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ABSTRACT

In choosing to look at the impact of white racially homogeneous work environments, if
any, in relation to Black women higher education administrators, this research was grounded in
Patricia Hill Collins’ Black Feminist Thought. Utilizing Black Feminist Thought, rooted in
intersectionality, provided a sturdy foundation for one interested in conducting research specific
to Black women, whether the discourse is race, gender, and/or any other intersecting identities.
Black Feminist Thought conveys the message that Black women have similar yet different
experiences from White women and similar yet different experiences from Black men, while
simultaneously having shared yet different experiences than other Black women in all aspects of
life, racially, sexually, gender-wise, socially and politically.

Through eight (8) semi-structured interviews, a demographic survey, self-selected
organizational and departmental perception, the researcher aimed to capture the essence of what
it like to work in higher education administration at Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs) as
a Black woman, as a double minority, with limited or no daily interaction with other Black
women, Black men, or Black students. Through the course of interviews and subsequent data
analysis, four themes emerged: (1) Increased desire to connect with other Black women, (2)
Recognized pervasiveness of intersectional discrimination, (3) Racially-influenced decision-
making, and (4) Adherence to a spiritual belief. Additionally, the researcher has compiled
recommendations for hiring, supporting and retaining Black women administrators at PWIs,

specifically those in non-ethnic or culturally-centered areas.



CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH

Howard-Hamilton & Patitu (2012) ask the following question, “How does the African
American woman cope, especially when she is often the lone African American at the top?” (p.
95). According to a 2010 U.S. Department of Education report, women of color comprised only
“23% of administrative and managerial staff in higher education” (as cited in Verde, 2011, pp.
68-69). Mosley stated women of color administrators “often face the double jeopardy of racism,
ethnic discrimination, and sexism” (p. 4) and the concern that women of color administrators
may be seen as “tokens” and have the quality of their contributions questioned (as cited in Lloyd-
Jones, 2011). Regarding general leadership roles, Rosette and Livingston (2012) found that
when organizations are performing well, African American women, African American men and
White women are rated comparably, but when organizations are performing poorly, Black
women are disproportionately sanctioned when compared to Black men and white women.

The overlapping, intersectional oppressions of gender and race in these instances are
referred to as double jeopardy (Rosette & Livingston, 2012), referencing the social subordinate
view of women and minorities. Furthermore, Madden expressed concerns “that the intersection
of race and leadership often leads to racial and sexual stereotyping, unfair assessment of work
performance, token status, and unrealistic expectations that diminish the opportunity for career
advancement” (as cited in Lloyd-Jones, 2011, p. 9). Howard-Hamilton & Patitu (2012) argue
that African American women in higher education face double jeopardy regularly “whether in it
is in the form of racist or sexist comments, sly remarks, harassment, and/or discrimination” (p.
95). Unchecked discrimination (on any front or combination of fronts) can lead to problems in

retaining Black women administrators or wanting to join the academy at all.



Statement of the Problem

As a fairly young (and new) recently promoted professional, I am still trying to “take
everything in” and “see where I fit” in higher education. Trying to find out where I “fit” has
been challenging for me over the last year as | feel like |1 do not have any help in navigating this
next level of my career. Feeling like I don’t “fit” anywhere has made me question whether or not
a large predominantly White institution is the place for me. And by “me,” [ mean a Black
woman administrator in higher education. Widespread research on Black women in higher
education cites the need for mentorship as vital and critical to the retention and advancement of
Black women.

A study conducted by Hall, Everett, and Hamilton-Mason (2012), revealed the presence
of five basic themes of stressors when African American women face racial and sexual
discrimination in the workplace: “(a) being hired or promoted in the workplace, (b) developing
relationships with coworkers and mentors, (c) dealing with racism and discrimination, (d) being
isolated and/or excluded, and (e) shifting or code switching to overcome barriers to employment”
(p. 213). Henry & Glenn argue that “the effects of systematic racism that Black women face in
the academy can be directly observed in and attributed to the underrepresentation — or lack of
critical mass — of Blacks in higher education in general” (as cited in Howard-Hamilton & Patitu,
2012, p. 95). Hall et al. (2012) assert types of discrimination faced by Black women include
“stereotypes, excessive demands, an absence of mentoring, exclusions from work [office]
cliques, being ignored and/or harassed, and assumptions that they are incompetent” (p. 211).

As a Black woman higher education administrator, | am invested in finding ways to
support the professional and personal development of others like myself on predominantly white

campuses. Of particular interest, will be a concentrated focus on recommendations for
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recruiting, supporting, and retaining Black women higher education administrators who will not
directly do “diversity work,” as those types of departments are “home” to a number or Black
women higher education administrators.

