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ABSTRACT 

 

Throughout United States society black women are categorized, degraded, and ignored. Using 

the novel, Americanah by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, my aim is to show the ways in which 

black women have been treated not only today but throughout history. Using Americanah as a 

lens of analysis, the life story of the main character, Ifemelu, demonstrates the trials and 

tribulations black women face on a daily basis. This thesis begins by tracing beauty standards 

from colonization and slavery to the present paying particular attention to the appropriation of 

black women’s beauty trends and the ways in which black women use beauty as a form of 

resistance. The aim of this thesis is to explore the ways in which black women are treated and 

how it got to be this way. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Being a black woman in the United States in 2019 can be difficult. Black women are 

often forced to maintain a societal role that is forcibly constructed and enforced. The United 

States is known around the world for its democracy, freedom of the press, and the right to vote, 

to name a few. However, movements such as feminism and women’s rights continue to be 

debated. Once the layers of the feminist movement are peeled back, there is a topic which often 

goes unnoticed and overshadowed, that is the issues that black women face. Although the United 

States is comprised of diverse individuals that represent multiple countries, races, and languages, 

there remains a hierarchy not only between men and women but also between women 

themselves. This hierarchy can also be a pecking order that was created by society to dictate who 

has a voice and who doesn’t or whose issues are important and whose are not.  

Historically, white women's issues and voices in the United States, have been viewed as 

more important than women of color. This is evident in the exclusion of women of color during 

what is known as, the first and second wave of the feminist movement. Despite their exclusion 

from the mainstream feminist movement, black women have been influential in major moments 

in United States history. For example, black women played big roles toward the abolition of 

slavery. The Civil Rights Movement began because a black woman by the name of Rosa Parks, 

planned a pivotal movement that started the Montgomery Bus Boycott. Prior to the boycott, 

Parks was the lead investigator for the NAACP. Despite these and other contributions by black 

women, their issues and concerns were overshadowed not only by white society but also by the 

concerns of black men. Even today, in 2019, black women are key players in electing candidates 

for office. The political power that black women have is the reason why Doug Jones was able to 

win in Alabama's US Senate race in 2017. Had it not been for black women, Roy Moore who is 
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accused of sexual assault would have won the position. It’s important to note that most white 

women in Alabama voted for Moore, despite these allegations. These are just a few examples 

that demonstrate how black women are so needed in society and yet when it comes to concerns 

or issues facing black women, rarely are our voices heard. This is also true within the black 

community as it relates to male dominance. Black women are told what to do, how to act and 

how to look in order to be accepted by society. We have never been given a voice which plays 

into why our stories have never been told. In one of her TED Talks, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 

uses the term ‘The Single Story’ (Adichie, 2009) to explain how those with more power in 

society have decided what the story in history is. So, when this happens, the people in power 

have made it so that is the only story that is taken into history books even though there is so 

much more that is being left out.  

Black women are victims of the single story and being left out even when it comes to 

things such as beauty. Black women’s physical appearance are often simultaneously critiqued, 

admired, and coopted. For instance, when women from other races and ethnicities attempt to 

imitate black women’s features such as thicker lips, they are often praised for it. For example, 

Kylie Jenner is praised for her enhancements. She was even able to make a billion dollar 

company from it. However, when those features are already naturally on a black woman, society 

finds it intimidating, radical, or too sexual. It’s this exact reason that Michelle Obama’s hair was 

such a big topic of discussion during her husband's campaign and presidency. That is because her 

hair alone was its own political statement. The natural hair movement has become so popular and 

praised today in 2019, which is because for the first-time black women are making each other 

feel like we can be ourselves. For the first time black women like Michelle Obama are not 

tolerating being policed when it comes to their hair. Americanah by Chimimanda Ngozi Adichie 
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is a great example of the trials and tribulations that black women go through. Ifemelu, who is the 

main character in Americanah’s journey and all the experiences she had to overcome as not only 

a black woman but as an immigrant as well give you a glimpse into the things black women deal 

with. Even though there were some social issues that Ifemelu had to face while in Nigeria before 

immigrating to the United States such as colorism, they were not nearly on the scale as the issues 

she faced after arriving in the United States. 

Using Americanah and Ifemelu’s story as a guide, I am going to go through the history of 

the image of the black woman starting from colonization to help us understand how and why 

black women have become so oppressed compared to other groups in society. I will then look at 

black women across different countries and some of the similarities and differences. I wanted to 

investigate this because Ifemelu is an immigrant from Nigeria and she was able to see the 

differences in how society treated her in Nigeria and how different treatment was in the United 

States. Then I’ll talk more about the single story and how the black woman’s point of view has 

been wiped out of history time and time again. This is an important time in history because we 

have a black woman running for the presidential election and we will all have a front row seat to 

see how society will treat her. My goal by the end of this thesis is to see if there is a way for 

black women to finally get the respect that we so desperately deserve instead of always being the 

steppingstone for everyone else.  
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Chapter 1 

     The Image of the black woman 

 

“” Just a little burn,” the hairdresser said. “But look how pretty it is. Wow, girl you’ve got the white-girl 

swing!”” (Adichie, 251) 

 

When I first moved to the United States at six years old, although I was very young, I quickly 

learned that I was not considered pretty in my mostly white elementary school. Despite being young, I 

observed how my white female classmates were treated differently by the boys and teachers. The 

realization that society favors and pushes the idea that white girls and women are prettier is something 

that would continue to follow me as I went onto higher education and the workplace. Although this is a 

personal anecdote, there are characteristics of my experience that are shared among black women today. 

For instance, it is not uncommon for black women to hear at some point in their life, “Oh you’re pretty for 

a black girl.” Today it’s very rare that we see a black woman as the love interest on TV shows.  Although 

there are some exceptions, most leading roles featuring black women share strikingly similar 

characteristics. Which is light skinned and ambiguous. Usually the roles left for black women include 

being the “sidekick or the friend of the “more desired” blonde white female. Throughout Americanah, 

Ifemelu goes through many experiences where she is treated differently than a white woman in her 

position would be treated. These experiences include her being overlooked for jobs, being forced to 

change her hair, and being treated differently when it comes to things like dating.  
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Time and time again throughout history black women have been treated like they are invisible. 

The rare times we are acknowledged is usually in a sexual way or portrayed as dumb, so there is really no 

way for us to win. This has always been the case and you can look back in time during colonization and 

how black women were treated then. African women were seen as savage, naïve, and helpless. Treatment 

of African slaves, in particular women, can be seen in literature. For instance, in Heart of Darkness by 

Joseph Conrad, the native woman in the book is never once given a name, she represents the desire that 

Kurtz and society in general has towards black women. The fact that the native woman is the only one 

within the book to not be given a name demonstrates how she remained unimportant to Kurtz despite 

being his lover. These images of black women continued throughout time.  

History books and literature have been dominated mostly by white men. In 2018, Stanford 

University had an applied history conference which was mostly organized by Niall Ferguson who is a 

conservative British historian. Out of all 30 of the historians who were invited, none of them were 

historians of color and though there was one female, she was also white. It is without a doubt that these 

men have a strong educational background which would allow them to be able to speak on matters 

pertaining to history, but they can only see and understand so much. This conference and its lack of 

diversity caused so much outrage that twitter dubbed it the #StanfordSausageFest.  As such, white men 

can create an alternate reality that fits the narrative of the ruling class. History has always been written by 

white men; this is mostly because higher education for the most part has been dominated by white men 

which then gives them access to these platforms. So, when white men are given the ability to write down 

history and the law from their point of view, they then get to decide what is ideal in society. Even things 

such as beauty standard and that white people are more superior. The very foundation of the United States 

was built on the backs of slaves. Slave owners and the founding fathers would speak about how 

undesirable black women were. Thomas Jefferson himself is known to have written about the superiority 

that white women have over black women in his infamous Notes on the State of Virginia. Mind you these 
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documents were supposed to be on the changes of Virginia’s law because of the Revolutionary War, but 

he then veers off to discuss the black woman and how undesirable she is compared to a white woman. 

