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To my daughter, Quinlan, may the road you travel in life be more open  
and accepting.

—Christine L. Cho
To my sister who took the risk of entering a male dominated profession  

and had to face aggression every single day because of it.
—Julie K. Corkett

To the women with whom I paddle, we continue to teach each other how to 
navigate in a world not of our making.

—Astrid Steele
We dedicate this book to all those who have been impacted by social hostility, 

those working for change and those on the road to discovery.
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Preface

Given the rise in racial tensions in the United States, the #MeToo out-
pouring, combined with unfolding concerns regarding exclusion and 
nationalism around the globe, we have sought input from contributors, 
who use a variety of lenses, to make sense of some disturbing phenom-
ena that goes by many terms in the literature: “lateral or horizontal 
violence”; “microaggressions”; “incivility”; “counter-productive work 
behavior” and “social undermining” amongst others. What all these 
terms have in common is the concept of ambiguous intentionality. That 
is to say, there is a perception on the part of the victim that another’s 
actions have hostile or negative undertones, but the acts are so subtle 
they are often dismissed and the instigator often denies any negative 
intent. This is a growing conversation which explores the ways in which 
interlocking systems of oppression appear in innocuous and often covert 
ways.

In the summer of 2016, we, the editors, came together following a 
graduate student information session at our institution. Christine had 
presented a paper on microaggressions experienced by immigrant teach-
ers and Julie had just attended a workshop presented by the Canadian 
Mental Health Association on lateral violence and mental health. Astrid 
began to make connections between lateral (horizontal) violence, incivil-
ities, and microaggression. We planned an informal “retreat” and began 
to discuss the linkages between intra-professional aggressions displayed 
within disciplines and were curious about its occurrence in a range of 
professions and communities.
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We read with interest newspaper articles from the Chicago Tribute 
and the Ottawa Citizen on the prevalence of incivility in the workplace. 
Lateral (or horizontal) violence is overtly discussed in the field of nurs-
ing and, more recently in Aboriginal communities. We found incivility 
to be increasingly discussed in law and business. Microaggressions is 
the term of choice to explain slights and subtle hostilities that are racist, 
sexist, homophobic, etc. in nature. However, we also found the terms 
themselves can be difficult to explain, particularly to those not versed 
in the discipline-specific language, which awakens a defensiveness in 
individuals. Some people may feel threatened, either by virtue of being  
an involuntary participant or as a bystander who did not voice objection 
to an affront.

The terms “microaggression” and “lateral/horizontal violence” are 
challenging for some, most likely because they use the language of con-
flict to name experiences some people would rather dismiss as trivial. 
The terms are not self-defining, rather, they expose hostility and vicious-
ness. Those with privilege do not always recognize the subtleness of the 
infractions for what they are: ways of maintaining power and exerting 
control—they strongly contest that no harm or malice was intended. 
Others may lash back with a criticism that interactions are becoming 
overly policed; all words and actions are not said or done with malice 
and perhaps we as a society are becoming “too sensitive”. Asking a per-
son of color “where are you from?”, for example, is just a polite con-
versation starter, one may argue, a way to get to know someone, not a 
microaggression that reveals a bias that you must not be from here. This 
is just one argument heard repeatedly in defense of this particular racial 
slight which is a microaggression that questions people’s nationality and 
sense of belonging. Incivility seems to be more easily understood, per-
haps because it references social norms and softens pugnacious language. 
While what is considered uncivil by one person may be permissible to 
another, there seems to be a continuum rooted in both context and per-
ception, which further troubles already difficult conversations.

To be sure, as three professional women working in education and 
academia, there were certainly moments of resonance, as we considered 
our own past experiences with colleagues through the lenses of micro-
aggression and incivility. We work in an environment in which having 
a resilient spirit and a thick skin seem to be taken-for-granted require-
ments in the workplace. Unfortunately, to claim that one has never 
been witness to, or involved in an uncivil exchange at work would be 
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remarkable indeed. Rather, we are forced to navigate mandated forms 
of civility in the workplace. Mean-spirited sarcasm might be explained 
away as ‘humor’; harsh criticism might be viewed as thinly veiled colle-
gial ‘critique’. Whether verbal or digital, face to face, or rumored, such 
exchanges seem to be embedded in many of our experiences over the 
years. It seems far too easy to accept such behaviors as inherent in the 
human workplace. Thus, by considering ways of hearing multiple voices 
on these phenomena, we are seeking a more humane approach to work-
ing together.

And so, we decided to both put out a call for chapter submissions and 
also contact authors directly, based on the important work many were 
already doing in these fields. We reached out to people in education, law, 
business, native studies, and political science, amongst others. We sought 
a variety of voices from a range of communities (LGBTQ, Aboriginal, 
cisgender and gender nonconforming, multiple ethnicities and races). 
What we have collected are some very unique perspectives on the tox-
icity that is affecting the proverbial watercooler of workplaces, institu-
tions and our communities. The contributors expose the ways in which  
lateral/horizontal violence, incivility, and microaggressions are wide 
spread phenomena on a continuum that ranges from the uncomfortable 
to the dangerous.

Optimistic at the start, we thought perhaps we could determine a 
unified phrase or coin a term that would adequately express our inter-
rogation of lateral/horizonal violence, incivility, and microaggression in 
the literature. While what is common is an uncritical acceptance of time-
worn practices, traditions, approaches, and concepts, which ultimately 
limit transformative and communicative possibilities in our professions 
and institutions, each term, microaggression, lateral/horizontal violence, 
and incivility are distinct and speak to particular aspects of exclusion or 
ways in which people are rendered vulnerable. What we can offer is a 
broadening of the conversation of workplace and community aggression 
by exploring its occurrence in a variety of spaces and places.

We also reflected on the concept that forms of aggression tend to 
extend beyond the initial trigger and can wear away at an individual for 
a long time after the transgression is over. Some of the counter-stories 
shared here are raw. In many instances, the contributors are personally 
invested in bringing the stories to light, and their own social locations 
are embedded in their critiques. This is difficult work but it is work that 
cannot be done alone. We hope that the counter-stories contained here 
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provide new perspectives and perhaps even bring clarity to some long-
held beliefs. There is an emotional cost to doing this work and it is 
hoped that, just as our conversation and lived experience was the impetus 
for this book, the chapters herein will provide an avenue for conversa-
tions to continue and, ultimately for change and a greater acceptance for 
all, to occur.

Brantford, Canada 
North Bay, Canada 
North Bay, Canada	

Christine L. Cho
Julie K. Corkett

Astrid Steele
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Christine L. Cho, Julie K. Corkett and Astrid Steele

We appreciate the numerous voices that have been raised in our explo-
ration of microaggression, lateral (horizontal) violence and incivility. As 
a result of our contributors’ chapters, we have come to a deeper under-
standing of how nuanced this work is. The ways in which aggression is 
manifested can take many forms and is dependent upon context. It is 
not always easy to name. Overt acts of violence can overshadow and, 
perhaps, even trivialize the daily violence and aggression that many 
experiences within the workforce and in their communities. This over-
sight may be embedded in the cyclical nature of microaggression and 
lateral/horizontal violence, which enables seemingly innocuous acts to 
go unnoticed and simply be accepted as “part of the job” (Ceravolo, 
Schwartz, Foltz-Ramos, & Castner, 2012). Microaggression, lateral/
horizontal violence and incivility can be overt and/or covert manifes-
tations of social exclusionary tactics. The violence and discomfort that 
is exhibited and/or understood is enacted through the perception and 
reception of biased interactions. The chapters contained herein build on 
Augoustinos and Every’s (2007) description of modern subtle and cov-
ert forms of discrimination: “discursive strategies that present negative  

© The Author(s) 2018 
C. L. Cho et al. (eds.), Exploring the Toxicity of Lateral Violence  
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views of out-groups as reasonable and justified while at the same time 
protecting the speaker from charges of racism and prejudice” (p. 124). 
As you read the chapters, it becomes apparent the relationship between 
silence and trauma. This relationship exposes the ways in which aggres-
sive acts impact an individual’s vulnerability, as a strategy to undermine 
a person’s legitimacy. There is a cumulative effect to repeated transgres-
sions. Power is the central vortex around which all these forms of harass-
ment circulate.

Terminology

While various authors offer definitions in their respective chapters, the 
following are our common understandings of the terminology used in 
the book:

Microaggression is a term coined by psychiatrist Chester Pierce in 
the 1970s to describe acts of racism so subtle that neither the per-
petrator nor the victim is even fully conscious of what is happening. 
As Sue et al. explain, microaggressions are “brief and commonplace 
daily verbal, behavioral, or environmental indignities, whether inten-
tional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or neg-
ative racial slights and insults toward people of colour” (Sue et al., 
2007, p. 273). Several authors extend this definition to include gen-
der, ability, sexual orientation, nationality and religious affiliations 
and refer to Sue et al. subcategories of microinsults, microassaults, 
microinvalidations.

Lateral violence and Horizontal violence are terms used interchange-
ably to explain workplace incivility or “collegial” conflict. As McKenna, 
Smith, Poole, and Coverdale (2003) explain, horizontal violence is, “psy-
chological harassment, which creates hostility, as opposed to physical 
aggression. This harassment involves verbal abuse, threats, intimidation, 
humiliation, excessive criticism, innuendo, exclusion, denial of access to 
opportunity, disinterest, discouragement and the withholding of infor-
mation” (2003, p. 92).

Incivility is often defined as social behaviours that show a lack of 
respect for societal norms. As Andersson and Pearson (1999) suggest, 
incivilities are “low intensity deviant behavior with ambiguous intent 
to harm the target, in violation of workplace norms for mutual respect. 
Uncivil behaviors are characteristically rude, discourteous, displaying 
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a lack of respect for others” (p. 457). Be it as an instigator, target or 
onlooker, a person’s perception of an event as being uncivil, is impacted 
by their cultural and social location.

The Organization of the Book

We have organized the contributions in this book according to three 
interrelated themes: Explorations of Disruption, Hierarchical Layers 
and Practices; and Towards Systemic Change. As we worked to deter-
mine the organization, we were interested in the ways in which the 
contributors spoke from their social location and how the chapters 
related and conversed with each other and revealed what Augoustinos 
and Every (2007) refer to as “recurring and pervasive patterns of talk” 
(p. 125). Intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) is a theme that runs 
throughout the book and so it was difficult to impose categorization 
as we know that readers will come to this book with a variety of pur-
poses and outlooks. We did not wish to fall into an essentialist por-
trayal of the viewpoints; rather, we were compelled to consider the 
ways in which the chapters gave insights into various perspectives: how 
bodies disrupt the status quo (Explorations of Disruption); insights 
into how institutions are structured and practices that may cause 
harm are maintained (Hierarchical Layers and Practices); and finally, 
we wished to end on an optimistic note, considering progressive and 
proactive alternatives (Towards Systemic Change). The thread that runs 
throughout all the chapters is the notion of power. In the first section, 
Explorations of Disruption, we hear the voices of historically oppressed 
individuals in relation to the White hegemonic narrative and have the 
opportunity to explore the ways in which, to draw from Wetherell 
and Potter (1992), some individuals work to “dodge the identity” of 
privilege.

Explorations of Disruption

We begin this section with David Starr-Glass’s chapter, which pro-
vides a framework of key terminology. Starr-Glass examines the shift in  
prejudice-based and discriminatory aggression, which has also been 
accompanied by a spiral of general workplace incivility. Starr-Glass sug-
gests that racism, sexism, homophobia, etc. remain rooted in soci-
etal interactions but have undergone a metamorphosis which makes 
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recognizing, describing, and/or denouncing such acts more problematic 
as they now occur under the guise of microaggressions, lateral violence 
and incivility. As Starr-Glass explains, “the violence that lies at the heart of 
prejudice-based violence remains present and potent, but has undergone a 
metamorphosis” (Chapter 2, p. 13). We lead with this chapter as it offers a 
global overview of how historical “racism” has morphed into contempo-
rary microaggressions. The shift from blatant forms of prejudice to more 
subtle and covert expressions of negativity is at the heart of understand-
ing contemporary social hostilities (Augoustinos & Every, 2007). As Starr-
Glass argues, the form may change but the substance remains constant.

We follow with Roberta Hunte’s chapter as she explores the experi-
ences of Black women in nontraditional roles as tradeswomen, some of 
whom have been in the industry for many decades. Hunte uses Black 
Feminist Theory to offer an examination of nontraditional roles and the 
ways in which microaggressive acts arise to subvert and undermine work-
ers. She asks the compelling question: “is it your race or your gender” 
when exploring microaggressions in the construction industry, as she 
draws from the subtle and not so subtle ways in which power and con-
trol are exercised in a field that is White male-dominated. Recognizing 
how multiple layers of identity impact the ways in which women work to 
navigate challenging work environments, despite an exclusionary climate, 
sheds new light on the importance of understanding intersectionality in 
relation to experiences of microaggressions.

Continuing to share historically unrepresented voices and counter- 
stories, in Chapter 4, Nadal, Eraxo, Fiani, Murillo Parilla and Han focus 
on the types of discrimination and bias transgender and gender noncon-
forming (TGNC) people encounter and how those experiences impact 
their perceptions and interactions with different sectors of the criminal 
justice system. This chapter also presses the reader to consider intersec-
tionality when exploring experiences of microaggression and considers 
the links between physical and mental health as related to the effects of 
microaggression.

As Canadians work through the trauma of residential school-
ing and move towards reconciliation with Indigenous people, Renée 
Mzinegiizhigo-kwe offers us insights into the tensions between the 
push to Indigenize higher education institutions and the microag-
gressions experienced by Indigenous academics trying to forge new 
paths. Mzinegiizhigo-kwe Bédard considers her responsibility as an 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-74760-6_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-74760-6_4
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Anishinaabe-kwe woman, as a keeper or protector of the water, and 
what this means when there is poison in the metaphorical water cooler 
in the form of lateral violence in the academy. Using the imagery of the 
“Indian in the Cupboard”, she argues, “I could be brought out on spe-
cial occasions as long as I had the appropriate attire (beads, feathers, and 
buckskin)” (Chapter 5, p. 75). As institutions of higher learning work 
to build capacity with the Indigenous population, this chapter offers an 
important and relatively unheard perspective.

In Chapter 7, Nelun Obeyesekere continues the conversation of iden-
tity in relation to the diasporic, negatively racialized urban teacher and 
student. She explores how shadeism informs identity and, in particular, 
how negatively racialized people perceive themselves and how others 
perceive them as a result of colonization and White hegemony. Nelun 
Obeyesekere offers analysis into the more nuanced aspects of colour and 
its impact on teachers and students.

Finally, as we consider the role of the institution, particularly insti-
tutions of higher education, we turn to Ruder, Plaza, Warner, and 
Bothwell to expose the White, male hegemonic culture in STEM 
departments. The authors discuss the institutional and derisive betrayal 
of women, and expose the myth of meritocracy in the field of science 
research. The concept of “institutional betrayal” comes in many forms 
including, but not limited to, different understandings of work assigned, 
tenure and promotion processes, and/or a lack of formal reporting 
mechanisms for grievances between leadership and faculty. We end this 
section with this chapter as it serves to make linkages between the con-
cepts of identity and the role of the institution, which is taken up in 
greater detail in the next section.

Hierarchical Layers and Practices

In the second section, Hierarchical Layers and Practices, the contributors 
explore the ways in which power is played out in institutions and serves 
to maintain systemic patriarchal structures. What stands out for us as we 
organized this section is the amount of hostility and negative interactions 
found in what are typically considered “helping” or “caring” professions: 
nursing, teaching, early childhood care and even those working to reha-
bilitate young offenders. Instead, these places of care become sites of 
aggression where backstabbing, putdowns and culture of harassment are 
propagated.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-74760-6_5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-74760-6_7
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Reio and Reio begin this section with a chapter that exposes how 
stress in the workplace, particularly in K-12 schools, results in uncivil 
behaviours which, if allowed to fester, can escalate into bullying, forms of 
intentional aggression and physical violence. What was touched upon in 
Nadal et al.’s chapter is further explored here, namely, the link between 
social hostility and physical and mental health. The authors discuss pro-
fessional burnout and turnover as related to lateral violence. The concept 
of professional burnout is explored by many of the contributors in this 
section and speaks to ways in which self-esteem, professional aspirations 
and community can be eroded by experiences of microaggressions, 
lateral/horizontal violence and incivility.

In Chapter 9, concepts of power are further teased apart as Daniel 
and Antoniw ask if lateral violence is a necessary rite of passage for stu-
dent teachers. That is, is being in a subservient role a required aspect 
of the progression to becoming a teacher? The contributors argue, that, 
“although power dynamics between novice and veteran teachers cannot 
be totally eradicated (nor is it advisable to do so), the dynamic, although 
hierarchical to some extent, must allow for non-threatening spaces for 
crucial conversations to occur as part of this repertoire of education and 
training” (Chapter 9, p. 169). We often think of teaching and nursing 
professions as caring professions and so it can be difficult to under-
stand and ascertain why these professions seem wrought with instances 
of lateral violence. What is at the heart of many of the negative interac-
tions described in the section is the wearing away of self-confidence and 
self-esteem.

Over a decade ago, Louise Hard wrote about the lingering discourse 
of niceness and a culture which condones behaviours that marginalize 
and excludes some individuals. Her piece, reprinted in this book, stands 
as a testament to the glacial pace at which change is (or is not) occurring. 
This chapter focuses on the examples of horizontal violence in spaces 
that some might consider to be the height of caring and compassion, the 
profession of childhood education and care (ECEC). Hard is exploring 
aspects of leadership enactment and the ways in which horizontal vio-
lence limits and constrains leadership.

Next, Janes and Carter continue the leadership conversation by 
examining the ways in which leadership opportunities for women are 
thwarted through what they introduce as DIM (dissonance, incivility 
and microaggression). The authors delineate the contrasting tensions 
between perceptions and the lived experiences of women in leadership. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-74760-6_9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-74760-6_9
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Optimistically, they write, “women’s capacity for relation, facilitative, and 
collaborative leadership foreshadow an important place for women in 
the 21st century university” (Chapter 11, p. 209). We hear sentiments 
echoed in this chapter that were explored by Ruder, Plaza, Warner and 
Bothwell in Chapter 7, namely the ways in which institutions of higher 
education continue to be bastions of male normed behaviours and prac-
tices, diminishing the leadership potential of women.

This section concludes with a chapter by Davey, who broaches the 
concept of hierarchies and reciprocal learning through the lens of micro-
aggression, as she explores experiences of youth interactions with prison 
guards. Davey dissects and interrogates the language prison guards’ use 
with inmates and with each other, and the ways in which microaggres-
sions can be recognized. As she writes, “These stories point to the ben-
efits of positive micro-messaging in spaces of containment, a potentially 
powerful tool to disrupt incivilities experienced by those who work on 
the inside” (Chapter 12, p. 231).

Towards Systemic Change

Finally, section three, Towards Systemic Change, examines strategies for 
progressive transformation. Here, the contributors explore the potential 
for a culture of opportunity and the ways in which to work towards sys-
temic, collegial and interpersonal restructuring.

This section begins with a chapter by Saloojee and Saloojee who offer 
an analysis of race, racism and the everyday experiences of people of col-
our in the academy. The authors challenge Canadian researchers to build 
upon critical race theory frameworks and to enhance the taxonomy of 
racial microaggressions. The authors write, “If we argue that racist and 
sexist microaggressions are to be understood in the context of the mul-
tiple forms of systemic and structural discrimination then it is important 
to separate anti-discrimination policies and procedures from these civility 
policies” (Chapter 13, p. 249).

In Chapter 14, Peachey and McCullough explore the ways in which 
new nursing graduates might be better prepared to deal with lateral 
violence and build a comportment of resilience through international 
preceptorships. From a pragmatic approach, nursing graduates need to 
identify, understand and face the complexity of health care and the high 
likelihood of workplace adversity as they gain professional experience.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-74760-6_11
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-74760-6_7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-74760-6_12
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-74760-6_13
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-74760-6_14
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Rourke and Carter continue the discussion of hierarchical layers and 
practices through their exploration of building multigenerational teams 
and add a new dimension to the conversation: the ways in which age 
and experience impact, preserve and exacerbate experiences. The dispar-
ities between baby boomer leaders and millennial staff can create unique 
challenges for both groups. This circumstance may derive from differ-
ent visions of leadership and workplace structure and is not unique to 
universities.

In our rapidly growing age of technology, building off of the 
millennial/baby boomer debate in the previous chapter, Pringle 
examines the online environment and “digital infractions” and the ways 
in which social infrastructure can be developed for the online world in 
order to provide a framework by which we can start to mitigate microag-
gressions online. As she writes, “these shared digital spaces have become 
hijacked by the toxic minority, whose vitriolic presence often overwhelms 
any attempt at dialogue or debate” (Chapter 16, p. 309).

Finally, this section closes with an essay by Koivukoski, which draws 
from classical literature and political science to offer insights into the 
human condition in relation to violence. As he writes, “For human soci-
eties get it wrong sometimes; they encode patterns of domination into 
the very structures of state and institutions, making objects, slaves, and 
resources of human beings where respect and recognition ought to be 
the hallmarks of civility” (Chapter 17, p. 327).

Conclusion

This book serves to extend and broaden the conversation of microag-
gressions, lateral violence and incivility by exploring its occurrence in a 
variety of professions and across various sectors—work environments, 
social and institutional systems. While each chapter can stand alone, we 
believe the narrative threads are stronger when read as a whole. Some 
contributors begin a conversation that is deepened by another. We 
believe this book will serve as a strong source of general information 
about lateral (horizontal) violence, microaggressions and incivility and 
as such will spur current research and thinking in professional workplace 
aggression and conflict resolution as well as encourage research in new 
directions in the field. We also expect that this book will be incredibly 
useful in supporting thinking and planning to address workplace aggres-
sion and to enable organizations and communities to understand that 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-74760-6_16
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-74760-6_17
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microaggression, incivility and lateral violence should not be accepted as 
a standard operating procedure but rather are evidence of social hostili-
ties that diminish everyone’s capacity to fully participate in society.
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CHAPTER 2

The Metamorphosis of Prejudice-Based 
Discourse: Change of Form, Continuity 

of Being

David Starr-Glass

Introduction

In the United States of America, Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act 
is often seen as the legislative centerpiece in attempts to significantly 
reduce—if not to totally eliminate—racial and gender-based discrimina-
tion in the workplace. Although Title VII had a somewhat checkered 
history, it did contribute greatly to the elimination of blatantly discrimi
natory practices in workplace hiring, promotion, and advancement 
(Carle, 2011; Hirsch & Youngjoo, 2017). Yet, despite the reduction of 
discriminatory practices in the work-world, everyday prejudice-centered 
aggression still remains a common feature of many social and organiza-
tional settings (Namie, 2014; Nielsen, Notelaers, & Einarsen, 2011).

Although aggression continues to exist, it is generally observed that 
there has been a shift in the tenor of the post-Title VII discourse—a 
move toward more muted and nuanced forms of abuse and toward 
more surreptitious and insidious forms of implied racism and sexism. 
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In turn, some have seen this shift in the nature of discriminatory and 
prejudice-based discourse as mirroring a move away from old confronta-
tional racism toward a newer aversive racism, in which open hostility and 
hatred ended, only to be replaced by “discomfort, uneasiness, disgust, 
and sometimes fear” (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2004, p. 4).

Many prejudice-based remarks are subtle in nature, have a seemingly 
inconsequential content, and are made by those who “believe they are 
acting free from prejudice and may be unaware that their decision-mak-
ing negatively impacts black workers” (Ritenhouse, 2013, p. 98).  
Indeed, it is common for contemporary prejudice-based discourse to 
be framed in ways that suggest—or which explicitly declare—that it is 
grounded in a denial of ethnic prejudice or in a repudiation of racism 
or sexism, even though an objective analysis of its content would indi-
cate quite the opposite (Augoustinos & Every, 2007; Mitchell, Every, 
& Ranzijn, 2011). Most perpetrators insist there is no racist or sexist 
agenda; however, they may concede that they have inadvertently cre-
ated the impression of microaggressions, microassaults, microinsults, and 
microinvalidations in the minds of the targets. But, they argue, even if 
this has occurred: (a) the perceived offense lies more in the sensitivities 
and sensibilities of the targets than in the words of the suspected per-
petrators; and (b) that in any case, even the targets involved concede 
that these are only “micro” incivilities—where “micro” reasonably and 
objectively represent the magnitude of the damage caused and the incon-
sequentiality of the incivility employed (Caplan & Ford, 2014; Forrest-
Bank & Jenson, 2015; Sue, Bucceri, Lin, Nadal, & Torino, 2009).

This chapter argues that prejudice-based aggression and incivility have 
neither fundamentally changed nor simply accommodated to evolving 
social norms. Confrontational prejudiced aggression—whether grounded 
in ethnicity, racism, sexism, ageism, or sexual orientation—has not been 
replaced by microaggression through a process of linear change that dis-
connects, separates, and distances current microaggression from cruder 
historic forms of prejudiced aggression. Instead, the violence that lies at 
the heart of prejudice-based violence remains present and potent, but it 
has undergone a metamorphosis—a change of form and substance, but a 
change that has left its virulent essence intact.

Drawing on the process and dynamics of metamorphoses, it is argued 
that metamorphic changes—unlike discrete and progressive linear 
changes—are always associated with ambiguous boundaries, contradic-
tory perceptions, and perplexing liminalities. The unresolved and cogni-
tively troubling qualities that resonate within all metamorphic changes 
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contribute toward the lingering, but curiously unspecific, sense of hurt 
and damage produced by repeated microaggression assaults.

The first section considers the shift from what has been termed old- 
fashioned prejudice to its modern form. The second section analyzes 
the processes and dynamics of metamorphosis, and argues that these are  
helpful in reconsidering the present nature of prejudice-centered dis-
course. The third section explores the consequences, ambiguities, and 
the disruptive nature of this metamorphosis in contemporary prejudice- 
based aggression. The concluding section briefly reviews some of the 
main issues presented in the chapter and looks at an alternative meta-
morphic system that may well become increasingly important in under-
standing future political, social, and organizational contexts within which 
prejudice-based aggression occurs.

Shifting Patterns and Manifestations of Prejudiced 
Discourse

Reviewing the 25-year-course of federal statutory law and US Supreme 
Court decisions designed to eliminate racial discrimination, Freeman 
(1978) divides the period into three eras: (a) 1954–1965—the era of 
uncertainty (the jurisprudence of violations); (b) 1965–1974—the era 
of contradiction (the jurisprudence of remedy); and (c) post-1974—the 
era of rationalization (the jurisprudence of cure). This analysis points to 
a sequence—perhaps even to a progression—and may also contain the 
implicit hope that a rational process led from an era of uncertainty to 
a period of judicial cure. And yet, even in this apparently hope-filled 
progression, there lurk a number of unanticipated consequence and 
unwanted outcomes. As Freeman (1978) warns:

for just as surely as the law has outlawed racial discrimination, [so too] 
it has affirmed that Black Americans can be without jobs, have their chil-
dren in all-black, poorly funded schools, have no opportunities for decent 
housing, and have very little political power, without any violation of  
antidiscrimination law. (p. 1050)

It would seem that legislation, by focusing on manifest behavior 
that is confrontational, personal, and blatantly discriminatory has left 
untouched—and in that sense has implicitly affirmed—a deep racial  
sentiment that is submerged, societal, and systematic.



16   D. Starr-Glass

Adopting a critical analysis and assuming what he terms a victim’s 
perspective, Freeman (1978) further suggests that this sequentially divided 
trajectory of anti-discrimination law—irrespective of its contradictory and 
perverse ending—is a common and inevitable feature of all attempts to 
reconstruct the history of a socially embedded judicial system. In reach-
ing his conclusions, Freeman (1978) notes that he “cannot regard the 
Court as autonomous and separate from the society that orchestrates it 
and therefore cannot regard that one institution as the villain of the tale” 
(p. 1119). Many regard Freeman’s linear trajectory of anti-discrimination 
law as particularly telling and predict that similar conflicting and pernicious 
outcomes will also be associated with current LGBT anti-discrimination 
legislation (Chang, 2016; Kang & Banaji, 2006).

Despite the significant impact of Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act 
and the legal decisions that surrounded it, racial discrimination has not 
been eliminated even though discriminatory workplace practices have been 
curtailed. However, many believe that there has been a shift in the nature 
of racist and similar prejudice-based discourse, and in the ways in which 
it is communicated. For example, it has been argued that old-fashioned 
racist and sexist bigotry, which involved “unconcealed contempt, endorse-
ment of offensive stereotypes, and support for blatant discrimination 
against women and people of color… underwent a radical decline in the 
United States in the latter half of the 20th century” (Cortina, Kabat-Farr, 
Leskinen, Huerta, & Magley, 2013, p. 1583, emphasis added).

Similarly, it has been argued that confrontational and belliger-
ent prejudice-based racism has morphed into an aversive racism that is 
grounded in negative attitudes toward people of color, but which is now 
espoused by those who claim they abhor such attitudes, hold egalitarian 
perspectives, and denounce racial prejudice (Dovidio & Gaertner, 1998; 
Dovidio, Gaertner, Niemann, & Snider, 2001). Likewise, in its present 
form, modern sexism projects a “denial of continued discrimination, 
antagonism toward women’s demands, and lack of support for policies 
designed to help women” (Swim, Aikin, Hall, & Hunter, 1995, p. 199).

Many consider that the recasting of discriminatory-based prejudice 
is a response to shifts in social understandings and cultural norms that 
make blatant sexist and racial assaults unacceptable, indefensible, and 
generally illegal (Barreto, Ryan, & Schmitt, 2009; Brief, Dietz, Cohen, 
Pugh, & Vaslow, 2000; Yamada, 2013). Strangely, this shift in prejudice- 
based and discriminatory aggression has also been accompanied by an 
increasing spiral of general workplace incivility, defined as “low-intensity  
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deviant behavior with ambiguous intent to harm the target, in violation 
of workplace norms for mutual respect… behaviors [that] are character-
istically rude and discourteous, displaying a lack of regard for others” 
(Andersson & Pearson, 1999, p. 457). Although workplace incivility has 
been considered a general disposition, when targeted toward women and 
people of color it often represents itself more unequivocal as specific and 
selective incivilities grounded in racial and sexist prejudice, resentment, 
and hostility (Cortina et al., 2013; Kabat-Farr & Cortina, 2012).

Further, in the workplace—and in other organizational and social set-
ting—many aggressive prejudice-based behaviors take the form of what 
have been termed microaggressions. Microaggressions can take a number 
of forms and have been defined in different ways:

•	 Subtle, stunning, often automatic, and non-verbal exchanges which are 
“put downs” (Pierce, Carew, Pierce-Gonzalez, & Willis, 1978, p. 66).

•	 Subtle insults (verbal, nonverbal, and/or visual) directed toward 
people of color, often automatically or unconsciously (Solórzano, 
Ceja, & Yosso, 2000, p. 60).

•	 Brief, everyday exchanges that send denigrating messages to people 
of color because they belong to a racial minority group (Sue et al., 
2007, p. 273).

Although originally put forward to designate negative and offen-
sive behavior in racist contexts, the construct of the microaggression 
has also been associated with—and has shed light on—other forms of 
discriminatory-based abuse centered on gender, ethnicity, and sexual ori-
entation (Wong, Derthick, David, Saw, & Okazaki, 2014). The follow-
ing examples, provided by Sue (2010a), are microaggressions that have  
been casually made and which contain a hidden, but not particularly 
subtle, prejudice-based message:

•	 I mean, you got the first mainstream African-American who is artic-
ulate and bright and clean and a nice-looking guy. I mean, that’s 
a storybook, man (p. 11, referring to U.S. presidential candidate 
Obama).

•	 A lesbian client in therapy reluctantly disclosed her sexual ori-
entation to a straight male therapist by stating that she was “into 
women.” The therapist indicated he was not shocked by this disclo-
sure because he once had a client who was “into dogs” (p. 14).
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•	 A blind man reports that, when people speak to him, they often 
raise their voices. A well-meaning nurse was actually “yelling at 
him” when giving him directions on taking his medication. He 
replied to her: “Please don’t raise your voice, I can hear you per-
fectly well” (p. 14).

Microaggressions and microinvalidations are “usually delivered by 
well-intentioned individuals who are unaware that they have engaged in 
harmful conduct toward a socially devalued group” (Sue, 2010b, p. 3). 
Perpetrators are usually left perplexed and annoyed, since they genuinely 
believe themselves to be free of gender, racial, or ethnic animosity. For 
them, the very accusation of microaggression is interpreted as a form 
of abusive victimization in which they are cast as the victims of dupli
city, deceit, and ill-intent (Campbell & Manning, 2014; Wells, 2013). 
Further, the targets of microaggression also have to deal with the per-
sistent and ambiguous nature of intent. Are they really the targets of this 
veiled and uncalled for hostility? Are they imposing upon themselves a 
reflexive victimhood and—albeit unwittingly—complicit in the pain and 
psychic discomfort that they experience?

Overt hostility is distinctly unpleasant, but it is in plain view and can 
be recognized and responded to. However, latent abuse (which might 
or might not have been intended) and ambiguous prejudiced discourse 
(which might or which might not have been expressed) can generate 
persistent self-doubt, debilitating anxiety, and personal damage that may 
be even more significant than overt discriminatory-based violence and 
explicit bigoted venom. For the targets of microaggression, their confu-
sion and discomfort are understandable because they consider that the 
crude expression of prejudice-based violence is a thing of the past—a 
condition that has been contained, isolated, and frozen in a linearly con-
structed and historically envisaged past.

A linear change perspective recognizes a progression from what was to 
what is: the past is separated and isolated from the present. In a linear 
change narration, we make sense of the present by seeing it as an out-
come or consequence of what has come before. The present is connected 
to the past through a chain of change-events in which each link possesses 
its own integrity and separateness. Just as the linear chain of change con-
nects present and past, so too it distances them. From this perspective, 
microaggression may have been rooted in blatant prejudice-based hostility  
but those roots lie in a distanced past, have withered, and have no 
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substantial connection with the present. From this perspective, linear 
change is reassuring because it represents an advance—a moving forward 
that distances us from what may have been a troubled past; a shifting 
position, in which the present is unfettered from what went before and 
in which “what went before” is no more than a historical footnote, not a 
part of active memory.

The Process and Dynamics of Metamorphosis

Metamorphosis has a long history, originating in Greek mythology 
and being somewhat reformulated and advanced in the works of the 
Roman poet Ovid some two thousand years ago, particularly in his epic 
Metamorphoses, which contains more than two hundred examples of 
metamorphic change. In its Ovidian sense, metamorphosis is a dramatic 
and enduring transformation from one state of being to another through 
which “a departure from the norm—often a transgression—is fixed for-
ever by a change into a non-human state, frequently one… appropriate 
to the nature of the transgression or abnormality” (Buxton, 2013, p. 49).

In the ancient Greek view of the created world, there was no her-
metic seal between the realms of mortals and immortals. There was an 
assumed hierarchy between mortals and immortals—and certainly among 
immortals—with different characteristics attributed to each, but there 
was also a great fluidity in terms of contact, communication, and inter-
action between deities and humans. One key difference between mortals 
and immortals was that the wishes of the gods, once expressed, could 
neither be rescinded nor changed. The conduct of mortals was more pre-
dictable, often preordained, and irrevocably linked to their assigned fate. 
However, not infrequently, the deities realized that the enduring nature 
of their own actions could have unanticipated and disturbing conse-
quences for mortals.

