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ABSTRACT 

ABSTRACT DISSERTATION: In the Wake of Our Womanist Foremothers: Resistance as 

Signif(y)er Among Self-Identified Womanist Scholars in Higher Education 

STUDENT: David L. Humphrey Jr. 

DEGREE: Doctor of Philosophy 

COLLEGE: Teacher’s College  

DATE: May 2020  

PAGES: 192  

The objective of this purposeful sampling qualitative case study was to describe how self-

identified womanist scholars who are faculty members in higher education institutions signify 

resistance in their curriculum and pedagogy. The primary research question was "How do these 

scholars signify resistance in the development of curriculum and their teaching style?" Sub-

questions included: "How does each womanist scholar perceive what it means to be a womanist 

as realized in their course materials? What common themes of resistance emerge among these 

womanist scholars in higher education?” The population for this study consisted of four (4) 

Black women faculty who are professors at four (4) different four-year post-secondary 

institutions of higher education in the United States of America. Snowball sampling was used to 

identify participants who met specific criteria. Data collection consisted of semi-formal 

interviews, classroom observations, field notes, and content and artifact analysis. The study 

employed a social constructionist semi-formal interviewing approach that prioritized dialogue 

and co-constructed and mutually agreed upon meaning-making. Non-Participant observations 

were conducted to observe phenomena in the classroom. Analysis of course materials included 

interview transcripts, syllabus, other course documents, and course emails. The research found 
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that womanist teaching and resistance for these participants began in the body, a radical place of 

lived-subjectivity. For these Black women, to Be was to resist. Their approaches to curriculum 

and pedagogy bore witness to a radical Black female subjectivity grounded in spirituality that 

signified to ontologies, symbols, and political dimensions of Black women resistance in higher 

education and beyond. 

Key words: Resistance, Womanist, Intersectionality, Resistance, Signification, Gadamerian 

hermeneutics, Testimony 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

“White lives matter!” “You will not replace us!”  “Jews will not replace us!” “Our blood, 

our soil!” are the words that reverberated through the streets of Charlottesville, Virginia the night 

of Friday, August 11, 2017 (Heim, 2017). The unmistakable image of white men – and white 

women – marching with tiki torches will forever be etched in the American psyche. This image 

of white rage, white terror calls back to the Klu Klux Klan rallies of the Jim – and Jane – Crow 

era when Black bodies were terrorized daily and the public lynching’s of Black bodies – both 

women and men – were a family outing.  

What seemed like a secular worship session of white terror and racism on Friday, August 

11th would culminate the next day when James Alex Fields plowed his Dodge Challenger into a 

group of anti-white supremacist protestors, seriously injuring many and killing Charlottesville 

native, and white woman, Heather Heyer, 32 (Heim, 2017). The response was swift by many 

public officials on both sides of the aisle. President Trump, however, took what seemed to be the 

middle road. He blamed both sides. At Trump Tower in Manhattan, President Trump said “I 

think there is blame on both sides…You had some very bad people in that group. You also had 

some very fine people on both sides” (Keneally, 2017).   

 History has confirmed that Black women have been on the receiving end of a culture of 

silence (Freire, 1970b). Historically, regardless of social status, Black women faculty in the 

academy have been exemplars of this unequal treatment. They are usually not afforded the same 

benefit of the doubt that, for example, has been given to Tiki torch-bearing white supremacist in 

Charleston, especially when there is a desire to express their freedom of speech. Black women 

faculty who dare to express their sentiments publicly are usually met with violence and what 

Young and Hines (2018) called "spirit-murdering," personal acts of violence that seek to displace 
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Black women from the academy forcefully, or if that is not possible, “murder their minds, and 

fatally pierce their souls” (p. 20). Their persecutors are frequently granted “white immunity” (p. 

23), and at times allowed to use ignorance as a credible defense (Coates, 2015). For example, 

Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, Assistant Professor of African American Studies at Princeton 

University, was met with more than 50 hate-filled and threatening emails and had to cancel 

speaking engagements due to safety concerns because she called President Trump a “racist, 

sexist, megalomaniac” (Flaherty, 2017, p. x).  

 This is par for the course for Black women faculty in the academy. Despite the increasing 

presence and popularity of gender equity conversations in public spaces, notably higher 

education, Black women remain severely unrepresented in the academy. Black women faculty 

experience social censure and harassment at intersections of race, class, and gender. Gendered 

forms of racist attacks seek to negate their positionality and credibility as faculty and position 

them as “interlopers” (Croom, 2017, p. 572), and “pedagogical(ly) incompetent” (Young & 

Hines, 2018, p. 22).  

Impostor syndrome confront minoritized faculty in the academy (Dade, Tartakov, 

Hargrave, & Leigh, 2015; Dancy & Jean-Marie, 2014; Martinez & Welton, 2015). Black women 

faculty often expressed a sense of cynicism about the academy due to feeling unappreciated for 

their contributions and inequity in pay compared to other colleagues (Dade et al., 2015). Despite 

the aforementioned byproducts of a highly violative and toxic environment and its isolating and 

marginalizing effects (Navarro, 2017), Black women continue to carve out a place for 

themselves in the academy. Patricia Hill Collins (2009) argued Black “women’s survival itself is 

a form of resistance… and represent the foundations of Black women’s activism” (p. 216).  
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 This chapter introduces my dissertation. It begins with a statement of the problem and is 

followed by my primary research questions, theoretical framework, and significance section. 

Following the significance section is the positionality section, and definitions of key terms. 

Background 

Explorations into the experiences of Black women faculty in the academy remain 

understudied (Kelly & Winkle-Wagner, 2017). As more attention is devoted to understanding 

life in the academy for Black women at the intersections of race and gender, future research 

should shift its focus towards the “inclusive and collectivist” processes Black women faculty 

contribute and less attention to their coping and survival mechanisms (Kelly & Winkle-Wagner, 

2017, p. 25; Walkington, 2017). 

 Hudson-Vassell (2018) argued that a promising vantage point for future research is the 

strategies Black women faculty employ to navigate and negotiate the oppressive and suffocating 

forces that seek to “stifle their self-expression and degrade their existence" (p. 142). Curriculum 

and pedagogy deserve special attention in this regard. Edwards, Baszile, and Guillory (2016) 

believed the field of curriculum studies has a long history confronting and offering critique of 

educational inequity and oppression. Yet, a tradition of resistance marked by “Black women 

subjectivity” remains undiscernible (p. 707).  

Black women faculty in higher education have made their mark on curriculum and 

pedagogy. Black women have uniquely positioned themselves “simultaneously as producers and 

subjects of empirical and theoretical knowledge” (Desai, 2016, p. 721). A sub-group of Black 

women faculty who have uniquely situated themselves to pursue an agenda of social justice and 

liberation are Black women scholars who self-identify as womanist.  
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The Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this purposeful sampling qualitative case study was to describe how self-

identified womanist scholars who are faculty members in higher education institutions signify 

resistance in their curriculum and pedagogy. I reason that understanding the salient methods of 

resistance in the curriculum and pedagogy of womanist scholars will add meaningful 

contributions to curriculum theory and inclusive pedagogy approaches in higher education.  I 

also completed an analysis of the themes of resistance that emerge by conducting informal 

interviews, classroom observations, and analysis of syllabi. 

Research Questions 

My primary research question:  

1. "How do these Black women scholars signify resistance in the development of 

curriculum and their pedagogy?"  

My sub-questions were:  

2. "How does each womanist scholar perceive what it means to be a womanist as 

realized in their course materials?  

3. What common themes of resistance emerge among these womanist scholars in higher 

education?”  

Theoretical Framework  

The theoretical framework for this study draws from three theories. The first theory is a 

Black feminist intersectional analytic. The second is signification theory. The third theory is 

Gadamerian Hermeneutics. Jointly these theories formed what I call a Signified Intersectional 

Hermeneutic.  
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  Black feminist intersectional analytic. While the ideas behind the concept 

intersectionality are not new, the language in contemporary use was introduced by Kimberlè 

Crenshaw (1989; 1991) to explain the violence Black women experience across intersecting lines 

of race and gender. Crenshaw’s work was born out as a critique to the rigidity of legal studies in 

the way it treated race and gender as mutually exclusive categories of experience and analysis.  

However, before Crenshaw, the women of the Combahee River Collective (2015) 

introduced an idea of the Black woman that took into consideration the “interlocking” nature of 

oppression, namely racism, sexism, and classism (p. 13). It resituated a sense of agency in Black 

women as the initiators of an embodied politic. According to this collective of Black women, the 

key to addressing the interlocking natures of oppression that sought to overdetermine their 

existence was situated in Black women seeing their bodies as the “most profound,” “radical,” 

and loving way to do politics (p. 16). The re-articulation of the Black woman’s body and praxis 

as political required an interconnected analysis of oppression that positioned the forces or racism, 

sexism, and classism as inseparable and mutually reinforcing.  

Patricia Hill Collins (2019; 2017; 2017b; 2009; 2016) expanded upon both the Combahee 

River Collective and Crenshaw’s work adding further complexity and conceptual analysis. 

Collin’s recent works, “Intersectionality as critical social theory” and “The difference that power 

makes: Intersectionality and participatory democracy” bring together her three main 

contributions to Black feminist thought: domains of power framework, the matrix of domination 

framework, and the concept of community to yield a deeper understanding of the complexity of 

power specifically through a deeper analysis of intersectionality and participatory democracy.  

The integrated intersectional power analytic indicates that power and social inequality 

manifest when social identities interact with the power relations of racism, sexism, heterosexism, 
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and classism. This comprehensive analytic will provide a critical framework to analyze how 

forms of oppression are organized. This framework will also provide conceptual language and 

tools to the unique ways Black women faculty resist oppression in their curriculum and 

pedagogy. 

Significations, Gadamer, and the political dimension of Black feminist resistance in 

higher education. Providing a conceptual language for the practice of signifying is at the core of 

this dissertation. While this practice has always been a part of the African tradition, two scholars 

gave conceptual language in a contemporary United states context: Charles H. Long (1995) and 

Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (1988). Long defined signifying as a rhetorical process located in the 

Black vernacular tradition that “obscures and obfuscates a discourse without taking 

responsibility for doing so” (p. 1).  

When African Americans engage in acts of “signifying(g)” (Gates Jr., 1988, p. 51), they 

illumine a transgressive and embodied hermeneutic location that places the normative discursive 

on its head and presents new meaning via idiosyncrasies, proclivities, affective attributes, and 

even rhythms that are readily understood within the Western ethos and discursive, yet now 

imbued with a hidden significance (Gates Jr., 1988; Long, 1995).  

The spirituals song by African slaves during the four hundred years of chattel slavery in 

the U.S. are a primary example of signifyin(g). These spirituals are rich with coded messages and 

instructions hidden beneath the surface of the songs. Through these songs African slaves were 

able to communicate to one another right in front of their white overseers and masters.  

Signifyin(g) does not happen outside of power relations. To signify is to engage in 

political and subversive acts of meaning making. When African Americans signify they are 

critiquing the normative discourse; without explicitly critiquing the normative discourse. This act 
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of critiquing without making it known that critique is occurring reveals a “negated, parallel 

discursive (ontological, political)” that allows silence to speak from the margins and offers an 

alternative way of Being than that which is overdetermined by the powers of colonization, 

oppression, and epistemic violence (Gates Jr., 1988, p. 54). Signifyin(g) is a political act because 

the unique rhythm and mode of being that it exudes affronts power forces that seek to constrict 

and fashion to a particular way of being in the world.  

The phenomena of signifyin(g) is most relevant to what occurs with Black women in 

academe. The overarching forces of white supremacy and colonization seek to restrain Black 

women faculty and give them their meaning, a signified language, not created with them in mind 

and devoid of their input. As Black women faculty signify they construct new ways of Being, in 

how they view themselves, how others should view them, and the language they use to describe 

themselves and their life-worlds. This idea of signification is crucial to understanding the 

symbols and unique ways womanist scholars in higher education “play in the dark,” to use the 

words of Toni Morrison (1993).  

While Long’s construction of signifying illumines ways the “silenced” express an 

ontological position, Gates’ sense recognizes that the resistance of Black women is an 

acknowledgement of the political nature of oppression – a manifestation of who holds the power 

and the relative institutional powerlessness of Black women academics. In the face of potential 

inertness of the action to enact change, their work exhibits a keen awareness that the struggle is 

beyond the academy. The idea of signification pertains to the ontological position, symbolic 

frames, and political dimension of Black women resistance in higher education.  

Gates believed that to repeat and revise sits at the foundation of signifyin(g). Signifyin(g) 

refers to the ways Black women scholars call forth, or “rift,” on the historical witness of Black 
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women, living in their wake. In an act of signifyin(g), Black women scholars maintain the 

integrity of the historical witness of Black women, while at the same time shapes it in a way that 

is unique to their socio-cultural milieu and unique standpoint (Gates Jr., 1988, p. xxxiii).  

The idea of calling forth to what was before is consonant with Hans Georg Gadamer’ s 

(1975/2013) belief that “history does not belong to us; we belong to it” (p. 289). He argued the 

process of understanding and interpretation, and the pursuit of truth and knowledge, are what 

makes us human. It is not tied to a methodological process.  

Gadamer believed the ability to interpret is tied to a historical situation. It is impossible 

for meaning to be divorced from prejudices or tradition(s). How one first interprets and 

understands is tempered by our primary interlocutors – family, society, state, traditions. So our 

prejudices, wrote Gadamer, are constituted by their historical nature (Gadamer, 1975/2013). 

Consequently, meaning is relative to the context both historically and ontologically. One 

understands and develops their interpretive horizon via their historical, familial, and social 

contexts, or as Gadamer eloquently put it, “the variety of voices in which the echo of the past is 

heard” (296).  

Synthesizing both the ideas of Gadamer and Long and Gates, to signify thus becomes an 

act of reflecting upon and retrieving that which was before; historical ideas to which those of the 

African diaspora are bonded to and can never escape. Acts of signifying are powerful in the 

interpretive process. It bonds the interpreter to the tradition from which the text speaks, in this 

case the Africanist diasporic tradition.  

However, we can only know in part. When one signifies one enters into an experience 

where things appear both strange and familiar (Gadamer, 1975/2013). It is this polarity held 

together by both historical distance and the proximity of a particular tradition that produces a 
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state Gadamer classifies as the “in-between” (p. 306). It is in this “in-between” state that the 

signifier – the gazer – finds meaning.   

Linda Alcoff (2006), in Visible Identities, building on the hermeneutic tradition of Hans-

Georg Gadamer and others, argued that an “interpretive horizon” enables the ability to 

extrapolate contextual meaning based upon societal positionality, which is a “metaphor for the 

body” (p. 102). She went on to argue that how one perceives reality – how they construct truth, is 

impacted by the body. The body becomes the basis and foundation for “knowledge, learned 

practices of perception, and narratives of meaning within which new observations become 

incorporated” (p. 129).  

Alcoff’s embodied hermeneutic gives this theoretical framing staying power as a way to 

explicate the marginalized epistemic quality on how Black women interpret phenomena. Toni 

Morrison (2008) in a short story entitled, “A Knowing So Deep,” said the following in a letter 

she wrote a letter to Black women, 

 No one knew your weight until you left them to carry their own. But you knew. You 

said, ‘Excuse me, am I in the way?” knowing all the while that you were the way. You 

had this uncanny ability to shape an untenable reality, mold it, sing it, reduce it to is 

manageable, transforming essence, which is a knowing so deep it’s like a secret (p. 32). 

This “uncanny ability to shape an untenable reality” was forged through the system of 

chattel slavery, Jim – and Jane Crow, and contemporary realities that continue to affect the 

experiences of Black women at the intersections of racism, heterosexism, gender, class, and 

disability, just to name a few. The bodies and experiences of Black girls and grown women tell a 

tale of the ravishing effects of a racialized form of gendered exploitation and exclusion; they also 

tell a story of bravery, resistance, and struggle (Baumgartner, 2018; Davis, 2018; Duran, 2015; 
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Edghill-Walden, Boston, & Palmer, 2018; Hill Collins, 2017; Moore, 2014). The stories which 

emanate from particular standpoints are “didactic resources” for the fight for liberation and 

progress, especially in the curriculum and practice (Gilkes, 2011). 

The standpoint of Black women as gendered, raced, and classed bodies provides a unique 

interpretive horizon through which knowledge is constructed. This rationale corresponds with the 

argument that a proper understanding of the Black feminist concept, intersectionality, starts at 

understanding the “bodies and experiences” of Black women as a tool to “incite, critical, 

personal, and collective reflection” (Davis, 2016, p. 19; Gay, 2017; Hill, 2017, p. 438).  

Significance 

According to the U. S. Department of Education (2019), Black women faculty constitute 

three percent of full-time faculty in degree-granting post-secondary institutions. The highest area 

of representation for Black women faculty in the academy lies in academic rank of instructor at 

five percent and the lowest area of representation being at the senior ranking of Professor. By 

comparison, White women are 43 % of all higher education instructors and 27 % of faculty 

holding the senior ranking of Professor. 

Extremely underrepresented, it is no wonder Black women faculty are placed in 

untenable positions in the academy, and to be a woman of color and contingent faculty is to 

“occupy an incredibly vulnerable position” (Navarro, 2017, p. 507). Interestingly, the 

environment does not cease to be unwelcoming once Black women faculty achieve tenure. When 

promoted to a senior rank Black women faculty are still considered to be trespassers and 

“Affirmative Action cases” (Croom, 2017, p. 573) who did not earn promotion based on their 

own merit.   



In the Wake of Our Womanist Foremothers: Resistance as Signif(y)er 

 19 

More research is needed that points to how Black women faculty resist the stifling and 

harmful “white supremacist capitalist imperialist dominating gaze” of the academy (hooks, 1992, 

p. 129). The field of education, especially higher education, suffers from “epistemic amnesia” 

(Edwards et al., 2016, p. 707) and is held captive to white dominant norms and values (Collins & 

Jun, 2017). Investigations into curricular and pedagogical resistance of self-identified womanist 

scholars in higher education will contribute liberatory theories and praxis to the field of teacher 

education that sits at the “nexus of education, justice, and the quest for liberation” and powered 

by the “intellectual, physical, and emotional labor” of Black women faculty (Desai, 2016, p. 

721). 

Counts (2017) argued that education plays a central role in addressing the social order. In 

contemporary society, there is a tremendous amount of social unrest, and political points of 

contention among social and identity groups in the United Stated. If schools are to be effective, 

they cannot only exist as centers of contemplation; they must work to build civilization. Teachers 

in particular share a responsibility in this process. Teachers must “bridge the gap between school 

and society and play some part in the fashioning of those great common purposes which should 

bind the two together” (Counts, 2017, p. 60).  

Womanist standpoints of resistance will create a unique and new launch point for 

teaching and learning because of its grounding in self-reflexivity. Being grounded in a state of 

self-reflexivity will enable womanist standpoints of resistance to withstand acts of objectification 

and erasure brought on by neoliberal methodologies and long-held traditions entrenched in 

colonization and racism (Jain & Turner, 2011; Kelly & Winkle-Wagner, 2017; Morton, 2016; 

Tuck & Gaztambide-Fernández, 2013).  
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Womanist perspectives of resistance have the potential to impact the official curriculum. 

The official curriculum is a “culturally specific artifact” (Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 24) that plays 

a primary role in promoting the social order. Positioning curriculum as a cultural artifact compels 

consideration of the often-veiled, yet influential “figures” in the curriculum. These figures 

include values, beliefs, language, the environment in which education takes place, and power 

relationships. Forcing consideration of the impact that an individual’s interpretive horizon has on 

their curricular construction counters the prevailing and long-standing traditions of 

Enlightenment philosophy that see identity politics as antithetical to rational thinking (Gadamer, 

1975/2013; Alcoff, 2006). 

Passive acceptance of identity (E.g. race, class, gender) as always static, determinative 

and lacking dynamism, enables the curriculum to serve the mission of Enlightenment philosophy 

by promoting an agenda of white supremacy (Outlaw, 1996). A refusal to interrogate and 

decenter the white heteronormative curricular “elephant” in the classroom ensures that in the 

eyes of students and teachers, whiteness remains the accepted version of truth. Passivity, fixed in 

false notions of neutrality (hooks, 1994), is currently wreaking havoc on the ontologies of 

racially minoritized students in classroom environments.  

The centering of white heteronormative cultures of curriculum erase all possibility of 

inclusivity, and encourage people to forget about the historical and systemic forces at play in the 

academic and broader society (Pinar, 2012, p. 207). These kinds of cultures are anti-democratic 

and reproduce the existing order. Such cultures result in the downgrading of education from 

visions of democratic and social uplift to that of educational consumerism. Educational 

consumerism is powered by neoliberal forces. Neoliberalism regards knowledge acquisition less 

for its utility and mastery and more for its exchangeability in the marketplace – transactional 
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capital leading to advanced social status (Labaree, 1997). The propensity within contemporary 

curricular discourse – and wider socio-political culture – to mask race-talks within “neutral and 

safe” language, represents a violent form of colorblind racism. These manifestations of 

“neutrality” and colorblindness visit epistemic violence upon students and faculty alike (Freire, 

1968).  

Only a critical stance can overturn the “reproductive” forces of neoliberal ideology 

(Pinar, Reynolds, Slattery, & Taubman, 1995). A critical curricular orientation informed by 

womanist thought exposes the mutually reinforcing way the often-veiled discursive of power 

flows in the curriculum to hinders all bodies from accessing the curriculum in a way that leads to 

human flourishing and true freedom (hooks, 1994). Investigations into curricular and 

pedagogical forms of resistance will equip teachers to reimagine and implement new liberatory 

approaches into their curriculum and pedagogy (Nieto, Bode, Kang, & Raible, 2008).  

Slattery (1989) argued that a conversation between theologians and curriculum theorists 

is important in order to develop a new, postmodern understanding of education. Black women 

are extremely sensitive to the futility and dangers of pursuing the “contaminated fruit” of white 

heteropatriarchy (Edwards, & Thompson, 2016, p. 41). A womanist standpoint counters the 

shortsighted and sexually racist proclivities of both feminist and black liberation scholarship. A 

womanist perspective invites an “interstructured” and “sociohistorical particularity” (Riggs, 

2011, p. 29) that not only provides new possibilities for curricular reconceptualization, it is 

centered around questions of freedom and liberation (Townes, 2011).  

Positionality 

As a Black male researcher, Gadamerian hermeneutics provided a positionality that is 

essential to engaging in the “phenomenon of understanding” a particular Black feminist 
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standpoint (Gadamer, 1975/2013, p. xx). His work presented me with a theoretical posturing 

through which to situate myself as a researcher seeking to understand the Black 

feminist/womanist standpoint that presents as both a “strangeness” and “familiarity.”  

As a researcher, I realize my epistemology reflects a “system of knowing” that is 

“intimately linked to [my] worldview” (Ladson-Billings, 2003, p. 399). As there is no such thing 

as a neutral stance (hooks, 1994), I have made it my life’s mission to continue to “reach down 

into that deep place of knowledge inside and touch the terror and loathing of any difference that 

lives here” (Lorde, 2007, p. 113). However, the fact still remains that I am a Black man 

attempting to navigate the rich and deep waters of womanist thought. Taking into consideration 

the insidious ways phallocentric ideas continue to marginalized Black women, I did not make my 

choices here devoid of much trepidation. However, I could not help but reflect upon the fact that 

womanism and the foundational writers of womanist thought and Black feminist thought are the 

mothers, aunties, and sisters I did not have.  

Like Awkward (2006), I too am convinced that Black women’s literature “has given me 

parts of myself that – incapable of a (biological) ‘Fatherly reprieve’ – I would not otherwise have 

had” (p. 79). Womanism, for me, empowers me to excavate my inner visions. It provides a 

transformative and liberatory praxis to deal with the manure in my soul that allows me to both 

hate and love black bodies. I approached this task with great sensitivity knowing that I am 

complicit in the oppression of Black women. Being a Black cis-gendered, heterosexual man, I 

realized that I had to be very conscious of how much space I took up. As a result of this process, 

I sought to position myself as an apprentice to the Black women faculty who are both the 

subjects of my research and co-partners in the interpretive process (Freire, 1985). 
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Definition of Terms 

 The key vocabulary in this dissertation are defined within the context of my study as 

follows: 

Resistance: A form of praxis that disrupts the binary and dichotomous relationship 

between oppressor and oppressed. The goal of resistance is the agency to become fully human 

(Freire, 1968, 1985). Resistance from the pernicious and insidious systems of power that seek to 

distort and erasure the cultural uniqueness and credibility of the oppressed group. Resistance to 

domestication and un-authentication of voice is the purpose.  

Womanist: “Womanist is to feminist, as purple is to lavender” (Walker, 1983, p. xi). A 

Black women scholarly tradition founded in the Black prophetic and liberation theology 

tradition. Womanist ethics sits at the intersections of feminist theory (racism) and Black 

liberation (patriarchy). It prioritizes self-love that has as its goal the liberation of humanity. 

Similar to a Freirean liberatory praxis, womanist ethics are guided by two concepts: liberation 

and reconciliation. Liberation focuses upon the “acquisition of power that enables each person to 

be who she or he is” while maintaining attention to the development of an “attitudinal mind-set 

that refuses to accept any external restraint” that denies the ability to be” (Townes, 2011, pp. 39-

40). Reconciliation preoccupies with the “restoration of harmony with groups and with 

individuals” as an outflow of “God’s activity in our lives” (p. 41).  

Intersectionality: As an analytic tool, intersectionality is used to understand the 

experiences of Black women faculty in the academy and the intersections of gendered and 

racialized sources of oppression. An intersectional analytic reveals how power and social 

inequality manifest when social identities “gain meaning from power relations of racism, sexism, 

heterosexism, and class exploitation” (Hill Collins & Bilge, 2016, p. 7). 
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Summary  

Black women faculty experience attacks located at the intersections of race, class, and 

gender. In spite of these attacks, Black women faculty in higher education have made their mark 

on curriculum and pedagogy. Black women faculty have positioned themselves uniquely to be 

“simultaneously producers and subjects of empirical and theoretical knowledge” (Desai, 2016). 

Hudson-Vassell et al. (2018) argued that a promising vantage point for future research is the 

exploration into "understanding how black women faculty navigate oppressive forces that seek to 

stifle their self-expression and degrade their existence" (p. 142). Curriculum and pedagogy 

deserve special attention in this regard. The purpose of this qualitative study was to describe how 

self-identified womanist scholars who are faculty members in higher education institutions 

signify resistance in their curriculum and pedagogy. My primary research question was "How do 

these scholars signify resistance in the development of curriculum and their teaching style?"  

Sub-questions include: "How does each womanist scholar perceive what it means to be a 

womanist as realized in their course materials? What common themes of resistance emerge 

among these womanist scholars in higher education?” The theories I drew on were Black 

feminist intersectional analytic, signification, and Gadamerian hermeneutics. This study focuses 

on historically white four-year colleges and universities in the United States of America. The 

participant sample of the study came from Black women faculty currently serving in four-year 

colleges and universities that self-identify as womanist. 

 The remainder of the dissertation is organized into five chapters, a bibliography, and 

appendices in the following manner. Chapter two reviews the related literature dealing with a 

genealogy of African American resistance in education, the experiences of Black women faculty 

in the academy, and a section explores the extant literature of womanist epistemology and its 
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impact on contemporary discourse in curriculum theory and teaching. Chapter three delineates 

the research design and methodology of the study. The instrument used to gather the data, the 

procedures followed, and determination of the sample selected for the study are presented. 

Chapter four presents the findings and describes and summarizes the data. Chapter five contains 

the summary, conclusions, and recommendations for further inquiry of the study. The study 

concludes with a bibliography.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter, I undertake a review of the theoretical framework of the Signified 

Intersectional Hermeneutic and its promise for foregrounding the stance of black women 

academics as resistance. Along these lines, the literature review provides an orientation to 

contemporary notions of resistance as revealed in Africanist indigenous thought. What is known 

already about the experiences of Black women faculty in the academe follow this discussion. 

There is then attention to the literature on the Black feminist standpoint, and its discursive 

relationship to the epistemology informing a womanist standpoint. This review concludes with 

an exploration into the liberatory possibilities for curriculum and teaching through the lens of a 

womanist standpoint.  

Review Methods 

Initially the databases were searched for peer-reviewed journals articles over the last 10 

years (2008-2018) using the following keywords, either individually or in some combination: 

Black Women, Slavery, Education, Resistance, Womanist, Ethics, Curriculum, Theory, 

Womanism, Teaching, and/or Pedagogy. I decided to review this 10-year span because the field 

of womanist thought is still a rather nascent field, especially in relation to curriculum theory and 

pedagogy. As I reviewed the articles, I looked for patterns and themes that emerged across, 

between, and among them. 

Several databases were used to this end: JSTOR, EbscoHost/ Academic Search Premier, 

ERIC, Academic OneFile, SAGE Complete, and Google Scholar. In light of the newness of this 

particular aspect of womanist studies, I eventually had to expand the scope and length of my 

search to involve more resources and insight from earlier years. I explored seminal textbooks and 

reports related to curriculum and teaching, Black feminist thought, liberation theology, and 
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philosophy. These readings were central to the formulation of many of the salient themes of this 

review.  

Theoretical Framework 

 
Figure 1 Research Theoretical Framework Diagram 

The theoretical framework I will use will draw from three theories. The first theory is a 

Black feminist intersectional analytic. The second is the concept of signification. The third 

theory is Gadamerian Hermeneutics. Together these theories will form what I call a Signified 

Intersectional Hermeneutic.  

  Black feminist intersectional analytic. While the ideas behind the concept 

intersectionality are not new, the formal language in contemporary use was introduced by 

Kimberlè Crenshaw (1989; 1991) to explain the violence Black women experience across 

intersectional lines of race and gender. Crenshaw’s work was borne out as a critique to the 

rigidity of legal studies specifically in the way it treated race and gender in mutually exclusive 

categories of experience and analysis.  
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Patricia Hill Collins (2017; 2017b; 2016) expanded Crenshaw’s work adding further 

complexity and conceptual analysis. Collin’s recent works, “Intersectionality as critical social 

theory” and “The difference that power makes: Intersectionality and participatory democracy” 

bring together her three main contributions to Black feminist thought: domains of power 

framework, the matrix of domination framework, and the concept of community to yield a 

deeper understanding of the complexity of power specifically through a deeper analysis of 

intersectionality and participatory democracy. The integrated intersectional power analytic 

indicates that power and social inequality manifest when social identities interact with the power 

relations of racism, sexism, heterosexism, and classism. Synthesized, this comprehensive 

analytic will provide a framework to analyze how forms of oppression are organized. This 

framework will also provide conceptual language and tools to foreground the unique ways Black 

women resist oppression in their curricula and pedagogy. 