 “…flowing hair, a more elegant symmetry of form, their own judgment in favour of the 

whites, declared by their preference of them, as uniformly as is the preference of the 

Oran-utan [orangutan] for the black women over those of his own species. The 

circumstance of superior beauty, is thought worthy attention in the propagation of our 

horses, dogs, and other domestic animals; why not in that of man?” (Jefferson, 201) 

 It’s important to note that black women have been compared to animals since the very beginning of 

society. It’s also important to note that Thomas Jefferson himself had a relationship with an enslaved 

woman by the name of Sally Hemings. So there again is this conflicting notion that black women are 

undesirable, barbaric, and invisible by men like Thomas Jefferson and Joseph Conrad but then they also 

found black women to be sexually desirable hence why they had no problem laying down with them. But 

another thing that Thomas Jefferson mentioned in Notes on the State of Virginia was that white women’s 

form was more desirable and wanted than those of the black woman. Women’s bodies vary no matter 

what racial background they come from, a woman can be slim, curvy, or even heavier set regardless of 

her race. But it’s no secret that certain features are associated with specific races. But some of the features 

that black women tend to have that make them ugly according to social such as having big lips, are 

considered attractive on women of other races. But the black female body is even more interesting 

because starting from colonization, the black woman’s body has been used against black women to prove 

that they were hypersexual and that they were savage compared to the delicate white woman. Black 

women were used in freak shows so white societies could laugh at their expense. A name that always 

comes up when this topic comes up is Saartjie Baartman who was born in South Africa but then was sold 

to Europe where she was put on exhibition. She was used as an example to show how ugly, corrupt, and 

distorted black women were.  
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The way that curves and body features are only celebrated when they are on women of certain 

races is very contradicting. For example, today because we live in a day and age where women such as 

Kim Kardashian is celebrated for her big butt and other women seek plastic surgery to look like her. But 

that’s the thing, black female features are only celebrated when they are not on black women. In 

Americanah this comes up as soon as Ifemelu arrives in the United States. When she embraces Ginika and 

right away they start talking about each other’s body and Ginika says, “Obinze better hurry up and come 

to the U.S., before somebody will carry you away. You know you have the kind of body they like here… 

You’re thin with big breasts…” (Adichie, 151). Ginika then goes on to point out that when she had first 

moved to the United States, she stopped eating so much because here it was a compliment when people 

told you that you lost weight. This was confusing to her because in Nigeria much like my own country of 

Rwanda, it was a bad thing when you were told that you lost weight. This shows that right away the girls 

know what is more “desired” or acceptable within society is. Therefore, society, regardless of racial 

background, socially constructs idealized body types. However, for black women, the idealized body type 

is based on the constraints of white femininity.  

“To be an American woman of any race is to be judged against constantly changing and arbitrary 

measures of attractiveness. One decade, being waif thin is in; the next, it’s all about boobs and 

booties. Wake up one morning, and suddenly your lady parts “need” to be shaved smooth and 

your gapless thighs are all wrong. The multibillion-dollar beauty and fashion industries are 

dedicated to ensuring that women keep chasing an impossible ideal, like Botoxed hamsters 

running on the wheel of beauty standards.” (Winfrey-Harris, 1) 

There is still this question as to why women like Kim Kardashian are celebrated for having curves or 

being labeled “thick” while black women and girls are considered “fat” or too sexual. That is because 

white women have always had more freedom to be what they want, even if that means trying to be a black 

woman. This comes up in the way that society speaks about Serena Williams and how she is constantly 

being treated; she is always being told that she looks like a man hence why she is constantly being drug 
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tested. But then on the other hand she is also constantly being sexualized for her body shape. If Kim 

Kardashian's black clone appeared one day, she would not be treated in the same manner as she is now 

since she is a white woman. There was a study done by Joel R. Anderson, Elise Holland, Courtney 

Heldreth, and Scott P. Johnson with Sage Journals and the Psychology of Women Quarterly which 

studied how influential race was when it comes to how women are treated. 

 “…our results suggest that White participants visually objectify Black women to a greater degree 

than White women and that this effect is particularly pronounced under conditions of 

sexualization. Participants spent significantly longer focusing on the bodies of Black women 

when sexualized, and in particular fixated more often on the sexualized body regions (e.g., the 

hips/waist and chest) relative to White sexualized women.” (Anderson, 467) 

Back in 2011, Psychology today published article by evolutionary psychologist Satoshi Kanazawa 

entitled "A Look at the Hard Truths about Human Nature." In the article he presented data on how black 

women are uglier than Asian, White, and Latina women. The data that he collected was based on 

interviews he conducted with teenagers. Based on those interactions, Kanazawa concluded that black 

women were uglier. Simply because black women were victims of society’s idea that women of lighter 

complexions are more attractive. The article was removed from the website shortly after since it caused 

such an uproar, but not before there were screenshots of course. Some excerpts:  

“What accounts for the markedly lower average level of physical attractiveness among black 

women? Black women are on average much heavier than nonblack women. The mean body-mass 

index (BMI) at Wave III is 28.5 among black women and 26.1 among nonblack women. (Black 

and nonblack men do not differ in BMI: 27.0 vs. 26.9.) However, this is not the reason black 

women are less physically attractive than nonblack women. Black women have lower average 

level of physical attractiveness net of BMI. Nor can the race difference in intelligence (and the 

positive association between intelligence and physical attractiveness) account for the race 

difference in physical attractiveness among women. Black women are still less physically 
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attractive than nonblack women net of BMI and intelligence. Net of intelligence, black men are 

significantly more physically attractive than nonblack men.” (Kanazawa, 6) 

[…] 

“There are many biological and genetic differences between the races. However, such race 

differences usually exist in equal measure for both men and women. For example, because they 

have existed much longer in human evolutionary history, Africans have more mutations in their 

genomes than other races. And the mutation loads significantly decrease physical attractiveness 

(because physical attractiveness is a measure of genetic and developmental health). But since 

both black women and black men have higher mutation loads, it cannot explain why only black 

women are less physically attractive, while black men are, if anything, more attractive.” 

(Kanazawa, 7) 

The supposed data collected by Kanazawa is labeled as educational. Therefore, it is no surprise that 

ideologies such as the ones presented in the article, remain constant.  

 Although there are surgeries designed for women of other races to attempt to replicate black 

women’s bodies, hair is a feature that is difficult to duplicate There is the old phrase when speaking about 

a black persons hair which is he or she has “good hair” meaning that their hair is less kinky or closer to a 

white persons hair for someone of their race. Good hair has been considered a compliment in the black 

community because black people have always been told that their hair is ugly or unkempt compared to 

white hair. 

 “slave masters and mistresses often told slave children to refer to their hair as wool and 

encouraged young slaves not to like their own hair; in the 1850s a scientist, Peter A. Browne, 

claimed that African Americans and White men must be from two differing species because 

White men have hair while African Americans have wool and not hair on their heads (Sieber and 

Herreman 2000). Hair was a source of pride and house slaves were forced to look “decent” as 



10 

 

they were in their master and his guests’ company for extended periods of time during which their 

appearance was not allowed to offend any person of White breeding. With pride being a factor as 

well as needing to not offend White people, house slaves were often given time for grooming and 

slave women were encouraged to iron their hair straight in the manner of their White counterparts 

(Byrd and Tharps 2001).” (Bellinger, 64) 

This idea that white hair is better and the closer your hair texture was to white hair meant that you had 

good hair followed the black community up to today in 2019. It is Important to note that black people in 

general have a wide range of hair textures but the one that is commonly associated with us is 4c hair. 

Which is the kinkiest type of hair. Black hair textures are categorized by curl pattern, 4c is the most 

defined curl pattern and someone who has 3a kind of hair is considered to have more lose and softer curls. 

Throughout history black hair has always been described in a negative way. A famous book that shows an 

example of this is Uncle Tom's Cabin. This piece of literature is said to have been the reason for the start 

of the American Civil War because it helped shed a light on the cruelty of slavery. It is without a doubt 

that the author, Beecher Stowe made the black characters out to be very simple minded. But a key 

character in the book is a girl named Topsy. We as the readers are given detail into Topsy’s appearance 

and Stowe makes it a point to note her “wooly” hair which was braided and stuck out in all different 

directions. Hair is something that no one can hide, it is a natural part of us that does not change. No matter 

how many chemical treatments or dye jobs a person gets, their hair will continue to grow the same at the 

roots. Black people’s hair falls at the bottom of what is considered beautiful hair, white people’s hair is at 

the top. Many black women grew up having to sit hours in the hair salon or their mother’s kitchen while 

their hair was being chemically straightened in order to fit into what society told them was the right way 

to look. That meant even if they had to suffer burns from the chemicals.  