Reason, Walker & Robinson note that “women and people of color” (p. 101) are not
employed as CSAOQ (Chief Student Affairs Officer) at a rate equal to white men (as cited in
Pasque, 2010), while King & Gomez (2008) note women are more likely to be employed as chief
diversity officers instead. Though a vast body of research exists on Black women higher
education administrators at Predominantly White Institution (PWIs), a large portion of
participants report working in an ethnic-, cultural-, racial, or gender-specific workspace.
Examples of these places include: African American Cultural Centers, International Student
Cultural Centers, Women’s Centers, Offices of Diversity, Multicultural Affairs and so on.
Jackson and Knorad & Pfeffer acknowledge the growing number of Black women higher
education administrators but are careful to add the caveat that these women are employed “as a
result of special initiatives and outreach programs designed to recruit, hire, and retain
administrators of color” (as cited in Glover, 2012, p. 12).

Research Questions

The research questions that will be used to guide this phenomenological study are: (1)
what is the impact, if any, of white racially homogenous work environments on Black women
administrators at Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs)? and (2) how do Black women
administrators navigate the intersectionality of race and gender at Predominantly White
Institutions (PWIs)? Given the support of working alongside other Black women, Black men,
and/or servicing students of color that has been outlined in current literature, this research aims

to see what are the effects, if any, of not having daily or limited interactions with other Black
3



women, women in general, and other people of color. A concerted effort is needed to recruit and
retain additional Black women higher education administrators who will work in departments
where they may have very limited interaction with other women like themselves on a daily basis,
where the validation of shared experience is not available and isolating.

Brief History of Black Women in Higher Education

Historically Black women have always had to find their place in higher education as
traditional colleges (those that are predominantly White and those considered to be “Ivy League”
colleges) were not created to educate Black women (Dawkins, 2012). As Black women enrolled
in college, they regularly chose studies that prepared them to become teachers in an effort
reclaim educational capital (withheld during slavery) that would be used to educate other Black
men and women (Glover, 2012). Thirty years after opening admission to white women, Oberlin
College opened their doors to Black women. Oberlin College would go on to be welcoming to
Black women, granting Lucy Sessions a literary degree in 1850 distinguishing her as the first
Black woman in the United States to earn a college degree. Shortly after the graduation of Lucy
Sessions, Collins and Evans both note that Mary Jane Patterson earned her bachelor’s degree
from Oberlin College in 1862 (as cited in Glover, 2012).

As Black women began to teach and educate their local communities, Wolfman posits
that some began to take on administrative roles either due to their potential or their husband’s
influence (as cited in Glover, 2012). Mosley (1980) traces the first Black woman administrator
back to Catherine Ferguson of Katy Ferguson’s School for the Poor in New York City in 1793.
According to Glover (2012), Black women’s presence offered a sense of “support and
encouragement to students of color attending PWIs, which are often characterized as having

“chilly climates” for students of color” (p. 11). The dean of women position became popular
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among Black women who sought fulfill their desire to nurture, support, and provide guidance to
female students outside of classroom settings (Glover, 2012).

As the number of Black women on college campuses grew, many notable feats were
accomplished such as Lucy Diggs Slowe (first Black woman in the National Association of
Deans of Women) becoming “the first dean of women at Howard University” (Glover, 2012, p.
11). Other milestones include the first Black woman to become president of two historically
Black colleges for women (Dr. Johnetta Cole), the first appointment of a Black woman as
president of a “four-year liberal arts college” in the U.S. (Dr. Willa B. Player), and 1865 being
the year where a college was led by a Black woman (Fanny Jackson Coppin) for the first time
(Glover, 2012; Becks-Moody, 2004) among many others. For a more exhaustive list of
incredible milestones by Black women in higher education, please see Appendix A.
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUSs) as a Necessity

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) were created for Black people
(men and women) as an option for higher education as the Predominantly White Institutions
(PWIs) were “purposely structured for elite men, excluding any man without social status and
excluding all women” (Dawkins, 2012, p. 107) through several legislative acts, including the
Morrill Act of 1862, the Morrill Act of 1890, and the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (Glover, 2012;
Dawkins, 2012; Anderson, 1988). During the post-Civil War era, America saw an almost
instantaneous rapid increase of freed slaves with no immediate plans for the influx of new
citizens. At the time, there was no organized format for educating the newly freed slaves on
social order and class, wealth or simply how to function as a working, contributing “citizen” as
opposed to a slave. Thus arose the need to formally educate blacks on a broader scale, not

because blacks were seen as equal citizens deserving equal educational opportunities, but to
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“socialize” them by teaching them a skill to contribute and the unspoken hierarchy of society at
the time (Anderson, 1988).

Samuel Chapman Anderson began the Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute
located in Virginia in 1868 to educate blacks in courses covering mathematics, the sciences, a
course on agriculture and a mechanical course among other courses (Anderson, 1988). In
addition to covering academic coursework, the Hampton Institute also sought to teach “all the
basics of hygiene and the living customs of white homes, such as the use of beds, sheets, and
other linens, which were unknown in slave quarters” (Unger, 2007). Arguably one of, if not the,
most notable graduates of the Hampton Institute is Black scholar Booker T. Washington. After
Washington’s graduation from the Hampton Institute in 1878, he served on the board until
founding Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute in Tuskegee, Alabama in 1881 (Anderson,
1988, p.33).

