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Black Women Researchers’ Path to Breaking 
Silence: Three Scholars Reflect on Voicing 
Oppression, Self-reflexive Speech, and Talking Back 
to Elite Discourses

Abstract

Using bell hook’s notions of “coming to voice,” “self-definition,” and “talking back,” (1990) this Black Feminist collaborative 
autoethnographic essay documents the experiences of three Black women scholars conducting Black girl research. It draws 
from Black feminist traditions of honoring our lived experiences, truthfully relaying our challenges in the educational pipeline, 
and redefining the meaning of good research. In so doing, it resists monolithic and Eurocentric notions of research and dispels 
deficit ideologies about Black girlhood/womanhood prevalent in the academy. In relaying how the authors “made it over,” 
this work illuminates a path for future researchers interested in counter-hegemonic cultural practice. This essay is significant 
in both its methodology and implications, honoring the Black Feminist tradition of documenting culturally informed lived 
experience through storytelling, and presenting a collective sisterhood approach to resisting the marginalization of Black 
Feminist scholarship. 

Introduction

Black women attempting to conduct research on 
Black girls experience a multitude of issues in the acad-
emy. These issues are highlighted in the collection of 
literature from the Black feminist tradition documenting 
the struggle to legitimate the field. In reflecting on the 
work they have done, various critical Black women 
researchers have discussed challenges including invis-
ibility in the literature on girls, resisting the prevalence 
of deficit ideologies surrounding Black girlhood/
womanhood, creating a space to do nonprescriptive 

non-Eurocentric work with Black girls, and navigating 
research hierarchies to honor lived experiences of Black 
women and girls. The purpose of this paper is to give 
voice to the lived experiences of researchers attempt-
ing to further the Black feminist call to carve out space 
for authentic Black girl work and expression. For the 
authors of this article, the call to create, celebrate, and 
privilege Black girl cartographies is heavily rooted in 
the authors’ positionalities and experience-informed 
research on Black girls in the United States. Thus, we 
self-reflexively disclose that this writing foregrounds 
the experiences of Black women and girls in the U.S. 

Latoya Owens- United Negro College Fund
Erica B. Edwards- Wayne State University
Sherell A. McArthur- University of Georgia

L a t o y a  O w e n s ,  P h D 
is Director of Learning and 
Evaluation for the UNCF 
Frederick D. Patterson 
Research Institute. She is also 
an Instructor of research, 
measurement, and statistics 
in the College of Education 
and Human Development 
at Georgia State University.

Erica B. Edwards, PhD is 
an Assistant Professor of 
e d u c a t i o n a l  l e a d e r s h i p 
and policy at Wayne State 
Univers i ty.  Her  work  i s 
principally concerned with 
racial and gender disparities in 
school discipline with emphasis 
on Black girls’ educational 
experiences.

Sherell A. McArthur, PhD is 
an Assistant Professor in the 
Department of Educational 
Theory and Practice at the 
University of Georgia. She 
strives to shape the national 
conversation for educating 
Black girls, and educational 
practices for marginalized 
children and youth.



The Western Journal of Black Studies, Vol. 42, No. 3 & 4, 2018126

South, which does not fully account for our sisters’ 
experiences in other U.S. regions and transnationally. 
Still, we offer our work in solidarity with them and see 
our positioning as similarly related given the common 
thread of subordination at the hands of white supremacy 
throughout the African diaspora.

In order to best illustrate our experiences using 
Black feminist tradition in the academy, we use bell 
hook’s (1990) “Coming to Voice” to frame the authors’ 
narratives. Each author wrote one narrative that depicts 
their “coming to” experience as Black girl researchers, 
specifically positioned to “speak back” to the academy 
and “up” for Black women. The narratives reflect both 
the scholastic experiences that drew them to the work of 
education and the academic experiences and hardships 
that continue to shape them as adults. In this endeavor, 
it was critical to forefront personal experience to 1) 
uplift lived experience as a valid source for research, 
2) combat persistent invisibility; and 3) position Black 
women as experts on the Black girl experience. It is 
also our hope that our vulnerability in depicting our 
experiences assists other Black girls/women navigating 
academic spaces and encourages them to voice their 
own experiences.

In the academy, this work is designed to be a re-
source for those interested in using the Black feminist 
tradition to guide their work. We offer our reflections on 
the traditions that have greatly influenced our personal 
identities and missions in academia. This article, then, 
is an addition to a catalogue of work written to push 
back against the notion that increased distance from 
the work allows for more objectivity and thus valid 
research. Instead, we argue for a reclaiming of the nar-
rative about Black women and girls by Black women 
and girls using counter-hegemonic tools, including 
collaborative or community work and autoethnography, 
to resist and self-define. 

Review of the Literature

In Black Girlhood Celebration Ruth Nicole Brown 
notes that her work is formed partly from an attempt 
to make visible the experiences of Black girls, com-
menting that girls’ studies has “served to reproduce and 
perpetuate the invisibility of Black Feminism bodies, 
lived experiences, history, culture and theorizing” (p. 
x). Black girl researcher, Venus Evans-Winters, reflects 
on similar experiences in her scant findings of Black 
girls in the resilience literature. In Teaching Black Girls 
(2005), she notes:

The absence of African American girls in the 
resiliency literature presented the opportunity to fill 
a gap in the educational literature and to implement 
alternative theoretical approaches to the study of the 
interaction of race, class, and gender on educational 
experiences (p. 7).