Yes, there has been a natural hair movement in recent years that encourages black women myself 

included to stop using chemicals. My younger self appreciates the movement and the black women who 

started it because there was a time where I would be scared to rock my natural hair or even braids because 
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I knew the white kids at my school would call me Medusa. Don Imus went on the air to call the black 

women on the Rutgers University female basketball team “nappy headed hoes”. This is a very respected, 

grown man calling a bunch of innocent college students such names. This is a man with a large platform 

and a lot of listeners who believe anything he says. Unfortunately, this narrative is still being pushed, that 

black women's hair is unkempt and uncivilized in its natural state. Ifemelu’s hair journey throughout the 

book is an important one because it spans from her childhood years in Nigeria to her immigrating to the 

United States where beauty standards are very different. She had to watch her aunt who is an educated 

woman must chemically relax her hair in order to make her colleagues more comfortable. Soon after 

Ifemelu herself chemically relaxed her hair because she felt the pressure from everyone around her. Even 

though throughout this paper I have spoken about how white society has made black people, specifically 

black women feel like they need to constantly change themselves. It’s important to note though that the 

people who push black women to change things like their hair is other black people as well. When 

Ifemelu went in for her interview, her aunt and the other black people around her were the ones who told 

her to change her hair. The hairdresser went even as far as to tell her she had the “white girl swing” as if 

that was the goal. The comedian Chris Rock famously said that black women’s hair cost more than 

anything they wear. That’s how much time and money that is put into it. The pressure for black women to 

alter their natural hair is so ingrained into their lives that when a black woman embraces it, she is seen as 

daring. For example, the day photos of Michelle Obama wearing her natural hair in Polynesian Islands hit 

the newsstands and everyone freaked out. The response was great but the fact that it even got a response 

was telling. Who would have ever thought that the results of an election would be affected by a single 

woman’s hair? Well when the potential first lady of the United States is a black woman it matters a lot. 

Throughout the elections and during her husband’s presidency, Michelle Obama’s hair was a topic of 

discussion. We all knew how political black hair is considered when it is in its natural state. It is 

considered angry and unable to be tamed which is then associated with the person whose head the hair is 

on.  
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“Some Black women with whom I have spoken in Toronto, and in the U.S.A., said, with serious 

certainty, that for the First Lady, natural hair would be too Black, too “out there,” too strong. This 

is the thinking, despite Michelle Obama’s Harvard degree, and vice-presidential, corporate job 

status in health care. So now we have it clearly on the table that there are some Black people in 

the U.S.A., Canada, and likely in other parts of the world who declare that the hair with which 

they were born is unacceptable.” (Prince, 142) 

Had Michelle Obama rocked her natural hair, her husband may not have won the elections. Straight hair 

makes white America more comfortable because they don’t have to try and understand it. Which is the 

very reason why Ifemelu, Aunty Uju, and I had to go through chemical treatments on our hair, all to make 

society more comfortable.  

One place that looks, especially beauty and hair has become very important is on social media, 

Instagram has become such a big tool today. You can now use it as a source of news and even a source of 

revenue. You don’t even need to be a Hollywood celebrity to make high revenue from Instagram. Hence 

why the term “Instagram famous” came to be about, because ordinary people like you and I can become 

well known simply by getting a bunch of followers from the very comfort of your home. Currently, it is 

without a doubt that black culture is way more hip and brings in way more money than white culture. 

Black esthetics sells heavy. That is because talking, acting, and dressing black is cool until it actually 

comes down to being black. Especially being a black woman. What no one would have ever predicted 

when it came to Instagram was that there would be a time where white women would start impersonating 

black women. We are not just talking about getting braids or something like that, which is still cultural 

appropriation. But there is a group of white girls on Instagram cosplaying as black women, which lead to 

the internet coming up with the term “Ni**erfishing”. Being racially ambiguous is very in right now and 

white women have been capitalizing off it by getting spray tans, lip fillers, and manipulating their hair to 

look more like black women. The same things that are constantly scrutinized by society when they are on 

black women. But this trend that is going on with these Instagram girls is just mirroring society as a 
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whole and how it accepts certain groups as opposed to others depending on their race. The big problem 

with all these girls cosplaying as black women is of course that this is seen as just a game to actual black 

women. These girls can use darker makeup to make themselves browner but once the pictures and videos 

go on social media for likes. But unlike black women, they can just take it off at the end of the day and 

continue about their privilege.   

One thing that most women and even some men can bond over is makeup. Within my friend 

group I am known as more of the girly girl. I have always been into trying out different types of makeup. 

In a way, makeup can be viewed as a form of art, you can recreate a whole person by just putting different 

colors around their face and body. Cosmetics and makeup have been used for thousands of years, ancient 

Egyptians used to use paints and oils to enhance their appearance. During the middle ages, Europeans 

would use white makeup to make them look lighter because that was a sign of aristocracy. The very first 

facial foundation was made in the 1930’s and ever since then makeup has grown to be a billion-dollar 

industry. But makeup becomes more complicated when it comes to black women because of our history. 

Since slavery black women have been constantly told that they are ugly, so it comes as no surprise that 

black women have grown to be dissatisfied with their appearance. Society has a set idea on what is 

beautiful and rarely do black women fall into it. So, it comes as no surprise that black women are the 

highest consumers of cosmetics. There have been multiple studies done that show that makeup serves as a 

kind of placebo effect because when a woman wears makeup, she tends to feel more confident and 

therefore perform better. There is absolutely nothing wrong with wearing makeup. Makeup is fun, 

playful, and it gives us the freedom to be daring and try different looks. Every woman I know wears some 

sort of makeup. But the cosmetic industry has made it, so it makes most of its money from black women 

because they are easier to target since society already tells them that they are ugly. Black women are very 

underrepresented in the media, but even the ads for beauty products rarely have black models in them. In 

2019 there are still companies who do not have foundation colors for all shades of skin tones. These big 

companies used to use the excuse that darker shades were not bringing in revenue which was a complete 
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lie. Black women spend an estimated 7.5 Billion dollars a year on makeup here in the United States. 

Studies have shown that black women tend to buy more products because society places so much 

importance on women's beauty, and of course black women have it harder. But it’s also because black 

women are forced to buy more products and try different colors that will fit their skin better since 

companies cater mostly to white women. 

 “The unwillingness displayed by brands like Rimmel suggests that there is a fear of challenging 

the Eurocentric notion of beauty. The exclusion of darker skin tones augments the status of the 

black woman as ‘Other.’ It wrongfully reinforces an ‘us’ and ‘them’ attitude, thus barring WoC 

from a market that they loyally invest in. Desiree Reid, Vice President of IMAN Cosmetics states 

‘[black women] are not categories, they’re customers that are looking for the same thing every 

woman’s looking for when she walks down that beauty aisle.’” (Ali, 1) 

Brands like Fenty Beauty have been able to do well because they make 40 shades of foundation to fit 

everyone. It doesn’t matter that a company makes foundations for black women if it only includes light 

and medium skin tone black women.  

 At the end of the day beauty is in the eye of the beholder. This is especially so when it comes to 

topics such as dating. Throughout Americanah Ifemelu’s love life is a constant topic of discussion. Early 

in the story, Adichie touches on colorism and how the lighter one’s skin is the more attractive they are 

perceived to be. Ifemelu is even surprised when Obinze shows her more interest as opposed to Ganika 

who is of lighter skin tone. When Ifemelu finally moves to the United States she really got to see what 

being a black woman was like in the dating world. The United States holds white women in a very high 

regard when it comes to the dating world, so seeing the difference from what is desired in Nigeria vs. the 

U.S. was an experience for her. Black women are invisible when it comes to the dating in the United 

States. OK Cupid did a study where it investigated who is the most and least desired races when it comes 

to dating. The most desired men and women were white. But it’s important to note that out of all the races 

included in the study, black men were the only ones to vote low when it came to women of their own 
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race. This shows that it’s a much deeper issue than it’s just that other men from other races don’t like 

black women. Black women are always stuck in a strange place. They are unwanted but then they are also 

overly sexualized too. Ifemelu goes through this when she is job hunting. The tennis coach who was 

interviewing her gave the position to someone else but had no problem wanting to engage in sexual 

activities with Ifemelu. She was made to feel like she was only wanted for her body. I remember in high 

school when a well-known boy in my grade made it known that he was interested in me. Mind you my 

high school was a predominantly white school, which meant I was always the odd one out that the white 

boys weren’t really interested in. So, when this boy showed interest in me, there was a sense of confusion 

from the other white girls as to why he would be interested in me. Black women are always overlooked 

when it comes to being the love interest so when it happens, it always is so celebrated because it does not 

happen often. Take for example the TV show Scandal, the main character is a black woman and is the 

love interest for multiple white men throughout the show. The show’s success both in and out of the black 

community goes to show how successful these stories can be if society would make them possible. That is 

if society is open to seeing black women as human. We saw this happen in Americanah when Ifemelu 

started to date Curt. From the beginning, everyone was shocked that Curt who is a rich and privileged 

white man would be interested in Ifemelu. But they went on to have a relationship regardless of the looks 

of confusion coming from everyone else. This is not to say that people are as open as Curt or Fitzgerald 

Grant in Scandal. Earlier in Americanah there was also Abe who had a hard time seeing Ifemelu as truly 

female because of that fact that she was black. That situation is unfortunately the norm in society which is 

probably why society is always surprised when black women are noticed.  
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Chapter 2 

  

Black Women across Different Countries  

 

“If she were African American, she’d just be labeled angry and shunned” (Adichie, 418). 

