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ABSTRACT 

 
This study examines variation in the cultural stereotypes African American women encounter at 

a historically Black university and at a predominantly White university and the possible 

differences in the stereotypes' effect. Prior research reveals a variety of “controlling images” of 

African American women in the society at large and at predominantly white universities in 

particular. A separate literature on HBCUs indicates many advantages for African Americans, 

such as philosophies that mirror the values in the black community, the high number of black 

faculty and administrators who cater to the academic needs of the black student population, and 

the large black student representation on campus that ensures that black students are not a 

numerical minority.   

An unexamined potential advantage is that racialized stereotypes about black women 

may be less pervasive or, if they exist, they may be less pernicious and emotionally damaging 

than on predominantly-white campuses. I interviewed 46 women on two campuses, one an 

HBCU and the other a PWI. The purpose of this project is to develop a deeper understanding of 

Black women's experiences in the college setting and to add to scholarly knowledge about the 

advantages or disadvantages for black women of attending these two different types of 

institution.  

Negative stereotypes of black women have old roots, but they still appear in modern-day 

public discourse. I examine six stereotypical images of black women: the angry black woman, 

the strong black woman, the bossy black woman, the Jezebel black woman, the ghetto black 

woman, and the respectable black woman. These images have nuanced descriptions that 

categorize black women by their race, gender, and social class yet are adaptations of the 

historical stereotypes of black women as the Mammy, the Jezebel, and the Sapphire. This study 
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has important policy implications. It can help us understand how stereotypes undermine black 

women’s efforts to advance. It also can shed light on the effectiveness of HBCUs compared to 

PWIs for black women’s experience of college life. Such insights may have boarder implications 

about improving black women’s chances of getting the most out of their education and preparing 

them for careers.   

Interviews revealed that women on both campuses encountered multiple stereotypes and 

that the HBCU was no more effective at protecting women from these encounters than was the 

PWI.   In regard to black women’s experiences, the “angry black woman,” the “strong black 

woman,” and the “bossy black woman” stereotype were the most pervasive on both campuses. 

Differences were found in how elaborated the stories were about the stereotypes on one campus 

or the other. For example, women at the PWI reported more vivid experiences of being 

stereotyped as ghetto black women while women at the HBCU reported more stories about being 

labelled as Jezebels. I conclude by describing how this research contributes to intersectionality 

theory.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION AND REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Stereotypes undermine racial minorities’ in their advancement in the boarder American 

society (Collins 1991; Harris-Perry 2011). Some scholars have examined how social institutions 

can maintain and perpetuate these stereotypes (Bian et. al 2017; Chavous et. al 2004; Constantine 

and Watt 2002; Dickens 2014; Donovan 2011; Fries-Britt and Griffin 2007; Harrison et. al 2009; 

Walley-Jean 2009). A growing body of literature has called for an analysis of different types of 

institutions and how they impact stereotypes about black women (Harper, Bridges, and Hayek 

2004; Holland and Eisenhart 1990; Jackson 1998; Smith and Moore 2000; Solorzano et. al 2000; 

Wilkins 2012).  

The college environment is one such institution, and it is possible that a majority-black 

college environment might shield black women students from stereotyping whereas a majority-

white college environment might not. A rich literature considers the advantage of majority-black 

institutions for the development of students. Some studies of students at Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) find that African American students perform much better 

socially and academically than students on predominantly white colleges and universities (Allen 

1987; 1998; Chavous et al. 2004; Harper, Carini, Bridges and Hayek 2004). The reasons are that 

these institutions emphasize values that resemble values in the black community, provide higher 

numbers of black faculty and administrators, cater to the cater to the academic needs of the black 

student population, and feature a large black student representation on campus (Allen 1987; 

Chavous et al. 2004). And while some argue that PWIs provide resources for their students 

(including African Americans) that are often lacking at HBCUs and they prepare African 

American students for inter-racial interactions present in the real world (see Allen 1987; 
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Chavous et al. 2004; Smith and Moore 2000), most research describes a different reality. 

Because the black student population at PWIs tends to be small, these students can feel socially 

isolated and alienated (Allen 1987; 1988; Shingles 1979) and may experience hypervisibility and 

the expectation to be the black spokesperson (Guiffrida 2003; Harper 2008; Harper, Carini, 

Bridges and Hayek 2004; Smith and Moore 2000).   

Responding to the call for scholars to consider the effect of differential institutional 

environments on stereotyping, this dissertation seeks to understand how African American 

women encounter variation in cultural stereotypes by examining the experiences of black women 

enrolled at a predominantly white university compared to those at a historically black university. 

This empirical investigation is theoretically important because it seeks to shed light on how 

college campuses reproduce or reduce social inequality, particularly by maintaining or 

undermining stereotypical images of black women. This study analyzes women’s experiences of 

the stereotype, their content, and women’s reactions to them.  

In the remainder of this chapter I describe six central stereotypes that are prevalent in the 

literature, noting how these stereotypes are mechanisms that affect black women’s individual 

development and experiences. The following chapter describes the methods. The next chapter 

reports the results of both tests of whether the campuses varied and the results of the analysis of 

women’s experiences of the stereotypes. I conclude with a discussion of what the results signify.   

This dissertation addresses the following research questions: (1) are black women at the 

HBCU equally as likely as black women at the PWI to experience or witness each stereotype? 

(2) how pervasive are the stereotypes on these campuses—are they rare or are they common, and 

(3) what are women’s experiences of the stereotypes? What is their content of the stereotypes 

and what are women’s reactions to them?  
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This research contributes to the work on the intersectionality theoretical framework, and 

more specifically black women’s intersecting identities. While several studies have documented 

the experience of black students at predominantly white universities (Allen 1987; 1988; Shingles 

1979), little is known regarding black women’s experiences at predominantly white and 

predominately black universities. My findings reveal that black women encountered six 

stereotypes (angry, strong, bossy, Jezebel, ghetto, respectable) that led them to consciously 

change their behavior and appearances so that they would not confirm certain stereotypes.  

What are Stereotypes of African American Women and Where Did They Originate? 

Historically, misrepresentations of African American women through the use of negative images 

have perpetuated racism against African American women in the United States. Although many 

black women resist the negative portrayals of themselves in mass media outlets, these images 

may hamper their personal lives and everyday interactions (Bany, Robnett and Feliciano 2014; 

Fries-Britt and Griffin 2007; Joseph 2016; Kretsedemas 2010; Reid 2013; Reynolds-Dobbs, 

Thomas and Harrison 2008). Black women represent two social groups that are associated with 

multiple negative stereotypes, i.e., being black and being a woman.  

Stereotypes about black women have been existence for many years. Initial images of 

African Americans originated during slavery to justify the institution and the treatment of slaves 

(Graham 2013). The oldest of these stereotypes, and the one that is perhaps the most recognized, 

is the Mammy character which is described as the faithful, obedient, domestic servant. She is 

often depicted as overweight, loving, and asexual (Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and Harrison 2008; 

Walley-Jean 2009). This image was created to justify the economic exploitation of house slaves 

and served as the representation for the ideal relationship between African American women and 

the majority culture (Walley-Jean 2009). Even though this image is not widely supported by 
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empirical evidence, this character perpetuates a myth of the content slave and depicted in mass 

media through films of servitude such as The Help, illustrating the pervasive influence of its 

image (Walley-Jean 2009).  

The Jezebel, or the woman of loose morals, is the opposite of the Mammy. This image 

portrays African American women as sexually promiscuous and exotic (Fear and Combs 2013; 

Walley-Jean 2009). The Jezebel character is portrayed as provocative, uncontrollable in her 

sexual desires, and immoral. She is oftentimes portrayed as a light-skinned mulatto woman with 

an hourglass frame (Graham 2013; Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and Harrison 2008). This image 

justified the sexual terrorism that African American women suffered from slave owners and 

overseers. This image allowed for the belief that African American women could not be raped 

because they always “wanted it” and subsequently the perpetuators of these crimes escaped legal 

or social sanctions (Collins 2004; Morton 1991; Walley-Jean 2009). This image has evolved into 

contemporary variations of the Jezebel, identified as “hoochies,” “freaks,” or “hoodrats” who are 

ever-present in hip hop and rap music videos (Fear and Combs 2013).  

The third and final well-known image is of the Sapphire, or the matriarch, which 

originated from a 1940s-1950s Amos ’n’ Andy television show (Walley-Jean 2009). This 

character was depicted as hostile, loud, bossy, and nagging. On the show, her primary goal was 

to emasculate her African American husband, casting African American women as overly 

aggressive and abrasive (Kretsedemas 2010; Walley-Jean 2009). This matriarch image holds 

African American women responsible for the social and economic failure of the African 

American family. That is, her willingness to assume the traditional breadwinner role, rather than 

discriminatory social policies and economic inequalities, has supposedly led to the emasculation 

and unemployment of African American men (Walley-Jean 2009). Her aggressive and 
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unfeminine demeanor causes her African American male partner to leave her or refuse to marry 

her, thus leaving her and her children in poverty (Walley-Jean 2009). Modern-day images of the 

Sapphire include the “angry black woman” depicted in reality television shows that reinforce 

negative stereotypes that target African American women. A well-known example is Omarosa 

Manigault on The Apprentice. The Omarosa character was widely criticized for reviving the 

Sapphire character by reinforcing the idea that black women have abrasive demeanors and 

cannot be trusted by whites and black men (Kretsedemas 2010). These images ignore the past 

and present social realities of slavery (which separated African American women from children 

and husbands), the overwhelming demands placed on African American women, and the 

resilience needed to provide for their families in a racist, sexist, and classist society (Walley-Jean 

2009).    

These historical stereotypes of black women as the caretaker Mammy, the sexually 

promiscuous Jezebel, and the bossy and loud Sapphire are the most well-known, but recent 

additions include stereotypes of black women as strong, independent, and respectable. Both the 

historically-based and the recent portrayals may affect black women’s individual goals, peer 

relationships, and overall personal experiences (Graham 2013; Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and 

Harrison 2008).  

How Do Stereotypes of African American Women Operate? 

In this section, I explain how stereotypes are formed and their consequences, paying 

close attention to Patricia Hill Collins’ (1990; 2004) work on controlling images. I then illustrate 

six stereotypes of Black women that may appear in my interviews.  

Controlling images, a term Patricia Hill Collins coined to point out how stereotypes are 

forms of oppression, are recurring symbols that normalize ideas about racialized and gendered 
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groups (Collins 1991; 2004; Wyatt 2008). As noted above, examples of controlling images for 

black women are matriarchs, mammies, and jezebels, images that make caricatures of their 

sexuality, bodies, and relationships (Chavous et al. 2004; Childs 2005; Collins 1991; 2004; 

Crenshaw 1993; Hunter 1998; Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and Harrison 2008; Settles 2006). 

Controlling images implement social norms around how racialized and gendered individuals are 

expected to behave, and they allow outsiders to create expectations about their behavior (Choo 

and Ferree 2010; Collins 2004; Wilkins 2012a).  

Researchers have found that cultural stereotypes manipulate how people view others 

regarding their race and gender. According to Mio, Barker-Hackett, and Tumambing (2006: 

147), a stereotype is “a generalization about a group or its members on the basis of their 

categorization.” Stereotypes strongly influence how people interact, communicate, and establish 

relationships with others around them (Fries-Britt and Griffin 2007). Since many stereotypes 

emerge from mass media, media outlets provide influential information that plays a significant 

role in constructing ideals about black women (Kretsedemas 2010; Reid 2013).  

Research has shown that recurring images also may influence people’s perceptions of 

stereotyped group members, especially when they have limited or no direct contact with the 

specific group (Bany, Robnett and Feliciano 2014; Chavous et al. 2004; Graham 2013; 

Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and Harrison 2008; Steele 1998; Wilkins 2012a). Since segregation is 

commonplace, many white people have little exposure to African Americans, and as a result, 

they may rely heavily on stereotypical images to make judgments of minority group members 

(Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and Harrison 2008; Wilkins 2012b). People in positions of authority 

in the labor market and elsewhere may act on such stereotypes in ways that limit advancement 

opportunities for African-American women (Kennelly 1999).  



7 

Stereotypes also tend to influence how we interact with one another. For instance, 

individuals formulate expectations based on stereotypes when they first meet someone and then 

treat the individual as if the expectations or stereotype reigns true. The individual may then 

respond to the behavior and reaffirm the stereotype and preconceptions, thus engaging in a self-

fulfilling prophecy (Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and Harrison 2008).  

 Stereotypes can be positive or negative. In present-day America, black women are often 

stereotypically portrayed negatively as sex workers, welfare queens, blue-collar service workers, 

and video vixens. Positive stereotypes of black women showcase them as strong, independent, 

resilient, respectable, and catering to the black family (Graham 2013; Livingston, Rosette and 

Washington 2012; Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and Harrison 2008; Rosenthal and Lobel 2016; 

Settles 2006; Thomas, Witherspoon and Speight 2004). Yet even positive stereotypes can have a 

negative effect in that they restrict black women’s range of expected activities. For example, 

research shows the deleterious effect of the strong black woman stereotype in the medical arena. 

African American women are less likely than white women to be diagnosed with mental health 

disorders because they are averse to revealing unhappiness and because of stereotype that black 

women’s emotions differ from other women’s (Beaubouef-Lafontant 2005). Thus, even positive 

stereotypes may inhibit black women’s freedom to become an individual woman separate from 

the stereotypes (Chavous et al. 2004; Rollock, Gillborn, Vincent and Ball 2011; Settles 2006).   

How Do Stereotypes Play Out on College Campuses?  

Controlling images are hurtful to African-American women’s sense of themselves and 

they affect how others treat them, as shown above. Regarding college women, research shows 

that stereotypes operate differently on HBCUs and PWCUs. Research also shows how college 

women in general cope with being stereotyped. In this section, I address these issues in turn.  
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The type of institution that black women attend affects how stereotypes impact their 

psychological and educational development. Researchers have compared black women’s 

academic and personal development at predominantly white universities and at historically black 

universities. One study found that African American women on historically black campuses 

reported higher levels of cultural congruity and life satisfaction and concluded that the reason is 

that these universities fostered women’s sense of strong feminist identity (Constantine and Watt 

2002).  

Chavous, Harris, Rivas, Helaire, and Green (2004) examined black men’s and black 

women’s experiences at a predominantly white university and a historically black university and 

found that in general the latter group experienced less racially stereotyped treatment in the 

classroom. Men’s experiences were worse than women’s partly because there were fewer fellow 

black men on either campus to offer social support, whereas the larger numbers of black women 

on both campuses increased women’s likelihood of finding social support to combat the barriers 

they confronted from racial and gender stereotypes. The authors suggest that black women at a 

predominantly white university experience their environment largely via their race category, 

while their sisters at a historically black university experience their environment through race 

and gender categories. Black women at a predominantly white university may deduce 

discriminatory treatment and stereotyping through feelings of invisibility from being ignored in 

academic settings, as opposed to black women at a historically black university who confront 

stereotypes of lower academic competence in the classroom setting (Chavous et al. 2004). 

Therefore, black women at historically black universities may be more likely to attribute 

discriminatory treatment or stereotyping as being a result of their gender (Chavous et al. 2004). 
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Black women students face the stereotypes and controlling images that surround African 

Americans as a whole along with microaggressions common on campus and often an overall lack 

of institutional support that may put them at a disadvantage in college (Solorzano et al. 2000). At 

the institutional level, black women often feel as if they are lacking support (Constantine and 

Watt 2002; Holland and Eisenhart 1990; McCabe 2016). According to scholars Dorothy Holland 

and Margaret Eisenhart (1990: 6), “schools maintain class, race, and gender structures…by 

supplying ideologies that mystify the systems of privilege in this society.” They reasoned that 

college women can oppose these ideologies and practices in school by using their autonomy to 

choose whether or not to accept them, and they found that in some cases black women students 

accepted stereotyped roles (Holland and Eisenhart 1990).   

Critical literature on college assimilation for incoming students illustrate that forming 

same-race friendships on campus and the college setting and environment positively impacts the 

adjustment for black students, in particular black women (Chavous et. al 2004; Childs  2005; 

Constantine and Watt 2002; Jackson 1998; McCabe 2016; Sterns, Buchmann, and Bonneau 

2009). These studies showcase how the type of institution and the campus environment may 

predict a positive outcome for black college women and lower their chances for encountering 

stereotypical depictions.  

Studies by McCabe (2016) and by Sterns, Buchmann, and Bonneau (2009), found that 

black students sought out same-race peer friendships when they transitioned to college. Black 

students in these studies (which centered on PWCs) created safe spaces by forming friendships 

with other black students through extra-curricular activities and through their residential 

dormitories (Sterns Buchmann and Bonneau 2009). The racial composition of the residence halls 

and their roommate’s race influenced their friendship group (Sterns Buchmann, and Bonneau 
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2009). In Connecting in College: How Friendship Networks Matter for Academic and Social 

Success, Janice McCabe (2016), noted that both interracial and intraracial friendships alleviated 

race- and class-based feelings of social marginality and social isolation. Friends of different races 

offered different types of support, such as academic and emotional support from other-race 

friends compared to social support from same-race friends (McCabe 2016). All types of support 

helped Black and Latino/a students academically and socially, enabling them to become involved 

on campus through their social networks (McCabe 2016). 

An Intersectional Framework to Examine Black Women’s Experiences  

Scholars have employed an intersectionality framework to understand how the 

combination of race, class, and gender produces results that can be quite different from what 

would appear if only one of the categories were operative. An intersectional approach insists that 

the effects of race, class, gender, or sexuality should be explored simultaneously in order to 

arrive at an understanding that is accurate (Choo & Ferree 2010; Crenshaw 1993; McCall 2005; 

Settles 2006). Research that assumes that phenomena operate similarly across these dimensions 

is in danger of creating a “mis-specified model,” since the effects may vary for people of 

different racial groups, sex groups, and other groups (Reskin and Charles 1999). For black 

women, their experiences may be influenced by a combination of their race and gender, as well 

as by other characteristics (Choo & Ferree 2010; Crenshaw 1993; McCall 2005; Settles 2006). A 

leading scholar on intersectionality, Kimberley Crenshaw (1993), noted that black women’s 

experiences are unique in that their race and gender intersect in three areas: structurally, 

representationally, and politically. She argued that black women often have a low position due to 

their statuses of being a “woman” and a “black person” and that as a result, the differential 

treatment they receive will differ from what a white woman or a black man is likely to encounter 
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(Crenshaw 1993). For example, politically, black women may experience some role conflict 

when trying to advocate for the goals of black people or the goals of women, as those can differ 

(Chavous et al. 2004; Crenshaw 1993; McCall 2005; Settles 2006). An intersectional framework 

captures the difficulties black women may experience that stem from the tensions of being black 

and being a woman (Chavous et al. 2004; Crenshaw 1993).  

This study adds to the intersectional framework by examining intersectionality in the 

institutional context. According to Hae Yeon Choo and Myra Marx Ferre (2010) a process-

centered model of intersectionality draws attention to context, and they suggest that using a 

comparative analysis focusing on interactions will help us understand how intersectionality plays 

out across contexts. Leslie McCall (2005) believes that process-centered models highlight how 

power operates across particular institutional fields. My study follows this tradition by 

examining black women in two different institutional contexts, and thus it uses the process-

centered model to examine how the institutional context affects the experience of stereotyping.  

African American Women and Six Stereotypes the Dissertation Examines 

Negative stereotypes of black women have old roots, but they still appear in modern-day 

public discourse. I examine six stereotypical images of black women: the angry black woman, 

the strong black woman, the bossy black woman, the Jezebel black woman, the ghetto black 

woman, and the respectable black woman. These images have nuanced descriptions that 

categorize black women by their race, gender, and social class yet are adaptations of the 

historical stereotypes of the Mammy, the Jezebel, and the Sapphire.     

Angry Black Woman. While many stereotypes of black women focus on stereotypes of 

their bodies as workers, as mothers, or as sexual beings, other stereotypes concern supposed 

personality traits. Black women’s personalities are stereotyped as angry, loud, talkative, 
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aggressive, and argumentative (Bany, Robnett and Feliciano 2014). These characteristics can be 

categorized as the “angry black woman” stereotype, which portrays black woman as being bad 

tempered, easily upset, loud-mouthed, aggressive, hostile, and bitter towards all whites and black 

men (Bany, Robnett and Feliciano 2014; Childs 2005; Kretsedemas 2010; Wilkins 2012a; 

2012b). The “angry black woman” stereotype labels black women as perpetually dissatisfied 

because they have a “chip” on their shoulder against a world that failed to protect and provide for 

them (Wilkins 2012a).  

The “angry black woman” stereotype can be seen in the Sapphire character described 

above. Nowadays, she can be described as holding an “attitude,” as in the expression of a “sista 

with attitude.” Her willingness to talk back and to respond in an aggressive and assertive tone 

brands her as loud-mouthed (Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and Harrison 2008). In short, the 

stereotype claims that “angry black women” are confrontational and difficult to work with 

because of their abrasive nature.  

She is particularly cantankerous towards black men, who are special targets for her 

dissatisfaction with her life situation (Wilkins 2012b). This stereotype has consequences to the 

extent that black men stereotype black women as being “too angry” about black men’s 

behaviors, including their relationships with white women (Childs 2005; Wilkins 2012b). 

Whereas the notion of “bitching” is race-neutral, “attitude” is race-specific and serves to discount 

black women’s emotions (Wilkins 2012b).  

The angry black woman is the antithesis of what is revered in stereotypes of white 

womanhood. White women are highly valued if they conform to stereotypes of being docile, 

virtuous, and quiet – the essence of femininity (Bany, Robnett and Feliciano 2014; Kretsedemas 

2010). The angry black woman is therefore unfeminine and unworthy of respect.  
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One result is that nonblack men consider her a poor choice for a romantic relationship 

(Bany, Robnett and Feliciano 2014). They found that Hispanic and Asian men excluded black 

women as dates because they perceived them as aggressive in personality and behavior, while 

white men excluded them because they deemed them as less physically attractive. My research 

findings illustrate how African American women experience and react to the “angry black 

woman” stereotype on the two types of campuses (see Rollock, Gillborn, Vincent and Ball 2011; 

Steele 1992; Walley-Jean 2009). 

Strong Black Woman. Expected to exhibit strength, independence, perseverance, and 

caretaking of loved ones, the “strong black woman” stereotype could be seen as positive 

(Graham 2013; Wilkins 2012b). It presents an image of black women carrying others’ burdens as 

their own, as well as being driven, capable, and able to succeed despite the trials and tribulations 

of life associated with their race and gender (Graham 2013; Wyatt 2008). This stereotype 

originated within the black community and has become more pervasive in recent years (Graham 

2013; Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and Harrison 2008). 

Several scholars have indicated that the strong woman stereotype promotes a 

stereotypical image of black women as “superwomen,” (an image originally applied to middle-

class highly educated, professional black woman; Graham 2013; Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and 

Harrison 2008). They are supposedly intelligent, articulate, professional, independent, strong, 

assertive, competent, talented, and capable of “doing it all” (Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and 

Harrison 2008).  

Criticisms of the strong black woman stereotype point to how the illustration of 

invincibility puts women at a disadvantage in regard to seeking help. According to the 



14 

stereotype, the strong black woman needs no assistance, since she has almost superhuman 

strength, protecting her from adversity (Graham 2013; Wyatt 2008).  

Another drawback to this stereotype is that it implies that it is impossible to over-burden 

strong black women, since they are overachievers who can handle large amounts of dissatisfying 

work. This stereotype thus sets the stage for the societal belief that it is acceptable to burden 

black women with demands (and terrible work hours and conditions). Finally, researchers 

mention that the strong black woman stereotype fails to acknowledge the entirety of black 

women’s lived experiences. It is a generalized distortion of black women’s survival throughout a 

history of adversity (Graham 2013). Despite the portrayals of empowerment, the strong black 

woman stereotype is negative for the reasons mentioned above and because it tries to convince 

black women they are able to endure any hardships life delivers their way (Beauboeuf-Lafontant 

2005; Collins 2004; Watson and Hunter 2016; Woods-Giscombe 2013). In this way, it maintains 

the status quo, encouraging black women to not question their position in life, even when it is 

unfair; instead they should just “buck up,” draw on their own strength, and deal with the 

adversity they face (Beauboeuf-Lafontant 2005; Graham 2013; Woods-Giscombe 2013).   