For example, when the god Apollo encountered the nymph Daphne 
he was consumed by lust and pursued her with rape in mind. Once set 
in motion, the intended sexual violence and the resulting degradation of 
Daphne were inevitable—in worldly terms the outcomes could not be 
stopped, in mythical terms the skeins of fate could not be untangled. 
However, these seemingly inevitable outcomes offended and angered the 
gods, particularly Daphne’s father. So, in order to prevent the offending 
act, the gods intervened by freezing the moment in time and not allowing 
the event to materialize. When it seemed inevitable that the rape would 
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occur, the nymph Daphne was metamorphosed into a laurel tree. In this, 
as in all metamorphoses:

There is a radical change in category, from god to man, from divine 
being to tree, or from human being to animal, there nevertheless remains 
a continuity of identity… [even though] the protagonists changed his 
or her outward appearance, the core of their being, the inside, remained 
unchanged. (Takács, 2008, pp. 73–74)

Metamorphosis is a process, not simply an outcome or an event. To 
appreciate the process of metamorphosis, its internal logic, and its oper-
ating dynamics the following points are useful.

Preservation of original identities: Metamorphosis changes the 
external form of the entity but preserves its original identity as an internal 
quality of the new object. Metamorphosis rearranges the boundaries that 
define and categorize the living Daphne, and uses these altered bounda-
ries to redefine and recategorize what is apparently a quite different entity: 
a tree. However, Daphne does not become a tree nor does she lose her for-
mer being. Rather, the essential identity of Daphne remains present and is 
accessible in the flowers, leaves, bark, and aromatic pungency of the laurel. 
Metamorphosis preserves and perpetuates original identity. In the classical 
Greek worldview, metamorphosis was considered a form of immortality 
that guaranteed continuity of existence, and—through shared narratives 
and collective remembrance—an enduring cultural presence.

Persistence of original traumas: Although metamorphosis consti-
tutes a means of obtaining immortality, what is recognized and remem-
bered is not simply the generality of the individual’s existence but the 
specifics surrounding the transformation. The immortality gained 
through metamorphosis is neither desired nor blissful. What endures is 
the fateful moment—often charged with terror, despair, and significant 
trauma—that precipitated the metamorphosis. Ovidian metamorphoses 
are not a collection of quaint myths that explain the natural world or 
which provide colorful and otherwise hidden meanings of that world. 
Instead, they shock us into peeling back the layers of ordinariness that 
surround the familiar and exposing an unexpected and disturbing inte-
riority. Metamorphosis insists that preserved within familiar forms 
there is a hidden core that resonates with our deeper being, emotions, 
and humanity. The laurel does not preserve a youthful and ephemeral 
nymph; it embodies the moment of Daphne’s anguish, pain, and trauma. 
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At first glance, metamorphosis seems to involve people and natural 
objects. However, what it really deals with is the continuing and acces-
sible presence of personal experiences, feelings, and emotions—usually 
dark, painful, and at the limit of endurance.

Insistency on liminality: At its core, metamorphosis involves an 
excursion into liminality—that is, into a zone of betwixt and between 
that joins the before and the after, separates the before from the after, 
and yet belongs to neither. As Turner (1969) put it, liminality is “a cul-
tural realm that has few or none of the attributes of the past or com-
ing state” (p. 94). Liminality is a moment that is passively lived in—a 
moment in which the past, present, and future are perpetually present 
but equally unreachable. It is true that with some linear changes a liminal 
zone can exist between what came before and what will come later. Van 
Gennep (1960/1909) observes that social life is itself a “series of pas-
sages from one age to another and from one occupation to another… 
life comes to be made up of a succession of stages with similar ends and 
beginnings” (p. 3). This succession is tripartite, with each stage having: 
(a) an initial phase, which represents a clear and discernable break from 
the past; (b) a liminal phase (L. limen = threshold), which is indetermi-
nate and belongs to neither past nor future; and (c) a terminal phase, in 
which the new role, social status, or changed identity are recognized.

In linear change, what presently exists may have a remembered past—a 
history that has shaped it and in which it is embedded—but there is a 
discontinuity between the present and the past. If there is liminality in 
linear change it exists as a bounded zone, not as a permanent feature. 
However, in a metamorphic change there is only an ongoing and irre
vocable assumption of liminality—there is neither a separated initial 
phase nor a resolution through an equally separated terminal phase. 
Metamorphosis ruptures the presumed continuities and established logics 
of linear change. It is an invitation—more properly, it is an insistence—
to enter into the unsettling realm of ambiguity, disruptive possibility, 
and fluid liminality where past and present coexist without resolution. 
Liminal experiences can provoke surprise and liberation; more often, they 
generate a sense of perplexity, disorientation, and unease.

Invitation to continuous reimagination: Metamorphosis challenges 
us to consider what we encounter in the world through the recognized 
lens of our own limitations, expectations, and imagination. Metamorphic 
narratives invite us to encounter forces that are independent of us—forces 
that shape and change, but which are beyond our locus of control. The 
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world of ancient Greece recognized that there were potent supernatural 
and theological forces that might be recognized. In our contemporary 
world there is often an understanding that what we encounter is shaped 
by powerful social and cultural forces that we recognize, barely under-
stand, and cannot alter. Metamorphosis contains more wonder than rea-
son, more questions than answers. Buxton (2009) sees metamorphosis 
as expressing the “astounding, destabilizing irruption of divinity, and the 
existence of remarkable continuities between human life and the natural 
environment. Stories told in this tradition were a way of articulating, and 
perhaps even partially coping with, the astonishing strangeness of life’s 
outcomes” (Buxton, 2009, p. 252).

In metamorphic changes, the past is continuously present even though 
it is partially obscured by a novelty of form. In metamorphosis, there is 
a constant fluidity between what was and what is—both past and pres-
ent are contiguous states, not separated ones. Metamorphosis provides us 
with a present in which the past is copresent, perpetually accessible, and 
incapable of being distanced—even from a past that is not apparent. The 
narratives of metamorphosis lead us into unexpected continuities, limi-
nal zones, and re-formations of the present. These nonlinear complexities 
provide different modes of sense-making and unexpected ways of coping 
with the astonishing strangeness of life’s outcomes.

The Consequences and Disruptiveness  
of Metamorphosis

The forms of racism and the expressions of racial aggression have 
changed; however, these changes are not part of a linear sequence but 
rather of metamorphosis. Fleras (2016), reviewing the changes from 
direct racism—which he terms “Racism 1.0”—to indirect racism (Racism 
2.0), and then to the microaggression (Racism 3.0), notes that there 
has been a shifted “burden of proof in defining how racialized informa-
tion is perceived, processed, and communicated—namely, from a type of 
condition that is experienced to a claims-making process in defining the 
problem” (p. 12). In this repositioning from an existing condition to a 
problematic process, Fleras (2016) also detects “a sharp reminder that 
neither racism nor the war on racism are hardly over…. they just keep 
reinventing themselves” (p. 15). In this chapter, the process of reinven-
tion is understood from a perspective of metamorphosis—the creation 
of an apparently new and distinct form that incorporates, preserves, and 
vitally sustains a previous identity.
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The core quality of racism and other prejudice-based behavior is 
aggression. Within the context of the workplace, aggression takes mul-
tiple forms that include organizational bullying, managerial hostility, 
worker incivility, abusive supervision, and more. Indeed, a significant 
problem associated with understanding aggression in the workplace 
is that it has been splintered into such a broad range of seemingly dis-
tinct, separate, and independent constructs. These multiple perspectives, 
expressions, and consequences of aggression tend to draw attention 
away from its core quality and to obscure the centrality of the aggres-
sive violence that produces all forms of prejudice-based discourse. 
However, despite the complexity and confusion of aggressive splintering, 
“meta-analytic research that compares these constructs against a series of 
consequences has found that, by and large, there is little to no differ-
ence in the magnitude of consequences from these different constructs” 
(Hershcovis, Reich, & Niven, 2015, p. 4).

In the workplace setting, aggression is understood as behavior 
directed toward another with the intent to cause harm, even though the 
perpetrator who initiates such behavior might be: (a) personally unaware 
of the specific nature of the harm produced; (b) personally unconcerned 
or ignorant about the extent, or the consequential impact, of the harm 
caused; and (c) equally ignorant, unaware, or unconcerned about the 
personal identity of the target (Anderson & Bushman, 2002; Barling, 
Dupré, & Kelloway, 2009).

In these definitions and expressions, aggression is not a reified 
object—a thing that exists independently in an external world—but a 
personally and socially constructed phenomenon. Aggression initially 
comes into being in the mind and is subsequently expressed, communi-
cated, and directed toward others who then construct their own mean-
ing of that behavior. Aggression is the outcome of an actively interpreted 
process, not a passively existing condition. Viewed from a social con-
structivist perspective, racial aggression is ultimately “defined as racist 
and worked into existence as a lived reality through meaningful interac-
tion and interpretive practices” (Fleras, 2016, p. 15).

Prejudice-based aggression has often been understood in linear terms. 
In that understanding, prejudice-based aggression has undergone irre
vocable shifts in its nature and, viewing the progression of these stages 
and epochs, the progression is seen as moving toward its reduction, if 
not extinction. It has shifted from its overt and confrontational mani-
festations to more subtle and nuanced microaggressions, in which 
racism (and other prejudice-based hostility) is “increasingly framed  
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as banal—even boring—rather than egregious, routine rather than excep-
tional, mundane rather than extraordinary, insidious rather than invi
dious, implicit rather than explicit, consequential rather than intentional, 
constructed rather than inherent, and fundamental rather than 
accidental” (Fleras, 2016, p. 15).

As Jeannine Bell (2015) notes:

In an era in which no one admits to being a racist, white supremacists who 
engage in hate murders seem weirdly anachronistic. In some ways, we only 
have ourselves to blame for our shock that such incidents can occur. It is 
our denial of the existence of racism which makes such incidents seem as if 
they are wholly out of place in contemporary American society. (p. 376, 
emphasis added)

Anachronism (Greek: ana-chronismós = backward + time) comes into 
play from a linear change perspective, in which there is a constructed tem-
poral sequence that has a past distanced from the present. Anachronism 
is never a feature of metamorphosis, because past and present are copre-
sent, not artificially or arbitrarily distanced, and cojoined in what has been 
termed the perpetual present tense. Metamorphosis preserves liminality by 
freezing the crossing from one border to another, from what was to what 
is. The essence of Daphne—specifically her enduring fear and her unre-
solved anguish—is presently accessible in the aromatic leaves of the laurel. 
It is this unexpected fluidity and unresolved shift in form, but not in the 
essence of existence, that is so bewildering, disconcerting, and troubling 
for those who encounter metamorphic narratives—and for those who 
encounter microaggression beside the watercooler.

Old-fashioned prejudice and contemporary microaggression may 
seem to have different forms, but each form contains prejudice-based 
aggression as an active and palpable reality. In metamorphosis there may 
be a sense of surprise and wonderment, but there is also the recognition 
of a transcending—and often an unwished for—continuity that provides 
a new expression for an unforgotten past. This is unlike linear change, 
where the recognition of fractured links in the chain, or troublesome 
regressions back toward what has been, can elicit a sense of shock and 
even a sense of misplaced self-blame. But if there is any blame in lin-
ear change, it is not connected with the acknowledgement of the hurt of 
microaggression or with its unexpected occurrence. Rather, any blame 
needs to be attached to our failure to acknowledge that prejudice-based 
hostility and hatred can flourish in the present.
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Afterthoughts: Ovidian Metamorphosis or Nonnian 
Shape-Shifting?

The argument in this chapter is that changing forms of prejudice-based 
aggression and incivility are better considered as metamorphic rather 
than as linear. In this argument, the processes and dynamics of meta
morphosis are drawn from the mythical narratives of Ovid. Ovidian 
metamorphoses—which are a familiar part of Western literature and 
culture—all possess the same underlying logic and all feature what the 
ancient Greek world considered aberration of behavior and violations 
of justice. However, there exists an older set of metamorphoses that 
were recorded by the Greek poet Nonnus in his Dionysiaca. Indeed, in 
Metamorphoses, Ovid retold and recast a number of these older Nonnian 
metamorphoses.

In Ovid, the compelling rationale for metamorphosis was that a 
sequence of events, if allowed to run their course, would cause affront to 
the sensibilities of the immortals or would disrupt the notions of social 
order and natural justice that they had embedded in their created world. 
However, if Ovidian metamorphosis is about justice, it must be kept in 
mind that it was a very particular concept of justice because “in the epic 
world of the Metamorphoses, in which divine power determines all, there is 
little purpose in discussing justice in human terms” (Hawes, 2008, p. 24).

Nonnian metamorphoses have a different underlying logic and pur-
pose: (a) they were generally prompted by strategic necessity and advan-
tage, rather than by traumatic events; (b) they occurred in a deliberate 
and premeditated manner, rather than spontaneously; (c) they were tem-
porary and usually reversible, rather than permanent; (d) they were 
almost always restricted to the lives and worlds of the immortals, rather 
than mortals; and (e) perhaps most spectacularly, they were self-initiated, 
rather than externally imposed. In sum, Nonnian metamorphoses accen-
tuate deliberate, calculated, and repeated shape-shifting (Paschalis, 2014).

In Nonnian shape-shifting, the reason for transformation is not rooted 
in the justice of the immortals or even in the considerations of mortals. 
Instead, Nonnian shape-shifting is actively brought into play to deceive, 
to gain strategic advantage, or to evade. For example, Proteus, the 
ancient sea deity, had the ability to answer any question that was asked 
of him. However, he was reluctant to provide answers and avoided ques-
tioning by dramatically changing his shape and escaping in the result-
ing bewilderment. Shape-shifting was a deliberate and transitory act, 
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initiated by Proteus himself and designed to confuse, baffle, and evade 
possible interrogation. Perhaps understandably, Proteus was viewed 
as a deceiver, a rogue, and a source of deliberate inconsistency and 
deception—an image widely perpetuated in Western literature and cul-
ture (Pesic, 2010).

During the course of writing this chapter, shifting political and rhetorical 
landscapes—in the United States and in Europe—have raised significant 
questions about the nature of the change in dynamics of prejudice-based 
discourse and behavior. It seems inescapable that the present manifesta-
tions of racism, xenophobia, sexism, and other prejudice-based hostilities 
are again changing and that they have not been permanently replaced by 
more muted and attenuated variants such as microaggression. This might 
strengthen arguments for metamorphosis. It might suggest that the change 
from blatant hostility and violence to microaggression was a change in form 
but not substance, and that a second metamorphosis is now underway that 
is again changing the form of prejudice-based microaggression while at the 
same time continuing to preserve its enduring violent essence. It might 
make sense, as has been argued, to see these change patterns as occurring 
at the surface, not at the core—as metamorphic sequences, not as linear 
discontinuities.

But two issues have not been addressed. In the dynamics of Ovidian 
metamorphosis, the triggering events were moral outrage and assertions 
of justice and the initiation was undertaken by the immortals. These are 
understandable in the context and worldview of Ovid, but if metamor-
phic change is a contemporary phenomenon why might it be presently 
triggered and by whom?

•	 Does metamorphosis occur at the level of the individual, where it 
provides the individual with a psychological mechanism for freezing 
what has become a painful and traumatizing situation?

•	 Is metamorphosis in some way a collective or social response to 
cope with socially destructive events or forces?

•	 In what circumstances is metamorphosis triggered and is it possible 
to identify the antecedents so that such changes can be anticipated?

•	 In what manner, and to what degree, might shape-shifting be self-
initiated and used to confuse and disorientate the other?

•	 Are shifts in contemporary prejudice-based behavior and discourse 
more convincingly approached through the change-dynamics of 
Ovid or of Nonnus?
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These are all open questions and they might promote further research 
within the scholarly community. Answers to them—and more espe-
cially the process of arriving at those answers—may also be of particular 
importance and concern for those confronting increased prejudice-based 
aggression, and more, besides the watercooler.
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CHAPTER 3

“You Can Show a Person Better  
Than You Can Tell ‘em”: Black 

Tradeswomen Mitigate Racial and Gender 
Microaggressions in Construction

Roberta Hunte

Microaggressions are dehumanizing and contribute to a culture that 
dismisses the presence and potential of stigmatized identity groups. 
Microaggressions can be minor or major events in the life course of an 
employee. Such acts have a cumulative impact on the targeted person 
and microaggressions speak to the overarching environment of an insti-
tution or organization where the act occurred. Underlying microaggres-
sions are attitudes and perceptions of the ‘other’ as less than or inferior 
to dominant groups. Stigmatized groups navigate these attitudes in the 
workplace and seek to continue employment despite an exclusionary 
climate. The following essay seeks to explore some of the ways micro-
aggressive assumptions manifest in the lives of Black women in their 
careers as construction workers in the United States. Drawing from a 
narrative study I completed in (2012) (Hunte & Senehi), I will explore 
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microaggressive themes and experiences at different points in Black 
tradeswomen’s careers; some of the strategies women employed to miti
gate the impacts of microaggressions; and discuss the role of manage-
ment, including foremen, supervisors, training centers, and contractors 
in challenging or maintaining microaggressive attitudes and behaviors. 
From the narratives of Black tradeswomen, I am particularly interested 
in the potential opportunities for intervention that could foster a health-
ier work environment for women and people of color in an environment 
where both groups have experienced racism and sexism.

In 2008, I became a career counselor for Ready Tradeswomen (a pseu-
donym), a Northwestern US preapprenticeship construction training 
center whose mission was to bring more women into the construction 
workforce. Preapprenticeship programs are job training initiatives that 
teach people basic construction skills, introduce them to the industry, and 
prepare them for the competitive application process for apprenticeships. 
I worked with women and people of color to enter our program and to 
place them in construction-related jobs. Construction apprenticeships 
are the pathway to become a commercial construction worker, such as a 
plumber, laborer, carpenter, or cement mason. Preaapprenticeship pro-
grams have been used in the United States and Canada to prepare youth, 
people of color and women for the building trades. Apprenticeships range 
between two to five years of classes and thousands of work hours logged 
on the job. Apprentices increase their wage dependent on the hours of 
study and on-the-job training hours completed. An apprentice becomes a 
journeyman, or journey-level worker, upon completing their apprentice-
ships. Becoming a journeyman allows one to work nationally and interna-
tionally on commercial construction projects.

The United States opened construction apprenticeships to women 
in 1978 with Executive Order 11246, which prohibited discrimination 
against women on projects using federal monies. Prior to this the US 
construction industry was all male and predominately White. Men of 
color entered formal apprenticeships with the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 
which prohibited discrimination in the workplace based on race and sex. 
Women were to initially comprise 6.8% of construction apprentices on 
federal jobs with a goal of increasing this number over time. However, a 
combination of workplace sexism and racism, lack of commitment on the 
part of apprenticeships, unions, and employers to support the success of 
tradeswomen, and reduced federal oversight over affirmative action com-
pliance have limited the numbers of tradeswomen to 2.6% of the con-
struction workforce (National Women’s Law Center, 2013).
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Women of color make up less than one percent of the overall US con-
struction workforce. Black women are 0.2%; Hispanic women account 
for 0.4%; Asian/Pacific Islander and American Indian/Alaska Native 
women respectively are 0.1% of all construction workers (National 
Women’s Law Center, 2013). Obstacles for women and people of color 
in the building trades include overcoming structural and cultural barriers 
to their entrance into apprenticeship programs, conflict in the workplace, 
and long-term job retention. Working in the trades as a minority is a 
complex experience. Mastering the trade itself is challenging. Learning 
to negotiate the realities of racism, sexism, and at times heterosexism fur-
ther complicates the experience.

In 2010, I began a narrative study of fifteen Black tradeswomen about 
the course of their trades careers as they navigated issues of race, gender, 
and sexuality over their careers. I focused on Black women as the nuanced 
experience of Black women are often lost in the women’s movement and the 
broader movement for racial justice (Crenshaw, 1989). Study participants 
were carpenters, laborers, a cement mason, a sprinkler fitter, electricians, con-
tractors, and technicians from different parts of the country. Their careers 
spanned six to thirty plus years. The women were at different points in their 
careers—retirement, mid-career, or recently journeyed out of apprenticeship. 
The majority of the women interviewed completed formal apprenticeships.

The methodology for this study is grounded in Black feminist 
thought, which is developed from an Afrocentric epistemology and based 
on Black women’s self-definition (Collins, 1989). A core theme of Black 
women’s struggle is an awareness of the experience at the intersection 
of race and gender oppression (Collins, 1989). I used narrative inquiry 
to analyze data. Women were interviewed. Data was coded to mark dif-
ferent stages of career progress. From this coding tightened to focus on 
race and gender-related experiences, and strategies employed to address 
these challenges. I shared my initial analysis of individual interviews with 
each participant and shared my final analysis of the collective data with all 
of the participants. This reflexivity deepened my analysis and contributes 
to Black Feminist theorizing as it brings the voices of Black women into 
conversation around their specific experiences of race and gender in the 
United States. As my data analysis continued, my leading research ques-
tions became: (1) What can we learn from the strategies Black trades-
women use to negotiate race and gender in non-traditional work? (2) 
How does this deepen our understanding of the intersections of social 
identities in non-traditional labor? (3) How does intersectional analysis 
advance our understanding of individual responses to structural violence?
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The following is a table listing the women interviewed, their trade, dura-
tion in the trades at the time of our initial interview, the highest position 
attained, and the regions of the United States where they worked. Women 
will be referred to according to pseudonyms throughout the chapter, with 
the exception of Kareema. I received specific Human Subjects approval to 
use Kareema Ali’s real name in this study. She asked that her real name, and 
the name of her tradeswomen advocacy group, The National Coalition of 
Women of Color in Construction, be used.

Table 3.1  A table of interviewees

Name Trade Years in 
trade at 
interview

Highest position 
held in career

Position at time 
of interview

U.S. regions 
worked

Keisha Carpenter 
(bridge con-
struction)

30+ Superintendent Superintendent 
(20 years with 
company)

NW and 
SW

Z Carpenter 
(commer-
cial)

6 Journeyman 
Crew Lead

Laid off (long-
est job 1 year)

NW

Shonda Electrician 
(Inside 
Wireman)

30+ Foreman (com-
mercial construc-
tion); Municipal 
Planner 
(Municipal 
Worker)

Municipal 
Planner (15 
years with 
Municipality)

NW, SE, 
and NE

Sharla Electrician 
(Low 
Voltage 
Electrician)

12 Special 
Projects Lead 
(commercial 
construction)

Special Projects 
Lead

NW, SW, 
NE, SE, 
and MW

Sandra Electrician 
(Inside 
Wireman)

10 Journeyman 
Worker

Laid off (long-
est job 1 year)

MW

Debra Electrician 
(Inside 
Wireman)

6 Sixth Term 
Apprentice

Laid off (long-
est job 1 year)

SW

Wanda Lou Welder 
(entered the 
trades dur-
ing WWII)

30+ Crew Lead Retired from 
shipyards after 
30 years of 
service

NW

Grace Welder 30+ Crew Lead Retired from 
shipyards after 
30 years of 
service

NW

(continued)
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* Kareema asked that I use her real name, as opposed to a pseudonym in the study

Table 3.1  (continued)

Name Trade Years in 
trade at 
interview

Highest position 
held in career

Position at time 
of interview

U.S. regions 
worked

Crystal Laborer 6 Journeyman 
Crew Lead

Laid off (long
est job 2.5 
years)

NW and 
SW

Danielle Laborer 6 Journeyman Laid off (long-
est job 1 year)

NW

Darnita Laborer 10 Journeyman, 
Safety 
Coordinator, 
Traffic Control 
Supervisor, 
Compressed Air 
Worker

Safety 
Coordinator 
(longest job 5 
years)

NW

Veronica Utility 
Worker and 
Mill Worker

30+ Pump 
Technician

Pump 
Tech (with 
Municipality for 
20 years

NW

Kareema* Cement 
Mason

25+ Commercial 
Contractor

Family Owned 
Concrete 
Business 
throughout 
career

MW and S

Patricia Sprinkler 
Fitter

20+ Commercial 
Contractor

General 
Construction 
Business Owner 
for over 12 
years

NW

Sue Electrician 6 Sixth Term 
Apprentice

Recruiter of 
minorities for 
Trades Careers 
and Contractor

NW

Overlapping Microaggressions

Sue’s microaggression framework (2010) offers a way to categorize the 
covert and overt discriminatory incidents that people experience based on 
membership in a stigmatized group. Microaggressions come in the form 
of (a) microinsults which are often unconscious communications that are 
rude, insensitive, and demeaning of one’s race, ethnicity, gender, sexual 
orientation, or ability status; (b) microassaults which are usually conscious, 
explicitly demeaning aggressions against one’s race, gender, and/or sexual 
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orientation in the form of discriminatory acts, violent verbal, nonverbal or 
environmental attack and its purpose is to harm the intended victim; and 
(c) microinvalidations which are communications which exclude, nullify, or 
negate the thoughts, feelings, and experiences of a person of color, woman, 
or sexual minorities (Sue, 2010). All of these serve the function of main-
taining an oppressive and exclusionary system that promotes the stigmatiza-
tion of people based on their identity group.

The Black women in my study revealed complex experiences of over-
lapping racial and gender-based microaggressions that occurred as epi-
sodic and at times chronic experiences throughout their careers. Though 
all of the women were Black they did not experience racism or sexism in 
the same way. There were similarities in their struggles as they came onto 
the job, and had interactions with supervisors, and/or coworkers.

The racial and gender microaggressive themes that emerged from 
Black women’s narratives were: the assumption of inferiority, the myth 
of meritocracy, color- and gender-blindness, treatment as second-class 
workers, the denial of individual instances of racism and sexism, sexist 
and racist humor, invisibility, and being sexualized in the workplace. A 
handful of women in my study talked about microaggressions due to 
their sexual orientation—specifically the microaggressions of heterosex-
ism, and the assumption of abnormality based on one’s sexual orienta-
tion. I will highlight the dominate microaggression themes that emerged 
from my study and explore the impact of these incidents on tradeswom-
en’s careers. I will then discuss the implications of this in terms of institu-
tional responses to address racism and sexism in the building trades.

All of the women in my study worked the majority of their careers 
in predominately White environments. This created its own stress where 
women often felt hyper-scrutinized, and judged both for their race and 
gender. Women said they needed to demonstrate their worth to make 
space for other Black women to follow suit. In a study of Black women 
in various work environments, Hughes and Dodge (1997) found that 
Black women working in predominately White environments reported 
more racial and gender-based discrimination than Black women in pre-
dominately Black or more integrated workplaces. The presence of 
institutional discrimination and interpersonal prejudice were overarch-
ing indicators of job quality, more so than other stressors such as poor 
supervision, heavy workloads, and mundane work. This was true for 
the women I interviewed as well. Women encountered hostility during 
their apprenticeships, as journey-workers, as they moved into leadership 
roles, and as they became contractors. Women described the complexity 
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of overlapping microaggressions. At times it was clear that the microa
ggressions were directed towards their race or gender, but often the 
intent behind the microaggressions was less clear. Women said what was 
clear was the familiarity of the encounters, and the negative impact these 
interactions had on their experience in the workplace.

Microaggressions and the Challenge of Invisibility

Each time a new apprentice comes onto a job they are to work with a 
new journeyman or journey-level worker. Journeyman is the term for a 
licensed construction worker. It is a gendered term, which in and of itself 
can be a form of gender microaggression. There is a movement to move 
towards gender-neutral terms, such as journey-level worker or journey-
person in the industry. Some tradeswomen welcome this as a challenge 
to patriarchy. Some feel they worked hard to become journeymen and 
that is what they are. In my study, this was not a major discussion, but it 
is one that training centers and unions are seeking to address.

The apprentice-journeyman relationship is the foundation of on-the-
job training, whereby “on-the-job training” is the practical skills learn-
ing component of formal apprenticeships. Apprentices work for roughly 
2000 hours a year alongside journey-level workers on construction sites. 
On the job apprentices apply the skills they have learned in apprentice-
ship classes and it is in this relationship that apprentices gain the work 
experience they need to be proficient in their work. Working alongside 
a journeyman who does not want to work with an apprentice, or does 
not know how to train an underling, can mean that the apprentice does 
not learn the skills they need to move through their apprenticeship. 
Racism and sexism can hinder that relationship and prevent women and 
men of color from developing in the industry. Critical points related to 
the apprenticeship process, which made Black women vulnerable to the 
direct and indirect impacts of microaggressions were: (1) at the applica-
tion process; (2) entrance onto a jobsite as a new apprentice; (3) when 
working with a new journeyperson or crew; (4) getting trained and eval-
uated fairly; and (5) during efforts to complete the apprenticeship and 
continue working.

Becoming journeymen did not necessarily mean Black women were 
more accepted in the workplace than they were as apprentices. As 
journey-level workers, Black women had challenges similar to those of an 
apprentice, including: (1) working with coworkers who may be hostile to 
working with them; (2) being given marginal tasks; (3) safety concerns, 



38   R. Hunte

such as being assigned tasks without the proper safety precautions in 
place or working with a peer who is acting in ways that can endanger 
the physical safety of other workers; (4) struggles to stay employed and 
continue with the same employer; and (5) limited avenues to challenge 
unfair working conditions and hiring practices.

Tradeswomen described encountering varying levels of aversion from 
colleagues to working with them. This aversion came in the form of 
indifference or blatant hostility. Z relays the following narrative about 
her experience as a carpenter apprentice. As an apprentice Z was treated 
as a second-class worker; she was given menial tasks for much of her first 
few years on the job. When a new superintendent came onto the job-
site she was threatened with termination for the assumption of incompe-
tence. Z said:

I was working for a company, and my first two months of working there, 
they switched superintendents. We had progress reports that we had to fill 
out and turn in every month for the apprenticeship program. I’ve never 
gotten a bad written report. The first time that this new superintendent 
did my report, everything was bad. I’m looking at it and thinking, “We’ve 
never even worked together. How can you give me a bad grade and we 
don’t even know each other?” […] He said, “Well, the other carpenters 
say, you are lazy or you do this or do that.”

I said, “Okay, I hear what you’re saying, but this isn’t a third-party 
piece of paper. This piece of paper is based on what you think, and what 
you have observed. Have you observed me not doing my part out here?” 
[…] I have to answer to somebody about this. Somebody is going to ask 
me, “What is going on at the jobsite where you are not getting it right! We 
train you here, and you go out on the jobsite and you’re still not getting it 
right? What is the problem?” You haven’t put me alongside a journeyman 
to work with on a consistent basis enough for me to get everything. When 
we have a concrete pour and we’re building forms and they’re wondering 
why I don’t know where to position stuff, it’s because I’ve been under the 
bridge all day stacking wood.”

I think it resonated with him, because the next day, I was up on deck, 
working alongside a carpenter, doing what everybody else was doing. […] 
If I hadn’t said anything to him […] I wouldn’t know anything.

As a new apprentice Z was unaware that the tasks she was assigned 
were less technical than others on the site. Z’s example demonstrates 
institutional and cultural discrimination that is faceless. As someone new 
to the culture she did not know it was happening. Though Z was able 
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to advocate for herself and subsequently was given tasks that directly 
improved her skill-level, her story is indicative of how apprentices, espe-
cially non-traditional apprentices, can be consistently overlooked and 
stereotyped as inferior. This has a push-out effect that causes them to 
eventually leave the apprenticeship due to termination for underper-
formance or on their own volition.

The consistent experience of not being trained can also mean 
that people complete their apprenticeships without the appropriate 
skill knowledge to hold their own as journeymen. Training is an issue 
throughout the apprenticeship system, however the experience of being 
overlooked is amplified for women of color. Jones and Shorter-Gooden 
(2003) describe this experience of being invisible as a common feature 
of Black women’s experience on the job. Z’s story demonstrates the vul-
nerability of Black women when faced with an employer or journeymen 
who do not want them on the job or care about their success. Further 
her story demonstrates how the assumption of inferiority contributed 
to the superintendent’s belief that Z was “lazy” based on the comments 
of anonymous journeymen. To counter the assumption of inferiority 
women in this study took construction classes to deepen their trades 
skills. Greater knowledge helped them feel competent at work, it did not 
always interrupt invisibility or the assumption of inferiority.

When entering a new jobsite tradeswomen may find that they are fac-
ing workers who are consciously or unconsciously hostile to working 
with them. The assumption of inferiority and treatment as second-class 
workers are microaggressions tradeswomen anticipate and strategize to 
combat as they move onto a jobsite. The following narrative speaks to 
both the ability to build relationships despite opposition, and the chal-
lenges of group hostility.

Breaking Through Resistance, One by One

Shonda, an electrician, described her experiences of trying to integrate 
into new crews as an electrical apprentice. Shonda was among the first 
women of color to become a journey-level electrician in her union. 
Confronting male aversion to working with her was a challenge, from 
meeting the contractor, to the foreman, to the journeyman she was to 
work alongside. Shonda found she could win over racist or sexist atti-
tudes in one-on-one situations, but when working with a group of 
tradespeople this became impossible. Shonda’s career has spanned over 
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25 years. She has an extensive track record to demonstrate her skills and 
has moved up the ranks on the construction jobsite, however, within 
the municipality where she worked, and within the union, the collective 
racism and sexism of her male colleagues often impacted her reputation 
and the way she was perceived. Throughout her career, she actively net-
worked with her male colleagues as a type of damage control against 
men who publicly ridiculed her and tried to discredit her leadership 
within the union and on the job. Shonda related some of her challenges 
with male coworkers during her apprenticeship.

They put me with this White guy who knew that the foreman was fucking 
with me. […] He hated Black people so he really thought I was screwing 
with him. Well, I’m being myself and within four weeks this man was invit-
ing me home for rabbit to meet the family. […] One-on-one I can get you. 
I can connect with you. They can see my value system, my work ethic.

Shonda did not think all White people were out to get her; though 
she was sensitive to signs of discriminatory behavior. Shonda noted that 
her efforts meant that White men were more open to her, but not neces-
sarily more open to other Black people and women.

If Shonda had not successfully won over her colleagues she would 
have lost her job. This was not about her skill as an electrician, but rather 
her ability to soften the attitudes of hostile colleagues. Shonda said she 
could not have progressed in her career without the men who were will-
ing to give her a chance on the job. During her career, at times she had 
been an accepted member of the group and at other times not. Shonda 
credited career longevity in the same place as helping her build real rela-
tionships with male coworkers. Mid-career she transitioned from com-
mercial construction to a Municipal Electrical Department. Working for 
the municipality allowed relationships to be formed over time. This is in 
contrast to shorter jobs in commercial construction where people may 
work together for a few hours to a couple years depending on the work.

Learning to assess the cultural climate of the workplace and the actors 
involved is a subtle skill that Black tradeswomen describe as necessary for 
self-preservation in a competitive environment. Sandra, a fellow electrician, 
learned to “play psychologist” to understand her male coworkers. She said:

So, besides trying to learn what I need to do and what I need to know [to 
stay] on the job I had to play psychologist so many times. You kind of feel 
people out, you know. You gotta get them to feel like they are comfortable 
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with you. They’ll let you do what you need to do, learn from them. […] 
I had to try to figure out how I was going to get past this so I could learn 
something.