Significations. Providing a conceptual language for the practice of signifying lays at the 

core of this dissertation. While this practice has been a part of the African tradition for a 

millennium, two scholars gave conceptual language to the practice: Charles H. Long (1995) and 

Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (1988). Long believed that colonized people, the objects of European 

“creativity and nosiness” were the “pauses” between the words of the colonizers (Long, 1995, 

pp. 65-66). As “creativity” through philosophy, science, and religion ensued, the “silence” of 

colonized people did not refer to their lack of existence, but to the way in which they existed, via 

“symbols and myths” (p. 69). He argued that the symbols and myths were a form of signification 

upon silence and an “expression of an ontological position” (p. 69). He continued: 

If any of these hints are correct, it means that being than which nothing greater can be 

conceived is not simply a concept of the intellect but, in fact, refers to the signification of 
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silence, the worlds of symbols, values and meanings which shows itself, which manifest 

itself, and which forms the basis of our worlds of making sense. It means that any new 

ontology must consider the historical expressions of all cultures – those prehistoric, 

archaic, colonial, Western, and Eastern cultures whose silence expresses a fundamental 

ontology of both objectivity and intimacy. It is a silence which may no longer terrify us, 

and it is a silence which in its showing might give us an understanding of the human 

mode of being which moves us beyond conquest, enslavement, and exploitation. In 

acquiring this understanding, we may recover the patience and the sensibility which lie at 

the heart of a religious attitude: ‘Be still and know that I am God’ (p. 69).  

 Long’s articulation of signification calls forth to the historical, embodied witness of 

liminal bodies, and the emancipatory possibilities inherent in the life-worlds and mythos they 

have created in “silence.” Long contends that there are deep emancipatory possibilities in 

centering and understanding the rhythms of endurance and resistance inherent in how 

minoritized people have Been and continue to Be amidst forces, both past and present, that seek 

to constrict and restrain their ability to Be – overdetermine their existence with an existence, a 

meaning, that is fitting for those who are in power. He posits that minoritized peoples, even 

while forced into “silence” due to conquest, enslavement, and exploitation, hold the key to 

discovering what it means to be human and truly free.  

Long’s explication of signification is crucial to understanding the symbols and unique 

ways womanist scholars in higher education “play in the dark,” to use the words of Toni 

Morrison (1993). Grasping these significations of resistance will provide insight on new 

possibilities for Being in the academe, with particular implications for curriculum theory and 

development and teaching; it provides an alternative way of Being in the academe. Lastly, there 
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are also insights that studying resistance signified in the curriculum and teaching practices of 

womanist scholars – the signifiers -- has for the signified – white supremacy, neoliberalism in 

education, social and systemic inequality in higher education – colonization, racism, sexism, 

heterosexism, and classism. As the significations of womanist scholars are studied new insights 

into de-colonized, anti-racist, anti-sexism, and anti-heteropatriarchal praxis is possible.  

 Gates’ notion of Signification is a critique of Ferdinand De Saussure’s notion of 

signification. Gates discussion of signification is connected with a “concept that stands for the 

rhetorical structures of the black vernacular, the trope of tropes that is ‘signifyin(g)’” (Gates Jr., 

1988, p. 53). Gates noted the difference between Black and white discursive and rhetorical 

traditions is in “meaning, of ‘signification’ in the most literal sense” (p. 54). Both Long and 

Gates’ re-articulation of signifying will enable the analysis of both verbal and non-verbal 

symbols whether material or immaterial that frame notions of resistance for womanist scholars in 

higher education.  

 Gadamerian Hermeneutics. Gadamerian hermeneutics provides a positionality for the 

researcher – a Black male – that is essential as he engaged in the “phenomenon of 

understanding” a particular Black feminist standpoint (Gadamer, 1975/2013, p. xx). Gadamer’s 

positioning of understanding as a fusion of horizons creates a dialectical union of sorts that 

allows meaning to unveil while the interpreter is involved in the phenomena under exploration. 

What is prioritized in the interpretive process – an active meaning-making process – is the 

experience, or the phenomena under observation. Gadamer (2007) asserted that neutrality is 

impossible during the act of interpretation. He posited that as one observes they are drawn into 

the experience itself and filled “with its spirit” (Gadamer, 1975/2013, p. 113). The meaning-

making that occurs in the fusion of horizons enables a transformative process to occur. 
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In his seminal text, Truth and Method, Gadamer (1975/2013) combated against the rigid 

and short-sided aims of scientific empiricism, specifically its false pursuit for scientific 

objectivity. He argued the process of understanding and interpretation, and the pursuit of truth 

and knowledge, is a normative aspect of the human experience not tied to the methodological or 

a systematic process based on procedures but to a historical situation. For this reason, “history 

does not belong to us; we belong to it” (p. 289).  

Gadamer believed that it was impossible for understanding/meaning to be divorced from 

prejudices or the traditions/ histories. How one first interprets and understands is in fact 

tempered by our primary interlocutors – family, society, state. So, our prejudices, wrote 

Gadamer, were constituted by the “historical reality of his being” (Gadamer, 1975/2013, p. 289). 

Consequently, meaning is relative to the context both historically and ontologically. One 

understands and develops their interpretive horizon as they make sense of “the variety of voices 

in which the echo of the past is heard” (296). Movement can occur away from the primary 

conditioned nature towards a state self-reflexivity as our prejudices are foregrounded.  

Gadamer (2008) believed that our prejudices, our pre-judgements, are what make us 

human. He proposed a theory of hermeneutics as a form of “emancipatory reflection” that makes 

it possible to pose new questions (p. 18). New questions emerge as the interpreter’s prejudices 

are foregrounded. As prejudices are foregrounded, “a hermeneutically trained consciousness,” 

develops that is marked by an ongoing “sensitivity to the text’s alterity” (Gadamer, 1975/2013, 

p. 282). Gadamer was convinced, 

… this kind of sensitivity involves neither ‘neutrality’ with respect to content nor the  

extinction of one’s self, but the foregrounding and appropriation of one’s own fore- 

meanings and prejudices. The important thing is to be aware of one’s own bias, so that  



In the Wake of Our Womanist Foremothers: Resistance as Signif(y)er 

 32 

the text can present itself in all its otherness and thus assert its own truth against one’s  

own fore-meanings (Gadamer, 1975/2013, p. 282). 

The “alterity” Gadamer spoke of is grounded in a “polarity of familiarity and 

strangeness” precipitated via speech acts made by the text, the object of interpretation (Gadamer, 

1975/2013, p. 306). Speech acts are powerful in the interpretive process because it is what 

facilitates the “bond” that connects the interpreter to the tradition from which the text speaks. 

Yet, Gadamer cautions that the “strangeness” and “familiarity” that the text exudes is 

irreconcilable, and represents the essence of the hermeneutic experience. It is this polarity held 

together by both historical distance and the proximity of a particular tradition that produces a 

state Gadamer classifies as the “in-between” (p. 306). It is in this “in-between” state that the text 

speaks.  

Some feminist scholars draw concern at Gadamer’s perceived silence on issues of 

identity and power (Code, 2003). Many believed his silence conveys his complicity with 

androcentric values and normative frames (O’Neil, 2007). Code (2003) argued Gadamer’s 

contributions should not go unappreciated for their relevance to feminist theory. Warnke (2014) 

believed there was a secure relationship between hermeneutics and identity since social 

identities, especially race and gender, provide a method through which to understand ourselves 

and others. For that reason, it is plausible to subject identities to the same parameters in which 

hermeneutic theory studies. 

Alcoff (1996; 2003) endeavored to shore up the epistemological framework of Gadamer 

by offering a “relational” body, and subject speech acts to his views of reality (p. 3). In Visible 

Identities, Alcoff (2006) situated contemporary understandings of identity, namely race and 

gender, within a conversation on metaphysics towards offering an “ontology of identity” (ix). 
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She argued that understanding the vantage point from which one interprets enables you to 

extrapolate contextual meaning based upon your positionality in society, a “metaphor for the 

body” (p. 102). Alcoff was convinced that an understanding of identity as non-nonessential and 

historical situates identity as a real and functional hermeneutic location full of meaning and 

interpretive power.  

Through this reasoning about identity, Alcoff presented an articulation of the hermeneutic 

horizon of interpretation as an “embodied horizon” (Alcoff, 2006, p. 175). Through this 

theorizing she proposed that social identities, namely race, and gender are embodied sites rich in 

interpretive/perceptual qualities which carry the capacity for the incorporation of new 

phenomena and experiences. She asserted that identities are not fixed, they constantly evolve. 

She noted that identities each identity provides its own unique interpretive horizon that influence 

how reality can be interpreted.  

Like Gadamer she believed that our knowledge was incomplete. Nevertheless, she 

advanced the idea that the tradition that influences how one engages in the phenomena of 

understanding is “cultural, historical, politically situated, and collective” (Alcoff, 2006, p. 145). 

Consequently, one's relation to the Other is not in reducible terms. Interactions are seen as 

opportunities to “expand,” “build,” “and “absorb” (p. 45). 

This idea is crucial to addressing the prevailing social forces, powered by neoliberalism, 

that seeks to restrict notions of identity to essentialized and biologically determined locations 

that reinscribe our identities without our consent and structure the limits and methods for 

intergroup interactions and conceptualization of the “Other” (Alcoff, 2006). Alcoff’s 

conceptualization of identity and its interpretive horizon compels a more complex articulation of 

identity and the body and offers a starting point for thinking about identity.  
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Seeds of Revolt: Early Ideas of African American Resistance in Education 

In order to grasp the legacy of African American resistance in education in the United 

States one must understand how Blacks engaged in educational resistance while enslaved. Before 

being tainted by the forces of colonialism and Western epistemologies, the traditional Africanist 

worldview understood the goal of education to be for the purpose of cultural transmission and 

the survival of a particular way of life. Knowing was specific, historical, embodied, cultural, and 

connected to land. Education was to serve the purpose of socializing Africans to live on land and 

in community with family, friends, neighbors, and ancestors. There was no delineation, or 

separation between material and immaterial relationships. Life and time, and therefore learning 

was cyclical; all things were interconnected, mutually reinforcing (Ntseane, 2007).  

Identity, social relationships, and the overall sense of purpose were tied to geographical 

location, memory, and the consciousness of each community of Africans. Knowledge provided 

the keys to survive. To be educated was to be prepared to address the immediate needs of one’s 

local realities and experiences. Education was especially important for the young. For the young, 

it provided an intergenerational exchange. The elders of the community saw it as their 

responsibility to prepare young Africans for life in the community (Boateng, 1996; Quaynor, 

2018).  

Oral traditions were a primary vehicle for the transmission of knowledge. Oral traditions 

ensured not only survival but growth and stability (Boateng, 1996). If one was aware of the oral 

traditions, one knew they would have the information to survive. Avoseh (2012), when 

discussing the power of proverbs in the West African Yoruba tradition stated, “proverbs are race 

horses that words use; and when words are lost, proverbs are used to search and find them” (p. 

238).  Spoken word/orality facilitated an intergenerational exchange between the past, present, 
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and future. Orality provided a stout epistemic grounding that reinforced the importance of 

community well-being and laid the seeds for an activist spirit (James, 2018). Exposure to the 

countless exploits of their African ancestors naturally produced within them an oppositional 

stance when herded onto slave vessels and shipped across the Atlantic Ocean to foreign 

territories.  

Resistance was embedded within the DNA of African slaves. Tolliver (2015) argued that 

a disposition of resistance to violence and hegemonic forces was ingrained in the “spirit, 

memory, and collective consciousness of enslaved Africans” (p. 60). African slaves maintaining 

the ability to form and control their values and definitions demonstrated a profound sense of 

agency amidst a violent and oppressive system of enslavement and control. It also reveals the 

extent to which they continued to embody and connect to their indigenous traditions of survival, 

growth, stability, and therefore resistance even when on foreign land.  

“the more ignorant the black, the better the slave”: Life in the Slave Quarter: Early Forms 

of African American Educational resistance  

Hoff (2016) argued that African American notions of resistance in education are rooted 

within a need to ensure physical, spiritual, and cultural survival. Positioned as a cultural concept, 

Hoff noted that acts of resistance can be traced back to refusal of many African colonies to 

submit to European colonization for as long as they did. This constant push back against cultural 

imperialism, and once on the North American continent, erasure, total domination and 

subjugation to a “white supremacist capitalistic imperialist gaze” (hooks, 1992, p. 129) defines 

the essence of resistance to education within the African American tradition. Further exploration 

into how this presents itself within the life of the slave quarter will yield further depth to this 

review’s articulation of resistance.  
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In Deep like rivers: Education in the slave community, Thomas Webber (1978) 

communicated a picture of how education became a tool of resistance in the slave quarters. This 

section seeks to situate early forms of African American resistance in education as first 

manifesting itself in the slave quarters. His work provides a conceptual grounding for the ways in 

which educational resistance manifested among African slaves.  

The “quarter,” as Webber called it, was its own ecosystem within a larger economic and 

social system: the plantation. Slave owners constructed the plantation as a training ground with 

the ultimate goal of being profitable. Slave owners believed that maintaining African American 

slaves in a state of ignorance was the key to maintaining power and control. Slave owners, 

through reward/punishment, fear and terror, and “apprenticeship” training, endeavored to 

inculcate within each slave the requisite disposition and temperament to be the “perfect servant” 

(p. 27).  

In the mind of the slave owner, wrote Webber, the “perfect servant” should have a 

dichotomized existence. Slaves should be knowledgeable in all things that ensure the 

productivity of their master, while being ignorant of all things beyond the plantation –unless it 

suited the needs of the owner. To this end, masters banned African American slaves from 

learning to read or write or interacting with persons outside of the plantation. – again, unless it 

suited the ends of the slave owner.  

Space and mobility were also restricted. Any connections with people outside the 

plantation were monitored closely. Outside relationships served the potential to pervert the 

slave’s sensibilities. This enclosed existence was so slave owners could dictate the narrative of 

the outside world. Prescriptive language that reinforced the “wretchedness of Black life 

elsewhere” was prominent (p. 31). Slave owners and their confederates – slave drivers, 
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overseers, the Misses, etc. – gave a steady digest of myths detailing the impossibility, or in many 

respects, the undesirability of escape. According to slave owners, life was so bad for Blacks in 

the North that even freed Negros wanted to be back in the chains of slavery. If none of the 

aforementioned pedagogies of control were unsuccessful – and many times even if conditioned 

was successful, slave owners resorted to physical force. Ignorance had to be maintained no 

matter the costs because “the more ignorant the black, the better the slave” (p. 27). 

However, slave owners did not anticipate the level of resiliency and creativity that 

African American slaves possessed. Tashia Bradley (2010) in her dissertation examined African 

American resistance to educational segregation in Kentucky. She noted there was an awareness 

of the dangers of educating African American slaves in this period. Literacy efforts carried 

“grave consequences” for both the educator and the pupil (p. 3). Nevertheless, literacy was seen 

as means of resistance in and of itself. This is due to the fact, Bradley argued, that liberation and 

power are both inextricably linked to education.  

Consequently, despite attempts from slave owners, there was a profound difference 

between the desired outcomes of slave owners and what slaves actually learned (Cannon, 1995). 

While Black slaves existed and navigated a system of chattel slavery that sought to maintain and 

condition their perpetual existence to an inferior status, they still maintained a level of agency 

and engaged in forms of resistance to the oppressive methods of destruction and social, political, 

and legal oppression waged upon their bodies and existence.  

Webber (1978) argued the depth of connection between the cultural themes of Black 

slaves and their African indigenous forbearers was “deep as a river” (p. 60). These deep and rich 

rivers of the African tradition imbued Black slaves with the capacity to survive, resist, and 

connect with their cultural identity. Values such as commonality and community bonded slaves 
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together in a spirit of solidarity and identified them as members of a broader familial collective 

that produced in them a mutual advantage to protect each other.  

The “quarter” people viewed themselves as a family group tied together with common 

lifestyle, common interests and problems, and a common need to stick together. This idea of 

community mitigated some of the severe penalties of things such as learning to read. This strong 

sense of mutuality also reflected itself in the broad sense of familial responsibility in both blood 

and non-blood relatives to ensure that all African American slave children were educated. Slaves 

exhibited a communal desire to learn. Pride ensued when speaking of slaves in the community 

that possessed the ability to read; knowledge provided the means to survive and to survive was to 

resist (Bradley, 2010; Hoff, 2016).  

The more whites discouraged literacy attempts, the stronger the resolve became among 

slaves to become literate. W. E. B. Du Bois (1935) noted in The Black reconstruction, that 

whites feared an educated negro. To be educated and Black was antithetical to the aim and 

purpose of slavery, writes Du Bois. Whites would do whatever was in their power to ensure 

Blacks were illiterate. They thought “He (Blacks) must not be. He must be suppressed, enslaved, 

colonized” (p. 446).  

Bodies and Experiences: Intersectionality, Black Women, and Education 

 Notice that the above quotation from Du Bois inferred that educating Black women was 

totally outside the realm of possibility. Yet, many Black women persevered. Since the very first 

African slaves landed in the colonies, Black women had been on the front lines of ensuring that 

their children and the community survived the violence and destruction of white psychological 

and mental violence and genocide. African American mothers, aunties, sisters, provided stability 
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to households while combating assaults afflicted upon both their minds and bodies (Duran, 

2015).  

In her seminal text, Women, race, & class, Angela A. Davis (1983) specified the unique 

ways Black women were targeted while in chattel slavery. Black women did not only serve in 

the slave master’s house as servants; they were field hands and suffered in ways men could not. 

Black women were measured by their profitability as both field hands and bearers of children. 

Davis noted that while work and efficiency were prioritized, if women were able to work they 

were treated as men, regarded as “genderless” (p. 6); while always running the risk of being 

sexually exploited, and when convenient, treated as women. Gilkes (2011) argued that the 

sexualized form of racism Black women faced is “historically modeled” into their bodies (p. 85). 

And, despite all that Black women endured they still managed to carry the weight of Black 

people on their backs. As Black women physically and mentally carried the weight of Black 

people on their shoulders and backs, their needs always went unheard, remaining in a state of 

“ambivalence” (p. 85).  

Foremothers such as Ida B. Wells (1862-1931), Mary Church Terrell (1863-1954), Mary 

McCloud Bethune (1875-1955), among others, fought tirelessly to ensure that generations of 

Black folk could have access to education. Black women demonstrated resolve and tenacity to 

overcome the waves of racist, sexist, classist, and even geographical forces to earn degrees to 

build the foundations of social uplift for masses of formerly enslaved and freed Blacks, building 

schools and establishing educational and social organizations that advocated for the education of 

the Negro (McCluskey, 2014; Rodgers, 2017).  



In the Wake of Our Womanist Foremothers: Resistance as Signif(y)er 

 40 

Anna Julia Cooper: Distinguished Foremother 

One African American educator-philosopher that argued that education was crucial to 

social uplift was Anna Julia Cooper (1858-1964). An accomplished and prolific intellectual, 

educator, sociologist, and former slave, she was the fourth African American women to receive a 

PhD degree. Dr. Cooper provided a voice for the struggle for the rights of Black women (Hill 

Collins, 2017). In her seminal text in 1892, A voice from the south: By a Black woman of the 

south, she argued that Black women held the key to the advancement of the Negro race. She 

contended that they “must be loosed from her bands and set to work” (Cooper, 2017, p. 28). In 

her argument for the need to educate Black women she stated, 

Let us insist then on special encouragement for the education of our women and special 

care in their training. Let our girls feel that we expect something more of them than that 

they merely look pretty and appear well in society. Teach them that there is a race with 

special needs which they and only they can help; that the world needs and is already 

asking for their trained efficient forces. Finally, if there is an ambitious girl with pluck 

and brain to take the higher education, encourage her to make the most of it (p. 78). 

The point to her statement was not lost within the late 19th century and was undoubtedly  

controversial. She argued that Black women should be given access to higher education – a view 

that went right at the core of the prevalent sexist, racist, classist, and patriarchal norms of the 

day. Statements such as, “Let us insist then on special encouragement” and “Let our girls feel 

that we expect something more of them” went to the root of a form of racialized misogyny that 

that argued that the only permissible place for Black women was in the kitchen or serving as the 

mammy for the children of white families. She believed that if Black women possessed the 

ability they should be given every opportunity to learn at the highest levels. Even more, as 
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Alridge noted, Cooper was convinced that the educating of Black women for leadership was 

essential in order to “accelerate progress for blacks and contribute to American society as a 

whole” (p. 427).  

Dr. Cooper offered a critique of what she called the “narrow mindedness” of Black men 

who felt that such higher pursuits were unnecessary. Her critique pushed against the narrative 

prevalent in the era of Jim and Jane Crow that Black men were the only people disenfranchised. 

Her intellectual activism would have a profound impact on the African American tradition of 

resistance in education. Her work contributed to the stream of Black feminist thought and 

providing an early intersectional lens to the gendered forms of racism that impeded progress for 

Black women and thus all Black people (Hill Collins, 2017; Sulé, 2013).  

Experiences of Black Women Faculty in the Academy 

 High on the list of things-to-be-demythicized is the black woman….(Morrison, 2008) 

 The representation of Black women faculty in the academy are the manifested dreams of 

women like Ann J. Cooper and other Black women who are pioneers in the tradition of 

resistance in education. As professors and participants in discourse at the highest levels, Black 

women faculty can shape the next generation of leaders and enact the liberatory possibilities their 

forbearers once advocated and died for. However, the dream remains unfulfilled. Despite the 

increasing presence and popularity of gender equity conversations in public spaces, notably 

higher education, Black women faculty remain severely underrepresented in the academy. 

Likewise, just like Black women slaves and those who came after, Black women faculty 

experience attacks located at the intersections of race, class, and gender (Dade et al., 2015; 

Lindsay, 2014; Navarro, 2017; Vickery, 2016, 2017; Walkington, 2017; Wallace, Moore, & 
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Curtis, 2014); but, explorations into the experiences of Black women faculty in the academy 

remain understudied (Kelly & Winkle-Wagner, 2017).  

In 1989, Yolanda T. Moses completed a study on the experiences of Black women 

students, faculty, and administrators in predominantly white institutions (PWIs) and Historically 

Black Institutions (HBCUs). This study focused on the climate for the aforementioned groups 

with specific interest on the ways race and gender collided to create “create double obstacles” for 

Black women in higher education. Moses was convinced most research at the time treated the 

experiences of minority groups as “sexually monolithic,” often missing out on the unique forms 

of “double discrimination” Black women face (Moses, 1989, pp. 1-2).  

When speaking about the experiences of Black women faculty in the academe, Moses 

reported some Black women faculty felt that while some of their colleagues had an intellectual 

grasp on the intersectional violence Black women faced, they failed to grasp ways in which 

personal behaviors contributed to a hostile environment for Black women. The resulting 

behavior often was a dismissal or ignoring of individual complicity in creating or sustaining a 

hostile environment. The failure to recognize or understand resulted in feelings of “invisibility” 

that caused Black women faculty to be ignored and isolated, being deemed as “outsiders” which 

had implications for their inability to collaborate on research projects with colleagues (p. 2).  

Due to isolation and tokenization, Black women were often called upon to carry ancillary 

responsibilities in addition to their research expectations. Black women did more teaching, 

student counseling, and committee work than their white male counterparts, which combined 

with a steady fashion of condescension and sexism and racism their academic contributions were 

frequently underappreciated and not valued; there was a sense of presumed incompetence based 

upon their race and gender. There was also socialized gender expectations of Black women in the 
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academe. Students and colleagues alike, especially white males – though Black colleagues are 

not absent from this – devalued their intelligence and often presented unwanted sexual advances 

and harassment (Group, 2017; Hirshfield & Joseph, 2012; Kelly & Winkle-Wagner, 2017; 

Morton, 2016; Pittman, 2010; Young & Hines, 2018).  

Almost thirty years has passed since the publishing of Moses’ study yet Black women 

faculty continue to experience the same issues as before. According to the U. S. Department of 

Education (2019), Black women faculty make up three percent of full-time faculty in degree-

granting post-secondary institutions. The highest area of representation for Black women faculty 

in the academy lies in academic rank of instructor at five percent and the lowest area of 

representation being at the senior ranking of Professor. For a bit of context, white women make 

up 43 % of all instructors and 27 % of the senior ranking of Professor.  

Severely underrepresented, Black women faculty are placed in untenable positions in the 

academy, and to be a woman of color and contingent faculty is to “occupy an incredibly 

vulnerable position” (Baker-Bell, 2017; Griffin, Bennett, & Harris, 2013; Navarro, 2017, p. 507). 

Interestingly, the issues do not change once Black women faculty achieve tenure. When 

promoted to a senior rank, Black women faculty are still considered to be trespassers and 

“Affirmative Action cases” who did not earn promotion based on their own merit (Croom, 2017).  

Academic freedom often presents itself differently for Black women faculty. Black 

women faculty who dare to express their sentiments publicly are usually met with violence and 

what Young and Hines (2018) called "spirit-murdering," personal acts of violence that seek to 

displace Black women faculty from the academy forcefully, or if that is not possible, “murder 

their minds, and fatally pierce their souls” (p. 20). Their persecutors are frequently granted 

“white immunity” (p. 23), and at times allowed to use ignorance as a credible defense.  
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For example, Keeanga-Yamahtta, Associate Professor of African Studies at Princeton 

University, was met with more than 50 hate-filled and threatening emails and had to cancel 

speaking engagements due to safety concerns because she called president Trump a “racist, 

sexist, megalomaniac” (Flaherty, 2017, p. x). This is par for the course for Black women faculty 

in the academy. Despite the increasing presence and popularity of gender equity conversations in 

public spaces, notably higher education, Black women faculty remain severely unrepresented in 

the academy. Black women faculty experience attacks located at the intersections of race, class, 

and gender. These gendered forms of racist attacks seek to negate their positionality and 

credibility as faculty and position them as “interlopers” (Croom, 2017, p. 572), “pedagogical(ly) 

incompetent” (Morton, 2016; Young & Hines, 2018, p. 22). Despite the aforementioned 

byproducts of a highly violative and toxic environment and its isolating and marginalizing 

effects, Black women continue to carve out a place for themselves in the academy (Navarro, 

2017). Patricia Hill Collins (2009) argued Black “women’s survival itself is a form of 

resistance… and represent the foundations of Black women’s activism” (p. 216).  

Black Women Bodies: An Epistemic Source So Deep 

Black women have always maintained a unique and liberatory standpoint for critiquing 

the social order. Black women’s survival and resistance have resulted in an oppositional 

disposition towards forms of political oppression and domination (Hill Collins, 2009). This 

disposition for Black women, which Angela Davis (2016) labeled as a “consciousness” (p. 28), 

provides an epistemic advantage due to their marginalized status. As such, Black women have a 

unique and specific epistemic reality from which comes the launch point of their inquiry and 

subsequent praxis of freedom and liberation (Sprague, 2018).  
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The interpretive qualities of Black women’s standpoint bears mention here as well 

because of the implications of the marginalized epistemic quality on how Black women interpret 

phenomena. Toni Morrison (2008) in a short story entitled, “A knowing so deep,” said the 

following in which she wrote a letter to Black women,  

No one knew your weight until you left them to carry their own. But you knew. You said, 

‘Excuse me, am I in the way?” knowing all the while that you were the way. You had this 

uncanny ability to shape an untenable reality, mold it, sing it, reduce it to is manageable, 

transforming essence, which is a knowing so deep it’s like a secret (p. 32). 

This “uncanny ability to shape an untenable reality” was forged through a system of 

chattel slavery, Jim – and Jane Crow – and contemporary realities that continue to affect the 

experiences of Black women at the intersections of racism, heterosexism, gender, class, and 

dis/ability, just to name a few. In Visible identities, Linda Alcoff (2006), building on the 

hermeneutic tradition of Hans-Georg Gadamer and others, argued that one’s “interpretive 

horizon” is crucial to their ability to extrapolate contextual meaning based upon their 

“locatedness” in society, which is in fact a “metaphor for the body” (p. 102). She went on to 

argue that how one perceives reality – how they construct truth, is impacted by “bodily 

comportments,” which become the basis and foundation for “knowledge, learned practices of 

perception, and narratives of meaning within which new observations become incorporated” (p. 

129).  

The standpoint of Black women as gendered, raced, and classed bodies provides a unique 

interpretive horizon through which knowledge is constructed. This rationale corresponds with the 

argument that a proper understanding of the Black feminist concept, intersectionality – a 

phenomenological construct that explicated the intersectional violence Black women face – lays 
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in understanding the “bodies and experiences” of Black women as a tool to “incite, critical, 

personal, and collective reflection” (Davis, 2016, p. 19; Gay, 2017; Hill, 2017, p. 438). The 

bodies and experiences of little Black girls and grown women tell a tale of the ravishing effects 

of a racialized form of gendered exploitation and exclusion; they also tell a story of bravery, 

resistance, and struggle (Baumgartner, 2018; Davis, 2018; Duran, 2015; Edghill-Walden, 

Boston, & Palmer, 2018; Hill Collins, 2017; Moore, 2014). The stories which emanate from the 

particular standpoint are “didactic resources” for the fight for liberation and progress (Gilkes, 

2011, p. 88).  

The Theorizing of Black Women’s Survival and Resistance: Black Feminist Thought 

The idea that the “subjugated knowledges” of Black women provide rich material for 

Black women empowerment lies at the core of Black feminist thought (Hill Collins, 2009, p. 16). 

This “outsider within status” enables Black women to persist amidst systems of power and 

oppression (Hill Collins, 1986). The notion of being an “outsider within” suggested that Black 

women in the academe experienced marginality status due to raced and gendered realities, yet 

had procured enough capital to have a level of “insider” status within the halls of the academy. 

The mere fact they had access, albeit on the “edges,” enabled Black women to develop a level of 

creativity to develop a level of critical black spectatorship that allows them to rearticulate an 

image of the Black women that combats “externally-driven images” deep-seated in white 

supremacy and the apparatus of commodification and objectification (p. S17).  

In Fighting words, Hill Collins (1998) expanded on the “outsider within status” and 

Black feminist thought. While she believed these ideas are useful starting point in investigations 

of issues of oppression and marginalization, she cautions against canonizing a particular 

manifestation of the Black women’s resistance tradition. She instead positioned Black feminist 
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thought as a “dynamic system of ideas reactive to actual social conditions” (p. 9). If one looks 

closely they could see this movement beginning to take place two years ago in an article she 

published entitled, “What’s in a name.” In that article, she pointed to the commodifying effects 

the capitalist market system was having of Black women bodies in higher education classrooms. 

She believed there was a “seductive” appeal for the voices of Black women but not their physical 

bodies. The dangers of “symbolic inclusion” were “threatening to strip their works of their 

critical edge” (Hill Collins, 1996, p. 9). She believed that Black women were distracted by 

internal debates, specifically that of womanism vs. Black feminism. She posited that exerting 

effort in this debate obfuscated vision and distracted from much larger issues Black women were 

facing. Both womanist thought and Black feminism represents the growing diversity of “black 

women’s standpoint” (pp. 9-10). Her solution was to move past the naming debate and instead 

focus attention to the application of essential concerns of both groups: “the over-arching issue of 

analyzing the centrality of gender in shaping a range of relationships within African American 

communities” (p. 15). 

Collins positioned Black feminist thought as neither feminist nor womanist, but both. 