Black girl researchers have found that when Black girls 
or women were mentioned it is often from a deficit per-
spective, and was not inclusive of the voices of Black 
girls or women themselves. In Black Feminist Thought, 
Collins (2000) reflects on her own issues grappling with 
the views of Black women purported by the academy, 
and her own identity. She explained that she struggled 
to self-define and replace the definitions of her life and 
the life of other Black women from the dominant group. 
Across disciplines, women researchers have taken up 
this cause to self-define and call attention to the impor-
tance of situated and fluid identities in anthropological 
work, pushing back against the idea of objectivity in 
research. In “How Native is a Native Anthropologist?” 
woman of color feminist anthropologist, Kirin Narayan 
(1993) proposes that each researcher be considered in 
terms of shifting identifications amid a field of inter-
penetrating communities and power relations versus 
fixated identities that are used to argue distance from 
the work, thus heightened objectivity. Her proposal 
supports the Black feminist pushback on the idea of the 
objective “outsider” versus the compromised “insider” 
in research. Similarly, woman of color anthropologist 
Faye Harrison argues for a reworking of the field of 
anthropology that is more inclusive of race and gender 
considerations, noting that historically anthropology has 
been enacted and used to serve the objectives of those 
claiming “outsider” status, while negatively affecting 
or presenting deficit views of participants. 

Other Black women researchers have noted this 
disconnect between what the literature said about Black 
women, and their own experiences. Evans-Winters 
(2005) offers “most of the literature on African Ameri-
can female students focused on pathology and deficits, 
like school dropout and teenage pregnancy rates” (p. 7). 
For many Black women researchers the combination of 
invisibility and deficit ideology, meant a devaluing of 
Black girls. Brown (2011) argues that narratives created 
around Black girls without their input fail to recognize 
their worth, value, and power. 

Many Black women researchers note their own 
experiences in school, community and other spaces as 
a motivator for resisting their devaluation. In a reflec-
tion on Black girlhood stories across the United States, 
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Brown (2013) writes that she’s doing the work for:

the beautiful Black girl in Minneapolis whose 
teacher turned the lie “you will never amount to 
anything” into a pedagogical practice; …all of the 
Black women and girls who died prematurely with 
the circumstances of their deaths too often unknown 
and unresolved; …girls, too many to be acceptable, 
are brilliant yet routinely disciplined into taking up 
less and less space…” (p. 3) 

Similarly, in reflecting on her own experience in school 
and the academy, Collins (2000) lamented “my world 
grew larger, but I felt I was growing smaller. I tried to 
disappear into myself in order to deflect the painful, 
daily assaults” (p. vii). Out of this need for resistance 
grew space for methodological approaches that not 
only included the Black girl, but respected her ways 
of knowing and being. This is a counterhegemonic 
space where language, methodology and skills gained 
from experiencing life as a Black woman, our cultural 
intuition, is valued.  Doing so answers Evans-Winters’ 
(2005) call to create:

educational and social science philosophies, 
methods, and methodologies that give voice to and 
empower urban African American girls (ourselves), 
and epistemologies and methodologies that invoke 
discourse centered on agency and resiliency while 
simultaneously enacting critical practice and urban 
education reform” (p. 13). 

It also develops space for Black women researchers 
to do work that Collins (2000) describes as activating 
“epistemologies that criticize prevailing knowledge and 
that enable us to define our own realities on our own 
terms…” (p. 292). 

However, Black women researchers acknowledge 
a continuing struggle to excel professionally and live 
up to the academic power structure, while honoring the 
collectives built with and for Black girls. In a discus-
sion of her journey to create Save Our Lives Hear Our 
Truths (SOLHOT), Brown (2013) reflects on her initial 
work in academic programs developed to support young 
girls of color, noting: 

It was not that I wanted to focus on the negative 
aspects of the work, but our inability to remain 
critical meant that we only heard, focused and 
celebrated what we wanted to see. The meaning 
made of our actions in such a contradictory context 
politicized explicit and implicit socialization 
processes of the program. As a speaking Black 

woman, I shared my observations and insight with 
those in charge of making decisions – and was met 
with resistance” (p. 160). 

Here, we Black girl researchers, offer our own stories 
of Black girlhood and womanhood to continue taking 
up the mantle set forth by the Black women scholar re-
searchers before us. Our aim is to empower, self-define, 
complicate, resist, and ultimately be free (Brown, 2013).

Theoretical Frame

Considering the multitude of challenges Black 
women researchers face in doing work in the Black 
feminist tradition, the purpose of this piece is two-
fold: 1) to document our experiences doing Black girl 
research; and 2) to illuminate a path for future Black 
girl researchers interested in non-racist, non-sexist, 
counter or oppositional work (counter-hegemonic cul-
tural practice). bell hook’s notion of “Coming to Voice” 
(1990) is used as a theoretical frame for reflecting on our 
experiences. In Yearning: Race, Gender, and Cultural 
Politics, hooks (1990) presents a framework for radical 
Black subjectivity making the case for Black women in 
the academy to: 1) break their silence about oppression 
2) develop self-reflexive speech; and 3) confront or talk 
back to elite discourses. This framework evolves from 
Linda Alcoff’s (1988) notion of combining identity 
politics with a conception of the subject as positional-
ity and conceiving of the subject as non-essentialized 
and emergent from historical experience. In the same 
way, this work presents three narratives that complicate 
identity “naming” and speak to the intersectional chal-
lenges, that is race, class, gender and sexuality, that 
Black women face in the academy. In Laura Alezandra 
Harris’s “Queer Black Feminism: The Pleasure Prin-
ciple” she discusses this feminist practice of talking 
back, and notes the political implications as she argues 
that self-identifications hold the power to “provide an 
antidote to the too often silenced but fierce clash of class 
and race and sexuality the emergence of these critical 
theories represents” (p. 3).

This work is situated within the Black feminist 
tradition, a theory encouraging researchers to begin the 
work by first giving voice to their own story. In this case, 
the reclaiming and documenting of our stories works 
against the Black girl hypervisibility and invisibility 
duality. The story is couched within the Black feminist 
tradition through:

1. Recognition of intersecting oppressions in 
the lives of Black girls (Crenshaw, 1989; 
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Collins, 2000).

2. Work grounded in activism and the transfor-
mation of women’s lives (Collins, 1998, 2000; 
Maparyan, 2012; Phillips, 2006).