In both Shonda and Sandra’s cases, their approach was to build indi-
vidual relationships. This meant analyzing individual coworkers and 
learning to overcome their resistance to them as tradeswomen and 
apprentices on the jobsite.

Keisha acknowledges the humanity of working for different super
visors. She says: “I figured out it’s not the contractor that you work for. 
It’s the person. They are humans, too. They make mistakes. They are 
incompetent. […] You just can’t judge people. I mean, you can show 
a person better than you can tell ‘em.” The comment, “You can show 
someone better than you can tell them,” was a recurring comment 
among the participants. The default comment throughout the interviews 
was “let my work speak.” Tradeswomen on commercial construction 
projects said they often faced a scarcity mentality on jobs where the pres-
ence of only a handful of women would be tolerated.

Intragroup Sexism

Study participants stated that gender microaggressions were nuanced and 
came from other women, White men, and men of color. With the high 
numbers of White men in construction, women expected to experience 
sexism from White men. They did not necessarily expect it from other 
women or Black men. The following seeks to explore this dynamic.

Black women have historically fought with Black men against racism. 
This remains true in the trades. However, Black male privilege in relation 
to women in general and Black women in particular is also present. Black 
patriarchal attitudes weaken the relationships between Black men and 
women, which are already affected by racial and class oppression (Woods, 
2010). Women in my study said that their relationships with Black 
men were at best mutually supportive, and at worst Black men tried to 
sabotage their careers. Eisenberg (1998) in her study of tradeswomen 
described an alliance between men of color and White women on the 
jobsite. She found that men of color tended to treat the White women 
on site with respect, and support them against discriminatory behaviors 
from White tradesmen. She noted that this alliance was also built out of a 
history of men of color experiencing retaliation if they were perceived as 
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harming White women. However, she noticed in her study that this alli-
ance of mutual support was not necessarily extended from Black trades-
men towards Black tradeswomen. Similarly, Moccio (2009) found in her 
study of women in an electrical union that Black men were more inclined 
to collude with White men against Black women than to join in racial 
solidarity with Black women.

In her experience as a cement mason, Kareema found that Black 
tradesmen’s fear that she was taking their jobs, or was more quali-
fied than they, was a barrier at times in her career. Kareema moved to 
the Southern United States and joined one of the only predominately 
Black cement locals in the country. She thought that Black men would 
be more supportive of her than the White men she encountered in the 
Northern United States. Though highly skilled, Kareema was unable 
to find work as a journeyperson within her Southern cement union. 
Similarly, as a superintendent, Keisha observed that when Black men 
could benefit from joining with White men against her leadership, they 
would. Women were not immune to sexist thinking when faced with 
other women on the job.

Women observed that intense competition on the jobsite to remain 
working heightened tensions between women. Women also discussed the 
phenomenon of either distancing themselves from other women, or hav-
ing other women do this to them. One woman shared that this distance 
from other women was a desire to not be categorized with them as infe-
rior. Black women shared that this phenomenon impacted their relation-
ships with other Black women and across race with White women.

Z relayed her worst experience of aggression between women on the 
jobsite. While a carpentry apprentice, she encountered a fellow trades-
woman on site. Z was excited as this was a rare occurrence. Instead of 
validating each other, the White tradeswomen told Z she would not 
make it as a carpenter. This assumption of inferiority undermined Z’s 
abilities and right to be on the jobsite. The insulting experience had a 
lasting impression on Z’s apprenticeship. She said:

I knew she didn’t want me there. It went from her being the only woman 
on the jobsite and her being babied, to me being another woman, a 
minority [Black person] on the jobsite. But I wasn’t babied that much. I 
needed to work just as hard as everybody else. I ended up lasting longer in 
that company than she did.
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Efforts Towards Intragroup Solidarity

For the Black tradeswomen in this study, intentional networks with 
other women and with Black men contributed to their long-term reten-
tion in the trades. Tradeswomen relayed experiences where Black men 
intentionally supported their presence in the trades. They did this by 
hiring Black tradeswomen, supporting their leadership, and sharing 
their knowledge as journeymen. They also worked with Black trades-
women in their workplaces to challenge discrimination. In an environ-
ment with only a handful of men of color Darnita, a laborer, said of 
the Black tradesmen she encountered: “They’re trying to hold onto 
their jobs. They’re just lucky to be working.” She acknowledged that 
Black men continued to struggle to advance up the leadership ladder. 
She gave the example of a colleague who worked for the same company 
for ten years and was continually passed over for promotion by White 
males newly brought into the company: “He’s been with these cats for 
so long. They take these guys and make them foreman, right before 
him. I mean [White men are] just trying to help themselves. We all got 
to eat.”

During the study, Darnita’s job ended due to lack of work. She net-
worked with a Black tradesman who owned his own business. She talked 
with him about joining his crew on an upcoming job. She said main-
stream White contractors “are only hiring [Black people] because they 
have to. This brother is hiring me because he can.” Her efforts were sty-
mied by limited work from this contractor.

To counter mistrust between women some of the women discussed 
networking with tradeswomen outside of work through tradeswomen 
organizations. This gave women the opportunity to meet and connect 
in a neutral setting before they met at work. Creating networks is a 
key strategy to keep working in the trades. Two of the tradeswomen 
worked for the same employer for the majority of their careers. Their 
workplace had more than a handful of women on the job and women 
worked consistently for years on the site. These two factors lessened the 
competition between women. Having more women on the job meant 
that women were not interloper hires; more women on the job shifted 
the culture of the organization to be less resistant to the presence of 
women.



44   R. Hunte

Jokes, Slurs and Gendered Language

Sexist or racist jokes are a reality on jobsites. Wanda Lou had little 
patience with jokes. She said:

You had a few prejudiced people. There’s always going to be a few. I knew 
how to set them straight. […] If they said something to me, I knew how 
to answer them back. I didn’t let them get away with anything, period. I 
stopped them right then. As I said, I worked with men and I did not allow 
them to tell me jokes. If they were telling me a joke, I may say “Well, what 
did they want to do that for?” Kill the joke, you know. There wasn’t any-
thing to laugh at when I got through with them, because I made it stupid. 
I did not allow them to tell me jokes.

In preventing people from telling racist and sexist jokes Wanda Lou 
interrupted oppression and put a hard boundary around herself. Each 
woman had to figure out how she would negotiate these comments. 
Some women maintained rigid boundaries to support their authority 
among their crews. They did not fraternize with crewmates or employees. 
Distance from male crews prevented them from being taken advantage of 
by subordinates or becoming the butt of jokes or pranks from their peers.

Danielle, a laborer shared that sexist or racist attitudes were com-
municated by the use of stereotypes. For example, at a work picnic 
a fellow White laborer made a stereotypical comment about the Black 
people on crew liking watermelon and chicken; or driving to a job site 
and being chastised by a Latina boss for playing loud music in her car. 
She also talked about racial and sexual slurs drawn on the portable toi-
let of jobsites; the most offensive being a sexually explicit drawing of a 
naked woman on the wall of the toilet. Danielle acknowledged these 
experiences as potentially harmful and contributed to people leaving the 
industry. She said supervisors and contractors needed to address these 
microaggressions and failed to do so.

Veronica said the willingness of organizations and supervisors to dis-
miss explicitly racist behavior as jokes left employees with little recourse. 
She shared an overt hostile act of racism that happened at the Municipal 
Utility where she worked. A noose was left in the locker of a Black male 
employee. The employee’s supervisor trivialized the microassault by pub-
licly laughing about what happened and treated the incident as a joke. 
The supervisor’s treatment of this incident as a joke gave the institu-
tional message that there would be little to no recourse for the victim 
of this racist assault. People of color offered each other group solidarity 
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to encourage the Black employee to not be silent about what happened. 
Human resources did not act on this discrimination claim. Human 
resources failure to act in this instance points to a climate where overt 
discriminatory behavior is maintained. It is within this climate that the 
placing of a noose, a symbol of racial terrorism against Black people in 
the United States, could be dismissed as a joke. Five of the women in 
the study brought gender or racial legal disputes or human resources 
grievances to their employers with mixed success. Retaliation and the 
challenge of proving the intent of covert microaggressions limited the 
effectiveness of grievances or legal suits.

Sexual Harassment and Heterosexism

The inability of human resource departments to respond effectively 
when people bring forward discrimination claims contributes to a “code 
of silence” from victims of harassment. Veronica noted that a “code 
of silence” among women prevented them from speaking out about 
sexual harassment for fear of retaliation. She said breaking the code 
required women to speak when something happened but also for human 
resources, supervisors, and crew leads to act. Veronica was verbally sex-
ually harassed by a male peer. She initially asked to be transferred to 
another crew to get away from the perpetrator. Her supervisor dismissed 
her concerns and told both herself and the perpetrator to “work it out” 
and “get along.” The response of her supervisor gave the perpetrator 
license to increase his harassment of Veronica. This was done privately 
and in front of other colleagues to humiliate her. Eventually, she worked 
with other women who worked for the Municipal Utility to bring a claim 
to Human Resources about sexual harassment. Human Resources took 
the claim of sexual harassment seriously, but were ultimately ineffective 
in removing the perpetrator from the organization. Her story highlights 
the need for greater training of managers regarding their responsibilities 
in terms of keeping workers safe from physical harm and bullying; and 
for human resources to make known and enforce procedures to address 
sexual and racial harassment.

Breaking the code of silence also requires the participation of trades-
men. Veronica’s harassment experience was witnessed by her male col-
leagues. The witnessing of harassment and failure to speak out is a form 
of collusion with the perpetrator against the target. Bystander interven-
tion is crucial to interrupt sexual and racial harassment of women and 
people of color.
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A bystander witnessed a fellow tradesperson make a homophobic 
comment towards Z, a lesbian. The bystander told the foreman, who 
told the contractor. This particular job was on the grounds of a large 
manufacturer with strict guidelines around conduct. The institutional 
mandate for compliance around higher safety behaviors, including higher 
codes of conduct in regards to racism and sexism, compelled Z’s contrac-
tor to call a meeting of all those working on the jobsite, and announce 
that anyone making homophobic or racist comments on the jobsite 
would be fired. In contrast to Z’s experience with her employer, Crystal 
was fired when she told a coworker she was gay. Employees cannot trust 
that an employer will protect their rights.

Leading Within a Microaggressive Culture

The assumption of inferiority, and expectations of failure, undermine 
Black tradeswomen’s competence on the job, and hinder their willing-
ness to step into leadership roles. Black women in leadership roles on 
construction jobsites are few and far between. Superintendent Keisha 
spoke of challenges to her leadership by male subordinates who held 
sexist beliefs that men knew best, of battling stereotypes that women’s 
decisions were inefficient and their crews substandard, and of potential 
sabotage by male peers. Keisha said:

Yet, it never fails, the testosterone in these guys that “they are construction 
workers,” you know? They come out there and they’ve got their tools and 
stuff, and they’re gonna work. You’re gonna pick up behind them. I just 
felt like I was constantly paying my dues. […]

I was just like, “Naw, I’m not going to do it like that. We are gonna 
do it like this, because I didn’t buy my card [“Buying your card” is a term 
used when people buy their journey card from the union hall without 
going through the formal apprenticeship. Buying a card is a less rigorous 
path towards attaining a journey card and qualifies individuals to earn jour-
ney-level wages]. You might have bought your card, and then you brought 
your brother-in-law in. He’s getting journeyman scale [wages], and he 
didn’t even go through the apprenticeship. He doesn’t know what he’s 
talking about. […] I’ll take the blame if it’s wrong. But I am confident 
that it’s right. I know it’s right.” […]

This is my constant fight. The guys don’t like giving me a chance. I’m 
not trying to prove my stuff or myself, or whatever. I’m just trying to do 
what works for me because at the end of the day, especially if I am a jour-
neyman, and they are the apprentice, I am responsible for it being right.
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As a woman, Keisha faced gender-based challenges to her leadership 
on a regular basis. She spoke to the irony of having males come onto 
the jobsite, underestimate her wealth of knowledge and offer less cred-
ible ways to problem-solve on the job. She also noted that males could 
be promoted based on their networks rather than their skill. As a super-
intendent, she had to assertively challenge men to respect her decisions.

Keisha worked on bridge building projects around the United States 
for over 20 years at the time of our interview. Though her resume was 
impressive, she noted that male subordinates had to get past their bias 
against working for a woman before they would work effectively for her. 
She said once they did so they would work for her “in a heartbeat.” She 
felt that she was a fair boss and set a high standard. Over her career, she 
had had three complaints lodged against her by male subordinates. The 
complaints did not stand up to scrutiny. However, complaints by subor-
dinates can cause women in leadership to be removed from their posi-
tion. Keisha walked a fine line around when to speak up, and when to let 
men figure out for themselves whether their ideas worked.

Limited Institutional Commitments to Inclusion

All of the tradeswomen interviewed at some point in their careers were 
brought onto construction projects through affirmative action efforts to 
bring more women and people of color into the trades. These efforts have 
been beneficial, however commitment to greater inclusion of women and 
people of color in the industry has waxed and waned depending on insti-
tutional will for diversity, and the political and economic climate. Wanda 
Lou noted that after her 30 years on the shipyards the numbers of women 
and Black people working on the yards dropped drastically. She attributed 
this to a lack of concerted effort on the part of her former employer to 
cultivate and maintain a diverse workforce. Wanda Lou said:

[The yard] has changed since we’ve been there. I retired in 1988. But 
when we went back […] I didn’t see that many Black people there, period. 
And I didn’t see that many women there. […] You see, there were a lot of 
Black people there when we were there. But as we retired, I don’t think 
they hired many more Black people.

Hiring went from targeted outreach to women and people of 
color towards a more color and genderblind approach, which con-
tributed to the absence of people of color and women in the work-
force. Colorblindness supports race-neutral policies, and has been used 
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to undermine affirmative action efforts to bring people of color into 
apprenticeships. Genderblindness supports gender-neutral policies, and 
operates similarly to colorblind policies. Without long-term commit-
ments to hiring women and people of color racial and gender diversity at 
all levels of the construction workforce will not be achieved.

As a laborer apprentice, Danielle said she had regular work. The 
economy was booming and apprentices were attractive to employers 
because they earned a lesser wage. As a Black woman, Danielle said con-
tractors were incentivized to hire women and people of color to meet 
their affirmative action goals. Danielle sought to extend her apprentice-
ship by not rushing to submit her hours to graduate from each level of 
her apprenticeship. To her chagrin once her apprenticeship finished she 
found she was unemployed for ten months. She said:

A lot of people told me to stay working, try to stretch out your appren-
ticeship as long as possible. It was very true. In the laborer’s trade […] 
they are accepting apprentices still to this day and they are the ones that 
are still working. […] It’s like they used you while you were an apprentice 
and then when you’re done they just toss you aside. Yeah. That’s how they 
stand. I’m really fed up with them.

Danielle spoke to the tension between the rhetoric of inclusion 
that she heard from the union, and the precarious experience of being 
a woman and a racial minority in the industry. She said: “I know that 
[women] have come a long way in this industry. But I don’t think we get 
the respect. […] They always say they want us to be in it and stuff like 
that, and still we’re like the first ones to go.”

Moving Forward

Women experienced microaggressions when they applied for their 
apprenticeships, when entering jobsites, while working alongside other 
men and women in the industry, as journey-level workers, as they 
attempted to move into leadership positions, and at the pinnacle of their 
careers. Microaggressive themes that impacted all of the women inter-
viewed were the assumption of inferiority, colorblindness and gender-
blindness, racial and gender-based jokes, language, and slurs. Women 
experienced sexual harassment and heterosexism directly and indirectly. 
All of the women worked to address the resistance of coworkers and the 
industry as a whole to their presence as Black women.
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If more women and people of color are to enter the construction 
industry and thrive in long-term careers the experiences of the Black 
tradeswomen offer key points of intervention. Affirmative action efforts 
to bring women and people of color into the industry are important. 
Many of the women in this study got their first jobs because of affirma-
tive action goals on large construction projects. These efforts need to be 
consistent and industry wide. Without industry wide commitment to the 
inclusion of women and people of color into the workforce, gains made 
in bringing more people into the industry will continue to lag.

Bringing women and people of color into the trades is not enough. 
Foremen, supervisors, owners, apprenticeship centers, and human 
resource departments need to directly challenge microaggressive atti-
tudes and behaviors that create a microaggressive culture within the 
trades. It is important for leadership at all levels to uphold a high stand-
ard of professional conduct on jobsites that promotes the inclusion of 
all workers. This is challenging. In interactions with major construction 
employers, I found some were interested in changing the culture, and 
some felt they could not set such a high standard for their employees as 
they would face opposition. Culture change is hard work, and is crucial 
for the construction industry to integrate in a meaningful way.

For all of the women in the study, working with other women on the 
jobsite was rare. I hypothesize that when women are hired in greater 
numbers and for longer timeframes there is a greater opportunity for sol-
idarity to form among women. Tradeswomen who had the opportunity 
to remain with the same company for decades found it easier to establish 
a presence on the job, and to build lasting relationships across race and 
gender. In addition, there is a need to increase the numbers of women 
and people of color on the job at all levels of employment to normalize 
the presence of women and people of color in the workplace.

Supervisors who know the skills of their workers is key to mitigate the 
impact of invisibility of Black women. The awareness of supervisors can 
help ensure that as apprentices Black women are being trained, and as 
journey-level workers are being assigned meaningful work. The microag-
gressive culture of the US building trades can change. Failure to change 
this microaggressive culture will continue to waste the potential and con-
tributions of valuable workers. As the US building trades face a work-
ers’ shortage in the coming decades due to the aging out of the current 
workforce, addressing gender and race-based microaggressions is an eco-
nomic necessity.
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CHAPTER 4

Navigating Microaggressions, Overt 
Discrimination, and Institutional 

Oppression: Transgender and Gender 
Nonconforming People and the Criminal 

Justice System

Kevin L. Nadal, Tanya Erazo, Chassitty N. Fiani,  
Mónica Christina Murillo Parilla and Heather Han

Throughout American history, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and 
queer (LGBTQ) people have been targets of violence. As the United 
States formed, LGBTQ people (or individuals who were suspected of 
being LGBTQ) were killed, assaulted, or harassed for their presumed 
sexual orientations or gender identities; if they were granted a trial and 
found guilty of sodomy, they were jailed or suffered violent punishments 
(Crompton, 1976). In the early 1900s, police officers in metropolitan 
cities regularly raided gay bars and arrested LGBTQ people for sodomy 
(i.e., the act of engaging in oral sex, anal sex, or sex with an animal); 
cross-dressing (wearing clothes considered untraditional for one’s birth 
sex); or for no illegal reason at all (Bronski, 2011; D’Emilio, 2014).  
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The uprisings at Compton’s Cafeteria in San Francisco in 1966 and 
Stonewall in New York City of 1969 (which were led predominantly 
by transgender women of color) marked the beginnings of the LGBTQ 
Civil Rights Movement in the United States (D’Emilio, 2014; Nadal, 
2013). For the first time in history, LGBTQ people organized them-
selves—declaring their right to exist and to express their sexual orienta-
tions and gender identities without tyranny or persecution.

While many LGBTQ people have become more visible and vocal over 
the past five decades, both individuals who are out and those who are 
closeted continue to live in fear. Coming out publicly has elicited fears 
of rejection, harassment, or violence—particularly due to the number of 
hate crimes committed towards LGBTQ people. The murders of people 
like Marsha P. Johnson, Harvey Milk, Brandon Teena, Matthew Shepard, 
Sakia Gunn, Gwen Amber Rose Araujo, Mark Carson, and Islan Nettles 
have signaled a need to be hypervigilant, to conceal one’s sexual or gen-
der identity, or both. While transgender and gender nonconforming 
(TGNC) people in general are targeted most by hate violence, Black and 
Latina transgender women are targeted most and at disproportionate 
rates (Dinno, 2017).

Systemically, there have been many federal, state, and local laws that 
directly affected the rights of LGBTQ people. Sodomy was viewed as 
illegal under federal law until the Lawrence vs. Texas Supreme Court 
(2003) decision, which ruled that state sodomy laws were unconstitu-
tional. LGBTQ people could be fired from their jobs if their sexual iden-
tities were discovered; in fact, President Eisenhower signed Executive 
Order #10450 in 1953—which called for LGBTQ people to be fired 
from jobs in the federal government (Hillman & Hinrichsen, 2014). 
Sexual orientation and transgender identity were not protected classes 
under federal hate crime law until President Obama signed the Matthew 
Shepard and James Byrd Jr. Hate Crimes Act in 2009. Lesbian and gay 
people were not allowed to serve in the military until President Obama 
repealed Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell; and same-sex couples were not legally 
allowed to get married across all fifty states until the Supreme Court 
Decision of 2015 (Nadal, 2018).

While many laws have changed to protect LGBTQ rights, and though 
public opinions about LGBTQ people have become generally more 
favorable, research has found that LGBTQ people are still susceptible to 
various types of microaggressions—or subtle, more unintentional forms 
of discrimination (Nadal, 2013; Nadal, Rivera, & Corpus, 2010). Over 
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the past ten years, multiple scholars have described the various micro-
aggressions faced by LGBTQ people, as well as the negative impact of 
these microaggressions on LGBTQ people’s mental health (see Nadal, 
Whitman, Davis, Erazo, Davidoff, 2016 for a review). Several themes of 
LGBTQ microaggressions have been identified including: (a) the use of 
heterosexist or transphobic terminology; (b) the endorsement of heter-
onormative or gender normative culture and behaviors; (c) the assump-
tion of sexual pathology, deviance, or abnormality; (d) exoticization; (e) 
discomfort with/disapproval of LGBTQ experience; and (f) the assump-
tion of a universal LGBTQ experience.

Further, numerous studies (e.g., Nadal, Skolnik, & Wong, 2012; 
Nadal et al., 2016) describe common microaggressions encountered by 
TGNC people. Examples of these types of microaggressions include:

a.	� the use of transphobic terminology (e.g., a colleague misgenders a 
TGNC person with an incorrect pronoun or uses a transphobic slur 
to describe someone);

b.	�the endorsement of gender normative culture and behaviors  
(e.g., a cisgender family member proclaims that a TGNC person 
should conform to gender expectations of their assigned sex at 
birth or should identify as binary);

c.	� discomfort with or disapproval transgender experience (e.g., a 
stranger stares at a TGNC person in disgust or uneasiness);

d.	�exoticization (e.g., someone wants to date or be friends with a 
TGNC person only because of their gender identity);

e.	� assumption of sexual pathology, deviance, or abnormality (e.g., an 
acquaintance presumes that a TGNC person is a sex worker or is 
sexually promiscuous);

f.	� assumption of universal transgender experience (e.g., someone pre-
sumes that all transgender people must transition into the gender 
opposite to their sex assigned at birth);

g.	� denial of the reality of transphobia (e.g., a professor or supervisor 
says that transgender people are too sensitive or paranoid about 
discrimination);

h.	�denial of bodily privacy (e.g., an acquaintance or stranger asks 
transgender people about their genitalia or whether they have had 
any medical surgeries).



54   K. L. Nadal et al.

Specific to the criminal justice system, emerging studies have uncovered 
different types of heterosexist and transphobic discrimination within the 
criminal justice (CJ) system, as well as how those perceptions impact how 
people perceive or experience the CJ system. Nadal, Quintanilla, Goswick, 
and Sriken (2015) describe the many ways that lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
and queer (LGBQ) perceive the police, courts, and other legal venues. 
Participants revealed issues related to gender presentation, intersections 
with race and class, and microaggressions they encounter as a result of their 
sexual orientation and other identities. Results indicate that stereotypes and 
perceived bias affect whether LGBQ people would feel comfortable seek-
ing help from police officers, as well as how much they would trust dif-
ferent sectors of the justice system. One limitation to this study is that it 
focused solely on LGBQ people, without understanding how gender iden-
tity may impact one’s perception of, and experiences within, the CJ system.

In order to investigate transgender experiences in the criminal justice 
system, Fiani and colleagues (2017) used a qualitative method with a 
group of 11 self-identified TGNC adults in the US. Participants shared 
several themes of microaggressions within the CJ system, including:

1. � Dehumanization (e.g., a correctional officer who refers to a TGNC 
person as “it” instead of her gender pronoun);

2. � Assumptions of Criminality, Pathology, or Abnormality (e.g., a 
trans woman who is presumed to be a sex worker for no other rea-
son than her gender identity);

3. � Use of Derogatory Language (e.g., being referred to as a “she-
male” or a “tranny”);

4. � Second-Class Citizenship (e.g., a TGNC person who is put into 
solitary confinement or denied healthcare because the prisons 
refuse to validate their gender identities);

5. � Intentional Misgendering (e.g., a prosecutor who intentionally 
calls a trans woman “Mr.” during a trial, despite being corrected 
numerous times on her pronouns);

6. � Microinvalidations (e.g., officers who laugh at a TGNC person 
who file a police report or discourage TGNC from seeking help);

7. � Invasion of Bodily Privacy/Exoticization (e.g., a TGNC person 
who is groped or excessively frisked during an arrest); and

8. � Systemic Microaggressions (e.g., a TGNC person whose legal 
identification cards are not viewed as valid because they list their 
assigned sex at birth, instead of their current gender presentation).
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While Fiani and colleagues (2017) describe the microaggressions or sub-
tler forms of discrimination TGNC people encounter, it is important to 
explore TGNC people react to, or cope with microaggressions, overt dis-
crimination, and institutional discrimination.

The purpose of this chapter is to uncover how TGNC people perceive 
and experience the criminal justice system. We will primarily focus on the 
types of discrimination and bias TGNC encounter and how those expe-
riences impact their perceptions and interactions with different sectors of 
the CJ system. Utilizing a Qualitative Secondary Analysis (QSA) from 
the data from Fiani and colleagues (2017), we employed the following 
exploratory research questions:

1. � How do TGNC people react to microaggressions and other forms 
of discrimination in the CJ system?

2. � How do TGNC cope with microaggressions in the CJ system cog-
nitively, emotionally, and behaviorally?

3. � What recommendations do TGNC people have for improving the 
CJ system?

Method

Participants

Participants (N = 11) included adults who self-identified as transgen-
der or gender nonconforming (TGNC); their reported ages ranged 
from 23 to 51 (Mean = 32.9). Participant demographic characteris-
tics were assessed via a free response self-report format. One partici-
pant responded to socio-demographic items describing race/ethnicity, 
sexual orientation, gender identity, and religion/spirituality as “All,” 
and self-reported an occupation of “Mystic.” The majority of the 
remaining 10 participants self-identified their race as White (N = 7), 
followed by Black (N = 2) and Latina/o/x (N = 1). Diverse eth-
nic identifications were reported, including Jewish-American, White, 
African-American, Puerto-Rican/Sephardi, American, Irish/Italian, 
and African. Sexual orientation comprised a similarly diverse distribu-
tion, including identifications of Queer (N = 3), Bi/Queer (N = 1), 
Gay (N = 2), Bisexual (N = 2), and Heterosexual/Straight (N = 2). 
Participants described and reported a number of gender identities,  
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including Male (N = 1), Female (N = 1), Transgender (N = 2), 
Trans (N = 1), and FTM or female-to-male (N = 1) as well as 
composite identifications including GNC Queer Woman, Male/
Neutrois, and Transmasculine Genderqueer. See Table 4.1 for detailed 
socio-demographic information.

Participant recruitment drew from a community sample in a metro-
politan region of the Northeastern United States. To participate, volun-
teers responded by email to posts in the volunteer section of the website 
Craigslist.com, as well as a series of e-mails sent to the research team’s 
networks. Participants were each provided with $20 at the conclusion 
of the focus groups as an appreciation for their time and contributions. 
To protect participant confidentiality and promote feelings of safety, par-
ticipants provided either pseudonyms or their initials throughout the 
research process, rather than their names or other identifiable informa-
tion. In our results section, we removed any identifiable demographic 
information.

Table 4.1  Participant socio-demographic self-identifications

Age Race Ethnicity Sexual 
orientation

Gender identity Occupation Religion

51 White Jewish-
American

Queer GNC Queer 
Woman

Writer Jewish

31 White White Gay Male Student Jewish
34 White – Gay Female Chef Atheist
28 All All All All Mystic All
28 Black African-

American
Heterosexual Transgender Student Buddhist

30 Latino Puerto-
Rican/
Sephardi

Bi/Queer Male/Neutrois Freelance 
writer/artist

Jewish

27 White – Queer Transmasculine 
Genderqueer

College 
writing 
instructor

Unitarian 
Universalist

39 White American Queer Trans Student Agnostic
25 White Irish/Italian Bisexual FTM Government Wicca
23 Black African Straight Transgender 

male
Customer 
service rep

Christian

46 White – Bisexual – – Jewish/
Buddhist
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Researchers

The research team included five research assistants trained and expe-
rienced in conducting qualitative research and in data analysis using 
Consensual Qualitative Research (CQR) (Hill, Thompson, & Williams, 
1997). This team was comprised of one cisgender male professor, two 
cisgender female doctoral students, two genderqueer/gender nonbi-
nary Master’s students, and one cisgender female undergraduate stu-
dent. Additionally, coders reported sexual orientation identities including 
queer, gay, asexual, pansexual, and heterosexual. The racial/ethnic dis-
tribution of coders included White, Asian, Asian-American, Latina, and 
Mixed. All researchers and research assistants were members of the same 
university psychology department, studying Clinical and/or Forensic 
Psychology. As per the recommendations of Hill et al. (1997), coders 
met prior to coding inception to explore their own personal reference 
groups, expectations, and biases related to TGNC identities and experi-
ences and related to the criminal justice system. This preliminary explo-
ration occurs in hopes of minimizing the later impacts of researcher bias 
upon data analytic processes and results.

Measures

Participants engaged in a semi-structured, in-person, focus group inter-
view in addition to completing the aforementioned demographic ques-
tionnaire. After informed consent was acquired, the demographic 
questionnaire was completed, followed by the focus group interview. 
The demographic questionnaire assessed the following characteristics: 
age, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender identity, occupation, and 
religion.

The semi-structured focus group interview protocol included 14 
facilitator-directed questions, each with two identical prompts for elab-
oration: (1) “Tell me more about that” and (2) “How do you feel about 
that?” Structured interview items pertained to participant experiences 
with and perceptions of the criminal justice system (i.e., police, prison 
systems, juvenile detention centers, courts, and government and state 
agencies). Participants were asked to describe both their beliefs regarding 
the criminal justice system (e.g., thoughts on its effectiveness and safety) 
and personal experiences with this system.
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The semi-structured nature of the focus group interview allowed for 
the generation of novel themes and concepts not previously demon-
strated in extant research or hypothesized by the researchers. It also 
gave participants a chance to express themselves in their own words as 
opposed to canned/multiple choice responses via a survey. The degree 
to which participant discussions deviated from the structured portions 
of the protocol varied by focus group. This semi-structured protocol 
is exploratory and appropriate—given the preliminary nature of this 
research, and the sparse nature of such investigations in extant literature. 
Thus, the present investigation allowed for the generation of both novel 
and hypothesis-driven conclusions, therefore providing a foundation 
upon which future research may readily expand.

Procedure

This study utilized a qualitative methodology comprised of semi- 
structured focus group interviews. Based on the convergence of participant 
and research team availability, three focus groups were held. Each group 
was attended by 1–2 (co)facilitators, one observer from the research team, 
and 3–5 TGNC participants. The observer identified non-verbal behaviors 
(e.g., gestures, facial expressions, and body language) and dimensions of 
group dynamics (e.g., conformity, dissent, and processes of groupthink) 
which qualitative methodology experts have asserted is often not readily 
apparent to the facilitator(s) (Krueger & Casey, 2014). Each focus group 
lasted 60–90 minutes, and took place in a private conference room at 
an urban public college. Participants reviewed and signed the informed 
consent document, and they were made aware of and agreed to audio 
recording of the group discussion to aid in the later stages of the research 
process. The audio recording began as the facilitator(s) reiterated a brief 
summary of the informed consent information, highlighting the impor-
tance of confidentiality and the voluntary nature of the study.

A semi-structured interview protocol was utilized, beginning with 
the prompt: “How do you feel about the police?” Subsequent questions 
focused on other sectors of the criminal justice system—including courts, 
prisons, and others. To encourage group discussion and secure robust 
research, participants were prompted to elaborate upon their responses 
with open-ended directives (e.g., “Tell me more,” “How did you feel 
about that?”, etc.). Participants were asked about their beliefs on the 
effectiveness, safety, and treatment of LGBTQ victims and incarcerated 
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LGBTQ people within the criminal justice system. Upon conclusion 
of the last structured discussion item, the facilitator(s) prompted par-
ticipants to provide closing thoughts. After participants gave their final 
thoughts, a brief concluding discussion took place in which the facili-
tator(s) attempted to summarize the groups’ sentiments and asked for 
their corrections or agreement of the summation. When the concluding 
discussion ended, the audio recording was stopped. Participants then 
received their monetary compensation ($20) as well as a document list-
ing TGNC-competent, identity-affirming, counseling referrals. After par-
ticipants departed from the focus group location, the facilitator(s) and 
observer met to process reactions to the focus group and their discus-
sions. These research team reactions were not transcribed or coded, but 
rather informed later research investigations and research team training 
protocols.

Analyses

Because we were interested in further understanding how TGNC people 
coped with microaggressions in the CJ system, we utilized both a QSA 
and CQR approach (see Hill et al., 1997). Utilizing the data collected 
by Fiani and colleagues (2017), we used a QSA—which is used when 
previous data is reanalyzed to investigate new questions, to apply a fresh 
perspective to unanswered questions, or to expand on existing phenom-
ena (Gladstone, Volpe, & Boydell, 2007; Heaton, 2004). We also used a 
CQR approach to ensure that multiple coders and analysts were consid-
ered in understanding our data.

All focus group discussions were audio recorded to maintain the accu-
racy of data analysis. Research assistants within the primary investigator’s 
lab transcribed each audio recording into a distinct focus group tran-
script, from which the coding team drew their conclusions. Data analysis 
consisted of four research assistants meeting on five separate occasions 
to analyze the three transcripts via CQR. As previously mentioned, the 
first meeting consisted of a discussion and self-reflection among the cod-
ing team regarding assumptions and expectations about the research and 
TGNC experiences and identities.

Prior to the second team meeting, coders individually examined all 
three transcripts, and sorted participant quotes into preliminary sets of 
coding domains. This starting list, composed by the research coordi-
nator to reflect existing empirical frameworks, yielded five categories: 
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Criminal Justice Category (e.g., police, courts, government agencies, 
etc.); Affective Experiences Related to Discussion; Reactions to Criminal 
Justice Experiences (Cognitive, Affective, and Behavioral); Categories 
of Experiences (e.g., random searches, microaggressions, etc.); and 
Intersectionalities (e.g., grasping how one’s experiences were related 
to one’s gender identity, race, socioeconomic status, age, and other 
identities).