Black feminist thought is a dialectical river of consciousness that flows through various 

standpoints – both feminist theory and womanist thought, among others – of Black women in 

their resistance to systemic oppression (Hill Collins, 1996; Hill Collins, 2009).  This river 

explicates one of many standpoints for Black women and the social, historical, and political 

materials of resistance, empowerment, and collectivity that provide the bases for the survival and 

thriving of Black women.  

Collins frequently quotes prominent womanist thought-leaders such as Katie Cannon, 

Cheryl Townsend Gilkes, and Jacquelyn Grant. In Black feminist thought, as expressed in the 
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aforementioned article, “What’s in a name,” she rejects binaries. Her desire is to position “Black 

women’s experiences and ideas at the center of analysis” (Hill Collins, 2009, p. vii). In her effort 

to capture the rich intersectional dimensions of the Black women experience she intentionally 

does not ground her analysis “in any single theoretical tradition” (p. vii), rather she seeks to 

highlight the rich diversity apparent within the “long standing African American women’s 

intellectual community” (p. viii), of which womanist thought is a part. This collaborative spirit 

Hill Collins embodied in her task of organizing Black feminist thought is also represented in 

Alice Walker’s definition of womanism.  

In Yearning: Race, gender, and cultural politics, bell hooks (1990) spoke of a space of 

“radical possibility, a space of resistance” and profound knowledge one “clings” to on the 

margins (p. 151). She argued that as one is willing to remain in this place of marginality, their 

capacity to resist is nourished and one’s ability to develop alternative anti-hegemonic ways of 

being and knowing are radically altered. Patricia Hill Collins’ (1986; 1996; 1998; 2009; 2017; 

2017b; 2016; 2019) work with Black feminist thought has revealed her commitment to living and 

creating in the margins. Her ideas on Black feminist thought exude a level of creativity and 

flexibility and has nourished Black women who resist from many different standpoints, 

especially womanism.  

As the conversation now transitions to womanist thought, it should be made clear that 

Black feminist thought provides a substantive grounding upon which to build a conversation. As 

stated before, Black feminist thought is the stream that connects the various standpoints of the 

Black women resistance movement; it articulates the long standing African American women’s 

intellectual tradition. Hill Collins provides a comprehensive and interactive survey of that 

tradition.  
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Expanding the Black Women’s Standpoint 

 The idea of a Black woman’s standpoint is inspired by feminist epistemology and 

methodology which locates one’s “interpretive horizon” as a credible site of interpretation and 

knowledge production (Alcoff, 2006, p. 102; Sprague, 2018). An individual’s standpoint does 

not remain fixed. It involves multiple standpoints – identities – that inform worldview and 

perspective. Understanding how intersecting standpoints engage with systems of inequality and 

oppressions such as racism, sexism, classism, heterosexism, have rich potential for the analysis 

of power and the development of resistance strategies and solidarity across marginalized 

standpoints (Hill Collins, 2017; Hill Collins, 2017b; Hill Collins & Bilge, 2016). Building upon 

the womanist idea as introduced by Layli Phillips (2012; 2006), this section explores the idea of 

a womanist epistemological standpoint and its natural disposition towards resistance. This 

exploration is inspired by “third wave womanist religious thought” as articulated by Coleman 

(2013) in Ain’t i a womanist too: Third wave womanist religious thought. Specifically, 

considerable attention will be given to epistemological “work” that emanates from the religious 

experiences of Black women (p. 18).  

The womanist idea. In the introduction of the Womanist reader, Layli Phillips (2006) 

defines womanism as 

a social change perspective rooted in the Black women’s and other women of color’s 

everyday experiences and everyday methods of problem solving in everyday spaces, 

extended to the problem of ending all forms of oppression for all people, restoring the 

balance between people and the environment/nature, and reconciling human life with the 

spiritual dimension (p. xx).   
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 According to this definition, several things are made clear. First, Phillips definition of 

womanism centers social change being grounded in the standpoint of Black women and other 

women of color. This articulation of womanism maintains Black women’s experiences as the 

point of departure in engaging in liberatory practice to end oppression. Moreover, it further 

extends the claim that a Black woman’s standpoint is a valid source of knowledge; epistemic 

location with a treasure trove of wisdom, knowledge, methods, and language that can end 

oppression for all people (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2002, 2005; Davis, 2016; Morton, 2016).  

The end point of womanism being the liberation of all forms of oppression echoes the 

words of first wave womanist. From the first waves and revolutions of womanist thought there 

has always been a unique focus, liberation, and reconciliation embedded in a profound sense of 

self-love (Townes, 2011). The third part of Alice Walker’s definition of what it means to be 

womanist stated, 

Loves music. Loves dance. Loves the moon. Loves the Spirit. Loves love and food and 

roundness. Loves struggle. Loves the folk. Loves herself. Regardless (Walker, 1983, p. 

xii). 

 In womanist thought, the first focus is placed on what Audre Lorde (2007) named as the 

“deep place of knowledge inside” (p. 113). It provides what Emile M. Townes (2011) described 

as a “rigorous praxis” grounded in a vision of justice and liberation, mediated by a “self-critical 

inclusivity” (p. 47) that leads to a profound unveiling of a radical self-love. Gilkes (2011) 

cautioned that “self-hatred or damage and brokenness to our inner visions make it impossible for 

us to make and share effective ‘liberating visions’ for our community and our world” (p. 81). 

Thus, self-excavation of harmful and destructive inner visions is essential for the manifestation 
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of authentic self-love, a love of blackness. As James 3:11 reminds us, the wells of the soul 

cannot produce both freshwater and bitter water.  

Ideas of self-love provide the launch point for a pursuit of a praxis of liberation and 

reconciliation of all people. Correction and mediation become a facet of the self-love praxis. 

Such a corrective interrogates the heteropatriarchy that is alive and well within liberation 

scholarship and the color-blind racism embedded within the fabric of feminist scholarship 

(Weems, 2011); because womanist love, womanist correct. However, not only does womanist 

thought correct, it produces a “mediating” effect that fosters a dialectical language among 

multiple standpoints. The resulting dialectic carries with it the requisite agency to name your 

own reality and discover your unique “language for mapping” out your roadmap to liberation and 

reconciliation (Weems, 2011, p. 55).  

Secondly, Phillips positioned a wider circle of standpoints as central to advancing justice 

and liberation from power and oppression. Phillips’ idea is echoed in Chandra Mohanty’s (1990) 

article entitled, “On race and voice: Challenges for liberal education in the 1990s.”  Like Phillips, 

Mohanty maintained that all “third world” women – all women who originate from the diaspora 

of colonization – were vital to the development of an “active, oppositional, and collective” voice.  

Mohanty believed such a voice was necessary to expose and offer strategies to disrupting the 

pervasive effects of commodification and objectification in the academe. In contemporary 

language, this is embodied in Hill Collins’ (2017; 2017b) ideas of “flexible solidarity.” 

According to the ideas of “flexible solidarity” and the numerous marginalized standpoints of 

Black women and other marginalized groups provide the possibility for a deepened intersectional 

analytic of the ravishing effects of power in marginalized communities. Via the re-articulation 

and construction of community as a “flexible, structural vehicle for complex solidarities” new 
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forms of cross-standpoint coalitions are possible as well as new horizons for intersectional 

struggle and resistance (p. 35).  

The “flexible solidarity” works due to the collaborative nature of Phillip’s definition of 

womanist thought. She argued womanist thought conflicted the ever-present rigidity of other 

social movements. Phillips contended there is a “harmonizing and coordinating” effect that 

permits diversity and variations within the standpoint” of womanism (Phillips, 2006, p. xxxii). 

Her ideas of womanism embody the solution Hill Collins provided in “What’s in a name” to the 

ever-present debates among womanist and feminist alike. At the core of this particular standpoint 

of womanism is a disposition of cooperation and a collectivist spirit.   

Third, Phillips claimed that the everyday life of Black women produces the epistemic 

fruit for a pedagogy of resistance. Phillip’s definition implies resistance is about the radical 

transformation of the everyday. Black women’s “bodies and experiences” are replete within 

instances of resistance and conscious engagement against oppressive forces (Davis, 1983; 2016; 

2018; Gay, 2017).   

Finally, Phillips’ definition positions spirituality as a central characteristic of a womanist 

standpoint. Phillips believe that social-historical and political conditions in society were the 

result of spiritual forces. Thus, as her definition suggests, healing is essential, from the inside of 

the body outward, to enact social change and to disrupt the systems of oppression existing in 

society today (Phillips, 2006). In a later work, Layil Phillips, now Layil Maparyan (2012) built 

upon her thoughts on the spiritual dimension of womanism. Positioning it as a spiritual 

movement ingrained in a shifting consciousness. She rearticulated a vision of womanism here 

that locates consciousness-raising not only in the lofty philosophical ruminations of the academy, 

but also in “mundane routes of entry” (p. 50). She believed that every day practices like baking 
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cakes and “letting youth gather in the driveway or church” had just as much capacity for shifting 

and elevating consciousness as high-level philosophical inquiry in the academe. Her articulation 

of the role of spirituality sought to divorce the hold of the Spirit from one form of praxis or 

another. The Spirit had the same capacity to move whether the work was occurring in the 

hallowed halls of the academe or the corner of a busy urban intersection.  

Faith and Reason: Shifting Towards Inner Visions of Resistance in the Academy 

For some time, the conversation in this review has focused on a general overview of a 

womanist standpoint. The goal for the large reminder of this review will be to look specifically at 

educational resistance in educational spaces. More research is needed that points to how Black 

women faculty resists the stifling and harmful “white supremacist capitalist imperialist 

dominating gaze” of the academy (hooks, 1992, p. 129). The field of education, especially higher 

education, suffers from “epistemic amnesia” (Edwards et al., 2016, p. 707) and is held captive to 

white dominant norms and values (Collins & Jun, 2017).  

 As mentioned above, Cheryl Townsend Gilkes (2011) believed that without a deep 

excavation of harmful and destructive “inner visions” we will fail to actualize the potential to 

unearth “liberating visions” that can bring healing and justice to our world (p. 81). The process 

for self-excavation can only occur through what bell hooks calls “a process of critical 

remembrance” (hooks, 1992, p. 19). An act of critical remembering disrupts the norm. It causes 

the individual or the collective to interrogate the voices and actions of the past that have helped 

to shape its current reality. These voices – rather, historical witnesses – become, what Cheryl 

Townsend Gilkes (2011) called, “didactic resources” (p. 88): we learn and grow by listening to 

their stories. Grounded in a spirit of resistance, these resources become the potential seeds for 

liberation and spiritual growth. Wrestling with the voices and messages of the past enables one to 
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understand how to properly interrogate those messages and “relearn the past” in order to engage 

in the process of liberation. The result is a realization of a profound “radical black women 

subjectivity” (hooks, 1992, p. 128). 

 Within a womanist tradition, faith and reason share an intimate, intersectional 

relationship (Edwards, & Thompson, 2016; Marr, 2014). Edwards & Thompson (2016) asserted 

that the unique advantage of a womanist epistemic standpoint is its grounding in “experiences of 

oppression and denial” (p. 41). Because of this marginal standpoint, Black women have 

developed a particularly acute sense of awareness of the futility of pursuing the “contaminated 

fruit” of patriarchy and white supremacy (p. 41). This acute sense of awareness is governed by a 

profound “religiospiritual” consciousness that positions faith and reason as a complementary and 

continual pursuit to be made anew (Edwards, & Thompson, 2016, p. 41; Townes, 2011; 

Witherspoon & Arnold, 2010).  

 Care as activism: In the wake of our foremothers. In light of the complementary 

relationship between faith and reason resistance in the academy takes many forms. One 

distinguishing form resistance takes within a womanist standpoint is an “ethic of care” 

(Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2002, 2005; Cannon, 2006; Floyd-Thomas, 2006b; Townes, 2011).  

 Audrey Lorde (2007) in Sister outsider reasoned that collective care and nurture carried 

redemptive qualities. She believed,   

For women, the need and desire to nurture each other is not pathological but redemptive, 

and it is within that knowledge that our real power is rediscovered. It is this real 

connection which is so feared by a patriarchal world. Only within a patriarchal structure 

is maternity the only social power open to women. Interdependency between women is 
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the way to freedom which allows the I to be, not in order to be used, but in order to be 

creative (p. 111).   

In the womanist literature, it is believed that to care for yourself and others, especially 

other Black women, was the only means to survival and the advancement of wisdom and healing 

(Baker-Bell, 2017; Duran, 2015; Gibbs Grey & Williams-Farrier, 2017; Howard, Patterson, 

Kinloch, Burkhard, & Randall, 2016; Jain & Turner, 2011; Marr, 2014; McLane-Davison, 

Quinn, Hardy, & Smith, 2018; Nganga & Beck, 2017; Witherspoon & Arnold, 2010). One 

example of the power of intragroup nurturing and co-mentorship among Black women is 

articulated by April Baker-Bell (2017) in an article entitled, “For Loretta: A Black woman 

literacy scholar’s journey to prioritizing self-preservation and Black feminist–womanist 

storytelling.” The article is dedicated to her now deceased sister-friend Loretta, who was also her 

hairstylist. In this article she spoke to the impact their friendship had on her as a scholar in the 

academe, her role as a mother, and a wife. She stated, 

More important than getting my hair done, my bi-weekly appointments with Loretta was 

a sacred space that allowed me to briefly escape the world that oftentimes expected too 

much of me (p. 527).  

Her relationship with Loretta was “sacred.” Her time with Loretta provided a time of 

support and encouragement, and escape from the “race tax” she experienced in the academe that 

impacted her along both lines of race and gender. Loretta also provided wisdom that was 

essential for the evolution of Baker-Bell’s standpoint in the academe and at home. Inside the 

academy, the accountability and fellowship she experienced with other Black women faculty 
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helped her to develop between self-care strategies that helped her prioritize her emotional, 

physical, mental, and spiritual well-being and survive in the academe.  

The presence of foremothers in the lives of Black women is also of paramount 

importance in understanding their disposition of resistance in the academe. Research suggests 

that foremothers play an important role in helping Black women faculty cultivate the necessary 

language to resist and persist in the academe (Bailey, 2004; Hubbard, 2010; Morton, 2016). The 

likes of historical Black women like Sojourner Truth, Ida B. Wells, Ann J. Cooper, Shirley 

Chisholm, in addition to grandmothers, great-grandmothers, mommas, and aunties all have be 

shown to passed a “strategy for survival” and support and encouragement via their stories 

(McLane-Davison et al., 2018, p. 30). Foremothers are the wake of resistance in the womanist 

standpoint. 

Pedagogical and curricular visions of a womanist standpoint. According to the U. S. 

Department of Education (2019), Black women faculty make up three percent of full-time 

faculty in degree-granting post-secondary institutions. The highest area of representation for 

Black women faculty in the academy lies in academic rank of instructor at five percent and the 

lowest area of representation being at the senior ranking of Professor. For a bit of context, white 

women make up 43 % of all instructors and 27 % of the senior ranking of Professor. 

Severely underrepresented, it is no wonder Black women faculty are placed in untenable 

positions in the academy, and to be a woman of color and contingent faculty is to “occupy an 

incredibly vulnerable position” (Navarro, 2017, p. 507). Interestingly, the issues do not change 

once Black women faculty achieve tenure. When promoted to a senior rank Black women faculty 

are still considered to be a trespasser and “Affirmative Action cases” (Croom, 2017, p. 573) who 

did not earn promotion based on their own merit.   
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The review supports the view that womanist standpoints of resistance will create a unique 

and new launch point for teaching and learning because of its grounding in self-reflexivity 

enabling it to withstand acts of objectification and erasure brought on by neoliberal 

methodologies and long-held traditions firmly entrenched in colonization and racism (Jain & 

Turner, 2011; Kelly & Winkle-Wagner, 2017; Morton, 2016; Tuck & Gaztambide-Fernández, 

2013).  

Additionally, the literature demonstrates that womanist standpoints will provide an 

epistemic advantage from the margins (Hill Collins, 1986; Hill Collins, 2009) that enhance social 

justice education because of its natural tendency to disrupt the ego-self infatuation – the “Master 

of the Universe” and Omnipresent” pathology apparent in European manifestations of 

philosophy and education (Edwards, & Thompson, 2016, p. 40). An investigation into womanist 

curricular and pedagogical forms of resistance will provide a unique opportunity to overlap 

elements of multicultural education, which will expose teachers to “new and reconceptualized 

understandings and practices in curriculum and pedagogy (Nieto et al., 2008). 

There is a tremendous amount of social unrest, and political wars remain a point of 

contention for many in the United States. Counts (2017) argued that education plays a central 

role in addressing the social order. If schools are to be effective, they cannot only exist as centers 

of contemplation; they must work to build civilization. Teachers in particular share a 

responsibility in this process. Teachers must “bridge the gap between school and society and 

play some part in the fashioning of those great common purposes which should bind the two 

together” (p. 60).  

The review supports the belief that womanist perspectives of resistance have the potential 

to impact the official curriculum. The official curriculum is a “culturally specific artifact” 
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(Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 24) that plays a primary role in promoting the social order. 

Positioning curriculum as a cultural artifact compels consideration of the often-veiled, yet 

influential “figures” in the curriculum. These figures include belief systems, values, behaviors, 

language, artistic expression, the environment in which education takes place, power 

relationships, and most importantly, the norms that affect our sense about what is right or 

appropriate. Curriculum carries both implicit and explicit norms, beliefs, and epistemic values 

that give shape to the outlooks and policies that guide instruction. Forcing consideration of the 

impact that an individual’s interpretive horizon (Gadamer, 1975/2013) has on their curricular 

construction counters the prevailing and long-standing traditions of Enlightenment philosophy 

that see identity politics as antithetical to rational thinking (Martin-Alcoff, 2006). 

The scholarship supports that a refusal to expose and critique the pervasive yet invisible 

presence of whiteness within the dominant curricular discourses in the U.S. enables white 

supremacist ideas to remain firmly entrenched and in control (Outlaw, 1996). The inclusion of 

dominating cultures of curriculum, which emit messages of exclusivity and resist historical and 

cultural variability, “forfeit opportunities for self-reflection and social understanding” (Pinar, 

2012, p. 207). Curriculum cultures that promote exclusion and lack reflexivity are anti-

democratic and merely reproduce the existing order. Such cultures result in the downgrading of 

education from visions of democratic and social uplift to that of educational consumerism. 

Educational consumerism regards knowledge acquisition less for its utility and mastery and more 

for its exchangeability in the marketplace – transactional capital leading to advanced social status 

(Labaree, 1997).  

 It is clear from the literature that only a critical stance can overturn the “reproductive” 

forces of neoliberal ideology (Pinar et al., 1995). A critical curricular orientation, informed by 
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womanist thought enables the curriculum to serve as a tool to reveal the hidden discursive of 

power that hinders all bodies from accessing the curriculum in a way that leads to human 

flourishing and true freedom (hooks, 1994). Slattery (1989) argued that a conversation between 

theologians and curriculum theorists is important in order to develop a new, postmodern 

understanding of education. This new, postmodern understanding of education must be “rooted 

in hope” (p. 75). A pedagogy of hope is a liberatory praxis that enables the creation of language 

that combats the restrictive and oppressive languages of modernity and pre-modernity that carry 

deference towards notions of disciplinary power embedded in control and automation. Slattery 

was convinced that the current educational predicament required a “postmodern theological 

spirit” that could create an “interdependent and emancipatory curriculum full of tension, 

question, struggle, grappling, and sharing, with a holistic process rather than a whole product as 

our goal” (Slattery, 1989, p. 20). Liberation theology has the potential to reconceptualize 

traditional critical pedagogies by providing a “grounding for a critical system of educational 

ethics” (Pinar et al., 1995, p. 644). 

The review supports the view that a womanist standpoint invites an “interstructured” and 

“sociohistorical particularity” (Riggs, 2011, p. 29) that will present new possibilities for 

curricular reconceptualization, inspired by the pursuit for liberation, reconciliation and a call to 

be made anew (Townes, 2011). Investigations into curricular and pedagogical resistance of self-

identified womanist scholars in higher education will contribute liberatory theories and praxis to 

the field of teacher education that sits at the “nexus of education, justice, and the quest for 

liberation” and powered by the “intellectual, physical, and emotional labor” of Black women 

faculty (Desai, 2016, p. 721). 
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C. Hudson-Vassell et al. (2018) argued that a promising vantage point for future research 

is the exploration into "understanding how black women faculty navigate oppressive forces that 

seek to stifle their self-expression and degrade their existence" (p. 142). Curriculum and 

pedagogy deserve special attention in this regard. Edwards et al. (2016) believed the field of 

curriculum studies has a long history confronting and critiquing educational inequity and 

oppression, but yet a “tradition marked by “Black women subjectivity” remains indiscernible (p. 

707). 

Summary 

Since the very first African slaves landed in the colonies, Black women have been on the 

front lines of ensuring that their children and the community survived the violence and 

destruction of white psychological and mental violence and genocide. African American 

mothers, aunties, sisters, provided stability to households while combating assaults afflicted upon 

both their minds and bodies (Duran, 2015).  

Despite the increasing presence and popularity of gender equity conversations in public 

spaces, notably higher education, Black women faculty remain severely underrepresented in the 

academy. Due to isolation and tokenization, Black women were often called upon to carry 

ancillary responsibilities in addition to their research expectations. Despite the aforementioned 

byproducts of a highly violative and toxic environment and its isolating and marginalizing 

effects, Black women continue to carve out a place for themselves in the academy (Navarro, 

2017).  

Black women have always maintained a unique and liberatory standpoint for critiquing 

the social order. The standpoint of Black women as gendered, raced, and classed bodies provides 

a unique interpretive horizon through which their interpretive horizon is constructed. The idea 
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that the “subjugated knowledges” of Black women provide rich material for Black women 

empowerment lies at the core of Black feminist thought (Hill Collins, 2009, p. 16). Black 

feminist thought is a dialectical river of consciousness that flows through various standpoints – 

both feminist theory and womanist thought, among others – of Black women in their resistance 

to systemic oppression (Hill Collins, 1996; Hill Collins, 2009).  This river explicates one of 

many standpoints for Black women and the social, historical, and political materials of 

resistance, empowerment, and collectivity that provide the bases for the survival and thriving of 

Black women.  

The literature supports the view that womanist standpoints of resistance will create a 

unique and new launch point for teaching and learning because of its grounding in self-

reflexivity enabling it to withstand acts of objectification and erasure brought on by neoliberal 

methodologies and long-held traditions fixed in colonization and racism (Jain & Turner, 2011).  

Hudson-Vassell et al. (2018) argued that a promising vantage point for future research is 

the exploration into "understanding how black women faculty navigate oppressive forces that 

seek to stifle their self-expression and degrade their existence" (p. 142). Curriculum and 

pedagogy deserve special attention in this regard. Investigations into curricular and pedagogical 

resistance of self-identified womanist scholars in higher education will contribute liberatory 

theories and praxis to the field of teacher education that sits at the “nexus of education, justice, 

and the quest for liberation” and powered by the “intellectual, physical, and emotional labor” of 

Black women faculty (Desai, 2016, p. 721). The goal of this research was to explore the how a 

womanist standpoint is grounded within early ideas of African American resistance in the field 

of education, and how a womanist curricular standpoint provides promising new directions for 

curriculum theory and teaching.  
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODS 

 Chapter Three describes the research methods of the study. It includes the purpose of the 

study, research questions, design of the study, description of study participants, data collection, 

analysis, and evaluative criteria. 

The Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to describe how self-identified womanist 

scholars who are faculty members in higher education institutions signify resistance in their 

curriculum and pedagogy. Understanding the salient methods of resistance in the curriculum and 

pedagogy of womanist scholars adds meaningful contributions to curriculum theory and 

inclusive pedagogy approaches in higher education. I completed analysis of the themes of 

resistance that emerge by conducting informal interviews, classroom observations, and analysis 

of syllabi. 

Research Questions 

The primary research question was:  

1. "How do these Black women scholars signify resistance in the development of 

curriculum and their pedagogy?"  

The sub-questions were:  

2. "How does each womanist scholar perceive what it means to be a womanist as 

realized in their course materials?  

3. What common themes of resistance emerge among these womanist scholars in higher 

education?”  
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Research Design 

A purposeful sampling case study design embedded within a philosophical hermeneutic 

paradigm (Gadamer, 1975/2013; Patton, 2015) was used to understand how self-identified 

womanist scholars who are faculty members in post-secondary higher education institutions 

signify resistance in their curriculum and teaching. A case study design was selected due to the 

focus of this research project on the “information-rich” nature of the phenomena under 

investigation: the curricular and teaching practices of womanist scholars in higher education 

(Patton, 2015, p. 264).  

The case study design provided a distinct approach for engaging in a detailed analysis of 

phenomena within a "bounded system" (Merriam, 2016, p. 37), focused on a specific group – 

standpoint – of scholars in higher education at a particular time and place (Yin, 2014). Analyzing 

each womanist scholar within particular spatial and temporal bounds allowed the researcher to 

engage with and negotiate the complexity inherent in the converging data points that arose from 

careful exploration of how participants both impacted and were impacted by their environments.  

The purposeful sampling design was selected because of the intent of this qualitative 

research project on depth rather than generalizability. The focus of the research was to look 

deeply at how particular womanist scholars resist. The selection of a purposeful sampling design 

allowed case study selection to focus "strategically" in direct coordination with the aim of the 

project, research questions and collected data (Patton, 2015, p. 264).  

A philosophical hermeneutic paradigm permitted the researcher to take a “nonobjectivist 

view” in accessing the interpretive qualities that presented within the context of phenomena 

under observation (Schwandt, 2003, p. 302). This paradigm illumined what Patton (2015) labeled 

as an “empathetic” stance that allowed the researcher to intimately engage with the objects of 
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inquiry (p. 59). In essence, a philosophical hermeneutic paradigm enabled the researcher to place 

their humanity – their emotions, feelings, and passion – in dialectical union with that of each 

case. This allowed understanding of the complex phenomena to unfold via an iterative process 

that was “close to, even sometimes on the inside of, the phenomena being studied” (p. 59).  

A hermeneutic phenomenological paradigm aligned with this design because it is of a 

constructivist nature (Hatch, 2002). Constructionism presupposes that society consists of socially 

constructed factors, such as race, class, and gender. In the research process, both researcher and 

participants engaged in a dialectical process to make sense of reality and generate the meaning of 

phenomena (Campbell & Wasco, 2000). The necessity for generating meaning was a priority for 

connecting theory to practice. The praxis-oriented nature of the qualitative research design 

classified the design as “critical” (Carspecken, 2012, p. 43), founded in Freirian ideas of 

“conscientization” (Freire, 1970a, p. 453).  

Brazilian educator, Paulo Freire (1968, 1970a) believed conscientization exemplified a 

critical existence of human subjects being with and in the world. This reality requires that s/he be 

a conscious being, able to live subjectively, in, and objectively, with, the world. The necessary 

condition for the human’s objective nature lies in the potential of man to gain distance from the 

world.  Without a capacity for objectivity, “man would be limited to being in the world, lacking 

both self-knowledge and knowledge of the world” (Freire, 1970a, p. 453). 

As the objectivity of the individual permits gaining distance from the world, their 

subjective existence facilitates a dialectic that enables the answering of existential questions as 

well as an understanding of their relationship to the world. Subjective existence permits man to 

fulfill his primary function of creating and recreating. Hence, literacy transcends simply 

decoding syllables or understanding how to read; literacy becomes an act of knowing through 
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which man can examine the world and act upon it critically. This is the idea of conscientization 

(Freire, 1970c).  

Freire was convinced that education as a cultural action of freedom builds agency that 

leads to transforming action, not mechanistic forms of “learning” facilitated through rote 

memorization. Education as a cultural act of freedom presupposes the existence of man in a 

historical-cultural reality. Consequently, true knowing facilitates the development of an authentic 

thought-language that is “generated in the dialectical relationship between the subject and his 

concrete historical and cultural reality” (Freire, 1970b, p. 7).   

The case study design was situated within a philosophical hermeneutic paradigm that 

pushes against the objectifying epistemic forces of Enlightenment empiricism that seek to 

position non-white bodies as dehumanized others. Subtlety disguised in contemporary discourse 

through colorblind logic reify racist, white supremacist scientific doctrine that privileges 

dominant methods and subjugate other ways of constructing knowledge (Bonilla-Silva, 2009; 

Bonilla-Silva & Zuberi, 2008; Ladson-Billings, 2003). Ladson-Billings (2003) posited that 

dominant epistemic locations, “systems of knowing” (p. 399), fueled by Enlightenment ideas and 

norms, push forward a worldview that elevated science as the highest form of reason. However, 

Ladson-Billings believed that the "liminal perspective" of non-white epistemologies is, in fact, 

an advantaged location that provides a "wide-angle" lens of both the center and the margins 

(Ladson-Billings, 2003, p. 407). This is what Patricia Hill Collins called the “outsider within 

status” (Hill Collins, 1986).  

The notion of being an “outsider within” suggested Black women in the academe 

experience marginality status due to raced and gendered realities, yet had procured enough 

capital to have a level of “insider” status within the halls of the academy. The mere fact they had 



In the Wake of Our Womanist Foremothers: Resistance as Signif(y)er 

 66 

access, albeit on the “edges,” enabled Black women to develop a level of creativity to develop a 

level of critical black spectatorship that allows them to rearticulate an image of the Black women 

that combats “externally-driven images” firmly entrenched in white supremacy and the apparatus 

of commodification and objectification (p. S17).  

Consequently, a standpoint that investigates the epistemological standpoints of Black 

women must center their embodied experiences (Davis, 2016; Gay, 2017). The constructionist 

orientation of this research design merely furthers the Black women empowerment through the 

use of specific epistemic devices that are normative of a Black feminist epistemology: dialogue 

as a method to access and generate knowledge, lived experience as a credible form of 

knowledge, and the agency of Black women to “speak for themselves” (Hill Collins, 2009, p. 

285).  

In this study, the phenomenon includes the curriculum each womanist scholar uses for 

their courses, the teaching practices employed in the classroom, and each scholar's understanding 

of what it means to be a womanist, and how that impacts their approach to the task of teaching. 

Methodological Inquiry 

The content and goals of this qualitative study was to describe how self-identified 

womanist scholars who are faculty members in higher education institutions signify resistance in 

their curriculum and pedagogy. A qualitative research approach was appropriate for this study 

due to the need for a methodological tradition that is descriptive and permits an exploration into 

the real-life experiences situated at the nexus of race, class, and gender. A womanist 

methodological disposition is “deconstructive” and thus descriptive in nature, permitting a 

qualitative exploration via case study of the various ways in which resistance is signified across 
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the “moral, political, and spiritual” dimensions of constructed knowledge in the lives of Black 

women faculty (Floyd-Thomas, 2006a, p. 3). 

Tamara Beauboeuf-Lafontant (2005) used womanist methods to redefine and rearticulate 

characteristics of "good" teaching (p. 437). Employing a qualitative design, she analyzed data 

from three rounds of open-ended individual life history interviews of six Black teachers that 

communicated a commitment to social justice work. Her work was unique in that she endeavored 

to demonstrate Black women as independent epistemic agents who did not rely on the validation 

of Black men or white women. She argued that womanist are independent, self-reliant, yet 

collective.  