Bossy Black Woman. A woman of any race in a leadership position can be labeled 

“bossy” for her dedicated work ethic, toughness, outspokenness, competence, professionalism, 

and lack of empathy for her subordinates (Alon and Gelbgiser 2010; Dickens 2014; Epstein 

1973; Livingston, Rosette and Washington 2012; Thomas, Witherspoon and Speight 2004). The 

characteristics of a “bossy” woman may reflect masculine traits that individuals value in male 

leaders but disapprove of in women as leaders (Livingston, Rosette and Washington 2012).  

The term “bossy” can hold additional meaning when referencing black women. It reduces 

their character to that of “the crazy black bitch” (Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and Harrison 2008).  
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Such women are supposedly mean/angry, vindictive, unstable, demanding, intimidating, and 

extremely argumentative. She also makes unrealistic demands, holds too-high expectations of 

others, has difficulty maintaining relationships, and will do anything to achieve success (Epstein 

1973; Livingston, Rosette and Washington 2012; Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and Harrison 2008). 

In a team environment, a black woman leader can be depicted as the bossy, crazy bitch if she 

requires her team to achieve high goals (Livingston, Rosette and Washington 2012). Individual 

team members are quick to label her a bitch if she is assertive with them or if her demands 

appear to show her inability to work with others (Dickens 2014; Livingston, Rosette and 

Washington 2012). The bossy stereotype creates an expectation that simply by acting 

professionally, a black woman leader is acting inappropriately.  

Whereas white women pay a stiff penalty for being considered bossy, research by Robert 

Livingston, Ashleigh Rosette, and Ella Washington (2012) suggests that black women leaders 

did not necessarily experience this penalty in the workplace, allowing them to exert dominance 

as leaders. They speculate that the reason is that black women are expected to be bossy, and thus 

they—unlike white women–are not violating a stereotype. Although black female leaders were 

permitted to display dominance, the researchers mention that they could be severely punished if 

they made mistakes as leaders and those mistakes could be interpreted as evidence of 

incompetence (Livingston, Rosette and Washington 2012). Despite the downside, it is interesting 

that the bossy stereotype may assist in black women being able to “fit” into the role of a leader.  

Jezebel Woman. Using an expression from the Bible, scholars refer to the “Jezebel” 

stereotype of an oversexed black woman who is simultaneously portrayed as incompetent and 

unintelligent (since she uses her body to achieve success) (Collins 2004; Graham 2013; Hamilton 

and Armstrong 2009; Kretsedemas 2010; Reid 2013; Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and Harrison 
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2008; Rosenthal and Lobel 2016). The Jezebel character is provocative and sexually 

promiscuous, a seductive temptress who uses her sexuality as a tool for upward mobility 

(Graham 2013; Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and Harrison 2008).  

The image was generated during slavery when white slave owners had control over their 

black female slaves’ sexuality and reproductive activity (Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and Harrison 

2008; Rosenthal and Lobel 2016). Some scholars argue that the tempting seductresses stereotype 

rationalized white men’s sexual assault of black women (Collins 2004; Morton 1991; Omolade 

1993). If black women have insatiable sexual appetites, then they are not being violated; they are 

doing what comes naturally. Such a stereotype is a useful counterpart to the cultural construction 

of the asexual, respectable, middle class white woman. White women’s assumed lack of sexual 

desire and purity is made even nobler when framed by black women’s supposedly animalistic 

nature (Collins 2004; Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and Harrison 2008). 

Negative outcomes of this stereotype include having their peers scrutinize and judge their 

sexual activity, leading some to distance themselves from this classification by practicing 

abstinence and limiting their interactions with the opposite sex (Hamilton and Armstrong 2009; 

Wilkins 2012a). Laura Hamilton and Elizabeth Armstrong (2009) found that less-privileged 

women avoided the hookup culture in favor of romantic relationships because they feared the 

judgment of peers, while more privileged women were less fearful of being judged on these 

grounds. While that study is about class, not race, the findings of the low-power women fearing 

judgment for promiscuity may potentially apply to black women on PWCU campuses if they 

spurn casual sex due to the increased scrutiny by others.    

In the studies of Amy Wilkins (2012a), black women were perceived as less privileged 

(or “ghetto”) on the predominantly white college campus she studied, and because of this, they 
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sought to rectify this stereotype by presenting themselves as middle class through their 

independence and strength. There was a downside, however, to using this tactic. Being strong 

and independent contradicts the ideal way middle-class women are supposed to seek romantic 

relationships, making it difficult to find a romantic relationship (Wilkins 2012a). Black women 

blamed black men for their romantic independence, making the rationalization that black men 

preferred interracial relationships for the casual sex (Wilkins 2012a).  

This Jezebel stereotype can negatively affect black women’s relationships with men, 

especially white men. Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas, and Harrison (2008) indicated that black 

women in the workplace were hesitant to establish mentorships with white men for fear that their 

colleagues would sexually objectify them (Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and Harrison 2008; 

Wilkins 2012a). The hypersexualized stereotype labels black women as incompetent and 

underserving of their success because their credibility, authority, and skills are always questioned 

by others (Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and Harrison 2008).  

To ensure the stereotype does not harm them, black women often seek independence 

where their sexual freedom can be exercised rather than romantic relationships (Wilkins 2012a). 

Such a reaction reduces sexual agency, although it does grant cultural rewards by attaining 

respectability in the eyes of others (Collins 2004; Wilkins 2012a; Wyatt 2008). But the price of 

such moral respectability is high.         

Ghetto Black Woman. Some black women are labeled as “ghetto,” which means they 

are seen as misfortunate, violent, and highly visible to others around them (Collins 2004; Harris 

2003; Lei 2003; Morris 2007; Nguyen and Anthony 2014; Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and 

Harrison 2008). The ghetto stereotype tends to be someone who draws attention to themselves 
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through their abrasive behavior and abrupt actions. This stereotype has some overlap with the 

“angry black woman” stereotype in that both are said to be “loud.” 

Lei’s 2003 article, “(Un)Necessary Toughness?: Those "Loud Black Girls" and Those 

"Quiet Asian Boys," studied high school black girls whose teachers and peers characterized as 

loud and aggressive. Through enacting the “loud black girls” stereotype, black girls had greater 

visibility, and exhibited a sense of power, and disrupted the racialized gender norms of 

femininity (Lei 2003). Black girls described these behaviors as traits of a leader, whereas 

teachers saw them as threatening their authority and competing for control in the classroom and 

black boys saw them as unattractive (and the opposite of white girls, who they deemed “good 

girls”). Thus, Lei found that loudness was strategy of resistance. She also found that black girls 

could “code switch” their loudness in the classroom by becoming quieter and “calming down” 

(Lei 2003; Morris 2007). In short, both teachers and boys disciplined loud black girls so that they 

would not act threatening to white supremacy and the dominant masculinity (Lei 2003; see also 

Morris 2007 on the “loud black girl”).          

Black women actively resist the ghetto stereotype by seeking to embody a “classy” image 

associated with the respectable black middle class. Amy Wilkins (2012a) indicated that at 

predominantly white universities, white students assumed all black students were poor, leading 

to many black women trying to differentiate themselves from the “ghetto” stereotype. She 

concluded that middle-class black women befriended other middle-class black women so that 

they could hold one another accountable to acting out the norms of middle-class womanhood. 

The middle-class womanhood norms consisted of being calm-tempered, quiet, demure, and 

tastefully-dressed. Black women looked to other black women for validation that they met the 

expectations of middle-class womanhood so that their white peers would be more likely to 
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perceive them in that social class (Nguyen and Anthony 2014; Rollock, Gillborn, Vincent and 

Ball 2011; Wilkins 2012a). 

Respectable Black Woman. Society encourages black women to practice the “politics of 

respectability,” which refers to African Americans’ promotion of a calm temperance, neatness in 

personal appearance and in projecting an appearance of propriety, thrift, polite manners, and 

sexual purity (Collins 2004; Harris 2003; Higginbotham 1993; Joseph 2016; Wyatt 2008). The 

term was coined by Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham (1993), and its implications for social class 

were developed by Patricia Hill Collins (2004). According to Collins, such “politics” convey the 

behavior of the white middle class. It is both black working-class and middle-class women who 

seek to conform to this stereotype in order to be accepted by the white majority (Collins 2004; 

Joseph 2016). Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham’s book (1993) Righteous Discontent: The Women’s 

Movement in the Black Baptist Church, 1880–1920, described the work of the Women’s 

Convention of the Black Baptist Church during the Progressive Era. The goal of respectability 

politics was to reform an individual’s behavior as part of “uplift politics,” captured by the slogan 

“lifting as we climb.” These politics had two targeted audiences: African Americans, who were 

encouraged to be respectable, and white people, who wanted to ensure that African Americans 

were respectable (Higginbotham 1993; Saffin 2005). 

Scholars have stressed how the “politics of respectability” concept tends to reinforce 

status distinctions within the African American community (Harris 2003; Higginbotham 1993; 

McCall 2005; Saffin 2005; Settles 2006). Respectability established differences of social status 

within the working classes, leaving some out of the group of worthy, respectable citizens (Harris 

2003; Saffin 2005). The notion that respect is tied to behavioral decorum, sexual propriety, and 

neatness depicts a gatekeeping function of respectability in establishing an “entrance fee” in 
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order to attain the right of respect and the right to full citizenship (Harris 2003; Joseph 2016; 

McCall 2005; Settles 2006). Working class black women aspire to avoid the stereotypes, 

described above, associated with the working class, and the middle-class black women fear being 

thought of as working-class, and so their motivation is separation from this classification (Harris 

2003; Joseph 2016; Settles 2006; Wilkins 2012a).  

Studies of black students at predominantly white universities by Walter Allen (1988), 

Sandra Smith and Mignon Moore (2000), and Amy Wilkins (2012a) showed that white peers 

tend to assume black women are from working class backgrounds. As a result, black women tend 

to call for a separation between the social classes in order for whites to perceive them as middle-

class (Allen 1987; 1998; Shingles 1979; Smith and Moore 2000; Wilkins 2012a). In Walter 

Allen’s work (1987) indicates that black students at predominantly white institutions experience 

social isolation from white students and so feel less connected to the campus environment. Allen 

(1988) and Smith and Moore (2000) reported that blacks from middle- to upper-class 

backgrounds tend to socially distance themselves from low- to middle-class blacks.  

Amy Wilkins (2012a) closely examined black women’s experiences on a predominantly 

white campus and found that middle class black women intentionally distanced themselves from 

lower-SES black women to maintain the persona of the middle-class womanhood in front of their 

white peers. Black women are expected to uphold respectability politics in front of their peers. In 

the end, the “politics of respectability” undermines black women’s own ability to act as they see 

fit; instead they are expected to meet the expectations of appropriate behavior. Thus, the 

stereotype distorts black women as a group and invites judgment of their conduct by their 

onlookers (Harris 2003; Joseph 2016; White 2001; Wilkins 2012a).  
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CHAPTER 2 
 

METHODS 

Research Design  

Past research reveals that black women can be categorized by racialized and gendered 

stereotypes. More work from an intersectional approach is needed in order to understand how 

black women experience and cope with stereotyping. However, there is a paucity of research that 

directly examines black women’s experiences of stereotyping and its impact on their college 

development and none that I know of that compares PWIs and HBCUs in this regard. Besides 

contributing to theory, my research could matter to university administrators committed to 

creating policies and practices that enhance students’ experiences, especially considering that 

stereotypes can lead to negative treatment of some groups, which can hurt these student’s pursuit 

of a rewarding college experience.  

Research Questions   

I used in-depth interviews to answer the following research questions: (1) are black 

women at the HBCU equally as likely as black women at the PWI to experience or witness each 

stereotype? (2) how pervasive are the stereotypes on these campuses—are they rare or are they 

common, and (3) what are women’s experiences of the stereotypes? What is their content of the 

stereotypes and what are women’s reactions to them? 

Case Selection and Sample.  Data for this study comes from in-depth interviews with 23 

black women attending a predominantly white university and 23 black women attending a 

historically black university in the Southeastern region of the U.S. The first university, which I 

refer to as Southeast University, is a public research institution. The second university, which I 
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refer to as Southeast Agricultural and Technical University, was a well-regarded historically 

black college and university (HBCU). 

The 2016 enrollment at Southeast University was almost 42,000, and 55 percent of 

enrollees were women, 8.1 percent were African Americans and 9.2 percent reported two or 

more races. The retention rate is 91.8 percent, which factors into the graduation rate of 61.5 

percent students within four years. The percentage of in-state students is at 91.6. The percentage 

of faculty at the university is 19 percent Black, 5 percent Asian, 5 percent Hispanic, and 69 

percent White.  

The student body size at Southeast Agricultural and Technical University in 2015-2016 

was approximately 10,000 students, 64 percent of whom were women, 84.1 percent of whom 

were African Americans and 2.6 percent of whom were two or more races. This university has an 

83 percent retention rate and graduates 12.2 percent of its students after four years. At this 

university, in-state students consist of 87 percent of the student population. The percentage of 

faculty is divided as follows: 67 percent Black, 4 percent Asian, 4 percent Hispanic, and 17 

percent White.   

To address my research question relating to how views of cultural stereotypes vary by the 

social characteristics of black women on the two college campuses, I targeted a diverse sample in 

terms of college major and campus involvement. At Southeast University, 6 women were 

seniors, 9 were juniors, 6 were sophomores, and 2 were freshmen. Women’s majors ranged from 

social sciences to STEM, with a majority of majors being sociology and psychology. At 

Southeast A&T, 15 women were seniors, 5 women were juniors, and 3 were sophomores. The 

women’s majors ranged from journalism to occupational therapy, with occupational and physical 

therapy being the model major. Women at Southeast University came from various 
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socioeconomic backgrounds, with two reporting from upper class backgrounds, 10 reporting 

from middle class backgrounds, and 11 reporting from working class backgrounds. Women at 

Southeast A&T came from different backgrounds, with three women reporting from upper class 

backgrounds, 10 reporting from middle class backgrounds, and 10 reporting from working class 

backgrounds. Interviewees were asked about their parents’ education and occupation, and the 

social class they identified as (working, middle, upper) to answer questions about socioeconomic 

status. There were five women at Southeast University identified as RISE students in the 

Retention, Initiative, Scholarship, and Excellence scholarship program. In regard to race, all of 

the women self-identified as black. Information on year in school, majors, socioeconomic status, 

and university was obtained by asking questions about demographic information. Table 1 reports 

details on the sample.   

Interviews ranged from 30 minutes to 120 minutes, with a mean interview length of 54 

minutes. Most interviews were completed in one sitting. Each interview was tape recorded which 

allowed me to focus on the participant’s responses. Participants seemed comfortable with the 

recorder, especially since I had them sign consent forms before the interview began. Pseudonyms 

were given to ensure interviewees confidentiality. I paid close attention to how women were 

describing their college experiences and asked for specific examples of them witnessing or being 

stereotyped on their campus.    

Most interviews began with questions regarding the women’s perception of others’ view 

of black women in their campus environments. I asked them if they felt that they were 

stereotyped in the past and how the campus environment is for black women. As the interviews 

progressed, I had them complete the pre-interview questions (see Appendix B Table) which 

defined the six stereotypes and whether they had encountered them on campus. By 
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“encountered” I explained that I was interested in whether they had experienced it themselves or 

witnessed stereotyping happen to another black women on campus.  

I then turned to the interview guide, and allowed respondents’ answers to shape the 

direction of each interview, as recommended by several qualitative researchers (Charmaz 2014; 

Denzin and Lincoln 1994; Weiss 1994). For example, several women mentioned being 

stereotyped as Oreos when asked about the respectable stereotype, and so I pursued the direction 

rather than redirecting them so that we could strictly follow the interview protocols. This process 

led to rich data. I found that women at the HBCU were more likely to say that they had 

encountered most of the stereotypes listed on the pre-interview questions. At both campuses, 

even if they had not checked the “Jezebel” stereotype, I enquired about it, thinking that perhaps 

they might be unwilling to state on a checklist that this label had been applied to tjem, but would 

be willing to talk about it if asked directly. I found that women who said they had not 

encountered this stereotype were able to provide some insight into the prevalence of Jezebel on 

their campus.   

I noticed a pattern that appeared during the interview process. When I asked interviewees 

about whether they had been stereotyped as a black woman in the past, many said “no.” Yet, 

surprisingly, when I had them complete the pre-interview questions (see Appendix B Table), 

they indicated that they had encountered one or more stereotypes on their campus. It became a 

pattern of women initially stating they had not been stereotyped, yet they modified their 

responses after reviewing the pre-interview questions. Some said they had not realized how it 

had happened to them until they saw the list of stereotypes and realized that it had.  
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Role of Researcher  

As a black woman, I always have an interest in studying black women’s lived 

experiences and have been curious to see how they compared to mine. The qualitative research 

approach allowed me to learn more about an interviewee, and in the course of gaining that 

knowledge, it changed some of my assumptions. Starting out, my identity as a black woman gave 

me an advantage to relate to women I interviewed; therefore, I assumed that the participants 

would feel comfortable to open up to me during interviews. However, I experienced several 

apprehensions at the beginning of this research. First, I recognized that being a black woman 

who has attended predominantly white institutions could influence how my HBCU interviewees 

perceived my creditability and the validity of the research study, and so I tried to be sensitive to 

that possibility. I also was aware that because I had only gone to PWIs, my experience was 

grounded only in that venue. To rectify any potential erroneous assumptions, I had a semi-

structured, open-ended interview schedule which allowed me to have organized interview 

questions but also have the freedom to probe additional questions during interviews. I also 

assigned codes to the six stereotypes to use for the data but re-examined these codes and 

reviewed them to allow for additional codes to emerge once the data was collected.  

Second, I acknowledged that my role as the researcher could have me appear as the 

“authority figure” to the women interviewed. Interviewees could feel uncomfortable sharing their 

authentic experiences if they do not feel they could relate to the researcher. However, I used 

tactics such as colloquialisms and knowledge of popular, mainstream culture to connect to the 

younger millennial women. They acknowledged that I was not as far removed from the college 

environment that may be assumed since I am in graduate school.  
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Finally, I felt a responsibly to “get it right” for the black women interviewed in this study. 

I wanted to be sure to conduct of the interviews and undertake the analysis in a way that honored 

their experiences. This responsibility gave me the motivation to understand their experiences and 

build rapport with my participants.  

Data Analysis 

Coding Procedure. Once the data were collected, interviews were transcribed using a 

transcription company, Rev.com. Interviews were emailed to me within two to three days. My 

coding schemes transformed the pre-set codes of the six stereotypes (angry, strong, bossy, 

Jezebel, ghetto, and respectable) into a list of several additional codes. The list of codes featured 

pre-set codes and descriptive codes such as “anger as an attitude” or “no one is the leader.” The 

list of codes generated categories or pattern codes that helped distinguish certain interview data 

and grouped certain codes together under an umbrella of the pre-set codes. For example, 

“passionate defense,” and “anger as an attitude” were grouped under the anger pre-set code.  

Descriptive coding gave a categorical framework that separated women’s perception of their 

college experiences, accounts of experiencing the six stereotypes, women’s relationships with 

their peers, and stereotyping on the college campus. Once the codes were created, interview data 

were filtered and funneled into the one or multiple codes.  The qualitative software, NVivo 20, 

was used to organize and separate the data.  

Strategies for Validating Findings. It was helpful to review data that described 

women’s stories of stereotyping on their campus. Their perceptions helped guide my writing of 

the findings. As I reviewed the literature and collected my data, I paid attention to how the 

women’s examples and ideas related back to the research, and I continued to use a critical 

viewpoint. This study used in-depth interviews to examine how the institutional context may 
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influence the stereotypes black women may encounter and how it affects their personal and 

professional development.   
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Table 1: List of Participants by University, Year in School, Major, and SES 

University Year Major Socioeconomic 

status (SES)  

HBCU     

1 3rd  Political Science  Middle 

2 3rd  Pre-Medical track Middle 

3 4th  Occupational therapy  Middle  

4 4th  Physical therapy  Working  

5 4th  Physical therapy  Middle  

6 4th  Occupational therapy  Working  

7 4th  Sociology  Middle  

8 2nd  Journalism  Middle  

9 4th  Business & Theater  Upper  

10 2nd  Pre-Medical track  Middle  

11 3rd  Physical therapy  Upper  

12 4th  Public Relations  Working  

13 4th  Psychology  Middle  

14 4th  Physical therapy  Upper 

15 3rd  Interdisciplinary studies  Working  

16 2nd  Criminology  Working  

17 4th  Journalism  Working  

18 4th  Pre-Medical track  Working  

19 4th  Physical therapy  Middle  

20 4th  Occupational therapy  Working  

21 4th  Physical therapy  Working  

22 4th  Sociology  Middle  

23 3rd  English  Working  
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Table 1 continued 

University  Year Major  Socioeconomic Status 

(SES)  

PWI     

1 4th  Engineering Middle 

2 3rd  Pre-Law Middle  

3 4th  Sociology  Working 

4 4th  African-American studies Working 

5 2nd  Pre-Medical track Middle  

6 2nd  Biology  Working  

7 3rd  Human sciences  Working  

8 3rd  Urban Planning  Working  

9 1st  International affairs & Comm.  Upper  

10 3rd  Biology  Working  

11 1st  Social Work & Theater  Middle  

12 2nd  Pre-Medical track  Middle  

13 3rd  Sociology  Working  

14 3rd  Human sciences  Working  

15 4th  Occupational therapy  Middle  

16 2nd  Human sciences  Upper  

17 3rd  Pre-Law  Middle  

18 3rd  Engineering  Middle  

19 4th  Actuarial science  Middle  

20 2nd  Psychology  Working  

21 4th  Sociology  Working  

22 3rd  Entrepreneurship  Middle 

23 2nd  Social Work  Working  
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CHAPTER 3 

RESULTS  

Black Women’s Experiences of Stereotyping  

In regard to the first and second research questions, Figure 1 shows that women 

encountered all six stereotypes on their college campus, with “strong” and “respectable” being 

the most pervasive and “Jezebel” the least. Women at the HBCU experienced all the stereotypes 

with greater frequency, compared to women at the PWI.  

The second research question asked if stereotyping was common on the campus.  

 

Figure 1 shows that this was the case. 

 

Figure 1: Bar Graph of Stereotypes Encountered by Participants 
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The reminder of this chapter answers the second and third research questions by 

describing the themes that emerged for each of the six stereotypes.  

 Angry Black Woman Stereotype 

Sixteen out of 23 black women have encountered the angry black woman stereotype on the 

Southeastern University (PWI) campus compared to 19 out of 23 black women at the 

Southeastern Agricultural and Technical University (HBCU). Five of the Southeast A&T women 

and five of Southeast University women said they did not encounter the angry black woman 

stereotype on their campus.  

Based on the women’s stories, I have organized their experience of this stereotype 

according to five themes that emerged from the interviews. The first theme showcases how black 

women are misconstrued as angry, the second theme describes how black women use anger as 

their voice, the third theme describes how the stereotype appeared in interactions with men, the 

fourth theme illustrates another form of the angry stereotype, and the last theme details how 

black women challenge the stereotype by adjusting their mannerisms.        

Passionate Defense that is Misperceived  

The first theme is that many women said that their passionate defenses were mistaken as 

anger or aggression. When they stated their opinions, their audience criticized their tone, their 

word choice, or their approach to stating their opinions as being angry, even though the 

interviewee would not classify herself as angry or aggressive. According to two interviewees:   

The people I know who get stereotyped as an angry black woman, I think it's rough for 

them because we're expected to be angry black women about a lot of things and just 

because you're vocal about it something that you don't agree with or something that 

upsets you doesn't make you an angry black woman. – Shante, Southeast A&T  
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If you're passionate about something and someone isn't understanding, you may come off 

as being angry or aggressive, but you're honestly just trying to get your point across. – 

Christina, Southeast University   

Regarding their tone of voice, many women agreed their tone can be seen as abrasive and 

direct, which could hinder their communication during social interactions.  