During meetings three through five, the coding team discussed 
individual preliminary classifications, and constructed novel domains 
as appropriate. The remainder of the coding process consisted of dis-
cussion and revision of domains (both the conceptualization of each 
domain’s contents and sorting of all participant responses into appropri-
ate domains). Consistent with CQR, all coding decisions required group 
consensus. Thus, group dissent produced a discussion of the ration-
ale of each party’s perspective, which continued as long as necessary to 
reach consensus. Group consensus produced seven descriptive domains 
of TGNC experiences with the criminal justice system as well as one 
domain of TGNC reactions to personal experiences with said system.

Following final consensus among the coders, an external auditor 
reviewed the aforementioned eight domains of experiences with the 
criminal justice system and various reactions to those experiences. The 
auditor (an expert in both CQR methods and research with TGNC pop-
ulations), is an expert in both qualitative research and CQR; the audi-
tor’s role was to manage potential biases that may have emerged within 
the original coding team (e.g., groupthink and group polarization). 
Moreover, the auditor provided feedback to the coding team regarding 
the naming and conceptualization of domains as well as the quotes which 
comprised them. He also provided recommendations for the organiza-
tion of the final coding document. After the coding team received this 
feedback, they met to review and address said recommendations, again 
reaching consensus for each decision. The final four domains and subse-
quent themes presented were approved by the external auditor.

Results

Fiani and colleagues (2017) described the most robust domain that 
emerged from the data—the types of microaggressions TGNC people 
encounter in the CJ system. For this study, we describe the four other 
domains that emerged from the participants’ narratives. These domains 
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include: (1) Points of interactions with the CJ System; (2) Beliefs/
Thoughts About the Police; (3) Reactions to Experiences with CJ 
System; and (4) Intersectionalities. Themes emerged under each domain, 
and original and representative quotes are provided to elucidate each 
theme.

Domain 1: Points of Interactions with Criminal Justice System

The first domain encompasses participants’ narratives about their inter-
actions with different law enforcement agents, agencies, or both. Among 
others, some of the agencies mentioned include police departments, 
prisons, and jails. Three themes emerged under this domain: (1) Arrests, 
Apprehensions, and Custodies; (2) Seeking Assistance from Police; and 
(3) Protests and Demonstrations.

Theme 1: Arrests, apprehensions, and custodies. Participants 
shared narratives of being arrested and being held in custody in prison 
or jails—describing the overt and subtle discriminatory treatment that 
they had received. Some participants shared incidents during the book-
ing process. Others described the experience of being an inmate in these 
facilities. Stories about microaggressions, trauma, marginalization, vio-
lence, and prejudices were shared. One participant said, “I was arrested, 
like falsely arrested, and instead of asking me anything, when I finally 
said to them ‘I’m Trans,’ all the cops said was ‘Yeah, I thought there was 
something weird about you.’” Participants who were arrested and held 
in custody shared anxiety and constant worry surrounding the idea of 
gendered cells and bathrooms at these facilities, as well as anxiety regard-
ing potential violence that may occur.

Theme 2: Seeking assistance from police. Some participants dis-
cussed instances in which they felt it necessary to reach out to law 
enforcement for help. Consistently, participants recognized the nega-
tive effects that having to reach out to these systems to get support or 
assistance had on their lives. An example of one of these incidents was 
being a witness to or survivor of a hate crime. Participants shared an 
array of emotions regarding help-seeking with police, with one partici
pant who revealed: “I’ve had experiences where I’ve had to call the 
police to diffuse situations and it felt like they were always turning it, 
somehow, against me as being the aggressor.” Across all groups, partici
pants revealed their experiences with police officers to be consistently 
negative—sharing hesitance about engaging with police officers; most 
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participants disclosed past histories of maltreatment and injustice by 
officers when reaching out for support. Despite these negative encoun-
ters, the majority of participants vocalized that reaching out to the 
authorities was considered the legitimate formal process. Even if they felt 
harassed or invalidated, they continued to engage with police in order to 
seek justice.

Theme 3: Protests/demonstrations. Some participants shared narra-
tives about interacting with police officers as a result of their involvement 
in collective actions, political protests, and other demonstrations related to 
social justice activism. In these encounters, many participants mentioned 
narratives of maltreatment and injustice towards civilians. Participants 
perceived that the police held animosity towards protestors and activists 
engaged in organizing and attending these events—which often resulted in 
aggressive or hostile actions towards protestors.

Domain 2: Beliefs/Thoughts About the Police

Participants reflected upon their personal ideas, judgments, and opin-
ions about the police, focusing specifically on the functionality and effi-
ciency of police departments. Four themes emerged from this domain: 
(1) Police as ineffective, (2) Police as selectively effective, (3) Police as 
discriminatory, and (4) Police as unjust.

Theme 1: Police as ineffective. Participants shared narratives and 
anecdotes related to incidents or moments in their lives when the police 
underserve them as civilians. The intersection of social class, race, and 
sexual orientation were discussed in connection to the treatment certain 
people receive. Participants expressed negative emotions and opinions 
about the police and police treatment in their communities. One partic-
ipant shared: “…in my community—in the GBLT community and my 
community in the south Bronx they are, in fact, ineffective.”

Theme 2: Police as selectively effective. Across groups, participants 
endorsed the idea that the police protect and serve only a specific group 
of people, and if one is not part of that group, one does not benefit the 
same way from police protection. In some cases, this theme explored 
the idea that privilege fuels how people will treat you and the fair treat-
ment you will receive from the police or the criminal justice system. 
Participants expressed that this inequality is a systemic issue stemming 
from social stratification where the police is but one party implicated 
in upholding and protecting the status quo. One participant described, 
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“They are they are incredibly effective doing what the system is set up 
for the police to do, which is to protect White privilege, White power… 
I think they are doing a great job doing that.” This quote exempli-
fies the beliefs that many of the participants shared in regard to the  
systemic influence over individual police officers’ behaviors—particularly 
in acknowledging how biased beliefs exist within a larger social system 
and are manifested through policing.

Theme 3: Police as discriminatory. Participants identified more 
overt and undisguised beliefs in regard to how police officers maltreat, 
marginalize, underserve, and exclude certain groups of people based on 
their perception of group identification. Participants discussed the beliefs 
they have seen police officers express towards marginalized groups. For 
example, participants shared blatant and microaggressive instances of 
how racist, sexist, cissexist homoantagonist, and transantagonist that 
police have been. One participant shared: “I feel that they discriminate a 
lot with the LGBT community and I know a few years ago some [trans-
gender people] died from bashing and the police, um, you know, some-
times they joke about it.” This participant’s quote speaks to the idea that 
police officers are insensitive or invalidating of TGNC people and that 
systems of transphobia perpetuate and even fuel these beliefs.

Theme 4: Police as unjust. Participants discussed the unjust and 
unfair treatment that TGNC people experience with the police. This 
theme again explores both overt and blatant forms of injustices perpe
tuated by the police, as well as microaggressions. For example, one par-
ticipant described feeling dehumanized by police, when trying to file a 
report:

I’m treated like a number. I’m treated like an individual who can’t afford 
anything. I’m treated like an individual who has to take what is in fact 
being given to them. Um. Whatever deal is in fact being given to them 
because I don’t have anyone to fight for me.

Many participants discuss the intertwining of the systemic and indi-
vidual perpetuation of injustice, with some recognizing the underly-
ing problems of systemic transantagonism and transmisogyny. One 
participant shared: “It makes me physically sick to think that this is a 
system that’s supposed to protect us and it’s doing the complete oppo-
site.” Another added, “Your mouth got busted open and because you 
are in fact transgender…it almost feels like the police officers give the 
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other individual—the one that committed the assault—a thumbs up.” 
Through these quotes, participants identify how systemic transphobia is 
both insidiously and overtly infused into how police treat TGNC people.

Domain 3: Reactions to Experiences with CJ System

Participants shared narratives or past lived experiences involving how 
they reacted when they encountered aspects of the CJ system. Most of 
these reactions were negative or ambivalent—filled with wariness and 
skepticism. Three themes emerged: (1) Loss of Trust; (2) Cognitive 
and Behavioral Reactions (with four subthemes: Cognitive Avoidance, 
Behavioral Avoidance, Learned Helplessness, and Self-Reflection); and 
(3) Emotional Reactions (with three subthemes: Unsafe/Vulnerable, 
Anger/Frustration, and Mixed Emotional Response).

Theme 1: Loss of trust. Participants described how they lost faith 
in the criminal justice system, specifically describing a level of disconnect 
and lack of discomfort in the presence of police officers and a larger sys-
tem. Their reactions to confronting the criminal justice system seem to 
be very cynical and cautious, with sample quotes including: “You know 
we cannot trust the police,” “It’s sad that I have to go in…assuming that 
I can’t trust them,” “I don’t trust that justice would be served,” and, “If 
you can’t trust the police then who can you trust, you know?”

Theme 2: Cognitive and behavioral reactions. Participants shared 
ideas or behaviors when they interacted with law enforcement and other 
sectors of the CJ system, with four major subthemes that emerged.

Subtheme 1: Cognitive avoidance. Many participants shared how they 
tried to repress or disassociate from any memory regarding their experi-
ences with police and how they intentionally try not to think about certain 
possibly traumatic experiences. One participant shared: “I’d rather not go 
into that because it doesn’t serve a purpose other than to disturb me.”

Subtheme 2: Behavioral avoidance. Some participants described how 
they altered behavior to evade any violence or discomfort. They avoided 
certain practices or circumstances they imagined could lead to awkward 
or distressing situations for them and others. Participants constantly 
made decisions to avoid confrontations in the face of politically incorrect 
(and sometimes even aggressive) language or behavior. If they reacted in 
the way they wanted to, they felt their safety would be compromised and 
could lead to more trouble. One person revealed:
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It challenges my safety because I want to defend myself… but in the same 
sense, like, my own personal safety means, like, at some points you have 
to pick and choose your battle… I [tend to] just kind of like shrink and 
curl up. And just like act very defensive and just like to be self-protective, 
instead of, even though I want to be kind of defiant. I think I’m usually 
just kind of like more concerned about both of our wellbeing.

This quote demonstrates how participants were changing their behavior 
and their actions in order to avoid uncomfortable or potentially hostile 
situations; TGNC people often choose not to confront these issues in 
order to avoid more dire and serious consequences.

Subtheme 3: Learned helplessness. Some participants revealed a sense 
of losing their personal power because of the continuous obstacles they 
face. Some participants seemed to have been pushed so far that they 
give up hope and optimism, as they see the systemic issues as being too 
deeply embedded and engrained to endure or change. One participant 
stated:

I feel like, do we spend our energy trying to mend the system that we can’t 
get rid of or trying to over throw it. And what like, what, what do um 
these small steps—like you know getting rid of solitary confinement for 
youth—like what does that really do in the long run?

Subtheme 4: Self-reflection. Participants identified ways they increased 
their own awareness and consciousness about the contributing factors 
affecting their lived experiences, as well as how they cope with systemic 
oppression. Most participants acknowledged that privilege, or lack of 
privilege, modifies how they navigate the world. One participant opined, 
“Before this whole stuff happened… I was almost like, what’s the phrase, 
willfully ignorant. I really wanted to believe it wasn’t this systemic or 
as systemic as it is.” This illuminates some participants’ desire to keep 
self-reflection at bay because of the emotional burden of acknowledg-
ing the perceived inequality of the CJ system. However, participants 
reported that self-reflection allowed them to cope with the reality of and 
actual engagement in this unfair system.

Theme 3: Emotional reactions. Participants described an array of 
feelings and emotional reactions they experienced when interacting with 
the CJ system. Three major subthemes emerged.
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Subtheme 1: Feeling unsafe/vulnerable. This subtheme described the 
lack of safety and constant vulnerability participants faced when navi
gating a heteronormative world. Participants discussed everyday issues 
they understood could potentially be threatening to their wellbeing 
and safety; they described ways in which they have learned to be hyper- 
vigilant when living their lives, particularly in relation to police officers. 
One participant disclosed, “Every day, I see the police. I feel as if… I’m 
being…if—not that I’m being protected, that I’m being the one who is, 
in fact, looked at to be the suspect.” This feeling of lack of safety relates 
to the hesitation around police injustice and discrimination as well as 
how the police have perpetuated these systemic “isms” that affect trans-
gender gender nonconforming people.

Subtheme 2: Anger/frustration. When describing the injustices of the 
CJ system, feelings of anger and frustration were frequently expressed. 
While one participant expressed specific instances in which they feel 
“rage and anger,” another described how they constantly “feel pissed. 
I just feel really angry.” This highlights the development of consistent, 
negative emotions participants must navigate when interacting with an 
unfair CJ system.

Subtheme 3: Mixed emotional responses. Participants expressed many 
other emotions—predominantly negative or ambivalent at best—with 
some responses conveying two or more feelings. Some participants 
shared disdain, anxiety, and sadness in thinking about the current status 
quo. When failing to confront a microaggression, one participant shared: 
“I really do feel like, I don’t know, like disappointed—a little ashamed 
of myself for not doing something.” These mixed emotional responses 
show the complexity of reactions TGNC individuals have regarding 
microaggressions and overt discrimination in the CJ system. There is not 
just one, singular reaction to employ, but a myriad of emotional reac-
tions TGNC people grapple with.

Domain 4: Intersectionalities

Similar to the various emotional reactions elicited by microaggres-
sions and overt discrimination, intersectional identities are at play too. 
Participants discussed how their multiple identities affected their inter-
actions with the CJ system—including the police and the CJ system as 
a whole. Four themes arose from this domain: (1) Gender identity/
presentation and multiple identities; (2) Gender identity/presentation 
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and race; (3) Gender identity/presentation and age; and (4) Gender 
identity/presentation and class/socio-economic status.

Theme 1: Gender identity/presentation and multiple identities. 
Participants expressed their different experiences with the criminal justice 
system when they were perceived to have many identities or belonging 
to many groups (e.g., being a Black, transgender, queer male with a phy
sical disability). Participants also shared their beliefs that these multiple 
identities shaped how they were treated by the CJ system. They believed 
that multiple identities could yield greater victimization via discrimina-
tion or microaggressions. One participant shared a stark conversation 
with their father:

[It] has just been my own personal experience growing up with being 
transgender and or identifying as homosexual at one time in my life where 
my dad would tell me you got three strikes against you kid. I’m letting you 
know that right now at the door. You are black, and you’re gay, and you 
want to be a girl. Oh My God. They are going to destroy you.

Moreover, participants also agreed that the roots of overt discrimination 
and covert biases (via microaggressive remarks or actions) were harder 
to decipher, as it is confusing to disentangle which identity was being 
attacked. However, they also believed that some identities were more 
present than others. For example, one participant explained, “You know 
it depends a lot on your wealth. And being gay is a factor. Being queer or 
trans is a factor. But, I feel like maybe money and skin color is more of a 
factor there.”

Another participant echoed these sentiments. They elaborated, “The 
court system… I believe is just as biased as the police officers. And 
you—I know I keep referring to my ethnic background—you know me 
being African American, it doesn’t even matter what judge it is that you 
get; I cannot afford an attorney and based on that I am often railroaded 
by the judicial system.” While it is sometimes unclear which identity is 
being discriminated against within the CJ system, participants agreed 
that their multiple identities coalesce to elicit many types of discrimina-
tion and microaggressions. So, while many of their identities can be tar-
geted, it appears that some identities are more prominent than others.

Theme 2: Gender identity/presentation and race. Another theme 
that emerged under the Intersectionality domain was that race was a sali-
ent identity that affected one’s experiences. Race was something most 
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participants could pinpoint as clear reasons for discrimination when 
traversing the CJ system. For example, one participant revealed that 
while detained by police, their racial identity was part of their experience: 
“Just like earlier in the week I was taken in for prostitution and I was 
treated with racial slurs and all of that.”

White participants were also able to recognize how their racial identity 
may give them privilege in how they are treated. A White participant was 
in accordance with the aforementioned belief that race is a prominent 
marker of treatment in the CJ system. They stated, “I think that um, 
like, racial privilege somehow trumps cis privilege in a way. So, like I feel 
like as, like, as a White, genderqueer person, like, I’m still safer than a 
cis-person of color.” However, despite a feeling of safety in being White, 
other identities can arouse feelings of impending discrimination by the 
CJ system. One White participant explained this well:

I was at a street fair and we passed like, my girlfriend and I passed… five 
cops. And I whispered to her and I was like: “Why am I so fucking angry 
right now, what do I have to be afraid of, I am White. She turned to me 
and she is like what? You are something to be afraid of, you are gender 
nonconforming. I was like, “Yeah but, like, the intersections of like vulner-
ability, you know, do not cross as thickly for me as for others.

Theme 3: Gender identity/presentation and age. Age was another 
prominent identity that affected one’s experiences. Most participants 
agreed that age was a significant factor in how they were treated- par-
ticularly regarding discrimination. Participants believed that younger—
or seemingly younger—people were targeted by police than older ones. 
One participant opined, “In my experience they seem to target people 
who are younger, people who dress a little differently.”

Further, some participants claimed that their age presentation was 
more of a targeted identity. For example, one participant clearly articu-
lated this when they said: “I get picked on my age more you know my 
appearance as far as age is concerned more than my identity.” These 
statements further illuminate the compounding and complex effects of 
intersectionality on discrimination within the criminal justice system.

Theme 4: Gender identity/presentation and class/socioeconomic 
status. Lastly, participants also acknowledged how the interplay of gen-
der identity and socioeconomic status (SES) affected their interactions 
with the CJ system. They were quick to describe ways in which they are 
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treated like second-class citizens by police and the judicial system based 
on their economic standing and gender. For example, one person shared 
“I feel like within the LGBT community, [police] are more helpful 
towards some people than others. You know, like the wealthier people 
out here in [this posh neighborhood] maybe have a better time with the 
police.” Relatedly, another participant shared a personal struggle regard-
ing government identification: “I don’t have the money to change my 
documents right now or even my name so it’s so frustrating you know, 
like there is this discrepancy.” Most participants described beliefs regard-
ing how they would be treated if they had more money. Many partici-
pants seemed troubled that SES could so greatly affect their treatment, 
particularly when formerly believing that government and other systems 
should offer equal protection for all citizens.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of the 
TGNC people’s perceptions of the criminal justice system, particularly 
in exploring how they respond to microaggressions and other forms of 
discrimination. As hypothesized, many people held unfavorable opinions 
regarding the police; including perception of police as largely ineffective, 
unjust, discriminatory, and selectively effective dependent upon specific 
circumstances. Many TGNC people shared how unpleasant interactions 
with the police led them to hold unfavorable views about them. This 
finding is consistent with extant study regarding how people are more 
likely to hold negative opinions of the police after an unpleasant interac-
tion with them (Brown & Reed Benedict, 2002; Weitzer & Tuch, 2005).

The majority of participants reported direct, first-hand experiences 
with the criminal justice system and could identify a number of micro-
aggressions that typically occur. These experiences are in agreement with 
past research findings which suggest that TGNC people report relatively 
higher levels of contact with the criminal justice system in comparison 
to the national statistic (Grant et al., 2011; Stotzer, 2009). Participants 
engaged in contact with the police through three main ways in our 
study: (1) seeking help; (2) being arrested/apprehended; and (3) partici
pating in protests and demonstrations. Extant findings suggest TGNC 
people come into contact with the criminal justice system through much 
more diverse means than cisgender people- via courts, prisons, jails, 
immigration, and streets (Grant et al., 2011).
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With regards to orientation toward seeking assistance, many partici-
pants shared that they did not want to report to the police and many 
stated they would only contact the police conditionally. Because TGNC 
people are often discriminated against in the criminal justice system, it is 
understandable as to why many would be hesitant to contact them for 
help. Studies conducted on crime reporting behaviors suggest that peo-
ple who hold unfavorable views of the police are much less inclined to 
report crimes (Tyler & Fagan, 2008).

Our findings bolster past research findings regarding discrimination 
from the police as a common shared experienced between TGNC peo-
ple, especially for LGBTQ people of color. Results indicate that we must 
continue to consider intersectionality when examining experiences of 
microaggressions and discrimination with TGNC people. In our study, 
themes regarding the intersectionalities between gender identity and 
race, age, gender identity presentation, and class socioeconomic status 
all emerged—supporting past studies that suggest intersectional identi-
ties affect peoples’ experiences with microaggressions (Nadal, Davidoff, 
et al., 2015, Nadal, Quintanilla, et al., 2015).

Our study also demonstrated the stress of microaggressions and dis-
crimination on TGNC people’s mental health. In some ways, TGNC 
and other historically marginalized people must undergo several psycho-
logical processes to evaluate microaggressions or discriminatory acts; to 
modulate their reactions; and to respond in a way that enhances their 
safety. Our research team interpreted this process to be both draining 
and demoralizing; TGNC people are forced to gracefully navigate micro-
aggressions for their safety and comfort, while also being mindful of how 
others will react. Meanwhile, perpetrators of microaggressions are given 
free rein to unapologetically express themselves, offend, or both.

Finally, our study aligns with previous studies which have found that 
enduring microaggressions and other forms of discrimination can have 
deleterious effects on individuals’ mental and physical health (Anderson, 
2012; Nadal, Griffin, Wong, Hamit, & Rasmus, 2014; Pascoe & Smart 
Richman, 2009). While not all of the participants articulated this directly, 
most of our TGNC participants described their feelings of anger, exhaus-
tion, and defeat when dealing with microaggressions and other forms of 
discrimination in the criminal justice system. Participants seemed more 
burdened when they held multiple marginalized identities, demonstrat-
ing the need to further examine intersectionalities in understanding the 
physical and mental health effects of microaggressions.



4  NAVIGATING MICROAGGRESSIONS, OVERT DISCRIMINATION …   71

Implications

This study yielded various implications for future research regarding 
TGNC people and the criminal justice system. Findings from this study 
affirm how TGNC people are highly marginalized and are systemically 
discriminated against. In addition, the current study suggests that many 
TGNC people are largely distrustful of the police and of the CJ system. 
Results point to the need for transgender-affirmative competency train-
ing programs for police officers and other liaisons of the legal system. 
Studies on police legitimacy suggest that people’s perceptions of fair-
ness engender their opinions about them (Hinds & Murphy, 2007). 
Thus, future steps can be taken to identify TGNC specific factors that 
increase police legitimacy and increase their perception of procedural jus-
tice which in turn can help improve the relationship between two parties. 
Current study also identified many different forms of microaggressions 
that TGNC people experience from contact with the criminal justice sys-
tem. Since there are many different ways in which TGNC people experi-
ence microaggressions, police training programs can incorporate findings 
from this research to lower the prevalence of such microaggressions.

Based on our findings, future studies can examine how various fac-
tors such as appearance and gender expression can affect one’s experi-
ences with microaggressions. Further, because it is largely unknown what 
factors affect individuals’ perceptions of others’ gender expressions and 
identities, future studies can provide insight into how transphobic biases 
are developed and how they can be prevented. Educational and training 
programs that affirm transgender and nonbinary experiences can be cre-
ated to assist in minimizing biases and microaggressions across various 
sectors—school systems, work environments, and CJ systems. Finally, 
our study briefly touched upon the role of media and how media can 
affect police perception and perception of TGNC people. Future studies 
can explore the mediating effects of media on cisgender people’s percep-
tion of TGNC people, while also understanding how media may influ-
ence TGNC people’s own feelings of internalized oppression.

Limitations

While this study improves our understanding of TGNC people and 
their experiences of the CJ system, we note some limitations. Due 
to a relatively small sample size (N = 11) and majority being White, 
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participants’ experiences may not be generalizable to the entire popula-
tion. Because this study explores the intersectionality of multiple iden-
tities, participants’ experiences may differ from TGNC people of color. 
Other factors (e.g., race, age, appearance, perceived gender identity 
and expression) also could have influenced the participants’ experiences 
and shaped their perceptions of the CJ system. While there is a dearth 
of literature examining the relationship between gender identity, gen-
der expression and perceptions of the police, past studies suggest that 
diverse factors such as race, age, past contact with the police, and neigh-
borhood can affect police perception (Brown & Reed Benedict, 2002; 
Weitzer & Tuch, 2004). Further, our participants were recruited from 
the New York City area which may limit generalizability across the US 
and beyond. For instance, extant literature on perceptions of police sug-
gest how geographical contexts such as crime rates and neighborhood 
culture can shape and influence people’s opinions (Schafer, Huebner, 
& Bynum, 2003). Finally, due to its focus group semi-structured for-
mat, group dynamics may have influenced participants’ behaviors and 
responses, while the established questions may have limited the type of 
data collected. Despite these limitations, we hope our study assists in fur-
ther understanding how microaggressions in the CJ system and across all 
other environments are toxic and harmful for TGNC people and individ-
uals of many other historically marginalized identities.
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CHAPTER 5

“Indian in the Cupboard” Lateral Violence 
and Indigenization of the Academy

Renée E. Mzinegiizhigo-kwe Bédard

Boozhoo! Aaniish inaa akawe ninga-gaagiizomaag aadizookaanag 
miiniwaa indinawemaaganidog. Anishinaabe-kwe ndaw. Waabzheshii 
ndoondem. Mzinegiizhigo-kwe ndizhinikaaz. Waabzheshii indibendaagoz 
ndoondem. Iwidi Waabnoong Bemjwang ndoonjibaa miinwaa North Bay 
ndaa.

Greetings! Well now, first of all, I honour the spirits and my all rela-
tives (human beings, animals, birds, fish, the celestial beings, the plants, 
and other animate beings). I am an Anishinaabe woman. I am member 
of the Marten Clan. My Spirit name is Woman-Who-Paints-Like-the-Sky.  
Over there by the “Place where the waters flow from the East”) is where 
I come from and I currently live in North Bay (Ontario, Canada). 
The Anishinaabeg always begin with introductions to set the tone or 
energy of a space within an Indigenous idiom. When Anishinaabeg 
speaks in Anishinaabemowin we are speaking to all of Creation in the 
good way Gzhe-Mnidoo (The Great Spirit; the Creator) instructed 

© The Author(s) 2018 
C. L. Cho et al. (eds.), Exploring the Toxicity of Lateral Violence  
and Microaggressions, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-74760-6_5

R. E. Mzinegiizhigo-kwe Bédard (*) 
Department of Native Studies, Nipissing University, North Bay, ON, Canada



76   R. E. Mzinegiizhigo-kwe Bédard

in the Kiimiingona manda Giikeedaasiwin or Original Instructions. 
Beginning this way, I control the dialogue and syncopate readers within 
an Anishinaabeg paradigm. I also begin in the language as a way to draw 
strength from Spirit, so that I can talk about subject matter that makes me 
feel vulnerable. I call my ancestors to guide my words so that I offer the 
world good ideas. Aambe maajtaadaa! (Lets start!)

I Am Not a Powwow Dancer: The Politics 
of Indigenization

A colleague once informed me that university administrators thought 
it would be a good idea if I, as their new hire, could lead the grand 
entry for the annual powwow. At first, my colleague and I thought 
it was funny considering I am not a powwow dancer. But after  
some time I understood the darker implications of this supposed well- 
intentioned request. Here, I was witness to the notions of what my role 
as an Indigenous faculty member should be without my input, and that 
role was one in which I was becoming the metaphorical Indian in the 
Cupboard. I could be brought out on special occasions as long as I had 
the appropriate attire (beads, feathers, and buckskin). By doing this, I 
would be conforming to that which non-Indigenous society expects of 
Indigenous peoples—a façade without a voice. If I had spoken my con-
cerns about being a stereotype, I likely would have evoked an equally 
troubling stereotype—that of the angry Indian.

Over the past several years, universities across Canada have been 
working toward making post-secondary education a more inclusive envi-
ronment through Indigenization. The movement to indigenize the uni-
versity is a conscious effort to attract Indigenous peoples, as well as bring 
their philosophies, pedagogies, and cultural knowledges into university 
strategic planning processes, governance roles, faculties, research, and 
recruitment practices. These pathways to opportunity and transforma-
tion are crucial to eliminating embedded racism, and they facilitate the 
removal of institutional barriers to success faced by many Indigenous 
people who want to either attend or work at the university.

This chapter is an explorative work that seeks to point out the reali
ties, issues, and challenges that come with indigenizing the academy 
so that awareness can be raised to facilitate a more culturally safe envi-
ronment for teaching and learning. Indigenous academics working 



5  “INDIAN IN THE CUPBOARD” LATERAL VIOLENCE …   77

in universities have interactions that have the potential to be laced 
with racism, sexism, classism, ageism, and heterosexism. Scholars like 
Fyre Jean Graveline, Taiaike Alfred, Devon Abbot Mihesuah, Angela 
Cavender Wilson, and many others document the challenges faced by 
Indigenous academics, and warn that Indigenization is a part of the 
antidote. Following the recommendations outlined by the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission (TRC), universities are seeking to find paths 
towards Indigenization. For this process to take place, there needs to 
be recognition and reconciliation by the institutions that have a past of 
intra-professional aggressions towards Indigenous faculty.

Integration of Indigeneity and decolonization of the university is tak-
ing place despite lateral resistance to proposed changes to the university 
structure to be inclusive of Indigenous knowledge, people, culture, and 
community involvement. In my experience, examples of lateral resistance 
can manifest in minor arguments or the extreme tactics of funding cuts or 
withholding hiring opportunities. Lateral resistance tends to arise by those 
non-Indigenous administrators, faculty, and staff who feel threatened, are 
ignorant, might hold racist attitudes towards Indigenous peoples, fear 
change, or are ambivalent to Indigenous faculty members’ needs in the 
university setting. As an Indigenous academic, I see that the road ahead 
for us will likely not be easy nor welcome to change. For change to take 
place, we have to recognize the intra-professional aggressions towards the 
Indigenization movement. From this discussion we can chart new paths, 
heal, and begin conversations about how to coexist in the university.

Water is Life, Mni Wičoni: Cleaning out the Poison in the Water Cooler

Mni Wičoni is Lakota for “water is life,” and it is the rallying cry for 
Indigenous water protectors across the continent of Turtle Island, or 
North America, as non-Indigenous peoples call it. The phrase Mni Wičoni 
became the rallying call for the 2016 protests against the Dakota Access 
Pipelines at the Standing Rock Sioux Reservation. The pipeline jeopard-
izes the drinking water and lands of the Standing Rock Sioux. Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous allies from around the world descended on the lands 
at Standing Rock; the protesters were called water protectors, and their 
job was to defend and speak out for the lifeblood of Mother Earth. The 
message to all Indigenous peoples generated out of these peaceful protests 
was to give voice against pollution of water on the Earth.
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Anishinaabe-kwe Elders Edna Manitowabi and Shirley Williams, 
both from Wikwemikong Unceded First Nation, taught me that as an 
Anishinaabe-kwe woman, my responsibilities are to the water and to act 
as a keeper or protector of the water. When I saw the title of this book 
was Poison in the Water Cooler, I thought of my responsibilities as an 
Indigenous woman to speak for the water, and to stand up against the 
poison in the water, even if metaphorical. The university, as the water 
cooler, is a place rife with the poison resulting from lateral violence and 
intra-professional aggressions rooted squarely in racism, discrimination, 
and sexism. The target of the poison includes both current Indigenous 
faculty and the new Indigenous hires from Indigenization initiatives. It 
is my job as an Anishinaabe-kwe academic to stand up and speak out on 
injustices, but also to educate the university community about the chal-
lenges that Indigenous peoples are facing due to entrenched colonialism 
and intellectual imperialism.

I argue that lateral violence and intra-professional aggressions against 
Indigenous academics in the university is rooted in racism, sexism and 
more importantly as a tool for continued colonization of Indigenous 
peoples. Moreover, it is manifested in manipulation and control that 
diminish and at times negate all sense of agency held by Indigenous 
people in the university. Additionally, I feel that lateral violence and 
intra-professional aggressions perpetuate colonization of Indigenous 
academics because such actions silence, isolate, violate, and negate our 
rights as Indigenous peoples.

My fellow Indigenous academics provide ample evidence of this kind 
of poison in the water cooler. For decades now, Indigenous academics 
have been suffering and are continued to be colonized by the bureau-
cracy of the university as an institution created to support the diffusion 
of Eurocentric culture. These scholars are increasingly voicing their pro-
tests against the challenging nature of the university’s bureaucratic and 
institutional society which seems mired in injustice for its Indigenous fac-
ulty, but which is recruiting them to join the ranks in greater and greater 
numbers. Angela Cavender Wilson (Wahpetunwan Dakota) acknowl-
edges that Indigenous scholars have now had decades of experience 
being, “exposed to intellectual imperialism … by those who consistently 
wish to denigrate them” (Wilson, 2004, p. 69). The late Vine Deloria 
Jr. (Standing Rock Sioux) noted that since the end of the nineteenth 
century, Indigenous academics have been forced by the non-Indigenous 
academics to serve the agenda of the institution. He states that “[t]he 
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Indian professor will always be on a variety of committees so the univer-
sity can claim that Indians were consulted and represented in whatever 
harebrained scheme the administrators have conceived” (Deloria, 2004, 
p. 28). Further, he says that the criteria used to judge Indigenous aca-
demics is conceived within a Western ideology and unfairly critiques the 
work of Indigenous faculty members through the lens of stereotypes and 
false concepts of authenticity (Deloria, 2004).

Similarly, Keith James (Onondaga) feels that the Indigenous experi-
ence in the university setting is one grounded in stereotypes, competi-
tiveness, discriminatory behaviour, and preconceived prejudicial thinking 
(James, 2004). James explains that colleagues single out Indigenous aca-
demics for being different and are thus excluded based on those differ-
ences. He contends that universities,

are controlled and populated largely by people who differ from Natives 
genetically, in values, and in the sense of identity that both of the latter 
underlie. This predisposes members of the majority and the institutions 
that they control to a fundamental lack of sympathy, support, or under-
standing of Native individuals or communities. (James, 2004, p. 51)

Also, James notes that a “genetic and value-based identity” results in 
advantages for those of similar cultural heritage. However, Indigenous 
academics who are different from the norm experience exclusion from 
certain benefits, such as professional “…encouragement, nonverbal 
and verbal support, information, and resource and opportunity access” 
(James, 2004, p. 51). James describes how lateral violence and intra- 
professional aggressions (both micro and macro) are present and arise 
against Indigenous academics when,

Individuals who do not fit the surface image of profession or unit sub-
cultures can be seen as threatening all of the functions they serve for the 
members. Such a threat promotes stereotyping of both in-group members 
(including self) and out-groups. Perceived differences are exacerbated, and 
negative feelings about and behaviors toward out-groups become likely. 
(James, 2004, pp. 51–52)

Highlighting the injustice of these actions, Devon Abbott Mihesuah 
(Comanche) calls out those who perform acts of lateral violence towards 
their fellow Indigenous academics. She refers to these individuals as 
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“sentries” of the university. She notes that they use, “…gatekeeping 
strategies that keep Indigenous voices subsumed so that the gatekeep-
ers’ opinions representing the status quo emerge at the forefront of dis-
cussions about how Indigenous histories and cultures should be written 
and for what purpose” (Mihesuah, 2004, p. 32). The gatekeeper strate
gies that these oppressors utilize are a reminder of the Indian Act and 
Canadian governmental policies of assimilation, like the Residential 
School system, that sought to eliminate our humanity and instead saw 
Indigenous peoples as instruments to craft a Canadian identity and econ-
omy. Mihesuah reveals that evidence of this behaviour in the modern 
university found in those individuals:

guarding the gates of academia double as standard-bearers of the status 
quo and are in essence the “rulers” [who] . . .. They take advantage of 
the oppression of Indigenous peoples, and from their positions of power, 
they decide who is amiable enough to be hired, neutral enough in their 
writings to be published, and Euroamerican enough in their outlooks to 
earn awards to qualify for grants and fellowships. In other words, to be 
acceptable to the gatekeepers, Indigenous scholars and their work must be 
non-threatening to those in power positions. (Mihesuah, 2004, pp. 31–32)

Mihesuah notes that challenging this behaviour fosters retribution and 
punishment for Indigenous academics and their non-Indigenous allies 
within the faculty. The result is the isolation of Indigenous faculty from 
non-Indigenous faculty who see any alliance with them, or defense 
of their fellow Indigenous colleagues, as damaging to their reputa-
tion and possibly their prospects at tenure (Mihesuah, 2004). Instead, 
Indigenous academics become marginalized in the institution, in what 
David Newhouse (Onondaga) characterizes as being metaphorical, “at 
the wood’s edge” (Newhouse, 2016, n.p.).