3. The recognition of culturally informed lived 
experience through storytelling that supports 
everyday survival (Collins, 2000; Delgado 
Bernal & Villapando, 2002; Maparyan, 2012).

Methodology: Collaborative Auto-ethnography

This study uses collaborative auto-ethnography to 
examine our experiences as Black women in the acad-
emy who are determined to break silence, work through 
self-reflexive practice, and talk back to elite discourses 
(hooks, 1990). Collaborative auto-ethnography is a 
qualitative approach combining autobiographical and 
ethnographic methods to investigate self within group 
culture (Chang, Ngunjiri, & Hernandez, 2012). It also 
allowed us to combine our “autobiographical data to 
understand social phenomena” (Chang, Ngunjiri, & 
Hernandez, 2012, p. 37) in ways that resist the historical 
propensity to marginalize Black Feminist scholarship. 
This approach allowed us to resist the notion that we 
work alone and allows our experiences to function as a 
supportive and encouraging pathway for other emerging 
Black Feminist scholars. 

In the sections to follow, the authors reflect upon 
the ways in which we are committed to breaking silence 
in the academy. Each reflection describes the journey of 
a different author as they navigated the academic terrain. 
The first reflection discusses navigating the racialized 
and gendered terrain of the PK-12 education system, 
and acknowledges the significance of voice as a political 
tool. This narrative tells how, as a Black girl in predomi-
nantly White suburban educational settings, the author 
experienced systemic racism, sexism, and resistance in 
the education system that she was only able to address 
and ultimately resist after discovering scholarship from 
women of color. Resistance here is defined as efforts 
to self-define and speak back to and within marginal-
izing and oppressive educational spaces (Collins, 2001; 
Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001).  The second reflec-
tion discusses the significance of self-defining Black 
girlhood through the voices of Black girls. This narra-
tive defends doing the work of Black girlhood studies 
and community engaged scholarship against research, 
or academic critics, who support girlhood studies that 

are not racially inclusive and race studies that do not 
reflect the variance in gendered experiences. The third 
reflection addresses a personal experience with the 
devaluation of Black Feminist research despite its clear 
epistemological appropriateness and utilitarian nature. 
She demonstrates how dominant research frames make 
unfair assumptions about the credibility of embodied 
research practices. Thus, the final reflection calls for 
Black feminist scholars to identify with the tradition of 
perseverance in the face of adversity that has sustained 
our frame and field throughout herstory.

Voicing Oppression: LaToya Speaks

My research agenda has been engendered by my 
own experience coming of age in predominately white 
neighborhoods and schools as a first-generation Ameri-
can in Charlotte, NC. Upon entering graduate school at 
New York University, my first research project focused 
on exploring the reasons high achieving Black students 
choose HBCUs; I was struggling to understand my own 
experience and wondered if other students had similar 
experiences. If other students were having similar expe-
riences in predominantly white or even well integrated 
spaces I believed something needed to change. Thus, 
the trauma I experienced in schools served as a catalyst 
for me doing Black girl research and attempting to make 
change in education. 

My research since entering the academy addresses 
some key opportunities I feel were missed in my 
adolescence, including the opportunity to engage in 
discussions, express my thoughts, and use my voice 
in discussing my experiences in school. I was also 
not given the chance to be an active participant in my 
academic decision-making process. 

Though structural and social barriers were pres-
ent throughout my academic experience, I persisted 
both academically and socially throughout my K-12 
matriculation. However, there were psychological 
repercussions to my time in those spaces. I feel that 
my parents were not aware of my need for Black peer 
support to help me navigate the predominately White 
environment. While my mother modeled certain behav-
iors that I emulated to challenge oppression, there were 
various incidents when I feel I would have been better 
served by a peer support system. My K-12 experience, 
much like the documented experiences of other Black 
girls, reflects consistent incidents of being overlooked 
for positive recognition, being unfairly penalized for 
misunderstandings, and internalizing the traumatic ex-
periences of Black peers (Evans-Winters, 2005; Morris, 
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2007; Rollock, 2007). 
As a graduate student, I realized the negative ef-

fects of being precluded from speaking to these issues. 
As a child, I did not have the language to express my 
feelings about my early educational experience, and I 
was left with anger and a mistrust of educators. It is 
this intuition that I have gained from my childhood 
educational experiences that I used to support the Black 
girls that I work with as they find their voice and use 
the platforms provided to speak their truths. However, 
I have found that attempting to do this work within the 
academy has come with its own set of difficulties and 
feelings of isolation. 

Upon entering my PhD program, one of my first 
challenges was the championing of or a reliance on a 
more positivist notion of science for credibility. This 
posed an issue for the work that I had planned as the 
perspective contends that doing research that involves 
yourself or your perspective presents a conflict of in-
terest, ultimately undercutting the credibility of your 
work. This notion carried the belief that white men 
were better situated to do research on, rarely with, 
Black girls because they were most distanced from 
the research “subjects.” Those of us that wanted to do 
research with Black girls, treating them as full partici-
pants in their own experience with a voice that could 
benefit the research were seen as making “alternative” 
agendas that resisted the normative academic agenda 
or standards. Eventually, I came to embrace the Black 
Feminist and Womanist notion of pushing back or resist-
ing as I became more familiar with the work of Black 
feminists and the Womanists, who note that Black girls’ 
stories specifically challenge theories rooted in multiple 
oppressions by drawing on their own intersectional 
experiences in the education system reconstituting the 
meaning of intellectual discourse (hooks, 1989). Thus, 
I recognized my own need to address subjectivity and 
center participant voice as part of the Black Feminist 
and Womanist agenda. In dialogue, womanists use 
a method called recovery to reclaim the validity and 
importance of personal experiences. Phillips (2006) 
explains the womanist way of knowing further stating:

“Part of what Womanism is out to prove (often 
through the scholarship of recovery but sometimes 
simply through personal practice) is that everyday 
women of color (and similar people of all genders 
and colors) who do this labor are not backward; 
rather, they are incredibly forward-thinking and 
integral to humanity’s survival, despite their 
compromised visibility on the world stage and in 

the academy” (p. 12). 