No, because I'm not yelling, I'm not cussing nobody out. I'm stating my opinion 

emphatically, and if you take that as angry black woman, that means you're the one that's 

offended. I'm not offending. – Tonya, Southeast A&T  

Aaliyah agreed:  

What's really interesting for me with the angry black woman piece, it's funny, because 

other black women have told me I can be an angry black woman. That's interesting, 

because they're always telling me to watch my tone. – Aaliyah, Southeast University   

Women such as Aaliyah and Tonya feared that when they tried to state their opinions with a 

passionate tone of voice, they risked offending their peers. Many women suggested that having a 

softer tone could convey the same meaning in a more effective way and allow their peers to 

better comprehend their opinions. Katrina agrees that black women’s passion for expressing their 

opinions on specific topics can alarm people.     

Because I've noticed, too, that although we may feel strongly and passionately about what 

we're talking about, our voice may raise sometimes, like you raising your voice doesn't 

even get the point across. – Katrina, Southeast University  

Black women’s passionate defenses appeared during class discussions when they sought 

to educate people about the black experience. Having to defend their opinions, especially those 

involving the black community, to their peers proved to be a frustrating task for many. They said 
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they often came off as “argumentative” and “angry” because of their passionate defenses when, 

in actuality, they were only speaking their minds.  

I feel like people are afraid for an African American woman, even men, to speak their 

views. No one is angry. No one is mad. I want people to see that. People don’t see that. 

People see us getting angry about things and that’s not the case. – Elle, Southeast A&T 

Ashley believes that black women’s problems are not considered important by society, therefore 

when a black women expresses her anger and frustrations about her problems, the anger she 

displays is perceived as misplaced or unusual to others. She explained:     

It's just black women problems are not always perceived as problems. It just seems like 

being angry out of nowhere. – Ashley, Southeast University  

Katrina concurred:  

It's especially when you call somebody out on their shit, pretty much. And they're kind of 

like, “Oh, why are you so angry? Why are you so mad?” I'm like, “I'm not mad, I'm just 

trying to get my point across to you.” It's not like, we don't have to take it that deep. I'm 

not mad, I'm just voicing my opinion. As soon as you're right and you're kind of strong 

about your feelings, it's like, now I'm angry. – Katrina, Southeast University  

Interviewees said they became tired by educating the majority, in particular their white 

audience, since for the most part the majority group rejected their point of view. Those attending 

the predominantly white institution felt the need to defend the black communities and would thus 

enter into a “race debate” with their white counterparts:  

I don't think they're angry. I feel like it's like built up frustration of saying the same thing 

over again. Because a lot of times, in like a white class like about race, the white students 

won't see like the importance in how important what we're talking about means to us. 
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And it might just be a class to them but sometimes it goes deeper. We experience this 

every day. So I feel like that plays a part into why they think like, “She's angry or 

whatever.” She just knows this. This is like her life. – Katrina, Southeast University   

Olivia recollected an experience where she was informing a white peer on the injustices 

of black lives compared to other lives, but was silenced by her white peer saying that she was 

making “her problem bigger than what it is.” Olivia recollects:   

In one situation, a fellow white peer had made a comment about, I feel like ... not that 

blacks don't receive some injustices, but sometimes you make our problems be bigger 

than what it is. And I was like, “I don't think that's true at all. I think if you just look at 

the historical background of this country and you know what blacks have experienced, 

you can understand. We don't make things a problem; they are just a problem. There have 

been things that we have faced, injustices.” And she was like, “Oh, you don't have to be 

so angry about it. You don't have to show ... I get it, you're black and stuff,” and I'm like, 

“That doesn't even do it. I'm just letting you know, I'm giving you my personal opinion.” 

– Olivia, Southeast University  

As a result, black women like Olivia and Katrina felt that they were characterized as women 

known for creating controversy out of situations that do not warrant such a fervent response. 

Their passionate defenses were reduced to being the “angry black woman.” Tonya summed up 

the situation when she said she is labeled as an angry black woman “simply because I care.”  

Using Anger as a Tool to be Heard or as Honest Self-Expression   

The second theme is two parts. First is that sometimes women enacted the “angry black woman” 

stereotype in order for their point of view to be heard:  
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I learned that I might be mad, but I feel I shouldn't show how mad I am. When people 

say, “Oh, that's an angry black girl!” Yeah, but you listened to that angry black girl. If she 

was going to be a nice black girl, you wouldn't have taken her seriously. You wouldn't 

have cared what she said. You would let whatever she says go through one ear and out 

the other and nothing would have been resolved…. They [black women] are not taken 

seriously when they are calm. – Monica, Southeast A&T 

The other, more common reason, is that women were genuinely angry and reached a breaking 

point where they felt the need to express it. Tonya said that she only gets angry for “real 

reasons,” meaning she has to care deeply about the topic in order to become the “angry black 

woman.”  

I've been labeled as the angry black woman, but people who know me know that I only 

get mad for real reasons. If I'm not mad about it, that means I really don't care and I have 

moved on from the situation. – Tonya, Southeast A&T  

Two women echoed her sentiments: 

I do pretty well managing my temper and the times I do really blow up or really get angry 

about stuff, people are always very surprised, they're like, “Wow, El, I've never seen you 

get like that.” – Elle, Southeast A&T  

It’s like, no one’s mad for no reason. So, you had to do something to get a person to this 

point, and usually black women take so much. When we get to the point where we are 

playing with an angry black woman, we’ve already took a million things. So, we just 

explode. That one millionth and one thing… that makes us pop, so we pop. – Nevaeh, 

Southeast A&T   
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Neveah further explains that she reaches her breaking point when a man irritates her, her anger 

surfaces, and she becomes labeled as the “angry black woman.” Neveah remarks:  

You mad and you popping off, he is going, “Oh, you just an angry black woman.” But 

there's reasons behind it. We have a right to be angry, and at this point we shouldn't be 

carrying that anger on. – Neveah, Southeast A&T  

Thus, some women explained that they do not always show their anger, but when they do it 

commands the attention of those around them. Others described, in the words of Neveah, how 

they tend to “explode” when their patience has been tested repeatedly and they cannot retain 

their anger.  

Anger with Men  

The third theme indicates that most women conveyed that men were key perpetrators of 

the “angry black woman” stereotype. Several mentioned that they believe men perpetuate this 

stereotype with the objective of maintaining the power dynamics in interactions with women, in 

which they view women as subordinates who should remain silent and control their tempers.   

I feel like they [men] just want to target women and say, “Oh, you talk too much,” or, 

“You should hush. A man is supposed to be the one making decisions,” or something like 

that. Just feeling like a woman shouldn't even be vocal at all. – Christina, Southeast 

University  

It probably comes mostly from men, honestly. You see that a lot. “Oh, black girls are 

ghetto. They're loud. They're always mad, always angry.” Stuff like that. Especially the 

dark-skinned black girls get that a lot. – Amanda, Southeast University   

Katrina thinks that black men believe strongly in the “angry black woman” stereotype because of 

all of the media depictions of black women. Olivia concurs and says that men see it as an 
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unattractive attribute in black women, leading some black women police themselves to avoid 

portraying the image.  

They [black men] kind of believe it too. So it gets conditioned into their head, treat us 

like that if that happens. – Katrina, Southeast University  

I think it comes from both. I've definitely heard men say, “Oh, I don't want an angry 

black woman.” Media, and I've definitely heard women say, “Oh, you don't want to give 

off that angry black girl talk, that persona, because it's very unattractive to have that talk.” 

So that's definitely something that I've definitely heard, for sure, from both parties. – 

Olivia, Southeast University  

Several women suspected that men are intimidated and uncomfortable by strong women 

who speak their minds:  

Men don't seem to handle strong women that well so I just think it [angry black woman 

stereotype] mostly comes from men. I think it makes them intimidated and some men feel 

insecure about it. For most men, no I don't think they can handle that. – Elle, Southeast 

A&T  

When you demean a man, it hurts their ego. Men try to do whatever they need to do to 

build their ego back up. Women can take criticism or take it and leave it, call it a day. 

Even though they call women the more emotional creature, we're also more so 

emotionally able to let shit go. Men don't. They will hold onto it for years, literally. 

Literally. It's horrible. – Tonya, Southeast A&T 

As a man, he doesn’t have those type of emotions. He doesn’t really carry that hurt 

around with him. He perceives it as an angry black woman. Even when they talk about it, 

it’s like, “Oh yeah, she is like that too.” African American and Latino women are often 
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put into the same category when it comes to that because we are both the feisty, 

aggressive ones and the other ones [white women] are laid back and they’re cool. – Elle, 

Southeast A&T 

Aaliyah was the only interview who singled out white men:  

I think it stems from men, honestly. White men, if we want to be specific, I would say, because 

of them trying to keep up these certain roles people are supposed to have within society. – 

Aaliyah, Southeast University  

 Black Women with Attitudes  

The fourth theme that emerged was that peers labelled black women as “black women 

with attitudes” if they became aggressive in their tone, assertive with their words, or voiced their 

opinions. This was an expression that I did not explicitly ask about; women volunteered it. These 

descriptions emerged: 

Very aggressive and loud. She'll be the one to cause a scene. – Desiree, Southeast A&T 

Because people always think that black women have an attitude. It’s probably just her 

personality for some people. It’s always, “she has an attitude” or “she’s too opinionated.” 

– Alicia, Southeast A&T 

Sometimes my assertiveness is taken for aggression, and then I'm automatically 

stereotyped as the mad black woman. – Tonya, Southeast A&T  

Women who described that “black woman with attitude” variant said it was yet another way to 

label them as the “angry black woman” and diminish her emotions as a woman. Amy Wilkins 

(2012b) suggested that people saying “black women have attitudes” is a race-specific statement 

that serves to discount black women with emotions. My interviewees said this label applied to 
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them when people deemed them to be opinionated. Elle explained that freedom to voice opinions 

originates from childhood and being surrounded by other black woman who voice their opinions.  

As African American women, I feel like we are all very opinionated. All women are 

opinionated but I guess growing up in a household we have always been taught that our 

opinion matters and voice it. – Elle, Southeast A&T 

Alicia said that sharing their opinions is who black women are, at the end of the day.  

Black women are very opinionated and very vocal about our opinions. – Alicia, Southeast 

A&T 

Women with attitudes or who were considered aggressive defended themselves against 

disrespect:     

I'm definitely not aggressive, but I definitely am very open, as in, I will say what I have 

to say, and I have no problems saying it. I'm definitely very open-mouthed. I guess you 

can say I don't have a problem saying it. – Olivia, Southeast University  

Olivia continues:  

I might not say it in the angry black, like snap at you, where people automatically assume 

it comes from. But I will let you know, at the end of the day, that I feel like you are 

disrespecting me, and I will very much tell you in a very appropriate way how I feel 

about that. – Olivia, Southeast University 

Thus, the “black woman with attitude” stereotype they raised has much in common with the 

angry black woman stereotype. If she is opinionated she is classified as aggressive and assertive. 

As with the angry stereotype, these women did not accept the label and believed that it belittled 

black women’s emotions and was a response to them speaking their minds.     
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Coping with the Angry Stereotype  

The last theme to emerge from the interviews is that while a few women said that their 

calm temperament and quiet demeanor protected them from the stereotype and so they did not 

need to change their behavior, most women actively worked hard to not appear angry, quick-

tempered, argumentative, easily angered, or confrontational in social interactions so as to avoid 

the stereotype.  

I know I have a very short temper sometimes. Maybe if I dial that back a little or try to be 

more patient, then that label could be one that others give me. – Destiny, Southeast 

University   

Some women believe that their personality traits of being soft-tempered and calm explain 

why they do not experience the angry black woman stereotype on their college campus.  

I've never been labeled angry. I'm pretty easy going. If something happens that I would 

get angry, I'm more the type I won't argue with you, I'll just stop talking to you. I'll just ... 

silent treatment like, “Okay, whatever. I'm just done with you.” I don't like to argue. – 

Jazlyn, Southeast A&T  

Seen it more than experienced it. I do pretty well managing my temper and the times I do 

really blow up or really get angry about stuff, people are always very surprised. – Elle, 

Southeast A&T 

Other women who said they have quick tempers have learned to control their responses to 

situations. Many of their responses showed that they had given the matter a great deal of thought. 

Here are some representative responses:   

It was always, “You’re so combative.” “You’re so feisty.” Why is it always my fault? 

When you hear it so much! People find a reason for what you said or for what you did to 
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be wrong, you kind of start to think like maybe I could just bite my tongue. – Candice, 

Southeast A&T  

Actually it made me evaluate it myself. It made me think, “Okay, am I angry? Do I really 

have a problem?” Instead of saying, “Oh no, he's just thinking, I'm mad.” It made me 

rethink my character. – Gabrielle, Southeast A&T  

Even just looking back at how I was doing what I was doing, it made me think more of 

the delivery that I give. So now, I'm more solution based instead of focusing on the 

problem and bringing attention to the problem, I try and demonstrate my actions towards 

a solution and help build up the solution instead. So I would say that being labeled as an 

angry black woman actually made me think about, “Okay, how am I delivering my 

message,” and “What do I want to accomplish by doing this.” Then once I thought about 

that, I was like, “Okay. Maybe I can change up what I'm doing.” – Toni, Southeast A&T   

At times, even if I feel a way towards him or something he did, I try to just take it back 

and just be like, “Okay. Just don't say that then.” You know. I don't really care about him 

perceiving me as angry or all that. I do it more so for myself so you don't give someone 

that power... Cause they know when they irritating you. – Trinity, Southeast A&T  

I don't really like to argue and stuff like that, but I don't really take a lot of stuff. I just 

know there's a certain time and there's a certain place. So I do. Somebody might say 

something, and I just have to tell myself, “It's not worth it to say anything.” – Amanda, 

Southeast University   

Women like Candice, Gabrielle, Toni, Trinity, and Amanda monitor their behavioral reactions by 

mentally assessing the situation. They clearly gave a great deal of thought to the price they 
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would pay for displays of anger, and they seem to be glad that they engaged in thinking it 

though.   

Stereotyped as the angry black woman has deterred several black women from 

opportunities of advancement. Tracy states that she had to moderate her anger in order to receive 

certain opportunities that her anger blocks her from:  

Yeah, I've definitely changed my behaviors to kind of tone it down just because I know 

that I might not be given certain opportunities if I do that. But if I am pushed I will push 

back, because that's just how I am. I don't want anybody to step over me. But I'll do it in 

the most respectful way I can think of. – Tracy, Southeast University  

Tracy gives an example of a time she witnessed her friend succumbing to her anger when others 

discriminated against her. Tracy recollected:    

I've seen people like my friend, she's Puerto Rican, and there's the stereotype that they're 

very in your face, very boisterous, and so one of our supervisors was like, “Oh, she's 

going to go all Hispanic on me.” And I was like, “Oh my God!” And then she did, and I 

was like, “Why would you give in? Why did you give in?” She gave in. I was like, “No, 

you can't do that. You can't. Don't give in.” – Tracy, Southeast University   

Black women understand that when their anger is shown, they are automatically perceived as 

the angry black woman and their opportunities for success may be compromised. Therefore, they 

restrain their anger tendencies, even if their anger is valid and justified in that circumstance. 

Angela acknowledges this hindrance and observed a close friend protect herself. She expounded:    

It was just frustrating for me to watch on her face because she’s one of my more focused 

friends. She’s taking her LSAT in the fall. She’s already trying to take a class now and 

she knows which law schools she wants to apply to, but because of all these stereotypes, 
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they just infiltrate her life every single day. I physically see her taking breaths throughout 

meetings, throughout interactions because I think it’s almost like you have to prep 

yourself to get hit. It’s like, “All right let me breathe because you might verbally hit me 

and I still have to remain calm, completely calm even if I’m totally justified. Completely 

calm.” It’s just stressful for me to see it on her face because it’s obvious she works really 

hard but not a lot of people value it. – Angela, Southeast University  

Many of the respondents stated they physically and mentally shield themselves from situations 

that may incite their anger. Women like Trinity understand that remaining calm and collected 

could get them the results they desire from someone which brings another dimension to reasons 

for policing their anger in public places. Trinity mentioned:  

Sometimes you have to wind it back though, especially if you're angry about something 

and you're trying to get results with something. That person will sometimes have their 

guard up and won't give you the results you need because you're acting a certain way. 

They might call the police on you or something like that. Now that I'm getting older and I 

run into instances where I have to keep my cool to get the result ... They might not be 

doing what I need them to, right then. I just try not to get angry about it. I get angry, but I 

try to still hold my composure. Don't go cursing them out. – Trinity, Southeast A&T  

In sum, a few black women avoided the “angry black woman” stereotype because they tend to 

have the personality trait of being calm. But most had to work on it and learned to control their 

emotions in public.  

Conclusion 

Most of the women on both campuses said they experienced the “angry black woman” 

stereotype. The prevalence of the participants stereotyped as the “angry black woman” in social 
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interactions speaks to the significance of mass media portrayals, specifically the images of the 

“angry” stereotype. These images are adaptions of the Sapphire stereotype which illustrate black 

as loud, aggressive, argumentative, and angry (Walley-Jean 2009). Several black women 

recollected that this stereotype was easily placed on them by their peers or authority figures and 

they could not escape this stereotype because of its pervasiveness on their college and in their 

society. The women who experienced it believe that the stereotype misrepresented their feelings 

as being based in anger rather than in legitimate frustration. Many such episodes involved black 

men, who, the women said, were quick to label their female counterparts as angry or as having 

“attitudes” if they were seen as opinionated or aggressive in their tone. Many women avoided the 

stereotype by controlling their emotions or using their personality traits of calmness and quiet 

demeanor as a buffer for the angry stereotype.  

Although there was no statistical difference in the likelihood of experiencing the 

stereotype on the two campuses, the context did matter. At Southeastern Agricultural and 

Technical University, women witnessed other black women exhibiting the “angry black woman” 

in classrooms where women students would challenge the instructors about grades or course 

material, and sometimes critique the instructor’s teaching styles. These witnesses recalled that 

other students labeled the women as “angry.” Also, the HBCU campus provided black women 

the opportunity to interact frequently with black men and on this basis believed that the “angry” 

stereotype was mainly perpetrated by them. 

On Southeastern University, classrooms again were a prime place to see the stereotype in 

action, but in this instance the context was interactions with peers of other racial groups. Black 

women on this campus recounted times in classes where they would inform others about “the 

black experience” and were stereotyped as “angry” by non-black students. They felt that their 
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tone of voice, word choice, and opinions were questioned by their majority white audience, and 

they also felt that they had to prove the value of their opinions to this group.            

In the end, black woman believed that they had to police themselves in social situations 

where their anger could appear and could be labeled angry by their peers. Black women had to 

think about their responses before reacting to situations that produced feelings of anger on their 

college campuses. These women understood that their responses to conditions could be 

misinterpreted wrongly or taken out of context. As Destiny considers the consequences of the 

angry black woman stereotype, she discloses:   

Keep to yourself. No. Keep your opinions to yourself. People will take what you say the 

wrong way. Watch how you say it. Not what you say, but how you say it. – Destiny, 

Southeast University  

Strong Black Woman Stereotype 

Seventeen of the 23 Southeast University interviewees reported having been stereotyped as a 

strong black woman, compared to 21 out of 23 at Southeast Agricultural and Technical 

University. Only three women at Southeast Agricultural and Technical University stated they did 

not experience this stereotype, and only two black women at Southeast University stated they did 

not experience it.  

Interviewees described the strong black woman stereotype as uplifting yet often limiting. 

Some focused on how the stereotype gives women encouragement to succeed in hard times, 

while some focused more on feeling pigeonholed and encouraged to take on more work than 

necessary.  

I organized the findings according to several distinct themes that emerged from the 

analysis. The first theme is how they saw themselves or fellow women students enacting the 
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“strong” stereotype by virtue of being resilient, capable of “doing it all,” and independent. The 

second theme is about how they view this stereotype in a positive way, and the final theme is 

about how they perceive its downside in their own lives. 

Resilience  

A core characteristic of the strong black woman stereotype was her ability to bounce back 

and persevere through hardships in her life. Several participants described instances when they or 

their peers were stereotyped as resilient strong black women. Some of the examples centered on 

managing a tough course load. Kiara, from Southeast University, offered an example:     

A lot of people, with like the things that I went through, they would say I'm very resilient. 

So I don't let certain things faze me. The things I would go through would break someone 

down but as you can see, I'm not broken yet, and I still continue to push so with 

everything I do, I always push to, I guess, go beyond the limit. So, like as of right now, 

I'm taking seven classes on campus. – Kiara, Southeast University   

Aaliyah referred to taking five classes while also working two jobs and doing an internship as 

examples of her resilience, although she did admit to struggling:  

I remember once, I told some friends, “I just feel tired a lot. I feel mentally tired a lot.” 

It's pretty much normal around this time, because finals, people are burnt out and stuff 

and you're just carrying a lot on you. I work two jobs. I have an internship, I have five 

classes. It's a lot to juggle. Sometimes, you just need a break, but sometimes you don't 

have the opportunity to take a break. It was just a, let me just deal with this on my own, 

because clearly, ain't nobody going to help me. I learned how to deal with it on my own 

and how to get myself back up and build myself back up. – Aaliyah, Southeast University   
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One factor interviewees mentioned in regard to black women’s resilience is that they 

remain optimistic, particularly when the pursuits are difficult. An example comes from on 

Southeast Agricultural and Technical University, where student leadership was highly valued. 

Desiree’s example of a strong black woman was the person she supported fora position at the 

pinnacle of student leadership, who did not win the campaign. She recounts:   

I would have labeled someone else as strong. I was on someone's campaign team, and 

campaigning is really big at our school. Her name was Mia. She didn't win, but she didn't 

let it set her back. She's still making an impact on campus till this day. I would actually 

look up to her, because she's supportive of everyone around her. She's respectful. She 

didn't let that setback just stop her completely, because she's still pursuing what she 

meant to pursue. Throughout the whole campaign process, it was really stressful, even for 

me. I wasn't even running for anything, but it was just a lot. You were up late every night 

and just a lot going on, but she maintained her composure. She was stressed, but she 

didn't let it differ how she spoke to people. She was still happy, had a smile on her face, 

even when it wasn't her day. She just was a really positive person to be around. – Desiree, 

Southeast A&T  

Stephanie, also a student at Southeast A&T, offered another example of resilience stemming 

from an election campaign: 

Whatever duty she wanted to fulfill for the university, she still did it regardless of people 

liking her or not and trying to get her impeached and everything. They actually did try to 

impeach her. They were saying she was stealing money and using it for her hair and for 

her travel... I'm telling you, when it gets crazy here for politics, it's crazy! And she 

seemed to be able to overcome everything while that was going on. I would see it as 



48 

somebody having faith that everything is going to be okay in their being strong. So 

they're not dismayed by what's going on around them. They just have faith that it's going 

to be okay later. And I think that's behind a strong black woman. – Stephanie, Southeast 

A&T 

In sum, several women described having either been resilient or having witnessed it in others on 

campus. They described how the strong black woman stereotype positively affects black 

women’s trajectory by keeping them focused on their goals by not responding to reactions of 

mental and physical strain.  

Doing it All 

A second characteristic of the strong black woman stereotype was balancing a large 

number of responsibilities at once and being thought of by peers as handling the responsibilities 

very well. Women who described themselves this way classified themselves as a “Superwoman.” 