The collective wisdom of the womanist standpoint provides the grounds for the survival 

of self and community. In her analysis of the interviews, she identified three emergent themes. 

First, foremothers, consisting of mothers, aunties, and other influential women in their lives, 

provided epistemic value for stoking and shaping their understanding of the role of activism in 

their teaching praxis. Second, these women saw their forms of caring for their students as a type 

of both communal and political activism. Lastly, they were all committed to an ongoing state of 

becoming. To these educators, teaching was an ongoing "process" and "dialogue" that is 

responsive to student needs (p. 442).   

In relationship to Beauboeuf-Lafontant’s study, this research study was concerned with 

understanding the life-histories and resulting role that life experiences and values played in 

constructing their approach to teaching (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2005). Through the exploration of 

each Black woman faculty member’s histories and experiences teaching in higher education, we 

were able to explicate their unique standpoint as a womanist scholar and allow them to speak for 

themselves (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2005; Floyd-Thomas, 2006b; Hill Collins, 2009). This level 
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of specificity gave meaning and substance to data once it was triangulated, and also helped when 

triangulating themes across cases. 

While womanist resistance is intrinsic within the ideas Beauboeuf-Lafontant introduced 

in her study, she was mainly concerned with re-articulating and re-claiming the qualities of 

“good teaching” as revealed within the womanist idea in K-12 spaces (p. 437-438). The goal of 

this study was to explore the notion of resistance as a concept imbued with meaning as framed 

specifically in an analysis of both verbal and non-verbal symbols and material or immaterial 

tools used by womanist scholars in higher education.  

This research study employed a “social constructionist” semi-formal interviewing 

approach that prioritized dialogue and co-constructed, mutually agreed upon meaning-making 

(Patton, 2015, p. 433). This approach to interviewing allowed me to foreground my alterity and 

positionality before any meaning was constructed and position the researcher and subject as 

"collaborative equal," permitting a conversational methodological stance (Phillips & McCaskill, 

2006, p. 89; Gadamer, 1975/2013; Phillips & McCaskill, 2006) 

More recently and building upon a theme similar to Beauboeuf-Lafontant, Amanda E. 

Vickery (2016) sought to center Black women in academic theory and practice. Using a case 

study methodology, which included four (4) semi-structured interviews, classroom observations, 

and analysis of classroom artifacts, Vickery explored how the lived experiences of two (2) Black 

women teachers informed their approach to curriculum development and teaching specifically 

concerning teaching notions of citizenship. Her goal was to explore how these Black women 

teachers relied on multiple sources of knowledge to build their classroom experiences. The 

results from her study affirmed the notion of womanist caring and the impact of foremothers in 
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shaping skills that are paramount to their success in the classroom (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2002, 

2005).  

In relation to Vickery’s study, this research study involved a variety of data collection 

tools, including eight (8) semi-structured interviews – two (2) for each participant, classroom 

observations, and content analysis of course materials. Similar to Vickery’s aims, this research 

project aimed to explore how Black women educators rely upon various ways of constructing 

knowledge in their courses. Dissimilar to Vickery’s research project, this project explored the 

unique ways and methods used to construct knowledge in different disciples. The participants 

represented different disciplines.  

Hudson Vassell et al. (2018) pursued a similar methodology to the aforementioned 

researchers in employing a qualitative descriptive case study to explore the experiences of two 

(2) novice Black women faculty who were instituting a “liberatory, anti-racist pedagogy” into a 

course taught in a predominantly white institution (PWI) in the southern region of the United 

States (p. 133).  

While the research project performed by Hudson Vassell et al. was similar in that it 

focused on a higher education context, it was dissimilar due to the focus of the research on one 

course that was co-developed and co-taught around issues related to race, culture, and teaching. 

The research focus of this study was multidisciplinary, engaging with Black women scholars 

who represented various disciplines and taught different subjects.  

In line with Hudson Vassell's recommendations for future research, the study observed 

how resistance strategies were signified in the midst of "oppressive forces that seek to stifle their 

self-expression and degrade their existence" (p. 142). Additionally, this research study contained 

more participants, and thus more entryways to explore curriculum and teaching practices through 
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a variety of lenses and subject-matter. The final distinction was the focus of my research was 

directed towards the distinct philosophical and pedagogical orientation these Black women 

faculty members in higher education brought to the task of teaching. Categorizing how a 

philosophical, spiritual, and moral orientation of resistance informed the teaching of self-

identified womanist scholars in higher education will contribute liberatory theories and praxis to 

the field of teacher education that sits at the “nexus of education, justice, and the quest for 

liberation” (Desai, 2016, p. 721). 

Sampling Procedures 

 The population for this study consisted of four (4) Black women faculty who are 

professors at four (4) different four-year post-secondary institutions of higher education in the 

United States of America. They represented a variety of disciplines. Snowball sampling was used 

to identify participants who met specific criteria. Since the focus of this study was to understand 

how resistance was signified through particular and specific teaching practices and curricula, 

snowball sampling enabled for the locating of “key informants” (Patton, 2015, p. 298).  

The criteria used for participant section combines common characteristics of womanism 

as prevalent among several prominent thinkers (Coleman, Cannon, Razak, Monroe, Majeed, 

Skye, . . . West, 2006; Coleman, 2013; Floyd-Thomas, 2006b; Maparyan, 2012; Marr, 2014; 

Phillips, 2006; Townes, 2011; Walker, 1983). The criteria for selection included: 

1. Participants self-identified as womanist, 

2. Participants self-identified as a Black woman, 

3. Participants were tenure track professors, ranging from Assistant Professor to Full-

Professor, 
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4. Participants were willing to participate in the study – including sharing their 

curriculum, allowance of the researcher to visit several classes and observe, and two 

(2) semi-formal interviews. 

Instrumentation 

 
Figure 2 Research Design Diagram 

I was the primary instrument for data collection and analysis in this qualitative study 

(Merriam, 2016; Patton, 2015). Data collection consisted of semi-formal interviews, classroom 

observations, field notes, and content and artifact analysis. 

Semi-Formal Interviews 

This study employed a “social constructionist” semi-formal interviewing approach that 

prioritized dialogue and co-constructed and mutually agreed upon meaning-making (Patton, 

2015, p. 433). The data collected consisted of two (2) forty-five (45) minute long semi-formal 

interviews with each of the 4 (four) participants—before and after in-class observations. The 

interview protocol in Appendix A includes the interview procedures and questions for the first 
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interview. Included in the first section of the interview protocol is a biographical section that is 

meant to help give clarity to each professor’s origin story of how and why they entered the field 

of teaching and scholarship (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2005). The second section of the interview 

protocol asks each participant about their meaning of being womanist, how their understanding 

of being womanist impacts their approach to curriculum and teaching, and how resistance is 

signified in their identity as a womanist scholar in higher education. The second interview 

occurred after I completed the non-participant classroom observations and journal data had been 

gathered and synthesized. This enabled me to ask questions that brought clarity to behaviors 

observed during the non-participant observations. The second interview involved questions that 

sought to bring meaning to the emergent themes that became visible during non-participant 

observations.  

Beauboeuf-Lafontant (2005) believed that giving clarity to the values that inform 

teaching will help clarify the rationale and motivating influences behind teaching practices. 

Within the scope of my research project, the line of questioning in the informal interview 

endeavored to give context, clarity, and insight to the notion of resistance as a concept imbued 

with meaning as framed specifically in an analysis of their motivations and inspirations for 

teaching, approach to developing curriculum, and classroom pedagogy. 

Classroom Observations 

  Non-Participant observations took place to observe phenomena in the classroom. This 

study involved two (2) classroom visits for each participant. Phenomena observed included 

teaching and student interactions, content and lecture delivery, and other natural interactions in 

the classroom to identify reoccurring patterns, behaviors, relationships, and other classroom 

dynamics. A “thick” notebook and a field journal was used to record observations through the 
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GoodNotes application on my iPad device (Carspecken, 1996, p. 45). The "thick" journal was 

used to record notes such as body language, reoccurring themes, and other salient interactions 

during semi-formal interview sessions. Each interview was recorded with the express consent of 

each participant. The field journal was used to observe observations during classroom visits. 

Content Analysis 

  Analysis of course materials included interview transcripts, syllabus, and course-related 

emails. Content analysis was necessary to explore recurring, words, patterns, and themes (Patton, 

2015).  

 The steps in the data collection process included first contacting womanist scholars to 

invite participation for two (2) semi-formal interviews, classroom observations, and analysis of 

curriculum. The initial participant was selected based upon the recommendations of scholars 

who are published and well versed in womanist scholarship. I used QRS International NVivo 12 

to code, organize, and facilitate thematic analysis. Signed consent forms were obtained from 

each participant.  

Data Collection 

IRB approval was obtained from Ball State University. Data was collected in four-year 

postsecondary institutions in the United States of America. The two (2) semi-formal interviews 

for each of the four Black women faculty occurred through face-to-face interactions, and in 

locations that were comfortable for them. Non-participant classroom observations occurred in 

classrooms where they usually teach their course content. A thick notebook and a field journal 

was used to record teaching and student interactions, delivering of content and lectures, and other 

natural interactions in the classroom for the purpose of identifying reoccurring patterns, 

behaviors, relationships, and other classroom dynamics as well as notes such as body language, 
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reoccurring themes, and other salient interactions during semi-formal interview sessions. 

Interview transcripts were sent back to participants to verify the accuracy of transcription 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

Data Analysis 

Data was analyzed by using QRS International NVivo 11 to code, organize, and facilitate 

thematic analysis. Coding of data occurred in two cycles. The first stage of analysis involved 

open coding to generate relevant labels from interview transcripts, classroom observations, and 

content analysis of course materials. Once labels were developed based on general meanings 

from the data, data was analyzed using the second cycle of data analysis, axial coding. In the 

second phase, I engaged in an inductive process of finding linkages among the various codes. 

Triangulation of themes from informal interview transcripts, classroom observation "thick 

notes," memos, fieldnotes, and content analysis of course materials occurred to generate 

conceptual categories.  

Once data was analyzed, I used "member checking” to ensure that participants could 

provide immediate feedback and input on the accuracy of themes, specific descriptions, and 

findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 200). Verification occurred at two different times. The 

first check was done to verify the accuracy of each transcribed interview. The second check 

occurred after initial coding, construction of themes, and case descriptions to ensure that analysis 

and interpretation was consistent with beliefs and life-worlds of participants.  

Limitations  

 The strength of qualitative research was in its context-dependent nature. Qualitative 

research is concerned with understanding the details of how a person would ascribe meaning to a 

specific social or human problem. Since I was the primary instrument for data collection and 
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analysis in this qualitative study (Merriam, 2016; Patton, 2015), my identity as an African 

American man presented a limitation for this study. A central function of womanist scholarship 

is that it counters the “myopism of both feminist and black liberation scholarship” (Weems, 

2011, p. 55). The internalized patriarchal ideals that I have been socialized to accept and 

negotiate may have caused me to inaccurately interpret information I observed through non-

participant observations and semi-formal interviews. However, this was mitigated by engaging in 

member checking a second time after I analyzed the data to receive feedback and get any 

changes that needed to be made. 

 Another limitation was the use of the observation method. Since I visited several classes, 

my presence may have been intrusive, resulting in students or the professor behaving differently 

than usual (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Likewise, during classroom observations, personal 

information may be observed that cannot be reported. I also believing that only observing two 

classes from the same subject limited my ability to make more robust observations over time. 

More opportunities to observe and a greater diversity in the types of courses I observed 

potentially could have made the data more robust.  

The third limitation of the study was the locations and context in which the study took 

place. This study focused specifically on four-year colleges and universities in the United States 

of America, and the sample of the study were four (4) Black women faculty currently serving in 

four-year colleges and universities that self-identify as womanist. And all of the participants 

came from historically white institutions. This limitation suggests that the limited number of 

participants and the fact that all of them came from historically white spaces limits the amount of 

generalizability possible.  



In the Wake of Our Womanist Foremothers: Resistance as Signif(y)er 

 76 

Lastly, because of the specificity and the closed network nature of this group, finding 

participants was at times difficult. The difficulty in finding participants combined with hardships 

associated with experiencing cancellations at the last minute extended the duration of data 

collection.  

These limitations suggest that giving attention to specific unique sites for teaching and 

learning are necessary to understand the ways in which curricula and pedagogy reveal the 

epistemic values at a set time and space in the life of Black women faculty who identify as 

womanist. Exploring the ways in which these Black women faculty negotiated and navigated the 

realities of the higher education classroom in this specific cultural and historical milieu and in 

their particular educational context, between March 2019 through October 2019, was important 

to this study and provided legitimate areas for inquiry in relation to how resistance was signified 

in the particular approaches of women who identify as womanist.  

Summary 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to describe how self-identified womanist 

scholars who are faculty members in higher education institutions signify resistance in their 

curriculum and pedagogy. A purposeful sampling case study design embedded within a 

philosophical hermeneutic paradigm (Gadamer, 1975/2013; Patton, 2015) was used to 

understand how self-identified womanist scholars who are faculty members in post-secondary 

higher education institutions signify resistance in their curriculum and teaching. A qualitative 

case study research approach was appropriate for this study due to the need for a methodological 

tradition that is descriptive and permits an exploration into the real-life experiences situated at 

the nexus of race, class, and gender. The population for this study will consist of four (4) Black 

women faculty who are professors at four (4) different four-year post-secondary institutions of 
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higher education in the United States of America. Data collection consisted of semi-formal 

interviews, classroom observations, field notes, and content and artifact analysis.  

 

 



Running head: IN THE WAKE OF OUR WOMANIST FOREMOTHERS: RESISTANCE AS 
SIGNIF(Y)ER  

Chapter 4: Findings 

The findings of this study are presented using thematic analysis to understand the salient 

themes that answer the research questions. In this chapter, data analysis procedures are 

explained, then the coding process is described, followed by a presentation of the themes as 

revealed through the various methods of data collection: semi-formal interviews, classroom 

observations, field notes, and content analysis of course syllabi.  Next, data triangulation was 

performed across all four cases to generate conceptual categories.  

Data Analysis Procedure 

 After all interviews were conducted, audio files were transcribed using the Rev 

transcription service. Data from classroom observations, field notes, and content analysis were 

collected using the GoodNotes application on the iOS computing software. All files were then 

imported to pdf version and imported to QRS International NVivo 12, a computer-assisted data 

management tool.  

 QRS International Nvivo 12 was used to sort, store, view data, and to perform open 

coding to generate labels from the interview transcripts, classroom observations, and content 

analysis of course materials of each case. Once I developed labels based on the general meanings 

from the data, I engaged in axial coding. During this process, I engaged in an inductive process 

of finding linkages among the various codes to generate conceptual categories.  

 Once the conceptual categories were developed within each case, I arrived at a 

conceptual descriptive characteristic that coveys the key emergent theme for each case and 

provided an analysis of supporting themes that expound upon the central guiding thematic 

characteristic. Supportive themes are presented with quotes from the transcripts, analysis of 

syllabi, and notes from non-participant observations conducted while in the field. The case study 
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design of the study facilitated a dynamic process for thematic exploration. Analyzing each 

womanist scholar within particular spatial and temporal bounds allowed the researcher to engage 

with and negotiate the complexity inherent in the converging data points that arose from careful 

exploration of how participants both impacted and were impacted by their environments. Once 

themes were established for each case, I engaged in data triangulation in order to converge the 

dominant conceptual categories within each case and among the cases as a whole (Patton, 2015; 

Yin, 2014). Each participant was provided with the option to provide their own pseudonym.  

The primary research question was:  

1. "How do these Black female scholars signify resistance in the development of curriculum 

and their pedagogy?"  

The sub-questions were:  

2. "How does each womanist scholar perceive what it means to be a womanist as realized in 

their course materials?  

3. What common themes of resistance emerge among these womanist scholars in higher 

education?”  

Themes 

 Each case is represented by a descriptor and a central theme that is the defining 

characteristic of the supporting conceptual categories for each case. The case categories for the 

theme presentation that follows are a) Professor CSI: The Bridge Builder, b) Professor Lucille: 

The Academif(y)er, c) Professor Septima Bonneau: The Clairvoyant, d) Professor KW: The 

Protector. 
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Table 1 Participant Descriptions 

 
 
Case One (1): Professor CSI: The Bridge Builder 

Professor CSI is a faculty member at a public four-year post-secondary institution in the 

Southern region of the United States. She is a professor of forensic science. The salient theme 

that encapsulates the case is bridge builder. For her, womanist teaching is an embodied act 

towards critical consciousness. The supporting themes are as follows: a) opening up to 

womanism: an epiphanic event, b) teaching begins in the body: being as awareness, c) critical 

consciousness: from thinking, to being, to doing. 

Opening up to womanism: An epiphanic event. Epiphany is defined as “an intuitive 

grasp of reality through something (such as an event), usually simple and striking” (Merriam-

Webster, 2020). Professor CSI was new to womanism. She was introduced to the notion of being 

womanist by one of her colleagues when they referred my dissertation study to her. During our 

first semi-formal interview she remarked that our interactions “opened her eyes to womanism.”  

Professor CSI spoke that her exposure to womanism was eye opening. Throughout our 

interactions, especially the semi-formal interviews, she continually referred to herself as a novice 
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in womanism. As a woman of Caribbean descent, she recognized that her vantage point was 

different than “American Black women.” She represented what she called a different “shade” of 

womanism. While in her home country, she noted that “it's not so much a color thing as it is a 

money thing.” Yet, as she has had to navigate the U.S. context, she has developed a heightened 

awareness of the politics associated with her Black woman body. 

Her interactions were an epiphany of sorts into a new way of being and thinking about 

her identity as a Black woman. This discovery helped her begin thinking about how she interacts 

and supports Black students in her classes, especially Black women. She now wants to ensure 

their needs are centered in the class. For her to be womanist is to be unapologetically Black and 

woman, and to “speak about Black issues, to speak about women issues and to speak about Black 

women issues.”   

Thank you for opening my eyes to womanism… since we've had these conversations and 

since you approached it to me, I often think about how I interact with Black women… I 

think I've actively tried to be conscious of when I have multiple students in the class to 

make sure that all are represented, especially the Black women, right? Because there's 

very few, as you saw in my class, but I wanna make sure that when they ask questions 

that they're heard, because you can also notice that the students in the front two rows, 

they take up the conversation. So, I always find myself more conscious now with this 

discussion of womanism, of the Black women in my research group, and in my research 

class.   

What I hear in her thoughts in light of my analytic is that to be womanist is to commit 

oneself to ensure that Black people are heard and seen. This heightened consciousness and 

unveiling of love for Blackness is concomitant with her budding realization of the salience of 
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Blackness. For her to come to womanism is to awaken to a much larger network of other Black 

women who have to navigate and exist in the world in ways similar to herself. Professor CSI is 

now aware to this reality, which in many respects, is a new way of being for her. She is now 

committed to ensuring that Black people, especially Black women, have the opportunity to take 

up space in her predominantly white classroom.  

Professor CSI’s womanist epiphany was marked by her continuous usage of the phrase “I 

realized.” The phrase was stated approximately fifteen (15) times during the course of the semi-

formal interviews. As her womanist standpoint came into focus so did her recognition of the 

reason behind why she became a teacher.  As she talked, she came to the realization of 

something very unique: she never had any intention on becoming a teacher. She always just 

wanted to use "her science," passion for solving mystery, to help people in need. But she had an 

epiphany that God was trying to tell her something all along. The various epiphanies seemed to 

help give clarity to who she is and her purpose in the academy as a researcher-teacher. The 

questions in the semi-formal interview provided her with an opportunity to reflect on and 

organize her thoughts concerning what it means to be womanist. The use of “I realized” here is 

based upon her reflection that teaching has been a part of her for as long as she can remember. 

I realized after I took this position that teaching had always been there for me, like God 

was telling me something, I just refused to listen to it. 

What I hear from this is a recognition of her spiritual call to teach. For Professor CSI, 

God has been speaking for some time now calling her to teach, she only now has realized this. 

Opening up her eyes to womanism has also opened up her eyes to the role of the spirit in her 

understanding of her calling to teach. In my interactions with Professor CSI, she often reflected 

upon various instances when she had been naturally called upon to teach. Whether it was the fact 
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that in college many of her peers called upon her to tutor them or the fact that the only job she 

could get out of grad school was in academia, she has finally come to the realization that she has 

been called by God to teach. This calling has always been there, God has always speaking and 

drawing her into this spiritual task. It took her opening up to womanism to hear God’s voice.   

The epiphanies also helped her to reflect upon her role in the academy as a Black woman. 

While reflecting on her identity as womanist, she realized how passionate she was about the 

power of being a Black woman who is an expert in her field. She is aware of the sexually racist 

gaze at work in the sciences that questions her presence and worth, and desires to strip away her 

Blackness and womanness. Her womanist identity has empowered her to define her space and 

role in her field. While reflecting on her identity as womanist, she realized how passionate she 

was about the power of being a Black woman who is an expert in her field. In light of the 

dehumanizing effects of being in a space where her Black womanness is not normative, she 

refuses to give in to the assimilative assaults of white heteronormativity.  

Because every man, no offense, particularly white men are going to try to say, ‘Well, I 

don't know what I'm talking about,’ and I think there's this impression that women of 

color are just regurgitating things because we are not necessarily highlighted, elevated, 

celebrated in the sciences… There’s an automatic perception that you don't know what 

you're talking about… but once you have that why and can justify an answer, they can't 

say shit to you, right? … and so for me to be able to do that, it means a lot to me, and it 

means nobody can say anything to me about what I know… So, and I think that just 

speaks to, hopefully, them stripping away the fact that you are a woman, or you are black, 

or you are young, or whatever, and see you for the scientist that you are because at the 

end of the day that's what it is… I realize I was really passionate about that statement. 
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 Figure 3 Womanism Teaching Defined for Professor CSI Word Cloud NVivo 12 for Mac 

This word image was created in QRS international NVivo 12 as a representation of the 

code “womanism defined” as it appeared across all data within the case for Professor CSI. This 

query illustrates the top one hundred words, at least five letters in length. The size of the words 

to the level of frequency to which the word appeared in the data. The more frequent words 

appear larger in the text.  

Teaching begins in the body: embodied awareness. Participant CSI made it clear her 

central mission as a teacher was awareness. The course observed was an introductory course to 

forensic science. So, all students either were forensic science majors or were considering a major 

in forensic science. In this class she endeavored to increase students’ awareness of the 

possibilities in forensics, especially Black and Latinx students. She purposed to give them the 

ability and tools needed to build bridges over difference and enter spaces they have been left out 
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of due to lack of exposure. She was convinced that if students were more aware to the 

possibilities in STEM they might take up the field as a major.  

I think awareness is really my job. I think that is my job to expose the students to 

different possibilities in the career field, right? Because they generally don't know it, or 

they generally come in with incorrect information, right? So, it really is a one-way thing, 

and in hopes of making them aware, I hope that they will make other people aware as 

well, right? So, I hope that that's a trickle-down effect that we get rid of these 

misconceptions, open up the field to different aspects, and they learn what is needed of 

them in these different aspects. 

I cannot help but see the political aims here in Professor CSI’s awareness agenda. Taken 

within context of her previous thoughts, her inclusion of the language “different aspects” leads 

me to confer that her goals of awareness were pointing to the underrepresentation of Black, 

Latinx, and women in the field. She believed that helping to clarify their understanding about the 

field would eventually lead to non-white people possibly being interested in entering the 

sciences.  

She gave specific attention to Black, Latinx, and women because she knew they held 

particular misconceptions about the field that limited their interest in entering the field. One 

misconception, especially for students of color, was the fear of law enforcement. She was 

convinced many students of color were discouraged from entering the profession because of fear 

of police. This makes her awareness agenda political. She wanted to expose and increase 

awareness to address systemic realities that prevent certain students from entering forensic 

spaces. 

In the classroom her agenda to build awareness took on an embodied form. Her body was  
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the first lesson in increasing student’s awareness; her body became the curricular bridge that 

made the concepts real for the first time. As she approached the stage of the auditorium style 

classroom and began her introductions, the first slide she showed was a picture of herself and her 

qualifications. She warned me that she would do this in our semi-formal interview earlier that 

day. She stated earlier in the day, “That was one of the slides I’m gonna put in tonight, to talk 

about myself.” 

 The class was predominantly white. Many of the students have never had any interactions 

with students of color until college. She was committed to ensuring that students recognized her 

as an expert. After she finished introducing herself to the class, she remarked on why she showed 

the slide: “so that you know that I know what I am talking about.” She believed it was necessary 

that she be the first bridge for her students, so she centered herself. She argued, that scholars 

must be open and skilled in bridging and connecting the diverse experiences and vantage points 

that students bring into the classroom. The professor was the bridge that mediated the tension 

that difference brings to the classroom. Professor CSI believed that her ability to navigate the 

tension difference brings would permit her Black female body and the knowledge she carried to 

be accepted more easily.  

She believed that talking about herself and including real-life experiences in her class 

would “provide a different weight” and “level of credibility” to her stance as a Black woman 

who is a professor in the sciences. Centering herself was necessary. It provided students with 

their first level of exposure to the field. Her body and her accomplishments were the first 

lessons: see me, and as a result, “know that I know what I’m doing.” She believed it was 

essential that people were able to “see a woman did it.” 
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and you have to be able to make those bridges and connections on their behalf, right, so 

that they can see that my thought is okay, and there are other people’s thoughts who, you 

know, have benefit, right? 

Centering herself was an act of signifying upon the “good ole boys network” in the 

academy that seeks to strip away her contributions and authority in the sciences by questioning 

her contributions. By including herself in the PowerPoint she was double-talking. She was 

sending a message to a system and culture that questions her credibility and existence in the 

academy. At the same time, she was sending a message to students of color, especially Black 

women in her classes, who aspire to pursue a Ph.D., that she sees them. She embodied 

awareness. In her words, “I tell them straight up as a Black woman.”  

I embody ethnic and cultural under-representation in forensic science and general 

science, and as a woman, which is generally underrepresented in science, but not 

necessarily forensics, even though I don't discuss it, I think demonstrating or just being 

visible as a Black woman in this field where there are so few 

I think it brings a level of credibility. Most people probably would try to say, ‘Well, she 

doesn't really know what she's talking about,’ subconsciously, whether or not they know 

it's because I'm a woman or I'm a female or not. So, it provides a little level of credibility. 

You know what? Now that I think about it, I think it does provide a wall of, or a shield, 

that says, ‘Despite being a Black woman, I know myself.’ 

Talking about herself was a political act. She hoped that her positionality as a Black 

woman and scientist, as one who upholds a standard of rigor, fluidity, and multi-contextuality, 

would model a way of being that others can follow.  
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if I can demonstrate this level of fluidity, but still know what I know and be able to 

convey that on many different platforms, um, hopefully, it is a ... I can be a role model to 

other people that you can be that as well… and, you know, I had one girl, she said this to 

me like a year ago, ‘You are the first Black woman I've ever seen with a PhD, and you 

made me strive for that [be]cause I didn't know that was possible. And I almost started to 

cry, and I was like all right, suck it up, suck up it. So, I do think being a woman there are 

more people who will come and talk to me than if I was a white man, and because I am 

Black I think there are more people looking for opportunities to engage. 

In my estimation, the aforementioned quote truly conveys the depth and love she has for 

ensuring that Black people, especially Black women, succeed. She realizes that her presence 

alone sends shockwaves through the scientific community. Being seen, being visible allows her 

to show the way for other Black women who cannot see the way, or feels that the way is 

obstructed.  

Critical consciousness: From thinking, to being, to doing. Professor CSI was 

convinced awareness was not enough. She argued that students must have the ability to 

synthesize information into a coherent and well-rounded discussion. She believed that having the 

skills to investigate the “why” is a sign of having mastered the content and results in being a 

“stronger person.”  A rigorous investigation of the “why” is determined by one’s ability to put 

what one knows into action; the act of doing. In her view, learning occurred when ideas were put 

into action. This idea is exemplified in her statement "you can't just talk me to death."  

I think being a professor or teacher at a university level is awareness, and it is our 

purpose to teach people how to think critically about different aspects… in terms of 

critical thinking, that is something I really have trouble defining, as I think most people in 
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my position, outside of like chemical education people…but the way I try to promote it is 

to make sure that they have the seeds of the information and then I pose a lot of questions 

back to them, starting with the word why. ‘Well, why is that blue?’ So, I've already 

talked to them about what blue means, areas you may find blue, and then I ask them, 

‘Well, why do you think it happens to be blue?’ In hopes that they will take the pieces of 

the information from the different hearts of the conversation, infuse it into a well-rounded 

discussion.  

Professor CSI’s identity as womanist was inextricably linked to her perceived calling as a 

teacher, to prepare scientist. She believed that having the skills to investigate the “why” would 

enable Black women to resist the sexually racist assaults from men, especially white men, in the 

academy who sought to strip away their contributions and authority in the sciences by 

questioning their contributions. She believed that the white gaze places Black women at the 

bottom "of the polls" and lead to an automatic dismissal of their credibility in the academy. She 

argued there was a certain level of authority and agency that comes when able to define and 

justify their beliefs. This level of agency was central to surviving in academia. She believed that 

if she could defend her “why” people would have to respect her and see her for the scientist and 

not just as a Black woman. She compared automation and reproduction to origination and 

creativity, arguing the latter are determined by the "why" and are the most desirable traits in the 

Academy and in life. She noted that her goal is to produce scientist; those who are skilled in 

asking different types of why questions.  

I hope it will produce scientists because the difference between a scientist and a 

technician is the why. [The] difference between a master student and a PhD after they 

graduate is the why. Master students in forensic science and some master students in 
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chemistry, they become technicians, which means they are told what to do. They follow a 

protocol in order to produce a quality result, especially in forensic science. Everything is 

about producing, utilizing the same process that we know provides X response, that has 

been accepted in a court of law. If you change it, now you have to demonstrate that the 

new change will meet the same requirements that has been accepted in a court of law, 

otherwise, it's not gonna get accepted, right? PhDs, or scientists, they have to think about 

that why. Why am I doing it this way? If I modify it, what are the changes that will 

happen? If somebody says, "I need you to come up with how much SDS there is in a 

shampoo bottle," they're not gonna tell you how to do it. You have to be able to say, 

‘Well, what are the things that I need to be able to produce as a deliverable? I need to 

figure out the abundance of SDS. Well, how do I separate that? Well, how am I gonna 

analyze that? Well, how do I separate that? How, how, why. Well, why would this 

separation process work more than that? Is it more efficient?’ It is that sort of discussion 

that promotes a PhD over a master student. And so, without that why, you end up just 

accepting what people tell you to do, but with that why you can have those critical 

thought properties and make more efficient discussion changes. 