However, as I began to embrace the Black feminist 
and Womanist theory, though I was participating in a 
social foundations and Women and Gender Studies 
program, there was no clear “place” for my work or 
interests (Collins 2001; Maparyan 2012). In my social 
foundations program, I found that because less Black 
feminist work had been done in the education space, 
most of the knowledge I gained that supported any 
cultural understanding or application of education 
or research did not focus on or failed to consider the 
nuances of gender and sexuality, focusing largely on 
normative notions of girlhood and womanhood, thus 
not inclusive of myself or my peers at many points. 
Similarly, my gender studies program was not inclu-
sive. The program, like feminism, was rooted in the 
experience of white women, so while the program ad-
dressed issues of gender and sexuality, the intersectional 
complications of race and class were missing. When 
Black feminism or Womanism was brought into the 
conversation or issues of race within feminism were 
addressed, they were not heavily resisted but always 
seemed like an aside. They were sidestepped for the 
normative conversation, and I personally also struggled 
with not fitting the feminist mold. Several programs 
failed to address the intersectional experience or what 
Wade-Gayles (1984) noted as the “triple jeopardy of 
Black woman” (p. 117). Crenshaw (1989) spoke to the 
exclusion experienced in efforts to find the voice of 
Black women in work or address Black girls’ experi-
ences, arguing that the “problems of exclusion cannot 
be solved simply by including Black women within an 
already established analytical structure. Because the 
intersectional experience is greater than the sum of 
racism, classism and sexism, any analysis that does not 
take intersectionality into account cannot sufficiently 
address the particular manner in which Black women 
are subordinated” (p. 58). 

Routinely, I felt excluded from feminist work as 
my experience and goals for my future work were often 
not in line with feminist’s notions of empowerment. 
This search for a “place” to do the work pushed me 
to seek out sisters and mentors doing similar work, 
versus an entire division. Once I found Black academic 
women also struggling to do similar work we formed a 
community sharing in research, reflections, and other 
pertinent information supporting each others’ success 
in the realm of academia (Brown, 2009; Evans-Winters 
& Esposito 2010). In terms of mentors and existing lit-
erature, it was pertinent to study the work and theories 
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developed from the struggles of women of color across 
the world in order to build a platform for my work. 
My institution, like many other institutions of higher 
education, do not offer a plethora of scholars of color. 
Thus, there were not a variety of academic women of 
color versed in critical feminist theories. However, the 
few academics who introduced me to critical feminist 
theories made a significant impact on my trajectory and 
overall academic experience.  

These experiences navigating educational spaces, 
along with the research literature on Black girls, has 
influenced me to further research Black girls’ educa-
tional experiences. My personal experience navigating 
intersecting oppressions in the education system has 
equipped me with both the theoretical sensitivity and 
cultural intuition needed to interpret and analyze the 
experience of similar students and become a Black 
girl researcher (Delgado Bernal 1998, 2001; Solór-
zano & Yosso 2002; Strauss & Corbin 1990). Delgado 
Bernal (2001) explains the notion of cultural intuition, 
highlighting the importance of the researcher’s ability 
to interpret the research with particular sensitivities. 
The author adds that personal experience includes 
both historical and ancestral wisdom; thus, cultural 
intuition includes collective and personal experience 
as well as community memory. For my work, cultural 
intuition created a space where both the researcher 
and participants could openly communicate, critically 
resist dominant scripts, and be empowered through the 
research process, all of which advance the strength of 
Black girls in the face of systemic barriers. 

This writing process and giving voice to my experi-
ence has been therapeutic and offered healing. In the 
same way, reading research studies on Black women 
with similar experiences (Tatum, 2003) and having dis-
cussions with colleagues has confirmed the consistency 
of these experiences for other Black women, and the 
need for us to tell our stories and serve as guides for 
young Black girls and women facing similar challenges 
in the education pipeline. This journey to my own voice, 
reaffirms my work to provide a platform for Black girls 
to discuss their own educational experiences.  Docu-
menting lived experiences and “remembering the pain” 
of living in the margins serves as an act of resistance as 
we are confronting pain and using it as a catalyst for the 
change that we would like to see (hooks, 1990, p. 215). 

Self-Reflexive Speech: Sherell Speaks 

My community-engaged scholarship is informed 
by the gender socialization I received through my fam-

ily and my observations as a classroom teacher. While 
there are many different experiences that aided in my 
self-definition, the following example illustrates how 
my own gender socialization fueled my passion for 
the equitable treatment of Black girls. I was raised in 
Atlanta with a brother, four years my senior. While he, 
my mother, and I were extremely close, what we were 
allowed to do, specifically outside of the home, was 
based on gender. I assumed that the curfew and par-
ties and ability to regulate his social schedule through 
adolescence would be the same for me when I became 
his age, but it was not. My social life was situated in the 
context that I was a girl and it was relatively unsafe for 
girls to live as boys do. I had to be more careful partying 
because I could be taken advantage of. I had to be home 
sooner because there was only so much available for a 
young lady at a certain time of night. On one occasion, 
having grown tired of the double standard, I asked my 
mother if we could talk and I expressed my needs and 
wants based on my experiences and maturity. This 
conversation revealed some hard truths for us both, but 
is a pivotal point in defining myself. What was most 
significant about our talk was how empowered I became 
being able to define my own Black girlhood, separate 
from my brother’s Black boyhood and separate from my 
mother’s Black girlhood decades prior. What became 
powerful for my mother was the realization that I had the 
ability to define myself for myself and I believe, in that, 
she knew I could not only survive but could thrive in a 
world that may not see me the way she does or the way 
she wants them to but that I would not allow the world 
to circumscribe meaning to me without my approval. 