The main illustration of the “doing it all” classification of the “Superwoman” stereotype was the 

black women balancing a full class schedule in college along with other responsibilities and tasks 

that made it difficult to accomplish everything in a 24-hour day. Demetria described a fellow 

student who fit the description “hands down”: 

I have a friend at SATU right now and I know she's been pursuing a top position in 

student leadership for a couple years now. Yeah, honestly if she doesn't get it I just don't 

understand because she is engineering major, she's done a pageant, she's in student 

leadership. She went all the way to Washington, D.C. on behalf of SATU. She's founded 

the Women's Student Union at Southeast A&T. What else has she done? She's done 

textbook drives. She did textbook drives every semester for her residence's hall. The 

whole hall not just her floor. What else? Oh, she was a leader in an engineering 
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organization. And so I just feel like those ... and she's an engineer. It's like she's not just 

something that she has a lot of free time. But she just finds the balance and she's so 

welcoming and loving. I definitely see her as a strong woman. For sure, hands down. – 

Demetria, Southeast A&T  

For Demetria and other interviewees, choice of major labeled a woman as a strong black 

woman, since certain majors—especially STEM—were seen as more difficult and time 

consuming,  

I know several women now who I see as a strong, black women who are just doing what 

it is that they want. They're leaders of several organizations, in these hard majors, just 

balancing things out, and they're still so friendly and open. I just feel like when usually 

people have a lot on their plate they'll be stressed out all the time, be closed off. But no, 

they're still loving, opening, really welcoming spirits. – Demetria, Southeast University  

Comments about women’s ability to balance their responsibilities came up frequently, as in 

the last quotation. Gabrielle, too, focused on how her ability to balance garnered her the label of 

strong:  

One case was when they saw me doing everything at multiple times. Like balancing, and 

they were like, “I don't know how you do it, you're a strong, black woman to be able to 

balance everything.” I'm a double major. And then all the 1500 or whatever organizations 

I'm in, and then having positions in that. So, keeping a high GPA, and balancing school, 

or the extracurricular activities. I would take like so many credit hours where I would be 

up until 4:00 in the morning, and then wake up about eight or nine, and they'd be like, 

“How do you do it? You're a strong type.” – Gabrielle, Southeast A&T  
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One interviewee described how helpful it was to get a lecture on the need to be a strong black 

woman:  

It got to the point where I was just getting so overwhelmed and my professor, Dr. Jones, I 

had her two semesters back to back. I was missing assignments and I was explaining to 

her, “I don’t know if I can do it” and she was like, “Honey you need to free yourself. You 

are a strong black woman. I heard you give your presentations in class. Nobody cares 

about those excuses. You have to be twice as good to get where you are going. This is 

what you came here for. You came here to pay bills, you came here to go to school, and 

you came here to work. You came here to graduate. So, you need to do it.” It was more of 

an empowering thing. Like get-yourself-together-type-of-thing. A reality check! – 

Candice, Southeast A&T   

Several interviewees pointed to the problems that accompany the strong black woman 

stereotype. They complained that they were perceived as tireless in their work and not allowed to 

express feelings of being overwhelmed. Tracy gave an example:  

My previous job here on campus, our staff dropped from 12 to 3. It was awful! So I was 

basically doing a manager's job, but I wasn't getting paid for it. They're like, “Can you do 

this? Can do you do this? Can you do this?” I'm like, “Sure. Sure. I'll do it. I'll do it. I'll 

do it.” They'd get upset if I didn't get something done. And I'm like. “Well, I'm one 

person.” They're like, “Oh, but you got it.” I'm like, “I don't. I need help.” – Tracy, 

Southeast University   

Other women described how their strong work ethic proved that they were “Superwomen” but 

also meant they were taken for granted and not allowed to express their feelings of tiredness and 

frustration. Olivia, Angela, and Savannah, all students attending Southeast University, explained:       
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My friends have definitely said I'm a strong black woman just because I am involved a 

lot, I'm very dedicated to what I do, and I'm very committed to what I do, I love to be 

involved. I love to be social. I'm in a little bit of everything, so I've definitely got that. I 

feel like sometimes the fact that I have a strong work ethic, people think I'm that strong 

black woman persona, that I'm going to do it all, I can do everything, when I can't do 

everything. I'm still learning. I'm only 18! But somehow people forget that. – Olivia, 

Southeast University  

According to Angela: 

Often times when you’re in situations like this, you’re just like, “I worked so hard. I’m 

already tired. Stop putting all this weight on me!” I already have other things to do. I’m a 

biology student. I have to study. I work 20 hours a week for you all. I volunteer five 

hours a week for Service Scholars and then you’re telling me at the end of the semester, 

“You should take care of yourself.” That would have been relevant in the beginning. – 

Angela, Southeast University  

Savannah, too, felt the pressure:  

I feel like I sometimes have to either live up to that standard that I have to do it all, 

because I have to represent this positive black stereotype where I feel like sometimes my 

friends see me as that, and they don't really understand that I'm just doing it for me and 

not because of that. – Savannah, Southeast University  

The notion of the strong black woman being capable of “doing it all” was honored by 

interviewees, but many nevertheless were able to describe its disadvantages.  
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Independent  

The final trait that often arose in interviews was about the independence of the strong, 

black woman, both in general and in relation to men. Some women felt men were intimidated by 

their independence. Overall, participants did not regret their independent roles but instead saw 

them as a positive attribute of their strong black womanhood.  

 Several women remarked how their independence was demonstrated by refusing to ask 

for assistance. In particular, being in college where their lives were in a transitional stage, many 

were proud to be independent because it meant that they could handle their responsibilities 

without assistance from family, friends, or a male partner. Here are three women on the subject: 

I would classify myself as independent. I don't really like to ask for help ... I don't like to 

ask people for anything. That’s why I can do it by myself. – Desiree, Southeast A&T   

I'm just a “do it myself” type. If anybody else won't do it, I'll do it. And I guess they see 

us as being independent, like, “I don't need no man.” – Lynn, Southeast A&T  

A lot of times I’m like, “I want to do this myself,” or I’ll tell people what to do. A lot of 

times I think people are vocal about that like, “You can’t just let somebody help you,” 

type of thing. I just want to open the door for myself.  Yeah, I think it’s more of the idea 

that they probably thought of me as the person who can’t receive help from people. It’s 

like, “Oh, you have to do everything by yourself.” I’m like, “I don’t, but I try to.” – 

Tiffany, Southeast University   

The women were quick to describe how not needing a man’s assistance was taken to mean 

that they were “male bashing.” Kiara explained: 

Others may see it as a negative because the whole typical thing of being strong is like, 

“We're too independent, we could do things on our own, we don't need a man.” But as I 
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see it, I don't think it's us not needing a man or us not being able to do it. It is that like, 

“Let us do it on our own.” But if we do need help, we can always reach out for help and 

use the resources that we have. – Kiara, Southeast University   

Some women described how men judged their independence negatively, felt intimidated by their 

independence, could not support their desire to be independent, and judged such women to be 

unattractive. Tracy speculated:   

I think a lot of men in our own race don't like black women, or are turned off by it, which 

is crazy to me! What about your mom? What about your sisters? I think it's just because it 

might be a sort of intimidation thing, of, “Oh, she doesn't really need me but I need her.” 

And maybe it's like that power dynamic... The man's supposed to have more dominance 

in the relationship, so if the woman's more dominant, a man is not going to feel as 

masculine. A lot of black women going to call a man out if they do something wrong, 

which you should. And so I think that's also something. – Tracy, Southeast University  

Tracy thinks that because black women hold black men accountable for their actions, it leaves 

black men feeling less masculine and as having less power in the relationship. She went on to 

assess the effect of women’s independence on dating opportunities at her PWI campus: 

I think in a dating realm, it's definitely a negative because a lot of men will get 

intimidated. I know the dating scene on campus for black women, it's not that great. – 

Tracy, Southeast University  

Another PWI student, Tiara details a story of a friend who believed her achievements led to a 

date’s sense of discomfort:  

One of my friends, and this is through Tinder, so it wasn't even someone she felt a full 

connection with… She has her own business and she's my age and so the guy was saying 
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like, “Wow, you have your own business. That's awesome.” She was like, “Yeah, I've 

been having it for like a year now so I'm really proud of it.” Midway through whatever 

the next conversation was, he brought it back up again. He was like, “I'm sorry, I'm just 

really curious, how do you have your own business? How are you balancing this?” She 

was like, “I don't know, I just kind of do.” She almost felt uncomfortable, “Why are we 

talking about this again? It's just something I do but it's not my whole me. That's a part of 

me.” When she told me about that, I'm just like, “That's crazy.” You can't even tell them 

about your life, without it being like “Oh, you're too much.” – Tiara, Southeast 

University   

Katrina was not quite sure how to take a man’s compliment about being a strong woman:  

I was talking to this guy. And we were watching the movie Get Rich or Die Trying, and 

you know the woman like takes care of 50 Cent when he like gets shot? He's like, “She 

reminds me of you.” And I'm like, “How?” And he's like, “Because she takes care of her 

man and she's strong.” I was like, “I'll take that as a compliment.” Being like getting 

things done and everything. – Katrina, Southeast University   

One interviewee pointed out how people can sometimes confuse independence with more 

negative traits, as she saw happen to black women professors:  

I've had some professors. They're very independent. They're very strong women, but just 

because they're independent doesn't mean that they're the typical bitter, angry, 

independent black woman. Plenty of them have been happily married. Just because you 

want to be independent doesn't mean you have to be so angry, have such a hard exterior. 

But I understand where people are coming from with that, because you don't want to 



55 

allow your guards to go down and then you get sabotaged and find that all this hard work 

that you did is for nothing. – Porsche, Southeast A&T  

In sum, women appreciated others labelling them independent and mostly defined 

independence as a positive aspect of their personalities. Some did point to how others, however, 

particularly men, did not always see it in a positive light. 

Women’s Assessment of the Strong Black Woman Stereotype  

The strong black woman stereotype was viewed positively and negatively by black 

women in this study. I address each orientation in turn.  

Most women felt that the strong black woman stereotype empowers them to persevere 

during difficult times, and they liked that the stereotype characterizes them as competent, 

intelligent, and able to get things done, and they enjoyed feeling that their strength inspires 

others to endure their own trials. Here are some comments that express their sentiments:  

I think with the stereotype it makes you feel kind of empowered. People see you as strong 

and people see you as someone who can take on a lot and still be able to go on with their 

lives. Like they can move forward despite what's being thrown at them. So, the question 

was “Is it a positive?” “It's really empowering to be able to be told you're strong. – 

Chelsea, Southeast University  

Yes, I feel like it empowers me to know that I can do anything I put my mind to. And that 

whatever happens, knowing that I've at least taken that risk to go and explore whatever 

that thing is. – Makayla, Southeast University  

I feel like it reminds me to be that person that everyone else inspires you to be or wants 

you to be. I feel like the black community wants women to understand that. I feel like it's 

a positive thing to be reminded of it. – Destiny, Southeast University  
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I feel like yes. In history, there's always been women who've broken boundaries, so it 

gives you an idea that you can accomplish certain things that haven't been done before. It 

gives you someone to look up to, a role model. So I feel like yes, there is positivity that 

can come from the idea of a strong black woman. – Imani, Southeast A&T  

Demetria developed the theme of helping others: 

I see it as a positive. Because I feel like some people might be intimidated by it, but I feel 

like you attract what you put out. So I feel like if you're going to be a strong, black 

woman, you're going to attract other strong, black women to you and I just feel like that 

creates a network and then other black women see that and I just feel like that's going to 

continue to spread out within the black women community. That's just the best for us. It's 

a positive for us. It can only benefit us in the long run. – Demetria, Southeast University 

Tracy believed that trying to achieve the stereotype was part of her family legacy:   

I think it [the stereotype] challenges me to try to live up to trying to be strong and trying 

to be independent, because that's something I've always been told to do. Like my 

grandma tells me that every time I talk to her. Every single time, she's like, “Make sure 

you don't rely on a man.” I'm like, “That's not my plan.” – Tracy, Southeast University  

Several women felt that being seen as strong helped them get ahead:  

Being a strong person in general, like, can get you like so far. You know me being able to 

bounce back and keep myself together has gotten me farther in places. Like, to have a 

tough skin has gotten me farther in places. – Katrina, Southeast University  

It just lets me know that people don't find me weak, and they feel like I'm competent, and 

level-headed enough to do something if they were to ask me to do it. – Adrianna, 

Southeast A&T  
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Tonya summed up the views of many women in her answer to the question about whether 

the stereotype was positive or not:  

Who does not want to be called strong? Who does not want to be called independent? 

Who does not want to be called problem solver, innovator, somebody that goes against 

the norm? It's not always the bad thing. I don't see it as a bad thing at all. Maybe some 

people do, but I don't. That's why I think every time someone close to me, and no one has 

ever called me a strong black woman and meant it as an insult. That's what I think on 

that. – Tonya, Southeast A&T  

Black women’s perceptions of the strong black woman stereotype prompted them to have faith in 

their abilities and motivated them to endure through good and bad times. They felt that the 

stereotype emphasized qualities that enhanced their character.  

Even women who believed that the strong, black stereotype was positive often described 

negative ramifications on black women. For example, some interviewees feared they could not 

display weakness. Gabrielle, Trinity, and Savannah expressed this worry. Although they felt that 

the strong stereotype was a positive one, they were aware that it was still a stereotype that limited 

people’s perceptions of them:  

Like with me, it's like, “Man, can't I ever be weak? Can I ever be down? Or do I have to 

always be strong? Can I ever have my breakdown? Can I ever talk to someone about my 

problems?” So I think it can be both positive when they tell you, but negative when it's 

like, “Do I have to keep this up at all times?” – Gabrielle, Southeast A&T  

I think having that strong black woman label kind of limits us from getting the help we 

need sometimes when we are feeling weak. That's why I think it depends. – Trinity, 

Southeast A&T 
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I feel like when someone sets an expectation and you don’t really live up to it, then it 

creates… Like disappointment or something like that. It’s like a teeter-totter kind of 

situation…I've not been able to hang out with my friends because I'm in four different 

clubs and have officer positions. And then sometimes I think about, if I cut one club 

would everyone automatically think, “Oh, it's not possible for you to fulfill the Strong 

Black Woman role,” or to think any less of me, though it's really not about them. And so, 

that's definitely something that's on my mind. But I try not to let it control what I do, I try 

to make sure that any choices I make I'm making them for myself and not because of any 

stereotype. – Savannah, Southeast University 

Olivia felt similarly and described how “black girl magic” limits black women’s ability to 

experience the full range of human qualities, including weakness:   

We have to give this “black girl magic,” strong black womanhood, which I definitely 

support. But it's also, we're human and we experience things, and like anyone else, we 

have faults and we need time, or we need help. But I definitely feel like sometimes as a 

black woman, it's like we're not allowed to show those tears or those weaknesses because 

we don't have the same privileges that non-blacks do. – Oliva, southeast University  

Jessica used yet another word—the “Queen” label—and described how it can hurt women:  

People do on social media a lot of times “That's a strong black woman” or “This is a 

queen,” things like that. They ruined that word. Because when you're “the Queen” you're 

on top of everything. So you do technically have to bear everyone's burden. You're in 

charge of everything. You're making all the decisions. – Jessica, Southeast A&T  
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A few women indicated that expressing emotion can be viewed negatively by their peers who 

believe people should live up to the ideal of the strong black woman. Here are several 

representative quotes:   

If anyone that I perceive to be a strong black woman, if they walked around moping or 

whatever, or if they seemed more emotional or more responsive to things, then they 

probably wouldn't be considered strong. Because people would then say they wear their 

emotions on their shoulder and they're easily bothered and they let things get to them. – 

Stephanie, Southeast A&T  

Now that I think about it… It reminds me about how men are told not to cry when it’s 

really okay to. It's almost as if the strong black woman is not supposed to experience 

feelings. They just have to block it out or to seem so. – Bianca, Southeast University  

I have the whole, “Oh, you're all put together, you never show any weaknesses.” I mean, 

I never show any weaknesses on purpose on the outside, because I feel like I can't. I don't 

have that privilege to be able to show my weaknesses, because I feel like if I show 

weakness, people are just going to be like, “Oh, dang. Okay, she has this fault.” – Oliva, 

Southeast University  

Bianca saw another drawback. She felt that women perceived as strong can be taken 

advantage of:    

I've seen instances where black women get upset about something and people don't 

understand why they’re upset because they think that they are supposed to be tough all 

the time. I've seen the black community and it is always, “Oh, black women can take so 

much.” The men are convinced that we [black men] can do anything just because the 

black woman can take it. – Bianca, Southeast University  
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Angela described another problem with the stereotype:   

I’m not indifferent towards it. I see it as a negative because a lot of black women hold 

that identity to be true and because of that, they don’t take care of themselves. I had too 

many black women friends, including myself, that just go through a lot of mental health 

strain because they’re not taking care of themselves They’re so busy taking care of other 

people. That’s where I’m against the term. I just don’t like the mental strain it puts on my 

peers. Especially when I look at them I’m like, “You’re already doing three times as 

much [as you should].” – Angela, Southeast University  

She continued:    

I think that black women don’t take care of themselves… We keep pushing each other 

without sitting down and saying, “How are you doing?” I haven’t had someone ask me 

that in a while especially in that department. They’ll do a follow up like, “What are your 

plans for the semester,” but no one really says, “How are you doing? Are you safe? Is 

your mental health fine?” It’s so weird. – Angela   

The strong black woman stereotype typifies black women as having superhuman strength and the 

capability to handle multiple responsibilities at once. However, the black women in this study 

believed that the stereotype strains their mental health, mischaracterizes them as emotionless 

people, and inhibits them from showing their weaknesses.     

Conclusion 

The strong black women stereotype was prevalent on both campuses, and interviewees offered 

many examples of the phenomenon. They defined the strong black women as being resilient, 

independent, and capable of “doing it all.” Even though the “strong” stereotype was viewed in a 
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positive way, many women expressed reservations about it, describing how it limited their ability 

to show weakness, which implied that black women lacked multidimensionality. 

Bossy Black Woman Stereotype 

Eighteen of the 23 women at Southeast Agricultural and Technical University recounted having 

experienced the bossy black woman stereotype, compared to 15 out of 23 women at Southeast 

University. Five black women at Southeast Agricultural and Technical University, and four 

women at Southeast University stated they did not experience it.  

The findings are organized into three themes that emerged from the analysis. The first 

theme is similar to one of the “angry black woman stereotype” themes: they felt that they were 

being mischaracterized, in this case, simply because they were acting as leaders. This section 

also describes women’s motivations for seeking the leadership role that got them labelled as 

bossy. The second theme concerns the price they paid for being perceived as bossy. The final 

theme concerns how they coped with the stereotype in their daily lives.  

Black Women Leaders are Mischaracterized as Bossy  

The women labelled with this stereotype got the label for two basic behaviors: being 

actively engaged in campus leadership or being active in organizing group projects in the 

classroom setting. I address each in turn.  

At Southeast A&T, Tonya and Alicia, both leaders in the university marching band, 

believed they got the label from supervising other students. They explained:  

Last year, in the [marching] band, I had 11 freshman sisters in the flute section, so I was 

freshman section leader. I can tell you that in the beginning, I was definitely deemed 

bossy, lacking empathy. I'm talking, they cry, they whine, they give me attitude. I had 

one freshman sister who threw a hissy fit, and I did not care. I said, “You will learn this 
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music, you will get this right.” I stuck with my word, I was consistent, I was persistent. 

And so “bossy black woman” turned into “strong black woman” amongst my freshman 

sisters. Now they regard me with respect. That tough demeanor is what made my 

freshman sisters and I the musicians and marchers that we [are today]. Moving forward, I 

would humble myself a little bit when it comes to being the bossy black woman. – Tonya, 

Southeast A&T  

It’s when a black woman gets a title. I am in the [marching] band. Last year, I was the 

Head Section Leader as a female. And there were more guys in my section [than women]. 

Sometimes you get little remarks like, “Why she saying something like this?” from guys 

or whatever. You have a certain role to fulfill and some guys may see that as you coming 

off as bossy because you are a woman in that role. – Alicia, Southeast A&T  

Chelsea, the president of a student organization, was seen as bossy for no other reason than using 

highlights and capital letters in emails: 

I used to be really involved and being president of organizations, you have to give orders 

pretty much. Not necessarily demands, but you have to tell people what to do. And so 

sometimes it was construed as bossy if I said… If you're sending out certain emails and 

things are in ‘caps’ or highlighted, it's bossy. But at the same time, you do know that a lot 

of people won't pay attention to certain details if you don't send an email a certain way. – 

Chelsea, Southeast University  

Others labelled black women as bossy when their focus was on moving the organization 

forward. Having to guide others was a common theme of black women as leaders. Gabrielle 

indicates that her position at the pinnacle of student leadership consisted of supervising other 

students. She indicated:   



63 

Being in this leadership position, I give tasks to the people in my court. It's basically my job 

to make sure everyone does work or is in line with the duties of their position. I guess I 

never have been called bossy, but I think maybe they would say that I'm bossy, because they 

kind of were defensive to what I said. – Gabrielle, Southeast A&T 

Another key site where people stereotyped women as bossy was the college classroom, 

usually when group projects had been assigned and no one else was ensuring that things worked 

smoothly. Several interviewees described how they stepped into the role of leader because 

someone had to. According to Tiffany:  

It’s like one of those things where it’s like, if nobody says anything about the project, 

nothing will get done. I’m the person who’s like, “All right, guys, here’s all of what you 

guys have to do.” – Tiffany, Southeast University   

Adrianna clarifies why she took on a leadership role for a group project and how it got her 

labelled:  

In group projects. I like things to be a certain way, and if I feel like people aren't really 

giving their best that they can, then I'll just take it over and do it. It's no big deal! As soon 

as I get in a group, I'm already ripping paper, like, “All right, this is your job, this is your 

job, this is your job.” Someone, I think last semester, someone was like, “Man, you're 

bossy!” I wanted to make sure everybody was clear on what parts we needed to do, and 

what they were best at. They liked it, but they said, we could have discussed it more. 

When I first gave out the papers I made, I asked them if they could do it a week before 

the due date, and we'd get together that Monday through Friday. They liked it, they kept 

my same idea, and in the end, everyone was like, “I'm glad we split it up like that, 
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because we wouldn't have given our best to the entire project.” – Adrianna, Southeast 

A&T  

Amanda’s motivation for taking the lead was also to ensure that the project would run well, and 

she, too got pushback. She explained:   

 Just when you're in a group setting, like when you do group work and stuff, I like to get 

good grades and I don't like for people to play with my grades so I try and say, “Okay, 

you can do this, you can do that.” Here it's like they look at you like, “Why are you 

telling me what to do?” In a situation like that. – Amanda, Southeast University 

Several others told similar stories of filling a void and getting labelled for it. Tiara and Trinity 

communicated how volunteering as leaders in group work—which they believed was crucial and 

which no one else was doing—encouraged group members to label them bossy. 

Just finding the balance like that, even in classes with group work there, I'll just be 

waiting for someone else to take control but no one else does so it's like, “Okay, guys, 

we're going to pass paper around, put our name on it, okay, I guess I'll read the question if 

no one else wants to, okay, does anyone have anything else to contribute to this question? 

No.” – Tiara, Southeast University  

When I'm in a group, I usually take on the leadership role. I don't feel like doing it, but 

more so because no one else will, I guess. I like to have things my way, kind of. I like for 

stuff to be done right. If I am in a group, I have to relinquish control because if we're 

doing an assignment and only one person has that certain part, I have to look over it or I 

have to have the most complex part so I can make sure it's done right. If it’s worth the 

most, I have to have that part, so I can make sure it's done right. I guess that's the area 

where I would be considered bossy. – Trinity, Southeast A&T  
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Bianca stated this “if not me, who?” motivation eloquently: “If you take over, you get branded as 

like wanting to run everything but if everybody doesn't want to pull their weight, then I have to 

step in then.”  

Aaliyah’s story is longer, but its detail highlights the “no win” situation many women 

reported:  

I'm in this leadership class. We're put into these groups at the beginning of the semester. 

You're with this group that will eventually turn into a team. That's the goal. You all do 

service at a certain agency. Within my group, I was working on with my leadership skills 

and qualities and was taking a step back and letting others step up. A month had passed 

by and our group had done nothing. It was just like, “Our grade is going to reflect what 

we have done, which is nothing.” That's not me. I'm not going down like that! I took the 

initiative from there and stepped up and started reaching out to the site person at the 

agency, asking her what days and times could our group come in and organizing 

schedules and getting everybody together. Then when it came back to group feedback, 

which was anonymous, all of the group members said that I was bossy. I didn't allow 

enough room for other people to step up and to take the lead. – Aaliyah, Southeast 

University  

Another common motivation for taking a leadership role that put them at risk for being 

labelled bossy was the desire to have a voice, which many believed would not happen unless 

they actively stepped up. Olivia and Jessica believed that black women have to risk being seen as 

bossy in order to be taken seriously:  

People just assume because you're black it's almost like you're ... not lower than, but it's 

not on the same. And I feel like sometimes I have to work 10 times harder to be taken on 
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the same serious level. It's nothing bad, it just means that they're demanding because they 

have to be. They feel like they have to be bossy and demanding because that's the only 

way that people will hear them. I'm going to be loud, because I need you to hear my 

voice. – Olivia, Southeast University  

You can show your authority without being bossy. But it's necessary [sometimes], 

because as black women, they will try to paint you as everything else other than the 

person in charge, if you let them. So you kind of have to show them that you're the 

person in charge. – Jessica, Southeast University  

In the end, women leaders were often stuck with the bossy black woman stereotype when they 

exercised their leadership capacity, and they also had their authority challenged. Women also 

“earned” the bossy stereotype in classrooms where they volunteered to be leaders when no one 

else would. 

