of the “good 

mother” is reflected in her children’s achievements. The advertisements reflect the idea 

of “new momism,” which suggests that mothers must be completely devoted to their 

children’s well-being. In the 2000s, the story of the “good mother” remained the most 

significant story in the sample of food advertisements.   

Women concerned about weight. Although it was still uncommon, food 

advertisers began suggesting that part of the identity of the “good African American 

woman” in the 2000s was being conscious about her own diet. These advertisements 

were present in women’s magazine targeting white women throughout the twentieth 

century (Kilbourne 1999; Parkin 2006). Their appearance in the 2000s reflects a growing 

concern about increasing rates of obesity amongst African American women. The 

messages in the advertisements, however, endorse “thin ideals” that have been criticized 

for promoting eating disorders and poor body image amongst white women (Wolf 2001), 

and not necessarily healthy eating habits. The advertisements suggest that “good women” 

control their bodies and the foods that they eat. 

Health and soul food. Advertisements appearing in the 2000s also began 

incorporating health when they marketed their products as a way to express a soul food 

identity. While food advertisers in the 1990s offered their products as a way for women 

to make soul food more conveniently, advertisers in the 2000s presented their products 

with suggestions on how to prepare soul food in a “healthier” way.  
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Health conscious mother. The overall identity that the advertisers constructed for 

African American women in the 2000s was that of a “health conscious” “good mother.” 

This mother based her children’s diet on scientific evidence. She also began paying 

attention to her own dietary needs for the purpose of losing weight. The “good mother” 

continued to keep family traditions, but was worried about cooking soul food in a healthy 

way. While this analysis focuses on the advertisements in the 2000s, similar nutritional 

messages targeting the “good mother” were appearing throughout the 1990s. However, 

advertisements in the 2000s placed less emphasis on the “good mother’s” role in bonding 

together her nuclear family, and put more emphasis on her role as a practitioner of her 

child’s life. Consequently, more of these advertisements relied on health as their main 

theme, instead of as a side note.  

The “obesity epidemic.” The construction of this identity takes places during the 

rise in media coverage on what the medical community has termed the “obesity 

epidemic” (Boreo 2007). The medical community has illustrated that African American 

women have the highest rates of obesity in the United States (American Heart 

Association 2011), and African American children have the highest childhood obesity 

rates (Wang and Beydoun 2007). This study suggests that a public health narrative, that 

advocates that the foods we eat influence our physical and mental health, informs the 

messages in these advertisements. Yet, these messages are often vague and do not 

necessarily provide mothers with accurate health information. Nonetheless, the 

advertisements contribute to the narrative that health is the responsibility of the “good 

mother.”  



 
 

75 
 

The paradox of food is love. The advertisements frame feeding the family as an 

expression of love, which puts women in a paradoxical position where they must control 

their families’ bodies but also provide them with the foods that they love. If food is an 

expression of love, then denying food may be considered denying love. This paradox 

may increase anxiety in mothers, as Thurer (1994) gives the example of a mother 

watching her ten-year-old daughter scarf down junk food and then complain about her 

appearance. To deny her daughter these foods would make her a “bad mother” because it 

would be denying love, but to allow her to eat them and gain weight also makes her a 

“bad mother” because she is not keeping her daughter’s body “healthy”.  

The advertisements associate food with love, but they very rarely connect the 

emotion love with images of soul food. It was expected that the symbolic code of soul 

food would appear more throughout my sample; however, this was a very infrequent 

theme.  

By framing food as a symbol of love, the advertisements ignore the work that 

goes into feeding the family. Devault (1991) found that women spoke about food 

provisioning in terms of love, and not as work. Their accounts deemphasized the real 

work behind food provisioning, which Devault suggests includes emotion work, and 

meticulous planning. By conveying food provisioning as an expression of love, the 

advertisements reinforce the ideology that this work was part of the identity of the “good 

mother.”  