In my experiences as an elementary school edu-
cator, I witnessed many opportunities and activities 
specifically for the boys in the school, including chess 
and mentorship. Opportunities for girls were almost 
exclusively relegated to after-school dance programs. 
When I began my doctorate studies I saw a similar 
trend; urban studies favored scholarship related to 
Black and Latino boys. For two years my courses did 
not include literature on or related to Black girls, so I 
began to search for texts on Black girlhood. From my 
readings and experiences, I pursued a research agenda 
centering and honoring the unique and complex lived 
experiences of Black girls. In this work I focused on the 
intersectionality of gender, race and class in the lives of 
girls of color in and out of school settings, and the role 
of parents and teachers in their identity construction 
and academic successes. While I greatly enjoyed the 
work with the girls and their expressions of self and 
sisterhood, I began to be confronted with pushback in 
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my choice to work with Black girls. The question: Why 
Black girls? was articulated on more than one occasion. 

Black women and girls have long had no say in 
the public definitions of Black woman- and girlhood. 
These self-definitions have always been in opposition 
to movements positioned to, in many ways, be inclusive 
of their experiences. As women of color in feminist 
movements and as women in Black movements, their 
unique racialized-gendered oppressions maintained 
the rigid oppressive structures in place around them. 
Elite discourses (discussed in the next section) work to 
maintain power relations that sustain racist and patriar-
chal ideology. Thus, it has always been important for 
Black women to resist. Part of that resistance is defining 
themselves for themselves. According to Collins (1998), 
“elite discourses present a view of social reality that 
elevates the ideas and actions of highly educated White 
men as normative and superior” (p. 45). Thereby it be-
comes important, as McArthur (2016) says, to “connect 
students’ histories, stories, and lived experiences” in and 
out of school spaces “so they can identify, deconstruct, 
and problematize the complexity of power relations 
operating in society. . .” (p. 362). Black people and 
women are left out of elite discourses, but this further 
impacts Black women and girls as they are not seen 
in the Whiteness or maleness of the dominant society. 

Johnson (2017) encourages us to consider what 
happens to the self when it does not recognize its own 
absence. Black girls are experts on their individual 
experiences. Listening to and opening space for their 
voices significantly advances the tapestry of girlhood 
and Blackness. In a time of profound social and politi-
cal climate change, youth are constantly renegotiating a 
sense of identity and agency. It is critical to their identity 
construction to have more say, the most say, in what 
Black girlhood is.  So, why Black girls? My agency and 
activism as a Black woman is to create spaces and open 
place for Black girls. Why Black girls? Because just as 
Black women are often excluded from racialized and 
gendered movements, as are Black girls and as long as 
I have a platform I will advocate that we listen to the 
unique lived realities they experience in inner cities, in 
suburban places, and in rural towns. 

Collins (1998) says that “for Black women as a 
collectivity, emancipation, liberation, or empowerment 
as a group rests on two interrelated goals. One is the 
goal of self-definition, or the power to name one’s own 
reality” (p. 45). Society has essentialized the identities 
of Black girls into one homogenous, false universal. The 
Black girl narrative is exclusionary, typically highlight-
ing inner-city African American girls. Black girlhood 

requires a complex analysis because they are not a 
monolith. Their identity formation is multidimensional 
and diverse. Collins (1998) goes onto say that “Within 
the framework provided by their historically consti-
tuted group identity, individuals take up and perform 
their classification in diverse ways” (p. 204). Within 
the after-school collective I co-created and facilitate, 
Beyond Your Perception (BYP), I have found that many 
of the Black girls I work with have been performing 
their classification; that is, living within the definitions 
of Black girlhood prescribed for them from society 
and the media. 

Beyond Your Perception is a culturally relevant and 
responsive pedagogical intervention that focuses on the 
racialized-gender identities of Black girls. BYP creates 
the space for Black girls to think through, articulate, 
and question their multi-faceted identities. Like all 
children and youth, Black girls are working to construct 
their identities informed by their social contexts, race, 
class, and gender, among other aspects of their identities 
(McArthur & Muhammad, 2017).  They deserve to see 
themselves reflected, authentically, in school curricula, 
on television and other media in order to “counter the 
stereotypes that haunt society’s collective consciousness 
about Black women and girls with genuine stories of 
Black girlhood” (McArthur, 2016, p. 365). I serve to 
disrupt that collective consciousness one iteration of Be-
yond Your Perception at a time; in working with Black 
girls to define themselves, for themselves, their lives 
will provide authentic reflections of Black girlhood. In 
breaking silence, coming to voice, and developing self-
reflexive speech, it is important that Black girls “claim 
authority of experience” (Collins, 1998, p. 48); foster-
ing dialogue with and among Black girls is significant 
to their identity construction. Mae Henderson (1989) 
stated that “It is not that Black women. . . have had 
nothing to say, but rather that they have had no say” (p. 
24).  Black girls are holders of knowledge and experts 
on their own stories. What becomes most significant in 
the exploration of Black girlhood is recognizing what 
we stand to gain by understanding the contexts of their 
lived experiences. hooks (1989) expounds on the im-
portance of voices of the silenced in saying: 

When we dare to speak in a liberatory voice, we 
threaten even those who may initially claim to want 
our words. In the act of overcoming our fear of 
speech, of being seen as threatening, in the process 
of learning to speak as subjects, we participate in 
the global struggle to end domination. When we 
end our silence, when we speak in a liberated voice, 
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our words connect us with anyone, anywhere who 
lives in silence (p.18).