Mihesuah, along with Indigenous scholars like Daniel Heath Justice 
(Cherokee) and Taiaiake Alfred (Kanien’Kehaka), contends that 
Indigenous academics’ assertions of rights to express and defend our 
different Indigenous worldviews have met with targeted aggression. 
Mihesuah states that as Indigenous faculty, “we often search for rational 
justifications to defend our cherished worldviews against attack by those 
who consistently wish to denigrate them” (Mihesuah, 2004, p. 69). The 
fact that Indigenous scholars have to justify the use of our worldviews 
reveals that we are still at the lower end of the hierarchy of power within 
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the university structure. If we are always asking permissions to assert our 
culture and ways of knowing on an equal footing with other cultural 
worldviews, we thus agree to partake in our institutionalized coloniza-
tion. Speaking to this dilemma, Justice believes that, “Native wholeness 
is a threat to white dominance, as it evades the allotment of our lives 
and lands and faces the threat directly. Our fight is that of all Indigenous 
peoples: to remain whole, unbroken, and adaptive through tradition” 
(Justice, 2004, p. 100). Alfred adds to this statement by saying that the 
modern university society is an environment that is,

adamantly and aggressively opposed to Indigenous ways. Our experiences 
in universities reflect the tensions and dynamics of our relationships with 
Indigenous people interacting with people and institutions in society as a 
whole: an existence of constant and pervasive struggle to resist assimilation 
to the values and culture of the larger society. (Alfred, 2004, p. 88 [Italics 
added])

Additionally, he warns that while universities praise their efforts as being 
safe spaces for education, he counters instead that, “universities are not 
safe ground … they are microcosms of the larger societal struggle. But 
they are the places where we as academics work - they are our sites of 
colonialism” (Alfred, 2004, p. 88).

Reflecting on the words of my fellow Indigenous academics leads me 
to feel that I am not alone in my discomfort of the embedded colonial-
ism surrounding me on a daily basis as I go about working in the mod-
ern university society. My fellow non-Indigenous faculty and students 
remind me that I am an alien on unfamiliar terrain. The irony is that 
terrain is on top of my people’s ancestral territory. The university where 
I now work lies on the hill that my ancestors used as scout posts, and 
overlooks the lake that my family lived on, traded on, and paddled upon 
for generations. As I seek to fight injustice in the university society for 
Indigenous peoples, Cherokee scholar Daniel Heath Justice (Cherokee) 
reminds me that all university institutions owe us more than the vio-
lence and sociocultural aggression they have aimed at us. He shares that,  
“[t]he Academy is the privileged center of meaning-making in this hem-
isphere dominated by imperial nation-states; as such, its primary history 
is one that has served colonialist cultural interests, both directly and cov-
ertly. This reality - the creation of institutions of learning erected on the 
lands and the literal bodies of Native people” (Justice, 2004, p. 101).
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Indian in the Cupboard

Indigenous academics working in universities face both overt and sub-
tle forms of lateral violence and intra-professional aggressions based on 
their Indigeneity, as well as gender. Over the years, as an Indigenous 
academic, I often used the phrase Indian in the Cupboard to refer to 
the adverse treatment of Indigenous faculty. Being an Indian in the 
Cupboard is a reference to the 1995 film of the same name, directed by 
Frank Oz, which is based on the children’s book Indian in the Cupboard 
(1980) by Lynne Reid Banks. In the movie, a diminutive Indigenous 
male character named Little Bear lives in a cupboard and is let out 
at the whim of the boy in the film. Little Bear is allowed to share his 
“Native American” wisdom as a guide to the child but then is put away 
in the cupboard when it is inconvenient for him to be seen by others. 
Little Bear is a slave to the whims of his master. This concept appropri-
ately embodies the term tokenism or Indian tokenism, which has been 
a concept popularized in North American consciousness and culture. 
Universities like to hire us to be their token Indians, like cigar store 
Indians standing quietly inside their institution, but we are not welcome 
to have a voice, opinion, or thought that articulates our worldviews.

In the 1700s, tokenism became connected with the Indigenous popu
lation in the hearts and minds of North Americans. Elyse Bruce (2015) 
explains that Thomas Jefferson wanted commercial enterprises to give 
financial credit to Indigenous peoples in the United States of America to 
cause those Indigenous people to accumulate a debt that would then force 
them to pay it by ceding their lands to the government. She notes that,

When an Indian did not have a debt, but rather, had a credit coming to 
him, he received a token since there was a shortage of coins in circulation 
during this era. . . . These tokens were meant to prove good faith trad-
ing and when accusations of unfairness by commercial enterprises surfaced, 
it was the Indian with the token or tokens who was named as proof that 
the commercial enterprise in question was fair to all, including Indians. In 
other words, the Indian with the token became the known as the token 
Indian. (Bruce, 2015, n.p. [original italics]).

Today, the term still borrows from its roots and reflects the underlying 
connotations of using Indigenous peoples and manipulating them for 
gain by non-Indigenous peoples. Bruce describes it as follows:
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If you hear someone talking about the token Indian in the group, it’s an 
offensive comment. It means that there was need for at least one person 
to be included regardless of qualifications, and so someone was chosen to 
be that token person. The reason for having a token person in a group is 
to give the appearance of being inclusive and to deflect any allegations of 
discrimination. The bottom line, however, is that it’s extremely discrimina-
tory and not inclusive in the least. (Bruce, 2015, n.p.)

In his post, “I was a Token Indian,” Tsimshian blogger Theo Collins 
details his ideas and personal experiences concerning Indian tokenism. 
His post frames tokenism within modern contexts relating to Indigenous 
professionalism in the realms of government and academic culture. He 
writes:

I’ve known them. I’ve been one. I suspect it is an almost inevitable rite 
of passage for any Aboriginal professional. What I am talking about is the 
role of token Indian. You’d be able to unearth a token Indian position in 
almost any government department at one time or other, often in response 
to the panicked realization by some bureaucrat that they are not even 
close to meeting their First Nations hiring quota, but sometimes because 
departments that have a lot to do with Aboriginal people just want to put 
a brown face up front in order to disguise their essential Whiteness from 
their clients. No one is fooled by tokens, really. (Collins, 2012, n.p.)

Further, he adds,

You see, that’s the essential thing about token Indian positions, one of 
the reasons you know they are token. They are not there to do anything 
except serve as a public relations front. Their purpose is to sell whatever 
an institution is selling, to recruit customers for that institution, to put a 
brown face on an institutional product. (Collins, 2012, n.p.)

Collins warns of the dangers of the psychological and ideological impli-
cations of falling into the trap of participating in tokenism. He calls on 
Indigenous professionals to recognize that tokenism at these levels is rac-
ism born out of notions of “White superiority racism” [or “White narcis-
sism”) as Lindsay calls this phenomenon (Lindsay, 2015, n.p.)].

Lindsay notes that “white superiority” and “white narcissism” occur 
when some individuals of White European descent engage in actions 
to generate a positive story that bolsters their poor self-image. For 
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instance, voluntourism has become a vehicle for some individuals of 
White European descent to go out in the world and volunteer within 
Indigenous communities in places like Peru. As Meaghan Brittini 
explains, she went to Peru with fellow university students to perform 
labour in exchange for accommodations and a glimpse into Indigenous 
culture (Brittini, 2014, n.p.). She admits that their desire to do good was 
broken by the reality that the Indigenous Peruvian peoples were being 
exploited by “voluntourism” programmes that were, “catering more 
to the needs of volunteers than the communities they claim to help, or 
for operating more like a for-profit business rather than an organisation 
that’s genuinely concerned about development.” Brittini admits that 
they wanted to appear as helpful volunteers, but that the reality was they 
were intrusive. She highlights that the positive benefits of the encoun-
ter were primarily felt by the foreigners (Brittini, 2014). Unfortunately, 
the lives of Indigenous peoples have “become tokenized entertainment 
for foreigners whose intent is to swoop in and save the Indigenous pop-
ulous from poverty, gawk at the culture, and then leave without being 
burdened with prolong expose or commitments for the future” (Biddle, 
2014, n.p.; Machado, 2014, n.p.). Overall, some of these voluntourists 
will only end up pursuing an overly Eurocentric narcissistic enterprise of 
collecting tidbits of knowledge and feel-good impressions associated with 
of their own actions. Why do some foreigners of largely White descent 
do this? Lindsay acknowledges that the answer lies in her own “White 
guilt,” which can be connected back to colonization and the “White 
privilege” is built from the fragmentation of Indigenous culture and 
rights.

Lindsay explains further that,

Someone who secretly believes she is a bad person will be more motivated 
to do things to convince herself she’s a good person. Additionally, when 
confronted with evidence that something she did makes her a bad person, 
she is likely to act out in rage or denial (…narcissistic rage). The big prob-
lem with white narcissism, is while it may motivate some positive behavior, 
it also serves as a massive defense system that preserves subconscious racist 
behaviors. (Lindsay, 2015, n.p. [original italics])

Thus, I feel that Indigenization, along with efforts to join the recon-
ciliation movement, can easily fall into a similar state of tokenism when 
large numbers of Indigenous professionals are hired merely to bolster a 
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university’s profile. Rushing to join the bandwagon of Indigenization 
or reconciliation, universities are hiring Indigenous academics in record 
numbers. I will admit that I have benefited from the indigenization initi-
atives, but it also leaves me uneasy and scared about what I have willingly 
walked into. I am left asking the question, is it tokenism and does that 
make me the token Indian?

For me, the concept of the Indian in the Cupboard is just another 
phrase born out of Indian tokenism—what Daniel Francis coined “the 
imaginary Indian” phenomenon (Francis, 1992) described as follows:

Every generation claims a clearer grasp of reality than its predecessors. Our 
forebears held ludicrous ideas about certain things, we say confidently, but 
we do not. For instance, we claim to see Indians today much more clearly 
for what they are. . . . Much public discourse about Native people still deals 
in stereotypes. Our views of what constitutes an Indian today are as much 
bound up with myth, prejudice, and ideology as earlier versions were. If the 
Indian really is imaginary, it could hardly be otherwise. (Francis, 1992, p. 6)

In the North American consciousness, stereotypes of the imaginary 
Indian, including the savage, noble Indian, Indian princess, or squaw 
whore, have become the possession of the conqueror and inform how 
non-Indigenous peoples relate to Indigenous peoples. Like a favourite 
toy, pet, or tool, the imaginary Indian stereotypes underlie all contempo-
rary interactions with Indigenous peoples despite the change of time or 
education.

Indigenous academics who accept teaching positions in universities  
continue to be haunted by the mythos of the “Indian” in their day-to-day  
interactions with the bureaucracy, peoples’ attitudes, and ignorance. 
Deloria warns new generations of Indigenous academics about the 
efforts of universities to hire academics without first addressing the need 
for decolonization of the institutionalized racism and oppressive policies 
towards Indigenous cultures (Deloria, 2004). Deloria rallies Indigenous 
academics against the token efforts of universities to offer only a shred 
of visibility or a hint of racial parity, and rails against those Indigenous 
academics who become complicit with people or systems that erase and 
ignore Indigenous intellectualism (Deloria, 2004, pp. 29–30). Using the 
label “pet,” Deloria describes the token Indian qualities of those academ-
ics that agree to take a passive role, to be the Indian voice of approval 
for the whims of the predominantly White administration and faculty 
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found at most universities. He writes, “When I criticized anthropolo-
gists in Custer Died for Your Sins, there was an outcry of unfairness by 
scholars, Indian and non-Indian. The Indians were the most vocal, and 
they accused me of trying to destroy the good relationships they had with 
white scholars. They were content to be good house pets in anthropol-
ogy” (Deloria, 2004, p. 29). Mihesuah offers that universities employ 
Indigenous academics as “window dressing” or passive objects with 
no humanity, needs, or intellectual opinions (Deloria, 2004). David 
Newhouse refers to this phenomenon of tokenism as the university using 
Indigenous faculty as “decorations” (Newhouse, 2016, n.p.). On many 
occasions, when asked to give lectures, speak at events, show up to gradu-
ations, or give opening words, I felt like a decoration—what I like to call 
being the Indian in the Cupboard.

Indigenization of the Water Cooler

Indigenization is part of a new Canadian consciousness in the academy, 
particularly in universities that are seeking to build new relationships 
with Indigenous peoples, and are additionally willing to acknowledge 
the impacts of colonization. Canadian universities are reaching out to 
Indigenous people in this country as part of a larger movement towards 
reconciliation of past injustices carried out against the Indigenous pop-
ulation. Those same universities are also asking Indigenous peoples to 
direct the way forward as we all come to terms with what has happened 
to Indigenous nations as a result of colonization. A new national con-
sciousness for reconciliation between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
peoples has started to enter the rhetoric of the country, and more specifi
cally, among Canadian universities. However, while the needs for recon-
ciliation have been articulated by Indigenous people via the Commission 
for Truth and Reconciliation, it has to be accepted by Canadians, and the 
realization of future relations must have guidance by Indigenous peoples 
in order manifest in ways that do not perpetuate colonization. In uni-
versities, Indigenous academics are being hired in record numbers to aid 
universities in this pursuit of reconciliation and to establish further racial 
and cultural parity.

As discussed earlier, until recently, the university has been accommo-
dating of a limited Indigenous presence but has not been very hospitable 
to “Indigenous intellectual and institutional heritage” (Newhouse, 2016, 
n.p.). To date, Indigenous faculty and staff have predominantly been 
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hired by universities to satisfy multicultural requirements (Newhouse, 
2016). Newhouse contends that,

We help universities to chalk up the diversity and equity points. And in 
many places, in many ways, Indigenous cultures are present and visible. 
This cultural representation project is important. However, it risks being 
only decoration. The real work of the academy is about knowledge and its 
production and transmission from one generation to another. (Newhouse, 
2016, n.p. [italics added])

Newhouse notes that for decades he has been working on a “visioning 
exercise” to bring the university to a point where Indigenous knowledge 
is recognized within the university society as a valid means of under-
standing and expressing the world (Newhouse, 2016). He offers that 
such efforts are aimed at creating, “a good rebuttal to the denial of the 
last few centuries. It’s a small action, but our futures are built from thou-
sands of small actions” (Newhouse, 2016, n.p.).

Proceeding with the radical Idle No More movement in 2012, 
Indigenous peoples and our non-Indigenous allies are now seeking 
radical decolonization of those institutions, like the modern univer-
sity, which continue to foster Indigenous oppression and threaten the 
survival of our cultures. Heavily pregnant at the time the Idle No More 
movement marches were taking place, I chose not to march. Rather, I 
watched in support as my friends, fellow Indigenous and non-Indige-
nous faculty, students, and community leaders left their homes or jobs 
to walk in protest. Idle No More educated the public about a modern 
Indigenous society arising to, “use ideas from Indigenous cultures and 
intellectual traditions to build better lives, better families, clans, and 
houses, leaders, communities and nations” (Newhouse, 2016, n.p.). 
In turn, as Newhouse notes, we also aimed our radical gaze directly at 
the universities as sites of change. That movement laid the seeds for the 
Indigenization movement spreading across Canada’s universities.

Then, in early May of 2016, the Liberal government’s Indigenous 
Affairs Minister, Carolyn Bennett, announced that Canada was remov-
ing its objector status to the United Nations Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). In 2007, the previous Conservative 
government had opposed UNDRIP, which followed on the heels of 
the earlier rejection of the Kelowna Accord of 2005 that had prom-
ised Indigenous people $5 billion for education and social welfare 
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programmes. In Article 14 of the UNDRIP, Indigenous peoples have the 
“right to all levels and forms of education of the State without discrimi
nation” delivered “in a manner appropriate to their cultural methods 
of teaching and learning,” which should also be “in their own culture 
and provided in their own language” (Cultural Survival, 2017, n.p.). 
The endorsement of the UNDRIP by the Liberal government raised the 
expectations that focus would again be put towards improving educa-
tional opportunities for Indigenous peoples.

On June 2, 2015, Justice Murray Sinclair presented the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission of Canada’s (TRC) 94 Calls to Action 
(Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). The 
Commission released and acknowledged the dark truth of the Residential 
School System, and it opened the door to reconciliation efforts between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. The TRC made clear that 
universities have fundamental roles to play in educating the next gen-
eration about Indigenous peoples, and beginning to foster right rela-
tions between Canada and the Indigenous nations within its borders. 
The Calls to Action triggered Canadians to join those who had already 
mobilized to support Indigenous peoples in Canada to make necessary 
changes, particularly to education. The final report of the TRC called on 
post-secondary institutions to act as spaces to support Indigenous lan-
guages and cultures as part of a broader societal movement to heal, dis-
seminate information, and build a more tolerant society (CAUT Bulletin, 
2016, n.p.).

Many universities across Canada have responded to the UNDRIP 
and the Calls to Action by releasing public statements, and also inwardly 
examining their institutions. Before the TRC release, “some universities 
had already recognized a need to make Indigenous cultures, histories, 
languages, and knowledge systems” a strategic priority in their institu-
tions (MacDonald, 2016, n.p.). However, the Calls to Action increased 
momentum for the changes already taking place. Introspection is 
required, but most importantly, there needs to be action taken on multi-
ple fronts in universities across Canada. If Canada is truly going to seek 
the path of healing and reconciliation with the Indigenous population of 
Canada, education is the key to beginning to inform all Canadians of a 
new narrative about and with the Indigenous population. Indigenization 
has become the mantra for meeting the Calls to Action.

If the Calls to Action are going to be realized in universities, increas-
ing the number of Indigenous scholars builds the capacity of universities 
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to meet these goals. We need Indigenous academics, but not just any 
Indigenous academics with a Ph.D. at the end of their name. Instead, 
we need Indigenous academics of quality and substance that are in it 
for reasons related to improving the lives and bettering the wellbeing of 
Indigenous communities. Hiring Indigenous people who are only in the 
university for their own self-interest does not meet the goals of the Calls 
to Action, rather it is hiring more token Indians and what Deloria calls 
pets. I recognize the value of those non-Indigenous academics who have 
been trained, guided, mentored, and fostered on the path towards right 
relations with Indigenous peoples. I have taught them in Indigenous 
Studies programs and Departments, sat with them in ceremony, and 
watched Elders inform them how to uphold their Treaty responsibilities. 
Indigenous academics, Elders, community leaders, and knowledge keep-
ers have now spent several decades training non-Indigenous academics to 
become allies and advocates for Indigenous peoples’ rights, so to dismiss 
the work we put into these individuals by not including them into the 
fold of reconciliation or Indigenization is to perpetuate racism/exclusion 
and dismiss the rights of Indigenous people to self-determine who we 
can ally with in our efforts towards decolonization. I want to work with 
qualified Indigenous and non-Indigenous allies and see that the best can-
didates get hired in universities. Only when this type of parity is a real-
ized can reconciliation and decolonization truly begin in the academy.

What does Indigenization of the university mean? Further, who is 
benefiting from Indigenizing the academy? Taiaiake Alfred feels that 
Indigenization means:

we are working to change universities so that they become places where 
the values, principles, and modes of organization and behaviour of our 
people are respected in, and hopefully even integrated into, the larger 
system of structures and processes that make up the university itself. In 
pursuing this objective. . . . as faculty members attempting to abide by a 
traditional ethic in the conduct of our relations in fulfilling our professional 
responsibilities, we as Indigenous people immediately come into confron-
tation with the fact that universities are intolerant of and resistant to any 
meaningful “indigenizing”. (Alfred, 2004, p. 88)

Alfred explains that within the project of Indigenizing the academy, we 
must all “work to defeat the operation of colonialism within the uni-
versity and reorder academe” (Alfred, 2004, p. 88). Similarly, Rainey 
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Gaywish (Cree/Anishinaabe) offers that within the University, “[t]he sto-
ries that are being told to us are that we are the deficit of Canada’s future. 
We are not. We are the hope of Canada’s future” (CAUT Bulletin, 2016, 
n.p.). Jacqueline Ottmann challenges that Indigenization should offer a 
radical and systematic change solution that can “lead to the disciplining 
of the disciplines” and begin to offer a shift in the narrative to address the 
concrete needs of Indigenous peoples (Ottmann, 2013, n.p.). A radical 
change process towards Indigenization of the university must be rooted 
in decolonization of the colonial structures (such as university gover
nance, policies, curriculum, spaces, and the majority representation of 
non-Indigenous faculty); otherwise, any efforts to Indigenize (including 
the hiring of qualified Indigenous and non-Indigenous academics, more 
Indigenous designated space, professional development and training for 
staff, faculty and administration, along with inclusive policies towards the 
use of Indigenous knowledge, to name just a few examples) become a 
hollow pursuit and easily manipulated as tokenism.

President of CAUT James Compton notes that the Universities 
Canada’s website and publications offer little in the way of substantive 
discussion on the TRC or UNDRIP, but instead articulates Indigenous 
education as a path towards bolstering the Canadian labour market 
and economy (Compton, 2016, n.p.). Thus, unfortunately, the cul-
ture of universities appears to offer only window dressing on how to 
accommodate reconciliation and Indigenization, and only if it leads to 
increased student enrolment, and in turn increased profit. Achieving 
Indigenization in the university will be challenging because “The stra-
tegic plans of most Canadian universities continue to reflect the policies 
of the “managed university,” with an emphasis on austerity budgets, and 
the micro-management of faculty through the use of metrics and other 
forms of “audit culture”” (Compton, 2016, n.p.). Jacqueline Ottmann 
refers to the university institution as a “closed system,” which is rooted 
in traditions that have experienced few changes (Ottmann, 2013, 
n.p.). The “managed university” poses a threat to substantive efforts at 
Indigenization and reconciliation. This model can essentially be used 
to manipulate efforts of Indigenization and reconciliation as strategies 
to entice students and new faculty to come to a university, thus increas-
ing the bottom line of profit, but offer no real depth of change from 
the status quo. Indigenization under the managed university model will 
not deliver a positive direction for Indigenous peoples because it further 
makes us “Indians” within the Eurocentric worldview. The university 
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tradition is a European tool rooted in creating and managing the narra-
tives on Indigeneity for the benefits of Western culture. In other words, 
the managed university should never control the formation of the dis-
course on Indigenization or it has nothing to do with Indigeneity, but is 
instead a ruse for perpetuating continued colonization. Compton warns 
universities that Indigenization of the academy should not be a mere 
“exercise” or it will “simply result in tokenism, distortion, or cultural 
appropriation” (CAUT Bulletin, 2016, n.p.).

A great deal of the literature generated in this post-TRC period 
focuses on the need for hires of Indigenous faculty members, increasing 
rates of Indigenous enrolment, infusing Indigenous content into the cur-
riculum, as well as more support for Indigenous researchers and research 
initiatives. However, there is limited discussion on the mounting needs 
of Indigenous faculty within efforts to Indigenize the academy. In order 
for authentic Indigenization to occur, Indigenous faculty needs a com-
munity of Indigenous faculty, Elders, and community members to guide 
them, funding, support staff, space, and most importantly, open-mind-
edness among the non-Indigenous university staff, faculty, and adminis-
tration. The project of Indigenization can be isolating when surrounded 
by those who reject changes to the status quo or perceived loss of power 
or importance within the university bureaucracy. Further, there is con-
tinued debate of how to resolve the past and present difficulties faced 
by Indigenous faculty working within university institutions entrenched 
with colonial paradigms and Euro-Canadian patriarchal governing struc-
tures. The question I am left asking is whether Indigenization is part of 
decolonization or if it is an assimilation?

Indigenization or Assimilation?
Microaggressions come at me in the multiple words that label my ethnic-
ity within the national rhetoric and the legal system. The words used to 
name the Indigenous peoples of Turtle Island have been changing every 
decade in order to achieve a sense of political correctness, authenticity, 
and mutual accord. Yet, it leaves both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
heads spinning. What are we as the first peoples of Turtle Island? Indian, 
Native, Aboriginal, First Nations or Indigenous? Are we all of the above 
or none of them at all? When I went to Trent University for gradu
ate school, I was informed by a White professor that Indians no longer 
existed, but my response of “I am pretty sure my relatives would disagree,” 
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was met with a frown and a very low end of term grade. The term Indian 
was no longer my identity but a weapon used against me for political and 
social advantage by a White professor.

My fear of Indigenization is that it is, in fact, assimilation. I wonder 
if Indigenization just feeds the narcissism of the modern university soci-
ety. Alfred, Ottmann, and Newhouse caution against Indigenization as a 
solution to decolonizing the university (Alfred, 2004; Newhouse, 2016; 
Ottman, 2013). Newhouse adds, “If we are not careful, Indigenization 
can repeat the mistakes of the past” (Newhouse, 2016, n.p.). Politics 
around verbiage in connection with Indigeneity, such as decolonization, 
foreshadow problems for the use of Indigenization. For instance, Celia 
O. Rodríguez states, “[h]ow rapidly phrases like ‘decolonize the mind/
heart’ or simply ‘decolonize’ are being consumed in academic spaces 
is worrisome” (2017, n.p.). Indigenization, like decolonization, is a 
mystery as to what it is or looks like exactly. One might ask who gets 
to set the agenda for Indigenization in universities when the major-
ity of faculty in universities is primarily non-Indigenous? Further, I fear 
that Indigenization could increase instances of lateral violence and intra- 
professional violence against Indigenous academics. Increases in lateral 
violence could stem from a backlash to changes to existing structures, 
planning, polities, and ideologies held by the university. Lateral vio-
lence could look like outright rejection of participation in Indigenization 
efforts, isolation, lack of support, verbal or physical assaults, and sabo-
tage, to name a few. Having witnessed other colleagues’ efforts with 
design and implementation of Indigenization, I can report Indigenous 
participants are often strategically isolated within their faculties and the 
university community, ignored or avoided by faculty unreceptive to 
change, receive insufficient staffing requirements, are underfunded, and 
face verbal attacks, belittling, and dismissals. I find myself asking if there 
truly is potential for Indigenization to occur at any meaningful level in 
the academy without Indigenous participants facing lateral violence.

Words have power over Indigenous peoples to either colonize or to 
liberate. Many are undecided about the word “Indigenization,” but 
I fear how the term might evolve and how our non-Indigenous col-
leagues in the university will use it (to support or hinder). In his short 
essay, “Indigenosity, Aboriginality, and the Dubious Concept of 
Indigenization,” Clyde L. Hodge articulates the fears that I hold for the 
use of the word Indigenize:
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The verb “to indigenize” is . . . a lie in any form that comes out of the pen 
or mouth of someone not Native American Indian. In my mind, the use 
of such a word changes the meaning: It becomes a synonym to “patron-
ize,” (literally, to act like our father, implying we are children). Being 
Indigenous, I cannot “indigenize” someone or a group, either, because 
we already have been indigenized, not by any human being, but by Turtle 
Island’s Mother Nature. We breathe the dust of our ancestors with every 
step we take. We are one with every relative; every plant, animal, and rock 
of this continent. We are not aboriginal, and we cannot be indigenized, for 
we are Indigenous: Period. (2013, n.p.)

Similarly, Terry Hansen (Winnebago/Cherokee) offers that we need 
to first negotiate old terms that we find problematic and then come 
to terms with the legacy of how these words inform societal views on 
Indigeneity. She offers that,

Terms such as savage were invoked to justify the claiming of our lands. 
Theories of racial superiority were invoked to force the transferring of 
our children under a genocidal legal framework. The problem with this is 
the colonial society and people that created these laws and policies have 
never addressed why they do such destructive things against other peoples 
and nations. The denial that goes with the truth behind these destructive 
behaviors is paramount. The colonizer needs to look inward and examine 
its own conduct as to why these are catastrophic problems. When it gets 
real with itself, we can begin to build peace on our great Turtle Island and 
the world. (Hansen, 2016, n.p.)

Her words illustrate the need for overcoming the closeted denial and 
pushback on substantive reconciliation of past crimes by merely slapping 
on another new term when Indigenous peoples and non-Indigenous 
peoples have not reconciled the use of the old ones. Rodríguez, Hodge, 
and Hansen are just a few who are sounding warnings.

As an Anishinaabe academic who has worked as a faculty member in 
universities since 2008, I posit that Canadian universities harbour a cli-
mate of narcissism regarding their cultural identity and the placement of 
Indigenous peoples within university spaces. Canadian universities have 
a long history of being an unwelcoming space for Indigenous peoples, 
and while they are indeed motivated to change, I wonder if that change 
will be one that asks us as Indigenous people to once again forfeit who 
we are so we can fit within an alien and alienating system that reflects 
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policies of colonization. One of the dangers within the university envi-
ronment can be the potential response when the institutional bureau-
cracy confronts with issues of systemic racism. In her blog post “White 
Guilt is actually White narcissism,” Emma Lindsay warns those of us 
confronting narcissism that we should not expect “people acting out of 
White narcissism” to empathize with peoples who have experienced the 
violence of racism and intolerance (Lindsay, 2015, n.p.). She warns us 
that our very presence, let alone our radical calls for change, will “trigger 
a massive immune response,” and for us as Indigenous academics, will 
lead to further barriers to Indigenization, ultimately perpetuating emo-
tional pain, discrimination, and forced assimilation.

Gaywish and the CAUT Bulletin acknowledge, “[t]he challenge, 
however, is that Indigenization of the academy remains an often murky 
and even contested concept” (CAUT Bulletin, 2016, n.p.). Ultimately, 
universities are businesses focused on selling education to students, with 
hefty price tags attached. The focus of universities is vested in satisfy-
ing its needs of clients, donors and the popular sentiments of Canadian 
social culture. Currently, universities are focused on appearing to gener-
ate a more hospitable environment for Indigenous students, Indigenous 
issues, and knowledge. As a response to the Calls of Action, universities 
are employing Indigenous faculty members in record numbers. These 
universities, however, are not generating new culturally appropriate 
working environments for these new Indigenous hires. Instead, the same 
academic status quo of old is meeting Indigenous academics. The work-
place setting that Indigenous academics enter is ripe for lateral violence 
laced with racism and discrimination. From personal experience, and as 
a witness to the high turnover among my Indigenous colleagues at mul-
tiple universities throughout their careers, Indigenous faculty are repeat-
edly dispersing to new universities in search of safe work environments. 
Indigenization faces challenges if it does not integrate Indigenization 
strategies for both faculty enrolment and retention. To name just a 
few examples, Indigenous faculty retention hinges on factors related 
to including Indigenous beliefs into the collective agreements, such as: 
opportunities for professional development centred on Indigeneity; the 
right to smudge in a personal office; inclusion in programme develop-
ment; and inclusion on key administrative committees. Therefore, it falls 
on Indigenous academics to try to voice the need for Indigenization 
that is defined, designed and patterned after Indigenous worldviews 
and meeting the job requirements. Only when Indigenization is an 



5  “INDIAN IN THE CUPBOARD” LATERAL VIOLENCE …   95

Indigenous-centred path forward will both Indigenous academics and 
the universities even begin to experience authentic change.

The Path Forward: Mino-Bimaadiziwin

Over the course of my career in the university, I have endured moments 
of intra-professional aggressions displayed and interwoven with general 
notions of racism, discrimination, and sexism. These intra-professional 
aggressions have included: being ignored, being isolated, tokenism, ver-
bal affronts, withholding information, scapegoating, infighting, back-
stabbing, and undermining activities. For example, in the past, I have 
been instructed by administration to watch what I say because my words 
might make other faculty members feel threatened, which could lead 
to them filing a complaint about me. Such a statement characterized 
me as the “Angry Indian” stereotype. Further, it cut me off from ver-
bal communication with other faculty and removed my Indigenous voice 
from participation in university affairs. Another example is the time I 
was instructed to tone down my “Aboriginalness” because it was mak-
ing non-Indigenous students feel uncomfortable. Being instructed by 
non-Indigenous faculty members to play “White” only served to drive 
me away from those particular working environments. Unfortunately, 
events like this are not isolated. On numerous occasions, I have also 
been informed by both Indigenous and non-Indigenous faculty to edit 
or filter my language to be more accommodating to non-Indigenous stu-
dents, faculty, and staff, and to conform or omit my spiritual beliefs, or 
alter how I enact Indigenous traditions in ways that accommodate uni-
versity policies or procedures. I recall one incident where I was warned 
(or threatened) by a male non-Indigenous senior faculty to watch how I 
talked to other faculty because they could interpret my words as a threat, 
which could jeopardize my prospects at tenure or even my job posi-
tion. This was not the first time I had heard this warning, but it was the 
first time I took it seriously. From that point on I wondered, do other 
non-Indigenous faculty fear speaking to other non-Indigenous faculty? I 
carry those words and, to this day, I have been silenced in order to pro-
tect myself. This is a very difficult thing to explain because I tend to go 
on both experience and intuition in order to navigate my use of words. 
Other Indigenous people will understand what I am saying, but it is dif-
ficult to put into words the fear of speaking your opinions, sharing ideas 
and feeling or offering a contrary view. I am guarded and do not trust 
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other non-Indigenous faculty not to make me into the stereotype of the 
angry Indian if I speak my truth because the angry Indian stereotype 
gets the police called for causing a disturbance and loses her job.

So, how do I cope with the poison in the water cooler? I turn to the 
teachings of my ancestors and I look to stories of my people to realign 
my compass and remind myself of the moral path of the Anishinaabeg. 
Speaking from a Blackfoot worldview, Leroy Little Bear (Blackfoot) 
teaches that Indigenous learners who seek to understand their place 
in the world must look to the old stories of our ancestors who saw the 
world with much clearer eyes. Little Bear explains story and storytelling 
as a

very important part of the educational process. It is through stories that 
customs and values are taught and shared. In most Aboriginal societies, 
there are hundreds of stories of real-life experiences, spirits, creation, cus-
toms, and values. For instance, most Aboriginal cultures have a trickster 
figure. The trickster is about chaos, the unexpected, the “why” of creation, 
and the consequences of unacceptable behaviour. (Little Bear, 2002,  
pp. 81–82)

Little Bear advises that story and storytelling facilitate a transcend-
ing, shape-shifting, transformation, and a metamorphosis of knowing, 
which for victims of colonization (i.e. lateral violence) enables healing. 
Therefore, through Indigenous’ stories Indigenous academics can learn 
how to contextualize our place in this world and begin to situate our 
everyday experiences within an Indigenous worldview, ethics, and teach-
ings. From there we can learn to make sense of and navigate interactions 
within the university using our knowledge system as a way to anchor our 
Indigenous identity and cultural integrity.

