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Black women described a range of microaggressions in the classroom. For
example, Rachel, discussed how it was difficult, as the only black student in a cla^s,
"just speaking or giving your opinion" during discussions because white classmates
"just blow it over. Like, oh, it's [her opinion is] really not that important."
Concems that their contributions to class discussion would not be recognized are
similar to the invisibility of black men discussed earlier. Harmony, another black
woman, explained how her white peers' behavior towards her made her wonder
"How do people perceive me as a person?...Are people not sitting by me because
I'm black? Is it because I have an odor? What's going on?" She found it painful to
constantly wonder whether people were interacting with her based on her merits as
a student or based on her race. The subtle nature of microaggressions makes it easy
to doubt their existence or to dismiss them as innocuous, which contributes to their
power.

!
Black women also experienced the expectation to be a spokesperson for

their race or their race and gender group. Harmony felt the daily pressure of "jiist
being the spokesperson for the black race, being the only person of color in yopr
class-in what, two of my classes [this semester].. .That's happened throughout my
whole college career.. .It is very frustrating." Mya, another black senior, explains:

i
Or like professors, we'll be discussing something about race or racial
stereotypes and the first person they ask- me! And I'm like, no, don't ask
me! (laughs) Just go to someone else. [The professor says] "Mya, what
do you think about it?" I don't think about this. j

I

Experiences such as these, covert verbal and non-verbal indications on the part oí
professors or peers that they are different, leave black women with a sense of
anxiety and isolation. In this way, these racial and gender microaggressions take
a toll on students' mental and emotional well-being. Students reported feeling
isolated, alienated, and burdened by the task of representing their racial group pr
race-gender group. These feelings become more intense as class topics explicitly
focus on race, as Margaret explained: ;

It's very difficult—especially if you're talking [or] dealing with anything
about race—when you're the only person in the class because it feels like
everything you say has to be representative of your whole culture, and
that's a big burden to carry. We all don't think alike. No! No group of
people all think alike. I'm sure nobody's family all thinks alike, so just
imagine having to carry that burden. i

At a majority-white institution, students feel this "burden of representation"
particularly heavily.

Black women expressed doubts about whether their contributions were
taken seriously and about their place in the university. They expressed frustration
over others expecting them to represent their entire racial or race-gender group.
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Alienating classroom experiences were reported most frequently to me by black
women, followed by Latinas, and not very frequently by Latinos, black men and
white women. White men did not report any such experiences.

WHITE WOMEN: MALE-DOMINATED ACADEMIC MAJORS AS A SITE FOR
MICROAGGRESSIONS

White women's experiences with microaggressions are tied to a specific
university context—a major or program with a gender imbalance favoring men. For
example, Kathryn, a white woman, explained that there is a "really sexist stereotype
in the business sehool" and that she had "some bad experiences there" where men
would say things like, "'Oh, you're more business management. All the girls do
management beeause it's easier. The reason there's so few girls in the business
school is because girls aren't smart enough to get in.'" Kathryn expressed her
frustration about this gender microaggression: "Seriously, it really bothers me
because I've had all the same requirements as they have, I've gotten just as good of
grades as they have. So it's kinda frustrating." This is a microaggression that insults
women's intellect and skills. Similar experiences were described by other white
women in the business school and in the natural sciences, majors dominated by men
historically and currently. These experiences parallel those reported in a recent
study whieh found that male peers' questioning of women's competence was
particularly pronounced in male-dominated fields of study (Allan & Madden,
2006). Outside of these speeific academic settings, white women did not report
experiencing microaggressions.

STUDENT RESPONSES TO MICROAGGRESSIONS

Because they are covert and subtle insults and often invisible to the
perpetrator, racial and gender microaggressions are difficult to cope with. Adriana
explained, "You have to realize that you can't be paranoid about it. There's a
difference between being a minority and feeling like a minority, and I realized that
when I came here." The fear that white students might regard a response to these
microaggressions as "paranoid" was not unfounded. Although I only heard one
instance of a student directly confronting a microaggression (diseussed below),
evidence from a recent exchange among psychologists in a professional journal
shows the "powerful emotional reactions" whites have to being implicated in
racism (Sue et al., 2008:277). Reports by people of color of microaggressions were
labeled "extraordinary claims" (Harris, 2008:275), "pure nonsense," "irrational,"
and "ridieulous, if not a bit pathological" (Thomas, 2008:274). The vehemence of
the responses illustrates why the recipient would think very carefully about
responding to a microaggression. The covert eharacter of mieroaggressions gives
them power to psychologically affect recipients and limit their ability to respond.
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Students nevertheless found several ways to cope with these experiences,
including bonding together based on similar experiences, embracing the role of
group spokesperson, and confronting the perpetrator. Students often assumed a
humorous, rather than angry, demeanor while recounting their experiences of
injustice. Students regularly laughed as they talked about these disturbing:
interactions and they typically described reacting to the perpetrator in a friendly;
even cheerful, way rather than an accusatory one. They tended to give the benefit
of the doubt, as Teresa explained, "I know you're not doing it to be mean. You're'
just doing it because you don't know better." However, the emotional work of
managing their reactions took a psychological toll on top of the toll of experiencing
the microaggression itself.

