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Abstract 

This article is an autoethnographic reflection of my personal journey through the stages of my 

development using critical race theory and intersectionality as a lens to examine my experience. 

Taking an autoethnographic approach allowed me to (re)engage and (re)flect upon my journey 

navigating spaces. This approach allowed me to highlight the dangers, dispositions, and 

decisions associated with engaging in those spaces. Reflection is important for change. People 

must be aware of the unspoken truths that have suffocated some, emotionally wounded others, 

motivated a few, and empowered me.  

 

 

An autoethnographic reflection of intersectionality & determination 

 The Black educational spaces that I have created, joined, and navigated have been 

essential for my soul, my sanity, and my development. Like Du Bois (1903), I have a double 

consciousness which transcends understanding for some people.  

It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking 

at one’s self through the eyes of others … One ever feels his twoness,- an 

American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two 

warrings ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from 

being torn asunder (Du Bois, 1903, p. 45).   

 

 As a light-skinned Black intellectual woman who was raised by college educated Black 

parents, I have a dual identity developed for membership into a group of educated whites. But 

because of my Blackness, I am also excluded from that same group. This group invites you to the 

party because you can afford the seats at the table, but then will block you once they sense you 

trying to buy the restaurant. This double consciousness is nothing new as Blacks have had to 

create and navigate this space all of their lives here in the U.S.  

 Collins (1998) coined the term “outsider-within” as she described Black womanist 

scholars’ tethering between Black/white educational spaces. Outsiders-within are able to gain 

access to the knowledge of a group in which they will be allowed access (within), but the power 

structure within the group will remain unequal (outsider). As outsiders-within, Black women 

have a distinct understanding of the paradoxes between the dominant group’s actions and 
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philosophies (Baxley, 2014). “Finding space within these borders where self-actualization can be 

discovered is the nucleus from which Black women can derive the power to contest their 

marginal location… and to continuously renegotiate their elusive culture and identity to meet 

expectations in a white-dominated world” (Alfred, 2001, p. 114; Baxley, 2014). 

 As a Black intellectual woman, my outsider-within status enriches my capacity to 

appreciate and relate to other Black women and their narratives, while understanding and 

navigating the power dynamics of the dominant power structure. Here, in this space, is a constant 

demand for me to push the Black agenda, the feminist agenda, and the family agenda. In case 

you did not know, Black women must push the agenda to be seen and heard in this world in 

general. Black women have to morph and evolve to be all things to all people, but often go 

misunderstand and/or ignored resulting in unsurmountable stress which can lead to racial battle 

fatigue. Paraphrasing Smith, Allen and Danley (2007), Racial Battle Fatigue (RBF) is the anxiety 

experienced by racially underrepresented groups as well as those engaged in race work with a 

focus on the physical and psychological toll taken to constant and unceasing discrimination, 

microaggressions, and stereotype threat (Fasching-Varner, Albert, Mitchell & Allen, 2015). RBF 

explains the anxiety and anger that wells up inside of me on a daily basis as I watch and listen to 

new reports of Black males being hunted and killed. It is the nauseous feeling I get when I 

witness white privilege and blatant Black disrespect in the same similar encounter. It is the 

churning of my stomach when I visit my place of origin and see that relatively nothing is 

changing. There are still little to no Black teachers in the local schools, in fact there are less than 

10 Black education professionals in the entire parish of 10,981 people (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2017).  There are still little to no Blacks in leadership roles in the town and I am struggling to 

think of any Black businesses besides a carwash or in-house hair salon.  RBF is the “I - We, have 
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something to prove” attitude that overwhelms me whenever my kids have projects to do in 

school; all projects must be centered on highlighting Black excellence. “Your classmates and 

your teachers are gonna learn something today,” I would say to myself and my kids as I lay out 

for them how this project is going to flow. RBF is the performance I have to showcase in the 

presence of my white counterparts to show them I am Black, educated, and a force to be 

reckoned with. In reflecting upon my outsider-within experiences, I have come to understand my 

thirst to push the race agenda forward. Race plays a central role in my perception of life since I 

can remember; therefore, it has shaped my identity development and has lead me to this point in 

time. A time where I am purposefully and critically examining the role and impact race has on 

my life. 