 

 I remember immigrating to the United States with my family and quickly learning the 

race dynamics. I quickly learned what was considered pretty and socially acceptable. Living in a 

predominantly white area, I tried hard to navigate American life and find a place to fit in. I 

quickly learned that everything about me was different compared to the white girls around me. 

Such as the shampoo I could and could not use and all the Barbie’s that my friends were getting 

looked nothing like me. Around the 4th grade my mother decided to go back to get her degree, so 

we moved. The city that her school was in had a lot more diversity and way more African 

Americans than I was used to. I thought that I had finally found somewhere to fit in since all I 

had known since coming to the country was being different. I soon found out that unfortunately I 

could not fit in with those who had the same skin color as me either. Culturally I and my African 

American classmates were different, and it became obvious when I brought cassava leaves in for 

lunch one day and my black classmates said my people ate cooked grass.  Now we could just say 

that these were kids being kids but as I got older, I quickly became aware of the dynamic 
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between Black Americans and African immigrants. The main character Ifemelu in Americanah, 

much like myself, had to deal with not only the discrimination that came with being a black 

woman from white society, but she also had to learn how to navigate and find where she fit with 

the black community. I remember never feeling like I could fit in with the small amount of black 

kids that did go to my school. For instance, I recall being called derogatory names such as 

“African booty scratcher” and “slave.” To my surprise these comments came from the black kids 

and not the white ones. Based on cultural differences, in many ways, I could not relate to African 

Americans. Based on the long history of racism and discrimination aimed at African Americans 

in the United States, this demographic has a history that I am unable to connect to and vice versa. 

This is evident in Americanah via the characters of Ifemelu and Blaine. Although they share the 

same skin color, their backgrounds kept them from seeing things from the same point of view. 

When a white woman touched Ifemelu’s hair, I could not help but to think about how I would 

respond in a similar situation. I would have let her touch my hair as well. Much like Ifemelu, I 

saw it as a way for white people to learn more about black people and our hair because after all I 

see it as being better than them continuing with their ignorance. A close friend of mine’s mother 

was telling me once that she did not know that women of color only wash their hair once a week. 

She told me how enlightened and amazed she was because no one ever really talks about those 

things where she is from. Mind you she is a white woman from a small town in upstate New 

York. So, in situations like that, I don’t see it as us being their guinea pig. I see it as us possibly 

helping to change society one person at a time.  

Though there has seemed to be a divide between the African and African American 

communities for a while, 2019 has brought about a new wave of young adults who are trying to 

find their African roots with DNA testing which has brought about a new appreciation for their 
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history. African Americans have never stopped being African simply because they were brought 

over during slavery. When I moved to the United States, I found it so strange how so many 

African Americans had such a negative view on Africa considering that is where their ancestors 

were from. I have found that there is a sort of entitlement that some African Americans have 

when dealing with Africans. Godfrey Mwakikagile mentions this when he spoke about when 

African Americans would go back to Africa,  

“Compounding the problem is the way some black Americans have treated 

Africans in Africa through the years. There were a number of American blacks who went 

to Africa as missionaries in the nineteenth century, and others even in the twentieth 

century after the continent has already been “saturated” with missionaries from Europe. 

While their migration to Africa demonstrated an enduring interest in the continent among 

them and other black Americans, there was also a paternalistic attitude towards the 

“natives” in Africa as a “primitive,” “background people who needed to be “civilized” 

(Mwakikagile, 25). 

There are several factors that could lead to this conclusion. However, based on the level of 

inequality that exists it’s obvious that society has a superiority complex problem. Which means 

that since there is such inequality everyone is always looking for others that are beneath them or 

those that they believe to be beneath them. Mwakikagile explains how African Americans looked 

down on the Africans while in Africa. And these feelings that African Americans had towards 

Africans did not just stay in Africa. It followed African immigrants when they came to the 

United States.  

 Diaspora is a term which comes from the Greek term diaspeirō, means to scatter or to 

spread out to a place that is colonized. So, we are all a part of a diaspora, often black people here 
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in the United States and South America are all known as being a part of the African diaspora. 

The tensions between Africans and African Americans has become known as the diaspora war. 

There is constant debate about it on Twitter and there are even YouTube pages dedicated to 

spewing hate and anger. Sensei Aishitemasu is a more well-known YouTuber who has videos 

where she is calling African women “Foreign black bitches” and that black Americans need to 

take back what is theirs. This is all because of the increasing change within the black community 

in 2019. It is no longer a majority of African Americans who parents and grandparents lived 

here. There is an increase of immigrants from Africa and the Caribbean now that has changed the 

dynamic. “There were 4.2 million black immigrants living in the U.S. in 2016, up from just 

816,000 in 1980, according to a Pew Research Center analysis of U.S. Census Bureau data. Since 

2000 alone, the number of black immigrants living in the country has risen 71%. Now, roughly 

one-in-ten blacks (9%) living in the U.S. are foreign born...” (Anderson, 1) 1 in 10 blacks who 

live in the United States are immigrants, and most of these are Caribbean and the second largest 

being African. Even though black immigrants are less likely to have a university degree 

compared to the U.S. population. The African immigrants are more likely than Americans in 

total to have a university degree or higher. As Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie discusses in 

Americanah, it goes much deeper than what issues African immigrants or black Americans care 

more about. According to Valerie Russ,  

 “Although there is more nuance to the arguments, the sides often go like this: 

Black immigrants are respected more than black Americans, all the while benefiting from 

reparations meant to right the evils of America's past. That's led to some black Americans 

redefining themselves as "American Descendants of Slavery" to spotlight their claim on 

America's promises. Meanwhile, immigrants discover they're newly identified as "black" 
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in a white nation — an unnecessary distinction in Nigeria, Ghana, or Jamaica — and say 

that when pulled over by cops, no one cares whether they have a charming accent” (Russ, 

1) 

Russ is correct on the ways in which black immigrants in the United States are treated differently 

from Black individuals born in the United States. Take for example Barack Obama. Though he is 

not an immigrant himself, President Obama came from an African father and a white mother, he 

went to school overseas and in Hawaii. He did not have the same upbringing as many of the 

black Americans here in the United States. But he was still able to go further than not only any 

other black American running for president had ever gone but further than any white woman as 

well. Black immigrants and first-generation immigrants do get treated better in society by the 

white community. While then viewing black Americans as not as ambitious.  

“Onoso Imoagene, a University of Pennsylvania sociologist born in Nigeria, who 

studies African immigrants and how they adapt to discrimination in America, said that 

although more than half of Nigerians in America are college-educated, just 7 percent of 

Nigerians living abroad have at least a bachelor's degree. So those who end up in the 

United States are the most educated — "a hyper-selected group," she said (Russ, 1). 

I have met many people in the United States who had the same feelings as Shan’s character in 

Americanah did. Her saying that Ifemelu is only welcomed into certain spaces is because she is 

African and therefore considered more interesting and educated is not far off. Even though her 

approach was quite aggressive, and it stems from a lot of the resentment that many African 

Americans may have towards black immigrants. Even though I don’t necessarily agree with Shan 

and countless of other people who may agree with her, I don’t hate them for feeling this way. I 

myself have come across many racist people since living in the United States, because after all 
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no one is looking to see where you’re from or your educational background. They see your skin 

color and that’s all they need to start making assumptions. So, to say that African immigrants 

don’t go through the same things isn’t 100% true. But it is without a doubt that white America 

has always seemed to treat African immigrants a little different compared to Black Americans. 