By following the original teachings of the Creator, Anishinaabe-
kwewag1 and Anishinaabe-niniwag2 find our moral compass and a sense 
of being as Anishinaabeg.3 The Elders refer to this path as following 
mino-bimaadiziwin. In his book Honoring Elders: Aging, Authority, and 
Ojibwe Religion, Michael D. McNally (2009) describes the philosophy of 
mino- bimaadiziwin as an ethical attainment that all Anishinaabeg work 
to manifest in their lives. He states that for the Anishinaabeg, mino- 
bimaadiziwin is representative of “our way of life” or “our way” (p. 48). 
In other words, mino-bimaadiziwin describes the pursuit of maintaining 
moral ground and living the ethical teachings of the ancestors despite 
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the rigours of life in a colonized world, and while working in the insti-
tutions that seek to enforce those Eurocentric foundations that uphold 
the pillars of colonization in this country. As mino-bimaadiziwin is my 
goal, I look to the stories of my ancestors to formulate contemporary 
solutions for how best to identify and dismantle the effects of lateral vio-
lence on my life within the university. I look to Anishinaabeg teachings, 
ceremonies, and Elders to educate myself on how to not just survive, but 
also how to live as Anishinaabe-kwe, and live out mino-bimaadiziwin. 
Following the teachings of mino-bimaadiziwin means that I must work 
to identify lateral violence and microaggressions against me as sites of 
colonization and assimilation that seek to separate me from my identity 
and sense of place here on Turtle Island. Moreover, mino-bimaadiziwin 
teachings protect me from accepting that all I am is an Indian in the 
Cupboard. When I get trapped in the Cupboard as the university’s pet 
Indian, I can lean on the teachings of my ancestors to shape-shift out 
and find my true form as an Anishinaabe-kwe.

In 2005, I had a young Cree woman in my office crying as she 
explained to me that she was so tired of going to every class and 
being asked to teach non-Indigenous students and faculty about being 
Indigenous. She felt berated, threatened, drained, and abused by the 
process. We cried together about the pain of being Indigenous in the 
academy. I told her that has become our burden as Indigenous peo-
ples because non-Indigenous have been taught to not see us as human 
beings, but that they want to change and learn. Today, I see that 
non-Indigenous academics are hungry to build good relations with 
Indigenous academics entering the academy, but it is really difficult for 
them to stop colonizing Indigenous academics through the cultural, 
social, and political power they wield within the bureaucratic environ-
ment of the university. Non-Indigenous administration, faculty, and 
staff have an addiction to the power colonization affords them. Many 
of them think that colonization is something that has happened and 
that they have changed, but they still think, speak, and act through the 
mechanisms of colonization every time they interact with Indigenous 
academics. I rarely ever tell them this, and maybe I should, yet then 
again, I would probably be labelled the “Angry Indian.” It is so easy 
to shut me down because they hold the power. I am always reminded 
that in the minds of some people I will only ever be an “Indian.” My 
words of advice to non-Indigenous academics wanting to change is to 
begin to look within and begin to decolonize their minds, their words, 
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and their actions. Susan Dion offers the advice that non-Indigenous 
peoples should begin by exploring their own personal understandings  
of Indigeneity for memories of the embedded “Indians we have in 
mind,” so that, “opens the possibility for… alternative ways of knowing, 
to imagine new relationships, and to think about how they might want 
to work toward transforming,” new ways of thinking about Indigenous 
peoples as merely “Indians” (Dion, 2007, p. 330). Because, as Thomas 
King (Cherokee/Greek) states, “[i]n the end, there is no reason for the 
Indian to be real.” (King, 2003, p. 54).

As Indigenous intellectuals, we have to engage with questions about 
our obligations and responsibilities in our struggle for survival and 
freedom from oppression. I look to other Indigenous academics, like 
Taiaiake Alfred, whose words bring clarity to my struggle to decolo-
nize the academy. Alfred warns us that the “the university is contentious 
ground” (2004, p. 92) and that it should make us seriously consider how 
we can exist within environments designed to perpetuate our coloniza-
tion. Alfred calls on Indigenous academics to be “warriors of the truth” 
and to speak out against what Albert Memmi called “the colonizer’s dis-
ease” (as cited in Alfred, 2004, p. 97). From an Indigenous perspective, 
that “colonizer’s disease” is found in the culture of privilege that perpet-
uates colonization and Alfred explains that in order to survive we have 
to be insurgents and train both Indigenous and non-Indigenous allies to 
deliver the cure. Alfred states that the cure comes in cultural and political 
forms:

Solidarity—We need to disentangle ourselves from state-imposed identi-
ties (tribal or patriotic) and reorient ourselves on traditional Indigenous 
identities, which inherently reflect the “independency” needed for effective 
political cooperation toward change. The most important aspect of this 
is the development of a sense of accountability to Indigenous values and 
community in conscious opposition to the imperial accountability enforced 
in academe (academic disciplines, departmental and university committees, 
tenure processes, etc.).

Organize—We need to develop effective structures to mobilize the 
power of Indigenous identity and values. This means an association of 
Indigenous faculty with independent resources (human, cultural, and 
financial) to apply in contentious situations, and with the ability to repre-
sent an authentic Indigenous voice in academe and to shape the public’s 
view on the rights and responsibilities of Indigenous peoples.
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Empower—The need for action. There is no change without conten-
tion. And for Indigenous peoples today, change (movement off the path 
of assimilation) is essential to our survival. Power will come from the resto-
ration of connection (among ourselves and to the sources of strength: tra-
ditional teachings, land, and community) and the respect that will emerge 
as we engage imperial power with dignity in a struggle for justice. (Alfred, 
2004, pp. 96–97).

To conclude, once we recognize how to cure ourselves of colonization 
we can begin on this difficult path to Indigenization, but we should not 
try to Indigenize before we decolonize. Over the years, I have faced 
instances of lateral aggressions and the way I get through it is to inter-
nally root myself in my Anishinaabe-kwe identity, reconnect with land, 
territory, and spirit. I find my sense of self in my customs, ceremonies, 
listening to the guidance of Elders, and finding wisdom in the ancient 
stories of the Gete-Anishinaabeg (the ancestors). Afterwards, the external 
application of the cure comes with enacting those parameters of engage-
ment described by Alfred (2004). From there, Indigenous academic and 
our non-Indigenous allies can begin the insurgency of Indigenizing the 
university.

Mii sa iw. Miigwech (That is it. Thank you). Baanimaa miinawaa 
odisaabandamang giga-waabandimin (The spirits will decide when we 
will meet each other again. If we do not see each other in this world then 
we will see each other in the next).

Notes

1. � Anishinaabe-kwewag mean Anishinaabeg women.
2. � Anishinaabe-niniwag means Anishinaabeg men.
3. � Anishinaabeg is plural for more than one Anishinaabe person and can also 

refer to the Confederacy of the Ojibwe, Odawa and Potawatomi nations. 
Together, we form the larger umbrella nation of the Anishinaabeg.
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CHAPTER 6

Implications of Shadeism on Teacher 
Perceptions and Practices: Racial 

Microaggressions in Schools

Anne Nelun Obeyesekere

Introduction

In my position as a high school English teacher, I assign my students 
a task of writing their own graphic novel which centres on a protago-
nist conceived of as a ‘hero’. As part of their initial brainstorming activ-
ity, students are instructed to develop mind maps listing individuals, 
both real and fictional, that they believe represent what it means to be 
a ‘hero’. Despite the majority of the students being negatively racialized 
bodies, the names they come up with are almost exclusively those of 
White people. I was both surprised and disappointed by this incident as I 
realized that students in 2017 still seem to associate qualities of goodness 
and heroism with Whiteness.

Internalized inferiority can be harboured by negatively racialized bod-
ies regarding the perception of the self in relation to Whiteness. This 
negative perception is driven by the concept that the ‘closer in proximity 
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to Whiteness one is, whether this be measured by physical attributes such 
as lighter skin or straight hair, or social/ideological characteristics such as 
speech, religion, systems of beliefs, etc., the greater their access to White 
privilege’ (Obeyesekere, 2017, p. 2). It is important to acknowledge that 
all social categorizations intersect informing and influencing each other, 
and as a result, none exist in isolation. This chapter will explore issues 
of racial microaggressions in Ontario, Canada high schools, particularly 
as they pertain to how racism and shadeism are enacted explicitly and 
implicitly through the hidden curriculum.

Microaggressions are ‘brief and commonplace daily verbal, behav-
ioural, or environmental indignities, whether intentional or uninten-
tional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial slights 
and insults toward people of colour’ (Sue et al., 2007, p. 273). As a 
negatively racialized teacher myself, I am acutely aware of the effects of 
various forms of racial microaggression on both my negatively racialized 
students and colleagues. An American study focused on graduate stu-
dent experiences noted, ‘racial microaggressions are often perpetuated 
by well-intended peers, faculty, and supervisors at individual and institu-
tional levels’ (Hubain, Allen, Harris, & Linder, 2016, p. 947). Though 
‘well-intended’, these microaggressions are implicit acts of racism that 
make ‘many students of colour feel unwelcomed, invisible, and stigma-
tized on campuses, leading to experiences of isolation’ (Hubain et al., 
2016, p. 947).

Although discussion around microaggressions is often focused on 
race alone, such microaggressions are also based on other factors such as 
proximity to Whiteness and shadeism within negatively racialized groups. 
Shadeism refers to both interracial and intraracial discrimination based 
on skin tone. Shadeism or colourism; the ascribing of positive qualities to 
lighter skin (attractiveness, intellect, and aptitude), and negative qualities 
to darker skin (ugliness, unintelligence, and inability), continues to per-
meate many spaces (Herring, Keith, & Horton, 2004).

In the Canadian education system, ‘the valorizing of lighter skin over 
darker skin is representative of negatively racialized students’ desire to 
reproduce and reflect the dominant White culture’ (Obeyesekere, 2017, 
p. 1). This false sense of inferiority has a tremendous impact on the 
self-esteem and self-worth of individuals. The hegemonic nature of the 
Eurocentric education system in Canada continues to perpetuate a struc-
ture where the closer in proximity to Whiteness a person is, the greater 
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their access to White privilege. There is insufficient anti-racism education 
in the secondary school system, particularly in recognizing shadeism and 
its impact on staff and students.

Although educational spaces, such as schools and classrooms, are 
often places where these ingrained beliefs and perceptions are displayed, 
these spaces can also act as sites of change and resistance. I believe 
that there must be a reimagining of schools in order for classrooms to 
become such sites of revolutionary change.

For the purposes of this article, I will explore the importance of skin 
tone, and its influence on teacher perception, beliefs, and actions in a 
heterogeneous, urban environment, and the consequent impact of this 
influence on students and colleagues. I will engage in a discussion of 
how shadeism is perpetuated in Ontario classrooms through the hidden 
curriculum. I will focus on the concept of identity in relation to the 
diasporic, negatively racialized urban teacher and student, and how sha-
deism informs their identity in terms of how they perceive themselves 
and how others perceive them as a result of colonization and White 
hegemony.

This article will be divided into two sections. In the first section, I 
will locate myself by examining my own experiences with shadeism, and 
establish its present day implications on teachers in Canadian schools. 
Through this analysis, I will attempt to resist the positivist paradigm that 
suggests that there is an objective way of knowing.

My objective is to offer analysis into the more nuanced aspects of 
racism and its impact on teachers and students, as well as to suggest 
integrative solutions to address this issue and create more inclusive class-
rooms. The second part of this article will conclude with thoughts on 
the implications of my findings and recommend strategies to address the 
consequences of various forms of microaggressions in schools. For the 
purposes of this article, my focus will be on how to improve teacher 
training in order to equip teachers with a sense of awareness and under-
standing of how to detect and reduce racial microaggressions towards 
students and colleagues. I argue that the same academic space should be 
given to the theorizing of race (and its complexity) as is given to such 
subjects as biology, chemistry, English, math, etc. Further, I assert that 
this space can only be created if teachers work to recognize and challenge 
their inherent biases.
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The Enduring Effects of Shadeism and the Hidden 
Curriculum

Through the Gaze of Ms. Obeyesekere: Locating the Self

I am engaging in shadeism from my position as a South Asian/
cisgendered/hetero/middle-class/woman living in the global North. As 
such, I am approaching the issue of shadeism particularly as it pertains 
to teachers and students in an urban environment, from my experiences 
in two very distinct metropolises, Toronto, Canada and Colombo, Sri 
Lanka. John Dewey (1938) speaks of experiences in this profound way,

If an experience arouses curiosity, strengthens initiative, and sets up desires 
and proposes that are sufficiently intense to carry a person over dead places 
in the future, continuity works in a very different way. Every experience 
is a moving force. Its value can be judged only on the ground of what it 
moves toward and into. (p. 38)

How then, do our past and present experiences inform our future actions 
and beliefs? In attempting to theorize my experiences in my previous 
work, I have addressed almost exclusively my childhood and adoles-
cence. As much as shadeism has integrally affected my formative years, I 
often overlook its manifestation in adulthood. As I set out to collect and 
organize field notes pertaining to shadeism’s effect on the experiences 
and identities of my students, I realized that I must address its internal-
ization in their teachers—my colleagues—both negatively racialized and 
dominant. I noted countless instances of internalization of microaggres-
sions from students regarding how shadeism influences whom they deem 
attractive, intelligent, desirable, or how it informs their actions, for exam-
ple, their aversion to going out into the sun for fire drills. Nevertheless, 
it was only in acknowledging similar sentiments in their teachers that I 
recognized the challenges in expecting students to theorize and attempt 
to transcend race and racism while their teachers, despite their own best 
efforts are yet to, or unable to do so.

Notable is a recent encounter I had with a colleague I teach closely 
alongside, at an Alternative High School in Mississauga, Ontario. Joe,1 a 
White middle-aged man, openly suggested that I date another colleague, 
Kwame. When I displayed discomfort at the suggestion and commu-
nicated that I was not interested, he asked, ‘is it because he is Black?’ 
My immediate impulse was to refute this, in an attempt to propel myself 
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closer to ‘my kind’, in this case, our negatively racialized colleague. This 
desire, which Fanon (1986) calls ‘ethical orientation’, outlines the polar-
ized elements of servitude or conquest. For Fanon, real love requires 
‘the mobilization of psychological agencies liberated from unconscious 
tensions’ (Fanon, p. 24). In that moment, to communicate my lack of 
romantic interest in Kwame required a conscious separation of my feeling 
of disinterest, from race. My need to prove my solidarity with other neg-
atively racialized bodies persisted as Joe pressed for further information, 
asking, ‘have you ever dated a Black guy before?’ I immediately reminded 
him that my last long-term and fairly significant relationship was with a 
Black man, almost pleased that I could dismiss the allegation of preju-
dice that I felt he was placing on me. Yet, just as quickly, he retorted, 
‘no I mean really Black. Peter, isn’t really Black, he is so light-skinned’. 
This belief that the lighter pigment of my ex-partner removed him from 
his Blackness and brought him closer in proximity to Whiteness, despite 
both his parents being Black, called me to critical self-reflection. These 
racial microaggressions are examples of how well-intended efforts to con-
nect socially with me by my colleagues led to feelings of isolation and 
‘othering’.

I had heard similar sentiments in the past, but mostly from other neg-
atively racialized people. I believed these White hegemonic ideals were 
a direct result of internalized inferiority felt by many negatively racial-
ized bodies, completely overlooking their effect on dominant bodies. 
In this space, my professional space, an educational space, I necessarily 
wondered how these ingrained beliefs held by White bodies—teachers, 
administrators, and support staff—can lead to microaggressions in their 
interactions with negatively racialized students and colleagues. The 
polarizing effect of race has unarguably created debilitating conflict and 
tension, ‘the juxtaposition of the black and white races has resulted in a 
massive psycho-existential complex. By analysing it we aim to destroy it’ 
(Fanon, xvi). I believe we must destroy it in order to shatter the serv-
ant-conqueror binary, in order to achieve freedom of mind and heart for 
ourselves as educators as well as for our students.

Teacher Perceptions of Shadeism: Enforcement of the Hidden 
Curriculum

The servant-conqueror binary is manifested in racial microaggressions, 
which are enacted through the hidden curriculum. The hidden curricu-
lum in this context refers to ‘the unintended outcomes of the schooling 
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process’ (McLaren, 1989, p. 212). In my experience both as a student 
and a teacher in Ontario’s school system, these ‘instructional norms 
and values not openly acknowledged by teachers or school officials’ 
consequently ‘other’ and exclude negatively racialized bodies (Vang, 
2006, p. 20). The curriculum as it is presented continues to preserve 
Eurocentric hegemony through the normalization of Whiteness. This is 
witnessed in the constant normalization of Whiteness explicit in the nar-
rative that students are bombarded with in textbooks and lessons. As a 
friend’s son proclaimed after science class, ‘it seems that anyone who has 
ever invented anything is White’ Thus, not only does Whiteness dom-
inate the curriculum, the omission and silencing of issues of race and 
shadeism by not addressing such concepts in schools, serves as a micro-
aggression itself and reinforces White hegemony.

David Knight (2015), a teacher himself, looks at multiple stud-
ies based in New York and California in his research around the effect 
of shadeism on the perceptions and attitudes of American teachers. 
Knight found that generally, students are aware that their teachers treat 
them differently because of their skin colour. Knight (2015) notes the 
observation of another teacher, an Asian American from Sacramento, 
California who reported, ‘students say that the afterschool teachers, 
who happen to be black, prefer the lighter-skinned students, which is 
funny because some of our strongest students are dark-skinned’ (p. 48). 
A New York University study conducted on Latino high school males 
found that Mexican and Puerto Rican students with ‘white-looking’ skin 
are often perceived as White and as a result are treated better in school, 
while those of the same ethnicity with darker skin are perceived as Black 
and are treated less favourably (Knight, 2015, p. 46). A University of 
California, Los Angeles (UCLA) study reports that teachers with 
unchecked implicit biases are likely to interpret student behaviour and 
performance through the prism of stereotypes, and this can have long-
term effects on how students see themselves and on their opportunities 
(Knight, 2015). The results of these studies show a correlation between 
lighter skin and better treatment in school. This research is consistent 
with my experience teaching in Ontario high schools. My students have 
consistently communicated an aversion to darker skin, correlating attrac-
tiveness and intelligence to light skin, and feelings that teacher expecta-
tions favour those with lighter skin. This evidence furthers the notion 
that the hidden curriculum reinforces White hegemonic ideal, by reward-
ing proximity to Whiteness.
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The UCLA study cited by Knight (2015) found that educators often 
cannot perceive their own biases. They frequently assume that they do 
not carry bias because they chose to enter a profession of ‘helping others’ 
(p. 47). The idea that teachers may not believe they hold such biases, or 
if they do, fail to acknowledge that these biases may affect their inter-
actions with their colleagues and students, became clear to me through 
an encounter I had with another White male colleague a few weeks 
ago. During a lunchtime conversation in the staffroom, Jeff stated that 
though he found racialized women ‘exotic’ and ‘attractive’, he is not 
attracted to them if they are ‘too dark’. He went on to say that people 
in general, with very black skin look alarming or ‘creepy’ to him and he 
often finds this off-putting.

As I replayed this conversation in mind, I wondered how this bias 
towards lighter skin, though communicated in the personal context, 
might inform Jeff’s relationships and interactions in the professional 
sense—with students and colleagues. Do darker students and col-
leagues frighten him on some level? How does this internalized fear of 
the ‘other’ affect Jeff’s connections, communications, and expectations 
of negatively racialized bodies in the school environment? Though Jeff 
did not share his ‘preference’ with malice or ill-intent, I was uncomfort-
able with this microaggression towards negatively racialized bodies. This 
experience made me feel ‘othered’ and exoticsized and I pondered the 
impact of Jeff’s perspective on other negatively racialized bodies in the 
school. Jeff’s feelings work to perpetuate the idea that all things good 
are White. Therefore, the closer you are to Whiteness the more likely 
you will be to achieve, be accepted, and succeed, according to the exist-
ing conventions already engrained into Euro-normative pedagogy.

According to Portelli (1993), ‘the hidden curriculum is usually con-
trasted with the formal curriculum and may form part of the actual curric-
ulum’ (p. 343). Thus, applied to the nuances of race and Whiteness, the 
dominant White hegemonic narrative is continuously created and recre-
ated and as a result becomes the essence of the curriculum that is taught 
to all students, whether dominant or marginalized. However, it reflects 
the stories, experiences, understandings, and beliefs of a few, without ever 
addressing the omissions or experiences of the oppressed—in this case, 
negatively racialized students and staff. Portelli argues two major points 
‘(1) that the hidden curriculum always has a normative or “moral” com-
ponent’, in this case, White Euro-normativity, and (2) all things being 
equal, educators have the responsibility to make the hidden curriculum 
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as explicit as possible (p. 343). I echo Portelli’s sentiment in this regard, 
as I believe that we must create the same academic space for theorizing, 
teaching, and learning about race and racism as we do for any other sub-
ject. Once we as teachers and educators openly acknowledge that the cur-
riculum as it is presented continues to preserve Eurocentric hegemony 
through the normalization of Whiteness (in textbooks, lessons, etc.), we 
can create a foundation and forum where negatively racialized students 
and professionals can deconstruct, articulate, and share their own experi-
ences and beliefs. These counter-stories (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002) act as 
a form of resistance to the dominant narrative and serve to combat inter-
nalization of microaggressions. This call for the explicit acknowledgment 
of the hidden curriculum is the first step in dismantling Euro-normativity 
through the establishment of schools as sites of change.

Implications and Recommendations of Work

Addressing Shadeism in Urban Schools: Teaching Teachers

School serves as an effective creator and sustainer of social myth because 
of its structure as a ritual game of graded promotions. Introduction into 
this gambling ritual is much more important than what or how something 
is taught. It is the game itself that schools, that gets into the blood and 
becomes a habit. A whole society is initiated into the Myth of Unending 
Consumption of services. (Illich, 1970, p. 44)

This sentiment articulated by Illich as justification for his notion of 
‘deschooling’, is especially relevant in the consideration of race, in 
Ontario schools. Schools, classrooms, all educational spaces, have the 
potential to be sites of decolonization and change. Our classrooms 
are calling for a shift, a re-centring. In order to change the dominant 
Eurocentric narrative, those who govern educational spaces must hold 
themselves accountable. Teachers, administrators, and support staff must 
tap into their ability to address and acknowledge difference in order to 
affect change. Removing the expectation from student productivity and 
performance, to refocus on teacher growth, is an especially crucial point 
of interrogation for me as I engage in the creation and implementation 
of a Professional Development (PD) initiative around anti-racism for 
teachers within the school board for which I work.
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According to what Freire (1970) calls the ‘banking method’, stu-
dents are turned into ‘containers’ or ‘receptacles’ to be ‘filled’ by the 
teacher (p. 72). This notion is consistent with the reinforcement of 
Euro-normativity throughout the curriculum. Students are offered one 
narrative, the dominant White narrative, which is deposited into their 
brains by teachers. Freire further postulates that the more (informa-
tion) a teacher is able to deposit the better teacher they are, in this case, 
the perpetuating of White supremacy through the curriculum, and the 
more a student is able to process and internalize, the better student they 
are. Thus, success in school for negatively racialized students necessarily 
means the internalization of European ideals, which manifests into inter-
nalized and externalized feelings of inferiority and a disconnection from 
the curriculum, and school.

Fanon (1986) describes the Eurocentric schooling of negatively 
racialized bodies during the years he calls, ‘the period of most vulnera-
ble formation’, as an experience of ‘traumatism’ (p. 127). According to 
Fanon, during their schooling years, children are taught White superior-
ity so that they internalize it. This fragments their being as they quickly 
come to understand themselves as inferior (p. 126). Similarly, mandat-
ing teaching this Eurocentric curriculum positions negatively racialized 
teachers as inferior as their Indigenous knowledges are undervalued. 
Fanon further posits that ‘the individual who climbs up into, white, civ-
ilized society tends to reject his black, uncivilized family…’ (p. 128). 
Thus, for negatively racialized bodies, to succeed school requires the 
internalization of someone else’s story at the expense of the erasure or 
rejection of their own.

I believe that teacher training focused on the valuing of multiple ways 
of knowing can offset these feelings of inferiority projected onto nega-
tively racialized bodies. Though the immanent platform for the develop-
ment of these strategies will be the PD workshop that I am developing 
for my school board, my hope is that the explicit teaching of race and 
racism will become a ubiquitous aspect of both initial teacher training 
and professional development for experienced teachers.

The proposed PD workshop will be divided into three sections:

	 i.	� Acknowledging privileges and oppressions
	 ii.	� Centring an understanding of teacher and student identity and 

experience
	 iii.	� Language as a tool or tribulation
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i. Acknowledging Privileges and Oppressions
In order for teachers to acknowledge the diverse positions and expe-
riences of their students, they must first situate their own identities 
informed by the various privileges and oppressions attached to their 
bodies. As Cannon (2012) posits in relation to pre-service education 
for teacher candidates, ‘no one is free from being an oppressor or being 
oppressed’ (p. 26). Teachers must recognize and accept the myth of mer-
itocracy in that the privileges attached to certain (dominant) bodies and 
not others allot the former more opportunities. As outlined by Ghabrial 
(2012), the term ‘meritocracy’ entered in the late-twentieth century as 
a counter to ‘affirmative action’ (p. 38). The acknowledgment of privi-
lege for the dominant threatens their perceived ‘right’ to what they have, 
the notion that their successes—academic, economic, and societal—have 
been earned.

I encountered an example of this White fragility during a recent con-
versation with the Student Success Teacher assigned to my class. As a 
White woman working with a majority of negatively racialized students 
in the alternative education setting, Susan’s role often leads her to have 
heart-to-heart conversations with students around how their identities 
inform their circumstances. Despite this frequent and intimate expo-
sure to student experiences of oppression, during a personal conversa-
tion about her son, Susan demonstrated how the ‘“construction of white 
racial identities” has socialized whites to conceptualize their world in 
ways that favor their positions within it’ (Solomon, Portelli, Daniel, & 
Campbell, 2005, p. 147).

Susan’s son Christopher had recently begun his first year of 
Engineering Studies at the University of Toronto. In a discussion about 
the humanities breadth requirement mandated for all engineering stu-
dents, Susan refuted the idea that Christopher was privileged, both in 
the particular instance of the course, and in the general navigation of the 
program, in comparison to the rest of his group members, all foreign 
students from China. Not only did Susan defensively stress Christopher’s 
‘exceptionality’ and ‘intelligence’, she went on to claim that the Chinese 
students in fact had an easier time as the programme was so saturated 
with them, it had become more, ‘Asian than Canadian’. She insisted 
that Christopher had to forgo his previously ‘well-balanced’ lifestyle in 
order to ‘study like the Asians’. Susan went on to cite an example of a 
professor addressing students in Mandarin as evidence of what Ghabrial 
(2012) calls ‘Yellow Peril’ (p. 46). The term refers to the fear from 
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dominant bodies that Asian students’ ‘single-minded’ approach to uni-
versity focused only on academics threatens the vitality of campuses, thus 
‘turning off white potential applicants or else “stealing” their futures’ 
(Ghabrial, 2012, p. 46).

Susan voiced this fear by affirming what Ghabrial reports is the cri-
tique of the ‘University of Toronto for its “too Asian” reputation: a 
place where white students feel they cannot balance their studies with 
socialization’ (p. 46). This experience was especially saddening for me, 
not only because Susan refused to acknowledge that, as Peggy McIntosh 
(1990) believes, ‘white privilege put [her] at an advantage’ but further 
that she projected blame and ‘othered’ Asian students as being a barrier 
to her son engaging in a full and happy undergraduate experience (p. 1).

According to McIntosh, ‘whites are carefully taught not to recog-
nize white privilege, as males are taught not to recognize male privilege’  
(p. 1). As evident by my experience with Susan, who I believe genuinely 
cares about the success and well-being of our students, it is clear that any 
threat to their own White privilege alarms even the most well-intended, 
sympathetic dominant body. Susan’s claim that her own son is disadvan-
taged serves as a ‘microinvalidation’, whereby she is nullifying the ‘psy-
chological thoughts, feelings, or experiential reality of a person of color’ 
(Sue et al., 2007, p. 274) and denying the existence of barriers facing 
negatively racialized bodies. Acknowledging White privilege threatens 
the very idea of meritocracy that works to preserve dominant bodies’ 
sense of self-worth and value, their ‘right’ to be who they are and have 
what they have without ever questioning at whose expense.

Recognizing the crucial importance of acknowledging privilege, my rec-
ommendation is that the first step of a PD around anti-racism should begin 
with a Privilege Walk. Similar to Martin Cannon’s (2012) pseudo-identity 
exercise whereby teacher candidates are ‘assigned a pseudo identity, based 
on religious, ethnic, colonial, gender, sexual, social class, and ability dif-
ferences’, I want to encourage participants to ‘realize that privilege and 
oppression varies according to context and/or circumstances—mediating 
our everyday experience of racism’ (p. 26). My intention is to have teachers 
recognize their own, actualized privileges and oppressions by simply walk-
ing in a straight line. Teachers should be asked to take steps backward (to 
indicate oppressions attached to their bodies) and forward (to indicate priv-
ileges attached to their bodies), by the end of the exercise, teachers should 
be aware of their own positionality based on where they are physically 
standing in relation to others in the room.
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For teachers to understand and believe that negatively racialized peo-
ples are placed outside the ‘norm’ and that this is reinforced through the 
school system is crucial to their vital role in establishing schools as sites 
of change. Ideally, more of our classrooms should have teachers at the 
front who reflect the experiences of the students they teach. They should 
look like them, sound like them, and understand them. As we move 
towards this goal, we can only hope that the teachers who are presently 
at the front of the classroom strive for an understanding of their students 
and colleagues by first acknowledging their own positionality in the aca-
demic space.

ii. Centring an Understanding of Teacher and Student Identity and 
Experience
Once teachers have situated themselves, they are better positioned to 
contextualize the developing identities and experiences of their students 
and colleagues. As Dewey (1938) states,

[t]he greater maturity of experience which should belong to the adult as 
educator puts him in a position to evaluate each experience of the young in 
a way in which the one having the less mature experience cannot do. It is 
then the business of the educator to see in what direction the experience is 
heading. (p. 38)

Dewey’s words are especially applicable in the context of race and shade-
ism as they pertain to student experience and identity. Though teachers 
may not share the experiences and positionality of their students, they do 
have a responsibility to assist them in the contextualizing of these expe-
riences. It is the role of teachers to explicitly discuss race and racism in 
the classroom and create an environment in which students not only feel 
safe but also feel encouraged to share and theorize their experiences of 
oppression based on skin colour. In doing so, students are better able to 
unpack their internalized and externalized feelings of inferiority rooted in 
White supremacy.

Important to note is that student experiences do not ‘occur in a vac-
uum’ (Dewey, p. 40). Dewey (1938) acknowledges the ‘sources outside 
of an individual which give rise to experience’, in this case, the experi-
ences of negatively racialized students, which inform their identity and 
positionality in school are attributed to aspects of their identity that are 
outside of their control (p. 40). The colour of their skin is one element 
of their identity that places them outside of this ‘norm’.
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Centring the experiences of negatively racialized teachers and students 
will be a vital element of the proposed anti-racism PD. Allowing neg-
atively racialized teachers to teach from their own unique perspective 
informed by cultural knowledges works to decolonize schools by open-
ing dialogue for all students to share their own positionality and expe-
riences. This works to combat racial microaggressions by creating a safe 
space for counter-narratives to be shared and learned.

I suggest that teachers be presented with testimonials written by stu-
dents within the school board reflecting their experiences with race/
racism/shadeism throughout their schooling careers. Teachers will be 
placed in small groups to explore one testimonial and discuss the issues, 
which arose from the student feedback, any feelings about the findings 
they may have, as well as potential ways they feel the issues could be 
addressed in their classrooms. This exercise should then be debriefed in 
the larger group context in order to give facilitators the opportunity to 
contribute formal, theoretical recommendations in the form of lessons, 
workshops, and reflection assignments that teachers may work through 
in their own classrooms. However, it is important to acknowledge that 
this strategy should not be understood or read as being dependent on 
empathy, but rather one that seeks to elicit structural changes in how 
teacher education is delivered. The intention of centring the experiences 
and identities of negatively racialized students through testimonial case 
studies is to combat the resistance often communicated by teachers that 
they, ‘won’t have time to teach everything else and multicultural educa-
tion, too’ and that, ‘there’s nothing multicultural about algebra, biology, 
geography, chemistry, calculus, or computer science’ (Gay & Howard, 
2000, p. 4). Teachers need to be made aware or simply be reminded of 
the fact that the colour of their skin is a demarcation that students carry 
from class to class. Skin colour has consequences on how a student is 
perceived and how they process the curriculum being delivered to them, 
regardless of the subject.

iii. Language as a Tool or Tribulation
As Dei (2000) emphasizes the colour of our skin is the one element 
of our identity that is impossible to mask or transcend. Thus, in their 
attempt to vie for Whiteness and all the privilege associated with it, neg-
atively racialized bodies have been forced to engage in other methods to 
achieve proximity to the dominant. Historically, as evident in the privi-
leging of the métissage, a social group made up of the children of White 
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colonialists and Black and Indigenous people in North America, mate-
rial advantages were given to those with lighter skin (Lane & Mahdi, 
2013). The result was the fragmentation of negatively racialized bodies 
from each other. An environment was created in which there was little 
or no little solidarity between racialized communities as they were vying 
for proximity to Whiteness. Consequently, racialized people often do not 
think outside of this system, but rather attempt to get as close as possible 
to Whiteness. This is evident in the valuing of ‘standard English’ over 
colloquial or local dialects.

According to Christensen (1990), there is a ‘bias against those who 
do not use language “correctly”’ (p. 36). She critiques the denotations 
of ‘Standard English’ and ‘nonstandard English’ reflecting, quite cor-
rectly that the labels suggest that one is ‘less than’ (p. 36). Christensen 
goes on to note, ‘English teachers are urged to “correct” students who 
speak or write in their home language’ (p. 36). Growing up speaking 
only Standard English, it was not until I was an adult that I realized the 
racial and cultural capital I acquired by doing so. However, though my 
Canadian accent and language style allowed me to navigate my educa-
tional and professional spaces somewhat easily, this came at the direct 
expense of my Sri Lankan identity. The erasure of my identity was evi-
dent throughout my teenage years, not only in the fact that I could not 
communicate in my native language of Sinhala, in Sri Lanka but also in 
the distancing that I felt among the Sri Lankan community in Canada. 
I felt ‘othered’ by my diasporic community, as I was not able to fully 
understand many of the nuances of language and local colloquialisms 
used by other Sri Lankan teens in Toronto. According to Fanon (1986), 
‘the more the black Antillean assimilates the French language, the whiter 
he gets—i.e., the closer he becomes to being a true human being’ (p. 2).  
In my teenage experience, the racial and cultural capital I accrued by 
speaking Standard English, through currying favour with teachers or 
success in job interviews over other negatively racialized peers, became 
a source of pain as I felt a distancing from my peer group to whom  
I wished to belong.

