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Introduction
A Necessary Space for Resistance



Ebonie  Cunningham Stringer and Geniece  Crawford Mondé


Only the Black Woman can say . . . when and where I enter, in the quiet, undisputed dignity of my womanhood . . . then and there the whole Negro race enters with me.



—Anna Julia Cooper, A Voice from the South

The writing of this introduction began in the virtual company of several authors whose words appear on the pages of this book. On Fridays and some Sundays, we gathered virtually for a communal writing circle. It may not be too far-fetched to surmise that much of the scholarship we produce and consume in the world emerges from time spent in isolated spaces, disconnected from the places and people who are our subjects. Even those who profess to study social life often do so with limited social interaction (Messner 2011). But for this project, a group of us decided to write in community. Together we wrote our separate chapters. We are scholars, practitioners, faculty, administrators, volunteers, activists, and much more. Yet we find a kind of solidarity and strength in knowing that within the symmetrical boxes that appear on our screen, a sister in another city, state, or country is grappling with her ideas and experiences, making sense of them through the Black Feminist frame. As Black women, we met and wrote as an act of resistance.

Writing is an act of resistance that sometimes feels like an act of Congress. To carve out space and time from our work, family, and communal responsibilities, to hear ourselves think, and fill pages with our untold stories so that our sisters and allies can hold tangible evidence that they are not alone—is resistance. Much of the work featured in this text provides autoethnographic accounts of Black women’s lives—a kind of writing that requires vulnerability and a sharing of the secrets we have been holding.1 I invited a brilliant, renowned, well-published Black woman academic to consider writing a chapter for this project because we’ve had many conversations about our experiences in the academy. She declined. Her reason: “I don’t know how to write like that.” Like this sister, many of us have been rigorously trained to edit our voices so as to give the illusion that our writing is “objective” and detached, as if this somehow makes us a trusted authority on a subject matter. In reality, we probably should not trust anyone who is detached from the worlds in which they are immersed. Many scholars care deeply about the people and topics about which they write, and it is that passion that drew them to that topic in the first place. Black Feminist epistemologies are not reliant on impartiality, but instead ask the question, “What can we learn when we finally take Black women seriously?” Answering this question honestly necessitates making connections to the lives, minds, and voices of Black women. This project has given many of us the gift of reclaiming and developing our voices and visibility in ways that reconnect us to our writing and ourselves.

Writing is a space for resistance. To spend time writing a chapter that may not “count” for professional productivity, tenure, or promotion because it falls outside the arc of our disciplinary traditions and the realm of white patriarchal epistemologies is resistance. And so, we rearrange standing appointments and meetings, place grading and assessments on the back burner, leave dishes in the sink, and add a little cereal to the baby’s bottle (an old Southern hack to help babies sleep longer) so that we can have time for us. The “us” is both ourselves and one another. We began our writing circles by checking in and setting individual goals for our writing time. While we spent most of the time writing, we took short intermittent breaks to process our thoughts aloud, share writing tips, and encourage one another to keep writing. We reflect silently and together on brilliant quotes from Black women writers and the Black Feminists who came before us: Zora Neal Hurston, bell hooks, Octavia Butler, and others. In doing so, we have found community and ease, if only for a few hours on a Friday or Sunday afternoon.