Washington’s educational focus remained the same for Tuskegee as the education he
received at the Hampton Institute except for the addition of the training of common school
teachers to teach blacks in the South (Anderson, 1988; Unger, 2007). Under the guise of
educating blacks for agricultural, mechanical and industrial jobs, Washington was able to run an
extremely effective teaching institute with 84% of Tuskegee’s first twenty graduating classes
becoming teachers (Anderson, 1988, p.34). The specific and intentionally directed training of
blacks by Tuskegee and the Hampton Institute all but directed blacks to specific employment
opportunities: manual labor occupations (including agriculture and mechanics) and to be teachers
who perpetuated the cycle to other blacks. The first HBCUs were private, non-profit institutions
with no financial or structural support from state government and were funded by donations from

wealthy white philanthropists and religious organizations such as the African Methodist
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Episcopal (AME) church (Redd, 1998). The first students of these institutions were newly freed
slaves and were more than likely educated about, in some capacity, about the importance of the
training of black teachers to educate black youth, provided skills to be employed in agricultural
and mechanical occupations, manual trades and instructed in religious studies (Redd, 1998).
HBCU or PWI?

A common question posed to (or by) Black women higher education administrators is
what type of institution will they spend their career at? This question could be asking whether
the institution is two-year or four-year college, community, public, or private college, but
generally hints asking the choice to be made between an HBCU (Historically Black College and
University) or a PWI (Predominantly White Institution). The answer to this question can be
shaped by a myriad of things and will vary from solely HBCU, to solely PWI, to a hybrid of the
two and will largely depend on the lived experiences of each Black woman. Dawkins (2012)
writes, “Black women administrators mapping out their career trajectories must be aware of the
differences and potential challenges related to institutional philosophies, institutional
environments, and institutional role models” (p. 109).

According to Bower & Wolverton (2009) “22% of the nation’s 120
historically/predominantly Black institutions are led by African American women, but only 8
predominantly White, 4-year institutions have African American women at the helm” (p. 2).
Historically, as Mizra points out, “Black women strategically evaluate educational opportunities
and opt for gender- and race-appropriate careers that are realistically and historically accessible
to them” (as cited in Dawkins, 2012, p. 104). However, once Black women begin to pursue
employment opportunities, Germany asserts deciding factors change to “include the challenge,

the need for and the desire to mentor, and simply the desire to be an administrator” (as cited in
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Dawkins, 2012, p. 104). For Black women administrators who are trying to decide which type of
institution start or further their career at, Dawkins (2012) poses several questions:

What type of institution will provide the necessary resources and support? In which

setting will you be most influential and effective as a supervisor, mentor, and leader?

Which institution is more closely aligned with your specific values and work ethic as a

Black woman administrator? (p. 103)

Black women administrators should search within themselves, define their end goal, and
make a choice that keeps the passion for higher education burning within. There is no “right”
answer.

Current State of Black Women in Higher Education

Lloyd-Jones (2011) discussed the problematic “lack of gender, racial, and ethnic
diversification” (p. 4) in the increasing diverse realm of academe. This disparity, voiced in a
report from Minorities in Higher Education (Kim, 2011) revealed the following composition for
women of color higher education administrators: African American women comprised 6%;
Hispanic women totaled 2.7%; 1.6% were Asian American women; and American Indian women
totaled 0.3%. King & Gomez (2008) revealed women of color only make up 7% of all senior
administrators and 3% of chief academic officers at institutions across the country. McCray
(2011) argued higher education is historically known for promoting men and white women,
stating “in higher education, which is a traditionally patriarchal and White enterprise, women of
color are a novelty because so few are in faculty and high-level administrative positions” (p.
100).

It is the uniqueness of multiple intersectional, and often overlapping, layers of Black
women higher education administrators that makes their collective experiences widely varied,
multifaceted, and inherently more complex. Given there are so many intersectional layers to

each Black woman such as class, gender identity, gender expression, sexual orientation,
socioeconomic status, even hair style type, etc. (Collins, 1998; Collins, 2000; Moore, 2012;
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Wilkins, 2012; Choo & Ferree, 2010; Battle & Ashley, 2008) , it is impossible to have one single
person shoulder the weight of speaking for all Black women. In this study, the researcher will
focus on the intersecting identities of Black women in regards to race and gender. The
researcher has chosen to focus on these three intersectional layers as they are oftentimes the
minority and historically oppressed categorical identities. Although, there are many other
intricate layers that make up the varying intersectional identities of Black women which could be
included, for this research study the scope will be limited to the two aforementioned
intersectional identities.
Considered Theoretical Frameworks