Complex thinking skills were her desired goal for learning. She embraced the power of 

dialogue to facilitate critical thinking skills and critical consciousness. For Professor CSI, to be 

successful, students needed to possess the critical capacity to grapple with and connect 

seemingly disparate ideas and concepts. For Professor CSI, the true demarcation between PhDs 

and master’s students was the ability to create something new. The critical thought process she 

unveils above suggests that the maturation of critical inquiry leads not only to a radical 

reconsideration of ideas and concepts, but also a radical reconsideration to self in the process of 
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learning. She offers here a transition from objectivity and passivity to a place of active learning 

that is rooted in a place of agency and creativity. What I hear in light of my analytic is the 

difference between the master’s and PhD above is state of critical consciousness and complexity 

of thought sees the result of knowledge as the construction of something new; the fusion between 

the act of reflection and action (Freire, 1968). This new birth radically shifts and forces a 

reconsideration of how students – agent – goes about their daily lives, and changes how they 

interact in the classroom.  

Professor CSI believed that reaching this level of consciousness could only occur through 

dialogue. I observed her classes to be very dialogical. To her, dialogue was necessary in order to 

produce an engaged citizenry. During class she would present themes and ideas relevant to 

forensic science then employ simulated scenario discussions to enable students to synthesize 

information and apply what was discussed in real-life situations. She also brought in a guest 

speak each week to speak on a different topic relevant to forensics and the course.  

I believe dialogue is necessary for engagement, and that's why I push for it. I believe 

dialogue is necessary to help students start answering that why. That's why I ask them a 

lot of questions. The dialogue, yeah, its students asking me questions, but most of the 

time I'll push it back on them, or I'll ask another student in the classroom, and that 

actually comes from my dad. 

Dialogue was Professor CSI’s main tool to cultivate the critical thinking skills necessary 

to think deeply about and connect ideas both in and out of the classroom. She believes that what 

makes her pedagogical stance womanist is that it is hands-on, not simply confined to the book. 

She merely uses reading assignments/ etc. to enhance classroom discussion. Her main objective 

is engagement; to get them doing, moving, and "showing off." She saw the classroom as a space 
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where ideas would be contested. It was only when ideas were contested that students would have 

the ability to think deeply about the “why.” The dialogic method was something she gleaned 

from her interactions with her father as a child.  

During our interactions, she often mentioned how her Father never liked to make 

solutions to problems simple. From as early as she could remember, whenever she would pose 

questions to her father he would motivate her to research the problem and come back and explain 

the solution to him. This made an indelible impact on her approach to teaching. In light of these 

early experiences with her father, she believed the role of the teacher is exemplified in the adage, 

“you can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make him drink.” Intrinsic within this adage were 

the three roles of the teacher she thought lead to a “stronger person at the end:” (1) to increased 

awareness, (2) critical thinking, and (3) a sense of responsibility to investigate knowledge. She 

was convinced that dialoguing about the “why” is how she helps students take responsibility for 

their learning.  

Dialogue provides the ripe conditions for learning and application to real life and 

engaged learning. For Professor CSI, responsible learning happens within a dialogic community. 

She believed that students were able to develop meaning as they engaged with the her, course 

content, and other students. She endeavored to create an environment in her classroom where 

students were able to teach their peers.    

Case Two (2): Professor Lucille: The Academif(y)er 

Professor Lucille is a faculty member at a private four-year post-secondary institution in 

the Western region of the United States. She is a professor in the field of education. The salient 

theme that encapsulates this case is academif(y)er. For her, womanist teaching is academif(y)ing 
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about freedom. The supporting themes are as follows: a) teaching as call and response, b) 

teaching is about the shared process of liberation, c) teacher as doula.  

Teaching as call and response. As students settled into the seats in their class – in my 

observation, a medium-sized class, where medium sized rectangular tables were positioned in a 

“U” shape, and at the front-middle of the class, was a solitary and smaller rectangular table – the 

classroom period began with a YouTube video version of the song “How I Got Over” by 

Mahalia Jackson playing on the projectors screen. Mahalia Jackson’s face stayed visible on the 

screen for the duration of the video. As the music played softly, just below the melodic and 

soulful sounds of Mahalia’s voice, Professor Lucille began to speak in what seemed to me as a 

reverent tone to inform the class of students that “as soon as the song goes down, we will begin 

our collective task.” This action is what Professor Lucille and I both labeled as an “invocation” 

during the semi-formal interview.  

 The act of invocation is connected to a practice that has widespread use in the Black 

church. In many Black churches, the invocation usually occurs at the beginning of the service 

and is used to “set the atmosphere” and ensure the environment within the sanctuary, or space 

where the worship service is occurring, is inviting to the Presence of the Lord, Jesus Christ.  

Professor Lucille’s pedagogical act models the religious act of invocation. For her, the 

pedagogical “invocation” is a “way to shift the atmosphere” and call upon the witness and genius 

of Black women both past and present because “Black women have a lot to say about freedom 

and unfreedom.” While setting the stage for the course during the invocation, she informed the 

students, “I am here for a purpose that is bigger than my own.”  

The act of invocation was central to her positioning of womanist teaching as call and 

response. For her, womanism connects the things of the spirit and the things of the body. The call 
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to teaching is an ancestral call that is rooted in her DNA as a Black woman, but also connected to 

the existential realities of Black women.  

So, there's the level of call in the sense that from an ancestral perspective, there is a call 

and demand upon my life as a person located in this particular body. And that call has 

come through my ancestral lineage, both my biological lineage, but also my ontological 

lineage as a black woman… 

In conversations with Professor Lucille I discovered she had not always desired to teach. 

In fact, she originally aspired to pursue the legal field. However, when she finished her 

undergraduate degree her aspirations to pursue law did not feel right. In her words, “I had that 

sense inside of me that like, I'm not sure that's really what I want to do.” She would eventually be 

led to intern in positions in the field of education. As she navigated positions in the field of 

education she began to feel an intuitive tug that that was where she was called to be; teaching 

was the space she was called to occupy. But she must teach as a Black woman.  

What I hear in light of my analytic is that the calling to teach had always been there for 

her. She had always felt that intuitive tugging, a yearning that there was a demand on her life to 

teach. As a result, she believed womanist teaching was to answer the call to have been and be at 

the same time. To be womanist was to exist in a state of radical lived subjectivity that is spiritual, 

embodied, and communal; it is historical, right now, and futuristic. To be womanist is to 

recognize that the voices and experiences of minoritized people and her own sense of self and 

vocation are deeply intertwined. So, to take up womanist teaching is to reclaim the hopes in 

dreams of “everyday folks who are catching hell.”  
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And that mystery, that deep sense of awareness, of the depths of our possibilities as 

human beings is quite profound for me. So that's also a part of the call, you know. That's 

what called me into existence, right? Whereas before, I don't know what I was, if I was 

anything, right. But to be like a human in the world in a space in time, I feel that I'm 

called to be here. Right? And that's a spiritual call that has emancipatory implications not 

only for my own life, but for the space that I occupy, the lives that are around me... For 

me and my own sort of cosmological views, it's very much in my DNA as much as it is 

outside of me, right? So, it's embodied, it's embedded, and it's also amorphous, you know. 

And because of that, I then participate in sort of call and response with my students, with 

community… And because of that I have accountability to everyday people like... 

Cornell West calls it world weary people, you know. Just everyday folks who are 

catching hell. You know what I mean? I have a demand upon my life that draws me to be, 

for lack of a better word, in solidarity with the directives and expectations of the 

community, you know what I mean? And what I do as a scholar. Um, that's radically 

different than what academia sort of expects. Like you're then in academia centered as the 

expert, right? And this kind of approach is like, wait a minute, before academia even 

existed, right, there are, there are whole communities and peoples and energies spiritually 

that are demanding something of me. 

What I hear Professor Lucille stating here is that for her, the womanist call to teach is 

deeply rooted in the active process of humanizing. It is through teaching that she is able to tap 

into the rich possibilities available in our collective humanity; to teach is to accept the sacred 

invitation to be more human (Freire, 1968).  As a teacher she believes it is her sacred 
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responsibility to tap into their humanity; to embrace and center their humanity as a central 

component of the process of knowing – mind, body, and soul.  

I believe she states here in a rather dynamic way that to know is what makes us human. 

This connects back to her articulation of the call to teach being partly ancestral and visceral, 

rooted in an ontological location – the ancestral witness of the Black woman and its embodied 

call from truth-telling and liberation – whose energies call out to her. As a teacher she is 

convinced it is her responsibility, sacred vocation, as a Black woman to call her students into a 

sacred space of liberation that is rooted in them fully discovering the depths of their humanity.  

Teaching as call and response is to center practices in the classroom that call to those 

faculties of her students that make them human – their emotions, spiritual, cognitive – and to 

wait for a response. As students respond by engaging with their full selves – mind, body, and 

soul – in the learning experience, both teacher and student are humanized.  

Professor Lucille made it clear that womanist teaching is rooted in an active response to 

the call to be free. She believes you must actively resist harmful ways of being and knowing that 

continue to try to shape you and impose themselves on you. For her, womanism represents a 

commitment to a dynamic and continual process of renewal and evolution. It is an ongoing 

commitment to fight for your freedom to be human.  

So, my point is there's a way in which we don't consent to everything that shapes us. And 

when you become conscious and aware that there are things that are at work in you that 

you need to eradicate you know, you have to be able to choose what you replace it with… 

And they represent not sort of an event that now I'm a womanist whereas before I was 

not, right? But more of like an agenda. Like an active agenda to become a womanist. It's 
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not just a posture, it's a practice. And it's a practice that I think I will walk through for the 

rest of my life, and I'm learning something new each time I do it. 

She argued that womanist teaching must start by centering the witness of Black women, 

especially her mother and grandmothers because there is conventional wisdom that is applicable 

to the current realities of the classroom and the work of education as liberation. During an 

observation of a classroom discussion, Professor Lucille mentioned several times the importance 

of centering “the voices of those who have come before us.” She informed the class that we all 

were “a witness to a particular way of being.” Due to her witnessing in this way, she has showed 

up “located.” She eventually would point to a necklace she was wearing stating that the neckless 

was of importance to her because it belonged to her maternal grandmother. She wore this 

neckless intentionally. Later, while speaking during the interview, she explained why she 

brought the “artifact” to class.  

I probably was wearing a necklace with my grandmother on it. My maternal 

grandmother. Sort of recognizing the maternal lineage of my family. That is also equally 

important, if not more important than any books that were produced. Because it 

represents knowledge that precedes the written text which is highly subject to market 

realities and capitalism and all of that. There's all this deep wisdom that goes far beyond 

what any book can produce or capture and symbols like my necklace with my 

grandmother on it reflect that. So that's why I bring artifacts like that to class. 

Her intuitive awareness of the ancestral and present call to be free compels her to 

“academif(y)” in her classrooms. The term “academif(y) is a signification on the term “testify,” 

which carries meaning in the Black church. To testify in the Black church is to bear witness to 
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the truth related to God’s intervention or deliverance from a trial or tribulation. For Professor 

Lucille, to academif(y) is to engage in a teaching stance that centers the witness and wisdom of 

Black women and their struggle against power and erasure in her classroom. For her, 

academif(y)ing centers teaching as a spiritual act situated in an intuitive awareness that relies on 

the spirit to empower, inspire, and guide her with their wisdom on how to react and respond in 

ways that are authentic and connected to the tradition of womanist resistance. Womanist teaching 

carries a level of awareness to the interconnectedness of spirituality to the educational endeavor. 

I was like, why did I do that? I don't know. It just felt right. You want me to academify? 

But no, and I say that to be silly in one respect, but it's also, it's an acknowledgement of 

intuition and how spirit works. Do you know what I mean? And I think that I can 

certainly make meaning out of what I do, but I think it's important to recognize if it's 

incomplete. That there are some things that I do and reasons why I do things that I can't 

give you an explanation for. And I think that that's the way in which spirit is at work in 

me. And not my spirit in isolation, like I said, but in the cosmology I described earlier.  

But I believe it is also a visceral presence through the spirit realm that I feel, that I sense, 

and that emboldens me, awakens me to do the things that I feel I'm called to do. And 

that's tied to my own sort of, um, sort of theological perspective as well, you know, so I 

function out of a, a Judeo-Christian perspective that's very much syncretized with African 

ways, um, of seeing and knowing. So, you know, it's in that cosmology, if you will, that 

there's this belief system that I embody, that recognizes the spiritual as being something 

that I can access in the physical, but that is also beyond me.   
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The term academif(y)ing was introduced in the final interview as we debriefed from the 

final classroom observation where I was asked about her motivations behind certain practices she 

employed in the class. She used the term to describe an intuitive awareness and deep connection 

to the things of the spirit. It is a fusion of Judeo-Christian beliefs and African diasporic spiritual 

traditions.  

For Professor Lucille, academif(y)ing is the method she employs to bear witness to the 

truth of black women as reliable and trustworthy knowledge and ontological sources in the 

classroom. She is emphatic that there is a credibility that comes with being a Black woman. This 

credibility is grounded in the rich reservoir of wisdom that has been passed down from 

generation to generation as Black women have had to navigate various assaults upon their minds, 

bodies, spirits, and husbands, brothers, children, and grandchildren. As Professor Lucille 

mentioned previously, this wisdom is rooted in the DNA of a Black woman, and is amorphous, 

embodied, and readily accessible to them. And Black women, as have always been, are the 

protectors of that wisdom that is rooted in survival and resistance.  

You know, it's kind of cliche now because you hear people say it so often, but womanism 

as like a way of being in the world is reliable. And like folks just need to trust black 

women. Like honestly. That's super cliche, but like we know what the fuck we're doing. 

Okay. Like, you can put that in your dissertation. We really know what the fuck we're 

doing. Put that in there. So like trust us, motherfucker, you know what I mean? Like 

that's... I'm so serious, David. That to me is like my grandmothers knew what they were 

doing. My mama knows what she's doing. And I know what I'm doing. And I don't mean 

that out of like an egotistical kind of way. We have wisdom that we're transferring. And 

we protect that wisdom. Because everything is at stake if we don't. So, we have reason to 



In the Wake of Our Womanist Foremothers: Resistance as Signif(y)er 

 100 

be trusted. And especially in spaces that like folks just don't see as common, you know 

what I mean? Like they just sort of misread us or misjudge us. Trust black women. The 

cliche is real. We know what we're doing. 

For Professor Lucille, to academif(y) is to illume an ontological position that centers her 

body as the first symbol of resistance that is reminiscent of the legacy of the struggle for freedom 

and liberation rooted in Black Diaspora womanness – in the collective witness and spirit of 

resistance that is situated in Black women all around the world. To academif(y) is to signify on 

the political dimensions in her academic environment that seek to erase her body. It is to show up 

and teach in ways that are authentic to her self: a cis-gendered woman who identifies as Black in 

a particular socio-historical context. This is how she enters the classroom, and resists any 

attempts to make her make choose what aspects of her identity are salient. To academif(y) is to 

bear witness to the truth as it is lived out and experienced in her total body. It is to tell the whole 

truth, not only those aspects of the truth that are palatable for the Academy. Moreover, teaching 

for her is a commitment to ensure that her pedagogical approach gives consideration for and is 

responsible to the issues that are salient to her particular social milieu and gives centers the 

impact that her socio-political context has on her identity as a Black woman. 

I sort of show up in embodied ways, right? And I show up with an awareness that I reside 

and do my work within a certain socio-political cultural context. And, so being a cis 

gendered woman, who is black identifying; you know I identify as a black woman in the 

Diaspora, that is the African Diaspora. And so, it's kind of hard, frankly, to unbundled 

which of those identities is at work, right? So, being a woman is not separate from being 

black for me… And I strive to embody the kinds of questions that are asked of my body 

as a woman. 
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Figure 4 Womanism Teaching Defined for Professor Lucille Word Cloud NVivo 12 for Mac 

This word image was created in QRS international NVivo 12 as a representation of the code 

“womanism defined” as it appeared across all data within the case for Professor Lucille. This 

query illustrates the top one hundred words, at least five letters in length. The size of the words 

to the level of frequency to which the word appeared in the data. The more frequent words 

appear larger in the text. 

Teaching is about the shared process of liberation. Professor Lucille is convinced that 

learning is about the corporate act of liberation. Education is purposed to “awaken more deeply 

to our humanity. While discussing an activity in her classroom, she stated she hoped students in 

her class took a disposition of “seeking to know and not I know.” She recognizes that complete 

liberation does not occur instantaneous, it is a process. As a result, Professor Lucille values the 

developmental process of learning.   
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During a classroom discussion of the syllabus, Professor Lucille looked at her students 

and said, “my class is deliberately developmental; my class is process driven." She continued 

stating, in my personal observation, rather emphatically, "you are the product;" "I do not grade 

like anyone else." "What I am interested in is the process. I believe good learning occurs when 

you can show up and practice." She stated that "I am interested in the process more than what 

you produce. In light of her concerns for the process, she allowed students to resubmit their 

assignments after they gave consideration for edits and feedback she provided.   

Professor Lucille believed that to be process-driven is to be people-driven; to be 

concerned about the bodies, their narratives, histories, ancestors, and values more than any 

course content. Learning for her is an act of confrontation. A confrontation of the “systems of 

power and death” – her conceptualization of the mutually reinforcing systems of racism, 

heterosexism, and capitalism – that shape our society and are deeply intertwined within the ways 

her students construct meaning about their society, understand themselves, and understand and 

interact with other people. The class for her is a site of confrontation, where students confront the 

death-dealing messages of white supremacy, heteronormativity, and capitalism, and are made 

anew. 

what I'm more interested in, it's not the product as an end in itself, but you, and you being 

willing to confront your humanity, to confront the death that needs to be put to rest in you 

and to build something anew. And that is a process, and each person is on a very different 

trajectory because they come needing for different things to die. 

She believed that womanist teaching is not neutral. It is governed by a political ethic of 

love. During class, as she was explaining core concepts, she said “inquiry begins here – pointing 
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to her heart – not there – pointing out to the expanse.” For her, learning begins with a love of her 

own Black skin and Black people in general.  

Professor Lucille’s agenda is “unapologetically about black flourishing” that centers a 

love of Black bodies, and as a result, resists anti-Black language and actions. Womanist teaching 

for her was “Blackity, Black, Black.” Learning then is a radically self-reflexive experience, that 

is focused towards deep change that sees the improving of conditions for Black people to be 

coextensive with the rest of humanity.  

Deep change because I want the world to be better for black people in particular, and 

humanity at large, more generally. 

She endeavored to engage students with a humanizing pedagogy. Student and teacher are 

co-learners/co-teachers. During class she stated “I am inviting you to let me hear your voice.” 

She sought to build a generative space for interaction, discovery, and human expression because 

she wants “students to be their whole selves.” This is why in class she often warned students 

“don’t parrot me.” During class, I observed Professor Lucille to be deeply engaged in every 

discussion and interaction with students. I never saw her dismiss any comment that a student 

offered up. She seemed to be able to use each comment or question from each student as a foray 

to engage another facet of the subject matter. She was convinced that education should be a 

vehicle for students to re-discover and re-define themselves, their voices, and their agency. 

Because some people might view them as, you know, commodities, or as just students, 

and I've viewed them as whole human beings that are participating in a socio-political 

cultural world. And, and because of that, I feel the need to both challenge them, but to 

also love them in that challenge. And that's grounded in the love ethic that arises from my 
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womanist, you know, epistemology. I need to help them to, as I'm trying to do with 

myself, to dismantle all of the oppression that I'm complicit in. 

 Another component of her humanizing agenda in the classroom also meant that she was 

intentional in centering and reaffirming the expression of human emotion. During one 

metacognitive exercise in class when the discussion centered around Trayvon Martin and the 

murdering of Black babies, a student began crying. She immediately paused what she was saying 

and affirmed his emotion and said “emotion is welcome into this space.”  

Professor Lucille, also centered aesthetics such as art and jazz, spoken word poetry, and 

short stories. She was convinced that aesthetics are a form of knowing that must be centered in 

the class. She wanted her students to feel and be moved by content. She often encouraged 

students to suggest songs to her to play during class that were important to them. Centering these 

ways of being for her made teaching and learning more than just a cognitive act, teaching 

became affective and political. Education as liberation became an embodied and spiritual 

confrontation with the humanity of all participants in the classroom – teacher and students. 

Sometimes it's poetry or some other kind of artistic expression. But I think that the 

aesthetics pull us into... they draw us toward our humanity in ways that other things do 

not. So, if I simply start with, "Let's open to page 109." I'm sort of then objectifying 

whatever it is that I'm placing at the center of the room. But somehow the aesthetics draw 

us in to our collective humanity in a way that allows us to be silly, to be moved, to feel. 

And feeling and sensing is an important part of how I teach. It's not just rational work. It's 

also about being in these bodies and confronting my students in their bodies as much as 

I'm trying to confront myself. So, the aesthetics, I feel, really induced that kind of 

generativity, you know. It becomes a generative kind of thing when people are moved by 
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something or they have a sense of shared knowing because they hear a song that maybe 

they've heard before, but they don't know who the artist is. And others have insight or 

knowledge and they can't wait to tell you that they know who it is, you know. Um, it 

really shifts the sense that I'm the only knowledge giver, right? Aesthetics are another 

expression of knowing. And we all feel it. We all see it and experience it as part of our, 

our common humanity. And I think that it has a way of witnessing to freedom and 

liberation in ways that other things do not. 

Words such as dreaming, awakening, and imagining were words Professor Lucille used 

often in her vocabulary to communicate central actions to a pedagogy of freedom. She argued 

that these words were an affront to forces that often stifle the agency of historically minoritized 

peoples. The mobilization of these words was a priority for building an educational praxis for 

freedom. She argued, dreaming, awakening, and imagining were a part of our sacred 

responsibility to be, what she called, “radically human.” 

Well, they're emancipatory actions, right? So, when we live in a world that was designed 

for our demise as black people in particular. The act of imagination and dreaming and 

imagining and all that goes with it is a stance that out of our own agency moves us 

toward liberation, right? So, I think it's necessary to confront the conditions in which we 

live, and to appraise them for what they actually are. Right. As conditions that are 

designed to reproduce the status quo, which is about anti-blackness and white supremacy 

and hetero-sexism and, and transphobia, and, you know, we can go down the list of 

intersectional oppression that the conditions in which we have to confront on a daily basis 

are designed to reproduce themselves. And there are forces at work that do that. And so, 

to dream and to awaken and to imagine is not only a confrontation, but it is a sacred duty, 
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in my opinion to realize a possibility of our humanity and our flourishing that confronts 

and dismantles what is. So, it's a part of agency and it's a collective, sort of strategy, if 

you will so to be fully and radically human, right? To be human is to imagine and to 

dream and to be awake to what is now but what is to come. And we have, I believe, a 

duty and the freedom and the agency to realize those things. So as a womanist, that's why 

those things matter to me.  

In light of my analytic, what I hear in Professor Lucille’s words above is that she 

believed that the imaginations, structures, and current design of our society is anti-Black in 

nature. And in order for Black people to confront and disrupt these forces, they must first 

understand the inherent agency and liberation that lies within their humanity, and the collective 

witness of other Black people who have died for the freedom struggle. I believe that Professor 

Lucille believes Black people have a sacred duty to (re) member. They must draw upon the 

collective memory and ancestral witness and (re) consider the freedom visions of old; draw on 

and reclaim the strategies, words, dreams, visions, and imaginations that freedom fighters 

propagated in times past (Kelley, 2002). 

Professor Lucille asserted that anti-Black violence and social imaginaries are not new. 

And just as anti-Blackness and other systems like heterosexism and transphobia were once 

imagined into existence, Black people and other historically minoritized people must reclaim the 

rich, profound, and transgressive innocence of their childhoods and dream again. The 

aforementioned systems of violence and dehumanization do not encourage dreaming. In fact, 

they rely upon fear, amnesia, and passivity to sustain themselves. 

Consequently, Professor Lucille believe that dreaming and imagining were acts of 

resistance and our sacred duty as human beings. Dreaming and imagination were deeply 
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intertwined with those faculties that make us human. Therefore, she saw it as her responsibility 

to center those things in the courses she teaches.  

Teacher as doula. Professor Lucille’s approach to curriculum development is both 

generative and oppositional. She believed a womanist-inspired curriculum must “nurture the 

positions of Black women,” and confront the issues that seek to erase and destroy Black women.   

And by generative, I mean trying to bring life where there is no life, you know? Trying to 

bring voices, trying to center voices that have been hidden and concealed and erased by 

forces that strive to reproduce white supremacy, heteronormativity, just all of the isms, 

right? It’s an oppositional stance towards that. 

As Professor Lucille’s curricular stance is both generative and oppositional, she believes 

facilitating agency – both in her students and herself, is essential to cultivate a communal 

learning environment the facilitates critical thinking. She likens her curricular and pedagogical 

stance to that of a doula because of the conflicting tension inherent in empowering students to 

engage in acts of confrontation.  

Acts of confrontation occur via a dialogical process. She likened the dialogical process to 

that of giving birth. As a doula, she serves as a guide for students through the tensions and 

difficulties of the learning process. She endeavors to be a “bridge” through the process of 

problem-solving that compels them to enter the space and simply be, not do; to enter a process of 

both being and knowing that invites both her and students to vulnerability and curiosity. Her 

conception of doula shares power through a form of communal knowledge construction. 

So, I mean I think at my core because I believe in like agency. I want people to be in 

dialogue. I want to be invitational in my work. And so, I want them to sort of be 
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challenged by the problematizing questions that I ask, but also invited to show up in their 

vulnerability, in a space of like seeking at a curiosity and all. And so, I think it's like 

intellectual malpractice that we posture ourselves as these all knowers, you know, that are 

delivering everything that the students need to know, and now all of a sudden when they 

consume it, right, out of Freire's banking model of education, that they're somehow like 

now educated. I believe in a much more dialogical kind of approach because I believe 

that knowledge is constructed communally, and I believe that my job as almost like a 

doula is to like figure out what kind of shit they come with. And to help them confront it. 

In a way that reveal something that is true. Truth is important. Telling the truth, right? 

And so, me positioning myself as an interlocutor is an invitation to be in dialogue with 

rather than to be, um... so it's a way of sharing power. Right? And I'm not naive enough 

to think that power dynamics get collapsed because of that, but I do think it's important 

that they know that I'm going to interrogate them, I'm gonna interrogate their ideas, and 

that I expect for them to do the same with me. 

The symbolic language of the doula is significant. According to DONA International 

(2020), an international organization that provides formal certification for doulas, the central 

priority of the doula is to ensure the holistic well-being of all involved in the birthing process. A 

doula ensures that the mother is provided with accurate information, and emotional and physical 

support both before and after birth. For Professor Lucille, within the symbolic language of doula 

is the belief that the learning process should result in the birthing of something new as teacher – 

doula – and student – one who is pregnant with truth – enters into an interlocutory relationship 

with one another. Learning happens as students and the teacher engage in the collective process 

of truth-telling and confronting each other’s conception of truth. As the facts and perspectives 
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are confronted and made sense of within the community of the learning environment, a dialogic 

process of interrogation allows the class to arrive at new truths.  

The doula is oppositional because it presents a “beautiful struggle” between the mind and 

body; a dialectical dance centered in conflict but wrap in the safety and accountability found in 

the community of the classroom. The teacher has a responsibility to create a classroom 

environment where both the mind and the body, and all its faculties, interact and struggle to 

make meaning together.  

it's kinda like a dance, you know what I mean? It's what Coates calls a beautiful struggle. 

That's the work. The beautiful struggle is not just struggling in your mind, you know. 

And, and this is something I'm gonna write about cause I've been really struck by the 

language in the Western Academy of the life of the mind, what it means to be a scholar, 

right? I mean, think about that. The life of the mind as if there's not a body. 

Knowledge for knowledge sake is incomplete. It must be responsive, contextualized, and 

made sense of in light of the positionalities and particularities of the teacher and each student. 

Professor Lucille makes it clear here that the work of teaching must reject the normative 

tendency in the Western Academy to decapitate the head from the body. Disembodied teaching 

reinforces that status quo. Just as there is a life of the mind, there is also a life of the body. The 

body is full of experiences, meaning, and worth. The role of the doula is to create the conditions 

for which the beautiful struggle of the mind and body can coexist and come to know together.  

The goal of the dialectical process is praxis. Professor Lucille believed that womanist 

teaching and research carried a responsibility to improve the material conditions of Black people.  
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So as a womanist, I believe in praxis. You know? So not knowledge for the sake of 

knowledge, but that knowledge has to produce what Cornel West often says, ‘justice, 

which is what love looks like in public.’ That's his language. So, um, you know I think 

about a post that I read recently by another Black feminist and she said that Howard 

Thurman used to keep, like a photo of a little black boy in his office, and he was very 

impoverished. This child. And he would say to himself, "That if what I do doesn't affect 

that child, it's not worth it." That's in some way how I think about my work in the 

academy. That if it doesn't affect black people in ways that are generative and life giving, 

as much as I think about things like dismantling white supremacy, et cetera, like if it's not 

gonna affect black people who I love dearly and treasure, then it's meaningless. So, I'm 

not gonna just write for the sake of writing. Often, I think about scholarship, not just as 

writing for the academy, but being for the people to whom I'm accountable, and that's 

black folks. 

 Professor Lucille makes it clear here that her teaching was directly aimed at bring life to 

Black people. I believe she felt a certain responsibility, an “accountability,” to ensure not only 

that her teaching centers Black people, Black images, Black scholars, and Black aesthetics, but 

that it makes their lives better. Her love of Black people compels her to always foreground the 

needs of Black people both near and far in her teaching and research. To talk in ways that are 

accessible to the everyday Black folk “who are catching hell.”  

To “embody praxis” for Professor Lucille is to ensure that her teaching and research is 

dictated by the demands and concerns of the academy, but by the needs and strivings of Black 

communities she serves outside of the academy. Professor Lucille was insistent on the fact that 

she refused to allow the Academy to dictate her agenda. Her agenda was governed by the call to 
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be free, and is motivated the groans and moans of those who continue to be dispossess and 

disenfranchised.  

Case Three (3): Professor Septima Bonneau: The Clairvoyant 

 Professor Septima Bonneau is a faculty member at a public four-year post-secondary 

institution in the Midwestern region of the United States. She is a professor in the field of 

education. The salient theme that encapsulates this case is clairvoyant. For her, womanist teacher 

is clairvoyant. The supporting themes are as follows: a) teaching is intuitive, b) teaching is 

congruent, and c) teaching is anticipatory: pedagogy of stay ready. 

Teaching is intuitive. Professor Septima Bonneau believed that a hallmark of womanist 

teaching is its intuitive nature. Her notion of intuition was distinguished in the phrase, “the spirit 

hit me.” This stance centers one’s epiphanic sense as a pedagogical tool in the learning 

experience. Within this notion of intuition, she located her decisions behind curricular and 

pedagogical choices as being formed and shaped both in and outside of the self. It is connected to 

a historical tradition of epistemic practices and ontologies rooted in the Black church.  

We're disconnected from our spiritual self. We're disconnected from previous, historical 

practices. And so, when I say, "The spirit hit me," I mean, you have this reference to 

church and black churches of the Holy Ghost and the Holy Spirit hitting you and it's, like, 

you have either these premonitions. You have these revelations. You have insight in 

those moments. But also, just the notion of epiphany. So, I think, when I was writing, 

when I was putting together the syllabus, I was, like, "What can we do differently here?" 