The sister-scholars featured in this book and beyond are brilliant, they are gifted, they are generous, they are nurturing, they are selfless and they are rising like stars in the academy, the marketplace, and on the world stage. While these are undeniable truths, it is also true that many of us are not well. While we were writing this book, on January 8, 2024, Dr. Antoinette “Bonnie” Candia-Bailey, Vice President for Student Affairs at Lincoln University in Missouri, died by suicide. In the months leading up to her death, her requests for accommodations to address anxiety and depression reportedly went unheeded by the Board of Curators. During a writing break one Friday afternoon, our writing circle processed and grieved Dr. Candia-Bailey, a Black woman that none of us knew personally, but all of us know all too well. Many of us have carried, and are carrying, the weight of psychological distress that comes with balancing the professional and the personal, fulfilling our dreams, doing our jobs, or sometimes just existing. We lamented for Dr. Claudine Gay, a Black woman who resigned from the presidency of Harvard University after just six months in the position, making hers the shortest tenure of any Harvard president. She did so amid allegations of plagiarism and antisemitism, as well as racialized threats and personal attacks. Claudine and Antoinette stand in proxy for Black women who exist across various spheres of life, enduring a daily barrage of assaults on our mental, physical, and emotional health without time, space, or permission to heal. Antoinette’s story foretells that if we find the strength and tenacity to cry out for help and support from the institutions and organizations we carry on our backs, our cries may be met with a refusal to see our bent backs and bowed heads straining under the weight of it all. This invisibility strangely and ironically coexists with a kind of hypervisibility in which Black women are “scrutinized but not recognized” or supported when it comes to their professional needs (Settles, Buchanan, and Dotson 2019) and accomplishments. Frequently the numerical minority in white spaces, Black women professionals’ visibility is often recompensed with extreme surveillance and critique. Their success, when recognized, is often rewarded with more responsibility without commensurate pay or recognition, especially when it comes to supporting and retaining colleagues and students of color. Claudine’s experience shows us that hypervisibility can result in our integrity, work performance, and worth being called into question by those whose credentials and experiences do not compare to our own. In the words of Congresswoman Jasmine Crockett, “evil [and] illogical [colleagues] . . . don’t even serve on my level [but] believe they have sway or authority over me” (Crockett 2024). The current U.S. presidential administration’s attacks on diversity, equity, and inclusion policies and protections are destabilizing bastions of safe space for Black women and other marginalized groups in government, education, the marketplace, and other institutions. In such times, Black women’s writing is a critical resistance. In fact, “writing can be a lifeline, especially when your existence has been denied, especially when you have been left on the margins, especially when your life and process of growth have been subjected to attempts at strangulation” (Mũgo 2013). As such, we write not only for ourselves but also for our sisters. We write for Claudine, Antoinette, and all of the Black women who are under duress without support or the ability to see a light at the end of the tunnel. We write so that Black women will be affirmed and supported in their resistance. We stand in solidarity with them. We are them.

Black women enroll in college at higher rates than non-Black women (NCES 2022a) and earn about 70 percent of master’s degrees and over 67 percent of doctoral degrees (NCES 2022b). Because of the significant progress that Black women have made and the critical role that they play in American education systems, they may not appear to be contending with serious challenges. However, America’s educational systems are often fraught with white supremacist and patriarchal pedagogies and policies that do not serve Black women or girls well (Morris 2018). Historically, these institutions have erected “intellectual and evaluative roadblocks” that can only be penetrated by those who acquiesce to homogenous and status quo ways of thinking and being (Howard-Hamilton 2023). Of additional concern are the sophisticated forms of gendered racism that may disingenuously promote antiracism and gender equity while all the while fortifying the policies and structures that act as culprits (Showunmi 2023). While these barriers may be unrecognized and unintentional, they are nonetheless real and have contributed to Black women historically occupying tenuous positions in educational institutions. Many Black women have developed psychological and behavioral coping mechanisms in response to these experiences. For example, Black students may learn to employ code-switching to ensure that their language and behaviors are deemed acceptable by white peers and instructors. This strategy is tenable given Patricia Hill Collins’ (2022) view that the ability to challenge power structures requires that Black women learn to speak multiple languages of power fluently and convincingly. Black students may also learn to avoid uncomfortable racialized situations through social distancing and remaining silent in the face of racialized offenses (House 2022). Black women’s mastery of these and other coping strategies may give the appearance that all is well. In reality, many Black women still feel like outsiders within (Collins 2022) white, male-dominated institutions. These sentiments are validated as disparities at the intersections of race and gender persist.

Black women faculty have noted that while they are generally well-liked and supported by colleagues in the beginning of their careers, when they seek promotion and advancement into leadership roles, they are regularly met with opposition and hostility from the same colleagues (Erete, Rankin, and Thomas 2021). Further, Black women spend twice as much time in the promotion pipeline as white men and women, and despite their progress, are still underrepresented in many facets of the academy (Howard-Hamilton 2023). While Black women academics experience job-related satisfaction, they are also experiencing stress around promotion and tenure, a lack of mentorship, feelings of isolation, the necessity of code-switching to secure employment, and coping with racism and discrimination on the job (Hall, Everett, and Hamilton-Mason 2012). They may also feel that their work is undervalued and unacknowledged (Gayles 2022; Settles, Buchanan, and Dotson 2019). Publishing scholarly work that centers the true experiences
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Notes


	1 There are two chapters, Chapters 2 and 11, that integrate interviews. These interviews have been anonymized to protect the identity of respondents.

	2 There is no single undisputed account of Truth’s 1851 speech. Various reprints of the speech use “Ain’t I a woman?,” while an 1863 reprint uses the phrase “Aren’t I a woman?” I use “Aren’t I a woman?” given the level of detail provided by Frances Dana Gage, the author of the speech’s account twelve years later, about both the speech and its reception from the audience.

	3 Socio historical archetypes of Black women dating back to pre-Bellum society include the Mammy, the Sapphire, and the Jezebel. Each stereotype strips Black women of agency, humanity, and individuality.
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