The Price Women Paid  

Women labelled as bossy for having acted as leaders experienced a number of negative 

reactions, and below I describe several.  

Aaliyah, a student at the PWI believed others expected her, by virtue of her race and sex, 

to be the person who called out bad behavior:  

I'm really involved on campus. I have a couple of leadership positions. When it comes 

down to having to “check” someone or put someone in their place or be the person to—

when it's time to be sassy or put your foot down and get everyone in order—they always 

look towards the black girl. A lot of the times, I can be not only the only black girl, but 

the only black person in those positions of power. You have to say, “Do I want to be that 

person and do it, because I know I can, or do I want to just sit back and let them do it?” 
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Although she did not mention it explicitly, it is limiting of human potential to be expected to 

always be the person to “check” others. What she did note is that the stereotype made her seem 

unapproachable: 

When it comes to leadership, a lot of people think that black women are unapproachable 

because of how our face looks. If we're speaking up a lot of the times, people want to say, 

“You're bossy” or “You're too strict,” or “You're too mean. That's why I didn't come to 

you,” or something. – Aaliyah, Southeast University  

Aaliyah was not the only woman to believe that her peers saw her as exhibiting negative 

traits. Other women believed that some black women’s bossy demeanors caused people to view 

them as aggressive, demanding, outspoken, and several described having witnessed it. For 

instance, Nicole gave this example of a friend seen as aggressive and demanding and 

disapproved of for this reason:  

My best friend, she's a Haitian-American woman. To me, she's not bossy, because that's 

how she is. We were in the library studying for finals, and she had reserved our study 

room, but [white] people were already in [it]. So we went to go say, “Hey, this is our 

study room. We reserved this time.” And we gave them a couple minutes, but they were 

still studying, so I'm like, “All right, let me give them a couple more minutes.” And she 

was like, “No. We got to go.” I was like, “Okay.” I was like, “But don't try to be mean or 

whatever.” She was like, “No. I'm just going to ask them to leave.” I'm like, “Okay. 

Cool.” So she goes in there. I don't know what she said because I didn't go in there with 

her, but when they came out, they were like, “Oh my gosh, she was so bossy.” I'm like, 

“What did you do?” She was like, “I just told them they got to leave.” And I was like, 

“Oh, okay. I think you told them something else.” But no. So she said that that's the only 
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thing she told them was, “Yeah, y'all got to go because this is our time, or whatever. I 

respect y'all. For y'all studying or whatever, but this is our time.” But they did perceive 

her as the angry black woman. It was men and women. The girls who said ... It was like a 

girl who came out of there. She was like, “She was really bossy.” And the boy was like, 

“Yeah, she was.” – Nicole, Southeast University  

Some interviewees described how they themselves had sometimes had problems with a 

woman who was bossy. Demetria recollected how one woman’s behavior hurt the organization 

they belonged to: 

I've been in leadership in a STEM organization for the last two years and one of the other 

leaders , she's just so bossy. It's just her personality and everyone has just accepted it, but 

I just feel like she can't help it. But sometimes it's a negative thing because she comes off 

really aggressive and, like I said bossy. So when we're trying to be friendly to invite 

members to our organization, it hurts us because she's a leader and one of  the faces of 

our organization. And so she's the person that has to be at recruiting events, talking to 

people, but she just does it in such an aggressive way but she doesn't know it. It's like, 

“Zendaya calm down, relax. We got it.” She's pretty bossy, but we love her. She's going 

to get the job done at the end of the day and she's going to make our chapter do well. – 

Demetria, Southeast University  

A few interviewees stated their irritation with women they thought were controlling their 

classroom group projects in a way that made the women sound like dictators or despots. 

We had a group presentation. It was a power point and we all did our part. The whole 

time she was telling everybody what part they did. And at the last minute she changed the 

whole power point so when we got there, we didn't know anything on it. I don't know if 
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that's bossy or just evil? We didn't know anything. And the teacher, she doesn't get 

involved so we ended up getting a 70. I didn't think that was fair because the entire time 

she was telling everybody what part to do. That was bossy. She didn't say, “Well here's 

the parts, who wants to do this part?” She just assigned parts. – Jazlyn, Southeast A&T  

In class, one time, we were in groups and there were group captains. There was one 

female and like three guys in one group. I guess she took it upon herself to be the group 

captain. The guys were kind of like, “Why does she think she gets to be the captain?” She 

was taking charge and she was doing what a group captain is supposed to do. I guess they 

didn’t like how she was coming off. She was, “You do this” and “You do that” kind of 

bossy, controlling the situation. The guys started being more vocal and then they all kind 

of came together in a consensus. They kind of took a little bit of power away from her. – 

Alicia, Southeast A&T  

Another price, mentioned by one interviewee, is that being the bossy black woman left her 

doing more than her share. She was frustrated that because her classmates saw her as the bossy 

black woman, they let their participants become stagnant, leaving her to be the “mule:”  

It’s just frustrating to me because even when I work with my white female colleagues, 

I’ve met a few that haven’t viewed me as the mule of the group. [But most do.] The 

person that’s going to work the hardest. The person that’s going to put in the most work. 

The person that’s going to snap when necessary. Because I’m there often times, they lean 

back. It’s metaphorical of course but is it because I’m here that you feel like you can lean 

back? I met a few white women who I felt like they respected my presence and we’re on 

the same page about a lot of things. – Angela, Southeast University  
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A couple of interviewees described how the perception that they are bossy—when they 

believe they were only making reasonable demands—got in the way of their romantic 

relationships. Tracy found herself confused about whether or not she was being bossy or being 

reasonable:  

I'm not sure if it's being bossy or not. Like in relationships that I've been in, past 

relationships, they said I was bossy or something, or too demanding. It's like, well, I'm 

not being demanding. I'm just asking you to tell me your clear intentions. I want to know 

what type of relationship are you looking for, like that's ... I just don't want anything to be 

hidden so I'm not going in blinded. So yeah, I think it comes off as maybe it was too 

demanding. – Tracy, Southeast University  

Candice did not experience Tracy’s self-doubt, but she acknowledged that men’s perception that 

she was bossy had caused relationship problems:  

By saying I’m bossy because I know what I want and I know what I am not going to go 

for. Now in my past relationships, I have gotten the bossy [label] because I’m just more 

assertive. I’m not going to sit here and let you just talk to me any type of way. – Candice, 

Southeast A&T  

Coping with the Bossy Black Woman Stereotype      

Several interviewees who had been labelled as bossy had given a great deal of thought to 

how they could change their behavior to avoid the misperception and be more effective leaders 

as a result. The seriousness with which they tackled this shows a great deal of maturity. 

According to Denise:  

I want to work with people. I do find that being bossy isn't the best, so I'm more 

considerate of people's feelings. I would probably ask, first, rather than probably making 
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determinations or delegating things without consulting the people. – Denise, Southeast 

A&T  

Adrianna sought to make her management of group projects more effective:  

It's just not what I do, or what I say, it's just how I say it, and how I move. So, I get into a 

group, like “Hey, you guys want to split up the project?” Instead of saying, “All right, so 

here's the parts I think everybody will like.” Instead of doing that, asking, and getting 

people involved in things that they are working on, because they kind of feel left out. Not 

really change my motives and things like that, but my behaviors, most definitely. – 

Adrianna, Southeast A&T  

Chelsea also wanted to be more effective and so changed her management style:  

I've changed it since then, but I used to be a lot of like, “You need to do this, this, this, 

this.” Now I'm more like, “Well, how about we do this?” or “What do you think about 

this?” or “How can we change blah?” I used to have this mentality that a lot of it is being 

independently in charge, but since I changed my major and [taken] a lot of 

entrepreneurship [I realize it’s not the case]. You would think that it's about being super 

competitive and at the top and everything. And it is on one hand, but on the other hand 

they focus a lot on groups and teams and how you actually need other people to succeed. 

And it's something that really completely changed my mindset on how I lead. – Chelsea, 

Southeast University   

Tonya, a band section leader, decided that her leadership was too brash and that she should 

change it to be more humble if she truly wanted to be a mentor to younger women. She 

explained:  
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I still make sure that I try my best to exemplify leadership in every way, and just be the 

example for somebody who just may be looking, or somebody who asks. I have worked 

on humbling myself so I'm not loud and arrogant, acting like I know it all. I also work on 

myself because, “Hey, you could do this better.” I'm motivational about it. I'm 

empathetic, not feeling sorry for folks, but, “Go on girl, you got to march. You're skinnier 

than me, you should be lifting them legs up!” – Tonya, Southeast A&T  

A couple of interviewees described specific tactics. Demetria remembers a time when she 

examined her leadership skills by double-checking with a friend:   

This past fall because I'm head of a STEM organization We're basically responsible for 

all outreach, traditional community service, but our main focus is STEM based outreach 

to youth. So we were having an event last fall and I had been planning it for months and 

it was just a really big event because you're catering to over 100 students at a local 

middle school. And I had to plan all by myself. And so we get to the event. I had my 

volunteers there and I'm having to delegate roles and tasks and jobs to people. And I feel 

like I was being a little bossy and I had to ask my friend. I pulled her aside and I was like, 

“Maddy,” She's our secretary, I said “Maddy, am I being like bossy to everyone? Am I 

being mean?” She's like, “No, you're fine. You're just getting the job done.” I was like, 

“Okay, cool. I don't want to come across as being mean.” Because I knew I was stressed 

out, so I just double checked. – Demetria, Southeast University  

Stephanie tried to ward off the stereotype at the beginning of meetings:  

Usually at the start of my [Greek] chapter meetings I will just kind of like, “Everybody, 

I'm coming from a very sisterly place, but I'm also very serious. So just please understand 
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that I'm business minded. I might be your sister all day, but I'm business minded. And I 

want this organization to advance.” – Stephanie, Southeast A&T  

Conclusion  

The bossy black woman stereotype was prevalent on both campuses, and women from 

both campuses encountered similar situations where it was applied to them. It appeared when 

they were acting in a leadership capacity, for example as heads of organizations or as leaders of 

small groups for class projects. For the most part, they felt that the label was unfairly applied, as 

they were simply trying to get the work done, not to assert themselves as being superior. They 

recounted many instances where they paid a price for acting like leaders, including being seen as 

unapproachable, aggressive, demanding (including in romantic relationships), dictator-like, and 

willing to be a hard-working mule. Many coped by changing their leadership style to one that is 

more about asking questions than giving orders, and they believed these changes were better for 

themselves and their organizations. 

Jezebel Stereotype 

Thirteen women at Southeast Agricultural and Technical University and eight women at 

Southeast University experienced the Jezebel stereotype. Seven women at the predominantly 

black university and 13 women at the predominantly white university had not experienced it.   

Even though differences between campuses in the likelihood of encountering this 

stereotype are not statistically significant, according to the raw numbers, the common experience 

at the PWI was not to be labeled with the Jezebel stereotype, whereas the pattern at the HBCU 

shows the reverse association. Below I developed into three themes that emerged from the 

interviews. The first theme describes women’s experiences being labelled Jezebel based on their 

appearance and the second theme describes women’s experiences being labelled Jezebel due to 
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people’s perceptions of their sexual activity. The final theme describes women’s coping 

strategies.     

Women Stereotyped Jezebel by Appearance 

Interviewees suggested that how some black women college students dressed—with a 

goal of attracting male attention—could be why they are perceived as the Jezebel. In other 

words, the notion that the stereotype was true for some women held sway at the HBCU. Here are 

some representative comments:  

[It’s not determined] by the words they speak. It’s more about appearance. Southeast 

A&T is a fashion school. So clothes, they try to catch a guy by the eyes. And then once 

they catch them, they're going to approach them. I've witnessed someone coming, just 

wearing just spandex. Knowing you're being seen. And then watching a guy look at you. 

You know what you're doing internally. You know you're trying to be overly sexual, but 

you want to make it seem like you're not putting effort into it. When you probably 

thought about it beforehand. – Gabrielle, Southeast A&T   

Imani noticed that students new to campus, in particular, dressed provocatively:  

I feel like it [dressing in a way that leads to the stereotype] depends on maturity level to 

me. I notice, not to put them out there, but mainly the freshmen and people who are new 

to the environment, they usually dress more sexualized and push those boundaries. It's a 

new setting, trying to make friends. – Imani, Southeast A&T   

Porsche believes that the ratio of women to men at Southeast A&T encourages women to dress 

more provocatively:   

Southeast A&T is seen as kind of like a fashion runway. People like to accentuate certain 

assets they might have to get people's attention, especially because the male to female 
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ratio at SATU's campus is so extreme. What is it like—about 1 guy for every 12 girls? So 

a lot of girls are kind of like, “Okay, I have to flaunt my assets to get people's attention 

because there's not a very large selection.” When you start really thinking about people's 

orientations, certain things like that, the options for [getting] a good quality guy, it's kind 

of limited. So a lot of females will over sexualize so that they can get the attention, so 

they can try and reel him in because some girls like to get a MRS degree… I do feel like 

yeah, women are very sexualized on campus. Especially all these different body types. – 

Porsche, Southeast A&T  

Gabrielle also found the ratio to be an instigator for women presenting themselves as oversexual:  

Because one thing, the ratio, I know there's more females than males. And so males will 

always say, “There's a lot of y'all who are” ... Well, I could say promiscuous. And so it's 

hard to be faithful to just one person.” So even guys will say that a lot of females use 

their sexuality to get to them. A guy will choose a woman more sexual on this campus, 

than someone who's not, who's very conservative. – Gabrielle, Southeast A&T   

On the PWI, women did not offer as many experiences of being stereotyped as Jezebel. Aaliyah 

provided the only detailed description:    

Always, in the RISE lab, you always hear the staff saying, “No mini-skirts” or “No 

strapless shirts.” This is college! You should be able to wear what you want to wear. A 

lot of the rules are geared towards the girls and not the guys. That's an issue. I should be 

able to wear whatever I want to wear. It’s not my duty. The guy needs to learn to control 

himself. – Aaliyah, Southeast University  
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The notion of being policed into dressing appropriately arose in many interviews on the 

HBCU, where they tied it to professionalism. Jessica remembers how a black women’s 

professionalism was questioned because of her clothing choices:  

There was, I can't remember her name for the life of me, but she sits on the Board of 

Trustees, and she's a shapely woman, and she had on a dress or a skirt. I wouldn't even 

say it was tight honestly, but she was shapely, so you kind of can't help it, when we have 

the hips and everything going on. Everyone was like, “That's not professional, that's too 

tight” and I'm like, “First of all, this lady can't help it, Second of all, that's not what we're 

here for. We're a Board of Trustees, why are you even looking at her like that? Why are 

you making it about that?” We're over sexualized everywhere. – Jessica, Southeast A&T  

Tonya felt that enforcing the dress code protects her from the discrimination in her future career: 

They even teach us in J school [journalism school] what to wear so that we won't be 

targeted. They teach us if you want to wear a tank top, three fingers [the width of the 

straps], keep it at your shoulders, cleavage, up here. Of course, they're teaching us 

professional dress, but the industry that we're going into, there are a lot of things 

happening behind the scenes where you want to look least like a victim as possible. – 

Tonya, Southeast A&T  

Thus, it appears that students by-and-large thought that the stereotype was accurately applied, 

falling on women who dressed provocatively, who they believed did so to attract men. They also 

described attempts by officials to encourage modest dress codes and some described these as 

appropriate.   
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Women Stereotyped as Jezebel for being Perceived as Overly Sexually Active  

Women were also stereotyped as Jezebels for being what was perceived as overly 

sexually active. Women described encounters where others believed they were more sexually 

active than normal. One woman said her friends reprimanded her for what they assumed was her 

active sex life. (Note: “thot” stands for “that hoe over there” or “thirsty hoe over there” 

according to the Urban Dictionary.) She said:  

I would go over to my friend's house. We would make plans to meet or whatever, make 

plans to hang out. So because I stayed on the other side of town, I will usually keep a bag 

with me with clothes in it just in case I did stay over at somebody's house just so I would 

be prepared. So when I pulled up to my friend's house with that bag, she was like, “You 

got a bag. You about to go be a thot.” I was like, “No.” They're like, “Don't be a thot 

tonight.” I was just like, “What?” Just because you're prepared, then somebody is like, 

“Oh, you must be going to do nasty things.” – Toni, Southeast A&T 

Another way people would assume a woman’s sexual activity was her willingness to go 

to campus parties, especially if they would dance wildly and socialize with men. Jessica and 

Tonya describe moments when they were seen this way:  

Everything is about what we wear, how we wear it, who we talk to, or we can't have too 

many guy friends, or we can't go certain places. Or if you do this, you're an H-O-E or 

things like that. It's little weird things like ...  [fraternity name] socials… They have 

socials every Thursday night, and when I told someone I was going, they're like, “No, no, 

don't go! People are going to think you're effing the [fraternity name]!” And I'm like, “It's 

just a social! Why does it have to be about sex?” – Jessica, Southeast A&T  
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When I go to parties, I want to have a good time. I want to dance, I want to drink, I'll 

have a blunt in my hand. Fine, absolutely. When you dance, when you twerk, it's like a 

grind. “Tonya doing this, Tonya doing that.” Nobody worried about this one man there, 

eight men, but, “Tonya dancing with a man and she a hoe.” – Tonya, Southeast A&T 

Although the quotation is not completely clear, it is clear that Tonya was willing to run the risk 

of getting the Jezebel label.  

Some women described their frustration with men’s treatment of women on two grounds: 

How they seem to believe in the double standard, and how they shame women they do not 

consider respectable. Toni, Candice, and Stephanie all pointed to this:  

It's like the things that the guys do aren't really picked up as much as far as sexual activity 

and stuff in comparison to the things that girls do. Yeah. I think there's just more of a 

focus on girls. I guess because it's more of us, possibly. But yeah, there's more of a focus 

on what we do sexually. – Toni, Southeast A&T  

[Men are] judgmental towards the woman who is overly sexual, but at the same time they 

are still going to pursue her because they already know that she is open about it. That’s 

probably the woman they are going to sleep with maybe one time, maybe two times. 

Ultimately, the woman who is quieter about it, that’s probably going to be the person 

they pursue for a more respectable like relationship. – Candice, Southeast A&T   

It's so confusing because they [men] seem to like people that are less revealing in their 

appearance or anybody that looks good everywhere they go, wearing makeup. Just being 

a super model all the time. But they talk about them badly! And then the girls that aren't 

like that, they don't want anything to do with them, but they respect them. So it's like, 
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they like what they're playing with right now, but they want something more serious 

later, it seems. – Stephanie, Southeast A&T   

The sexual double standard helps enforce the Jezebel stereotype by policing women’s sexual 

behavior, as Tonya discovered when she violated campus sexual norms: 

My attention was really on one football player, but the other three were toys, to see 

maybe if they were available [anytime] type thing. All four of them found out that I was 

talking to them, they came at me, “You little hoe, you didn't tell me!” What? I was like, 

“You all are such hypocrites, but okay. You all got to calm the fuck down. If I wanted to 

fuck you, I would have already did it.” Okay? I didn't do it, because I was trying to get to 

know you all for real, but since you all think I'm like that, goodbye. – Tonya, Southeast 

A&T  

Tonya clearly faced the repercussions of being labelled with the Jezebel stereotype. She was 

judged by the men who thought she was having sex with all of them, when in actuality she was 

not sexually active with any of them. The Jezebel stereotype encourages others to believe that 

women either have multiple sexual partners when they do not or, if they do have several, that 

they are immoral.  

Coping with the Jezebel Stereotype    

Women offered a number of tactics they used to minimize the risk of getting the label. 

These centered on trying to control how they presented themselves to others by virtue of their 

clothing choices. This control was most pronounced for women who felt their body type was 

sexualized by others because they were curvy or because their clothing clung to certain areas of 

their bodies. Gabrielle, who was head of an important student organization  was irritated when 

people wanted her to accentuate her curves:   
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They kind of want me to be more sexual, which is weird. I have a butt, so they're like, 

“Why don't you show it?” And I'm like, “I don't want people to get to like me for my 

appearance, or like me for my body.” And even when I wear sweats, it's like, guys still 

try to talk to me, because they see ... You know? It's like, I can't help it. But they want me 

to be, I guess, more of an overly sexual black woman, when I actually want to tone down 

what I do have. – Gabrielle, Southeast A&T  

Nicole was distressed that because of her curvaceous figure people doubted whether she had 

earned her accomplishments:  

I've been oversexualized because I've gotten positions in organizations. I've heard people 

say, “Oh, it's because she thick.” But it's just like, I mean, we're all dressed in business 

suits. And mine is just a little bit more form-fitting than yours, and I can't help that. I 

mean, it is what it is, but it's just like don't try to downplay my knowledge or my just 

being me because I'm just a little bit thicker than you. That's the craziest thing I've ever 

heard in my life. Maybe they do like the way I look in clothes, but it's just like when I go 

on an interview, that's not my intention at all, so don't try to put me down because, I 

mean, I can't help it. If I could, I mean, I still wouldn't, but I still can't help it. So, yeah, 

that was a time I experienced that. – Nicole, Southeast A&T  

Imani recollects how a friend has to be strategic in what she wears for fear of the Jezebel label:  

I've known from a friend, she was in the School of Business. She's very curvaceous, so 

clothing she would wear or buy would curve her body more. Even though she would try 

to get clothing that was more loose-fitting because in the business aspect, you don't want 

clothes too tight, it would still curve her body. If she went too big, it would be too loose, 

and you don't want that as well. So, it's difficult for her to hide certain parts of her body, 
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most likely her butt area. That also plays an aspect too in why people might think women 

of color are more sexual. I know she would get blouses that were longer so they can 

cover her rear end more or the little vests that you wear and go one size up, so it isn't as 

tight and form-fitting. – Imani, Southeast A&T   

Women changed their appearance as they transitioned through college by wearing less revealing 

clothes and separating themselves from women who did by judging their clothing choices and 

criticizing them. Aaliyah was one of those women who separated herself from younger women. 

She commented:   

The younger girls, they want to get attention from the guys, so I'm going to wear these 

mini-skirts to show a little bit of my booty or wear this crop top to show that I've got a 

slim stomach or big boobs. Definitely, or you have the girls, “Cover up, so that you can 

seem professional or like you are pure.” – Aaliyah, Southeast University  

At least one woman coped by asserting the beauty of her curves:    

I've had this butt since middle school… As I started getting older and actually growing 

into my figure, people were just like, “Oh my God.” You know little things like that, so 

being a black woman and having a certain figure, people put you in a certain category 

and they notice you. [My mother] used to make sure she boosted my self-esteem. Made 

sure I realized that this is my body. “Don't let people discourage you.” She used to 

always tell me that because I used to get insecure. – Porsche, Southeast A&T   

Adapting their wardrobe in order to earn them the stereotype was another common strategy. 

At the HBCU, women in certain majors dressed professionally because of a dress code 

requirement. At least one thought it was a good idea:   
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For my school, [health studies], they definitely try to push for us to be like [the business 

school]. You know when someone is in the business school because they are dressed a 

certain way. They hold themselves in a very specific manner. It might be a requirement, 

I'm not sure. I know ... but you always know. Because they'll always be in suits. They'll 

always be dressed very professional. And the same with the [pharmacy school]. They 

wear their slacks, they wear their shirts, their dresses, and they wear their coats. I love it, 

honestly! I love seeing them dressed up in their suits and just being professional. I'm all 

for it! Since I work with the athletic trainer and I'll be in the training room most of the 

days, I'll be in my gym clothes. But I'll wear a hoodie or a jacket up over whatever I'm 

wearing as well. – Chanel, Southeast A&T  

Women resisted the Jezebel stereotype by changing their appearance by wearing less revealing 

clothing and by exuding professionalism, although some body types made it difficult to succeed 

in this strategy.  