In my mind, I had a vision of my class. Sometimes they look real glazed over and I was 

just, like, "You know, something's got to shift here." Like... and so I thought... and so, for 

me, it was, like, "You know what? We're gonna Skype with this poet. And so, I just sent 
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an email and I was, like, "We'll see if he responds." So, there's that. It also makes me 

think about when I watch the pastor of my church. And he'll be in the middle of 

something and all of a sudden, he'll say, like, "I just had a download," right? He was like, 

"Just wanted to share that with you all. You know, that was some therapy for free. That 

was a free one." And so, just thinking about these moments where you're in the middle of 

something and you get an epiphany. You get an, "Ah-ha," moment. You get a, kind of, 

like, "This is the direction we should go in, at least for this moment."  

For Professor Septima, her epiphanic teaching practices resemble the intuitive, 

spontaneous, and often improvisational style seen by the Black preacher in the Black Church. It 

marries rigorous academic preparation with a deep intuitive sense for how she should navigate 

classroom sessions. Her approach to teaching is flexible. She leaves room for the spirit, which 

allows her to pivot and move in directions that fit the conditions of the moment.  

Also inherent in her epiphanic sense is its formative nature. She relies upon the spirit and 

her internal voice to help her refine her curricular and pedagogical stance. Grounded in self-

reflexivity, she is intuitively in touch with her students, to the extent to which she maintains a 

level of sensitivity with her own self. As she interacts and engages with her students, she is able 

to revise and switch actions that have proven to disconnect with her students.  

Professor Septima is connected to a larger historical tradition of practices and ways of 

being rooted in freedom building and humanizing. This intergenerational knowledge has been 

passed down to her by her ancestors and shapes what she knows and how she knows it. She 

believes her primary responsibility as a teacher is to “honor what you know.”  

I think to be a womanist and or black feminist, I think it's being in tune with and honoring 

what you know. So, like lately, I think the summer, I really been reading, or the last year, 
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I've been reading more Toni Cade Bambara, and I was like, there needs to be a whole 

class on this. Now whether or not she identified as a womanist, I don't know. But I would 

probably say the kind of things that she's writing about this idea of being clairvoyant, this 

idea of like being in touch with ancestors in the past. Using that to be keenly aware of 

what's going on in the present moment. I think that's as about as womanist as it can get, 

right? As black feminist as it can get. 

Professor Septima conveys an idea of womanism/Black feminism that positions teaching 

as a spiritual and intergenerational exchange. To honor what you know is to realize that this 

wisdom has existed before you were even born; it has been passed down from generation to 

generation. It is an ancestral force that echoes the wisdom that “what has been done will be done 

again; there is nothing new under the sun” (Ecclesiastes 1:9). This ancestral wisdom presents her 

with the ability to negotiate current conditions equipped with the wisdom of old. 

As a clairvoyant, Professor Septima relies upon the spirit to give her an awareness of 

when her teaching practices are disconnected from students. The goal from these epiphanic and 

intuitive sources are to disrupt her tendency to resort to dehumanizing teaching practices, and 

instead, flow in a way that humanizes and welcomes spontaneity, creativity, and openness into 

the classroom.  

The spirit represents that outside force that influences, sustains, and carries. It is that 

intermediator, a mediating affect that ensures she is able to (re) member the methods of old, and 

acknowledge that the voices of her ancestors, both past and present are centered in the space.   

And so, for me, when I think about sometimes the spirit hitting me is also a matter of 

coming up out of my robotic teaching self, and so I'll feel myself slipping into a 

performance of teacher that could be, like, "I'm gonna stand here and lecture and I'm 
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gonna draw on the board, and I'm gonna grill you with questions." And I was, like, "You 

know, students don't respond to that. Students aren't responding to that." And so, 

sometimes it is a feeling where it's, like, "Stop." Like, I would be in mid-sentence, and all 

of a sudden, I just stop talking. Right? And I'm, like, "This is not the direction that I'm 

supposed to be going in with this conversation." So, just knowing that it's, kind of being 

guided by intuition, like, having some kind of, I don't know. I think it's a variety of 

things. I think we can say that it's God. We can say that it's ancestors. We can say that it's 

my momma being, like, "Stop talking to these kids that way," right? It could be a lot of 

different, kind of interventions that are happening that is like them trying to get me to 

stop entering into modes of teaching and modes of engagement that people will not 

respond to, and that just aren't natural to me.  

Other times it is just a matter of her coming to her own senses and making a choice to pivot her 

pedagogy stance. 

And sometimes it's also things that are not natural. Like, I'll just be like, "I don't really 

want to do this." But there have been times when I've looked out at my class and I was, 

like, "You know what? I think we need to go for a walk," right? And so, we've, like, gone 

outside. Um, sometimes I pack all kinds of art supplies in my bag before class and I'm, 

like, "I have no idea what w- we're gonna use these for," but I get there and it's, like, 

"You should do this." Like, one day, I packed sidewalk chalk in that bag, and we ended 

up going outside and doing, like, sidewalk chalk art around language and, like, um, and, 

like, a scavenger hunt around language. And so, that was- that was, like, an on- an on the 

spot, kind of, moment. So, yeah. I just think about all these different times when there's 

an intervention to, like, cut me off. 
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However, her teaching must be consistent with her core sense of self. Teaching from 

Professor Septima must be humanizing. She must teach from a place and location that centers the 

values and memories of her religious orientation, her ancestral and cultural heritage, and 

maintain consistency with the messages and ways of being that have been passed down by her 

mother. To teach in a robotic state would be to resist all notions of what it means to center her 

humanity and the humanity of her students in her teaching.  

For Professor Septima Bonneau, clairvoyance revealed an authentic praxis-generating 

standpoint that maintained a connection and openness that placed the spirit of the ancestors, 

teachers, students, and the community in dialogue with one another in order to facilitate the 

learning process. For this reason, she believed in an open classroom.  She maintained not only an 

openness to the spirit, but a realization that there were limits to her expertise and vantage point. 

As a result, she intentionally centered the voices and expertise of outside voices from her local 

and global knowledge network because “if you know what you know, you should teach it.” She 

would frequently bring in guest to her classes who could inform areas that were not in her direct 

lane of expertise.  

My classroom is open. So, at any given moment, I try my best to make sure that I bring in 

people who I was like, I think you'll do a better job at talking about this then I will.  

Professor Septima signifies upon the norms and values in the Academy that position the 

teacher as all knowing. She believed this open stance allowed the classroom to become a 

dialectical space where “creatives and scholars” could work together to interact and construct 

knowledge. She made sure to get out of the way. 
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So, I was, like, as a professor, my job is to do that, to get the ball rolling, keep the 

curriculum moving, the everyday practices moving. But we have these projects or I have 

these engagements where they at least get to maybe meet an activist or meet an organizer 

through my class, but at the end of the day, I get out of the way. So, ‘If you all want to 

continue this conversation, you now have the connections. You figure out what to do with 

it as future teachers.’ But to actually bring those together and be like, let's talk about the 

scholars and the creative side by side, let's have a real understanding of the kinds of 

contributions that these groups are making… 

Professor Septima’s syllabus maintained this notion of openness in the types of readings 

that were prescribed. The readings were a mixture of scholarly articles, short stories, and poetry 

from minoritized scholars that paid particular attention to issues such as settler colonialism and 

anti-Blackness. She made sure to center the witness of Black women in required readings for her 

courses. In her course for English educators, all of the authors are people of color.  

I mean the biggest one is really the settler colonialism and the anti-blackness. I address 

specifically and making sure that we going to read folks of color. While I appreciate the 

canon, I appreciate the work of a Morrison, Hurston and you know, and Baldwin… But if 

you were to ask people, have they read Audrey Lorde, they might say, yeah, and they've 

probably read "Living for Survival." But I don't think students have ever been encouraged 

to really engage with scholars of color's work outside of the concept of diversity and 

inclusion… But for my curriculum, it's like we got to start someplace together and it's 

really about in, around indigenous communities. Um, and then we try to make really 

smooth transitions into additional communities of color, who take up similar or embody 

similar kind of practices. 
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Figure 5 Womanism Teaching Defined for Professor Septima Bonneau Word Cloud NVivo 12 for 

Mac 

This word image was created in QRS international NVivo 12 as a representation of the code 

“womanism defined” as it appeared across all data within the case for Professor Septima 

Bonneau. This query illustrates the top one hundred words, at least five letters in length. The size 

of the words to the level of frequency to which the word appeared in the data. The more frequent 

words appear larger in the text. 

Teaching is congruent. Professor Septima believed there must be a congruency in 

womanist teaching between theory in action.  She believes there must be an innate 

interconnectedness between “politics and practice.” She argued that a praxis cannot be womanist 

or Black feminist if there is no connection of thought and action. Her idea of congruency is the 

idea of aligning one’s principals and academic pursuits with their daily interactions both within 
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and outside of the academy. Central to her teaching is a need to compel students to think deeply 

about the contemporary significance of concepts and their relevance to real-life. She believed 

that teaching must be purposeful and geared towards meeting specific needs in the lives of her 

students. For her, to be Black feminist or womanist is to connect reflection and action.  

So as a womanist, I still think that it's about congruency. I don't teach theory and ideas 

just for the sake of teaching theory and ideas. I always ask students like, this is the theory, 

this is where it came from. This is how the actions, you know, emerged. How does that 

effect, how does that, how do you take that on now? Right? Like what do we need a 

womanist, or feminist and, or black feminist, mindset in the 21st century. Like why did 

we need it? And so that's been really key for me. And also, always having students think 

about what do we need this theory to do and what does and what actions emerged from 

this theory. So, I try my best to think about there was always a conversation. 

She connected her explication of the idea of congruency to her experiences growing up in 

the Black church. She cited Matthew 5:37 from the Holy Bible as a way to further understanding 

the meaning of congruency, “Let your, Yes, be your yes, and let your, no, be your, No.” She 

believed this scripture signifies there must be alignment between what you say and do, if not 

then students will see no relevance or practical application of the ideas discussed in class.  

Um, well, I think it's essential. I think most of the times we think about our communities 

that we come from, right? So, if we think about being a black woman, being a black 

person growing up in a church, the verses, right, "Let your, yes, be your yes, and let your, 

no, be your, no." So, it's the same thing. I think that's how we develop trust. So, if my 

writing doesn't line up with my practice, then it's, like, "What am I doing?" And I think 
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because I use so much of my practice to inform my writing, so most of the times I think 

there's a couple pieces where I've really reflected on what I've taught and how I've taught 

that, I think it only makes sense that you practice what you preach, right? So, I cannot tell 

my students that, "Oh, this thing you read in this article is how you should behave. It's 

how you should teach. It's how you should engage with people," but in my every day I 

dismiss that. Then they're, like, "Well, where'd you get these ideas from to do teaching 

this way or to do writing this way or to engage communities this way." So, for me, it's 

about alignment. They have to align. If they don't, then it goes out the window. Then 

everything I say, it raises the question of, "Am I trustworthy if I'm doing this thing over 

here, but I'm writing this over here? And if I'm not... if you can't trust me, then what do 

we have? Where do we go, right? Like, why should you follow me? Why should you 

believe any of the stuff I've written about? Why should you listen to me?" 

Congruency is to connect the words of the classroom to the world of the students; to 

position the everyday as sacred. Professor Septima asserted that the goal of the congruent teacher 

is to help students see how all of the pieces connect. Congruent teaching is intentionally 

interdisciplinary. Congruent teaching is also culturally responsive teaching.  

But I think that the role of the teacher is to help students see all the pieces. So, one thing 

that I think is really important and I appreciate are teachers, educators, scholars who can 

break down the walls between disciplines, who can really introduce students to different 

aspects of a university and have a community. So, while the big like buzz word is 

community engagement, I think black people have always been community engaged 

folks, has been like, you know, what's your grandmama know, what your auntie know? 
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Like those all inform who you are… And so, a teacher is trying to get students to see 

what's happening in the university is not disconnected from the place that you came from. 

Congruent teaching embraces the conventional wisdom of grandma and auntie as 

rigorous and rich of theoretical insight just as any kinds of theorizing occurring in the Academy. 

It breaks down the walls of the Academy, and positions engagement with local, national, and 

global realities as essential components of the learning process.  

As a congruent scholar, Professor Lucille believed there exists a specific kind of citation 

practice that ensures that all people who contribute to her scholarship or curriculum or 

pedagogical stance got a reference. This pushes the boundaries of academia and positions 

everyday people as knowledge bearing agents. She found ways to cite any person she interacted 

with who had an impact on her stance as a womanist scholar, whose walk and talk lined up that. 

I think for me it's about, so one thing I noticed with womanism is that there's a citation 

practice. So, I think about womanism and I'm always going to say womanist and/or black 

feminism cause I feel like they're intricately connected. I know that Walker has like a real 

specific way that she feels about womanism, but for me, I think it impacts my curriculum 

development because I tried to make sure that I highlight people who don't always get 

cited. So, I said this to my students in the black girl cartography piece I wrote, I wrote it 

as I'm borrowing from my colleague, (identifying information removed). Like I wrote it 

as a love letter. So, all the citations in there are people who I met, I've talked to like 

women who may have read a draft or heard a draft or I was like, listening at a coffee shop 

and you gave me an idea, right? Like, so all the citations in there should be women who 

I've interacted with. I've also made it a practice to try to cite people who I see that their 

practice and their theories line up. Right?  
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Teaching is anticipatory: Pedagogy of stay ready. This notion of "stay ready" was an 

anticipatory posture that situated knowledge production as a life-giving, and expectant 

experience. Professor Septima’s notion of readiness connects back to the Black church in that to 

“stay ready” is have a steady posture to receive “come what may.” She insisted that learning 

transcended the four walls of the classroom. Professors were not the purveyors of all knowledge. 

This, she argued, required students to stay ready and in an anticipatory state because they never 

know what might happen. This idea was also an attempt on her part to make sure students saw 

the curriculum as alive and relatable to their present circumstance.  

I warn my students to always be on their toes. So, it's [the] stay ready so you ain't got get 

ready idea. And that's because I think sometimes we read things as like part of the past. 

Like, oh, that doesn't matter. All this is some high theory. Who cares? But I was like, you 

never know when you might run into somebody who's worked with somebody or who is 

the person that you're reading, right? Like we're on like on a university campus… So, in 

involvement, my pedagogy [works] in the sense that you should always be aware of on a 

look out for people you could learn from, so that's, that's been my biggest thing. 

Everyone can teach or it has something to teach. 

I saw this in operation during one of the classes that I observed. While she was wrapping 

up and summarizing salient points from a presentation that a group of students had just delivered 

on the topic, “Art as an Expression of Social Justice,” she informed her class she had a special 

guest speaker that would be able to expound upon the topic. After she announced this guest 

speaker she reminded the class that they must “stay ready because you never know what might 

happen in the class.” She then connected to the online video and gave the guest speaker, who 
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was a poet and social justice activist, an opportunity to address the students and answer questions 

related to the course content that was just discussed during the group presentation. 

When the guest speaker finished their presentation to the class and disconnected from the 

online video chat, one of the students asked Professor Septima how she came to the decision of 

inviting the guest, Professor Septima replied, “I just did, the spirit hit me.” She communicated 

that this was why students had to “stay ready so they didn’t have to get ready.” 

This notion, “stay ready” was so central to Professor Septima’s teaching stance that she 

even includes language about it in her syllabus. In the “expectations” section of her syllabus it 

reads: 

Stay ready (so you don’t have to get ready). Read, re-read, annotate your readings, take 

notes and ask questions. (Read with this in mind: “If I had the chance, I would ask the 

author of this piece about…”) I do not expect you to understand all of the material in one 

or two readings. However, I do expect you to put forth your strongest efforts before 

opting out. 

Case Four (4): Professor KW: The Protector 

 Professor KW is a faculty member at a public four-year post-secondary institution in the 

Midwestern region of the United States. She is a professor in the field of criminology. The 

salient theme that encapsulates this case is protector. For her, womanist teaching is an act of self-

defense. The supporting themes are as follows: a) teaching to protect Black children, b) teaching 

must center the local community, and c) teaching centers Black (re) memory. 

Teaching to protect Black children. Professor KW was committed to the belief that 

teaching saves lives, most notably, the lives of her own children. Being a mom, community- 

engaged-teacher, and scholar are central to her identity as a womanist. She noted that the 
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aforementioned identities were how she located herself positionally. She believed that 

identifying in this way “allows people to see my positionality, and how I frame who am I.” 

She identified first as a Black mom because not all mothering is the same. She noted 

there was a marked difference in the way Black moms and white moms mothered their children. 

The reality of different modes of mothering stemmed from her work as a professor in the field of 

criminal justice, where most of her students, who are predominantly white, will end up in law 

enforcement. She was sensitive to the vulnerability of little Black bodies and the atrocities that 

have been inflicted on them by law enforcement personnel. She was afraid of what would happen 

if the white kids in her classes, who have not had much interaction with non-white people, had to 

interact with Black and Brown children, especially her children. So, as a mother of Black 

children, she was concerned for children of color. As a result, she was committed to the stance 

that teaching for her is about protecting her children and other Black and Brown babies.  

It’s black mom. The reason why it’s like this is because everything that I do is framed 

about me being a mom of brown children, black and brown children. Because being in 

criminal justice and working with students who have never had a person of color in a 

position of power or authority over them, and knowing that for some of them, the idea of 

becoming a police officer is more about locking people up and throwing away the key 

than it is about anything else, especially brown black people. Not wanting my children to 

end up on a dark highway with one of these students pulling them over and being fearful 

of them just because of the color of their skin and taking their life. That’s where all of 

this starts from, me protecting my children. By being able to protect my children, 

hopefully I’m protecting other brown and black children from the white students that I’m 

teaching… Everything is about being a mom first, being a black mother first because not 
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all mothering is the same. White women do not have to mother their children the same 

way black kids’ mothers do. There’s no argument with that. If somebody argues with you 

on that, then they’re crazy, or they’re so full on their privilege that they can’t see straight. 

 

 

Figure 6 Womanist Teaching Defined for Professor KW Word Cloud NVivo 12 for Mac 

This word image was created in QRS international NVivo 12 as a representation of the code 

“womanism defined” as it appeared across all data within the case for Professor KW. This query 

illustrates the top one hundred words, at least five letters in length. The size of the words to the 

level of frequency to which the word appeared in the data. The more frequent words appear 

larger in the text. 

Teaching must center the local community. Professor KW stated her identities as 
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Black community as a central part of the curriculum in all of the courses except one. Her classes 

are heavily involved in the community. In fact, she believed everything done in class had to  

originate in the Black community. She argued this was important because “the classroom isn’t 

enough.” In her community-engaged curricular approach, she positioned community leaders, 

who are often Black people, as co-teachers in her class. This was necessary because her white 

students needed to see Black people in positions of power. Also, she believed her class, which 

was majority white, needed to increase their exposure to Black people in leadership, address their 

white privilege, and address misconceptions they held. 

Everything that I do in my class comes from the community. My students spend 80% of 

their time working on some type of community project. Most of my students are 

predominantly white students… We spend a significant amount of time in a 

predominantly black community working with that community as a community partner to 

address some type of question. Now, with that being said, my community partners are my 

co-teachers. Why is that? Because they're the experts in that community, we aren't. Also, 

because my students need to see black men and women in positions of power. They also 

need to see black men and women in other lights outside of what they see on TV… My 

community never comes in to my classroom, my classroom goes into the community. My 

students are always in the community because they need to address their privilege, they 

need to address their whiteness, they need to understand what that positionality looks like 

in predominantly communities of color because the reality is, very few of them are going 

to go back to their communities and work. Most of them are going to work in 

communities where the people don't look like them, don't have the same cultural values 
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as they do, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera. They need to learn how to start navigating those 

things. 

Like Professor Septima, Professor KW had an open classroom. She believed that there 

were limits to her knowledge and capability. Therefore, she relied upon the genius of her local 

community to augment the learning experience with perspectives and information that she 

lacked. I believe there is an implicit belief in her thoughts above that there is sacred knowledge 

bundle up in the local community that her students need. Their ability to address their whiteness, 

understand their positionality is deeply intertwined within being exposed to the repository of 

knowledge available through engaging in consistent and intentional proximity to communities of 

color.  

Increasing her student’s exposure was a highly political act. She believed that norming 

relationships between her white students and the Black community leaders she partnered with 

was essential to shift narratives about Black people.  

But ideally for me, to be able to get these students into the community and to see how 

black people live, to see that black people don't live any different than them, to see black 

men in a position of authority and power over them, and that's what happens in my 

community engagement courses because my community partners become my co-

teachers, it shifts the narrative… But you know to normalize blackness to them is the 

goal. Because once you normalize it then it's not a threat to them. So, then they're not 

killing us. Hopefully. 

Teaching centers Black (Re) memory. Professor KW believed that learning must be an 

intergenerational experience that centers the ancestors. Engaging in acts of (re) membering 



In the Wake of Our Womanist Foremothers: Resistance as Signif(y)er 

 127 

enabled her to call on and use the resources and examples of her ancestors to shape and guide 

how she talked about different things in class. She was convinced that finding and using these 

resources allowed her to connect and relate to her students.  

because you know, they have grandparents and they have memories, and they, you know, 

they can relate to some extent to some of that. You know, not all of it. But to some of it 

they can relate to. So, I think it helps connect with them to some extent. 

Professor KW also believed that (re) membering was “just something that Black people 

do.” We rely on our ancestors to help us navigate life.  

That it's just something that we do. Because we do call on our ancestors, we do rely on 

them to give us guidance and, and to help us navigate this place.  

She located further examples of the pedagogical possibilities of (re) membering in her 

mother’s teaching. Her mother was the example of a teacher that she hoped to model. Professor 

KW recognized that her mother embodied an ethic of care in her classes. Her mother was 

concerned about the whole student. Her mother was intentional in ensuring that all of her 

students were taught to value Black bodies, especially Black women. 

You can't help but to think about your mother. My mother was very much a strong black 

teacher in the sense that it wasn't just about making sure that they had the ABCs, but also 

understanding self and having pride in who they were… The kids would sing songs about 

“I Believe I Can Fly,” R Kelly. They would sing that song, and you'd walk in, when a 

guest would walk in, they'd start singing that song. It was more than about teaching, it 

was about empowering these poor, black kids to be more than what they are. I remember 
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kids coming and staying at our house when I was little, I was real little… Or seeing the 

little white kids who clearly had no respect for black identity and her saying, ‘No, they're 

going to respect black women, they're going to respect black people,’ and making sure 

that she instilled that in them because she would probably be one of the few black 

teachers that they would have. She taught kindergarten 1st grade. 

Professor KW’s mother was a protector. She would hang candy up high to protect it from 

rodents. Professor KW aspired to carry for the ethic of care and same political philosophy that 

her mother ascribed to in her classrooms.   

I remember going into her classroom, and there were bags hanging from the ceiling. I 

said, "What are these bags hanging from the ceiling?" She whispered to me, "So that the 

rats wouldn't get their snacks," because she had bought them snacks and she had to hang 

them from the ceiling because she taught in the oldest building in IPS. 

(Re) membering plays a political role in her classes. During my observations, I observed 

her included several stories about her husband and son. She utilized personal memory i to 

expound upon themes and concepts in class in order to humanize her son and husband, and other 

Black boys, in the eyes and minds of her students. She believed her personal memories would 

help her white students become familiar with something that has potentially been so strange to 

them, the humanity of black bodies. This is teaching as self-defense. 

Yeah, so they're totally intentional. Um, nine times out of ten they're exaggerated. The 

students know that they're exaggerated. But it connects them, it humanizes me, at some 

point (identifying information removed), my son or (identifying information removed), 

well not (identifying information removed), he's too young, but at some point (identifying 
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information removed) may end up coming to class. So, if they come, you know, the 

students already know their name, some of my students already know them from, you 

know, because I bring them… So, they start to see my humanity, and through my 

humanity, hopefully they can see the humanity of other black people. 

 So far, this chapter has described the prevailing themes that emerge from the thematic 

analysis of each case category through axial coding. During this process, I engaged in an 

inductive process of finding linkages among the various codes to generate conceptual categories. 

Each case was represented by a descriptor and a central theme that is the defining characteristic 

of the supporting conceptual categories for each case. The case categories for the themes were a) 

Professor CSI: The Bridge Builder, b) Professor Lucille: The Academif(y)er, c) Professor 

Septima Bonneau: The Clairvoyant, d) Professor KW: The Protector.  Each participant was 

provided with the option to provide their own pseudonym.  

Professor CSI is a faculty member at a public four-year post-secondary institution in the 

Southern region of the United States. For her, womanist teaching is an embodied act towards 

critical consciousness. The supporting themes are as follows: a) opening up to womanism: an 

epiphanic event, b) teaching begins in the body: being as awareness, c) critical consciousness: 

from thinking, to being, to doing. 

Professor Lucille is a faculty member at a private four-year post-secondary institution in 

the Western region of the United States For her, womanist teaching is academi(f)ying about 

freedom. The supporting themes are as follows: a) teaching as call and response, b) teaching is 

about the shared process of liberation, c) teacher as doula. 

Professor Septima Bonneau is a faculty member at a public four-year post-secondary 

institution in the Midwestern region of the United States. For her, womanist teacher is 
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clairvoyant. The supporting themes are as follows: a) teaching is intuitive, b) teaching is 

congruent, and c) teaching is anticipatory: pedagogy of stay ready. 

Professor KW is a faculty member at a public four-year post-secondary institution in the 

Midwestern region of the United States. For her, womanist teacher is an act of self-defense. The 

supporting themes are as follows: a) teaching to protect Black children, b) teaching must center 

the local community, and c) teaching centers Black (re) memory. 

Next, I explain the themes that emerged inductively through triangulating all of the case study 

profiles.  
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Triangulated Themes 

A triangulation of data was conducted using inductive analysis of all of the emergent 

themes for each case. Four themes emerged from triangulating the case study profiles: womanist 

teaching is intuitive, womanist teaching is embodied, womanist teaching is centered in an ethic 

of Black love, and womanist teaching is predisposed towards praxis. 

 Womanist teaching is intuitive. Each participant spoke to the idea that their teaching 

was not merely a cognitive process but deeply rooted in an affective and spiritual location that 

creates a rich reservoir of wisdom that can be drawn upon and used to guide the learning process. 

Participants noted that knowledge is not acquired merely by the textbook. This theme speaks to 

the presence of a “traditional communalism” that occurs whereby the resources available for 

teaching are located both in the self and outside of the self in the intergenerational witness of 

Black women that is both strange and familiar to the participants (Floyd-Thomas, 2006, p. 9; 

Gadamer, 1975/2013). These resources shape and empower them to navigate and negotiate the 

teaching process. 

Professor Septima Bonneau believed womanist teaching is rooted both in the self and 

outside of the self. It is connected to a historical tradition of epistemic practices and ontologies 

rooted in the Black church tradition both from the past and the present. 

We're disconnected from our spiritual self. We're disconnected from previous, historical 

practices. And so, when I say, "The spirit hit me," I mean, you have this reference to 

church and black churches of the Holy Ghost and the Holy Spirit hitting you and it's, like, 

you have either these premonitions. You have these revelations. You have insight in 

those moments. But also, just the notion of epiphany. So, I think, when I was writing, 

when I was putting together the syllabus, I was, like, "What can we do differently here?"   
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Professor Septima Bonneau believed that a hallmark of womanist teaching is its intuitive 

nature. Her notion of intuition was distinguished in the phrase, ‘the spirit hit me.’ This stance 

centers one’s epiphanic sense as a pedagogical tool in the learning experience. Within this notion 

of intuition, she located her decisions behind curricular and pedagogical choices as being 

informed and shaped both in the self and outside of the self.  

The intuitive nature of womanist teaching positions teaching as a spiritual practice and 

the classroom as a space of intergenerational fellowship between the ancestors, the teachers and 

students. This was reflected in the words of Professor Lucille when she stated to her class that “I 

am here for a purpose that is bigger than my own.” To teach as womanist is to center an 

awareness that there are things happening in the classroom much bigger than you. The spirit is at 

work. 

Professor Lucille shared similar thoughts to Professor Septima on the role of the spirit in 

her teaching. Her intuitive awareness of the ancestral and present call to be free compels her to 

“academif(y)” in her classrooms. For her, academif(y)ing is to testify to the truth as revealed in 

the embodied witness of the Black woman. It is to pull from the legacy of trials and triumphs that 

is deeply imbedded in the intergenerational witness of Black women to proclaim the message 

that has always been: there is freedom in your Being. Academif(y)ing centers teaching as a 

spiritual act situated in an intuitive awareness that relies on the spirit to empower, inspire, and 

guide her with their wisdom on how to react and respond in ways that are authentic and 

connected to the tradition of womanist resistance.  

I was like, why did I do that? I don't know. It just felt right. You want me to academify? 

But no, and I say that to be silly in one respect, but it's also, it's an acknowledgement of 

intuition and how spirit works. Do you know what I mean? And I think that I can 
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certainly make meaning out of what I do, but I think it's important to recognize if it's 

incomplete. That there are some things that I do and reasons why I do things that I can't 

give you an explanation for. And I think that that's the way in which spirit is at work in 

me.  

The intuitive nature of womanist teaching sets forth that it is nothing wrong with being 

yourself in the classroom. Intuition conveys a stripping away of the cultures, expectations and 

demands set forth by the parameters and structures of the Academy in order to just Be. However, 

participants acknowledged that this act of Being is not a solitary Being. This Being illumines an 

ontological state that is filled with the community of Black foremothers both past and present, 

both known and unknown. It is a revelation, an awareness of the presence of an 

intergenerational, transnational African diasporic life-force that gave the power to navigate 

whatever is presented in the classroom.  

Professor KW picked up on this when she stated that (re) membering was “just something 

that Black people do.” We rely on our ancestors to help us navigate life in the classroom. She 

was referencing this visceral awareness that our ancestors are forever present. They are a part of 

that “great cloud of witnesses” (Hebrews 12:1).  

That it's just something that we do. Because we do call on our ancestors, we do rely on 

them to give us guidance and, and to help us navigate this place.  

Similar to Professor’s Lucille and Septima, Professor KW was aware of the existence of 

the African diasporic web of interlocution (Gadamer, 1975/2013) that is and has always been 

actively providing support, guidance, and the ability to navigate systems of power and death. To 

(re) member is to connect to this primordial life force. It is to reclaim the rich, epistemic worth 
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that is situated in the memories and lived experiences of African diasporic peoples of the past 

and the present.  

Womanist teaching is embodied. The idea of teaching beginning in the body was a 

continuous theme for all of the participants. For participants, being Black and a woman was 

inextricably linked to their identities as teachers and shapes their curricular and pedagogical 

stance. They bring their full selves into the teaching task. Their embodied existence as both 

Black and a woman signifies to the transnational, historical and present-day witness of being 

Black and woman.  

The recognition that a bigger purpose was at stake motivated participants to show up in 

their bodies. Participants recognized the political nature of their teaching task as well as the 

politics associated to their bodies as Black women. This compelled several participants to make 

it clear that part of the way they showed up to teach was as a Black woman.  