Historically, Black women have been part of race and 
women’s movements that have aided in advancing 
society forward for everyone. Black girl work—pro-
viding space for their self-reflexive and self-defining 
practice—stands to engender more resistors to speak 
truth to power and liberate us all. Coming to voice, 
as stated by hooks (1989), “is a gesture of resistance, 
an affirmation of struggle” (p. 18). My gesture of re-
sistance is to respond to the oft asked question: Why 
Black girls? with intentional and deliberate community 
engaged scholarship that provides opportunities and 
platforms for Black girls to break silence; space for us 
to define ourselves for ourselves and, in so, finding our 
own liberation.

Talking Back to Elite Discourses: Erica Speaks 

I, too, cannot separate who I am from the work 
that I do. I was raised through an open adoption by 
a White woman which meant that on the weekends 
and for periods in the summer, I also lived with my 
working-class Black biological parents and siblings 
in Detroit. Though I was highly resilient and viewed 
my non-traditional, multi-racial family as “normal,” 
the imprint of the experience is marked indelibly upon 
me. I am acutely aware of the ways in which social 
inequality is produced and maintained in the intersec-
tions of multiple overlapping oppressions (Crenshaw, 
1989) in large part because I have never been able to 
untangle all of the “beings” that constitute my life. For 
example, I was raised in a Black and a White family, in 
class privileged and economically marginalized com-
munities, by educated and under-educated parents, in 
the city and the class “haven” of an incorporated town-
ship. I also experienced within-group tension as I often 
struggled to identify fully with both my Black wealthy 
and working-class friends.

To separate any of these truths about myself would 
be intensely violent. The struggle I experienced to make 
whole the disparate places and identities I called home 
inspired me to pursue a career toward racial justice. I 
want to create a world where people are free to be hu-
man, where the over-representation of Man (Wynter, 
2003) is brought to heel, and we live in the liberation 
that is difference (Lorde, 1984).

In other words, my own experience with Black girl 
liminality compelled me to be of service to the genera-
tions after me. Such is the creed of the Black Feminist 

tradition (B. Cooper, 2017). And, indeed, my experience 
as an educator and community activist made clear to me 
the many ways in which navigating urban Black girl-
hood in America remains a fragile experience (Miller, 
2008; Morris, 2016). When I started graduate school, I 
knew that I wanted to commit myself to writing about 
and advocating for the needs of multiply marginalized 
Black girls. Their experiences are situated in contexts 
of identity, place and socio-historical processes and as 
so, my coursework led me to explore scholarship prin-
cipally concerned with intersectional experiences and 
neoliberalism. As my thinking began to coalesce into 
a dissertation, my intention was to design a study that 
would add to the literature on Black girls’ strengths – 
even in the midst of situations that are replete with struc-
tural and personal challenges. Also, considering that my 
subjectivities as a researcher cannot be separated from 
my research, I knew that I needed a theoretical frame 
that resisted both fragmenting myself as a researcher 
and relying on pathology as the basis of my argument. 
As so, Black Feminist Theory was the most appropri-
ate paradigm to situate my work both because it is the 
frame that articulates my truth as a human being and 
because its liberatory conceptions fully accounts for the 
complexity of Black girls’ needs.

However, it admittedly took courage and the sup-
port of my advisor to delve deeply into Black Feminist 
Theory. Learning about the “paradigm wars” (Gage, 
1989) made clear that there are certain approaches to 
theory and research that are more valuable in academia 
than others (Brown, Carducci & Kuby, 2014). Out 
of fear that my choices in design would impact my 
prospects on the academic job market, I questioned 
myself about staying too true to my calling as a Black 
Feminist – even as doing so was theoretically sound for 
the argument I wanted to advance.

Critical race scholars and Black feminists have 
made explicit the ways in which critical and feminist 
theorists have disregarded the centrality of intersec-
tional markers of identity in human experience (Cren-
shaw, 1989; hooks, 1984). This scholarship has done 
much to create a theoretical home for researchers like 
myself, whose work is rooted in the Black experience 
and as so, cannot decontextualize the materiality of 
social constructions. Still, despite decades of solid 
research produced in Black feminist and critical race 
perspectives, we experience an unspoken tension in 
mixed company when we discuss the theory we use. 
On several occasions, I was made to feel that my work 
with multiply marginalized Black girls was “noble” or 
“heart-warming,” but not serious. 
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One particular experience illustrating this point 
stands out: after sharing my dissertation topic with 
a graduate student from another department, she re-
sponded by saying that I should consider becoming a 
journalist when I finish my degree because my work 
would never land me an academic job. She explained 
that in her department, doctoral students were trained in 
applied methods offering “tangible” results to schools 
and school districts – primarily because it is the frame 
in power (National Research Council, 2002; Ameri-
can Educational Research Association, 2006; Baez & 
Boyles, 2009). Grants, contracts, and jobs are most 
plentiful for those operating from positivist and other 
“objective” paradigms. Her training assumes that my 
ideas and theoretical frame are too subjective to be use-
ful in urban classrooms. What she, and her department 
fail to realize is that one of the core premises of Black 
Feminist Theory is utilitarianism (Collins, 2000). My 
dissertation was designed with the expressed intent to 
be applicable in the contemporary educational policy-
scape. However, because it does not erase me or my 
participants as beings who know in the context of 
multiple systems of domination, it is dismissed.

I studied the school re-entry experiences Black girls 
have after exclusionary discipline – a key experience 
in school-to-confinement processes illuminating the 
on-going role schools have in Black girls’ marginaliza-
tion. It was a comparative study using narrative inquiry, 
which is a methodological approach compatible with 
diasporic Black epistemologies (Fournillier & Lewis, 
2010; Amoah, 2013). The in-depth experiences of 
five Black girls were compared to the perspectives of 
administrators in the school district most had attended. 
The narratives elicited from the two groups were in 
contradistinction to one another and demonstrated the 
ways in which educators’ perceptions of Black girls’ 
disciplinary experiences are markedly different from 
the ways in which the girls’ (re)member them (Dillard, 
2012). By centering the girls’ voices, my study articu-
lates the ineffective and harmful effects of disciplinary 
approaches that educators take for granted as “caring.” 
The significance of this study and, indeed, its useful-
ness is clear. It adds compelling evidence to the body of 
scholarship calling for restorative and even abolitionist 
approaches to ending punitive exclusionary discipline. 
My colleague’s training, however, suggests that my 
study is somehow futile.