Conclusion  

Women at the HBCU described more detailed experiences of the Jezebel stereotype than did 

women at the PWI. They described how women were labelled Jezebels based on their 

appearance and their behaviors. They learned that they faced the consequences of the sexual 

double standard when men were given freedom to explore their sexuality but women who did 

were stereotyped. Women responded to the stereotype by dressing modestly and professionally.  

Ghetto Black Woman Stereotype 

Sixteen out of 23 women at Southeast University and 15 out of 23 women at Southeast 

Agricultural and Technical University have encountered this stereotype on their campus. Only 

six women at the PWI and seven women at the HBCU said they did not encounter it.  
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The interviews revealed that the PWI campus had more frequent and more intense 

experiences. The data I present below show that being stereotyped as “ghetto” was more 

pernicious at the PWI. This stereotype stands out vis-à-vis the others because it was the only one 

where interviewees explicitly identified white people as a group who invoked the ghetto 

stereotype against black people. In fact, all but one of the examples I report were experienced on 

the PWI.  Below I develop these ideas into two themes that emerged from the interviews. The 

first describes women’s experiences of white people stereotyping them as ghetto on the PWI, and 

the second describes how women adjusted their behavior to cope.   

White People Stereotyping Black Women as Ghetto 

Unlike all the other stereotypes in this dissertation, this is the only stereotype where black 

women named only whites as perpetrators. They said that white people perceived them to be 

ghetto either for no reason at all or because the black women were loud in social settings. Here 

are two women’s stories about their experiences on the PWI campus:    

It's actually kind of a funny story. I was walking with two of my friends like just around 

campus and the sprinklers came on. I don't want to get wet. I don't care if my hair gets 

wet. I have a fro, it can get wet. But you know it's like the stereotype of black girls don't 

want to get their hair wet. I was walking, and two white guys were going the opposite 

direction and the sprinklers came on and my friend and I were like, “Ahh!” And we both 

started running from it because we didn't want to get wet. And they're like, “Don't get that 

weave wet!” I was like, “First of all, I don't have a weave.” But you know, what 

ignorance! Don't let it affect me. That's happened twice to me on campus. We're being 

loud and we were running from water. It's harmless. – Savannah, Southeast University  
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For example, Table Wednesday [tabling of student organizations]. A lot of the white 

students, they'll be like, “I don't want to go in there. It sounds like a jungle. What's 

‘Knuck if you buck’? [a popular rap song about fighting] I'm scared.” I hate it! Just 

certain indicators, they are there that will just immediately assume that you're ghetto. – 

Aaliyah, Southeast University  

Both women encountered the “indicators” that Aaliyah refers to when white students relied on 

the ghetto stereotype to label them. In Savannah’s description of being taunted, she perceived 

that these men saw her hair as more than just hair, but possibly also as a statement of black 

women being different. Savannah reflected on another time when she was labelled as ghetto:  

Someone asked me automatically if I was on a scholarship. That's nothing to be ashamed 

of, but it was just kind out of the blue. They were like, “How do you pay for college?” 

And I was, like, “That's a weird question. I don't know how you'd ask anyone else that. 

You didn't ask anyone else in the circle.” It was like a get-to-know you circle. I thought 

that that was kind of odd. This was during a class. I wasn't that taken aback by it until I 

thought about it later and I was like, “What an odd question.” – Savannah, Southeast 

University  

Research illustrates that white students assume that black women attending a 

predominantly white university come from a lower-class background (Nguyen and Anthony 

2014; Rollock, Gillborn, Vincent and Ball 2011; Wilkins 2012a). The PWI has a scholarship 

program called the Retention, Initiative, Scholarship, and Excellence (RISE) made up of all races 

but known for its predominantly black, low income student population. Olivia remarked on the 

stigma that followed RISE students and that white people easily placed on all black students, 

marking them as “ghetto”:  



85 

There's the stigma that in order to get in Southeast University, you can only come 

through the RISE program, because it has lower admission rates. I'm not a RISE student, 

but I've gotten into a lot of arguing about RISE just because I'm black. I got here like 

every other student on campus, just with the accomplishments that I have! – Olivia, 

Southeast University  

Another theme that arose at the PWI was white men who code switched their language, 

tone of voice, and colloquialisms in black women’s presence. Two women were offended by this 

practice because they believed it implied they could not communicate in standard English. 

Aaliyah and Angela explained their thoughts on white students’ code switching:    

That just lets you know they think I'm ghetto, so they think that's the only way they can 

relate to me is by acting ghetto. Don't switch it up! Be who you are, because I'm going to 

be who I am. I want you to know, I'm not a fake person. This is where I'm from. This is 

how I was raised. – Aaliyah, Southeast University  

I have a friend and I talked to him about it because it just upset me. He was raised [by] 

his godmother [who] is a black woman and she raised him for a few years. He’s white. 

That experience is interesting in itself. He is one of the best speakers I’ve ever met. He’s 

able to take what’s in his mind and say it in such an eloquent way that you’re just like, 

“Wow, that makes so much sense. That was so impactful.” The moment [a black woman] 

enters the room, the way that he talks changes. I find whenever he’s around black 

individuals, he talks like that, and it is problematic. He’s not necessarily saying you’re 

ghetto. [I told him] by changing it up, by loosening it up the way you talk, you’re 

offending me because it’s like, “Why can’t I speak with grammar that people consider 
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proper?” It’s never been like, “You’re ghetto” or “That’s so ghetto.” It’s always been 

[just] a slight change. – Angela, Southeast University  

Although interviewees did not use the expression, these examples of code switching illustrate the 

micoraggressions that black women experience in white spaces (Solorzano et al. 2000).  

Tracy experienced a far more serious example. She detailed:   

On [Southeast University] campus, it happened, I think, my freshman or sophomore year. 

And it deterred me from going to Holliman [library] because I just ... I can't. I was going 

into a study room with our study group, and someone forgot to reserve it. So this group 

of... They looked like sorority girls, white sorority girls... They came in, and you could 

hear their friends saying, “Do it.” And I was like, “What is going on?” They come in, 

they're like, “We had this room reserved. You all need to leave.” And she was putting her 

phone in my face, she's like, “Here, look [at the reservation].” And I'm like, “Can you 

calm down?” And she was yelling in the library, and everyone around was staring, and 

I'm like, “Can you stop yelling?” She's like, “Well, you guys just need to leave. Someone 

didn't reserve this.” So I'm like, “Can you calm down?” She's like, “You don't have to get 

loud with me.” I'm like, “I'm not getting loud with you.” Like, “I'm not that stereotypical 

person.” And she's like, “Oh, you're calling me racist now?” I'm like, “No, I'm not calling 

you racist.” Can you just, like ...” I'm like, “You know what? I'm just going to leave.” 

She's like, “Well, next time, wear underwear.” I was like, “What?!” And everyone was 

like, “What?!” And I was like, “I don't know!” It was weird. That's why I hadn't been to 

Holliman [library] for a whole year and a half. I did not go back there. I was like, “I'm 

not having that happen again.” I was so mad! – Tracy, Southeast University 
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In contrast to all these examples, the only detailed example from the 23 HBCU 

interviews was the following, where Gabrielle offered an example she witnessed of a black 

woman being perceived as ghetto because she defended another student to a professor. She 

described:  

A [black male] student [was] disagreeing with what a professor says. The teacher had 

given back a test, and he said, “Can I show you something? Because I think I didn't 

deserve these points.” And he [the teacher] said, “Why are you standing up?” And then 

he said, “Can I talk to you after class?” And he said, “Go sit down.” Then, this girl tried 

to stand up for him, and the professor didn't like that she was even talking in the first 

place. He called her an idiot, and was like, “You should be quiet, idiot.” She was like, 

“Don't be calling me that.” Yes, he was wrong, but I don't know if I could do that. – 

Gabrielle, Southeast A&T  

Gabrielle considers the woman to be ghetto not from her coming to another student’s defense but 

for arguing with the professor and escalating the tense situation.  

At least one interviewee believed that people found it easier to apply the ghetto stereotype to 

women than to men: “I think that’s a fear, especially for black women. I feel like black men are 

allowed to be ghetto because that’s almost cool.” – Tiara, Southeast University.   

Coping with the Ghetto Stereotype  

Interviewees revealed several examples of women changing their behavior to minimize 

the opportunity for a white person to think they were acting ghetto. One common worry was that 

they would get the label by virtue of being loud in public places, especially around non-black 

crowds. Destiny and Amanda gave examples of what they did upon noticing that they were 

drawing attention. They reported:         
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“I think we were in Denny's [on campus] one time. It was my friends and I. I feel like we 

got kind of loud. I'm sure we had gotten loud. It started where you get the side glances or 

the “What are they doing over there,” type of looks. You know the meaning behind the 

look. It was that moment in Denny's where we were loud. All of us kind of got like, 

“Maybe we should quiet down,” which isn't fair. I know we were all feeling the same 

way. Like they were labeling us as “those black people.” We dialed it down. – Destiny, 

Southeast University 

 “You can always tell when somebody's just looking at you. When you're just with your 

friend and you're laughing and people are looking at you in a certain kind of way. When I 

go to the library with my friends, if we're going to sit at a table, I would try to get a table 

that's far off, somewhere that's not really close because I don't want to be bothering 

anybody. I try to stay away or we try to get a room. I really just try to avoid it because I 

really don't want to have one of those experiences, so I just try to do things that would 

keep that from happening.” – Amanda, Southeast University   

One interviewee noted that owning or disowning the label was a choice a black woman has to 

make:  

As far as black women, if we're labeled ghetto, it's kind of like, “Okay, do I want to be 

the ghetto girl?” Some people go with that, and they know that that's their title. Or if you 

do not want to be the ghetto girl, let me stop doing this because it's really weird, or it's not 

being received correctly, so let me stop saying this like that. – Tiara, Southeast University 

Similar to stereotypes of the angry, strong, bossy, and Jezebel black women, interviewees 

were conscious that anything could be labelled ghetto would be, and so they acted to avoid it in 

mixed-race company.  
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Yet some were unaware of their actions and were reminded by other black women, as 

happened to Nicole:      

I was in a social sciences class, and the professor was talking about growing up in the 

different parts of the town, like the inner cities and the ghetto part of the town. They were 

talking about high schools and they played a song. I knew the song because that's the 

kind of music that I listen to. I got looks because I was singing the song like, “Oh yeah, 

that's my song,” kind of thing. And it was [this] black girl. She was kind of like, “Chill.” 

I'm like, “Huh? I'm just singing the song.” But she was like, “Girl, you don't want them to 

think you ghetto.” And I'm like, “How? Because I'm singing a song?” She wasn't like my 

friend, but we had the class together. We were kind of cool, so she was like, “You don't 

want them to think you ghetto.” I'm like, “They think what they think. I don't think I'm 

ghetto. Do you think I'm ghetto?” She was like, “No, but you[‘re] kind of being loud. 

You can just tone it down a little bit.” I'm like, “Okay, I’ll tone it down.” – Nicole, 

Southeast University 

After an initial defense of her behavior, claiming that there is nothing ghetto about her singing 

along to a song, Nicole took her classmate’s advice to modify her behavior in order to provide no 

opportunity for the mostly white students in the class to label her. She understood that even 

though she and her black female classmate agreed her behavior would not classify her as ghetto, 

she had to be aware of what non-black students would think. She later reconsidered, however:  

I thought about it, and I was like, “Oh, maybe I should like tone it down. Maybe I should 

like not...” But I feel like it's certain ways you should go about doing things. Of course, if 

I'm in class, I'm not going to scream the song out. I'm not going to stand up and start 
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dancing or nothing like that, but, I mean, if I wanted to sing the song, I'm going to sing 

the song. – Nicole, Southeast University  

In sum, some interviewees coped with the ghetto black woman stereotype by adjusting their 

behavior, particularly regarding how loudly they talk when in a group in the presence of non-

black people. Their hope was that doing so would lessen the likelihood of being stereotyped. It 

meant, however, that they had to engage in the emotionally-taxing effort of self-monitoring their 

behavior in public settings, which entailed having to hide their individual expression or agency. 

In the end, women struggled to avoid the ghetto stereotype by trying to control the possibility of 

non-black people classifying them as ghetto.    

Conclusion  

These findings illustrate the pervasiveness and intensity of the ghetto black woman stereotype on 

the PWI. Women at the PWI reported more vivid examples of their white counterparts labeling 

them than did women at the HBCU. Perhaps being on the majority-black campus minimizes the 

cross-race interactions that can give rise to the label. The element of the ghetto black woman 

stereotype that led to the most common adaptation was the element of loudness, and women 

reported being very conscious of this and adjusted their behavior accordingly in predominantly 

white spaces. The women were determined to give their white peers another image of black 

women that counteracted the ghetto black woman stereotype.  

Respectable Black Woman Stereotype 

A majority of the women interviewed at the HBCU and the PWI have encountered this 

stereotype: 20 out of 23 on the historically black campus and 15 out of 23 black women on the 

predominantly white campus. At Southeast University, four did not encounter this stereotype, 

whereas only one person at Southeast A&T did not encounter it.   
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 As explained in the methods chapter, the respectable black woman is defined as “moral, 

neat in personal experience, polite manners, sexually pure.” The respectable black woman 

originated from the “politics of respectability,” a term created by Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham 

(1993) and its implications developed by Patricia Hill Collins (2004). The scholars suggested 

that the respectable black woman is concerned about her appearance and her moral character, 

which influences how she behaved in social interactions. This black woman projects a polite and 

proper manner, a calm temperament, commits to seeming sexually pure, and presents a neat, 

clean appearance. My results illustrate that many black women seek to demonstrate these 

qualities on their college campuses and see it as countering the negative stereotypes of the angry, 

ghetto, or Jezebel black women.   

This section is organized according to several themes that emerged from the interviews. 

The first describes women’s experiences of the stereotype, the second describes how the 

stereotype appeared in campus organizations, the third describes the role models that inspired it 

in these students, the fourth describes how the stereotype played out on the two campuses, and 

the final section talks about its downsides.  

Image of the Respectable Black Woman  

 The first theme is that the women linked to this stereotype to a woman’s self-

presentation, character, and sexual purity.  

 Regarding the first two characteristics, each woman who encountered this stereotype 

believed that a respectable woman carries herself “like a lady.” When asked about the image of a 

respectable black woman, Katrina simply states, “It's just how you present yourself. The way you 

act, the way you interact with your peers.” When asked for clarification of how the respectable 

black woman carries herself, two commented:    
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Carry yourself meaning if you go to the church, you dress appropriately. If you go to work, 

you dress appropriate. If you go anywhere, you dress appropriate.  With the different ways 

you look, the way in which you talk, don’t be as though you out in the country. If you want 

to be respected, you have to carry yourself accordingly by appearances and the way you 

look. You just have to know what you know and do what you do. Just like you comb your 

hair, brush your teeth, smell good, and hold your head up high, talk correctly. If someone 

walks in the door, you can tell a lot about that person. How they carry themselves is about 

how they present themselves. – Diane, Southeast A&T  

With the respectable black woman stereotype, I'm usually always very conservative with 

my appearance in general. I think that just comes from my family and how I was raised. – 

Stephanie, Southeast University  

Black women also labeled other black women as respectable based on their appearance or 

demeanor.  

There was this one girl, this is when I was taking my public speaking class. Every day she 

came in, dressed very nice. She would have on her dress shirts, or she would just wear 

skirts. She was neat, overall. And she was labeled as respectable. By the class, the teacher. 

She just carried herself in a very ... she carried herself in a positive way. – Chanel, Southeast 

A&T 

She's just well-kept. She carries herself like in a certain light and everything. When Jen 

walks, you could see that you know she's making sure that she presents herself. Jen, she's 

a great girl, when you speak to her, it's just having normal conversations but the fact that 

she keeps herself to a certain standard, makes it seem like you know, she's bougie. And it 
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has nothing to do with her personality and how she interacts with somebody, it's just from 

what they see. – Lisa, Southeast University   

In the women I interviewed, the respectable black women appeared confident in her appearance 

and abilities, and therefore presented herself in the best way in order to be acceptable and 

palatable to everyone who interacted with her.  

Another characteristic of the respectable black woman is her dedication to sexual purity, 

which surprised several of the participants upon reading the definition of this stereotype. Many 

did not consider their sexual activity to play a role in how respectable others perceived them to 

be.  

Many women who said that they are generally considered to fit the “respectable” 

stereotype said that people just assume they are sexually pure, even if they are not. They 

suggested that it was a positive sign that they were demonstrating the stereotype. Olivia had this 

to say:  

Personally, people should never know your sexual life, so if they believe that you're a 

virgin, whether you are or you aren't, it's a good thing. – Olivia, Southeast University 

Others endorsed the stereotype.  Gabrielle, a campus leader, at Southeast Agricultural and 

Technical University recounted that when her peers learn about her virgin identity, she is seen as 

even more respectable in their eyes: 

Yes. I would say even I've been seen as respectable, because I don't put myself into any 

drama. Like the Bible says, “Do unto others as you want them doing to you.” When it 

comes to sexually pure, I'm a virgin. So, when people find out they're like, “Wow. I respect 

that, because you haven't been touched by anyone. You still have that pure glow, that fresh 

glow. – Gabrielle, Southeast A&T  
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Most of the black women did not divulge their religious affiliation, but the ones who did said that 

being religious was a part of their characterization as a respectable black woman and that 

practicing sexual purity increased their respectability. Many women labeled as respectable said 

that the reason was that they were quiet and shy or appeared younger than their age. Toni, 

Tiffany, and Tonya expressed their frustration at this label.  

I've been labeled as quiet and a schoolgirl, not only growing up, but I see even as I get 

older, people still label me as that, especially if you don't really know me. Yeah. I guess, 

yeah, that's respectable. Yeah. They're like, “Oh, you look so innocent. You're so nice. 

You're so quiet.” That's the one I get a lot, “You're so quiet.” Yeah, and sexually pure, 

“You don't look like you would even do that. You don't even look like you would know 

about that.” Yeah, I get that a lot. – Toni, Southeast A&T   

I know all of my life that I’ve always been labelled as like a goody-two-shoes. “Wow, I 

thought you were innocent.” I’m just like, “I’m a human being.” I feel like there’s an idea 

that when you’re innocent, you’re also naïve and ignorant. That’s the part that irritates me 

because I’m just like, I’m not this way because I don’t know what’s going on in the world. 

I’m this way because I do know what’s going on in the world, and this is how I believe you 

should act.” – Tiffany, Southeast University   

Tonya states:  

Somebody who I'm in the band with, he's a freshman. I'm a sophomore. He was walking 

with me, he was like, because the radio show I have is a gospel show, I don't really wear 

provocative clothing. The most provocative thing that he saw me in was my Halloween 

outfit, which was the little Playboy bunny, but even then it was still safe. He was like, “No, 

that's not sexy Halloween at all. I just feel like you and your boyfriend are just so bland. I 
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feel like you all just study together and have obtuse and right angle sex, then go to sleep 

talking about education.” I was like, “Okay.” He was like, “But that's okay, some people 

need that in their lives.” I didn't take that as a bad thing at all.” Sometimes the respectable 

black woman can be seen as boring. To each their own, I know what I am. My boyfriend 

knows what I am. I know that I have a wild side, I know that I can get up there if I wanted 

to. – Tonya, Southeast A&T    

Respectability in Student Campus Politics   

Formal campus organizations were a prime site for the enactment of respectability, 

particularly on the HBCU campus. Several women were affiliated with Greek organizations or 

student leadership, where they represented their university.  

Black women who were members of a Greek organization said that the Greeks’ image on 

campus as respectable organizations was a reason they were considered respectable. 

I feel like being in my sorority means they view me as being the respectable black woman. 

They are very nice to me. I don't feel like I'm black. I feel like I'm a Gamma. So I think 

they view me as a respectable black woman. They think that I am like a good representation 

of the values that my sorority holds. I feel like they think of me as a generally good, 

positive, nice person. – Ashanti, Southeast University 

That’s very important in my sorority having a positive image. Carrying yourself like a 

lady so people expect that of you when they know you are a part of something that has 

that image. So, they expect that from you and you’re labeled with that. – Alicia, 

Southeast A&T 

Student leadership positions are another forum that confers respectability. Diane is one of two 

non-traditional students I interviewed at the HBCU. Her insight is illustrated in her suggestion of 
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respect and respectability through engagement on campus and through the community from 

student leadership.  

You have to carry yourself accordingly. When you have that title, you have to uphold that 

title because if you want someone to respect you, you have to be respected by how you 

carry yourself. If you don’t, why am I going to follow you when you ain’t even doing right? 

– Diane, Southeast A&T   

Other students involved in student leadership on the HBCU campus made known that their 

respectability shines through their campus position. Women involved in the university’s royal 

court or pageantry, Olivia, Stephanie, and Gabrielle, agree that their positions at the highest 

office on campus encourages people to acknowledge them as respectable black women.        

When I was in Black Student Union, I definitely felt like that, because I seem very proper, 

I'm always very polite with things, I have that whole respectable black woman persona. – 

Olivia, Southeast University   

When I was in student leadership, people voted for me and expected me not to do my job. 

– Stephanie, Southeast A&T  

Yes I'm actually head of a student organization right now. I guess I’m a powerful black 

woman. And even before this leadership position , I was in leadership positions in different 

clubs and organizations.  My leadership position is  a year reign. It's a must, to be 

respectable  in this role, because to be disrespectful would mean that you're just 

disrespecting the university. – Gabrielle, Southeast A&T  

These women experienced the pressure to be respectable due to their leadership positions, and 

they strived to live up to the expectation, which they endorsed.  
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Role Models of the Respectable Black Woman 

One theme that arose organically from the interviews was the role models the 

interviewees invoked. They drew on personal examples of black women in their families, 

mentors on campus, and black women peers.  

Respectability for many was modeled in their families, where they witnessed their 

grandmothers, mothers, or sisters being labeled respectable. Adrianna recollects her grandmother 

had the label applied: 

At my grandma's birthday party, people were speaking on her behalf, and everything like 

that, and just saying how she's such a respectable—like, a matriarch of the family—so 

respectable, she's everyone's grandmother, type of thing. – Adrianna, Southeast A&T  

Friends or acquaintances on campus were also role models, especially women in campus 

leadership positions where they represented the university. Desiree believed that the president 

was truly respected and admired on campus. She excitedly declares:  

I would honestly say [the holder of this position] is very, very well-respected. She's done 

a lot. I myself actually look up to her. She’s very inspirational. You see her, she dresses to 

impress. I've never seen her actually dress down. It's one of those like, “I want to be like 

that,” type of thing. She's really respectful when she speaks to you. She says hello to 

everybody. You don't have to know her at all. When you're in her presence, you want to 

just act your best behavior. – Desiree, Southeast A&T  

She is not alone in her excitement over the president. Alicia also described the significance of a 

student president who is a role model to black women on campus and presents herself as 

respectable by everyone. She pronounces,  
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With our president being a black woman, I think that’s a very strong message to black 

women about being on your A-game in classes and as well as social life. She’s in the 

community. Very positive role model. I actually know her. She’s my friend. I think she is 

doing well with that. Very positive black female role on campus. – Alicia, Southeast A&T  

The role models of the respectable black woman were personal such as family or friends, or 

inspirations of authority figures as mentors for black women to aspire to represent. 

Respectability on PWI vs. HBCU  

Some PWI women labeled respectable worried that they may not seem to remain normal 

or relatable in interactions with their peers. Tiara remembers,   

Playing a game at a party or just playing a game of Truth or Dare or 10 Fingers or Never 

Have I Ever, it's kind of like, “Oh, you haven't done this yet? That's so lame or dull. You're 

going to be lame. Look at your grade, you're too smart to do fun stuff,” or like, “You don't 

smoke, oh my gosh, you don't drink or get drunk. What are you? You don't have a 

boyfriend? You're not having sex yet? How old are you? You're 21.” This is my category! 