I attempted to problematize this emphasis on Standard English and 
the consequent erasure of identity during a PD session that I recently 
attended. The after-school PD was meant to be about language disa-
bility, however, there was an alarming focus on a term coined ‘Teenage 
Language Disorder’. The interpretation of this supposed disorder by the 
presenter, a White female teacher seconded to the board (who has been 
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out of the classroom for over a decade), seemed to indicate that urban 
colloquialisms such as slang, up-speak, vocal fry, etc., were elements of 
student language that needed to be ‘unlearned’. When I suggested that 
perhaps there should be some onus on us as teachers to make an effort 
to understand some of the language commonly used by our students, 
and even create a platform for them to speak and write in this language 
in order to engage their ‘authentic selves’, I was shut down from every 
angle. Teachers were emphatically proclaiming the ‘disservice we are 
doing to our students by not teaching them how “we” speak “here”’, 
and ‘if “they” want to come to this country “they” should do things the 
way “we” do things here’. One colleague referenced his previous career 
in the private sector, mentioning that when he did business in Asia, he 
had to ‘conform to the etiquette and language conventions of the East’, 
and similarly, the ‘students should conform to the etiquette and language 
conventions of the West if they want to “succeed”’. I reminded him that 
as an infant settler nation, the question of what Canada is and thus, what 
her conventions are, remain very contentious and uncertain points of 
debate.

Enforcing these standards of English puts pressure on negatively 
racialized teachers to speak, and establish the expectation that students 
speak using Standard English in order to be validated in school though 
they may not feel comfortable doing so. A Jamaican teacher with whom 
I worked was viewed as being ‘unrefined’ for speaking with her students 
in Patois. Colleagues told her that by attempting to connect with her 
students through language that is native to them, she was inappropriately 
‘befriending’ them. This is an example of a microaggression that ‘others’ 
both the teacher and her students, positioning their language and culture 
as inferior.

My own conclusion from the above-mentioned experiences is that lan-
guage and race are points of intersection that cannot be separated just as 
skin colour and race cannot be separated. In order for teachers to fully 
acknowledge the identities and experiences of their negatively racialized 
students, they must create a space for their language in the classroom. 
They must afford the authentic voices of their staff and students, value, 
and validity. This will be the third element of the proposed PD. Teachers 
will problematize the notion of language through a self-reflective cri-
tique of their own understanding and perception of language. They will 
be asked to question why they value certain modes of communication 
over others, and what they feel the implications of these beliefs are on 
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their students and colleagues. In order for classrooms to truly be sites of 
social and political change, those who govern schools, as though each is 
its own autonomous nation, must critique the very concept of nation-
hood itself, so that its citizens, their diverse group of staff and students, 
may have the hope of freedom and love, where their voices are valued 
and their experiences cherished.

Conclusion

The revolutionary change that can take place in the classroom must take 
the form of what Boler (2004) calls ‘critical hope’, this hope, this desire, 
‘recognizes that we live within systems of inequality, in which privileges, 
such as White and male privilege comes at the expense of the freedom of 
others’ (p. 128). The White European narrative normalized by Canadian 
schooling through both the explicit and hidden curriculums works to 
oppress negatively racialized students and teachers by perpetuating White 
supremacy established during colonization. In order to liberate nega-
tively racialized bodies from this mental and emotional incarceration, 
teachers must mobilize themselves as agents of revolutionary change. 
Teachers cannot afford to espouse such sentiments as ‘There are too 
many cultures and ethnic groups and I don’t know enough to teach 
them all’; or fear ‘inadvertently saying something stupid or hurtful and 
embarrassing themselves or offending people from other ethnic groups’ 
(Gay & Howard, 2000, p. 4). We have a responsibility to attempt to 
shift the dominant narrative, to question it, and to challenge it, ‘for apart 
from inquiry, apart from the praxis, individuals cannot be truly human’ 
(Freire, 1970, p. 72).

If as Dei (2013) suggests, schools can act as sites of change, what bet-
ter place is there to engage in discourse around shadeism? My hope is 
that through critical anti-racist work in schools, the effects of shadeism 
can be dismantled and a culture of awareness created in its place. By situ-
ating shadeism through deconstructing its colonial roots and examining 
its implications today, the call to decenter Whiteness is clear. The sali-
encies of race and skin colour indicate that there is no objective way of 
knowing. Negatively racialized bodies, moving through space and time, 
each experience the consequences of their skin colour differently.

Schools must be sites of hope and change rather than sites of oppression. 
The discussion of teacher training in this article outlines three elements—
acknowledging privileges and oppressions, centring an understanding 
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of student and teacher identity and experience, and language as a tool or 
tribulation—as fundamental components of creating anti-racist classrooms. 
By expanding the dialogue about race and racial microaggressions in 
schools, my aim is to create an academic space that values the experiences 
and knowledges of negatively racialized students and teachers. This is part 
of the process of decolonizing education necessary to create an authenti-
cally equitable learning and working environment in Ontario’s schools.

In this supposedly postcolonial world, people are still bombarded with 
images, advertisements, music, and textbooks that continue to valorize 
Whiteness. It is imperative that they recognize the many ways in which 
racism is enacted in order to understand the false perceptions and conse-
quences ascribed to negatively racialized bodies and actively resist them.

Note

1. � All names from personal examples and anecdotes used in this article have 
been replaced with pseudonyms.
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CHAPTER 7

STEM Women Faculty Struggling 
for Recognition and Advancement  

in a “Men’s Club” Culture

Bonnie Ruder, Dwaine Plaza, Rebecca Warner  
and Michelle Bothwell

I mean, you just recognize that if you’re going to go into a STEM meeting 
room, ninety percent of the people will be white males. And so that’s just 
the way that it is. (Dr. Jordan)1

It’s like white men just want everyone to fit into their mold. You know 
we’ve created this system, we’re welcoming you into the system, but don’t 
try and change it. (Dr. Sage)

They don’t pay attention to you because they’ve already put you down on the 
bottom of the hierarchy…. If you try to get yourself into that hierarchy, you’re 
going to lose. You don’t cause problems….you behave like a guy and then you’re 
just seen as a bitch. You can’t win that hierarchy battle with men. (Dr. Garcia)
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Introduction

The three interviews’ quotes above highlight a hegemonic male culture 
that continues to pervade STEM departments at many research institu-
tions in the United States. In these spaces, STEM women faculty often 
feel unwelcome and alienated because of the existence of an overall cli-
mate that strongly preferences men and consigns women to be infe-
rior STEM scientists. The purpose of this chapter is to use Oregon 
State University (OSU)2 as a case study to examine the experiences of 
women faculty as they navigate and negotiate their careers in a male-
dominated STEM environment. Despite having made a number of pos-
itive steps to advance diversity and provide support for women scientist 
in the past ten years, OSU, like other STEM research institutions, con-
tinues to be an environment where STEM women faculty face a kind of 
“patriarchal DNA3” that treats women scientists as subordinate to men. 
What becomes clear from this research, funded by the National Science 
Foundation (NSF), is that despite institutional interventions and con-
certed attempts to address gender equity through policy changes, an envi-
ronment continues to exist where women faculty often feel unwelcome 
and unsatisfied in the rate of their accomplishments. Women scientists still 
are expected to, and do, more of the service work and emotional labor 
that all organizations require to survive. Yet, at the time of promotion 
and tenure, women can feel a sense of betrayal as their work is evaluated 
as being “less than” the work of men. To be successful in this derisive 
environment, many STEM women faculty report that they have devel-
oped coping strategies to “turn off” or “tune out” the culture that often 
excludes them from occupying senior leadership roles, diminishes their 
accomplishments, and makes them feel remorseful for trying to find a 
work–life balance with children and their spouse.

Background and Methodology

The data for this chapter come from an ongoing NSF- funded 
ADVANCE research project4 at OSU entitled: Transforming the 
Institutional Culture for Women in STEM fields at OSU. This NSF 
research project was funded in 2015 and is designed to better under-
stand why women continue to be significantly underrepresented and 
marginalized in STEM faculty positions at OSU. The degree of under-
representation varies among STEM disciplines, although women’s 
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advancement to senior ranks and leadership is an issue in all fields. To 
address this, the ADVANCE grant at OSU seeks to catalyze sustainable 
climate change by having institutional leaders (senior faculty in STEM 
and senior administrators) take a two-week (54 hours) seminar that is 
designed to raise their consciousness about difference, power, and dis-
crimination in STEM disciplines and in the academy, and to move their 
awareness to action. The theoretical underpinning of the seminar is a 
“systems of oppression” perspective developed by Patricia Hills Collins 
(2000). The ADVANCE seminar is facilitated by two tenured faculty 
members, one from a traditional STEM field and the other a social sci-
entist with experience in teaching a systems of oppression perspective. 
Both instructors strive to provide an overview of the current research 
that highlights the historic nature of institutionalized and systemic prac-
tices of STEM-related discrimination in the United States. The seminar 
instruction is supplemented by faculty content experts in order to cover 
specific topics like race, gender, class, homophobia, religion, cognitive 
bias, and disability. All seminar graduates end the two weeks by coming 
up with an action plan. The action plan is a self-generated project where 
ADVANCE seminar graduates apply their new knowledge to a project 
that will bring about systemic or institutional change at the university, 
college, or department level.

All NSF ADVANCE grants require an associated research project, 
and the women’s voices presented here come from just a portion of that 
research. The overall project includes interviews with participants in the 
seminar as well as purposively chosen “comparators.” All participants are 
interviewed in the month prior to a particular seminar offering and then 
one year later. Comparators are faculty who do not attend the seminar 
but are matched with participants on rank, discipline, and social iden-
tities (as close as possible). The interviews were open-ended using a 
standard interview guide, lasted between 45 and 90 minutes, and were 
audio recorded with the participants’ permission. The interviews were 
conducted by a graduate research student or a tenured faculty member 
on the ADVANCE research team. Our ultimate objective is to deter-
mine if after having taken the seminar, the participants would be moved 
to take direct action to implement structural changes at the institution, 
department, or in their own lab/work spaces because they better under-
stand how systems of oppression affect STEM women faculty. We are 
also trying to access if participation in the summer seminar would give 
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participants agency and a language to better understand the intersecting 
systems of their own and others’ oppression.

The experiences shared in this chapter come from the “pre-seminar” 
interviews for thirteen women only. The sample includes both seminar 
participants (n = 10) and comparators (n = 3). Our decision to include 
only women in this chapter was made for two reasons: (1) our primary 
focus here is on the experiences of oppression in STEM units, (2) while 
the interviews with men did include some discussions about a gendered 
climate, they were more likely to be second-hand information. We hope 
that follow-up interviews and subsequent cohorts will reveal more infor-
mation from men’s perspectives in STEM units.

The voices we present here come from 13 women (Table 7.1). 
Seven held the rank of professor while the other six were associate 
professors. All have tenure at OSU. Nine of the women self-identified 
as White Euro-American, one each identified as Middle Eastern, 
Latina or Asian-American. Twelve self-identified as being heterosex-
ual while one identified as being lesbian. With respect to their aca-
demic discipline there was some variation. All were STEM faculty. 
While we have not given the specific disciplines in the table to pro-
tect the confidentiality of our participants, three identified as being 
in Biology, three identified as being in STEM Education, two were in 
Agricultural Sciences, two were in Forestry, two identified as being in 
Biochemistry/Biophysics, one was in Geology, and one was in Wild 
Life Ecology. In terms of the years served at OSU, there was signifi-
cant variation with the longest being employed thirty-one years and 
the shortest just two years. The women who have only been at OSU 
for five or fewer years all arrived via a tenure-line position at another 
institution.

The interview guide consisted of questions that began with their 
recruitment and hiring process. We then went on to talk about their pre- 
and post-tenure experiences. Throughout the interview, we asked sub-
jects to reflect on their experiences and coping strategies as faculty. The 
interviews were transcribed and analyzed using a “constant comparative 
method of analysis,” a strategy of data analysis that calls for the contin-
ual “making comparisons” and “asking questions” (Strauss & Corbin, 
1998). Interviews were coded and sorted according to emerging themes 
using Nvivo version 11. These themes were then compared for generali
zability. According to Strauss and Corbin (1998, p. 65), Patton (1992) 
inductive analysis allows for “categories or dimensions to emerge from 
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open-ended observations as the inquirer comes to understand patterns 
that exist in the phenomenon being investigated.” Essentially, as Strauss 
and Corbin (1998) note, this type of analysis involves identifying catego-
ries, patterns, and themes in one’s data through one’s interaction with 
the data. After this analysis, similarities and differences were documented 
based on our personal understanding, professional knowledge, and the 
literature.

Our review of the pre-seminar interviews reveals a number of trends. 
While not all women interviewed gave examples relevant to these trends, 
we found sufficient evidence that these are ongoing experiences and 
are not isolated in small pockets across campus. The themes emerg-
ing from our data include: the persistence of a “boys club” culture that 
often excludes women from important interactions; the experience of 
“microaggressions” from colleagues and students; ongoing questioning 
of women’s qualifications as scientists; an environment unsupportive of 
maintaining a healthy work–life balance; expectations for more service 
overall but especially on committees with a focus on diversity; and some 
feelings of “institutional betrayal.” We describe each of these after we 
review the relevant literature on women STEM faculty.

Background Literature on Women in STEM
Women STEM faculty tend to be underrepresented at research facilities 
and being in the minority means they face more stress and competition 
than do women faculty in the social sciences where there is relatively 
more gender parity among faculty (Fox, 2001; Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 
2004). Within STEM disciplines, women faculty tend to have heavier 
teaching loads than their male counterparts (Austin & Gamson, 1983) 
and also tend to be overburdened with service roles. Women faculty 
report doing more mentoring and advising for underrepresented stu-
dents on campus and they serve on more committees that focus on race 
and gender-related issues compared to their male counterparts (Allen, 
Herst, Bruck, & Sutton, 2000). They also tend to be excluded from 
important committees and decision-making (August & Waltman, 2004). 
STEM women faculty tend to have their research trivialized (Johnsrud & 
Wunsch, 1991) and consequently receive less recognition than do their 
male peers (Clark & Corcoran, 1986). It is not surprising, then, that 
STEM women faculty are tenured and promoted less often than men 
in the same discipline and units (August & Waltman, 2004; Umbach, 
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2006). Over the previous twenty years, academic research has continued 
to find that STEM women faculty members experience structural inequi-
ties that can result in barriers to access, promotion, tenure, and retention 
especially at research one institutions (Allen et al., 2000; Frazier, 2011; 
Gardner, 2012). The norms, values, practices, beliefs, and assumptions 
that are part of the “DNA” of higher education institutions often serve 
as obstacles to women and other underrepresented faculty members par-
ticularly in the STEM disciplines (Aguirre, 2000; Jayakumar, Howard, 
Allen, & Han, 2009).

STEM women faculty tend to be significantly more likely than men 
to express the intention to leave the academy (Xu, 2008; Zhou & 
Volkwein, 2004) and also have higher rates of actual turnover when 
compared to men, both pre- and post-tenure (Johnsrud & Heck, 1994; 
National Science Foundation, 2006; Rothblum, 1988). At the same 
time, the decision to depart is complex and is influenced highly by a myr-
iad of variables reflective of the context in which the faculty member is 
situated (Rosser, 2004), including institutional and disciplinary contexts. 
In STEM fields it is often expected that faculty spend long periods in 
the lab or the field, and gaining tenure depends on the output from this 
intensive process. Of course, this period of work typically occurs during 
the same years that adults form families. For STEM women faculty, the 
decision to depart is often made when these conflicting presses play out 
at the same time (Hagedorn, 2000; Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2004; Wolf-
Wendel & Ward, 2013). Researchers have found that higher ranked and 
higher prestige institutions in particular may have higher rates of attrition 
among women and faculty of color, and that faculty who spend more 
time on research activities are more likely to leave than are their primarily 
teaching-focused peers (Smart, 1990).

STEM women faculty members report experiencing interpersonal 
oppression, both directly and indirectly (Constantine, Smith, Redington, 
& Owens, 2008; Pittman, 2010). This is quite common in academia, a 
subset of which is referred to as racial microaggression. Racial microag-
gression is defined as ‘‘a form of systemic, everyday racism used to keep 
those at the racial margins in their place’’ (Pérez Huber & Solorzano, 
2015). Racial microaggression leads to negative experiences for STEM 
women of color in the workplace, adversely impacting their physical and 
psychological well-being. It also creates an unwelcoming campus climate 
for STEM women faculty members in the classroom, the department, 
and the institution. STEM women of color faculty members tend to 



128   B. Ruder et al.

experience isolation, invisibility, marginalization, unequal treatment, and 
the devaluing of credentials, qualifications, and scholarly expertise by col-
leagues, administrators, and students (Pittman, 2010).

According to Essed (1991), the everyday STEM experiences of sexism, 
racism, and homophobia involve those naturalized events perceived by 
the majority to be typical and neutral. This can include putdowns and 
demotions that are disproportionally experienced by minority women and 
men (Fleras, 2016). The English language has many words in the pop-
ular vernacular that perpetuate everyday sexism, homophobia, and racism 
(Augoustinos & Every, 2007; Hill, 2009; Kubota, 2015; Shoshana, 2015). 
The potency of language as power and social control is often undervalued. 
Words and language are “loaded” with values and preferences that draw 
attention to some aspects of reality as being normal and acceptable yet 
diminish other dimensions as inferior, irrelevant or threatening, thereby 
naturalizing a prevailing status quo (Fleras, 2016). Examples of this type 
of language are found in our everyday lexicon of conversations. It might 
include a derogatory way of describing and sexualizing a female STEM 
faculty member by referring to her as a MILF, a bitch or a slut.

Related to this, Essed (1991) points out that everyday discrimina-
tion is entrenched within mainstream institutions so that patterns of 
dominance are largely invisible to those in power and passively tol-
erated by the majority. The concept of everyday sexism, racism, and 
homophobia encompasses those subtle but significant forms of norma
lized bias that are perpetuated against women, racialized, and sexual 
minorities through language and actions, often unconsciously, and 
stealthily by members of the dominant group without eliciting much 
attention in the process (Shin, 2015). These expressive acts tend to 
be unpremeditated instead of being coldly calculating, ostensibly trig-
gered by a perceived insult, a grievance, or a transgression rooted in 
the incivilities of everyday social life (Fleras, 2016). Acts and words of 
everyday sexism, racism, or homophobia become normalized through 
incorporation into daily interactions (from name calling to racist jokes 
to avoidance of close contact) in ways that reinforce the powers of 
privilege (Barnes, 2000).

Women STEM faculty experience their professional and personal lives 
across intersecting identities, and attending to this more complex under-
standing of experiential knowledge will give voice to women who have 
been marginalized along other axes of domination (Gardner, 2012).  
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For example, it is well documented that women of color in STEM 
fields face unique challenges due to their gender and ethnicity (Ong, 
2005; Turner, 2002; Turner & González, 2011), including isola-
tion, invisibility, tokenism, not belonging, discrimination, and discon-
nects from external social and cultural networks (Turner, 2002; Turner 
& González, 2011).

Changes in life stage, particularly for STEM women faculty, can trig-
ger positive or negative feelings toward one’s job. The academic careers 
of STEM women faculty are more likely to be affected by changes in life 
or familial status than are male faculty (Grant, Kennelly, & Ward, 2000; 
Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2004). Women faculty tend to be tenured and 
promoted less often (e.g. August & Waltman, 2004; Umbach, 2006) 
and changing rank can also play a role in research interests or faculty 
career satisfaction (Hagedorn, 2000). Women faculty may wait longer to 
have children or marry/partner (Etzkowitz, Kemelgor, & Uzzi, 2000).

Women in the STEM fields today face a minefield that often pre-
vents their success as faculty. These women want a sense of work–life 
balance in order to pursue a successful STEM career along with children 
and a happy equal domestic relationship. Despite their desire, STEM 
women scientists at OSU continue to feel a sense of betrayal by their 
department and the institution because the tenure and promotion pro-
cess articulates the value of preparing students and providing service to 
units and colleagues, yet it rarely, if ever, recognizes the invisible labor 
or department service work women STEM scientists are often dispro-
portionately required to do in the name of teaching and service. This 
work is left unrewarded when attention is paid only to their scientific 
discoveries.

Institutional betrayal that women face comes in the form of a ser-
vice taxation that is expected of them. The family-friendly policies that 
have been put in place over the past ten years do not address the realities 
of service taxation that women STEM faculty often bear. In our study, 
women reported disappointment when their academic trajectory was not 
the same as their male counterparts. They realize that they were fighting 
an uphill battle with many cultural barriers in place that prevents their 
success, including being a mother, a wife, a supportive emotional car-
egiver to friends and family, all while they are expected to do the lion’s 
share of domestic and emotional chores in their unit.

The following figure captures the sense of institutional betrayal felt by 
women STEM faculty in general. While we heard from junior and senior 
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women faculty about the experiences of gendered oppression, the group 
most likely to report it as a betrayal in their lives are those in newer 
cohorts of faculty because they have come to believe that the academic 
system is objective and compassionate towards women having children 
or other needs. Their disappointment often comes when they realize that 
the overall institutional system is stacked against them having an aca-
demic career that is fair, balanced, and equitable (Fig. 7.1).

We turn now to the lived experiences of the women in our sample. As 
already mentioned, women still see STEM as a “boys club” that excludes 
them from full participation in departmental affairs, but also reminds 
them of their gender through daily interactions.

A Male Workplace—It Still Feels like a “Boys Club”
Eleven of the 13 women in our study reflected on their experiences 
working and functioning in STEM disciplines where male-dominated 
humor is punctuated by prejudices, sexist, racist, and homophobic ban-
ter. Their male colleagues treat the workplace at times like a “man cave” 
where the expectation was different wry forms of taunting, teasing, and 
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Fig. 7.1  STEM women faculty experiencing everyday department culture at 
tier-one research institution
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ridiculing. This was further accentuated by after-work socializing, often 
at a bar, that acted as another location where male bonding and solidar-
ity were naturalized. This was all considered as part of an extended play-
ground exclusively for male STEM scientists. To be considered successful 
in this environment, a STEM scientist would often be required to be 
near or around their lab for 10–15 hours per day. Essentially, the “ideal 
type” scientist was premised on being a cisgender male who was backed 
up by a stay-at-home wife who does the domestic chores and fulfilled the 
emotional labor for their family.

It was this environment that early STEM women had to quickly adapt 
to or else face taunting, teasing, exclusion or ridicule from the “boys 
club.” This was certainly the culture that Dr. Jordan, a professor who 
has been at OSU for 30 years, recalls having to function within. Despite 
her efforts to tolerate and be successful in this environment, Dr. Jordan 
reported feeling inadequate and unprepared as it conflicts with the way 
in which she was socialized. She tells us:

You need many hours in the lab, 20 hours a day, or 60 hours per week— 
you’re competing with them, you have to do it their way. But it’s not 
like they’re forcing you, but you’re competing, what else can you do? So 
you have to do it, even though you think that there are other things one 
should do. You see in this way, I think you have to do what everybody 
does. So even though we don’t think that everybody in the lab should not 
be working this much. The pressure is on and you have to do what other 
people do or else you won’t survive. White males can afford the time more 
than the women, they can have it easier than ethnic people because they 
know the system. So you have to work harder than they are, and if they 
are working a lot of hours then you have to do more… If you want to be 
accepted in a man’s world, you act like men.

In a similar sentiment, Dr. Jones (professor) notes that when she 
arrived at OSU in 2002, she had to conform to a particular “old White 
boys” way of doing things or else face ridicule. Ironically she noted 
that her training in a laboratory on the East Coast where she com-
pleted her doctorate had a similar White patriarchal culture. So coming 
to work at OSU was actually not a huge culture shock for Dr. Jones. 
She says:

I’m just going to sound like a broken record, but the social construction is 
that there is a certain way to do STEM. There’s a right way to do STEM 
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and that right way is the way that all the old, White boys have been doing 
it forever. And as long as we have that be the way that it’s set up, we’re 
going to have others, whatever they are, you know, if they’re 40 year old 
White guys verses 60 year old White guys or they’re women or, you know, 
women of color… You know, that’s a barrier…this whole binary setup that 
there’s…this is the right way and this is the wrong way, I mean there’s so 
many binaries.

Over the previous 20 years, academic research has continued to find 
that STEM women faculty members experience structural inequities that 
can result in barriers to access, promotion, tenure, and retention espe-
cially at research one institutions (Allen et al., 2000; Gardner, 2012). 
The norms and practices among those working in STEM disciplines that 
appear as a kind of “boys club” are pervasive in higher education institu-
tions and can serve to privilege men while at the same time disadvantag-
ing women and other underrepresented faculty members particularly in 
the STEM disciplines (Aguirre, 2000; Jayakumar et al., 2009). Gaining 
access to the club, or getting rid of the club, is especially challenging 
when daily interpersonal interactions work to continue a feeling of being 
“less than” among women.

Experiencing Microaggressions at Work

An experience that many STEM women faculty reported in their labs, 
departments, and on the university campus in general was different 
forms of everyday microaggressions. The term “microaggression” was 
developed by Columbia professor Derald Sue to refer to “brief and com-
monplace daily verbal, behavioral, or environmental indignities, whether 
intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or 
negative racial slights and insults toward people of color.” Dr. Kelsey, a 
recently arrived associate professor, explains her experience thus far at 
OSU. She says:

A lot of this stuff is subtle now, and that’s actually what makes it in some 
ways worse than when it’s blatant. When it’s blatant, you see it, you go, 
“Okay, we can deal with it.” But when it’s subtle and it just kind of picks 
at you, you don’t realize you’re bleeding until afterwards. I would think 
“What happened? How come I feel so awful today?” And so it’s those…it’s 
subtle in those pieces.
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Microaggressions were reported by women from associate to full pro-
fessors, in teaching or administrative leadership roles. However, partici
pants who had been socialized into their STEM fields earlier did not 
use the term microaggression in describing the many incidents that they 
were exposed to at OSU during their career—mainly because the term 
microaggression is relatively recent and has not permeated the cultural 
lexicon of STEM culture. We include them here as they are consistent 
with how we understand microaggressions to exist in academic work set-
tings. Dr. Jordan, a senior professor, described a situation when a male 
colleague dismissed her accomplishment when she was chosen for a pres-
tigious national award. Upon getting the news that she was selected for 
the award her male colleague stated, “Oh yeah, you got one of those 
pink money NSF awards, but it is one of those women things.” Dr. Sage, 
a professor and head of a STEM department, recalled a time when she 
was told by a male colleague, “You are thinking with your “X” chromo-
some instead of your brain.”

The everyday naturalized “locker room” language of male STEM 
faculty contributed to the respondents experience of microaggressions. 
Dr. Roberts, an associate professor, shared this example:

We’ll be sitting in a meeting, with friends you know, people in my depart-
ment that I socialize with. Everything is like, “my guys do this” and actu-
ally one time I said, “but you have women in your group.” And he just 
looked at me and gave me the dirtiest look. Another time, I was trying 
to hire for a field crew and the other person on the hiring team, a White 
male, he kept referring to the female applicants as girls.

One microaggression six women faculty experienced was being called 
“Mrs.” rather than “Dr.” or “Professor.” This often occurred with 
undergraduate or graduate students. Dr. Jones (professor) tells us:

With students, you know I get the emails that start off with “Hey Jane” 
as opposed Dr. or even Professor. I know some of my male colleagues- the 
same students will address them very formally. … I tell my advisees always 
default to those professional norms. Don’t assume that just because it’s a 
woman that the person is a secretary, which is often the assumption.

However, it was also noted by five of our interviewees that STEM male 
faculty would belittle women scientists in public spaces or when students 
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were present. Dr. Johnson, an associate professor reflected on a 22-year 
career at OSU where this practice was normalized in her unit:

So, we were just noting the other day about how often we are in meetings, 
particularly a graduate committee meeting or something like that…often if 
the graduate committee chair is a male, they will go around the table and 
introduce everybody as Dr. so and so, and then they get to you and they 
call you by your first name if you are female.

Another microaggression that nine women reported was that their 
ideas were ignored or discounted until the same idea with a slightly dif-
ferent title was presented even during the same meeting but by a STEM 
male colleague. Ideas put forth by male colleagues magically become 
eureka moments. Dr. Walker (an associate professor at OSU for 17 years) 
describes the way this subtly happens in her department. She says:

So I will say something and it is perceived as the dumbest idea since dirt. 
Then in the same meeting a male colleague would re-voice the idea and its 
considered brilliant.

Several women reported intentionally engaged in strategies to get 
their ideas heard in department meeting. This often came at the expense 
of sacrificing personal credit for their ideas. Dr. Sage explained her strat-
egy to get ideas on the table during department meetings. She says:

I certainly have been in situations where I felt like my opinions or sug-
gestions were not taken seriously. But I’ve learned pretty early on how to 
make suggestions in those situations, how to make suggestions in a way 
that ended up being somebody else’s idea so they still happened. [laugh-
ing] It’s a strategy, you know.

The sentiments that were voiced by Drs. Johnson, Sage, Walker, and 
Jones above are reflected in earlier literature (Augoustinos & Every, 
2007; Kubota, 2015; Shoshana, 2015). This earlier research found 
that language in the work environment is often used as a powerful 
tool of social control and as a way to value or undervalue an indi
vidual’s accomplishments. Words and language are often “loaded” with  
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values that draw attention to some aspects of what is “normal and ideal” 
while at the same time diminishing other dimensions as inferior, irrele-
vant or threatening, thereby naturalizing a prevailing status quo (Fleras, 
2016). This was true for six of the STEM women interviewed in this 
ADVANCE study. When women’s experiences or actions were not labe-
led as “normal” or “traditional,” we heard that they often were ques-
tioned about their legitimacy.

Questioning of Credentials and Legitimacy

Another theme that emerged from the narratives of our women partici
pants was one of “doubting their qualifications.” Participants reported 
that both colleagues and students, particularly males, made derogatory, 
debasing sexual comments or shrewd remarks that diminished and called 
into question the qualifications or competence of women STEM fac-
ulty members. Participants expressed that colleagues usually commented 
about their rank and alluded to their academic unworthiness as faculty 
members. Students, however, stated or inferred that the STEM women 
faculty members were incompetent or were “ignorant” of informa-
tion about their field. Here Dr. Ryan, a professor who also identifies as 
a Middle Eastern woman of color, shared her experience with students. 
She says:

In a classroom setting, I’ve come to realize the male figure is what they 
expect to see. They are always willing to accept whatever mistakes the 
[male] teacher makes in terms of… like if he was late in giving back the 
reports or said something students don’t like. But with women, at least 
with me, it wasn’t accepted. It always ended up on my teaching evaluation 
in some mean or devastating way.

Through this statement, Dr. Ryan’s status and rank as a STEM professor 
was not given the same respect as she believed was given to her male 
colleagues. Male STEM students also questioned the educational back-
ground and openly challenged STEM women faculty on various top-
ics. Male students were more likely than female students to not believe, 
respect, or recognize the qualifications or station of the female professors 
in whose courses they were enrolled. Dr. Ryan makes this point when 
she says:
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It’s a passive-aggressive kind of thing. I would say something and they 
[male students] wouldn’t do it. And then they wouldn’t believe the results. 
And its just more the integrity and their work ethics- they would leave 
early, come late. It was the work ethic and that they didn’t acknowledge 
my authority as a woman in the lab, the PI. So it was both scientific and 
personal.

Disrespecting of women STEM faculty was also voiced by Dr. Cheng 
who reports that she was subjected to objectification by male students in 
her classroom. This came in the form of male students ogling at her in a 
lecherous manner. The research team coined the term clothing microag-
ression to classify what Dr. Cheng describes. She told us: “When I was 
younger, I used to dress in short skirts. I distinctly remember male stu-
dents telling me ‘Oh you can’t be in engineering’ because of my short 
skirt. And at some point I stopped doing that. Now I hardly ever wear 
skirts.”

Four other participants shared an experience about someone mak-
ing a comment about their wardrobe or their physical appearance in the 
course evaluations. This was obviously not part of the course content, yet 
students would anonymously feel free to make snide and hurtful com-
ments about how women STEM faculty dressed or their mannerisms.  
Dr. Garcia tells us about a colleague in her department. She explains:

My favorite story about this comes from a colleague who would ride her 
bike to school every day. She had a pair of shoes in her office to wear with 
her nice clothes. And on her class evaluation from students someone wrote 
“why do you wear the same shoes every day?” And its like…I don’t think 
I have ever noticed who is wearing what shoes. But it is just interesting… 
I know if a guy had worn the same sweater ten times…I don’t know if 
anyone would have written that on his evaluation. So, it is just interesting.

Microaggressions, whether they occurred in department meetings or 
in the classroom, were daily reminders to women faculty that they were 
different from their male colleagues. Another way in which women and 
men in academia are different is that they live in a social world in which 
they have different relationships with families. While attitudes are chang-
ing, women are still expected to take primary responsibility for caretak-
ing in their domestic lives. Universities have not paid enough attention 
to this reality (Kornberg, 2008).
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A Lack of Supportive Workplace Policies  
for Work–Life Balance

Women faculty report having to contend with the reality that many of 
the so-called “family friendly” university initiated policies do not take 
into consideration the hidden hegemonic requirements for success in the 
STEM fields. For example, FMLA policies do allow women to take up 
to 12 weeks off following the birth of a child (unpaid unless they have 
accumulated enough sick/vacation to cover the leave). However, STEM 
women faculty are well aware of the competitive nature of labs/fieldwork 
and are sensitive to the ways that departments stigmatize scientists who 
take time from work for family matters. This means that women, who by 
societal standards are expected to take care of the children, find them-
selves caught between their career aspirations and what the dominant 
cultural norms expect them to do. Lateral pressure to be a full-time 
stay-at-home mother also came from relatives or biological mothers who 
often do not know about the hidden pressures on the “mommy track” in 
academia (Kornberg, 2008).

Dr. Scott, a professor who has worked at OSU for five years, shared 
her experience as she examined her options for having a baby while on 
the tenure track. Dr. Scott noted that this issue is perplexing for women 
because research-based universities continue to be based on a male tra-
jectory for success. Women have not been part of the institutional imag-
ination of what accommodations are needed to create a more equitable 
and socially just environment for STEM women faculty. There is a cul-
ture of performance, competitiveness, and total dedication to one’s job 
and lab that is nearly impossible for women to maintain when caring for 
young children. Dr. Scott tells us:

It’s an issue for women because men don’t get pregnant. They do have 
children but they don’t get pregnant. Men don’t have to worry about tak-
ing time from work when their child comes along. Its assumed that men 
will not have his career trajectory disrupted by having a baby. Spouses take 
over the brunt of domestic chores.