For Professor KW, being a Black mom, community-engaged teacher, and a scholar were 

central to her identity as a womanist. She noted that these identities were how she located herself 

positionally. She felt that her identity as a Black mother had to be positioned in the center of her 

teaching and pedagogy. For her, the lives of her children and other Black kids required that her 

identity as Black mother be foregrounded in her pedagogical stance in the classroom. This level 

of embodiment caused her to employ a curricular and pedagogical stance of self-defense.      

It’s black mom. The reason why it’s like this is because everything that I do is framed 

about me being a mom of brown children, black and brown children… Not wanting my 

children to end up on a dark highway with one of these students pulling them over and 

being fearful of them just because of the color of their skin and taking their life. That’s 

where all of this starts from, me protecting my children. By being able to protect my 
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children, hopefully I’m protecting other brown and black children from the white 

students that I’m teaching.  

Professor CSI believed that her mission to increase students’ awareness took on an 

embodied form. She believed that talking about herself and including real-life experiences in her 

class would “provide a different weight” and “level of credibility” to her stance as a Black 

woman who is a professor in the sciences.  

I embody ethnic and cultural under-representation in forensic science and general 

science, and as a woman, which is generally underrepresented in science, but not 

necessarily forensics, even though I don't discuss it, I think demonstrating or just being 

visible as a Black woman in this field where there are so few. 

In her words, “I tell them straight up as a Black woman.” She wanted to make sure their 

first exposure to the subject matter occurred through her body of accomplishments. The students 

had to see her and “know that I know what I’m doing.” The decision to include herself in the first 

day of class was a signal to her predominantly white class, many of which had limited 

interactions with people of color, that she belonged there. By including herself in the PowerPoint 

she was double-talking. She was sending a message to a system and culture that questions her 

credibility and existence in the academy. At the same time, she was sending a message to 

students of color, especially Black women in her classes, who aspire to pursue a Ph.D., that she 

sees them.  

Professor Lucille believed womanism connects the things of the spirit and the things of 

the body. The call to teaching is an ancestral call that is rooted in her DNA as a Black woman, 

but also connected to the existential realities of Black women. As a result, it was important that 
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students know she showed up “located.” She believed that to show up located was to “a witness 

to a particular way of being.” For her, to be womanist was to exist in a state of radical lived 

subjectivity that is spiritual, embodied, and communal; it is historical, right now, and futuristic. 

Her call to teaching was an ancestral call rooted in her DNA as a Black woman, but also 

connected to the existential realities of Black women.  

Professor Lucille, was convinced her calling as a teacher demanded she bear witness as a 

“a cis-gendered Black woman in the Diaspora.” Her task as a researcher and teacher were 

inexplicably linked to her body: raced, cisgender, historical and geographical self. For her, all of 

the aforementioned things were “at work” in her. Her research and teaching bears witness to the 

truth as it is lived out in her body.  

I sort of show up in embodied ways, right? … And I strive to embody the kinds of 

questions that are asked of my body as a woman. 

 Womanist teaching is centered in an ethic of Black love. Centering Black people and 

their needs stood out as a salient theme amongst all participants. Participants revealed a radical 

vision of Black love that began in a space of self-love that also involved an agenda to take up 

issues that impact other Black people such as anti-Blackness and sexually racist norms and 

values.  

Professor CSI stated that womanist means to be unapologetically “black and woman.” 

This meant she would never apologize for being Black or a woman; be unashamed, speak out, 

and make no apologies. This also made her sensitive to ensuring that Black students were heard 

and represented in her classes.  
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I think I've actively tried to be conscious of when I have multiple students in the class to 

make sure that all are represented, especially the Black women, right? Because there's 

very few, as you saw in my class, but I wanna make sure that when they ask questions 

that they're heard, because you can also notice that the students in the front two rows, 

they take up the conversation. 

Professor Lucille’s agenda is “unapologetically about black flourishing” and centers a 

love of Black bodies, and resists anti-Black language and actions. Womanist teaching for her was 

“Blackity, Black, Black.” In light of her apologetically Black agenda, she endeavors to approach 

curriculum development through both generative and oppositions frames. She explained this was 

necessary in order to “nurture the positions of Black women,” and confront the issues that seek 

to erase and destroy Black women.   

And by generative, I mean trying to bring life where there is no life, you know? Trying to 

bring voices, trying to center voices that have been hidden and concealed and erased by 

forces that strive to reproduce white supremacy, heteronormativity, just all of the isms, 

right? It’s an oppositional stance towards that. 

 Professor KW’s entire curricular approach is centered around her love and concern for 

her Black sons. As a Black mom, she teaches to protect Black lives. She is aware of the impact 

that anti-Blackness has had on many of her white students. Therefore, she teaches to ensure she 

can name and interrogate some of the harmful messages that her students have been taught about 

Black bodies.  

Because being in criminal justice and working with students who have never had a person 

of color in a position of power or authority over them, and knowing that for some of 
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them, the idea of becoming a police officer is more about locking people up and throwing 

away the key than it is about anything else, especially black people.  

Womanist teaching is predisposed towards praxis. All participants spoke to the 

incompleteness of just knowledge for knowledge sake. Womanist teaching is rooted in the 

Freirean idea of praxis which situates thinking and doing as one dialectical act (Freire, 1968, 

1970). The centrality of praxis in each participant’s notion of womanist teaching is exemplified 

in Professor CSI’s emphatic statement, “you can’t just talk me to death.”  

Upon the analysis of content and artifact analysis all but one of the syllabi were boiler 

plate, seeming to have standard institutional information, expectations, and learning objectives. 

Professor Lucille acknowledged this reality. When sending her syllabi, she stated she recognized 

her course syllabus “was not the most womanist thing in print. But in praxis…” Professor 

Lucille’s note here was confirmed by the other participants that womanist teaching married 

knowing and doing. 

The articulation of womanist teaching as praxis placed the necessity of action beginning 

first with addressing the needs of Black people. Professor Lucille believed that womanist 

teaching and research carried a responsibility to improve the material conditions of Black people. 

She insisted that content in the classroom and her research agenda was responsible to the Black 

community.  

So as a womanist, I believe in praxis… That's in some way how I think about my work in 

the academy. That if it doesn't affect black people in ways that are generative and life 

giving, as much as I think about things like dismantling white supremacy, et cetera, like if 

it's not gonna affect black people who I love dearly and treasure, then it's meaningless.  
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Professor Septima Bonneau held similar views in relation to the fact that as a womanist 

everything thing she did in class and in academe was responsible to the communities she served. 

She noted that in womanist teaching there must be congruency between theory in action.  She 

argued there must be an innate interconnectedness between “politics and practice.” Her idea of 

congruency, is the idea of aligning one’s principals and academic pursuits with their daily 

interactions both within and outside of the academy. She believed that teaching that is 

disconnected from action is incompatible with the aims of education.  

She believed that consideration for the why behind theory is essential to cultivating their 

critical capacity as learners. Knowing the origin and contextual factors that gave birth to certain 

theories would enable students to arrive at more effective ways to put theory in practice.  

So as a womanist, I still think that it's about congruency. I don't teach theory and ideas 

just for the sake of teaching theory and ideas. I always ask students like, this is the theory, 

this is where it came from. This is how the actions, you know, emerged… And so that's 

been really key for me. And also, always having students think about what do we need 

this theory to do and what does and what actions emerged from this theory.  

Professor CSI argued that students must have the ability to synthesize information into a 

coherent and well-rounded discussion. Knowing is determined by a student’s ability to put what 

one knows into action; the act of doing. She believed this would result in the development of the 

capacity to engage as a critical agent in society.  

it is our purpose to teach people how to think critically about different aspects… the way 

I try to promote it is to make sure that they have the seeds of the information and then I 

pose a lot of questions back to them, starting with the word why… In hopes that they will 
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take the pieces of the information from the different hearts of the conversation, infuse it 

into a well-rounded discussion.  

 Professor KW also believed that what was taught in the classroom should have direct 

applicability to the local community. She stated that the “classroom was not enough.” She 

employed a problem-solving approach in her class which required students to engage in their 

local community to address questions related to course content. She was convinced that it was 

only when putting theory into action and engaging real life people that her white students would 

be able to address their privilege and misconceptions about Black people.  

My students are always in the community because they need to address their privilege, 

they need to address their whiteness, they need to understand what that positionality 

looks like in predominantly communities of color because the reality is, very few of them 

are going to go back to their communities and work.  

Summary  

Thematic analysis was performed to understand the salient themes to answer the research 

questions and identify significant themes. I engaged in data triangulation in order to ascertain the 

dominant conceptual categories within each case and among the cases as a whole (Patton, 2015; 

Yin, 2014). Four themes emerged from triangulating the case study profiles: womanist teaching 

is intuitive, womanist teaching is embodied, womanist teaching is centered in an ethic of Black 

love, and womanist teaching is predisposed towards praxis. 

 The findings discussed demonstrate that womanist teaching and resistance began in the 

body, a radical place of lived-subjectivity. Upon the analysis of content and artifact analysis all 

but one of the syllabi was boiler plate, seeming to have standard institutional information, 
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expectations, and learning objectives. The data also revealed that the spirituality of participants 

had a profound impact on their approaches to curriculum and teaching. Participants revealed a 

radical love ethic rooted in an intersectional awareness of the mutually reinforcing realities of 

race, class, and gender. An in-depth analysis and discussion of these findings is provided in 

chapter five.  
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Chapter 5: Interpretations of Findings 

The purpose of this research was to describe how self-identified womanist scholars who 

are faculty members in higher education institutions signify resistance in their curriculum and 

pedagogy. This purpose was motivated by the reason that understanding the salient methods of 

resistance in the curriculum and pedagogy of womanist scholars would add meaningful 

contributions to approaches to curriculum theorizing and inclusive pedagogy in higher education.   

This research completed an analysis of the themes of resistance that emerge by 

conducting informal interviews, classroom observations, and analysis of syllabi. A purposeful 

sampling case study design embedded within a philosophical hermeneutic paradigm was used to 

understand how self-identified womanist scholars who are faculty members in post-secondary 

higher education institutions signify resistance in their curriculum and teaching. A case study 

design was selected because of the focus of this research project on the information-rich nature 

of the phenomena under investigation: the curricular and teaching practices of Womanist 

scholars in higher education. 

Research was based on the following questions:  

4. "How do these Black women scholars signify resistance in the development of 
curriculum and their pedagogy?"  

My sub-questions include:  
5. "How does each womanist scholar perceive what it means to be a womanist as 

realized in their course materials?  
6. What common themes of resistance emerge among these womanist scholars in higher 

education?”  
 

To synthesize the findings for this discussion, I used the process of inductive coding in 

NVivo 12 to organize data and generate labels from the interview transcripts, classroom 

observations, and content analysis of course materials of each case. Once I developed labels 

based on the general meanings from the data, I engaged in axial coding. During this process, I 
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engaged in an inductive process of finding linkages among the various codes to generate 

conceptual categories. Once the conceptual categories were developed within each case, I arrived 

at a conceptual descriptive characteristic that coveys the key emergent theme for each case and 

provided an analysis of supporting themes that expound upon the central guiding thematic 

characteristic. I engaged in data triangulation in order to ascertain the dominant conceptual 

categories within each case and among the cases as a whole. The interpretations developed from 

thematic characteristics are discussed next in relation to pertinent scholarly literature.   

The Argument for Teaching as Black Bodied Testimony 

 The research described how self-identified womanist scholars who are faculty members 

in higher education institutions signify resistance in their curriculum and pedagogy. The findings 

of this research demonstrate evidence that supports an argument that re-conceptualizing teaching 

through the lens of Black bodied testimony carries emancipatory possibilities for approaches to 

curriculum theorizing and inclusive pedagogy in higher education.  

 The womanist scholars observed in this study illumined a transgressive and Black bodied 

hermeneutic stance deeply grounded in ways of being and knowing that bore witness to the 

possibilities of positioning education as an act of liberation. While data collection occurred 

through several different forms – semi-formal interviews, classroom observations, field notes, 

and content and artifact analysis, it was observed that to be Black and a woman was to signify 

resistance. For these Black women, to Be was to resist. Teaching is about Being, an active Be 

(Lorde, 2007), which confront the power forces that seek to seduce and fashion Black bodies into 

an image “that threatens to dehumanize and colonize” (hooks, 1992, p. 6).  

 For the womanist scholars in this study, what they did – how they taught and developed 

their curriculum – was tied to who they Be. Their approaches to curriculum and pedagogy bore 
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witnessed to a radical Black female subjectivity that signified to ontologies, symbols, and 

political dimensions of Black women resistance in higher education and beyond. They engaged 

in actions that exemplify a Black bodied testimony capable of offering liberating visions to the 

“white supremacist capitalist imperialist dominating gaze” that foregrounds the official 

curriculum and pedagogy in higher education (bell hooks, 1992, p. 129). This proposed stance is 

not just by Black people, but it is for Black people. This proposed approach to curriculum and 

teaching centers the body and spirit as normative and credible epistemic locations. 

 Based on the findings of this research, Black bodied testimony carries emancipatory 

possibilities for teaching and learning. Central to this argument is the conviction that higher 

education continues to suffer “epistemic amnesia” (Edwards et al., 2016, p. 707).  The amnesia 

allows neoliberal tendencies to place curriculum and teaching practices on autopilot, and thus 

firmly under the control of pre-established white heterosexist norms and values. Teaching as 

Black bodied testimony is a radically self-reflexive way of being and knowing that locates 

teaching as a communal and intergenerational process towards liberation. In this interpretation 

and discussion chapter, the findings of this research explicate the necesity and benefits of 

teaching as Black bodied testimony by utilizing the theoretical framework used in this research 

study as an analytic and organizational tool to present the logic of this argument for teaching as 

Black bodied testimony. 

 Testimony defined. Miranda Fricker (2007) defined testimony as an epistemic and 

ethical disposition oriented towards justice. Testimony prioritizes truth-telling, active, ongoing 

self-critical reflexivity, and collective knowing as critical resources for survival. Testimony’s 

predisposition for truth is rooted in the acknowledgement that power plays a central role in 

constricting the ability to know. Fricker argued that power works at the structural level via 
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prejudices. These “structural prejudices” are reified through the production of stereotypes that 

seek to limit the capacity of the “Other” to be understood by stripping the one who seeks to know 

of the interpretive tools and resources to know (p. 1). She argued that stripping individuals of the 

capacity to know and be fully known was an injustice. Therefore, it is the role of testimony to 

actively work to thwart the social imaginations that hinder the ability to know and be known.  

 Several participants in the study spoke to the need to explicitly name and address the 

mutually enforcing ways systems of oppression showed up in their classes and course content. 

Professor CSI felt a responsibility to her students, especially Black women in her class, to 

announce her accomplishments and verify her right to stand before them as their Professor. Her 

statement “so they can know that a woman did it” was meant to signify against the sexually 

racist assumptions rampant in the natural sciences that question her credibility and also impact 

how students see her. Using her body to tell the truth about the capabilities of Black women 

scientists was an active form of truth-telling.  

 Professor Septima, made sure to name the interworking forces of colonization and anti-

Blackness in her classroom discussions by including a mixture of scholarly articles, short stories, 

and poetry from minoritized scholars that paid particular attention to issues such as settler 

colonialism and anti-Blackness. She made sure to center the witness of Black women in required 

readings for her courses. Both participants embodied the ideas of testimony. For them, students 

needed to know the truth about Black women’s bodies. Like Professor Lucille, Professors’ CSI 

and Septima were convinced that an alternative testimony to that of the one produced by the 

white heterosexist, colonizing imaginary was needed in order for their students, especially their 

students of color, to reclaim the rich, profound, and transgressive innocence of their childhoods 

and dream and imagine anew about their realities and about themselves and others.  
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Fricker believed that testimony is a highly subjective act. Testimony is both situational, 

particular, and communal. Testimony emanates from within one’s positionality. Yet, it is meant 

to be heard. It is positioned and necessary to improve the conditions of the collective body. 

Testimony is rooted in particularity and provides an epistemic advantage from the margins, while 

maintaining collective utility. It serves as a bridge that connects the individual and collective 

ways of knowing to ensure the community thrives.  

Participants from the study believed that a hallmark of womanist teaching was the 

responsibility it held to the Black and other historically disenfranchised communities. The utility 

of knowing was situated in articulations of praxis that connected knowing and reflection as one 

dialectical act, tied to particular circumstances. Professor Lucille noted that her teaching was 

worthless unless it improved the material conditions of the Black community. Likewise, 

Professor KW maintained that the lives of her Black boys were at stake. There was a sense of 

urgency inherent in her mission to teach to improve the behaviors and outlooks of her white 

students who would become law enforcement personnel so that they would not police through a 

deficit-based framework that saw Black bodies as a problem that needed to be eradicated. 

According to Fricker, the self-critical nature of testimony states that within the act of 

testimony is a commitment to unlearning the ways in which individual testimonies reify the 

structural prejudices that hindered the ability to unveil truth in a way that is free of the baggage 

of the structural prejudice. Testimony serves as a witness to a particular way of being and 

knowing, and is rooted in an ongoing personal and communal act to know and be known. As a 

hybrid disposition – epistemic and ethical, testimony originates out of an internal compulsion to 

tell the truth about yourself and desire to know the truth about others.  
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Nevertheless, while Fricker’s idea of testimony is rooted in notions of particularity. It 

does not explicitly name those particularities or the types of “structural prejudices” that impact 

the ability to know. Participants in this study spoke to the need to name and confront structural 

prejudices in their curricular approaches and pedagogical stance. Their confrontation to structural 

prejudices were embodied. The data revealed that participants believed their bodies bore witness 

to the truth. Participant’s embodied confrontations to the truth were intimately inspired by and 

connected to a historical tradition of epistemic practices and ontologies rooted in the Black 

church tradition. 

From testimony to embodied testimony to Black bodied testimony: Wading in the 

wake. Michele Jacques (1995) argued that testimony is a hallmark of the Black church. She 

claimed that for Black people, testimony has always been an embodied act. For Black people, 

testimony is an embodied act that occurs “in, through and with our [Black] bodies” (p. 129). 

Testimony is a rhetorical response to an internal conviction of truth that originates in the body, 

but cannot be contained there. This was echoed in the words of deceased Gospel singer-

songwriter, Andraé Crouch, in his song entitled, “I Can’t Keep It to Myself,” on his 1981 album 

Don’t Give Up. The lyrics go ‘I can’t keep it to myself, I gotta tell somebody else.”  

Testimony is a communal process. Jacques argued that for the Black church, testimony 

ties the experiences in the body to the experiences of the community writ large. Not only was the 

testimony embodied, it is epistemological: compelled by the truth of God’s word that freedom is 

here, will come, or is available when Jesus comes. It is compelled by an ethical and prophetic 

impulse: that the forces of the evil may destroy my body, but cannot take my soul.  

The idea of embodied testimony also plays a central role in womanist methodology. 

Cheryl Townsend Gilkes (2011) argued that the Black woman’s body speaks. It has always been 
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an affront to the sexually racist attacks that the normative white gaze has opposed in this 

colonized reality. This oppositional stance has resulted in the Gilke’s belief that sexualized 

racism has been “historically molded” into Black women’s bodies (p. 85).  

Stacey M. Floyd-Thomas (2006) posited that embodied testimony emanates from the 

womanist tenet “radical subjectivity” (p. 8). Radical subjectivity is rooted in a state of self-

determination that places the moral formation of the Black woman as a “right-of-passage” (p. 8) 

that happens in community with other Black women. In this dynamic self-reflexive process, as 

the Black woman comes to terms with herself in community with other Black women, she shapes 

and gives meaning to her agency and unique standpoint in the world.  As the Black woman 

comes to terms with her Black womanness, she also engages in a reclamation process that 

enables her to articulate and move in a method of being and knowing that actively resists the 

hold of “hegemonic normativity” (p. 9).  

 Both Floyd-Thomas and Jacques’ theorizing of an embodied testimony originate out of 

examinations of Black women’s literature. Womanist believe that Black women’s literature are 

sacred texts. These texts unveil socio-ethical visions of Black women’s agency and resistance 

and provide a method to address the serious questions of being Black in a sexually racist, 

capitalistic society (Floyd-Thomas, 2006). Gilkes (2011) believed that these inner visions from 

the sacred texts of Black women’s literature are “didactic resources for the fight for liberation (p. 

88).  

Participants in this study conveyed that the body speaks. Participants believed the reality 

that the body speaks conveyed a necessity to embody the kinds of questions asked of their 

bodies. Being both Black and a woman was inextricably linked to their identities as teachers and 

shaped their curricular and pedagogical stance. As a result, they brought their full selves into the 
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teaching task. Being Black and woman also connected them to an intergenerational African 

diasporic web of interlocution that made it possible to bring the full weight of the Black 

motherlode to bear in their teaching. Professor Lucille, employed embodied testimony through 

an act she labeled as academif(y)ing. By academif(y)ing she signified upon the white 

heterosexist normative and interpretive gaze imposed upon the teacher and their teaching by 

centering and explicitly naming Black women as reliable and trustworthy epistemic and 

ontological sources in her classroom.  

Towards a Constructive Theory of Teaching as Black Bodied Testimony  

Sheppard (2017) argued that the classroom is contested space full of imaginations, 

images, cultures, and forces that seek to shape the ontological, epistemic, and ethic visions of the 

learning space and all its participants – teachers and students. So, neutrality is not be an option 

(hooks, 1994). Sheppard felt the reality of the classroom as a contested space obligated her to 

center her Blackness not simply in her subject matter, but as a way to be. Like participants in this 

study, she intimately connected who she Be – in her case, Black, Lesbian, womanist – with what 

she Do – her pedagogical stance. She argued that teaching as social justice placed a demand 

upon her body to “fully show up in the pedagogical space” (p. 184).  

Stacey M. Floyd-Thomas (2008) argued that the Black woman’s body is the “most 

contested and embattled aspect of the teaching-learning experience” (p. 126). She reflected that 

in her experiences she felt the body of the Black woman professor experiences “reality 

inversion” (p. 129). It becomes subsumed to the signified state that neoliberalism and white 

supremacy demands, and as a result, objectified, commodified, and predisposed with the 

“expectation that it should taste spicy and flavorful, but not intelligent, informed, or 
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knowledgeable” (p. 129). She believed this white heteronormative gaze could only be dismantled 

by reading the text “written by Black women’s bodies” (p. 131).  

 Cynthia B. Dillard (2006) believed a paradigm shift was needed in the methods and 

metaphors used to construct knowledge of reality, especially to match the growing interest in 

investigating phenomena in cultural spaces. She believed a greater level of specificity in 

theoretical language was needed in order to grasp the complexity and nuisance needed to explore 

and represent the actual “diverse” voices who were under investigation. This, she argued 

required a coloring of epistemologies that offered more “culturally engaged explanations of 

being human” (p. 2).  She believed research needed to shift inward towards a “critical gaze” 

upon ourselves and our complexities and limited positionalities, before accurate visions of others 

could be derived.  

Endarkened feminist epistemology was Dillard’s attempt to color epistemology and   

reclaim the dark as a generative, life-giving epistemic and spiritual paradigm for conceptualizing 

a knowledge of reality. It was her attempt to shift teacher and researcher from a place of 

objectification and commodification to a place of healing and service. Grounded in the historical 

witness of the Black feminist project, Dillard’s endarkened feminist epistemology situates 

knowledge as the product of cultural, historical, and political constructions that are embodied 

and spiritual. To take up endarkened feminist epistemology is take on a consciousness that 

honors and is sensitive to the workings of the spirit in everyday life. It is to see the marriage of 

the mind, body, and soul as essential to engage in the acts of knowledge production.  

Dillard contended that an endarkened feminist epistemology obligates that theorizing and 

teaching be responsible to the communities it seeks to engage. To teach in this way is to teach 

“whole” – culturally, relationally, spiritually, and in community with others (p. 53). It is an 
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attempt to (re) member what the academy seeks to make Black people forget: their Blackness 

and connection to interlocutory web of the African diasporic tradition (Dillard, 2012). Dillard’s 

influence here requires that the body engaged in the testimony be named. The testimony is more 

than just embodied, it is Black bodied. The research in this dissertation argues for the 

consideration of teaching as Black bodied testimony. Teaching as Black bodied testimony brings 

together Dillard’s endarkened feminist epistemological framework with womanist notions of 

embodied testimony.   

Teaching as Black bodied testimony explicitly names who participants in this study felt 

their teaching was meant to directly impact, black people. In the spirit of womanist thought, 

notion of teaching as Black bodied is an affront to the heterosexism apparent within the Black 

(liberationist) community that makes blackness synonymous with maleness. It participates in the 

legacy of the Black feminist tradition and affirms alongside Akasha (Gloria T.) Hull, Patricia 

Bell-Scott, and Barbara Smith (2015) among others that “All the women are (not) white, all the 

Blacks are (not) men.”  

The data shows no ambiguity in the type of body that shows up in the classroom as 

teacher. Each participant showed up in embodied ways as both Black and a woman. As several 

participants alluded to, they were Blackity, Black, Black. This particular standpoint as raced and 

gendered bodies provided a unique interpretive horizon for knowledge construction. All 

participants occupied academic environments that sent continued reminders that they were 

outsiders. The data confirmed they were constantly reminded that both their minds and bodies 

were the diverse “Other.” Yet, while their bodies did indeed signify difference this 

“representation of ‘difference’ became a discursive site” (Hall, 1997, p. 233).  
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 Teaching as Black bodied is situated within the theoretical framework for this study. This 

study affirms that while all bodies do not have a testimony, Black women’s bodies do (M. 

Johnson, personal communication, February 16, 2020). To position teaching as Black bodied is 

to illumine an intersectional ontic whose meaning is doubled (Gates Jr., 1988). One meaning is 

the byproduct of the white supremacist capitalist gaze. This gaze seeks to overdetermine its own 

signified state upon the Black woman’s body via a “fantastic hegemonic imagination” (Townes, 

2006, p. 23). The second meaning, the real meaning is obscured and rooted in the political 

testimony of the Black woman’s embodied politic.  

This study affirmed Hill Collins’ (2009) postulation that a Black women’s ability to exist 

and Be while faced with destructive, mutually reinforcing systems of power and death is the 

foundation of resistance signified. The testimony of the Black woman teacher shouts from the 

mountain tops that their ability to continue to exist and carve out a space for themselves in an 

environment that seeks to murder their spirits and erase their bodies and contributions is 

resistance personified. Their bodies carry the ancestral wisdom and witness of their foremothers 

and presents an alternative vision to the ever-pervasive white supremacist capitalistic gaze that 

continually seeks to make them in its image and desires. The true meaning, the knowledge that is 

wrapped in their bodies and genius, is self-determined, and on the terms of these Black women 

teachers. This agency to choose when and where you enter is a hallmark of teaching as Black 

bodied testimony. 

Black bodied testimony as a hermeneutic of liberation. The data confirms that 

teaching as Black bodied testimony is about overcoming; about the active process of liberation 

for both teacher and students. The standard, boilerplate structure of analyzed course documents 

conveyed that the majority of syllabi were merely institutional artifacts and not directly 
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connected to the framework of resistance that each participant employed in their actions in the 

classroom. The real work happened in the ways they structured their courses.  

The ability of these Black women faculty to signify upon their signified existence reveals 

a “knowing so deep” (Morrison, 2008), which sheds light on the emancipatory possibilities of 

positioning education as an act of Being not doing. These Black women participated in a form of 

Black bodied testimony that enabled them to bear witness to, or “rift,” on past Black women 

voices, living in their wake, and in the process sustain and revise what was said (Gates Jr., 1988). 

Teaching as Black bodied testimony provides clarity to the ways in which these Black women 

teach in the dark, a “rift” on Toni Morrison’s (1998) “play in the dark.”  

Participants in this study often communicated the paradoxical relationship of their bodies 

in relation to their teaching task. The results revealed that Black women’s bodies were both a 

“site of trauma” and liberation (Okello, 2018, p. 531). In the Black church tradition, a passage 

from the Holy Bible in Revelation 12:11 provides a connection between the written and 

embodied word and power of testimony, “We shall overcome by the Blood of the Lamb and the 

word of testimony.”  

Katie Geneva Cannon (1995) pointed out an interconnectedness between the written 

sermon and its delivery. In many cases, what could not be reflected in the written text would be 

conveyed through “a distinct expressive style and flavor” (p. 116). For participants in the study, 

the word of testimony become flesh. Participants’ way of being and commitment to push the 

bounds of knowledge presented as “theory in the flesh… born out of necessity” (Moraga & 

Anzualdúa, 2015, p. 19), which unveiled a unique and emancipatory standpoint from which to 

engage with the possibilities and tradition that positioned the act of teaching learning as a 

collective process to liberation.   



In the Wake of Our Womanist Foremothers: Resistance as Signif(y)er 

 154 

Gadamer (1975/2013) posited a theory of hermeneutics that situates the process of 

knowing as facilitated through an interlocutory event between one’s current ontological situation 

and the historical traditions which shape and form the interpretive horizon through which an 

individual makes meaning. He believed we belong to a historical tradition that cannot be altered 

by human intervention, because “history does not belong to us; we belong to it” (p. 289). 

Consequently, meaning is relative to the context both historically and ontologically.  

Gadamer believed that it was impossible for understanding/meaning to be divorced from 

prejudices or the traditions/ histories. How one first interprets and understands is in fact 

tempered by our primary interlocutors – family, society, state.  One understands and develops 

their interpretive horizon via their historical context, or as Gadamer eloquently put it, “the 

variety of voices in which the echo of the past is heard” (296). Movement can occur away from 

the primary conditioned nature towards a state of self-reflexivity as our prejudices are 

foregrounded.  

Gadamer wrote several years later in his book Philosophical hermeneutics that our 

prejudices, our pre-judgements, are what “constitute our being” (Gadamer, 2008, p. 9). As a 

result, he proposed his theory of hermeneutics as a form of “emancipatory reflection” that makes 

it possible to pose new questions (p. 18). New questions emerge as the interpreter’s prejudices 

are foregrounded. As prejudices are foregrounded, “a hermeneutically trained consciousness,” 

develops that is marked by an ongoing “sensitivity to the text’s alterity” (Gadamer, 1975/2013, 

p. 282).  

Alcoff (1996; 2003) shored up the epistemological framework of Gadamer offering a 

“relational” body, and subjective speech acts to “specific metaphysical views” (p. 3). She argued 

one’s “interpretive horizon” is crucial to their ability to extrapolate contextual meaning based 
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upon the particular location of their body in society. Alcoff positioned the body as a real and 

functional hermeneutic location that belongs to a historical tradition full of meaning and 

interpretive power. Social identities, namely race, and gender are embodied sites rich in 

interpretive/perceptual qualities which carry the capacity for the incorporation of new 

phenomena and experiences. She asserted that there is foreknowledge situated in our bodies that 

is cultural, historical, politically situated, and collective” (Alcoff, 2006, p. 145). 