Though there are many feminist theories (ranging from lesbian feminist to essentialist
and many others), Henley, Meng, O’Brien, McCarthy, & Sockloskie, (1998), developed a scale
to measure the diversity of feminist attitudes across six perspectives of feminism. The six
perspectives developed by Henley et al. (1998) are as follows: conservatism, which strongly
holds dear to traditional roles and typically is supported by biological and religious beliefs;
liberal feminism, which is rooted in liberty and equality; radical feminism, also considered the
first form of feminism, is rooted in opposition to widespread and deep-rooted forms of
oppression; and socialist feminism, which attempts to be a bridge between socialist and radical
feminists, as socialist feminism asserts sexism and class oppression should be opposed
simultaneously. Furthermore, cultural feminism seeks to see a more “female-valued society”
where traditional women’s values” such as “peace and gentleness, emotionality and caring for
others” while not alienating assumed “masculine values” such as “force, aggressiveness,
emotional inexpressiveness.” Lastly, women of color feminism/womanism, which includes the

criticism of White women for their exclusionary practices and hold differing views on who is

considered an oppressor (Henley et al., 1998, p. 6).



Origins of Feminism

French dramatist Alexander Dumas coined the term feminist in 1872 (Chowdhury, 2009)
and its conceptual use has continued throughout history in writings, by early writers such as
Simone de Beauvoir. Regarding feminism, de Beauvoir famously penned, “One is not born, but
rather becomes, a woman. No biological, psychological, or economic fate determines the figure
that the female presents in society; it is civilization as a whole that produces this creature...”
(Leighton, 1975, p. 34). Chowdhury (2009) went on to describe feminism as follows:

‘Feminism’ is not a homogenous, singular concept, but is rather a multifaceted,

multidimensional and diverse grouping of heterogeneous ideas that are often

contradictory to each other, and hence, pose a problem in rendering a unitary definition of
this challenging field of theory. But, however diverse the ideas may be, all are concerned
with women’s inferior position in society and the discrimination faced by them because

of the social, economic, political or cultural order (Description section, para. 2).
Feminism is described as happening in responsive “waves” (Allan, 2012; Chowdhury, 2009) to
cultural, socio, and political oppressions. Feminist research is widely collected through
ethnography, as it employs methods such as participant observation, informal interviewing and
documentary analysis (Allan, 2012, p. 94).

Traditional Feminist Approaches. There are a number of reasons why some women
shy away from the term feminism: women of oppressed ethnicities and racial backgrounds avoid
participation for fear of being called out for supporting an oppressive dominant race group; some
heterosexual women find the feminism label akin to pro-lesbianism and back away; and, lastly
some women would rather not engage in “radical” politics, if any politics at all (hooks, 1984).
Black women traditionally choose their race over their gender and are often alienated from, left

out of, or forgotten about when White feminist scholars create theories frequently by a pattern of

suppression known as omission (Collins, 2000). “Theories advanced as being universally
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applicable to women as a group upon closer examination appear greatly limited by the White,
middle-class, and Western origins of their proponents” (Collins, 1999, p. 5). Henley et al. (1998)
continue by asserting their support of women of color feminism/womanism (as cited in Chow,
1987; hooks, 1984; LaFromboise, Heyle, & Ozer, 1990; Vasquez, 1984; Welch, 1988):
They include the recognition of poverty, racism, and ethnocentrism as equal concerns
with sexism; the importance of decent jobs, health care, and schooling for men, women,
and children of color; the examination of racism within the women’s movement; and an
opposition to the criticism of single-parent families as pathological. Women of color do
not tend to see men of color as oppressors but as brothers in oppression and consequently
hold closer ties to men of color than White/Anglo women do to White/Anglo men. (p.6)
Concerning traditional feminist approaches, Hurtado (1997) writes, “Many Chicanas and
other women of Color embraced aspects of the feminist movement to understand their role as
women, but their concerns were never fully integrated into their respective ethnic/racial
movements nor were feminists’ concerns integrated into our understanding of cultural
transformations” (p. 303). Given the necessity of a framework that includes the totality of issues
concerning Black women (as listed above); a traditional feminist approach will not be utilized in
this study. Historically, traditional feminist approaches are centered on white women and would
not allow the researcher to analyze the stories of potential participants without devaluation of
their experiences. Lorde (1984) asserts traditional feminism pushes women of color to a space
relegated for “others” as their experiences do not align with a white woman’s definition of
feminism that does take in to account the experiences of women of color. In selecting a feminist
approach specific to women of color to root the study in, the researcher seeks to remain
cognizant of “historical, educational, and sociopolitical dynamics within their own communities

of origin, as well as in relationship to each other, including opposition to and at times in concert

with the white feminist movement” (Pasque, 2011, p.22).
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Womanism/Womanist Theory