There's so many things that we're supposed to do or be knowledgeable of or check off our 

list of stuff we've been through, by certain landmarks in our life. I feel so much pressure to 

live up to that or be like that. – Tiara, Southeast University  

Other women at Southeast University were challenged on their lack of experience and seen as 

outcasts from the normal behavior of college students their age. This separation was also present 

in romantic relationships in which men, in particular black men not considered “respectable” by 

friends, would be filtered of the dating pool. Demetria admits:    

I always kind of struggle, not necessarily with relationships, but guys that want to talk to 

me. But one day a friend broke it down for me. He was like, “You know STEM majors. 
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You don't want to be with any of these guys. They're all just messing around. They're not 

taking anything serious. The reason we don't really like mess with you is because we know 

you're not about that.” I was like, “Hmm, I guess that was a compliment. I'll take it.” He's 

like, “You know we can't do that with you or you wouldn't put up with that.” So I was like 

“Okay, I guess that's respectful because they know I'm not willing to participate in those 

activities.” And I have seen it, I have friends who are the same way [as me] who are just 

waiting for marriage and all that stuff. – Demetria, Southeast University  

On this campus, black women like Demetria who are stereotyped as respectable have a limited 

dating pool. These women feel they have to have uphold the respectable black woman standard, 

and their date has to embody those standards as well. However, they may have to wait for the 

men to want to date them. According to Neveah: 

In men’s heart that's the type of woman they want. Now, they'll go after the sexual, cause 

that's easy and it's hard to get the one who's respectable. When they done playing, that's 

who they gone come for. Or a strong black woman, or a mixture of the two. They'll end up 

with that. Now, they might start with the over sexual, but they gone end up with one, or 

two of them. - Neveah, Southeast A&T  

The stereotype is stronger at the HBCU than at the PWI. At Southeast A&T, the 

respectable black woman is seen as an asset to political, social, and academic success and to the 

whole University enterprise. The campus cultivates a standard of conducting oneself in the best 

way, on and off campus. As some of the black women explained, this HBCU standard requires 

that some students place a mask on their authentic selves in favor of an acceptable persona to 

display on their campus. Porsche from Southeast A&T expounds on this:  
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SATU is a different type of breed at certain times when it comes to institutions, so people 

try to have a certain repertoire about themselves. They don't want to always be seen as the 

angry black woman because people have a lot of things on campus they're trying to do. So 

people might hide that and that might be in their private lives, but for the most part people 

try to put kind of a façade of “This is who I am,” so that way, [they can accomplish] 

whatever they're trying to do on campus, because SATU talks. If you have a reputation for 

being hostile, angry, you can't get along with people, a lot of people aren't going to want to 

associate with you.” – Porsche, Southeast A&T   

She continued by discussing the consequences of straying:  

When you lose respect, like for instance, one of our  student leaders, she was Donna B. 

Jenkins, she was known as very high and respectable up until an image circulated with her 

doing something she shouldn't have been doing. It brought her image down. With SATU 

you can be respectable. Work your way up to it. Start from the bottom, you work your way 

here, but one thing can bring you right back down. So I think that's a little bit kind of biased, 

because a guy does it, then it’s a completely different thing. – Porsche  

Another difference between the institutions is that the stereotype is more firmly believed in at 

Southeast A&T. It permeates the expectations more than it does at the PWI. 

I would say the standard is being well-put together. Able to articulate whatever you are 

talking about, whatever field you are going into. Being able to do that thoroughly. 

Graduating with either a solid job in mind or already having a job, even though it takes 

time for some people. And just being strong and confident in whatever you are doing. I 

think that is the standard. Here, we’ve had plenty of black women go on to do great things, 

so there’s a standard. If you’re not progressing and moving towards something, what are 
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you really doing? Are you living up to the standard of SATU and all these people that have 

come before you? I think it’s more of wanting to live up to a standard, rather than being 

stereotyped. – Alicia, Southeast A&T   

To conclude, the image of the respectable black woman may be encountered differently on the 

two campuses, as it is stronger at the HBCU and therefore requires black women to demonstrate 

it more thoroughly so that they can be regarded as assets on their college campus.  

Drawbacks to the Stereotype  

 Even though the majority of black women stated that they like others to stereotype them 

as the respectable black woman, several mentioned disadvantages.  

 Many women felt that their behavior and actions were scrutinized by their peers for signs 

of not being respectable and felt judged.  

I think with the label of the respectful black women, if you do something wrong it's blown 

way out of proportion because you're seen as respectful and nice and moral and pure. So if 

you do anything that's a little bit left of that, then you're then labeled as what you did instead 

of what you really are. So I think it's not a bad label, but it kind of restricts you in a sense 

because if you do something that's not respectful then everyone's kind of like “Oh, what 

happened to her?” – Chelsea, Southeast University  

Brenda, who attends Southeast University, said “It makes me feel like people see me as if I’m 

perfect almost. And I’m not perfect.” Tiara felt similarly, and felt that it brought down her self-

esteem:  

I would say because I relate so much to the Respectable Black Woman, I feel like that has 

made me set expectations so high or look up to or compare myself to others so much where 

it's kind of like, in an almost like unhealthy way because you're not this person, they're not 
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you, but because you look up to them so much or because you want to, say it's this good or 

I'm so perfect, it's almost like you bash yourself even harder because you're not allowed to 

make mistakes. – Tiara, Southeast University  

Some found the pressure coming more from women than men:  

Women will hold other women to a certain standard, I think maybe even more than men. 

If they haven't met that standard then they're not. That’s how it goes, whereas men, not that 

they generally have low standards, but their standards are just not the same. – Bianca, 

Southeast University  

Another disadvantage is that the “polite and proper” perception may make them susceptible to 

people taking advantage of them. 

I would say that being the respectable black woman has kind of set me back a little bit 

because people are easier to take advantage of you. They think you can just take anything, 

and you take it. I’ve had to become more, not closed off, but I’ve kind of had to guard 

myself. As soon as you let somebody into your inner circle, they will take advantage of 

you and see that weakness in you. I have kind of guard how I act in classes. It’s crazy cause 

I’ve thought about this. Even my body language, if you come off too innocent… even 

hugging. It might be a simple little hug. It might not even be seen in a romantic way, but if 

you are hugging somebody, folks think. You kind of have to watch how you act around 

certain people. You kind of just have to watch how you act. – Keisha, Southeast A&T  

Another disadvantage of the respectable black woman stereotype is that some felt it made 

them seem not relatable to the black community.       
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My biggest fear is that one day I’m going to open a women’s center and I’m not going to 

be able to attract the women that we need because people are reluctant to come in because 

of me. I can be that barrier. – Angela, Southeast University  

Being non-relatable to the black community was Angela’s biggest fear with her increased 

education and resources. Angela’s fear have already become a reality for Savannah, who also 

attends Southeast University, and says behaving as the respectable black woman resulted in her 

being the outsider.    

It's not like my parents were hell-bent on raising me as white, it was just they grew up in  

the Midwest, and they were poor and then not like they forgot the ‘hood’, because my dad's 

definitely still like, “Hide everything,” and very, like, on edge in that way. But just because 

of how I was raised, my parents didn't really discriminate or anything. So I got a lot of 

different feels of different cultures. It wasn't just black culture. And so, I feel like whatever 

I knew ... black people like assessing me and looking me up and down. So like when I start 

talking or just anything, I'm always like, “Am I black enough?” And so, I feel like the 

Respectable Black Woman thing kind of like plays against me in that way. – Savannah, 

Southeast University  

Language use was a problem felt by some women who bore the “respectable” label:  

I've been told before, “Oh, wow, you're different from other black girls. You speak so well. 

But you don't speak like other black girls.” Whatever that even means… I've got from other 

white students, I mean, from other black students, “Oh, you speak so proper.” It's just like, 

“That's just me. I don't really know how else to explain it.” I think that's something that, 

just in the black community, as a black woman, we kind of just divide ourselves like, “Oh, 

we're better than her,” when honestly, we're all on the same level. If she's not saying 
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something correctly then, “Hey, you didn't say that correctly.” Let's help each other out. – 

Olivia, Southeast University  

Some believed that their respectable label was interpreted as “uppity” or “bougie.” Porsche 

gave her example:  

My entire life I've been kind of the uppity black girl because I was already in the higher 

level classes, so they were like, “Oh that's the smart girl with the big booty.” That's really 

what I was known for: the smart, bougie one with the big booty. I was fine with it, but at 

SATU, because I'm in a sorority. I'm a[sorority name], so already, it's the whole bougieness 

of it. I learned my mannerisms from my mom. She kind of taught me, you know, you never 

want to go anywhere just looking any type of way because you never know. You always 

want to be decently presentable. But some people be like, “Oh, you too uptight.” – Porsche, 

Southeast A&T    

It is important to note that Olivia and Porsche came from middle-to-upper class backgrounds, 

which affected how others perceived their respectable black woman portrayals. Patricia Hill 

Collins (2004) found that middle class black women were more successful in portraying aspects 

of the “politics of respectability” than were working class black women. Collins suggested that 

middle class black women’s motivation was fear of being thought of as working class. Given 

their class background, it is unsurprising that these black women worked hard to embody the 

respectable black woman. 

Because I speak a certain way, or I speak at a certain level, that I feel that division like, 

“Oh, she thinks she's better than me,” when I'm like, “I don't think I'm better than you.” I 

just, unfortunately, have had more opportunities to learn or my parents have pushed that 

for me. – Olivia, Southeast University   
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The final negative outcome of the respectable black woman stereotype is being seen as 

being an “Oreo,” a person who, according to Lisa, a Southeast University student, is “Like black 

on the outside, white on the inside.” She described the problem it causes: 

To a black person, we take it negatively. It's like you are kind of like demeaning my 

blackness. At first, I was too black, now I'm not black enough. 

She continued:  

It's a good adjective to describe somebody. It's also dismissive. They expect you to act a 

certain way or say certain things. So when I don't give them that persona, it's like, “Okay, 

are you mixed?” Where do you come from? It's just like the Oreo thing. Okay, you're black 

on the outside, but white on the inside. Like, no, no, no. I'm black on the outside and I'm 

black on the inside. – Lisa, Southeast University    

The Oreo accusation played out differently on the two campuses. Women at Southeast 

University noted that they were surrounded by white students who sometimes commented that 

these women were not acting stereotypically black because their tone of voice, mannerisms, and 

actions were seen to mirror norms of the white culture. The interviewees felt that white people 

were shoving them into a mold of being examples of “good, decent” black people, forcing them 

to defend their behaviors as displays as actually being based in black culture. Olivia’s frustration 

is clear: 

That was probably my most prevalent one, the Oreo stereotype of “I'm black but I speak 

so proper, she acts like a white girl.” I'm very much into Caribbean music, more than I'm 

into black music. I know black music, but I don't know it as much as other students may, 

so they'll be like, “Oh, you're a black girl, but you have ... You're basically white.” – Olivia, 

Southeast University  
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Tiara echoes her sentiments when she explains that when white people at her job call her a “nice 

girl,” it reinforces the notion that she is “nice for a black girl.” She elaborates: 

Literally every single day, like every single day. Even at my job today, when I was just 

leaving, people would just be like, “Oh, you're so nice!” It's kind of like, “Thanks,” but I 

don't feel like they're saying it because I'm nice, feel like they're saying it because you're 

nice for a black girl. – Tiara, Southeast University  

In Olivia, Tiara, and other black women’s minds, their behavior was not abnormal for black 

people, although they believed white people saw it that way, and it frustrated them. For them, 

they believe that white people stereotype blacks as angry, loud, and ghetto people. 

The problem for “respectable” women at the PWI was not limited to white people’s 

perceptions of them. Tracy describes the difficulty in being accepted by black students on 

campus, as well: 

Yeah, they don't expect me to talk like I talk. Even in our own community, they're like, 

“Oh, you don't talk like you're black.” Or, “Maybe you don't know this because you're not 

what I think is black.” – Tracy, Southeast University  

She describes her first experience at the university when she told an upper division black woman 

her plans for student involvement. 

One of my first experiences that was on college campus was my freshman year when a 

Beta was looking after me. She was taking me to the stores, you know, showing me around. 

And I was telling her, “Oh, I want to be an orientation leader.” And she's like, “Oh, well, 

you know, I tried out for that. But I think you'll get it, ‘cause you're not black enough.” 

And she just told me that. I was like, “Oh. Okay.” – Tracy, Southeast University  

Olivia had a similar experience:  
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I had just met this [black] girl, and I'm thinking, “I'm in college now, no one's going to tell 

me,” and I was just talking fine. She was like, “Why do you always talk like that?” And 

I'm like, “What do you mean?” She was like ... She told me I talked very professional and 

proper all of the time. She was like, “You're such an Oreo.” I speak regular! I was like, 

“What does that even mean? I speak like I always do, I don't speak more professional.” Of 

course, in certain conversations, maybe I use more advanced vocabulary. – Olivia, 

Southeast University  

The Oreo stereotype at Southeast A&T was viewed in two opposite ways. On the one hand, 

several interviewees endorsed it, although not by that name. Jazlyn explained that she was 

usually labeled as an Oreo, but she reframed those words positively to imply that her behavior 

was proper and educated:   

I usually get like, “Oh you talk so white,” or, “You act so white.” I don't see it as white. It's 

talking proper, honestly. – Jazlyn, Southeast A&T  

According to Elle, most people at Southeast A&T are also middle class and thus conform to 

norms that some people might call Oreo, although she does not use that term:  

They are all kind of like me. I’m not kidding. They all dress presentable, very rarely that I 

see anyone that is dressed. However, they are all dressed presentable, they all talk educated. 

The only time it’s somebody I can’t understand is if they have an accent. That’s it. It’s just 

being in an environment where people who are just trying to reach [their potential] When 

I got here it was like, “Oh my gosh!” First of all, everyone is like me and they are all so 

nice. – Elle, Southeast A&T  

In contrast, Desiree felt that most people at Southeast A&T were from disadvantaged 

backgrounds and that they held her privileged background against her by accusing her of acting 
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white. Desiree sadly states how she was labeled with words of “spoiled” and “uppity” to describe 

the family privilege she has. She expresses:   

I'm not really used to being around what other people are used to at SATU campus. People 

are from harder areas. They grew up in harder areas. Tougher areas. I get called white all 

the time, or “You're acting so white,” or ... “Why you look like that?” I just think it's 

because I had it pretty easy, honestly, growing up. Other people see that, they're like, “Oh, 

she didn't have to work for anything. Everything was given to her.” It's annoying. Just 

because someone has it easier than you doesn't mean they didn't work for it. My parents, 

they did help me along the way, but they're not telling me do this, do this, do that. They're 

going to give me advice, and eventually, it's all on you to do what you want to do. – Desiree, 

Southeast A&T       

In sum, the Oreo stereotype forces the accused to cope with others’ belief that their racial 

identity as a black women is influenced by whiteness and that their behavior is uncharacteristic 

of other black students on campus. The results illustrate that these black women have an uphill 

climb in trying to fully be themselves without being seen as behaving as someone else.  

Conclusion  

 Overall, the respectable black woman stereotype was considered to be positive by most of 

the black women involved in this study. Aspects of the stereotype, like the proper behavior, calm 

temperament, and godly morals, were highly regarded as qualities that many black women 

wanted to be perceived to have. As in the rest of the chapter, the respectable stereotype, despite 

its problems, was the only stereotype that had a positive connotation; it certainly was better than 

being considered “angry,” or “ghetto.” It was, in fact, highly prized by many peers on both 

campuses, but perhaps especially on the HBCU, where student leaders were said to fit the 
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respectable stereotype. Therefore, from the perspective of most interviewees, the fact that the 

stereotype was pervasive on both campuses was not something to feel badly about.  

 Yet the respectable black woman stereotype had its drawbacks. It prompted many black 

women to be vulnerable to others’ perceptions of them, and they felt that it constrained their 

agency and expression.  

Some felt that their peers stereotyped them as Oreos for speaking standard English or 

acting “properly.” Some felt that being labelled sexually pure implied that they were different 

from other people in a negative way. And some resented being told that their respectability 

meant they were not black enough.   
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CHAPTER 4 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This dissertation has examined black women’s experiences of stereotyping on two 

university campuses: a predominantly white institution and a historically black university. 

Analyses based on interviews conducted with women at the two universities shed light on the 

barriers that these stereotypes present to their scholarly and personal development. Interviews 

also reveal the adjustments that women made so that they would not by stereotyped negatively 

by their peers.  

In this concluding chapter, I provide a review of the findings, offer explanations of the 

findings, and discuss how these findings contribute to the literature. I then discuss implications 

for theory and practice. From there, I explain the limitations of this study, and lastly, I provide 

suggestions for future research. 

Summary of Findings  

This dissertation asked three research questions. The first research question asks whether 

black women at the HBCU were equally as likely as black women at the PWI to experience or 

witness each stereotype. Because the literature shows that HBCUs can be beneficial in many 

ways for African American students, I expected a reduction in stereotyping of women to be an 

additional benefit, but that was not the case. I found the opposite. Figure 1 illustrated that more 

women at the HBCU than at the PWI encountered the six stereotypes on their campus. This 

finding implies that the benefits of an HBCU experience do not include—at least for women and 

at least on one campus—a respite from being stereotyped.  

The first possible explanation is that HBCUs do not have an objective of furthering 

gender equality and thus do not take action to curb gender stereotyping. It is probable that if 
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stereotyping that centered on racial inferiority were pervasive on campus, the university would 

pay close attention, perhaps instituting workshops, symposia, or bias training to rectify the 

problem. Stereotyping that implies racial inferiority flies in the face of its mission, and for that 

reason alone would likely be tackled head on. While gender equality is not a university goal, it 

would be interesting to know if the university would undertake actions if stereotypes pertaining 

to black men—for example, the notion that they are criminality inclined—were to be pervasive 

as those that apply to black women. Further research could investigate the extent to which black 

men on HBCU campuses are stereotyped and whether there is an institutional response.  

The second possible explanation points to the power of stereotyping. It is not only 

dominant groups who engage in stereotyping subordinate groups. People in subordinate groups 

often believe the negative stereotypes about themselves. For example, a study found that while 

five-year-old girls believe that girls and boys are equally likely to be “really, really smart,” by 

age six, they put more boys than girls in that category (Bian, Leslie, and Cimpian 2017). In a 

society awash in stereotypes that affect people from birth, it is unsurprising that they fail to 

crumble simply by virtue of attending a university populated by other people (in this case, black 

women) affected by them. Results of this study showed that black women themselves engaged in 

perpetuating stereotypical images by criticizing and judging women on their campus. Stereotypes 

are ubiquitous and resilient, and this dissertation shows that in at least this one comparative case, 

stereotypes about black women are impervious to the beneficial effect of being in a community 

that is supportive of racial minorities.     

The second research question asks whether the stereotypes on the campus are pervasive 

or rare. The answer is that they are pervasive. With the exception of the Jezebel stereotype, at 

least 15 women out of 23 women at each campus had experienced each stereotype as Figure 1 
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shows.  Results indicate that majority of the stereotyping came from peer interaction between 

black woman and other students on campus. Women appeared to define themselves in how 

others viewed them. Oftentimes, women viewed themselves in opposition to the perception of 

others. This finding oppose Janice McCabe’s (2016) findings that illustrate the importance of 

inter- and intra-racial friendships that benefit the academic and social achievements of black and 

white college women. This study illustrates that women were likely to be stereotyped by their 

same-race peers on both campuses, however women at the PWI encountered additional 

stereotyping from opposite race peers, which affected women’s campus engagement. Women 

described instances of them stereotyping one another as positive and negative stereotypes which 

potentially hindered their personal development, socially and professionally.       

 The implication of this finding is that black women on college campuses are not free to 

live their lives as they wish without having to consider how they appear to others, confirming 

what scholars have found. Stereotypes, even positive ones, inhibit black women’s freedom to 

become individual women separate from the stereotypes (Chavous et al. 2004; Harris-Perry 

2011; Rollock, Gillborn, Vincent and Ball 2011; Settles 2006).  

The third and final research question asks about women’s lived experiences of the 

stereotypes. It asks specifically about the content of the stereotypes and about how women 

reacted to the stereotypes being applied to them. Below I summarize the themes that arose in 

answer to this question for each stereotype.       

The angry black woman stereotype was one of the most pervasive on the campuses, and a 

major theme to arise was that interviewees felt people unfairly applied the stereotype to them 

when they expressed emotions and feelings of frustration. Another theme was that it often was 

men who did the stereotyping, a finding similar to Amy Wilkins, (2012b) who also found black 
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men to be active in perpetrating this stereotype. My findings also confirm research on black 

women being perceived as having “attitudes,” which is another way of describing the angry 

stereotype (Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and Harrison 2008). The women I interviewed did not 

accept the label and believed that it belittled black women’s emotions and was a response to 

them speaking their minds. Women in my study actively coped with the angry stereotype 

through adjustments to their behavior. They policed themselves in order to present a calm 

temperament, and they also consciously controlled their responses to arguments.     

The strong black woman stereotype was also quite common. Unlike many of the 

stereotypes, interviewees tended to view this stereotype in a positive way, although many of 

these same people pointed to its negative aspects, as well. Similar to past research, interviewees 

described being stereotyped as “superwomen” who could balance their responsibilities, 

demonstrate superhuman strength to preserve through adversity, and have the capable of “doing 

it all” (see Graham 2013; Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and Harrison 2008). Interviewees stated that 

the stereotype encouraged them to remain committed through adversity (see Beauboeuf-

Lafontant 2005; Collins 2004; Watson and Hunter 2016; Woods-Giscombe 2013). They did not 

mind being thought of as strong and independent, but they also expressed dissatisfaction, for 

example, about how others felt it was acceptable to burden them with demands, which they 

found stressful (see Graham 2013). More broadly, although interviewees did not mention this 

possibility, it is possible that this stereotype maintains the status quo by encouraging black 

women to not question their position in life, even when it is unfair; instead they should just 

“buck up,” draw on their own strength, and deal with the adversity they face (Beauboeuf-

Lafontant 2005; Collins 2004; Watson and Hunter 2016; Woods-Giscombe 2013).  
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Interviewees frequently encountered the bossy black woman stereotype, which they said 

was applied, as scholars have found, when they displayed leadership qualities in group settings 

on campus (see Epstein 1973; Livingston, Rosette and Washington 2012; Reynolds-Dobbs, 

Thomas and Harrison 2008). Unlike the finding by Livingston, Rosette and Washington (2012) 

that black women could get away with being dominant in workplace leadership roles, women in 

this study of campuses could not. They were penalized for being thought of as bossy. In 

response, many of them had very thoughtfully considered how they could present themselves to 

appear less bossy to group members. 

The Jezebel stereotype was reported less frequently than others, perhaps because of their 

discomfort in reporting to a researcher about having been accused of being overly sexual or 

perhaps simply because it is less common than others. Nevertheless, many women had 

experienced it, confirming several scholars’ findings that people scrutinize and judge black 

women’s sexual activity (Collins 2004; Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas and Harrison 2008; Wilkins 

2012a; Wyatt 2008). Many interviewees stated that their clothing choices made others assume 

they were more sexually active than was the case. Women at the HBCU described more detailed 

experiences of this stereotype than did women at the PWI. Several talked about the sex ratio on 

campus, where women outnumbered men, and suggested that this imbalance might contribute to 

women dressing more provocatively and thereby earning the label. The way interviewees coped 

was by dressing modestly, sometimes in the clothing uniform suggested by their professional 

organizations. This finding of controlling one’s appearance or behavior to appear modest is 

similar to that of other scholars. Wilkins (2012a), for example, found that some black women 

engaged in abstinence and sought to limit interactions with men.  
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The ghetto black woman stereotype was more vicious on the PWI than on the HBCU 

campus. Women at the PWI reported more vivid examples of white people labeling them than 

did women at the HBCU. This finding confirms research on black women at predominantly 

white universities, where white students classified women as ghetto from their assumptions that 

they came from low-income backgrounds (Wilkins 2012a). The women I interviewed confronted 

the ghetto stereotype by being conscious of their behavior, particularly their loudness, in 

predominantly white spaces (see Lei 2003; Morris 2007). They also sought to embody aspects of 

middle-class womanhood by acting calm-tempered, quiet, and demure (see Nguyen and Anthony 

2014; Rollock, Gillborn, Vincent and Ball 2011; Wilkins 2012a).    