African immigrants seem to make them more comfortable; they view Africans as these kinds of 

poor and innocent people who survived by coming to the United States. To them, Africans who 

come to America seem like they fought all the odds. Which may be true for certain African 

immigrants, but that does not mean that a black American girl didn’t fight all the odds either. She 

just may have fought very different ones. Society tends to give more acclaim to a black 

immigrant girl like me as opposed to a black American girl who grew up with 5 siblings in a 

one-bedroom apartment in Washington Heights. We may have both went through different 

struggles, but for some reason my struggles make society more comfortable and welcoming. I 

believe that has a lot to do with the fact that my struggles don’t come from here necessarily and 

so society does not have to look deep within itself and therefore become uncomfortable.  

 Affirmative action is something that the United States has been battling with for years. 

To battle the issue of not having enough students of color in top universities, these schools have 

had to make sure to accept a certain amount of black and other minority students. In 2019 that is 

not a problem at all. Even though there are still a majority of white students in top universities, 

there are more black students than ever before. So, the problem isn’t having black students 

getting into these schools, it’s the specific kind of black students that are being selected. Recent 

studies have found that many of the black students that are admitted into schools like Harvard are 

immigrants or children of immigrants.  
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“While about 8 percent, or about 530, of Harvard's undergraduates were black, 

Lani Guinier, a Harvard law professor, and Henry Louis Gates Jr., the chairman of 

Harvard's African and African-American studies department, pointed out that the 

majority of them -- perhaps as many as two-thirds -- were West Indian and African 

immigrants or their children, or to a lesser extent, children of biracial couples. They said 

that only about a third of the students were from families in which all four grandparents 

were born in this country, descendants of slaves. Many argue that it was students like 

these, disadvantaged by the legacy of Jim Crow laws, segregation and decades of racism, 

poverty and inferior schools, who were intended as principal beneficiaries of affirmative 

action in university admissions.” (Rimer, 1) 

Unfortunately, there is no hard data out there to understand why there are so many more black 

immigrant students in these top universities as opposed to black Americans. So, on the surface 

these universities are accepting more black students. But the whole idea of affirmative action and 

why it was created is not being targeted. This could be the fact that many of these universities are 

not doing enough to recruit more middle and lower class African American students which then 

leads to a lot of these young adults to feel as though they cannot get into these schools. But we 

must admit that there are clear stereotypes that come along with being black American. They are 

touched on in Americanah by both white people and the black immigrants that Ifemelu 

encounters. For example, when Ifemelu was talking to her neighbor Jane, she had asked Jane 

why she didn’t want to send her daughter to public school. To which Jane says she doesn’t want 

her daughter to start behaving like a black American. So, when society, not just the white 

community, is still pushing this idea that black Americans are not as ambitious or that they are 

not as good as black immigrants are.  
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 One thing about education in general in the black community, whether it's black 

Americans or black immigrants, is that women are taking the lead. Black women in the United 

States currently are the most educated demographic, which says a lot considering they have 

institutionalized racism and sexism working against them. There was a survey done by the 

Journal of Black in Higher Education where they asked the top universities in the country to give 

us their demographic numbers. The results showed that black women outnumbered black men in 

all than about four of these schools. But even though black women are excelling at a tremendous 

rate, they are still not being paid as much as other demographics. Society has always told black 

women to go to school and get a degree so you can make more money than their parents did. But 

as the years go on, black households who hold university degrees still earn less than white 

households without university degrees. Society is right when they encourage us to go to school to 

earn more money for the household. White couples who marry and both have college degrees 

bring in more money for their home. So why isn’t the same thing happening for black 

households? It’s mostly due to both the fact that black women in general tend to be paid less than 

everyone else. But it also has to do with black women getting married at a lesser rate. White 

women with degrees are as likely to be married as they were 40 years ago but that is not the case 

for black women. This mostly has to do with there not being many options for black women 

when it comes to dating and marriage. Black women are always at the bottom when it comes to 

men of other races as well as men within their race finding them attractive. Though there has 

been a rise of interracial dating and marriages over the years, black women remain the least 

likely to date out of their race. Then add in the fact that these are educated black women who of 

course would want an educated man. The high incarceration rate when it comes to black men 
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contributes to things as well. When a lot of black men in the United States are behind bars that 

means less of them are going to college or just able to provide for their families.  

 Black women in other countries don’t really have these kinds of problems. In a mostly 

black country like Rwanda or Nigeria, black women don’t face the same problems as black 

Americans do. Things such as not being able to find a suitable husband because they are either 

incarcerated or the ones on your level are slim pickings isn’t a problem, I have never heard my 

black immigrant friends complain about. A great example of this is how Aunty Uju in 

Americanah completely changed her standards when she moved to the United States. Ifemelu 

herself points out the fact that she felt like her aunt left a part of herself in Nigeria. Once she saw 

that her aunt was willing to lower her standards to Bartholomew, who would later become her 

husband for a short time. Bartholomew was nowhere near Aunty Uju’s level when it came to 

education or career, but he seemed to think he was the prize. Simply because he knew that the 

odds were in his favor. Ifemelu saw the ways in which black women are constantly having to 

lower themselves and their expectations in society. Now marriage is not the only goal for many 

women which is okay, just as much as it is okay when a woman does want to get married. But 

it’s when a black woman decides not to get married here in the United States especially, then 

come all the stereotypes and jokes. Single black mother jokes, and the jokes on how black 

children don’t have fathers or they can’t keep a man because they must be angry. All these jokes 

and stereotypes are untrue but continue to be pushed because it’s easier to blame a woman than 

to look at the statistics and see why she may not be able to get married.  
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Chapter 3 

         The Single Story 

 

“I read on the internet that Nigerians are the most educated immigrant group in this country. Of 

course, it says nothing about the millions who live on less than a dollar a day back in your 

country, but when I met the doctor I thought of that article and of you and other privileged 

Africans who are here in this country” (Adichie, 207). 

 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’ gave a Ted Talk called The Danger of a Single Story, 

which received over 5 million views. To paraphrase, in her talk, Adichie explains how growing 

up, she often read stories in which all of the characters were white with blonde hair and blue 

eyes. These common character attributes are not limited to children’s books in the United States 

but in other countries such as Nigeria as well. It was not until later in life that Adichie was able 

to read books written by black authors who wrote about black characters that looked like her. 

When Adichie left Nigeria to go to university in the United States, her American roommate was 

shocked to find out that Adichie spoke English so well, listened to the same music, and knew 
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how to use kitchen appliances. The reason that Adichie’s roommate was so surprised that 

Adichie was so much like herself was because her roommate had also been given the single story 

on what Africa is like. Based on the Western depiction of Africa, Adichie’s roommate thought 

all of Africa was filled with hungry, poor, and uneducated people. When an individual is 

constantly shown one side or one story, it comes as no surprise that they would go through life 

thinking that is the only story. The single story is the reason why stereotypes are created.  

 The single story is created when there is a power imbalance and a certain group dictates 

what is shown and said. This leads to an assumption that think that it is the only way that it is. 

For instance, there is a prevailing image of black women as being angry, loud, and lazy. These 

stereotypes are based around years of racism in the United States. 

 “In the aftermath of slavery and the resulting social, economic, and political effects, 

Black women have become the victims of negative stereotyping in mainstream American 

culture. Such stereotypes include the myth of the angry Black woman that characterizes 

these women as aggressive, ill tempered, illogical, overbearing, hostile, and ignorant 

without provocation. Symptoms presented by Black women during mental health 

treatment may reinforce this myth. However, many of the negative characteristics of the 

angry Black woman developed in response to external stressors and historical factors.” 

(Ashley, 1) 

It’s because of this reason that black women are constantly being told not to show too much 

emotion because then they are going to live up to the stereotype of being sassy and angry. While 

Adichie explores the danger of stereotypes in her Ted Talk, she also reflects these arguments via 

Ifemelu in Americanah. Ifemelu became victim to the single story when she came to the United 

States. People she encountered assumed she could not speak English and treated her like a child.  
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“I speak English,” she said. “I bet you do,” Cristina Tomas said. “I just don’t 

know how well.” Ifemelu shrank. In that strained, still second when her eyes met Cristina 

Tomas’s before she took the forms, she shrank. She shrank like a dried leaf. She has 

spoken English all her life, led the debating society in secondary school, and always 

thought the American twang inchoate; she should not have coward and shrunk, but she 

did” (Adichie, 163-164). 