 Being forced to navigate and create spaces that do not confine and compartmentalize me, 

in reflection of my outsider self, has been an integral part of my educational journey. Blackwell 

(1981) designates the term “compartmentalization” to describe Blacks’ separation of the two 

cultures in which they exist daily. My double consciousness began around the age of five years 

old in a small, rural town in Louisiana. In this small-town of approximately 2,128 residents in 

1990 (I graduated high school in 1992), there lies dirt roads and farmland with livestock that 

cover a total area of 1.7 miles² (City-Data, 2018). The demographics have consistently reflected 

approximately 65.8% white and 29.2% Black population split (City-Data, 2018). Walmart 

remains the staple, Sonic is still the hangout spot, local shops and grocery stores still survive, and 

Friday nights are all about football.  
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Purpose  

 Relative to Blackwell’s compartmentalization theory (1981), I consciously struggle with 

and try to avoid total assimilation into white culture and constantly choose to challenge the 

constructs that race places on Black people. This paper seeks to unpack the experiences that I 

believe have shaped my Blackness growing up in a small, rural town in Louisiana as a light-

skinned Black girl from an educated family. Through my auto/ethnographic narrative, I welcome 

you, the reader, to become both an observer and a participant into my life and educational 

journey; a journey that continues to shape my identity development and the choices I make in 

life.  As Goodall (1996) notes “the authority of an ethnographic text is not in the details of 

revealing the method but instead in the method of revealing the details” (p.17).  

 

Method  

 Traditionally, educational theories ignore or silence historically marginalized groups by 

not addressing their needs or by responding to their needs from a majority vantage point. CRT 

however helps to recognize and celebrate the unique voice of Black women as we continue to 

define ourselves (by not accepting mainstream images of who we are), and “…who are actively 

engage in changing” how the world views them and other women of Color who are rendered 

invisible in academic discourse (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2005; Collins, 1998; hooks, 1990; 

Thompson, 1998). Additionally, CRT sets out to expose dominant norms and assumptions that 

appear neutral, but systematically marginalizes, silences, and misrepresents Black people 

(Ladson-Billings, 2009; McKay, 1997; Vargas, 2003).  
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Intersectionality theory offers a way of investigating how gender intersects with other identity 

factors to influence how women experience oppression. Intersectionality is grounded in the idea 

that people live layered lives and often experience overlap, making it possible to feel oppressed 

in one area and privileged in another. Using the work of the Combahee River Collective (1982), 

Davis (1983), and Lorde (2007, 1984), Crenshaw first used and developed intersectionality 

theory. Crenshaw (1991) states that “the intersection of racism and sexism factors into Black 

women’s lives in ways that cannot be captured wholly by looking at the race or gender 

dimensions of those experiences separately” (p. 1244).  

 Connecting CRT, intersectionality, and auto/ethnography allows me the opportunity to 

present my story through a narrative. I will use my narrative as a research tool to uncover, 

examine, challenge, and make sense of the whitestream practices that exist in my experiences 

and to “highlight discrimination, offer racial different interpretations of policy, and challenge the 

universality of assumptions made about people of color” (Harper et al, 2009, p. 391).  

In what follows, I share my experiences as I weave them in and out of the phases of Black 

identity development.  

 

My Journey in Colour 

 Growing up in a rural town I saw everything in Black and white but at the same time, I 

did not really understand what I was seeing as a child. I remember seeing the shades of my 

family and white. I think in my mind I thought of color the same as the colors in the crayon 

box…many shades and no two shades the same. My parents held professional jobs as teachers at 

a predominately white school. I had two dark-skinned grandfathers, my maternal one who I 

referred to as Bay or Blackie. He was the color of chocolate cake and a college educated teacher 
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who overcame a series of events in his life as a Black man with a physical disability. His story is 

chronicled in a book titled, Vaulting Over Destiny: A Story of Favor, Faith, and Determination 

(2017). My paternal grandfather, who I refer to as Granddaddy (coffee, no cream color), you 

would never know was not college educated. He was the owner and operator of his own school 

bus, a community member, and a successful farmer with his own land. He even has a road named 

after him; Burrell road. My maternal grandmother (the color of vanilla cream) who I refer to as 

NeNe, aunt, and uncle worked as social workers at the local Department of Social Services. My 

paternal grandmother (color of butter pound cake) was a true caregiver. She took care of 

everyone around her, even kids and families to whom she was not related.  A few of my uncles 

worked as farmers on their own land and everyone else lived elsewhere in near and far cities; for 

the record I come from an enormous family. My dad is the oldest of fourteen siblings and my 

mom is the oldest girl of eleven siblings. I have aunts, uncles, and cousins for days and we all 

come in different shades of chocolate, everything from white chocolate, to mocha, milk, and 

dark. I lived my life in color and that is all I knew.  