Black Feminist Research is part of a school of 
thought marked by the National Research Council 
(2002) as carrying “extreme epistemological positions” 
(p. 25). They frame large-scale, quasi-experimental 

research as the best frame to use without probing the 
ways in which certain questions do not lend themselves 
to this paradigm. How, for example, would a quasi-
experimental design make sense of my intersectional 
life experience? How does it account for the nuance and 
complexity characterizing the multiple ways in which 
Black girls are regularly mistreated, indeed, marginal-
ized in certain school settings? Black Feminist Theory 
disrupts methodological elitism by making room for the 
researcher as an embodied subject and by relaying the 
assumptions, principles and procedures that fully ac-
count for the social, political, and economic phenomena 
Black women and girls live. We are the experts of our 
own experience (Collins, 2000) and within contexts that 
do not hear or see the ways in which we resist oppres-
sion, our voices are critically needed.

As I enter the academic job market, it is very clear 
how difficult it will be to find a place for me, both as 
a Black woman and Black girl researcher. A number 
of edited volumes document the significant obstacles 
women of color face in successfully navigating the 
professional standards of academia (Matthew, 2016; 
Ladson-Billings, 2016); and a cursory search reveals 
that the number of assistant professorships available 
for scholars using positivist paradigms far outnumber 
those operating from different traditions. I, along with 
my sisters doing Black girl work, am up against a giant. 
Still, I will stay true to the frame because, as our fore-
mother Anna Julia Cooper (1892) asserted “I constantly 
felt (as I suppose many an ambitious girl has felt) a 
thumping from within unanswered by any beckoning 
from without” (p.34). If we do not do the work, who 
will? We will and must persist.       

Vivian May (2015) asserts that: “When one ac-
counts for historical Black feminist writings that in-
troduce matrix thinking, and examines their reception, 
what becomes clear is that, whether presently or histori-
cally, intersectional ideas have repeatedly been miscon-
strued or treated reductively” (p.11). I take heart, how-
ever, in the fact that our scholarship continues despite 
being marginalized under historical circumstances that 
linger, but were certainly more arduous than those we 
face today (Stewart, 1987; Wells, 1970, 1997, 2014; B. 
Cooper, 2017). In the neoliberal educational landscape 
where profit renders Black youth superfluous (Duncan, 
2000), it is imperative to the survival of the public insti-
tutions we depend upon to tell our stories in ways that 
fully account for the complexity of Black experiences. 
Elite discourses created in historical processes that were 
wholly dependent upon Black subjugation do not always 
offer the epistemological or theoretical insight to do this. 
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For this reason, I am reminded to heed the encouraging 
words of Maria Stewart. Speaking publicly in 1832, her 
call rings true today: “Many have desired to hear those 
things which we hear, and have not heard them; and to 
see those things that we see, and have not seen them” 
(Stewart in Richardson, 1987, p. 43). Whether in this 
time or another, we speak truth to power, for certainly 
there are those along with us who are working to real-
ize Black girl justice. Because of this, I will and must 
keep talking back. 

Conclusion

In the Black Feminist tradition, experience is hon-
ored as a way of knowing and learning. In this work, 
our endeavor is not to attempt to provide an outline 
for how to do Black girl work or become a Black girl 
researcher. This autoethnographic reflection of our ex-
periences is to highlight the support offered through the 
use and understanding of Black feminist literature, so 
that aspiring Black girl researchers can maintain hope 
for their own development and be encouraged. Addi-
tionally, this writing is the work of Black feminism as 
honoring our lived experiences, truthfully relaying our 
challenges in the educational pipeline and academia, 

References

American Educational Research Association (2006). Standards for reporting on empirical social science research in AERA 
publications. Retrieved from http://www.aera.net/Portals/38/docs/12ERv35n6_Standard4Report%20.pdf

Alcoff, L. (1988). “Cultural feminism versus post-structuralism: The identity crisis in feminist theory.” Signs: Journal of women 
in culture and society, 13(3), 405-436.

Amoah, J. (2013). Narrative: The road to Black feminist theory. Berkeley Journal of Gender, Law & Justice, 12(1), 84-102.
Baez, B. & Boyles, D. (2009). Politics of inquiry: Educational research and the “culture of science.” Albany, NY: State 

University of New York Press.
Bernal Delgado, D. (1998). “Using a Chicana feminist epistemology in educational research.” Harvard Educational Review, 68(4), 

555-583.
Bernal Delgado, D. & Villalpando, O. (2002) “An apartheid of knowledge in academia: The struggle over the” legitimate” 

knowledge of faculty of color.” Equity &Excellence in Education, 35(2), 169-180.
Brown, R. N. (2009). Black girlhood celebration: Toward a hip-hop feminist pedagogy. New York, NY: Peter Lang. 
Brown, R. N. (2013). Hear our truths: The creative potential of Black girlhood. Champaign, IL: University of Illinois Press.
Chang, H., Ngunjiri, F., & Hernandez, K. (2012). Collaborative autoethnography. Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast.
Corbin, Juliet, & Anselm Strauss. (1990). “Grounded theory research: Procedures, canons and evaluative criteria.” Zeitschrift 

für Soziologie,19(6), 418-427.
Collins, P. H. (1998). Fighting words: Black women and the search for justice. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.
Collins, P.H. (2000). Black feminist thought: Knowledge, consciousness, and the politics of empowerment. New York, NY: 

Routledge.  
Collins, P. H. (2000) “What’s going on? Black feminist thought and the politics of postmodernism.” In E. A. St. Pierre & W.S. 