Just as Ifemelu felt like she had to shrink within herself after being spoken to by Cristina Tomas, 

I often felt like that growing up after immigrating to the United States. After I moved to the 

United States from Rwanda, I remember people made assumptions about me. For example, my 

classmates often believed I didn’t know how to use a light switch because we lived in huts and 

used fire to light up our homes. There could be a lot of reasons why people choose to see only 

one side of things often. The fact that Cristina Tomas assumed Ifemelu did not comprehend 

English is the same reason that students growing up believed I lived in a hut. I believe a lot of it 

boils down to ignorance. Yes, Rwanda is an African country that unfortunately had a civil war 

back in 1994. But the country, with the leadership of Paul Kagame was able to rebuild itself to 

one of the top countries in Africa. But of course, many people around the world still think of 

genocide and dead bodies on the TV when they think of Rwanda. Though hopefully one day 

there will come a time where westerners don’t associate Rwanda with war. I have a feeling that 

because of the single story that the world is shown about Africa, Rwanda will not have the ability 

to be known for something else in the way that Germany is no longer associated with WWII or 

how Japan is no longer only known for the atomic bombs that affected them. 

The single story is the reason for which people often hear my mom’s accent and assume 

she doesn’t understand things when she has lived in the United States for over 20 years. Society 
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assumes that if someone has even a slight accent that they are not only not from here but that 

they must be a bit slow as well. Hence why we often see people start to speak in a slower tone if 

they come across someone who may not have been born in this country. The single story is not 

just an innocent ignorance. The single story influences the things we grow to believe, fear, and it 

can even influence the type of politicians we elect. For example, the single story is the reason 

why Michelle Obama had to walk on eggshells the entirety of her husband's career as president 

of the United States, because then people would label her as the angry black woman that 

America is always labeling black women as. No one considers her education and 

accomplishments or maybe she may in fact have something to be angry about especially after the 

troubles that black women face on a Daily basis. Which would still be okay. 

 “It's a stereotype as pernicious as it is tired. It's so pervasive that political opponents of 

first lady Michelle Obama used it as a shorthand for why voters shouldn't trust her. It's a 

taunt that's been used in recent months to taint women from Rep. Maxine Waters to 

Serena Williams to ESPN's Jemele Hill. The angry black woman. She is unreasonable, 

and that gives us permission to dismiss her statements and her concerns. Perhaps not 

surprisingly, the label is most often used to undercut the successful professional woman--

a code for saying she succeeds by being aggressive and rude.” (Kerwin, 1) 

When we make assumptions about people and where they come from, we take away their dignity 

and their ability to tell their own story and have their own voice. Black women have never been 

given a voice in history, if you look back throughout history is was always white men and 

women who dictated what was said. When revolutions like the civil rights happened black 

women were still not given a voice because their problems involved not just racial but sexist 
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concerns. Dorothy I. Height recalls how women were pushed to the side when they asked Dr. 

King why they were not being included.   

“And, so women were shunted aside. According to Height, “To address the issue the 

organizers gave a number of us prominent seats on the platform.” The organizers also 

created a “Tribute to Negro Women Fighters for Freedom” in the program where many 

women such as Rosa Parks, Josephine Baker, Daisy Bates, Diane Nash, Gloria 

Richardson, and Myrlie Evers were listed.  During the tribute women were allowed to 

make comments.  But – there were no official women speakers.” (Collier-Thomas, 2001) 

This is when things got complicated because black men back then and even today would guilt 

trip black women and make them believe that if they did not back the black man then they were 

trying to split the black community.  

“The reaction of Black men to feminism has been notoriously negative. They are, of 

course, even more threatened than Black women by the possibility that Black feminists 

might organize around our own needs. They realize that they might not only lose valuable 

and hardworking allies in their struggles but that they might also be forced to change 

their habitually sexist ways of interacting with and oppressing Black women. Accusations 

that Black feminism divides the Black struggle are powerful deterrents to the growth of 

an autonomous Black women's movement.” (The Combahee River Collective Statement: 

Black Feminist Organizing in the Seventies and Eighties, 8) 

The work of grassroots organizations is imperative to the liberation of marginalized 

communities. Black women organized, did administrative work, but yet they were now allowed 

to help make decisions and or make any of the speeches. The history books will never talk about 
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these kinds of things because they only concern black women. Like I said black women are a 

double minority so not only did they have to fight racism but sexism as well. Racism is much 

easier to point out and confront than sexism because it concerns men who are the ones who have 

power in society. In addition, sexism is more difficult to address as it is so normalized that many 

continue to harder to approach because society has always used the excuse of women having to 

be there for the children etc. etc. Until pretty recently no one really spoke out how sexist Martin 

Luther King Jr. really was during the time of the Civil Rights movement. It is a very touchy 

subject because when someone tries to bring it up, people may think that you are trying to 

discredit who he was and all of the things that he did. But in this day and age we are lucky 

enough to be able to discuss sexism more and how it has affected history and silenced women. 

This is not to discredit the great things that Dr. King has done for the black community and the 

country as a whole. But I just would like to point out that these things have been going on for a 

very long time. Only recently did a new wave of black female authors start to make a rise. That 

is because for such a long time our voice was taken from us, so we had to fight tooth and nail to 

finally be able to speak up for ourselves.  

The past is a reflection of the inability for women of color in the United States to express 

the discrimination they face on a daily basis from their communities as well as the mainstream 

community. Although the focus of this thesis is on the experience of black women, it is 

important to note that there are shared experiences of discrimination across the diaspora. Based 

on the long legacy to gain racial equality, in many instances, black women and men are seen as 

one. That is, on many occasions there fails to be a gender analysis when it comes to racial 

equality. While the Civil Rights Movement was a pivotal time in history and its 

accomplishments continue, patriarchal views of the movement remain consistent. For instance, 
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there are movies, books, and plays that were made about male leaders such as Dr. Martin Luther 

King, Jr, Jesse Jackson, and Malcom X, to name a few. However, there are only a few 

adaptations on the life and legacies of the influential black women that were involved in the 

movement. For instance, before the movie Hidden Figures came out, few people knew about 

black women’s involvement in aiding John Glenn to the moon. It was not until 2016 that the 

country learned about Katherine Johnson, Dorothy Vaughan and Mary Jackson. The film not 

only depicted the racial segregation and discrimination faced by Johnson, Vaughan, and Jackson, 

but also the blatant misogyny they experienced. History continues to focus on the 

accomplishments of men. Contemporary manifestations of sexism, misogyny, and racism are 

reflected in Black women’s fight for recognition in the Black Lives Matter movement. Black 

women are still fighting a similar fight in this day and age when it comes to Black Lives Matter. 

The Say Her Name campaign was started because of the lack of news coverage and response to 

the number of black women who were victims of police brutality. Women do not get nearly as 

much support when they are victims of racial injustice and police brutality as the men do. It’s not 

just white society that has proved that they don’t care about black women, but it’s been the black 

community as well. Black women here in the United States have become one of the greatest 

victims of the single story because they are never able to tell their experiences and their side of 

things. Even though they are so influential and such key players. Society along with the rest of 

the world has come to believe that the movement was created and run by black men because they 

are the only ones who received a platform to talk about it.  

Rosa Parks, born Rosa Louise McCauley in Tuskegee, Alabama. Set off the movement 

when she refused to move from her bus seat on December 1st, 1955. Parks never knew that her 

small act would spark a nationwide movement. You would think that since she was the reason 
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that the movement really took off, she would be the voice. But that was not the case, the men 

took over taking away Parks’ platform. “I had asked did they want me to say anything, they said 

“You have had enough and you have said enough and you don’t have to speak.” So I didn’t 

speak. The other people spoke.” (Collier-Thomas, 70) There are buildings, schools, and streets 

named after men like Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X. This shows just how important 

they have become to United States history and why their narrative is the only one that is ever 

spoken about. Though white society plays a big part in how black women are always ignored, we 

also have to come to terms with the fact that the black community allows this to continue. Black 

men have benefitted the most by black women not having a voice in society because that means 

that black women get to back and support black men and their causes. The fact that society does 

not care about black women and what they have to say means that the little platform that the 

black community does get goes to black men. That’s not to say that all black men contribute to 

black women getting ignored. It just means that in order for black women and girls to get justice 

they are going to need more help from black men. Black women were the foundation of the civil 

rights movement.  