The disembodied nature and “ocularcentric tendencies” of the Western episteme 

necessitate consideration for Black bodied testimony as a hermeneutic of liberation (p. 145). The 

data suggests teaching in this way occurs with urgency. Students and teachers must see their 

bodies anew. Lives literally hang in the balance. Teaching as Black bodied testimony demands a 

new way of seeing the body.  

Participants confirmed that teaching as Black bodied testimony foregrounds and connects 

the process of knowing first in the Black body. Employing an act of “embodied vulnerability” 

(Hill, 2017, p. 438), one participant centered herself and permitted discussions about her body, 

allowing students to openly name presuppositions and generalizations that students often held, 

repeatedly asking students repeated, “what do you see?” Remaining participants often began 

lessons by situating their accomplishments and identities as Black women in the foreground to 

grant permission for students to see them. Through this, participants were convinced they could 

model of way of being upon which students could follow. They believed there was epistemic 

worth in offering up their bodies as a pedagogical “tool in a dialogic process intended to incite 

critical, personal, and collective reflection” (p. 438).  

This data supports the idea of an invitational embodiment whereby students and teachers 

exist together in a space of embodied dialogue. Dialogical subjectivity invites a dialogue 
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between the black bodied women and their embodied students. More so, this action centers not 

only the presuppositions, traditions students carry in their bodies, it also situates the class as a 

complex space where all of the primary interlocutors of each student are centered and 

interrogated. This idea supports the notions that the educational process is not neutral (hooks, 

1994). It is replete with the echoes – both good and bad – of the voices of primary interlocutors 

both past and present. 

Paulo Freire (1968; 1970b) posited that banking model forms of education were meant to 

control the way students saw the world. On the other hand, liberatory education enables one to 

develop a critical disposition – conscientization – about the world. He reasoned that as the 

objectivity of the individual permits gaining distance from the world, their subjective existence 

facilitates a dialectic that enables the answering of existential questions as it relates to their 

relationship to the world. For Freire, literacy transcends simply decoding syllables or 

understanding how to read; literacy becomes an act of knowing through which one can examine 

the world and act upon it critically (Freire, 1970c).  

Black bodied testimony reveals an epistemic location of critical lived-subjectivity 

grounded in a commitment to the active dispensing of justice. Several participants recognized 

that the choices to permit themselves to be seen would be the determining factor in whether their 

students actively or passively engaged with their bodies. Their bodies would be seen whether 

they desired it to be or not. Yet, participants noted they wanted to shape how it was seen. In 

centering themselves, these Black women tilled the soil, offering an invitation for students to 

take on a form of “emancipatory reflection” that would give students and teachers alike the 

discursive tools to ask and answer new questions about their bodies (Gadamer, 2008, p. 8); what 

does it mean to Be “more fully human” (Freire, 1968, 1985). 
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Teaching as Black bodied testimony as a hermeneutic of self – (re) discovery. The 

data confirms that teaching as Black bodied testimony is spiritual. This way of teaching 

inexplicably links the life of the mind – the rigorous exercise of knowledge production with the 

life of the spirit – the rigorous, affective and political work of “uncovering and constructing truth 

as the fabric of everyday life” (Dillard, 2006, p. 20). All participants frequently mentioned the 

ways their faith and spirituality shaped their approach to curriculum and instruction. Several 

participants believed that their teaching was a response to the reverberating call of the spirit to 

enter the liberation struggle. This required them to stay sensitive to the spirit. Staying sensitive to 

the way the spirit moved was a recognition for participants that the ability to shift the atmosphere 

of the classroom did not rest entirely with their intellectual fortitude, it required them to teach as 

the spirit leads. 

To teach as Black bodied testimony is to have a heightened consciousness to the 

workings of the spirit. It is an active intuitive response to the ancestral call of resistance as it is to 

be lived out in the everyday life of the classroom. It is to teach as the spirit leads – God, momma, 

auntie, or the ancestral witness of Black women who have come before, those who are known 

and unknown. It honors the “inter-being and interconnectedness” of the mind, body, and spirit 

(Dillard, 2012, p. 76). Thus, as several participants suggested, if a certain pedagogical act did not 

feel right – if it was going to shift you away from acts that humanize – you probably shouldn’t 

do it. 

Cynthia B. Dillard (2006; 2012) admonished Black scholars and educators to resist the 

seductions of disembodied theorizing and teaching. She argued that the colonized imaginary 

imposes ways of knowing and being that sever the mind, body, and spirit. The presence of 

awards and punishments that incentivize unabashed loyalty to the colonized imaginary seduce 
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people away from the truth of their selves: body and histories. She maintained that as one 

believes the lies they are told about their selves and their history they forget their selves.  

For Dillard, the self is not a product of the Western Enlightenment epistemic imagination, 

governed by a rugged sense of individualism. Her notion of the self is communal, a product of 

“wholeness” that positions culture, geography, history, and spirituality as intimately intertwined 

(Dillard, 2006, p. 53; 2012; hooks, 1994). Dillard contended that Black women existence’s is 

situated within a network of other women in the African diaspora, both past and present. For 

Dillard, teaching as an act of (re) membering reclaims mind, body, spirit split. It centers the 

mind, body, and spirit within the collective consciousness of the ancestral witness. Only by 

choosing to (re) member can we reclaim those ancestral memories and resources about our self, 

for our selves and our students. 

Teaching as Black bodied testimony is highly self-reflexive. To be self-reflexive is to 

explore “those deep dark places inside” (Lorde, 2007, p. 1130). Emile M. Townes (2011) 

maintained that acts of self-reflexivity are mediated by a “self-critical inclusivity” that lead to a 

profound unveiling of radical love both for self and others (p. 47). We cannot retrieve our 

collective humanity on our own. We need the collective witness of our ancestors and our 

students to help us learn what it means to be fully human (Dillard, 2012). As Freire (1968) 

claimed, “human beings in communion liberate each other” (p. 114). 

In accordance with Dillard’s (2012) notion of the communal nature of the self, teaching 

as Black bodied testimony is rooted in a collective act of (re) discovery, power by the dialogic 

act of (re) membering. To position the act of (re) membering as part of the hermeneutic process 

of (re) discovery enables the teacher and students to enter into a contested space of meaning 

making that is both strange and familiar together (Gadamer, 1975/2013, p. 306). To teach in this 
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way is to operate with the understanding that the teacher’s voice is not the only voice present in 

the room (hooks, 1994). We can only know in part because both our knowledge and the 

discursive tools we use to express what we know are incomplete, are biased (Townes, 2011).  

The dialogical act of (re) membering allows us to enter into the contested space with a 

goal of establishing a new river of meaning (Bohm, 1996). As we enter into this contested space 

in the spirit of dialogue – centering love, vulnerability, hope, and vulnerability (Freire, 1968) – 

we are able to experience a fusion of horizons that creates a dialectical union of sorts between us 

and the phenomena under observation. At this point we are drawn into the experience itself and 

filled “with its spirit” (Gadamer, 1975/2013, p. 113).  

The meaning-making that occurs in the fusion of horizons enables a transformative 

process to occur; it expands us. Our Black bodied testimony is situated in-between both what we 

know and do not know. Our testimony is what facilitates the “bond” that connects they who 

seeks to understand to the tradition from which the liberatory call speaks (Gadamer, 1975/2013, 

p. 306). Teaching as Black bodied testimony as a hermeneutic of self (re) discovery is to create a 

classroom environment that makes us new.  

Teaching as Black bodied testimony is rooted in praxis. The data confirms that 

teaching as Black bodied testimony is rooted in praxis. The data affirmed that who you Be is 

what you Know and what you Know is what you Do. Participants were convinced that the 

spiritual call to the liberation struggle compelled them to actively pursue the improvement of the 

material conditions of Black people. Teaching about liberation was not enough.  

Professor Septima Bonneau believed that her open classroom not only conveyed her 

openness to the workings of the spirit but also her openness to intimately connecting her students 

to the particular realities of the local community through her content and her pedagogy. She 
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spoke about specific moments of epiphany that would cause her to stop teaching and instruct the 

class to go for a walk or to shift classroom activities outside in the open air. She believed them 

staying ready was essential to her students having the critical capacity to take up freedom 

building in the daily lives as educators.  

Professor KW believed it to be essential for her students to be deeply enmeshed in the 

inner workings of the local community. She felt that moving students out of the four walls and 

connecting concepts with more fluid contexts and practice were essential to her white students 

developing the necessary affective and cognitive abilities to disrupt white heteronormative lies 

they were taught growing up.  

Freire (1968; 1970b) defined praxis as the dialectical union between reflection and 

action. For Freire, praxis reflects an active disposition to develop a critical thought-language 

rooted in liberation and action. It is a willingness to engage with the truth of reality and actively 

engage in the collective process of transforming.    

Teaching as Black bodied testimony corroborates the political and epistemic qualities that 

undergird the central idea behind Gates’ (1988) theory of signifying. It communicates a 

recognition that the active resistance of Black women is not just an acknowledgement of the 

political nature of the oppression – a manifestation of who holds the power and the relative 

institutional powerlessness of Black women academics – and ensuring that it is named in the 

curriculum. To signify resistance is also a keen awareness that the struggle is beyond the 

academy (Gates Jr., 1988; Dillard, 2012; Hill Collins, 2009; 2009b; 2017; 2019). 

Teaching as Black bodied testimony affirms Layli Phillips (2006) belief that the everyday 

acts of resistance like baking cakes and “letting youth gather in the driveway or church” had just 

as much capacity for shifting and elevating consciousness as high-level philosophical inquiry in 
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the academe. The spirit’s work of resistance is just as effective in the Academy as it is in 

grandma’s living room.  

Teaching as a Black bodied testimony is centered in what Professor Septima Bonneau 

labeled as a congruency between what you say and what you do. In its word and deed, the ends 

of Black bodied teaching is healing and liberation (hooks, 1994). This idea of praxis connects 

with the saying in the Black church that “Faith without works is dead” (James 2:20).  

Implications for Practice 

For centuries, the field of education has been lulled to sleep and infected by narration 

sickness, which reinforces neoliberal and spiritless banking model forms of education. Post-

racial politics and ideologies continue the racist heritage of the past through a color-blind agenda 

that maintains notions of white invisibility (Bonilla-Silva, 2009). Colorblind propaganda 

combined with broad-ranging strategies to weaken public school systems, access to quality 

educational opportunities, and dilapidated school buildings, has replaced the “political economy 

of slavery and Jim Crow with a political economy of industrialism and post-industrialism” 

(Giroux & Giroux, 2004, p. 193). 

  The objectification of the self in neoliberalism perpetuates a prescriptive and pernicious 

culture of silence upon the ontological reality of those on the margins.  The rampart and ever 

consuming discourse and policies of neoliberalism reproduce classical liberal prescriptive 

notions of individual freedom that locate the individual as devoid of “ethnic attachments,” only 

able to make qualitative distinctions “without, or prior to, group allegiance” (Alcoff, 2006, p. 

21). When this occurs, democratic epistemologies are replaced with commodified epistemologies 

that value prescriptive silence and banking models of education, compliance, discipline, and rote 

memorization. Little-by-little this process strips teachers and students of their soul, cultures, 
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racial, and social clothing, replacing this newfound “nakedness” with new cultural clothes that 

are an identical copy of their masters: industry.  

 The results from this study calls for a deeper consideration of the role of identity and self-

reflexivity in curriculum and teaching. As bell hooks (1994) argued long ago, teaching and 

learning are not neutral processes. As Parker Palmer (2017) eloquently wrote, “we teach who we 

are” (p. 2). Students and teachers bring their ancestors and worldviews – traditions – into the 

classroom whether there is a desire to admit to it or not. Consequently, the classroom is an 

intergenerational site of conflict were cultural wars are waged – most of them are occurring 

undetected behind the scenes, but are shaping the ethos of the learning environment. Soulless 

teaching carries deadly consequences.  

Radical subjective work must become central in our training modalities. Pre-service and 

in-service teaching must foreground identity work in the formation and development 

opportunities. Teachers are highly susceptible to reinforcing epistemologies of power and 

conquest through a lack of self-reflexivity that enables colonized thinking to remain firmly and 

unnoticeably entrenched in their curricula and teaching practices.  

Theorizing and teaching through the lens of Black bodied testimony positions identity 

work as memory work, as a pursuit to (re) member the things we were taught to forget – our 

selves. We must be willing to (re) member and interrogate the messages – the inner visions – we 

have received since we were children about who we are and what we value. Our effectiveness as 

teachers depends upon our commitment to (re) membering. We must resist the intoxicating 

mythos of American exceptionalism that “others” those who are different than the norm – white, 

thus maintaining allegiance to a social imaginary that positions white teachers and students as 

normative – yet colorless, and Black and Brown bodies as full of color – yet exotic and 
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intellectually inferior. We must be willing to change the way we see ourselves, which will allow 

us to change the way we see others.  

Lastly, theorizing and teaching though Black Bodied testimony calls the field of 

education to teach the whole person – culturally, relationally, spiritually. Notions of what makes 

a person whole must also move passed Western rugged individualistic notions of the self to a 

articulation of the self that is communal and highly interdependent. Theorizing and teaching in 

this way forces us to consider ideas and standpoints that have long been unwelcome in 

conversations on curriculum and teaching.  

In the spirit and memory of Maxine Greene (1971), this admonishment calls for 

approaches and considerations that curriculum require the presence of the full self into the 

classroom, including the imagination and aesthetics like art and music – jazz, hip hop, etc. As 

Professor Lucille believed, aesthetics such as art and jazz, spoken word poetry, and short stories 

fuse the cognitive with the affective and political; the whole person. Students must feel and be 

moved by content. If teaching cannot connect with the inner dimensions of the human experience 

does it not merely seek to make students into robots? Education as a vehicle to become more 

human must center emotion, it must become an experience where teachers and students engage 

in an embodied and spiritual confrontation with the humanity of all participants in the classroom. 

Curriculum must make room for the imaginative possibilities of the mind to inform 

student learning. New meaning will only become available once students can use their own 

experiences –affective, cognitive – to construct meaning; learning must involve the full self.  

Conversations on the moral and social visions of education can only occur when the curriculum 

engages the full being of students and teachers. The imagination unlocks the powers of the mind 

and its abilities to think beyond the borders of reality. This enables a radical envisioning of what 
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it means to become full human. I answer the call of our foremothers – both gone to glory and still 

living, both who I know and those I do not – to engage in the liberation struggle and help our 

teachers and students to change the way they see. Because who you Be is inextricably linked to 

what you Know and how you have come to Know. What and how you Know shapes what we Do, 

or as Palmer (2017) posited, “teaching holds a mirror to the soul” (p. 3).   

Research Reflections: Consideration of Research as Call and Response 

When I set out to answer the research questions of this study, I did not fathom the 

spiritual impact this exploration would have on me. Parker Palmer (1993) once said,  

If curiosity and control are the primary motives for our knowing, we will generate a 

knowledge that eventually carries us not toward life but death” (p. 8). 

 This quote is a powerful reminder that the motives behind the pursuit of knowledge are 

more important than the knowledge gained. The why behind my pursuit of this knowledge took 

me to many places, allowed me to meet some wonderful people, but I never thought that it would 

bring me back to my now deceased grandmother who did not have more than a middle school 

education.  

As I interacted with participants, I found myself (re) membering things that my 

grandmother had told me years ago. I found myself reflecting on particular details of my 

grandmother’s life. Raised in the Jim and Jane Crow south, in Macon, GA, my grandma 

experienced discrimination at every turn. Being poor, Black, and a woman in the south meant she 

experienced a complex form of triple oppression, by a system and individual people, both Black 

and white, male and female, saint and sinner. This reality, however, never compelled her to 

change her witness, her resolve in Christ. 
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Because of her race, gender, and economic status, she was denied access to many spaces 

and places. My grandmother had to fight for self-love because she encountered behaviors and 

messages on a daily basis that sought to dehumanize her and strip her of her dignity. 

Nevertheless, she withstood all that was thrown at her. She held her head high, never lost her 

confidence, never relinquished her pride, or conviction in what she felt was right. She continued 

to love and bear witness to the truth. Knowing my grandma and practically everyone in my 

family, I would imagine that as situations got tougher, her stubbornness and persistence probably 

stronger. 

As I reflect upon her life, I find a whole new meaning for a song I would hear her often 

sing, “We come this far by faith. Leaning on the Lord. Trusting in his holy Word, he’s never 

failed my yet.” Grandma indeed lived life to the very last drop. I believe my grandmother’s life 

was poured out as a drink offering. She lived a life of sacrificial service. She worked with the St. 

John 9:4 foregrounded in her mind. She knew that as long as it was day, she had to do the works 

of Him who sent her, because when night came, no man or woman could not work. Her life 

exemplified a life of Black bodied testimony.  

The aforementioned revelations about my grandmother unfolded throughout the data 

collection process and would often help me to give shape and meaning to things I would observe 

or feel during and observation or an interview. I felt as if I was participating in a call and 

response between participants, my grandmother and myself. I find it striking, and in retrospect, 

as I reflect on this process now, I feel as if my grandmother is watching over me once more. 

Helping this Black man bridge his experiences with those of the Black women who were 

participating in the study. This is the network that both Professor’s Lucille and Septima Bonneau 
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spoke about before. This web of interlocutors both familiar and strange that helped to shape and 

guide the learning process. This made my data collection experience more call and response.  

This research experience has encouraged me to look deeper into the ways in which I have 

been conditioned to even engage in qualitative data collection. I approached this project feeling 

that I could engage in non-participant observations, but that never happened. However, I was 

never able to fully engage as a non-participant observer. I felt a need to respond to what was 

happening; I felt a push – visceral, embodied, spiritual – to engage. Many times, I was called out 

of the non-participant position by participants themselves. During one of the classes, Professor 

Lucille stop teaching and said to me “now David I need you to come out of your observer role to 

answer a question.” At other times, sitting in the classes, I felt a need to respond. Whether it was 

a “um huh” or even a “yes” or “amen,” I had to say something.  

When speaking about this very thing to Professor Lucille during one of the semi-formal 

interviews, she responded “Well, maybe that's what research ought to look like. More call and 

response, and not like dictation.” I believe sitting still and not responding would have been 

incompatible with ideas of womanism. As I expressed before, the act of testimony is a central 

function within the Black prophetic tradition. Michele Jacques (1995) argued that the process of 

testimony was both embodied and spiritual. When Black people give testimony, it occurs “in, 

through and with our [Black] bodies” (p. 129). However, testimony is also catalyzed at the 

moment that truth is heard; a truth that says there is freedom for your weary Black soul. I could 

not keep quiet when I heard the truth, I had to respond, I had to participate.  

Embodied response connects to Cynthia Dillard’s (2006, 2012) call to reject disembodied 

theorizing and teaching. To engage in research as call and response requires me to bring my full 

body to the research process, and to humanize the data-collection process. Researchers are not 
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robots, but are real people with feelings, preestablished thought patterns and sense-making 

abilities Data collection as call and response positions the researcher and the researched as both 

generative and interdependent upon each other. Insights and sense-making of the data and the 

formation of the researcher are intimately intertwined.  

This embraces the spirit of Patton’s (2015) articulation of an emergent research design. 

Patton believed that the iterative and nimble nature of an emergent research design was central to 

making sense of complex phenomena. Due to the complexity of phenomena, Patton argued that 

the researcher must take an empathetic stance. An empathetic stance reveals a level of intimacy 

between the researcher and the “object of inquiry” (p. 59). In this sense, empathetic research 

suggests that insights from data collection occur when the humanity of the knower and the know 

meet (Murakami, 2019; Patton, 2015). In the case of my research, I was not able to arrive at 

insights until I allowed my full self – feelings and all – to be touched by the Black womanness of 

my participants. I had to center my Black maleness and to allow my positionality, my horizons of 

interpretation, to be interrogated. This proved to be a very spiritual process replete with 

epistemic value.  

Directions for Future Research 

 The data gleaned from the research revealed the ways in which four (4) Black women 

who identify as womanist and are faculty members in four-year post-secondary institutions 

signify resistance in their curriculum and pedagogy.  

As a researcher, I realized my epistemology reflects a particular “system of knowing” 

that is “intimately linked to [my] worldview” (Ladson-Billings, 2003, p. 399). I am a Black man 

attempting to navigate the rich and deep waters of womanist thought. This did have an effect on 
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the nature of interpretation that occurred in the study. I had to write, think, and conceptualize 

through my own foregrounded “prejudices” in this project (Gadamer, 1975/2013).   

Freire’s (1985) notion of apprenticeship stems from his assertion that those who are 

oppressors must apprentice themselves to those who they hold privilege over. His idea of 

apprenticeship conveys that privilege is inexhaustible as long as the systems of oppression that 

overdetermine the ism remain in place. Engaging in a co-constructionist research paradigm 

alongside each participant allowed me “apprentice” myself to these Black women faculty in 

ways that were profoundly generative fore me (p. 122). This dialogic process provided a means 

through which we were able to establish new meaning, and most importantly, I was able to 

interrogate harmful thinking.  

The study found that for these participants, to be Black and woman was to signify 

resistance. Resistance is signified in the body; to Be is to resist. This finding has been revelatory 

for me. As Anthony Pinn (2006) stated, this inquiry has given me a greater level of awareness of 

my body “and that this body is in fact gendered” (p. 277). It has also compelled me to consider 

ways that I can advance the research in this area, especially as a Black man. A future area of 

research in this regard is to explore how do Black men who identify as Black feminist or 

ideological womanist take up the work of resistance (Coleman, 2013)? What language do they 

use in their course syllabi? What readings are they requiring their students to engage? How do 

their teaching practices exemplify ideologies that are central to womanist/Black feminist 

thinking? This information would be useful because it would test the idea of Black bodied 

teaching demonstrating a “congruence” between thought in action.  

A second area for further inquiry is positioned in one of the findings from the data. The 

data showed that from the participants observed, syllabi were very boilerplate, seeming to serve 
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the purpose of merely an institutional artifact. The signs of resistance were demonstrated in 

participants’ teaching pedagogies. I would be interested in engaging a content analysis of course 

syllabi for men, women, and non-binary folx who subscribe to womanist/Black feminist 

ideologies to understand the types of language used and the readings subscribed.  

The third area for future inquiry takes into consideration Patricia Hill Collins’ (2009b; 

2017; 2019) domains of power, and how power shows up and impacts Black women in different 

ways depending on the context they are negotiating. All of the participants from the study came 

from historically white institutions. I would be interested in looking at how Black women, who 

identify as womanist and teach at historically Black colleges, signify resistance in their 

curriculum and teaching practices. This would be an interesting next step for the study and could 

serve as an intriguing and generative point of dialogue with the findings from the current study.  

Summary of Interpretation of Findings 

In conclusion, this dissertation discussion found that to be Black and a woman was to 

signify resistance. For these Black women, to Be was to resist. The findings of this research 

demonstrated evidence that supports an argument that re-conceptualizing teaching through the 

lens of Black bodied testimony carries emancipatory possibilities for approaches to curriculum 

theorizing and inclusive pedagogy in higher education. Their approaches to curriculum and 

pedagogy bore witness to a radical Black female subjectivity that signified to ontologies, 

symbols, and political dimensions of Black women resistance in higher education and beyond. 

Teaching as Black bodied testimony brings together Dillard’s endarkened feminist 

epistemological framework with womanist notions of embodied testimony. Teaching as Black 

bodied testimony explicitly names who participants in this study felt their teaching was meant to 

directly impact, black people. The data confirms that teaching as Black bodied testimony is about 
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overcoming; about the active process of liberation for both teacher and students. Participants 

confirmed that teaching as Black bodied testimony foregrounds and connects the process of 

knowing first in the Black body. 

The data confirms that teaching as Black bodied testimony is spiritual. Several 

participants believed that their teaching was a response to the reverberating call of the spirit to 

enter the liberation struggle. To teach as Black bodied testimony is to have a heightened 

consciousness to the workings of the spirit. It is an active intuitive response to the ancestral call 

of resistance as it is to be lived out in the everyday life of the classroom. The data confirms that 

teaching as Black bodied testimony is rooted in praxis. The data affirmed that who you Be is 

what you Know and what you Know is what you Do. Participants were convinced that the 

spiritual call to the liberation struggle compelled them to actively pursue the improvement of the 

material conditions of Black people. Teaching about liberation was not enough. 
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol 
Study Title: In the Wake of Our Womanist Foremothers: Resistance as Signif(y)er Among Self- 

        Identified Womanist Scholars in Higher Education 
 
Time of Interview: 
Date: 
Place: 
Interviewer: 
Interviewee: 
Project Description: This study is a study of how self-identified womanist scholars who are 
faculty members in higher education institutions signify resistance in their curriculum and 
pedagogy 
 
Instructions for Interview: 

• Introduce yourself and allow participant to introduce herself. 
• Tell the participant you are talking to Black women professors in four-year post-

secondary institutions in higher education across the United States of America that self-
identify as womanist. 

• Tell them the interview will take 45-50 minutes.  
• Inform the participant that a requirement for participation in this interview will be an 

agreement to allow you to perform non-participant observations in 2 of their classroom 
sessions and a verbal agreement to engage in a post interview after the last in-class 
observation. 

• Ask the participant if she consents to the interview being audio-recorded. Tell participant 
that any identifiable information they speak about during the interview will be a part of 
the recording, but that when the recording is transcribed, all identifiable data will be de-
identified. Tell participant that she will be allowed to review the transcript of the 
interview in order to check for accuracy and confidentiality. If he/she does not consent to 
audio recording, tell her that they may type their responses to the questions instead.  

Topic Domain: (General Introductory Questions): Biographical Questions  

Lead Off Questions 

“Thank you for being willing to sit down and talk with me. As we begin this experience today on 

the topic of curricular and pedagogical resistance, my initial questions will explore why you 

decided to enter the academe and the teaching profession.” 

1. When did you first consider a career in the academe? 

2. What drew you to teaching and research? 

3. What do you believe is the role of the teacher/scholar and what are the qualities of the 

teacher/scholar that you admire? 

4. How has being a woman impacted your teaching/research? 
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Questions Pertaining to Teaching and Research 

[Covert categories: Black women faculties (BFF) perceptions of identity as a womanist; BFF 

perceptions of herself in light of the realities facing them in the academe/classroom; does 

identifying as womanist impact approach to curriculum development and pedagogy; resistance 

posture in academe; self-reflexivity; role of the collective; systems of oppression; matrix of 

domination; domains of power; how do BFF navigate forces that restrict creativity/ stifle 

innovation; values; resistance as survival] 

1. What does it mean to identify as womanist? 

2. How does identifying as womanist impact your understanding of your task as a 

teacher/researcher? 

3. How does identifying as womanist impact your approach to curriculum development?  

4. How does identifying as womanist inform your pedagogical approach? 

5. How does identifying as womanist impact your understanding of your relationship to 

your students?   

6. How does identifying as womanist influence your understanding of your role in the 

academe? 

7. What systems of oppression do you believe are at work within your specific higher 

education context? Higher education in the United States of America? 

8. What is your relationship to these systems of oppression? 

9. How do these systems of oppression impact your approach to curriculum development 

and teaching? 

10. Describe your relationship with colleagues?  

11. Is there anything else you would like to share that we did not discuss? 

After the interview: 
• Provide the interviewee with my name and contact information. Explain any future 

contact that will be made. 
• Thank participant and formally end interview. 
• Use 30 minutes to write reflective observations from the interview and any initial analytic 

notes. 	
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Appendix B: Recruitment Letter 

 
Dear __________________, 
 

Hello, it is a pleasure to virtually meet you. My name is David Humphrey. I am a Ph.D. 

candidate at Ball State University. I’m conducting a study titled, In the Wake of Our Womanist 

Foremothers: Resistance as Signif(y)er Among Self-Identified Womanist Scholars in Higher 

Education, on self-described womanist scholars in higher education, and you are invited to 

participate.  

There are no benefits or risks for participating in this study. Your participation is 

voluntary. If you would like to participate I will interview you regarding your curricular 

approaches and pedagogical orientations in the classroom. I would also like to observe at least 

two of your classroom teaching sessions.  

If you are interested, please reply to this email with your contact information and 

availability to meet for a video conference.  

 

 

Warmest regards, 

 

David L. Humphrey 

Ball State University 

Educational Studies Department 
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Appendix C: Consent Forms 

Study Title: In the Wake of Our Womanist Foremothers: Resistance as Signif(y)er Among Self-
Identified Womanist Scholars in Higher Education 

Study Purpose and Rationale 
The purpose of this qualitative study is to describe how womanist scholars curriculum and 
pedagogy is influenced by their view of womanism.   

Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria 
Participants must self-identified as womanist, self-identified as a Black woman, be tenure track 
professors, ranging from Assistant Professor to Full-Professor, and be willing to fully participate 
in the study – including sharing curriculum, allowance of researcher to visit several classes and 
observe, and two (2) semi-formal interviews. 

Participation Procedures and Duration 
For this project, you will be asked to share your course materials. Researcher must be allowed to 
visit at least two (2) classes as a non-participant observer, and participants must be willing to 
engage in two (2) semi-formal interviews. With your permission, interviews will be audio 
recorded for data collection purposes only. 

Data Anonymity 
All data will be maintained as anonymous and no identifying information such as names will 
appear in any publication or presentation of the data.  

Storage of Data 
Paper data will be stored in a locked filing cabinet in the researcher’s office for five years and 
will then be shredded. The data will also be entered into a software program and stored on the 
researcher’s password protected computer for five years and then deleted. Only the principal 
investigator will have access to the data.  

Risks or Discomforts 
The only anticipated risk from participating in this study is that you may not feel comfortable 
answering some of the questions. You may choose not to answer any question that makes you 
uncomfortable and you may quit the study at any time.  

Benefits 
There are no perceived benefits from participating in this study.  

Voluntary Participation 
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you are free to withdraw your 
permission at any time for any reason without penalty or prejudice from the investigator. Please 
feel free to ask any questions of the investigator before signing this form and at any time during 
the study.  
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IRB Contact Information 
For one’s rights as a research subject, you may contact the following: For questions about your 
rights as a research subject, please contact Director, Office of Research Integrity, Ball State 
University, Muncie, IN 47306, (765) 285-5070, orihelp@bsu.edu.  

**************** 

Participant Consent 
I give my consent for my myself to participate in this research project entitled, “In the Wake of 
Our Womanist Foremothers: Resistance as Signif(y)er Among Self-Identified Womanist 
Scholars in Higher Education.” I have had the study explained to me and my questions have been 
answered to my satisfaction. I have read the description of this project and give my consent to 
participate. I understand that I will receive a copy of this informed consent form to keep for 
future reference.  
 

 

___________________________________    ______________________ 
Participant Signature       Date 
 
 
 
 
___________________________________    _______________________ 
Participant Name       Date 

 

Researcher Contact Information 

Principal Investigator:      Faculty Supervisor: 

David Humphrey, Graduate Student    Dr. Sheron Fraser-Burgess 
Educational Studies      Educational Studies 
Ball State University      Ball State University 
Muncie, IN 47306      Muncie, IN 47306 
Telephone: (313) 452-7872     Telephone: (765) 285-5471 
Email: dlhumphrey@bsu.edu     Email: sfraserburg@bsu.edu  
 

 