The respectable black women stereotype was common on both campuses, although 

interviewees at the HBCU spoke about it more colorfully. They reported that the stereotype was 

valued on campus in student leadership, whereas women at the PWI were more interested in 

being perceived as respectable in order to not be characterized as “angry,” “ghetto,” or 

“Jezebels.” For both groups, the findings confirm that the stereotype was connected to decorum 

and sexual propriety (Harris 2003; Higginbotham 1993; McCall 2005; Saffin 2005; Settles 

2006). Results from my study that show how women in campus leadership positions representing 

the university were labelled respectable is a new contribution to the literature. Interviewees also 

described drawbacks to the respectable stereotype. One was being described as an Oreo for 

acting “properly,” and they resented being told their respectability meant they were not black 

enough. Another drawback was feeling judged if they did not exemplify the stereotype. The last 

finding is similar to that of other scholars, who found that the “politics of respectability” 

undermines black women’s ability to act as they see fit, and thus the stereotype distorts black 
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women as a group and invites judgment of their conduct by onlookers (Harris 2003; Joseph 

2016; White 2001; Wilkins 2012a).    

Implications for Theory  

The intersectionality theoretical framework has guided a great deal of sociological 

research on how combination of race, class, and gender reproduce inequality, focusing our 

attention on the various way black women could be perceived and judged based on their race, 

gender, sexual orientation, and social class. Kimberlé Crenshaw (1993) created and advanced 

this theory by shifting the feminist focus on women to instead look at the lives of women with a 

variety of identities.  

This study adds to the understanding of the intersectional approach, and more specifically 

black women’s experiences. The stereotypes analyzed in the study were not only gendered but 

also racialized against black women. And they were a common experience in these women’s 

everyday lives as they went about their experiences of being students. One implication is that the 

nature of these stereotypes—many of which are unlikely to apply to all women, but only to the 

subset of black women—shows that intersectionality theory’s claim that women’s lived 

experiences differs by race, class, etc. is borne out. The results offer strong support for the value 

of intersectionality. The intersectionality theoretical framework presented ways to consider, 

assess, and understand black women’s lives that may not have been gained from investigating 

race and gender independently.  

The most important contribution this study makes to intersectionality theory lies in its 

exploration of the different contexts in which stereotyping takes place. The study examined 

intersectionality in a process-centered model that places attention on the institutional contexts 

and recognizes how power operates across institutional fields, and it showed that context—
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whether a woman attended a PWI or an HBCU—mattered greatly. Thus, the results give 

substance to the notion that context matters for intersectionality studies. This study supports the 

intersectional approach that highlights important interactions across contexts.            

Another theoretical implication is that the stereotypes perpetuate inequality because they 

are pervasive and embedded within our social institutions, including higher education, where 

they impede women’s personal development. Interviewees could not escape the harmful effects 

of the stereotypes because they were widespread and embedded in institutions. Some negative 

results included black women having to worry about how to be taken seriously in leadership and 

academic roles and devote precious mental resources to figuring out how to avoid being labelled.  

When black women sought to speak their minds, the stereotypes were applied to them and 

decreased their confidence and strides to advance themselves. The result was that the college 

experience was less positive for their development than it could have been.  

Implications for Practice  

One implication of the findings is that stereotyping is pervasive and damaging to women 

students, and it is possible that universities could seek to address the problems. Historically 

Black universities could counter gendered stereotypes, such as the Jezebel stereotype, by 

instituting trainings for faculty and students about gender stereotypes. Students could lead many 

such initiatives. Student organizations could orchestrate trainings, programs, or workshops for 

their peers to educate them about the damaging effects of common stereotypes. Also, 

predominantly black universities could funnel resources into their women student unions which 

could assist them with outreach and programming targeted toward equality between female and 

male students. Lastly, recognizing and fighting to improve the proportion of women leaders in 

places of university power such as board of trustees would help these governing bodies could 



118 

increase diversity on their committees and within their positions of power through their selection 

of more women into leadership positions. In sum, the HBCU could work on the problem it seems 

to have with perpetuating gender stereotypes.   

The findings from this study revealed that women at the predominantly white institution 

faced the ghetto stereotype at a greater rate than at the HBCU, and that white students’ 

problematic assumption that all black students are from low-income backgrounds was part of the 

problem. Predominantly white universities could counter racialized stereotypes, such as the 

ghetto stereotype, by instituting anti-racist education. Trainings and workshops targeted for 

faculty and students could promote the fact that black students come from diverse socioeconomic 

statuses and class backgrounds. To highlight social class differences, universities could use 

technological avenues in the form of videos and media content that showcase black students’ 

voices from different class backgrounds. The media content could be advertised on the 

universities social media outlets and university websites that demonstrate the diversity within the 

minority student population. As recommended for the HBCU, many programs could be student-

created and student-led. Student organizations could create programs, or workshops for their 

peers to educate them about the damaging effects of common stereotypes.  

At both institutions, most women’s accounts of their peers stereotyping them occurred 

within the classroom setting. To monitor these exchanges, trainings for faculty could include 

instruct faculty on ways to oversee group activities within the classrooms and provide interactive 

group projects that helps students understand the experiences of their minority peers. Safe spaces 

for conversation among black women might be another beneficial change. This could be 

accomplished through programs that offer mentoring services and networking relationships with 

same-race students that increase their student engagement and college success.   
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Limitations  

There are several limitations to this study. This study only interviewed black women on 

two universities in the southeastern region of the U.S. Therefore, the findings are not nationally 

representative of the experiences of black college women. Women’s experiences of stereotyping 

are likely to vary across regions, and my conclusions may not apply to settings outside the 

southeast. Also, black women attending other types of schools, such community colleges or elite 

universities, may have more encounters with stereotyping, or less. Additionally, the likelihood of 

homogeneity increased due to the way I recruited respondents (Weiss 1994). Using a 

combination of convenience and snowball sampling techniques I was fortunate to gather women 

from a variety of majors and backgrounds, but nevertheless, I did not recruit many STEM or 

business majors. Women who are social science majors may be more familiar with stereotyping 

and more aware of it when it occurs. I also relied on women’s accounts in regard to their 

experiences of stereotyping, and their peers’ versions might vary in regard to what really 

happened.  

Suggestions for Future Research  

Future research should examine black women’s experiences of stereotyping on other 

college campuses such as community colleges, elite colleges, or flagship universities. Although 

my study did not find any difference in the number of stereotypes black women experienced on 

the two kinds of campuses, a larger sample that included many campuses might have revealed 

such differences. Future research should also compare experiences of stereotyping of women of 

different races on college campuses in order to more clearly see the racialized component of such 

stereotypes and which elements are unique to black women and which are not. Studies that 

examine the experiences of white women and black women attending the same university could 
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shed light on this issue. Also, examining how black men perceive these stereotypes of black 

women could speak to why some black men perpetuate certain stereotypes. Finally, longitudinal 

designs can measure student outcomes to determine the long-term outcomes of having been 

stereotyped while in college.  
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APPENDIX A 

 

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

 
1. I would like to begin by asking you what is it like to be a black woman on this college 

campus. (Probe: How do other students regard black women? Can you give me an example of 

something you’ve heard or seen?)  

2. Now I’d like to ask how things are going for you and your personal development. Do you feel 

that college is helping you be the best person you can be? (Probe: Would you say that here at 

college your overall experiences are positive? Are you able to meet your goals for yourself? Are 

your relationships with other students and faculty mostly positive?)  

3. Have you ever felt like you were being stereotyped with people thinking something about you 

just because you’re a black woman? Here is a chart that names some stereotypes about black 

women and gives a short description. Can you mark the ones that you’ve encountered here on 

campus? [Pause while she fills it out.]    

4. [Ask only if she checked the box] Have you or black women you know ever been labeled as 

being an “angry black woman” here? For example, have you been called that by an instructor, an 

advisor, or another student? Have you encountered it in classes, course material, or flyers on 

campus? Can you tell me about it? How did it come up? Did you change your future behavior so 

no one would label you this again? Do you think this label is more likely to come from women 

or from men, or is there no difference? 

5. [Ask only if she checked the box] Has someone ever called you a “strong black woman” here? 

What did they mean by that? Do you see it as a positive or negative? Why? For example, have 

you been called that by an instructor, an advisor, or another student? Have you encountered it in 

classes, course material, or flyers on campus? Can you tell me about it? How did it come up? Did 

you change your future behavior so no one would label you this again? Do you think this label is 

more likely to come from women or from men, or is there no difference? Is there anything 

positive about this stereotype for you?  

6. [Ask only if she checked the box] Have you or black women you know ever been labeled 

bossy here on campus? For example, have you been called that by an instructor, an advisor, or 

another student? Have you encountered it in classes, course material, or flyers on campus? Can 

you tell me about it? How did it come up? Did you change your future behavior so no one would 



122 

label you this again? Do you think this label is more likely to come from women or from men, or 

is there no difference? Why is that? Do you have an example?  

7. [Ask even if she did NOT check the box] Black women can be stereotyped as supposedly 

overly sexual. Is that stereotype about black women prevalent on this campus? Why do you think 

this happens? Has anyone ever applied that label to you? Have you encountered it in classes, 

course material, or flyers on campus? Can you tell me about it? How did it come up? Did you 

change your future behavior so no one would label you this again? Do you think this label is 

more likely to come from women or from men, or is there no difference? 

8. [Ask only if she checked the box] Has someone ever called you or someone you know 

“ghetto” here on campus? What did they mean by that? For example, have you been called that 

by an instructor, an advisor, or another student? Have you encountered it in classes, course 

material, or flyers on campus? Can you tell me about it? How did it come up? Did you change 

your future behavior so no one would label you this again? Do you think this label is more likely 

to come from women or from men, or is there no difference? 

9. [Ask only if she checked the box] Have you or black women you know ever been labeled 

respectable here on campus? For example, have you been called that by an instructor, an advisor, 

or another student? Have you encountered it in classes, course material, or flyers on campus? 

Can you tell me about it? How did it come up? Did you change your future behavior so no one 

would label you this again? Do you think this label is more likely to come from women or from 

men, or is there no difference?  

10. In general, with all the negative stereotypes out there, what do you do to avoid being thought 

of in these negative ways? Are there things you do or ways you present yourself so that people 

will not make these assumptions? 

11. Would you say that you know most of the other black students on campus either personally 

or by reputation?  

12. Have any stereotypes we’ve talked about gotten in the way of your personal development, or 

set you back a bit?    

Demographic Questions:  

13. What is your year in school? What is your major? What organizations are you a member of?  

14. How would you describe your family's social class? (Probe: Working-class? Middle-class? 

Upper-class?)    
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15. Did your parents attend college?   

16. Is there someone you know whose experiences might be different from yours who might be 

willing to be interviewed? Would you mind if I mentioned your name when I contact her to ask 

for an interview?  

17. Is there anything you would like to add that I didn’t think to ask about? Thank you so much!  
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APPENDIX B 

 

PRE-INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 
Have you encountered any of these stereotypes? (Check all that apply) 

Name of Stereotype  Description of Stereotype  Yes  No  Maybe  

Angry Black Woman Bad tempered, easily upset, loud-

mouthed, talkative, aggressive, 

argumentative 

   

Strong Black Woman  Capable, dedicated work ethic, 

independent, competent, talented, 

able to “do it all” 

   

Bossy Black Woman  Tough, demanding, knows what she 

wants and expects to get it, 

outspoken, lacks empathy 

   

Overly Sexual Black 

Woman  

Provocative, sexually promiscuous, 

uses her body to achieve success  

   

Ghetto Black Woman Draws attention to herself, abrasive, 

rude, loud, economically unfortunate, 

violent  

   

Respectable Black 

Woman 

Moral, neat in personal appearance, 

polite manners, sexually pure  
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APPENDIX C 

 

CONSENT FORM  
Consent Form  

 

Comparing Black Women’s Experience of Stereotyping in a Historically Black University 

and a Predominantly White University  

 

This interview is part of a research project about how black women students on predominantly 

white and historically black campuses experience black womanhood. You were selected because 

you are an African American woman who responded to the researcher’s request for participation. 

 

The interview is expected to last approximately one hour. Your participation is purely voluntary. 

I will tape-record the interview. You may choose, without any penalty, to skip any questions, to 

discontinue the interview at any time, or to exclude use of your responses.  

 

During the interview, we may discuss potentially sensitive material regarding your experiences 

as a student on your campus. All of your responses will remain completely confidential to the 

extent allowed by law. Nothing you say will be attributed to you in any way. Data from the study 

will be kept locked or password-protected and will be destroyed when no longer needed for 

research purposes.  

 

The researcher conducting this study is Jasmine Armstrong. You may ask any question you have 

now. If you have a question later, you are encouraged to contact Jasmine Armstrong.  

 

If you have any questions about the research, you may contact the lead researcher, Jasmine 

Armstrong at ***@fsu.edu or the faculty supervisor, Irene Padavic, at ***@fsu.edu. If you have 

any questions about the use of human subjects in this project, you may contact the IRB by email 

at humansubjects@magnet.fsu.edu.  

 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records.  

 

Statement of Consent:  

 

I have read the above information and have asked any questions I had and received answers. I 

consent to participate in the study.  

 

_________________________  _________________  

Signature     Date  

 

_________________________  _________________      

Signature of Investigator   Date        

 

Human Subjects Committee approved on 02/06/18. Void after 02/05/19. HSC # 2018 23088
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APPENDIX D 

 

IRB HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL LETTER 
 

Florida State University Human Subjects Approval Letter:  Office of the Vice President for 

Research Human Subjects Committee Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742  

(850) 644-8673 · FAX (850) 644-4392  

 

APPROVAL MEMORANDUM  

Date:  03/30/2017 

To: Jasmine Armstrong <***@fsu.edu> 

Address: 113 Collegiate Loop, Tallahassee, FL 32306 

Dept.: SOCIOLOGY   

From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair  

Re: Use of Human Subjects in Research  
Comparing Black Women’s Experience of Stereotyping in a Historically Black University and a 

Predominantly White University  

The application that you submitted to this office in regard to the use of human subjects in 

the proposal referenced above have been reviewed by the Secretary, the Chair, and two 

members of the Human Subjects Committee. Your project is determined to be Expedited 

per 45 CFR § 46.110(7) and has been approved by an expedited review process.  

The Human Subjects Committee has not evaluated your proposal for scientific merit, 

except to weigh the risk to the human participants and the aspects of the proposal related 

to potential risk and benefit. This approval does not replace any departmental or other 

approvals, which may be required.  

If you submitted a proposed consent form with your application, the approved stamped 

consent form is attached to this approval notice. Only the stamped version of the consent 

form may be used in recruiting research subjects.  

If the project has not been completed by 03/29/2018 you must request a renewal of 

approval for continuation of the project. As a courtesy, a renewal notice will be sent to 

you prior to your expiration date; however, it is your responsibility as the Principal 

Investigator to timely request renewal of your approval from the Committee.  

You are advised that any change in protocol for this project must be reviewed and 

approved by the Committee prior to implementation of the proposed change in the 

protocol. A protocol change/amendment form is required to be submitted for approval by 

the Committee. In addition, federal regulations require that the Principal Investigator 

promptly report, in writing any unanticipated problems or adverse events involving risks 
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to research subjects or others.  

By copy of this memorandum, the chairman of your department and/or your major 

professor is reminded that he/she is responsible for being informed concerning research 

projects involving human subjects in the department, and should review protocols as 

often as needed to insure that the project is being conducted in compliance with our 

institution and with DHHS regulations.  

This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research Protection. 

The Assurance Number is IRB00000446.  

Cc: HSC No.  

Irene Padavic <***@fsu.edu>, Advisor  
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Office of the Vice President for Research 

Human Subjects Committee 

P. O. Box 3062742 

Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 

 (850) 644-8673 · FAX (850) 644-4392 

RE-APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 

 

Date: 02/06/2018 

To: Jasmine Armstrong <***@fsu.edu> 

Address: 113 Collegiate Loop, Tallahasee, Fl 32306 

Dept.: SOCIOLOGY 

From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 

Re: Re-approval of Use of Human subjects in Research: Comparing Black Women’s Experience 

of Stereotyping in a Historically Black University and a Predominantly White University 

 

Your request to continue the research project listed above involving human subjects has been 

approved by the Human Subjects Committee. If your project has not been completed by 

02/05/2019, you are must request renewed approval by the Committee. 

 

If you submitted a proposed consent form with your renewal request, the approved stamped 

consent form is attached to this re-approval notice. Only the stamped version of the consent form 

may be used in recruiting of research subjects. You are reminded that any change in protocol for 

this project must be reviewed and approved by the Committee prior to implementation of the 

proposed change in the protocol. A protocol change/amendment form is required to be submitted 

for approval by the Committee. In addition, federal regulations require that the Principal 

Investigator promptly report in writing, any unanticipated problems or adverse events involving 

risks to research subjects or others. 

 

By copy of this memorandum, the Chairman of your department and/or your major professor are 

reminded of their responsibility for being informed concerning research projects involving 

human subjects in their department. They are advised to review the protocols as often as 

necessary to insure that the project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and 

with DHHS regulations. 

Cc: 

HSC No. 2018.23088 
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The Florida State University | ONLINE INSTRUCTOR  

2017  SYG 2010 – Social Problems 
 

The Florida State University | TEACHING ASSISTANT  

2015  SYG 2010 – Social Problems (led discussion section) 

2014  SYG 2010 – Social Problems (led two discussion sections) 

The Florida State University | ONLINE TEACHING ASSISTANT  

2017  SYP 4570 –  Sociology of Hip Hop  

2016  SYG 2010 – Social Problems 
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 SYP 4550 – Alcohol and Drugs 

2015 SYP 4550 – Alcohol and Drugs 

SYP 3540 – Sociology of Law      

2014 SYP 3540 – Sociology of Law 

SYD 3020 – Population and Society   

SYP 3730 – Aging and the Life Course  

SYO 4300 – Sociology of Politics 

The Florida State University | GUEST LECTURER   

2016  SYD 4700 – Race and Minority Group Relations 

2014  SYG 1000 – Introduction to Sociology 

 

RESEARCH & PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE 

 

2017-  Florida Department of Juvenile Justice  

  Government Research Consultant I, Research and Data Integrity 

• Analyse and code interview data from juvenile sex offenders to find 

emerging themes in collaborated qualitative analysis project with John 

Hopkins University  

• Constructed literature reviews for non-profit organizations, proposed 

research projects using one of the multiple juvenile justice data sets, or 

requests from federal grants   

• Reviewed Tableau dashboards of delinquency crime rates, racial 

disparities in juvenile crimes, and statistics on juveniles in Florida before 

having public access from Department of Juvenile Justice website 

• Generated statistical analysis using SPSS and Microsoft Excel for 

reporting and requests from departments within Department of Juvenile 

Justice     

• Created a data dictionary for each of the five data extracts that are 

extracted from the department’s JJIS server 

• Revamped two participation surveys for prevention services on a public 

forum between youth and police officers in a county in the north-eastern 

region of Florida  

• Produced briefing reports examining the disproportionate minority 

contact/racial and ethnic disparity (DMC/RED) and stratification in 

juvenile crime rates in Florida that have public access on the Department 

of Juvenile Justice website   

• Designed a research study exploring the racial bias of juvenile probation 

officers from reports on minority youth during arrests   

• Performed specific commands in SPSS, Microsoft Word Excel or 

PowerPoint, and Tableau that produced visualizations of crime statistics 
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for Florida counties, conference meetings, or demonstrations for the 

governor’s office   

 

2016   The Florida State University, Department of Sociology  

  Marriage and Dating in the Age of Student Loan Debt  

• Interviewed approximately 50 college graduates of public universities in order to 

examine the processes associated with student loan debt and its associated effects on 

marital/dating conceptions and beliefs regarding marriage or dating and the impact of 

gender differences of student loan debt, given the established literature on the 

importance of financial attainment for marriage among both men and women.  

 

2015   The Florida State University, Department of Sociology  

How Membership in Black Greek Letter Fraternities (BGLFs) Redefines Black 

Men’s College Experiences 

• Interviewed approximately 20 African American college men in Black Greek letter 

fraternities (BGLFs) about their masculinity definition and their college experiences 

examining whether they performed the fraternity’s expectations from their affiliation 

on college campuses.  

 

2014   The Florida State University, Department of University Housing  

  Clerk, Alumni Village  

 

2013-14 The Florida State University, Department of Athletics 

  Academic Tutor 

 

2013  University of Florida, Department of Sociology  

  Public Displays of Affection in African American Couples 

• Interviewed 10+ African American heterosexual couples about romantic relationship 

and public displays of affection. Analysed interview data and participate observation 

notes in order to analysis relationship satisfaction and the PDA racial disparity in 

romantic couples.   

    

PUBLICATIONS  

 

BOOK CHAPTERS  

Armstrong, Jasmine and Brandon A. Jackson. (2017). “They Expect You to be Better”: 

Mentoring as a Tool of Resistance among Black Fraternity Men.” Chapter to be published in 

Studies in Symbolic Interaction, edited by Gil Musolf and Norman Denzin. United Kingdom, 

Emerald Publishing.  

 

PRESENTATIONS 
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POSTERS PRESENTED  

2013  Armstrong, Jasmine. Where is the Love: A Qualitative Study on the Public 

Displays of Affection in African American Couples. Florida Society of the Social 

Science Annual Conference, Gainesville, FL 

PAPERS PRESENTED  

 

2017 Armstrong, Jasmine and Brandon A. Jackson. “They Expect Us to be Better” 

Mentoring as a Tool of Resistance among Black Fraternity Men. The Qualitative 

Report Annual Meeting, Fort Lauderdale, FL  

 

Armstrong, Jasmine. “The Reward was Worth the Sacrifice”: How Membership 

in Black Greek Letter Fraternities (BGLFs) Redefines Black Men’s College 

Experiences. The Qualitative Report Annual Meeting, Fort Lauderdale, FL  

 

2016  Armstrong, Jasmine. “The Reward was Worth the Sacrifice”: How Membership 

in Black Greek Letter Fraternities (BGLFs) Redefines Black Men’s College 

Experiences. Southern Sociological Society Annual Meeting, Atlanta, GA  

 

DISCUSSANT  

 

2015 Roundtable Panelist for “Using Intersectional Analysis to Reveal Interlocking 

Systems of Power.” Southern Sociological Society Annual Meeting, New 

Orleans, LA 

 

AWARDS & HONORS 

 

2016   Alpha Kappa Delta International Sociology Honors Society 

  The Florida State University, Department of Sociology  

2014   Program for Instructional Excellence (PIE) Certificate 

  The Florida State University, Department of Sociology  

  Online Mentor Training Certificate 

  The Florida State University, Departments of Sociology  

2009-13  Machen Florida Opportunity Scholarship 

  University of Florida, University Scholarship  

 

SERVICE  
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FLORIDA DEPARTMENT OF JUVENILE JUSTICE  

 

2017  Institutional Review Board Member, Research and Data Integrity  

 

THE FLORIDA STATE UNIVERSITY  

 

2017  Department Policy Committee Representative – Sociology Graduate Student 

Union  

The Florida State University, Department of Sociology   

 

2016 Vice President – Alpha Kappa Delta International Sociology Honours Society 

  The Florida State University, Department of Sociology  

 

2016 Graduate Program Committee Representative – Sociology Graduate Student 

Union  

The Florida State University, Department of Sociology   

 

 Facilitator – C.A.R.E. Ambassador of “Real Deal” Conversation Program 

(Summer 2016)    

The Florida State University 

 

Shuttle Driver – For Our Future Action Fund Organization (Fall 2016)   

The Florida State University, FOF Campus team    

 

MEDIA APPEARANCES  

 

RADIO INTERVIEWS  

December 28, 2013   “Keeping it Real Out Reach Ministry” with Dee and Mozell Axson. 

INVAB Public Radio, Lakeland, FL    

 

PROFESSIONAL MEMBERSHIPS 

 

Alpha Kappa Delta International Sociology Honors Society (AKD)  

American Sociological Association (ASA)  

Black Graduate Student Association (BGSU)  

Graduate Assistants United (GAU)  

Society of Women in Sociology (SWS) 

Sociology Graduate Student Union (SGSU)   
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Southern Sociological Society (SSS)  
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