 Most of my family were college educated or put a heavy emphasis on education, so 

school has always played a central role in my life. Whether I was visiting my parent’s school, 

playing school, or attending school, the educational space has always existed. It was through this 

space that I think I began to develop my own thoughts and perceptions towards race. I did not 

“see” race at home, but I could see and hear it in the educational spaces my parents carefully 

navigated on a daily basis. I could see that the school in the small-town where we lived was the 

most diverse school in the parish with three Black k-12th grade teachers and maybe five Black 

students in every class. The school where my parents worked also had three Black teachers (my 

mom, dad, and the librarian), but may have had one Black student in each grade. The year I 
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attended sixth grade at my parent’s school, it was actually three Black students in my class 

(myself included), but the other two students had actually been retained one or more years and 

we just happen to be all in the same class that year. I could hear my parents speak of race when 

they were getting passed over for promotions for which they were more than qualified. In a few 

cases some of the students they had taught were getting positions over them. I remember hearing 

the game plan they were devising to take care of yet another example of racism.  

 My parents received their bachelor’s degrees from a historically Black college/university 

(HBCU), but by the time I was in elementary school they both had master’s degrees from a 

predominately white institution (PWI).  In their own way, they both successfully navigated and 

somewhat mastered the outsider-within space themselves and I think I learned how to navigate 

my space by watching them. Both of my parents loved their HBCU and never really talked about 

the PWI they attended. I could see their love for Blackness by the actions they took in the 

community. They helped other students with their school work (those in elementary, secondary 

and college), they volunteered as leaders in the Boys Scouts and Girl Scouts in which my brother 

and I were members, my dad helped Black farmers in the community fill out various forms of 

paperwork, and fight matters of discrimination in the local system and community. They were 

both always giving back to the Black community in their own way. I think their love for 

representation of Blackness is part of the reason I never had a white doll. I remember my mom 

had to go through great lengths to find beautiful Black dolls when I was growing up.  I remember 

my grandfather, the one I called granddaddy giving me a white doll one time. I looked up (my 

grandfather was every bit of 6’8”) at my granddaddy, and then I looked at my dad (whose hand I 

was holding), then looked back at my granddaddy and said, “I don’t like those kinds of dolls.” 

Even though I still did not “see” race, I knew that white was not necessarily right for me. From 
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that moment forward, my granddaddy never offered me another doll…period. Which was totally 

fine with me since he always told his granddaughters we were more beautiful than any doll that 

could be created. He would sing as he strummed his guitar, “I got the prettiest girls in the town 

they’ll make a jack rabbit hug a hound. They so pretty…they so pretty to me.” I may not have 

had a true concept of race at this pre-encounter stage, but my foundation was being built. It was 

being built on family, love, and self-love that I was beautiful just the way God made me. My 

dad, grandfathers, and uncles made sure us girls never lost sight of that in all the stages of our 

lives; even now.  

 I love playing dress up, role-playing, and dolls. It was during this stage of development 

that I have my first memory of race as a social construct (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Morrison, 

1992). As I mentioned before, my family represented the colors in a crayon box – many shades 

and no two shades the same, so I do not recall recognizing “whiteness” as a racial discourse 

based on skin color until I was about seven years old, which would have been around 1981 

(Gillborn, 1990; Leonardo, 2002, p.31). I had some cousins from the city that would come visit 

every year and this one particular year, they bought Barbie dolls with them. I do not remember 

ever seeing a Barbie doll prior to this experience because all of my friend’s dolls were Black; 

keep in mind my parent’s friends were also college educated and they, too, purchased Black 

dolls for their daughters. I remember asking my cousins, “Why y’all play with these dolls? She 

don’t even walk or pee (but she did have hair to play with and a lot of accessories).” This was the 

first time I remember thinking about representation of races (as they relate to dolls of course). 

My cousins would bring these dolls to visit every year for a few years straight. The first visit 

Barbie did not have any Black friends, but by the next visit, she had one Black friend in her 

entourage. The only thing I remember thinking was thank God for accessories because Barbie 
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was whack. It is not like my cousins did not have Black dolls, but they traveled with Barbie. 

Maybe it was because Barbie was smaller and did take a lot of room up in the car on their nine-

hour drive from the city.  

 Shortly after Barbie entered my life, Cabbage Patch kids made their debut. My mom went 

through great lengths to find me a Black Cabbage Patch kid before she would spend her money 

on it. This particular experience I think was instrumental in changing the way I saw things as 

they relate to color. I remember paying closer attention to dolls and other toys when I went to 

Howard Brothers (the store that Walmart later replaced) or the toy store. I also remember trying 

to find crayons that came close to the shade of my skin. I remember sitting in my second-grade 

classroom coloring the people with the brown crayon, but it still being too dark. In an effort to 

compensate for this, I would take the edge of a pair of scissors and carefully scrap over the 

colored paper. It would result in a smoother, even colored shade of mocha that better suited my 

personal reflection of skin color. Even though the 64 box of crayons were out at the time (the big 

box with the sharper built in the back), the teachers would not allow us to bring that to class until 

we were in the third grade. Boy did that 64-color box make it easier for me to live life in color as 

I transitioned to the next stage in my Black identity development.  

loping a sense of pride [in one’s Black self, Black people, and Black culture]” (p. 205).  