Womanist theory, while focusing on the experiences of Black women, will not be utilized
by the researcher in this study. According to Pasque (2011), “while each feminist theory focuses
on power, patriarchy, oppression, and agency in some form, each intentionally centers a different
perspective, approach, and/or identity” (p.23). Nash (2011), reiterating Walker’s differentiation
between womanism/womanist theory and traditional feminism, writes “if womanism is serious,
grounded, universal, and purposeful, feminism is its opposite, somehow trivial, diminished,
selective, silly” (p. 8). Womanist theory typically posits a counter position or presents a counter
narrative or provides a comparison to traditional feminist epistemologies (Pasque, 2011; Collins,
1996), which the researcher believes still centers the theory round white women.
Critical Race Theory

As typical for the development of new intellectuals, Critical Race Theory was birthed out
of response by a group of Black lawyers to historical developments of the leading up to the late
1980s (Brown & Jackson, 2013). Popular in the 1970s emerged Critical Legal Studies (CLS)
which was which designed to challenge existing assumptions of neutrality of legal reasoning
despite social, economic, political, and cultural influences (Brown & Jackson, 2013). In contrast
to its intended purpose, Brown and Jackson (2013) reveal:

CLS pointed out that the law tends to enforce, reflect, constitute, and legitimize the

dominant social and power relations through social actors who generally believe that

they are neutral and arrive at their decisions through an objective process of legal

reasoning. Thus, for CLS proponents, American law and legal institutions tend to serve
and to legitimize au oppressive social order. (p. 12)
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According to Brown and Jackson (2013), this is where it was there was a lack of
information addressing the plight of peoples of color and where the idea for the first meeting for
Critical Race Theory materialized.

Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) compare Critical Race Theory to CLS stating “like its
antecedent in legal scholarship, is a radical critique of both the status quo and the purported
reforms” (p. 62). It is important to note that Ladson-Billings and Tate conducted the inaugural
presentation on Critical Race Theory in education with a session entitled “Toward a Critical
Race Theory of Education” at the 1994 AERA conference (Ladson-Billings, 2013).
Distinguishing Critical Race Theory from other academic disciplines is its focus on activism,
changing existing social structures and transforming hierarchical systems (Delgado & Stefancic,
2006).

Critical Social Theory

Leonardo (2004) defines Critical Social Theory as “a multidisciplinary knowledge base
with the implicit goal of advancing the emancipatory function of knowledge” (p. 1) and asserts
criticism and quality education are intertwined. This theory encourages the learner to critique
intact social, cultural economic, legal and other systems to arrive at a liberating “truth.”
Regarding Black Feminist Thought as a Critical Social Theory, Collins (1999) writes:

But the legacy of struggle among U.S. Black women suggests that a collectively shared,

Black women's oppositional knowledge has long existed. This collective wisdom in turn

has spurred U.S. Black women to generate a more specialized knowledge, namely, Black

feminist thought as critical social theory. (p. 11).

Summary

After researching the above possible theoretical frameworks, the researcher has opted to

anchor the study in a theoretical framework created by a Black woman for Black women. This
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research will utilize Black Feminist Thought as its theoretical framework, developed by
esteemed scholar and author Patricia Hill Collins.
Black Feminist Thought

The need for Black Feminist Thought is pressing, as the totality of the Black woman’s
plight has traditionally been excluded from traditional feminist theories (Henley et al., 1998).
According to Collins (1986), Black Feminist Thought places a special emphasis on self, family,
and society while exploring three characteristic themes: (1) Black women's self-definition and
self-valuation; (2) the interlocking nature of oppression; and (3) the importance of Afro-
American women's culture” (p. S14), while being “centered around core themes of work, family,
sexual politics, motherhood, and political activism” (Collins, 1999, p. 251). Collins (1986)
encouraged other sociologists to immerse themselves into the creative niche that Black women
have cornered by embracing their “marginality” to redefine themselves. “As outsiders within,
Black feminist scholars may be one of many distinct groups of marginal intellectuals whose
standpoints promise to enrich contemporary sociological discourse” (p. S15) wrote Collins
(1986). Black women’s stories are usually added to existing frameworks to show varying
degrees of plight across the framework but never positioned as a central component (Collins,
2000). Reasons offered by Collins (2000) as to why Black women have such difficulty in having
a framework representative of their shared, yet varied, experiences include lack of access to
social capital and political power. Due to lack of social and political power, when Black women
have the opportunity to vocalize their own stories, they have to be validated through a socially
constructed world that is dominated by heterosexual White males. Collins (2000) went on to
state:

No scholar can avoid cultural ideas and his or her placement in intersecting oppressions
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of race, gender, class, sexuality and nation. In the United States, this means that a scholar

making a knowledge claim typically must [con-vince] a scholarly community controlled

by elite White avowedly heterosexual men holding U.S. citizenship that a given claim is
justified. Second, each community of experts must maintain its credibility as defined by
the larger population in which it is situated and from which it draws its basic, taken-for-
granted knowledge. This means that scholarly communities that challenge basic beliefs

held in U.S. culture at large will be deemed less credible than those that support popular

ideas. (p. 253).