Support from others appeared as a strong theme in students' solutions to,
the range of microaggressions discussed in this paper. Students bonded with others
in the targeted racial or race-gender group. Harmony, a black woman, described^
why she finds support from other black students to be particularly beneficial:

Minority students anywhere at any university...already feel marginalized,
by being a minority in college... Being a biology major, for instance,;
which is not likely to see any minorities in that field, it's hard (laughs)!^
It's really hard on a day-to-day basis and to have other minorities lift you;
up, like, "We can do it! We can become doctors! We can be surgeons! We¡
can complete and finish this exam!" is encouraging. That's encouraging.¡

Bonding that happens as a result of microaggressions can provide students with aj
support structure to help them through this unwelcoming environment. Martinezj
Alemán (2000) finds that women of color sought friendships with one another to,
give and receive academic encouragement and support related to racist incidents,!,
while white women sought out these relationships as a respite from academic
pressures. Her study did not include men. However, my research suggests that;
friendships are important for students of color and white women, not only womeni
of color as a way to cope with microaggressions. Sean, a black student, explains:

I

1 think things would've been easier had I had more of a support structure,
set up in the beginning. Just as far as, "This is my struggles, this is thej
things 1 went through," instead of me having to fall dead flat on my face;
first to realize a lot of things. Somebody to tell me their own testimony.

Sean highlights the lack of mentoring and social support for students of color,!
particularly black men, on campus. This isolation makes it difficult to connect with
Others who have had similar experiences and who can guide them through theirj
experiences. However, this "testimony" is important, so they would not have to,
learn on their own by "fall[ing] dead flat on [their] face." [

Although he was unable to find a mentor at MU, Sean did serve as a
mentor to others and joined a historically-black fraternity that provided him with
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a community of like-minded black men and an opportunity to "be more vocal about
my experiences so that people can learn from them." He describes his fratemity as
"a service.. .to the community.. .that's why [the organization] was founded, to bring
African American men together to help each other succeed and graduate do better."
Solórzano et al. (2000:70) describe similar responses by black students: bonding
creates "counter-spaces" within black student organizations, black sororities and
fraternities, black peer groups, organizations and offices that serve black students,
and study halls organized by black students. Lasley Barajas and Pierce (2001)
describe how successful Latina college students, but not Latinos, respond to
negative stereotypes by bonding with other Latinos. Latinas create "safe spaces" in
their relationships with friends, family, and community (Lasley Barajas & Pierce,
2001), similar to those created by black women in their relationships with one
another, as described by Collins (2000:100-105). Similarly, some white women in
the business school joined a club for women business students as a way to bond
with others who experienced this male-dominated program as isolating.

Students responded to microaggressions in other ways, as well. Rather
than letting others speak for them, some ensured that the positions of their group
were heard. Students' accounts reveal two ways that they did this. Margaret, a
black woman, describes a shift in her thinking:

When I was younger it made me want to say less. I just wanted to hurry
up and get through the topic and move on. But now...it really makes me
want to speak out to stop either the stereotypes or the negative thinking or
somebody that is kind of confused.

A Latino student, Alberto, describes a similar shift:

My first semester here I was kind of intimidated by being the only
minority at all in a classroom full of all white people, but I think actually
I kind of grew to like that because when certain issues come up, I feel that
I'd rather be the one person in that classroom speaking up about a racial
issue or something else rather than...that room not hearing [it].

While Margaret's and Alberto's examples were aimed mostly at dealing with
microaggressions instigated by peers, another Latino student, Julio, describes
confronting a professor's actions:

He was talking about race and he was talking about white and black, how
there's been tensions there in the past...One time in this class, I just lost
it and I just said, "I'm tired of hearing just one version ofthe story," I'm
like, "Where's the Asian version? Where's the Latino version? There's
other versions besides just the black and white experience."... He [the
professor] is shocked because I just bursted out out of nowhere. I didn't
even raise my hand, I just said it. And then after class he pulled me over
and he said, "Well, I'm glad you said that. I didn't even realize that it
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meant that much. I should change my criteria and 1 should acknowledge
that there's other situations that are happening." So, he started
recognizing Asian Americans and Asians [and] Latino Americans.

Julio's outburst of indignation about a microaggression received a response that
validated his concems, but his is the only account of a direct confrontation with the '
perpetrator of microaggressions. Nevertheless, it is one of a range of possible
responses—along with building communities of support and embracing the "burden
of representation"—to microaggressions.