 I absolutely loved the late 80s and early 90s. Several family members and friends of the 

family were all in college during this time and I would go visit them frequently. While a few of 

them attended PWI’s, the majority attended HBCU’s in the state. I had a closet full of Black 

Pride t-shirts. I was the little Black Panther, social justice advocate of my school and parish. I 

rebelled against the oppressive systems in place in my school and parish by any and “all means 

necessary” (Malcolm X, 1992). The administration at my school suspended Black students daily 
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for wearing the HBCU and Black Pride shirts that were circulating during this time. I had almost 

every t-shirt “Black by Demand,” “My Black is Beautiful,” “The Blacker the College, the 

Sweeter the Knowledge,” just to name a few. Every day the principal would talk to me about 

wearing my shirts and causing so much commotion and every day I express to him how I felt. He 

would threaten suspension, but I told him until he showed me in the school handbook how my 

shirts were not aligned with the dress code policy, I would keep wearing my shirts to school. In 

spite of this, he still had power, but he did not have power over me. He would send other Black 

students home for wearing their shirts and they would comply. I urged them to stand up and fight 

back, but they never did. In reflecting, this was the first time I used my outsider-within status to 

stand up for something larger than myself. Because of my family’s position within the 

community, I was in a unique position to navigate both spaces to my advantage.  

 I fell in love with books all over again during this period of uprising. I read Malcolm X, 

Angela Davis, Langston Hughes, Eldridge Cleaver, Amiri Baraka, Zora Neale Hurston, and 

W.E.B. DuBois, just to name a few. I would listen to recordings of Minister Farrakhan, and I 

loved the poetry and literature that was produced during the “New Negro” movement of the 

1920’s; so much so that I named my son Langston and my daughter Zora. I rode around the town 

pulling down and tearing up every David Duke for governor sign I saw posted during this time. I 

felt really passionate about my need for resisting, but at the same time I had to co-exist with my 

Black and white friends who did not quite understand me because I lived between worlds. My 

honey-toned skin complexion and my families’ socio-economic status had white friends saying I 

wasn’t really Black and that I was one of them. I assume in their mind since I had access to 

vehicles, designer clothes, and invites to the homes of my white peers that no other Black 

students could go I was perceived different; more like them than more like the other Black kids. I 
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had Black friends saying I was too Black because of how vocal I was about representing my 

Blackness or I was accused of acting white because of my ability to navigate white spaces 

(Ladson-Billings, 1998). It was during this time where “colorism” was introduced to me and I 

became aware of the differences between how Blacks of lighter skin tone was treated differently 

from Blacks with a darker skin tone. I have always felt the need to challenge the social structures 

around me, maybe it is directly related to the things I could see and hear in my small-town 

growing up. In my mind, I had a very clear understanding of who I thought I was during this 

stage of development.   

 In my James Brown voice, “say it loud, I’m Black and I’m Proud”. Oh, how I enjoyed 

my adolescent years! They were adrenaline filled and so empowering. My grandmother’s 

brother, who lived in Africa, was getting older by this time and had started coming to visit more 

frequently than he had done in the past. I loved to listen to his stories about Africa and its people 

(our people).   He would tell us how America wanted to keep Africa from Black people and how 

the media perpetrates this by their use of negative images. He would share his experiences as an 

outsider when he first arrived in Africa and how he would be called a white man. This reminds 

me of Dr. Dillard’s story Learning to (re)member the things we’ve learned to forget: Endarkened 

feminisms, spirituality, and the sacred nature of research and teaching (2012) and how she was 

referred to as a white woman during her first marketplace experience in Ghana. This also 

reminds me of other family stories like the one of my NeNe’s uncle that lived in Canada most of 

his adult life. He was a very fair-skinned (white chocolate mocha colored with freckles) railroad 

porter who met a Canadian woman on one of his trips up north and fell in love. He chose to live 

his life in Canada with his wife and her family where his color was acceptable, and he could live 

life without prejudice; even though he could pass a white himself.  He would annually travel 
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back down south to visit the family. One trip he bought his wife and they were not allowed to go 

anywhere together in the town for fear of racial backlash. These stories were a few of many 

about the neighboring town where my maternal grandmother (NeNe) was raised, and her 

ancestors owned. I love the stories my family would tell about their necessity and ability to 

navigate spaces and places. They are narratives of empowerment and survival that they felt had 

to be experienced and explored in their own way. Those stories inspired me, my family 

motivated me, and my experiences in the late 80’s and early 90’s peaked my interest even more 

to explore my Blackness fully. I knew it then that this was not a phase for me. This was my life. 