A similar type of movement which is focused on police brutality came about after the 

killing of unarmed teenager Trayvon Martin. Black Lives Matter (BLM) is an organization that 

was created to bring awareness towards Police brutality and give a voice to those who were not 

given one. BLM, very much like the civil rights movement, was started by black women. The 

organization was created to shed light on the things that the police were getting away with, the 

movement spread across the world in no time because of the impact that social media has. But 

something that threw many black women off was the fact that the female victims of police 

brutality did not nearly get as much attention or support as the black men got. There have been 
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many excuses about how black women are not as likely to suffer police brutality as black men 

but that is simply not true. “If you analyze the stop-and-frisk data by both race and gender,” she 

pointed out, “you see identical rates of racial disparity among stops of women as you do among 

stops of men.” Stop-and-frisk is one of the strategies of “broken windows” policing, which puts 

an emphasis on minor crimes to prevent bigger ones.” (Capehart, 1) So why it that black women 

are being is victimized just as much as black men but not many people show up for them? That 

has a lot to do with the fact that throughout history black men have failed to show up for black 

women in the ways that black women do for them. Not to say that the rest of society isn’t to 

blame as well but you would expect your own people to show up for you first. One example of 

when black men failed black women was when it came to Korryn Gaines or Rekia Boyd who 

were both victims of police brutality. With Ms. Boyd, she was killed and there was a plan set to 

hold a march for her but when the day came there was only 200 people there and most of them 

were women themselves. One of the people who helped to organize the march, Page May, spoke 

about how disappointed she was to see that no one really cares about black women. When it was 

black men such as Freddie Gray or Eric Gardner, there was an outcry for weeks on end and 

marches held all around the country, and rightfully so.  

“Black men’s lack of solidarity in this moment, tells us something about how 

deeply invested many Black men are in narratives of dominance and submission. 

Even though Black men often accuse Black women of colluding with the state 

against them, which is often why we don’t call the cops when they are beating us 

to death, what is more true is that Black men are the colluders.” (Crunk Feminist 

Collective, 2016, 1)  
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The term that is often used to describe the sexism and racism that pertains to black 

women is “Misogynoir”. Moya Bailey conceptualized the term to describe cultural sexism within 

the black community. “What happens to Black women in public space isn’t about them being 

any woman of color. It is particular and has to do with the ways that anti-Blackness and 

misogyny combine to malign Black women in our world.” (Bailey, 1) Society does not care 

about black women and girls. We see it in the ways that society treats black women as if they are 

able to withstand all the things that they throw at them. Black women are never given the room 

to be human because they are always everyone else’s support system and back bone. But when it 

comes time for everyone to stand up for black women, no one is there. It is for his exact reason 

that thousands of black girls go missing in the United States and none of the new outlets or 

media ever seem to discuss it. 

  ““We’re very familiar with the tragedy of young White girls and women who have been 

taken,” said Rep. Bonnie Watson Coleman (D-NJ). “But we rarely hear about young 

Black girls or young Black women.” Watson Coleman co-chairs the CCBWG with Rep. 

Yvette Clarke (D-NY) and Rep. Robin Kelly (D-IL). The event served as a think tank 

session for professionals closest to the issue of missing Black women and girls to find 

ways to better protect them from abduction and human trafficking.” (Mayo, 1)  

It seems that the only time black girls ever get recognized is through social media hashtags. 

When the #MissingBlackGirls or #MissingDCGirls tags started to get posted by celebrities is 

when people started to take a little bit of notice. Now this isn’t just in the United States either, for 

example, it was not until Michelle Obama and countless of other celebrities used the 

#BringBackOurGirls tag which brought a lot of attention to the fact that 276 schoolgirls were 

kidnapped in Nigeria in the middle of the night by Boko Haram.  
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It was an unfortunate realization when I grew up and realized that if I or my sister go 

missing the only people who would care is our friends and family. There wouldn’t be news 

outlets at our home, there wouldn’t be documentaries on Lifetime, and it would not be like 

Natalie Holloway. There have been countless podcasts, books, movies, and documentaries done 

on Natalie Holloway and Elizabeth Smart. With Smart, the fact that she was found and brought 

home is something that America likes to pride itself on. This innocent white, blonde, blue eyed 

girl was abducted from her home in Utah in the middle of the night. She was kidnapped for a 

little less than a year and during that time her photo and later her abductors photo was on every 

news channel across the country. The lengths that law enforcement took to search for Elizabeth 

Smart is something that black girls cannot even begin to fathom. That is because society values 

white women more than those of color, they are seen as more delicate and fragile. Worth more 

protecting that those of other races. Which is why the mystery behind Natalie Holloway is one 

that is still being spoken about, a pretty young white American girl goes missing while on a trip 

overseas. It feeds into the idea that white women need to be protected by any means necessary 

even if that means putting their worth above others. Pace University (N.Y.) Professor Seong-Jae 

Min and Rowan University (N.J.) Professor John C. Feaster did a study on the relations between 

race and gender when it comes to news coverage. The results showed that African American and 

female missing children were very underrepresented when it came to new coverage.  

“Washington Post staff writer, Howard Kurtz (as cited in Cable News Network, 2002), 

argued that such factors as the missing children’s race and social status matter. He 

claimed that Smart’s being a young, attractive, Caucasian girl abducted from a rich 

neighborhood may partially explain her disproportionate level of coverage. Kurtz noted 

the case of Alexis Patterson, a seven-year-old, African American, from a poor Milwau- 



36 

 

kee neighborhood, as support for this claim. She was missing at approximately the same 

time as Smart, yet received little local media coverage, let alone national attention.” 

(Min, 208) 

In the study, the results showed that even though children are not represented that much in new 

coverage unless it is a story on child victimization. A child is often associated with purity and 

innocence, so it hits home when a child is a danger. A viewer is more likely to me moved and 

emotions tend to be brought up when a child’s well-being and safety is brought up. That is not 

the only reason that white children and victims tend to get more attention than those of color. 

The key influence on who and what gets coverage in the news is who is broadcasting it. Even 

though we are in 2019 and diversity is not only encouraging but celebrated as well. Most of the 

news casting networks and journalists are white. Often times they are not only white, but they 

have been socialized in environments which have led them to take a white person’s perspective 

on events and not a minority perspective. Also, the viewer demographic is also an important 

thing. We are moved when we see stories about people who are like us and the majority of 

people who watch the news on channels such as NBC, CBS, ABC, and FOX are white.  

“African American missing children cases were significantly underrepresented when 

compared to national statistics. This suggests that judgments of newsworthiness for 

missing children cases in this domain may indeed be affected by a predominantly White 

cultural perspective in news organizations (Tuchman, 1978; van Dijk, 1993) or the 

commercial drive to attract the attention of a predominantly White audience (Abrams & 

Giles, 2007; Fuhrman, 2009).” (Min, 213) 

Of course, when children or even women of color do get news coverage is usually ties into the 

fact that they have some sort of privilege. This could mean they have a higher education or come 
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from an affluent family. News coverage is a very important and vital part of our society, it has 

enough power to bring people together or tear people apart. The news has so much influence in 

our day to day life because it affects the way that we think through the information that they give 

to us. So, when they are constantly reporting on a certain demographic of people and not others it 

leads society to only focus on that demographic. Depending on what they cover or even the 

channel to which you watch, the news is one of the biggest instigators of the single story because 

of what they choose to show.  

 Black women have a unique role in society, because they are forced to live in a society 

where they must operate day to day life with their oppressors. Black women are a double 

minority so there is no other group in which they can feel comfortable unlike black American 

men who often get compared to white women when it comes to inequality. This allows them to 

be able to form a political alliance of some sorts at times which is never open for black women. 

Though black women are constantly getting the short end of the stick, society would not be able 

to run without them. Black women can never fit in or form a political alliance with white women 

because white women are a part of the racial caste group that benefits from the status quo. This is 

also the case when it comes to black men because when it comes to hierarchy, black men still 

have an upper hand because of their gender. When it comes to the case of women, society has 

given black and white women very different roles that they cannot seem to get out of. From the 

beginning of time, gender roles in society usually went as such: women stay in the house, cook, 

clean, and take care of the children. Meanwhile the men would do outside labor such as hunt, 

bring food, build, and make money to take care of the family. This is because women were 

always viewed as weaker or more delicate which is why they should be the ones to stay home. 