In a world where Black women have been defined by everyone but themselves, if they
speak up with a story too different from what has already been constructed for them, they gamble
their creditworthiness (Collins, 2000). Although progress has been made in the advancement of
Black Feminist Thought, the struggle to inject a pragmatically-centered epistemology about
Black women in a White male-led world still exists (Collins, 2000). This harsh reality is in
opposition to what Collins (2000) deems critical to being able to speak on behalf of Black
women, which includes having to have lived life as a Black woman, garnering wisdom and
knowledge throughout life while moving through oppressive systems, something that is regarded
as “essential” to the Black Woman in the U.S.’s survival.

Interpretive Lens: Intersectionality

For this study, the researcher has chosen to use Patricia Hill Collins’ Black Feminist
Thought with intersectionality as the theoretical lens to frame the experiences expressed by the
participants and the researcher alike. Creswell (2009) defined a theoretical lens as an
interpretive, holistic approach that shapes and frames emergent data based on participants’
answers. Creswell (2009) further stated the use of a theoretical lens “becomes an advocacy
perspective that shapes the types of questions asked, informs how data are collected and

analyzed and provides a call for action or change” (p. 62). Black scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw

(1989), who coined the term intersectionality, described the concept in the following passage:
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It seems that | have to say that Black women are the same and harmed by being treated
differently, or that they are different and harmed by being treated the same. But | cannot
say both. This apparent contradiction is but another manifestation of the conceptual
limitations of the single-issue analyses that intersectionality challenges. The point is that
Black women can experience discrimination in any number of ways and that the
contradiction arises from our assumptions that their claims of exclusion must be
unidirectional. Consider an analogy to traffic in an intersection, coming and going in all
four directions. Discrimination, like traffic through an intersection, may flow in one
direction, and it may flow in another. If an accident happens in an intersection, it

can be caused by cars traveling from any number of directions and, sometimes, from all
of them. Similarly, if a Black woman is harmed because she is in the intersection, her
injury could result from sex discrimination or race discrimination. (pp. 148-149)

Collins (1998) argued, “As opposed to examining gender, race, class, and nation, as
separate systems of oppression, intersectionality explores how these systems mutually construct
one another” (p. 3). Intersectionality refers to particular forms of intersecting oppressions, for
example,

Intersectional paradigms remind us that oppression cannot be reduced to one fundamental

type, and that oppressions work together in producing injustice. In contrast, the matrix of

domination refers to how these intersecting oppressions are actually organized.

Regardless of the particular intersections involved, structural, disciplinary, hegemonic,

and interpersonal domains of power reappear across quite different forms of oppression.

(Collins, 1999, p. 18)

Black women uniquely have the opportunity to become a victim of quadruple oppression
and that harsh reality is true for poverty-stricken, non-heterosexual (lesbian, bisexual,
transgendered, questioning/androgynous) Black women. Collins (2000) placed other prominent
depictions of Black women as perfect examples of oppression by race, class, and gender such as
the mammy and the matriarch.

Collins (2000) references the alienation (first discussed by McKay) that Black women

face when Black women stand up for themselves against Black men, a male-dominated judicial

system, and an opportunistic feminist agenda with the following words: “Choosing one or the
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other, of course, means ‘taking sides against the self” yet they have almost chosen race over the
other: a sacrifice of their self-hood as women and full of humanity, in the favor of race” (p. 124).
As Black women generally exclude themselves from talks aligned with White feminists in favor
of race, many Black women deny their womanhood with the desire to pursue a relationship with
a Black man but many end up alone (Collins, 2000).
Summary

In choosing to look at the impact of white racially homogeneous work environments, if
any, in relation to Black women administrators, this research will be grounded in Patricia Hill
Collins’ Black Feminist Thought. Utilizing Black Feminist Thought, rooted in intersectionality,
provides a sturdy foundation for one who is interested in conducting research specific to Black
women, whether the discourse is race, gender, sexual orientation, and/or any other intersecting
identities. Pasque (2011) and Wheeler (2002) state the importance of the connections bridging
Black Feminist Thought, academic intelligence and political, a phenomena that resonates deeply
with the researcher. Black Feminist Thought conveys the message that Black women have
similar yet different experiences from White women and similar yet different experiences from
Black men, while simultaneously having shared yet different experiences than other Black
women in all aspects of life, racially, sexually, gender-wise, socially and politically.

Concluding Thoughts

Given the multiplicity of historically oppressed identities that any one Black woman can
carry in her being, Collins (1998) suggests the following regarding the need for an intersectional
approach, “rather than examining gender, race, class, and nation as distinctive social hierarchies,
intersectionality examines how they mutually construct one another” (p. 62). The need for

epistemologies such as Black Feminist Thought is paramount as “everyone has spoken for Black

17



women, making it difficult for us to speak for ourselves” (Collins, 1999, p. 123). Scholar Dr.
Evangeline Wheeler (2002) argues the need for Black feminists as well stating:
A black feminist is a person, historically an African American woman academic, who
believes that female descendants of American slavery share a unique set of life
experiences distinct from those of black men and white women. Black feminists believe
the lives of African American women are oppressed by combinations of racism, sexism,
classism, and heterosexism. In order to help them gain political power, black feminists
advocate a separate area of study that focuses exclusively on the lives of black women.