This would be my identity… “Black by Nature, Proud by Choice.” 

 Focusing on this stage of my life, I knew I wanted to go to a HBCU. I wanted a space that 

looked like me, felt like me, and thought like me. I loved the energy, excitement, and the 

Blackness of being in the space of a HBCU. I had been overexposed to Grambling and Southern 

growing up in Louisiana and I knew I wanted to go away to attend college.  My choices were 

Spelman, Dillard, and Fisk. After what I thought was careful decision making, I chose Fisk; after 

all, W.E.B. DuBois had attended this institution, as well as Nikki Giovanni, James Weldon 

Johnson, and Ida B. Wells, just to name a few.  The friendships that I made while attending Fisk 

have been deep and long lasting. There was a soulful kindred spirit at Fisk that is unlike any 

other institution. If open to it, you can hear the sounds of our ancestors and feel their spirit. 

Fisk’s history was so intoxicating that a group of friends and I entered the administration 

building late one night just to go up an old abandoned elevator shaft to the top floor to witness 

for ourselves the artifacts and history that was in that space. I participated in many dangerous 

adventures all in the name of retracing the steps of my forefathers and mothers.  I would not 

trade my experience at Fisk for the world. Even though I graduated from Bowie State University 
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with my bachelor’s degree, another HBCU, those experiences, those professors, those 

friendships, and the educational spaces that were created for me are truly priceless; spaces that 

PWIs are incapable of imitating.    

 Family, career, school, and work consumes me as a middle-aged adult. My priorities and 

tactics have changed over the years, but not my desire for social change and advocacy. I resist in 

other ways now that I am older and have a family. I am not as loud, in your face as I use to be, 

but I am fighting on a more strategic level nowadays. I am vocal in discussions regarding race in 

various platforms, but now I begin my educating and not attacking. I speak up when I see 

injustices and I address them when power and control are in my favor.  I apply my code-

switching abilities when necessary to navigate in, out, and around white spaces. According to 

Merriam-Webster dictionary, code switching is the switching from the linguistic system of one 

language or dialect to that of another (2018). In my role as an educational administrator, I am 

cognizant of the curriculum choices I make for my students: Black and white and make sure that 

what my teachers are delivering is culturally relevant and empowering for all students. I work 

with teachers to examine their racial identity in order to develop better teaching styles. Fasching-

Varner states, “We need to figure out who we are and how our experiences shape the world 

(2013).  I chose to obtain my Ph.D. in Higher Education Administration because I have 

successfully navigated spaces that have allowed me to do so. I always feel that I have something 

to prove to the world and the people around me. I am Black and educated, I am a force to be 

reckoned with, and I do not accept the status quo.  I feel I need to do more work in advocating 

for change with the people and the spaces around me. I want to be that voice for those who the 

educational system failed and that voice for those students who were not supported and had 

limited to no post-secondary educational opportunities to pursue.  I will continue to speak for all 
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the Black families whose educational spaces have not worked in providing them a safe, 

supported, equitable experience in which their Black identity could grow and flourish.   

 

Discussion 

 Healthy racial identity development is believed to be the ultimate transformation of self. 

Black identity development often involves going through some stages of development 

simultaneously and just as Erikson’s psychosocial theory (1959) explains, some people can 

become stuck in a stage that plays out in their lives over time. This is why educational spaces are 

so important. They allow students to develop and interact with others from different 

backgrounds, thus allowing both students and teachers to see one another from a different lens 

other than race. In the right context, culturally relevant educational spaces make education more 

equitable for all those involved. Culturally relevant teaching practices help all students explore 

their histories, build positive self-esteems, and develop a healthy racial identity. Blacks in 

America will always be behind because that is the way our country was founded, but if given 

even semi-equitable resources and opportunity Blacks have shown to be wave makers. Imagine 

what the U.S. would be like if race was not a social construct to oppress marginalized groups of 

people.  

 In hindsight and upon reflection, my educational experiences could be perceived as 

privileged to some. If you consider my experience privileged, imagine what the experience was 

like for some of my Black classmates. In order for things to change, people have to be aware of 

the unspoken truths that have suffocated some, emotionally wounded others, motivated a few, 

and empowered me.  
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