Lived realities of mothering. Food advertisers construct nutritional concerns as 

part of the identity of the “good mother,” yet the narratives ignore the numerous obstacles 

that African American mothers face when feeding their families healthy foods. Some of 
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the greatest barriers to healthful food consumption that African American women face 

are issues of access and economics. Predominantly African American neighborhoods 

tend to have less access to grocery stores, which are associated with lower rates of 

obesity (Morland, Wing, Diez Roux, and Poole 2002; Baker, Schootman, Barnidge, and 

Kelly 2006; Powell et al. 2007). In addition, the high cost of healthy foods can make it 

difficult for African American women to afford a healthy diet (Baker et al. 2006). In fact, 

some research suggests that when white women and African American women are living 

in the same neighborhoods and in the same economic conditions the disparity in obesity 

rates between the two groups nearly disappears (Bleich, Thorpe, Sharif-Harris, 

Fesahazion, and LaVeist 2010; LaVeist, Pollack, Thorpe, Fesahazion, and Gaskin 2011).   

In addition, mothers are often not aware themselves about which foods are 

considered healthy to eat, and which are not. Instead, mothers tend to rely on the 

practices of their mother, trial and error, or their own beliefs of what constitutes a proper 

meal (Charles and Kerr 1998; Devault 1991). Many mothers express skepticism and 

confusion over nutritional advice, which is often conflicting, and constantly changing 

(Charles and Kerr 1998). The nutritional messages in the food ads in Essence used claims 

about micronutrients, and not specific foods. Nestle (2007) argues that the food 

advertisers approved the food guidelines because they focused on which micronutrients 

instead of foods to avoid. This benefits advertisers because they can use claims of 

micronutrients to convince consumers that their products are good for them (Nestle 

2007). Food advertisers marketed foods to African American women based on this 

strategy. This can make it confusing as to which specific kinds of foods are good to eat, 

and which should be avoided (not just micronutrients). 



 
 

77 
 

Lastly, mothers often experience cultural barriers to making healthier food 

choices. Airhihenbuwa et al. (1996) and Delores (2004) suggest that African Americans 

often resist changing their diets because they do not want to give up the foods that are 

associated with their ethnic identities. The Kraft campaign that ran in the 2000s offered 

mothers a way to cook soul food in a healthy way. The “good mother” ads did not include 

this theme. This conveys that advertisers largely ignored the issues that African American 

women face when attempting to balance cultural traditions and their families’ health.  

The individual narrative of motherhood. The health messages in the food 

advertisements associated the feeding and caring of children with an individual 

responsibility of mothers. Collins (1994b) argues that the idea of mothering as 

individualistic is a privilege enjoyed by mothers who do not have to be concerned about 

the effects of a racist society. African American mothers must not only be concerned 

about their own children’s bodies, but the bodies of all of the children in the African 

American community. Figure 13 reflects the concern of African American mothers for all 

of the children in the African American community; however, this type of advertisement 

was rare. Most advertisements focused on the individual aspects of mothering, suggesting 

that “good mothers” perform food provisioning, even if they are working-mothers or 

single-mothers. 

Closing Statement 

Food advertisements in Essence magazine in the 1990s and 2000s reflected and 

projected circulating stories about the “good mother.” The narratives in food 

advertisements targeting African American women constructed what the characteristics 

of the “good mother” should be. The food advertisements in Essence projected ideologies 
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about mothering that privilege heteronormative nuclear families and unrealistic 

expectations of mothering. 

Suggestions for Future Research  

 While I rely on the work of Parkin (2006) to provide a comparison group for my 

advertisements, future research may perform a narrative analysis on the specific stories in 

food advertisements targeting white women throughout this same time period. Other 

analyses may also want to focus on different comparison groups, such as advertisements 

targeting other minority groups or genders. These types of analyses would provide insight 

into the different identities that advertisers are attempting to construct for their 

consumers. 

 These analyses may also want to compare whether different stories are being told 

in advertisements that use characters and those that do not. In my analysis, I only used 

advertisements that used images of characters because these advertisements contained the 

specific narrative structure that I was looking for. However, future research may want to 

examine what kinds of stories are being told in advertisements that do not use images of 

people to tell the story.  

 Lastly, future research should examine how African American women interpret 

the messages within these advertisements. Hall (1973) argues that the message encoded 

cannot prescribe what will be decoded, but instead sets limits and parameters on how the 

message is most likely to be interpreted for meaning. Hall presents three hypothetical 

ways that a message can be decoded. The reader can accept the message that is being 

sent, negotiate the message being sent, or reject the message being sent. Consequently, 

future research should examine how African American women respond to the messages 
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in these advertisements and seek empirical ways to examine how these messages 

influence the production of personal narratives. 
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