CONCLUSIONS

This paper has discussed four pattems of racial and gender
microaggressions confronting students on a predominantly-white campus.
Microaggressions take particular raced and gendered forms through treatment of,
black men as threatening and Latinas as sexually available and exotic, which
contributes to students of color's isolation and sense of MU as unwelcoming, j
"Controlling images" operate as "powerful ideological justifications" for the'
existence and maintenance of the intersecting oppressions of race and gender
(Collins, 2000:69). Collins (2004) discusses controlling images of black men as
dangerous and threatening and Keller (1994) discuses the stereotype of Latinas asi
sexually available and exotic. The classroom context is a site where black women i
frequently experience microaggressions, and male-dominated academic majors and!
programs are specific sites where microaggressions are experienced by white¡
women. These microaggressions have an impact on the self and on students' sense
of belonging at the university. Students on the receiving end perceive that others
hold negative views of them and that they are "outsiders" on their own campus and¡
in their own classrooms.

Some students respond to microaggressions by making their positions'
heard either through embracing the role of being a spokesperson for the group or:
confronting the perpetrator. Another response is to bond with other students based^
on a shared racial, gender or race-gender identity, which has a protective effect by
creating relationships as social support stmctures. Peer-based support structures are
not unique to this university. For example, coping organizations were formed bŷ
black students at predominantly-white universities for support in dealing with'
racism at the university (Solórzano et al., 2000; Willie, 2003). Solórzano et al.|
(2000) refer to these as "counter-spaces"; the phenomenon occurs for Latinas asi
well, and Lasley Barajas & Pierce (2001) refer to these relationships as "safej
spaces." Similar support stmctures are found in black women's relationships with;
each other (Collins, 2000; Martinez Alemán, 2000). Race-based student
organizations, organizations serving students of color, and informal friendship
groups all have the potential to help students cope with microaggressions.
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Two limitations of this study deserve mention. Most importantly, the
results of a study based on one university are not meant to be generalizable to all
youth or even all students at large, public universities. They might have been
different if the city in which the university was located included a substantial Latino
or black population or if a historically-black or Latino university were chosen as a
research site. Context matters in assessing microaggressions (Sue et al., 2007). The
fact that the interviews and focus groups do not represent a random sample of
students at MU represents another limitation. Students on this campus likely had
experiences that were not captured by the relatively small and non-randomness of
the sample.

In line with the tenets of critical race theory, implications for educational
policy deserve mention. The results of this study suggest that universities should
eontinue and even increase their support of student organizations since such groups
help students create a sense of belonging with others who support their racial,
gender and race-gender identities. Several students noted with sorrow the demise
or transformation of racially-based organizations on campus that had helped them
make the transition to college. Finding others who could relate to their experiences
on campus and help them cope with the stress of microaggressions in the broader
campus environment was very important to them. Because interracial interaction
has developmental benefits for students (see for e.g., Antonio et al., 2004; Milem,
Chang, & Antonio, 2005; Smith et al., 1997), increasing student diversity would
seem to contribute to an effective, diverse leaming environment for all students.
While it can contribute to a stereotype of black or Latino students as inferior
academically, affirmative action also necessitates more diversity in the university,
which, in tum, should support students' identities and diverse and effective leaming
environments.

A university-wide peer mentoring program could also provide students
with support and help buffer the impact of microaggressions. The need for
mentoring programs was noted specifically by several students, particularly black
men. A black senior, Sean, stressed the importance for himself and for others of
"getting someone, first of all, an undergraduate peer mentor who is like yourself
[and] that can relate to the experiences that they will go through." This relationship
would help combat the sense of isolation expressed by students of color and help
them empower each other through sharing their successful strategies for coping.
Past research has demonstrated the need for mentors for black men in college
(Hayes, Cunningham, & Courseault, 2006) and has found that mentoring programs
are beneficial to the mentors as well as the mentees (Lasley Barajas & Pieree,
2001). Capitalizing on self-empowerment and the momentum resulting from a
student-initiated program likely would benefit students as well as the institution
(Rhoads, Lachica Buenavista, & Maldonado, 2004).

In conclusion, this study represents the first investigation of how the
intersecting oppressions of race and gender infiuence how microaggressions are
experienced by black, Latina/o and white women and men. The findings



¡48 Janice McCabe

correspond with a recent study that found microaggressions aimed at black men
centering on views of them as aggressive and violent (Smith et al., 2007). This
study adds to these findings by discussing additional ways that microaggressions
are impacted by intersections of race and gender, such as perceptions of Latinas as
sexually available and exotie, the classroom as a specific site for mieroaggressions
experienced by black women, and male-dominated academic majors as specific
sites for microaggressions experienced by white women. Future research in this
area will benefit from exploring the experiences of additional identity groups (e.g.,
Asians Americans) and interlocking oppressions (e.g., class) and by doing so in
different educational and community settings.
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