That seems to be the general theme in most societies except when it comes to black women in 
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America. “The white female, who is referred to as the "American woman," has been 

characterized as "small, weak, soft, and light," as well as "dull, peaceful, relaxed, cold, rounded, 

passive and slow.” (King, 119) White women in America are seen as the typical housewife 

whose responsibilities are centered on being in the home. This has not been the case for black 

women. This stems from the fact that black women are not given the liberty to be a stay at home 

wife because black men were never given the ability to be the “breadwinner” that white men 

were because American society has denied them job opportunities that would be needed to create 

that image. Since black men were always denied the same opportunities as white men that meant 

that black women had to find jobs outside of the home to help make ends meet. So, because of 

this black woman have been in the strange position of being forced to try and fulfil the housewife 

role but never being able to reach it because of systemic racism. This has led to the inability for 

black and white women to be able to come together because there was never an equal playing 

field from the beginning.  

Black women were never able to fulfil this image of the American woman which then 

forced black women to stay in this role of the ones who could withstand the burdens that society 

put upon us because we did not have any other choice.  

“Neither the "American housewife" model nor the "delicate female" image was 

applicable to black women in America. Instead of being viewed as too "weak" to work 

out of doors, black women were most likely thought of as strong and as "bearers of heavy 

burdens." In this sense, their role has differed little from that of black men. Oppression is 

no respecter of sexes. The plantation system, for example, "did not differentiate between 

the sexes in exploiting slave labor."22 This slave heritage has continued to shape the role 

of the black woman. “(King, 121) 
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It is for this reason that black women have had to be the hard-working woman both in and out of 

the home. What would normally be the male role in other societies and social classes has had to 

fall on the black woman's shoulders. Which is why black women throughout history have been 

more likely than white women to have jobs and specifically within the white woman’s home 

such as housekeepers or nannies. Today in 2019, black women are treated different even in our 

most vulnerable times because society just assumes that we can handle more than someone who 

is white. Black women are less likely to be given pain medicine or listened to when they are 

suffering medically than white women. This is even in cases where one would assume, they 

would need medicine such as during childbirth. The women's movement was based around white 

women trying to break free from society and putting them in the role of the delicate woman who 

stays in the home. But because this was never allowed for black women, the movement does not 

adhere to their struggles which is why black women could never really be able to get behind the 

movement. The movement was also aimed at targeting white men to which again fails black 

women because that brings racism into it and not just sexism. White women benefit from racism 

because they are white. When it comes to black men, black women again could not fit 

completely in their movement because they are men at the end of the day and guilty of sexism 

themselves. 

 “In focusing its attention on white male power holders, the women's movement in effect 

treats the black male as an insignificant bystander. Such behavior would be undesirable 

and unrealistic for black women. Black men are also guilty of sex discrimination. 

Although they almost never con- trol the structures and institutions that shape white 

women's lives, they are an intimate and indispensable part of the lives of black women, 
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who will be the immediate victims of any sex discrimination that they might practice. 

“(King, 123) 

So whichever way you look at it, the black woman would always lose no matter what movement 

they got behind. But black women tend to often rally behind black men because of the pressure 

from the black community. Most black women have fathers, brothers, uncles, or sons who they 

love.  

 Because black women don’t fall in any movement since they are a double minority. This 

means that when they show up to vote in elections, they are voting on what is right and just, 

because they must, and not just in their best favor. For example, black women are the highest 

demographic to vote for a democratic candidate. Even if that candidate is a white male or female. 

In the past two presidential elections, Hillary Clinton’s highest demographic of supporters were 

black women. One would think that white women would be higher than black women because 

Hillary Clinton stands for everything that they claim to want and be, which is an independent 

white woman. But studies have shown that white women are more likely to vote the same as 

their spouses even if that may mean that they are voting against their own interests. Such was the 

case with Roy Moore in Alabama. Black women have a lot of power when it comes to voting 

because society has forced them to be independent from the other groups and assume that strong 

female role.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

The treatment of black women in the 21st Century is not unlike the discrimination black 

women faced during slavery. Despite changes in the cultural and legal landscape of the United 

States, the treatment of black women remains consistent. There is still a big difference between 

those who have power and voice and those who do not. Although the United States is known by 

some as a nation that promotes democracy, in reality, the country continues to struggle with 

achieving access to democracy and freedom for everyone regardless of race or gender.  

Since slavery, skin color and complexion is how not only society in general but also how 

the black community decides how to treat you. “In fact, one study notes that the effect of skin 

color on earnings of "lighter" and "darker" Blacks is as great as the effect of race on the earnings 

of whites and all Blacks (Hughes and Hertel 1990)” (Thompson, 337). Therefore, if a black man 

or woman had the ability to excel, it is not considered a reflection of progress. Rather, it is 

specific to the individual. According to The Blacker the Berry: Gender, Skin Tone, Self-Esteem, 
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and Self-Efficacy. It is because of this that lighter skin African Americans can go further in 

society than their darker skinned counterparts. During the time that President Barack Obama was 

running for president, countless studies showed that his background, demeanor, and skin tone 

was enough to make white America not as intimidated. While racism affects both African 

American men and women, it is without a doubt that the women are subjected to the higher 

amount of harm. Black men do not have to be affected by certain sectors that black women do 

such as beauty, marriage selection, and social status. Black men can climb the social ladder in 

ways that are never granted to black women because of sexism even though they still have to 

deal with the effects of racism.  There is a very strong pecking order in this country, which has 

made it so that white voices seem to be the only ones that matter.  

Even though they never get the credit, it’s safe to say that black women have been one of 

the most influential groups in United States history. They were the ones that kicked off the civil 

rights movement and they have enough power as a collective to make a big influence in 

government elections. But it doesn’t stop there. Black women’s looks and features are ones that 

are constantly trying to be imitated by women of other races. But unfortunately, these looks and 

features are not celebrated when they are on black women. Which is exactly why women like 

Kim Kardashian, though very beautiful, is celebrated for a body which would be considered 

overly sexual on a black woman. Americanah is a great example of the trials and tribulations that 

black women face daily. The main character Ifemelu, coming from Nigeria, got to really see the 

differences in cultures pertaining on how black women are treated. Unfortunately, Ifemelu’s 

journey in the United States is one that every black girl and woman goes through in life. It is rare 

that one would meet a black woman in 2019 who has not gone through at least 75% of what 

Ifemelu goes through in the novel even if they grew up in a predominantly black area.  
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For things to change and for black women to start getting the equality, respect, and 

recognition that they deserve, it has to start in the legal or government department. It’s so easy 

for society to continue to ignore women because there is no one telling them that they must treat 

them equally. Policymakers would need to focus directly on how and why black women are 

always victims of things such as unequal pay. There is a very sharp difference in wages when it 

comes to white men and black women because black women are victims of both gender and race 

wage gap. Though it is not fair, work recognition is greatly influenced not by who is working the 

hardest but by who is doing the work. Meaning a white person is likely to get recognized for 

work more than a black person is even if their work is mediocre. Negative stereotypes of black 

women such as they are lazy, or they have attitudes continue to follow them into the workplace. 

Which is why black women always feel the need to be perfect, not make mistakes, and not 

complain otherwise they will be the problem that society tells them that they are. So in order for 

black women to get equality in the workplace, there needs to be pressure on employers to make 

sure that black women are given all the information on things such as salary range for positions 

and making sure employers are transparent with the public on employer pay gaps.  

When it comes to changing other inequalities that black women face such as beauty 

standards and marriage, it becomes a little more difficult. Black women are at a loss when it 

comes to finding proper suitors and husbands to raise families because of the lack of eligible 

black men out there. So black men, especially educated black men are at an extreme advantage 

when it comes to dating because there is a scarcity when it comes to black men who are 

considered “husband material”. This is due to the United States high incarceration rate when it 

comes to black men and the fact that black men do not have higher education degrees at the same 

rate as black women do. So, the eligible black men that are left have a lot of power to pick and 
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choose who they settle down with and that often times tends to be black women of lighter 

complexions or women of other races. Which then forces black women to have to lower their 

standards or date men from other races. 

At the end of the day, a lot of the problems that black women face when it comes to 

beauty and representation again comes from racism. Until we get rid of the United States 

problem when it comes to racism, we cannot tackle a lot of these issues. But we can start to 

slowly make changes by putting black women in positions where they will help other black 

women get attention and recognition. This is not even necessarily on magazines or billboards, 

though that is very impactful as well. But in leadership positions as well, which is why Kamala 

Harris running for the 2020 presidential elections is so impactful and important. For the first 

time, the United States and the rest of the world are forced to see a strong, beautiful, and 

educated black woman along with all these mostly white men. Representation matters, and even 

if Kamala Harris does not win, the fact that she was able to get this far is something that has not 

been seen in American history. This will then allow other black women after her to be able to go 

as far and possibly even further than she has. 
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