Black feminists believe that when the lives of African American women are improved,

there will be progressive development also for African American men, families, and

communities. (p.118)

For the courageous Black women who walk into predominantly/historically white
institutions, braving racism and/or sexism and are willing to share their voice to encourage and
motivate other Black women, | plan to give them the opportunity to do so. For my study, I will
be utilizing a qualitative approach through semi-structured interviews, allowing the experiences
and emotions of the participants to explore where our conversation. It is only my hope that |
capture the essence of the joy, pain, angst, fulfillment, discouragement, and hope that keeps

Black women higher education administrators daily venturing into what is sometimes a very

unwelcoming place.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

This section will discuss some of the barriers identified by Black women administrators
to success in higher education administrative positions. These barriers include intersectional
discrimination, sexism, racism, microagressions, racial battle fatigue, lack of social capital,
tokenism and hyper/hypovisibility. McClinton & Dawkins (2012) assert the constant battling of
multiple acts of discrimination and isolation has led to women leaders having to develop coping
mechanisms, such as a dry sense of humor. Additionally, Black women have to learn to navigate
the politics of institutional terrains, practicing differential consciousness (Sandavol, 1991) to
create strategic alliances for not only progression but survival as well. As an unspoken skillset,
differential consciousness allows for Black women to function “within, yet beyond, the demands
of dominant ideology” (Sandavol, 2000, p.44) in the academy, which is generally represented by
the thoughts of white males.

Intersectional Discrimination, Margins, & Centers

At birth one is legally assigned a race and gender on their birth certificate, with the
requirement that both fields bear a selection for the document to be considered valid. One can
reasonably assume that race and gender having to be mandatorily acknowledged could be taken
as a sign of their equal importance. In specific context to the United States of America, it is at
this moment that one officially “enters” into a racially divisive, heteronormative, patriarchal
system that places white males at the center of what is considered normative American culture.
Jackson and Mazzei (2012) assert that by placing certain cultures, customs, values, and
ideologies of white males in the center of a collective American paradigm and deeming those
characteristics “normal,” we also speak to what is not normal. Those cultures, customs, values,

and ideologies that are not considered normal and fall outside of the center into the margins. The
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work of Gayatri Spivak on “margins and centers” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012) recognizes that in
some spaces a Black woman administrator could be in the margin (in the area excluded from the
“normative” culture of a space) and in another situation could be the center (in the “normative”
space of a culture). The concept of “margins and centers” is important for Black women
administrators as it allows various avenues of advocacy for other marginalized communities in
spaces they may not traditionally have access to.

The more one moves from a center, the more marginalized they become due to
intersecting layers of their identity. Lorde (1984) pens, “I find I am constantly being encouraged
to pluck out some one aspect of myself and present this as the meaningful whole, eclipsing or
denying the other parts of myself” (p. 120). Not participating in a racial or gender dominant
group as a part of their identity can lead to Black women being seen as “objects lacking full
human subjectivity” (Collins, 1986, p. S18). Suggs and Mitchell (2011) argue “to this end,
Black women were, in many ways, required to pursue an economic, political, and educational
space to share the burden of systemic racism alongside Black men in ways White women had
never been required” (p. 146). White women may experience patriarchy from white men yet
they can still bond over their racial background. Black men may experience racism from white
men yet they may still be able to bond over their gender. Black women have neither race nor
gender in common with white males, pushing them further from the center than white women
and Black men. Collins (1986) writes “unlike white women, they [Black women] have no
illusions that their whiteness will negate female subordination, and unlike Black men, they
cannot use a questionable appeal to manhood to neutralize the stigma of being Black™ (p. S19).
hooks (1984) writes “frequently white feminists act as if black women did not know sexist

oppression existed until they voiced feminist sentiment. They believe they are providing black
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women with “the” analysis and “the” program for liberation” (p. 10). Even if Black women are
able to bond with white women over gender, they may still experience racism from them. Lorde
(1984) beautifully illustrates:

Some problems we share as women, some we do not. You fear your children will grow

up to join the patriarchy and testify against you, we fear out children will be dragged

from a car and shot down in the street, and you will turn your backs upon the reasons

they are dying. (p. 119)

Additionally, Black women may bond with Black men over race yet they may still
experience patriarchy from them. Black women have been encouraged to continue in the fight
for racial equality but are deemed divisive when wanting to address issues of patriarchy (Collins,
2000; Lorde, 1984) and others such as “rape, incest, misogyny in Black cultural practices, and
other painful topics that might implicate Black men remain taboo” (Collins, 2000, kindle
location 3051). Collins (2000) further articulates:

In all of their lives in America ... black women have felt torn between the loyalties that

bind them to race on one hand, and sex on the other. Choosing one or the other, of

course, means taking sides against the self, yet they have almost always chosen race over
the other: a sacrifice of their self-hood as women and of full humanity, in favor of the
race” as cited in McKay, 1992, pp.277-278.