Pillow (Eds.) Working the ruins: Feminist post-structural theory and methods in education (41-73). New York: 
Routledge. 

Cooper, A.J. (1892/2016). A Voice from the South. Mineola, NY: Dover Publications. 
Cooper, B.C. (2017). Beyond respectability: The intellectual thought of race women. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press.
Crenshaw, K. (1989). “Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A Black feminist 

redefining the meaning of good research, resisting 
monolithic and Eurocentric notions of research, and 
dispelling deficit myths of Black girlhood/womanhood 
prevalent in academia.



135The Western Journal of Black Studies, Vol. 42, No. 3 & 4, 2018

critique of antidiscrimination doctrine, feminist theory and antiracist politics.” University of Chicago Legal Forum, 1989(1), 
139-167. 

Dillard, C. (2012). Learning to (re)member the things we’ve learned to forget: endarkened feminisms, spirituality, & the sacred 
nature of research & teaching. New York, NY: Peter Lang. 

Evans-Winters, V. E. (2005). Teaching Black girls: Resiliency in urban classrooms. New York, NY: Peter Lang.
Evans-Winters, V. E., & Esposito, J. (2010). Other people’s daughters: Critical race feminism and Black girls’ education. The 

Journal of Educational Foundations, 24(1/2),  11-24.
Fournillier, J. & Lewis, T. (2010). Finding voice: two Afro Caribbean immigrant members of the academy writing ‘home.’ 

Studies in Continuing Education, 32(2), 147-162.
Gage, N.L. (1989). The paradigm wars and their aftermath: A “historical” sketch of research on teaching since. Educational 

Research,18 (7), 4-10. 
Harrison, F. V. (1997). Decolonizing anthropology: moving further toward an anthropology for liberation. Arlington, VA: 

American Anthropological Association.
Harris, L. A. (1996). Queer black feminism: The pleasure principle. Feminist Review,54, 3–30.
Henderson, M. (1989) “Speaking in Tongues: Dialogics and Dialectics and The Black Woman Writer’s Literary Tradition,” in 

Wall, C. (Ed) Changing Our Own Words. New York, NY: Rutgers University Press. 
hooks, B. (1984). Feminist theory: From margin to center. Cambridge, MA: South End Press.
hooks, bell. (1989) Talking Back: Thinking Feminist, Thinking Black. New York, NY: South End Press. 
hooks, bell. (1990). “Postmodern Blackness.” Postmodern Culture, 1(1). 
hooks, bell. (1990) Yearning. Race, Gender and Cultural Politics.  Boston, MA: South End Press. 
Maparyan, L. (2012).  The womanist idea. New York, NY: Routledge.
Morris, E. W. (2007). ““Ladies” or “loudies”? Perceptions and experiences of Black girls in classrooms.” Youth & Society, 

38(4), 490-515.
Ladson-Billings, G. & Tate, W.F. (Eds.). (2016) Covenant keeper: Derrick Bell’s enduring education legacy. New York: Peter 

Lang. 
Johnson, L. (2017). The Racial Hauntings of One Black Male Professor and the Disturbance of the Self(ves): Self-Actualization 

and Racial Storytelling as Pedagogical Practices. Journal of Literacy Research, 49(4), 476-502. 
Lorde, A. (1984).  Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches. Trumansburg, NY: Crossing Press. 
Matthew, P.A. (2016). Written/Unwritten: Diversity and the hidden truths of tenure. Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North 

Carolina Press.
May, V.M. (2015). Pursuing intersectionality, unsettling dominant imaginaries. New York, NY: Routledge. 
McArthur, S.A. (2016). Black Girls and Critical Media Literacy for Social Activism. English Education, 48(4), 462-479.
McArthur, S.A. & Muhammad, G.E. (2017). Black Muslim Girls Navigating Multiple Oppositional Binaries Through Literacy 

and Letter Writing. Educational Studies, 53(1), 63-77. 
Miller, J. (2008). Getting played: African American girls, urban inequality, and gendered violence. New York, NY: New York 

University Press. 
Morris, M.W. (2016). Pushout: The criminalization of Black girls in schools. New York, NY: The New Press. 
Narayan, K. (1993). How native is a “native” anthropologist? American Anthropologist, 95, 671-686.
National Research Council.(2002).  Scientific research in education. Washington, D.C.: National Academy Press.  
Phillips, L. (Ed.). (2006). The womanist reader. New York, NY: Taylor & Francis.
Rollock, N. (2007). Why Black girls don’t matter: Exploring how race and gender shape academic success in an inner city 

school. Support for Learning, 22(4), 197-202. 
Solorzano, D. G., & Delgado Bernal, D. (2001). Examining transformational resistance through a critical race and LatCrit theory 

framework: Chicana and Chicano students in an urban context. Urban education, 36(3), 308-342. 
Solórzano, D. G., & Yosso, T.J. (2002). Critical race methodology: Counter-storytelling as an analytical framework for education 

research. Qualitative inquiry, 8(1), 23-44. 
Stewart, M.W. (1987). Cause for encouragement: Composed upon hearing the editor’s account of the late convention in 

Philadelphia. In Richardson, M. (Ed). Maria W. Stewart: America’s first Black woman political writer. Bloomington, 
IN: Indiana University Press. 

Tatum, B. D. (2003). Opening the dialogue about race at school. In Sadowski, M. (Ed.) Adolescents at School: perspectives on 
youth, identity and education (36-49). Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press.


	WJBS 42 n3_4 Book 40
	WJBS 42 n3_4 Book 41
	WJBS 42 n3_4 Book 42
	WJBS 42 n3_4 Book 43
	WJBS 42 n3_4 Book 44
	WJBS 42 n3_4 Book 45
	WJBS 42 n3_4 Book 46
	WJBS 42 n3_4 Book 47
	WJBS 42 n3_4 Book 48
	WJBS 42 n3_4 Book 49
	WJBS 42 n3_4 Book 50