The above descriptions mimic the intersectional discrimination often experienced by
Black women given their “outsider” within status. Sesko & Biernat (2010) argue Black men are
often seen as primary targets of racism while white women are seen as primary of sexism, yet
Black women experience discrimination on both fronts but are rarely seen as targets of either.
Black women are a part of two oppressed groups, giving them a unique access into the group

while they are also excludes them from certain privileges of those same groups due to their race

and gender (Collins, 1986; hooks, 1984). This ability to partially participate and observe without
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disturbing the normality of the setting has underscored the need for Black Feminist Thought, a
framework fully inclusive of the racial and gender issues plaguing Black women. Black
Feminist Thought has long been (and continues to be) an advocate for Black women to share
their lived experiences as expertise concerning themselves while simultaneously dismantling
negative stereotypes typically associated with Black women such as “mammies, matriarchs,
welfare recipients, and hot mommas” (Collins, 2000, Kindle Location 1809).
Microaggressions

Robinson, Zigler, & Gallagher (2000), along with Galupo, Henise & Davis (2014) and
Stambaugh and Ford (2015) offer that individuals who differ from what is considered normal, for
example in race or ethnic makeup (among other categorical spectrums), are more likely to
experience microaggressions. For Black women (as well as Black men and other racial or ethnic
minorities), racial discrimination has morphed from the more overt forms (such as historically
offensive words, i.e., the n-word) to much more covert and subtle insults or microaggressions.
Sue et al. (2007) define microaggressions that target race as “brief and commonplace, behavioral,
or environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile,
derogatory, or negative racial slights and insults towards people of color” (p. 271). Grier-Reed
(2010) continues the discussion asserting “racial microaggressions create race-related stress and
can be described as the everyday, commonplace, and often ambiguous forms of racism faced by
people of color” (p. 182). Sue, Capodilupo & Holder (2008) argue that “racial microaggressions
cause considerable psychological distress among Black Americans and are manifested in nearly
all interracial encounters” (p. 329). Young, Anderson & Stewart (2014) assert that given the

subtleties in which microaggressions occur, they are often not recognized by one or more parties
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involved or they are denied by one party, further perpetuating the behavior (as cited in Sue,
2010; Hunter, 2011).

Racial minorities experience three forms of racially charged microaggressions known as
microassaults, microinsults, microinvalidations (Sue et al., 2007) in conversations, spaces and
environments with racially dominant groups. Microassaults are “an explicit racial derogation
characterized primarily by a verbal or nonverbal attack meant to hurt the intended victim through
name-calling, avoidant behavior, or purposeful discriminatory actions” (Sue et al., 2007, p. 274)
and can be considered as an overt form of racism. Concerning microassaults there is little room
for denial whether or not an offensive occurrence has taken place, with acts such as referring to a
non-white person by a historically derogatory term, ignoring people of color in service situations
and proudly displaying racially charged propaganda (flags, pamphlets, etc.). Sue et al. (2007)
refer to microassaults as “old fashioned” racism (p. 274) before noting under which conditions
they usually occur in public: when the perpetrator “(a) lose[s] control or (b) feel relatively safe to
engage in a microassault” (p.274).

Microinsults are “characterized by communications that convey rudeness and
insensitivity and demean a person’s racial heritage or identity”’(Sue et al., p.274) and even when
intended as a “compliment” may be received as an insult due to an assumption that “Black
individuals are not as intelligent or successful as White individuals” (Mercer, Ziegler-Hill,
Wallace & Hayes, 2011, p. 458). Other examples of microinsults include the act of alluding to
second-class citizenship of Black people, cultural superiority complexes held by non-white
persons, and the assumed criminality of Black people (Mercer et al., 2011). Sue et al. (2007)
describe microinvalidations as being “characterized by communications that exclude, negate, or

nullify the psychological thoughts, feelings, or experiential reality of a person of color” (p. 274).
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Examples of this occurrence can be assuming that all Black people in a particular setting know
each other and/or share a similar set of experiences and a non-white person asserting their
“color-blindness” (Mercer et al., 2011). Additionally, Mercer et al. (2011) posit that
meritocracy, or the belief that “hard work™ is the only thing necessary for one to be successful, is
a type of microinvalidation (as cited in Sue et al., 2007). Microinvalidations seek to diminish or
eradicate the individual experiences of people of color, ignoring the intersectionality of
historically marginalized and oppressed groups.

Racial Battle Fatigue

The subtlety of microaggressions (whether microassaults, microinsults, or
microinvalidations), make it difficult for whites to realize when they are occurring and “as a
result, it is easier for Whites to find other reasons for their beliefs and actions rather than
entertain the possibility of racial bias” (Sue, Capodilupo, Nadal & Torino, 2008, p. 277). Pie