Dr. Scott went on to tell us a great deal more about her experience pre-
paring for the tenure and promotion process while pregnant. Her asser-
tive attitude toward having a child and also announcing it to the world 
was not common among our interviewees. Seven of the 13 STEM 
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women did not take this approach. The women in this study were mostly 
timid and reserved about the fact they got pregnant or that they had a 
child. Most kept it a secret that they might have temporarily stepped off 
of the academic treadmill in order to be at home with their young chil-
dren. Here, Dr. Scott tells us her feelings about tenure and promotion 
policies:

I think that having a child should be welcomed, it should be encouraged, 
it should be embraced, and it should not be penalized. And being told not 
to talk about it in my tenure statement, made it seem like it was this deep 
dark secret. But it wasn’t. And so I put it in my tenure letter. Actually it 
was the very first statement I had, I said, I’ve gotten a lot out of the last 
six and a half years, including a baby boy. And it just doesn’t seem like 
the life history of women are incorporated into the tenure package. It’s 
just a very male system, and I’m sorry, women are very different. I’ve seen 
data on this where, a women’s productivity is very bimodal over the course 
of a lifetime. And in terms of productivity at work, a lot of energy goes 
into reproduction, in that center year, and a little less goes toward writing 
papers. And, you know that’s not what tenure is. Tenure is, you know as 
they say, balls to the wall. Which is VERY MALE.

Dr. Cheng, a STEM faculty member, had a similar experience:

When I had kids, it…people didn’t talk about the fact that faculty had 
kids. It took one or two of us saying “You know scheduling a meeting for 
7:30 in the morning is really bad because we are taking our kids to school 
right then and we won’t be here until 8:30 in the morning” and that was 
uncommon— you just didn’t say that. You just didn’t say “I am sorry I 
am not here at 4 pm because I come in at 7:00 and leave at 3:00 because I 
have to take care of my kids after school.”

Dr. Cheng goes on to say that she believes this attitude is slowly chang-
ing for younger female faculty who are coming into a workplace where 
the men have become more accustomed to working closely with female 
STEM faculty (Ecklund & Lincoln, 2016). These younger and more 
progressive men may have attended a graduate school that was a little 
more diverse and so after many years of this exposure to competent and 
capable female STEM colleagues, the “men’s club” has softened up for 
the newest cohort of STEM women faculty. Dr. Cheng tells us:
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I think it’s different now. I really do. We have young faculty now and they 
have kids and they are like, “I am not around—I have to go and take care 
of my kids.” So I think that there’s much more acceptance now than there 
was ten or fifteen years ago.

As women who joined the STEM fields in the academy in larger 
numbers after the 1980s, a question that was heard was the diffi-
culty they had in trying to find a balance between having a success-
ful academic career with the realities of their own family clock. For the 
women in this ADVANCE study, the question of finding a work–life 
balance, raising a family, and being a partner loomed heavily on wom-
en’s minds. This question existed for 9 of the 13 women in this sample 
from the time they were contemplating going beyond an undergrad-
uate degree and pursuing a master’s or doctoral degree. For men in 
a similar circumstance, the question of children and taking time from 
work to raise them was rarely considered as a factor that would affect 
their career trajectory. The socialization of women in our culture sug-
gests that there is an added cultural pressure for women compared to 
men to feel guilty about having children and then neglecting them by 
going off to a paid labor position outside the home. The most dam-
aging form of gender bias seems to be triggered by motherhood. A 
maternal bias includes descriptive stereotyping that results in strong 
assumptions in STEM disciplines that is part of the DNA which 
assumes that women scientist will lose their work commitment and 
competence after they have children (Correll, Benard, & Paik, 2007; 
Cuddy, Fiske, & Glick, 2004), as well as prescriptive stereotyping that 
penalizes mothers who remain indisputably committed (Benard & 
Correll, 2010).

Service Queens and Providing Emotional Labor

A variety of studies show that tenure track and tenured male faculty 
members focus more on research than do female faculty (Fox & 
Colatrella, 2006). While men are not necessarily more productive 
than women, they are more protective of their research time (Fox & 
Colatrella, 2006). Tenured women faculty, on the other hand, tend 
to devote more time to teaching, mentoring, and service, and par-
ticularly to activities that may be seen as building bridges around the 
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university (Fox & Colatrella, 2006). Women are more likely to be 
doing unrecognized emotional labor for colleagues, staff, and/or stu-
dents. Emotional labor includes managing relationships and can be a 
time-consuming activity in increasingly diverse classrooms. Women 
note they are asked to “help” when their colleagues are working with 
students different from themselves. Yet, these pursuits hold less value 
in promotion cases in many institutions, especially at tier-one research 
universities (Guarino & Borden, 2017). Women in most STEM dis-
ciplines are also more likely to be called upon to do the “domestic 
labor” of a college (taking meeting notes or organizing events, for 
example). Faculty of color are also more likely to be tapped to do the 
service work that requires that they go outside of the unit and act as 
the diverse public face for the department or college thereby demon-
strating how inclusive the program is for students and potential alumni 
donors.

A study of tenured and nontenured faculty at more than 140 institu-
tions (Guarino & Borden, 2017) found strong evidence that on average, 
women faculty perform more service than male faculty, and that the ser-
vice differential is driven particularly by the expectation for women to 
participate in internal (campus committees) rather than external (profes-
sional associations) service. This is important because service loads are 
likely to also have an indirect impact on productivity in other areas of 
faculty effort, such as research and teaching, and these latter activities can 
lead to promotion and salary differentials as they are tied to merit pay 
and salary increases (Guarino & Borden, 2017).

We found considerable evidence of these trends taking place at OSU 
in the STEM fields. Women consistently reported that they were asked 
to do more service than their male counterparts. Dr. Walker, an associate 
professor, reflected on this:

In our college, the group that manages and implements the events is 
always the women. The White males never step-up. These individual knew 
exactly what they needed to do in order to be successful and rise up in the 
ranks. The women in contrast often struggled to get credit and praise for 
the valuable contributions they make to help with the other team building 
or social events with students. And people defend that by saying women 
are the sex who naturally work well with students due to their “maternal 
insticts.”



7  STEM WOMEN FACULTY STRUGGLING FOR RECOGNITION …   141

Others like Dr. Paul, who has been in her department for 15 years, 
had a different take on women in her unit volunteering for service. She 
felt that women come forward to do service jobs in their unit because 
it is part of gender socialization that starts at an early age. Mentoring 
of faculty, students, and staff is preferable among women faculty because 
many receive a psychological sense of mattering and belonging for doing 
this service work. Despite this, Dr. Paul also recognized the importance 
of publications, international reputation, and research as the key to 
future promotion, prestige, and higher salary. Dr. Paul was clear in her 
description of the circumstance she has observed:

I am going to use a generalization that women volunteer to do stuff for 
the group, and it is certainly the case in my unit. I have a woman associate 
professor in my department and she has taken on a lot of responsibility and 
she internalizes that service… So she’s in a position where she probably 
can’t get promoted higher because we don’t have promotion and tenure 
guidelines that reward her for service sufficiently. At the end of the day, for 
a professor it comes down to international reputation, publications, and 
research, and she’s sacrificed that on behalf of the group. We should be 
promoting her, not somebody who goes off- like this other person who 
brings in tons of money and does nothing for the unit our students. So I 
think that’s a huge problem.

Institutional Betrayal Harms Women Faculty

“Institutional Betrayal” as defined by Smith and Freyd (2014) involves 
those “situations when an institution causes harm to an individual who 
trusts or depends upon that institution.” This perspective includes the 
features of a university that can condone, hide, or normalize experiences 
of harm. The betrayal is most often felt in the tenure and promotion 
decision-making process. This is particularly so when the university is not 
giving clear guidance as to what options are available for an individual 
to stop their tenure clock. It is also apparent when an individual is either 
encouraged to take on a great a service burden for the university, or at 
least receives no mentoring to discourage too much service. The betrayal 
can also come when an individual is told one thing about their tenure 
requirements and contributions to the program and then later realizes 
during the preparation of their tenure dossier that a new set of expecta-
tions will be used to access their tenure case. In situations where verbal 
agreements were made, it is very easy for the individual to feel betrayed 
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down the road when a new department head shows up and all previous 
agreements are not recognized. When a faculty member does not have a 
position description that clearly articulates her/his job responsibilities, or 
if there are different understandings of how to judge the work assigned, 
faculty can feel betrayed by the institution.

Harassment or bullying by colleagues in departments is yet another 
form of institutional betrayal particularly if the university does not have 
a formal reporting mechanism in place or a specific neutral “Ombuds” 
office to help mediate grievances between the leadership and faculty. 
Furthermore, there may be no recourse in the university to call unfair 
practices into question. These are all potential examples of institutional 
betrayal for faculty.

Throughout our interviews, we heard how institutional betrayal was 
experienced by STEM women faculty. The growing body of research 
from ADVANCE and elsewhere is showing that incidences are not 
always isolated; rather, there are some patterns that continue to repeat 
themselves. Allen et al. (2000) and Gardner (2012) found in their 
research that STEM women faculty tend to be overburdened with ser-
vice roles of mentoring and advising students on campus and serving on 
committees that focus on diversity, race, and gender-related issues and 
initiatives compared to their male counterparts. Observing these inci-
dences at OSU gives us a chance to identify the systemic barriers that 
STEM women faculty experience on a regular basis. In the examples 
below our participants reveal how they experienced a sense of betrayal 
when their service to the university and or students was expected, but 
not recognized by the tenure and promotion rules and regulations at the 
institution.

The first example comes from Dr. Ryan, a professor who has been at 
OSU for over a decade. She tells us about a horrible department culture 
she endured for years before OSU had an office on campus to advocate 
or protect her from colleagues who relentlessly bullied and harassed her. 
Dr. Ryan tells us:

I’m in a department right now that’s not the department that is closest to 
my expertise. I had to move because the department I was hired to work 
in was toxic, it contained a group of men who regularly bullied me. I got 
tired of fighting with this small group of entitled men year after year….
Even though I had seniority as department chair this group of men bullied 
me relentlessly. The university had no office during those days that I could 
go to get help dealing with gender related harassment issues… I even had 
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a colleague grab my butt and not get into any trouble for doing that. At 
that time the university did not do anything about bullying for the victim. 
The perpetrator could do as he pleased without much fear of being fired 
for the psychological or physical abuse of a colleague. Doing something to 
a student however would have been a different matter!

Dr. Sage tells us about the way White male STEM faculty shirk their 
institutional responsibility to mentor or supervise students on a regu-
lar basis. This has the effect of leaving students “high and dry” in their 
pursuit of their graduate degree. The women STEM faculty in the same 
department will often come to rescue abandoned graduate students while 
at the same time jeopardizing their own careers. This self-sacrificing  
act of kindness is rarely recognized by the institution’s tenure and pro-
motion process. As a result, some STEM women faculty and faculty of 
color can find themselves unable to accrue the requested number of pub-
lications or international presentations to justify achieving the next level 
of promotion. Dr. Sage, a professor, says:

There are some White male faculty who really have not lived up to their 
responsibility with master’s or doctoral students finishing, and so the stu-
dents are left kind of stranded. The male faculty are not fulfilling their roles 
as mentors or supervisors. The male faculty rarely provide any emotional 
support for their students. So the students go looking for someone to help 
them because they’re in this program. This is where they find women like 
me ready to help them out….I have a colleague who has something like 
15 graduate students that she’s working with, and quite a few of them are 
because the student fled their White male chair of their committee because 
he wasn’t living up to his responsibility. And so there really becomes this 
imbalance in work where some of the White males around here can just 
not do the work they were hired for, and no one ever holds them account-
able and asks, “Why aren’t you actually attending to these students?” I 
suppose we could say no, but I feel an obligation to our students, so we 
get way too many students to work with and our research publications suf-
fer as well as our chances for promotion to higher ranks. The institution 
just seems to turn its back on us.

Conclusion

The academy in general and the STEM fields in particular at research 
institutions continue to be bastions of male-normed behaviors and prac-
tices. Women often find themselves walking a tightrope between being 
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seen as too feminine to be competent—or too masculine to be likable. 
The tightrope reflects prescriptive stereotyping, and stems from the fact 
that science is seen as requiring masculine qualities—but women are 
expected to be feminine. Thus women often find themselves pressured to 
take on dead-end roles in STEM departments. Women often face a back-
lash for behaving in stereotypically masculine ways, such as being asser-
tive, angry, or self-promoting and confident.

The labs and other STEM research areas are a “boys club” space 
where the cultural rules of patriarchy, sexism, and cisgenderism are natu
ralized and part of the “DNA” of everyday department life. This chap-
ter has highlighted the issues for women STEM faculty at one research 
university that included their credentials being questioned regularly by 
students, women experiencing sexism on a daily basis, microaggressions, 
institutional betrayal, invisible labor and having to give emotional labor 
to colleagues and students.

STEM women faculty at OSU are subject to different degrees of cul-
tural rules, and as a result they are required to deal with these issues in 
order to be successful in their day-to-day activities. Male faculty on the 
other hand can focus on their research and worry less about being sub-
jected to academic cultural expectations while they are on campus. This 
male-dominated STEM space leaves women exposed to a hostile envi-
ronment that requires women to navigate many systemic and institution-
alized barriers in the academy that make it more difficult for them to 
become world-class scientist with an international reputation.

Despite their best intentions to be respected scientists, STEM women 
faculty can feel betrayed by the tenure and promotion processes that 
often do not recognize or acknowledge the invisible labor or department 
service work in which women disproportionately engage. The academy 
also does not recognize the barrage of microaggressions STEM women 
and faculty of color often endure from colleagues, students and admin-
istrators. The academy further lacks progressive and supportive policies 
and resources for child and elder care which women are often required 
to take on. These examples represent different forms of institutional 
betrayal.

What seems clear from our ongoing research through the ADVANCE 
grant at OSU is that the issues women faced entering a male-dominated 
field 30 years ago remain. Not all units are not putting into place proven 
models in order to alleviate the disadvantages STEM women might face. 
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What we see often are Band-Aid solutions that are often implemented on 
an ad hoc basis. Glacial-paced changes in the workplace hurt both male 
and female faculty over the long term (Ecklund & Lincoln, 2016).

The lack of changes in the culture means that faculty are not working 
at optimal strength—at the university or at home. Some faculty can feel 
so traumatized by these circumstances that coming to work is an oner-
ous affair for them. Many talented STEM scientists just silently leave and 
look for employment away from the academy.

While these experiences exist at OSU, our ADVANCE project is one 
way to challenge the systems of oppression in STEM. As noted above, 
we are giving dozens of senior faculty and administrators a deep dive into 
the study of systems of oppression, and a way to bring their awareness 
to action. Each seminar graduate is expected to leave with an Action 
Plan that will address barriers in their spheres of influence. Some of these 
actions include: embedding seminar material into graduate student and 
faculty orientations; revising search practices; including a commitment to 
equity and inclusion in all position descriptions and annually evaluating 
those commitments, among other initiatives (advance.oregonstate.edu). 
As we interview our seminar graduates one year post seminar and follow 
their Action Plans for several years, we hope that we will hear different 
narratives from faculty in STEM.
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Notes

1. � Throughout this chapter we will use direct quotes from interviews with 
our participants. The names used are pseudonyms for the women featured 
in this chapter. We use professional labels (e.g., Dr. Jones) as we heard 
from many that referring to women by their first names in the classroom 
was different from their men colleagues and felt belittling.

2. �F ounded in 1868, OSU is a Land Grant University. OSU is one of only 
two universities in the United States to have Sea Grant, Space Grant, and 
Sun Grant designations. OSU also holds the Carnegie Foundation’s top 
designation for research institutions and its Community Engagement 
classification. The university has nearly 30,000 students and offers more 

http://advance.oregonstate.edu
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than 200 undergraduate and 80 graduate degree programs. It has nearly 
3500 faculty members in its 11 colleges. OSU in Corvallis, OR, is located 
in the traditional territory of the Chepenefa (“Mary’s River”) band of 
the Kalapuya. After the Kalapuya Treaty (Treaty of Dayton) in 1855, 
Kalapuya people were forcibly removed to what are now the Grand Ronde 
and Siletz reservations, and are now members of Confederated Tribes of 
the Grand Ronde Community of Oregon (https://www.grandronde.org) 
and the Confederated Tribes of Siletz Indians (http://ctsi.nsn.us).

3. � Gareth Morgan (1998) defined the corporate DNA metaphor as the 
“visions, values, and sense of purpose that bind an organization together” 
to enable individuals to “understand and absorb the mission and challenge 
of the whole enterprise.” When we use the term DNA in this chapter, we 
imply a culture where the norms and practices that benefit men in STEM 
are so pervasive that they are entrenched in the day to day operation, invis-
ible and rarely questioned.

4. � Since 2001, the NSF has invested over $270M to support ADVANCE 
projects at more than one hundred institutions of higher education. The 
goal of the ADVANCE program is to increase the representation and 
advancement of women in academic science and engineering careers. 
ADVANCE encourages institutions of higher education to address various 
aspects of STEM academic culture and institutional structure that may dif-
ferentially affect women faculty and academic administrators.
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CHAPTER 8

Teacher Incivility in Toxic  
School Climates: Its Consequences 

and What Could Be Done

Thomas G. Reio Jr. and Stephanie M. Reio

Incivility and its related behaviors are an escalating issue in workplaces 
across the world (Fevre, Robinson, Lewis, & Jones, 2013). Organizational  
researchers have examined its nature, prevalence, antecedents, and 
outcomes in a broad array of organizational settings ranging from 
hospitals and manufacturing plants (e.g., Trudel & Reio, 2011) to gov-
ernment agencies (e.g., Cortina, Magley, Williams, & Langhout, 2001) 
and universities (e.g., Hunt & Marini, 2012). To date, however, little 
research has touched upon public K-12 teachers, despite the onslaught 
of the overwhelming difficulties facing the teaching profession (Fox  & 
Stallworth, 2010). For example, because more and more students are 
being channeled to charter schools in the United States, public schools 
are receiving less financial support, yet strident calls from legislators 
for accountability remain (Fox & Stallworth, 2010). This relentless 
accountability pressure (e.g., through school district mandates, societal  
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expectations) is in light of issues associated with unfunded mandates 
to deliver better academic performance for ethnic and cultural minori-
ties, immigrants, and students with disabilities, with no respite in sight 
(Steffgen & Ewen, 2007). Educational policy makers and superinten-
dents, and in-school instructional and administrative (e.g., principals) 
leaders need to be more mindful that these stressful conditions can pro-
duce toxic school workplace contexts unfavorable for optimal teacher 
well-being and performance. Toxic school settings are associated with 
poorer teacher efficaciousness and performance, which negatively impact 
student learning and development (Reio & Reio, 2011). In these chal-
lenging conditions, teachers become disillusioned, less motivated, and 
on the verge of leaving the profession, the opposite of what the school 
mandates and societal demands had intended (Fox & Stallworth, 2010). 
Toxic school workplaces seem to be the ideal setting for fostering teach-
ers’ uncivil behaviors (Sulea, Filipescu, Horga, Ortan, & Fischmann, 
2012; Waggoner, 2003).

Workplace incivility is defined as “low intensity deviant behavior with 
ambiguous intent to harm the target, in violation of workplace norms 
for mutual respect. Uncivil behaviors are characteristically rude, discour-
teous, displaying a lack of respect for others” (Andersson & Pearson, 
1999, p. 457). Incivility depends on one’s perception as an instiga-
tor, target or onlooker as to what constitutes being uncivil (Porath & 
Pearson, 2010). This perception can vary by setting and the norms asso-
ciated with that setting. For example, shouting at a fellow teacher in a 
meeting might fit within the norms of mutual respect at one school, 
but not at another. At the first school, one might perceive the behavior 
as being perfectly acceptable “passion”; on the other hand, it might be 
perceived as “crossing the line” and uncivil at the other. Incivility in the 
form of passive-aggressive behavior like stubbornness, refusing to coop-
erate with colleagues, dragging out completion of work assignments, 
and ignoring co-workers and supervisors can become “the norm” at 
schools where there is an authoritarian principal (Bennett & Robinson, 
2000). The trouble is that this normed behavior, perceived as being 
acceptable by the teachers as a means to deal with a problematic prin-
cipal, may not be perceived as acceptable by the principal in question or 
a new principal sent to lead the school, despite the challenging work-
place climate that remains. Organizational researchers have distinguished 
several antecedents to uncivil behavior such as conflict management style 
(Trudel & Reio, 2011), situational constraints (Reio, 2011), personality 
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traits (e.g., neuroticism), negative affect (e.g., frustration), and a host 
of demographic (e.g., age, gender, ethnicity) and background variables 
(e.g., being an immigrant, having a disability, hierarchical status within 
the organization) as some of the best predictors of uncivil behavior in 
the workplace (Fevre et al., 2013; Pearson, Andersson, & Porath, 2000; 
Reio & Trudel, 2013). Incivility labels associated with uncivil behavior 
include being callous, insensitive, biting, supercilious, boorish, and abu-
sive, among others (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). Workplace incivility 
has also been linked with organizational outcomes like reduced employee 
engagement, job performance, physical health, organizational commit-
ment and job satisfaction (Reio & Ghosh, 2009), and increased turnover 
intentions (Laschinger, Leiter, Day, & Gilin, 2009).

Acknowledging that incivility has been understudied among K-12 
teachers, the aim of this chapter is to examine teacher incivility and 
its associated outcomes. We stress here that we are not looking into 
teacher–student nor teacher–parent incivility; rather, we focus upon 
being the target of teacher–teacher and principal–teacher incivility. Thus, 
these two areas (coworker and supervisory incivility) have been identi-
fied in prior research in other helping professions (e.g., nursing) as the 
most vexing and powerful predictors of poor individual and organization 
outcomes (Laschinger et al., 2009; Trudel & Reio, 2011). Further, we 
will discuss the frequency of teacher incivility, how it might turn into 
more intentional patterns of behavior like bullying and physical violence, 
and present recent empirical studies that link such behavior to important 
individual and organizational outcomes. We will follow with recommen-
dations for research and practice.

Review of the Background Literature

In this section, workplace incivility is linked to intentional acts of aggres-
sion in the form of bullying and physical violence (Fox & Stallworth, 
2010; Porath & Pearson, 2010). Second, we review two recent empirical 
studies examining teacher incivility.

The incivility spiral: Incivility, bullying, and physical violence. 
Andersson and Pearson (1999) theorized that incivility was a relatively 
mild form of deviance or aggression, ambiguous as to intent and harm, 
that can initiate a spiraling process of “tit for tat” exchanges between 
the instigator and target. These seemingly innocuous, isolated behav-
iors can spiral into the intentional form of uncivil behavior or aggression 
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called bullying. From there, bullying can spiral into physical violence. 
Ostracizing, giving negative eye contact, neglecting, ignoring, and curs-
ing are all forms of disrespectful workplace behaviors that can spiral 
into more serious forms of aggression and physical violence (Andersson 
& Pearson, 1999; Fox & Stallworth, 2010). Thus, leaders and man-
agers should be made aware about the seriousness of workplace inci-
vility because it can lead to more aggressive forms of behavior (Fox & 
Stallworth, 2010). While every instance of workplace aggression may 
not be the result of being treated uncivilly by coworkers or supervisors, 
instances of uncivil behavior leading to actual physical violence in work-
places like K-12 schools are real and of therefore great concern (Fox & 
Stallworth, 2010; Waggoner, 2003). If only measures had been taken 
earlier to prevent the incivilities in the first place, the likelihood of bully-
ing and physical violence could have been greatly reduced.

School change (e.g., an unpopular school district mandate) and the 
nature of the work environment are situational factors that might impact 
the frequency of uncivil behaviors. Schools where there is little control 
over one’s job, high intensity and interpersonal conflict set the stage for 
more uncivil behavior and aggression (Neuman & Baron, 1998; Steffgen 
& Ewen, 2007). Social factors might include being treated poorly by 
one’s principal or district personnel and a school climate that supports 
uncivil and aggressive behavior (Fox & Stallworth, 2010; Waggoner, 
2003). Individual difference factors can be personality traits; that is, cer-
tain traits are linked to more aggressive tendencies, and becoming more 
physically violent than others (e.g., extraversion, neuroticism, anger). 
Consequently, the combination of social and situational factors may 
affect individuals differently depending on their interaction with personal 
factors.

Empirical teacher incivility studies. We highlight two empirical stud-
ies of teacher incivility in this section. The first will be Reio and Reio’s 
(2011) research conducted in the US Midwest and the second will be a 
western Romanian investigation (Sulea et al., 2012).

In the only study of both coworker and supervisory incivility among 
US public school teachers, Reio and Reio (2011) examined the two 
constructs and their hypothesized linkages to school commitment and 
teacher turnover intent in a sample of 94 urban middle-school teachers 
in the US Midwest. Employing a cross-sectional design, the data were 
collected via paper-and-pencil surveys in the four middle schools par-
ticipating in this research. The two incivility measures were modified 



8  TEACHER INCIVILITY IN TOXIC SCHOOL …   157

versions of the 7-item Cortina et al. (2001) Workplace Incivility Scale of 
target incivility. The two new coworker and supervisory incivility meas-
ures were now 12-item Likert-type surveys demonstrating high internal 
consistency (αs > .94). The items were identical for the two scales, but 
the instructions differed; one asked the questions related to coworkers 
and the other asked the questions related to supervisors. Sample items 
included asking whether coworkers or supervisors “Addressed you in 
unprofessional terms, either publicly or privately?” and “Made demean-
ing or derogatory remarks about you?” The Cronbach’s alpha coeffi-
cients for the 15-item commitment (Mowday, Steers, & Porter, 1979; 
“I really care about the fate of this organization”) and 3-item turnover 
intent (Singh, Verbeke, & Rhoads, 1996; “I often think about quitting”) 
scales were .90 and .78, respectively. All teachers participated under the 
condition of anonymity. The surveys were distributed by a school officer 
to the teachers’ mailboxes; the response rate was 33.9%. The majority of 
the participants was female (60.6%) and Caucasian (54.8%). The mean 
teaching experience was approximately 6 years at the school where they 
were currently working and nine years overall. The teachers worked a 
mean of 40.5 hours per week.

First, the researchers examined the frequency of being the target of 
both coworker and supervisor incivility where they found that roughly 
85% of the teachers reported being the target of some form of cow-
orker incivility in the past year. Similarly, 71% indicated they were the 
target of supervisor incivility as well. Over 50% experienced coworker 
incivility at the “from time to time” to “always” levels; 33% experienced 
supervisor incivility from time to time to always. Thus, the majority of 
the participants experienced coworker and supervisory incivility over 
the past year. These results mirror other helping professions such as 
nursing (Laschinger et al., 2009), government (Federal Court employ-
ees; Cortina et al., 2001), and international studies involving teachers 
(European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working 
Conditions, 2010).

Second, in contrast to prior research (e.g., Trudel & Reio, 2011), the 
MANOVA findings did not reveal gender or ethnic differences in experi-
encing coworker or supervisory incivility. The correlational results indi-
cated that coworker and supervisory incivility were negatively related 
to organizational commitment, but positively associated with turnover 
intent. In the moderated hierarchical regression results, after controlling 
for gender, years teaching at school and hours worked per week, the 
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results demonstrated that supervisor, but not coworker incivility was a 
significant, strong predictor of both commitment and turnover intent. 
The effect sizes were relatively large. The interactions did not contribute 
unique incremental variance in any of the analyses.

What these findings suggest is that being the target of uncivil behav-
ior significantly predicted negative organizational outcomes. A standard 
deviation increase in experiencing supervisor incivility would “cause” 
a −.68 standard deviation decrease in commitment to the school. 
Likewise, a standard deviation increase in experiencing supervisor inci-
vility would “cause” a .39 standard deviation increase in turnover intent. 
These findings are important to note because this is one of the only 
teacher incivility studies and they support much prior research that inci-
vility occurs all-too-frequently, not just from coworkers but also super-
visors. Many of the participants experienced incivility at least “from 
time to time” and 12% reported experiencing these incivilities “always,” 
which moves from being seemingly discrete, ambiguous-as-to-harm acts 
to a distinct pattern of behavior; that is bullying (Andersson & Pearson, 
1999). The upshot of this research is that supervisor incivility matters in 
that it is linked to less teacher commitment to the school and greater 
intent to turnover from the profession. Although these were preliminary 
nonexperimental findings, human resource interventions designed to 
foster more sensitive and respectful communication among teachers and 
principals would seem prudent in light of the results.

The Sulea et al. (2012) workplace mistreatment and burnout study 
was conducted with Western Romanian secondary and high school 
teachers. There were 193 teachers, with 88% being female; mean age of 
40.63 years. The mean length time employed at the school was almost 
15 years and they reported working 29.40 hours per week. Like Reio 
and Reio (2011), the authors used a cross-sectional design where they 
collected the data at the respective schools via paper-and-pencil sur-
veys; they also collected data on both coworker and supervisor incivility. 
Confidentiality was assured and the response rate was 74.0%. A number 
of measures were used: personality (Mowen, 2000), abusive supervision 
(Tepper, 2000), undermining (Duffy, Ganster, & Pagon, 2002), ostra-
cism (Ferris, Brown, Berry, & Lian, 2008), unwanted sexual advances 
(Fitzgerald, Gelfand, & Drasgow, 1995), workplace incivility (Cortina, 
Kabat-Farr, Leskinen, Huerta, & Magley, 2013), and employee burnout 
(Schaufeli, Leiter, Maslach, & Jackson, 1996). All the scales employed 
Likert-type items and the internal consistencies were acceptable (.75–.90). 
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It was not clear whether the survey battery was administered in English or 
Romanian. Sample items included: personality (e.g., organized), abusive 
supervision (e.g., puts me down in front of others), undermining (e.g., 
How often has a coworker intentionally spread rumors about you?), ostra-
cism (e.g., others ignore you at work), unwanted sexual attention (e.g., 
touched you in a way that made you feel uncomfortable?), workplace 
incivility (e.g., In the past, have you been in a situation where peers or 
coworkers addressed you unprofessionally?), and burnout (not reported). 
Demographic data were also collected.

Sulea et al. (2012) measured what they called “workplace mistreat-
ment” as it was associated with burnout. Thus, burnout was examined as 
a function of abusive leadership, ostracism, undermining, unwanted sex-
ual attraction, and incivility. The researchers also measured personality as 
a statistical control variable. We will focus upon undermining, ostracism, 
abusive leadership and incivility as these fit most closely with Andersson 
and Pearson’s (1999) original definition of incivility. Unwanted sex-
ual attraction is illegal in many countries, so that is beyond the incivility 
definition.

The authors unfortunately did not report frequency data regarding 
the uncivil behaviors. However, they reported extensive correlational 
and hierarchical regression results. The strength and the magnitude of 
the zero-order correlations were as predicted by the authors in that each 
of the mistreatment variables was related significantly to the three burn-
out dimensions. Conscientiousness was negatively related to emotional 
exhaustion, cynicism, and professional inefficacy. Neuroticism, on the 
other hand, was positively related to cynicism and professional efficacy, 
but not emotional exhaustion. Agreeableness was negatively related to 
cynicism and professional inefficacy, but again not emotional exhaus-
tion. The multiple regression results were much more revealing. After 
controlling for the demographic (step 1), and personality trait variables 
(step 2), the workplace mistreatment variables accounted for significant, 
unique variance in the burnout variables. The mistreatment variables 
in all but one case were positive and significant predictors of the three 
burnout dimensions. Surprisingly, undermining was negatively linked 
through to emotional exhaustion.

What the Sulea et al. (2012) result demonstrate is that experiencing 
workplace mistreatment in the form of abusive leadership, undermin-
ing, ostracism, and incivility are significant predictors of teacher burn-
out. This is the only study with which we are familiar that examines this 
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combination of variables concurrently. Further, it goes beyond the US 
setting to Romania with results that mirror organizational study findings 
with similar variables in many parts of the world. As with Reio and Reio 
(2011), incivility was a strong predictor of a negative organizational out-
come. Interestingly, ostracism was the most powerful predictor by a large 
margin, indicating that making principals and coworkers aware that expe-
rienced ostracism can be very costly to targets in the form of emotional 
exhaustion, cynicism, and professional inefficacy. Because each has been 
shown to be strong predictors of voluntary turnover in prior research, it 
is incumbent upon district administrators and principals to do something 
to relieve the strain brought about by the insensitive and cutting nature 
of being ostracized. Notably, incivility was the second most powerful 
predictor of the three dependent variables and suggests that just as with 
being ostracized, the other forms of incivility, albeit to a lesser extent, 
also contribute to teacher burnout.

Together, the Reio and Reio (2011) and Sulea et al. (2012) empi
rical studies provide preliminary evidence that experiencing incivility, 
even after statistically controlling for demographic and personality (Sulea 
et al.) variables, was a powerful negative predictor of commitment to 
the school and a positive predictor of turnover intent (Reio & Reio) and 
each of the three dimensions of teacher burnout (Sulea et al.). We must 
caution, however, that these are but two exploratory, cross-sectional 
studies. The nonexperimental nature of the studies precludes making 
causal claims and we must be clear that roughly 70% of the variance in 
the dependent variables remains unexplained; therefore, there are exci
ting possibilities of new moderator and mediator variables that might 
explain meaningful incremental variance. Discrete emotions like anxiety, 
anger, ambivalence, and shame might be interesting variables to explore 
as they interact with demographic and incivility variables to predict other 
organizational outcomes.

Research could be carried out in online settings as well because 
rude, uncivil behavior are very common (Lim & Teo, 2009). Lim and 
Teo (2009) reckoned that rude emails generated roughly $5 billion 
in health-related costs to organizations due to targets’ stress-related 
illnesses. In the Hong Kong banking and financial service sector, they 
found that experiencing cyber incivility predicted reduced job satisfaction 
and organizational commitment. Intriguingly, females engaged more in 
passive forms of incivility like not replying to emails; males used more 
active forms of cyber incivility like saying hurtful things through email.  
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This is merely the beginning of the research that could be done to 
refine what we know about online incivility behaviors and their possi-
ble outcomes related to learning, socialization practices, coaching and 
mentoring, and employee well-being.

Phenomenological research could be designed to get at how teachers 
actually experience types of incivility like ostracism and undermining to 
gather additional insights into experiencing incivility and how it is asso-
ciated with their teaching behavior and subsequent student learning. We 
must also remember that instigating and being an onlooker of uncivil 
behavior may also impact teacher behavior. Reio and Ghosh (2009), for 
instance, found that high incivility instigators tended to be less satisfied 
with their jobs and perceived lower perceived physical health.

Implications for Practice

If educational leaders and researchers hope to increase teacher commit-
ment to their school and job satisfaction and decrease turnover intent, 
they need to find creative ways to reduce the likelihood of being the tar-
get of uncivil behaviors from coworkers and supervisors.

Based on Pearson et al. (2000), we propose ten strategies for identify-
ing, tackling, and thwarting incivility among teachers at schools:

Taking an honest look in the mirror (Pearson et al., 2000). Principals 
should systematically examine not only how they behave toward sub-
ordinates but also how teachers behave among themselves. Peer 
feedback, videotaping and evaluating meetings or working with con-
sultants would be a means toward this end. Essential to creating and 
supporting a civil work environment would be modeling behaviors 
that demonstrate trust in and value for teachers in all their diversity. 
Valuing diversity is a way to recognize and celebrate differences and 
understanding and utilizing unique perspectives for the benefit of the 
school.

Setting expectations (Pearson et al., 2000). Clear expectations for civil 
interpersonal interactions are necessary to guide day-to-day interac-
tions and conduct at the school. Individuals should be treated respect-
fully regardless of their position or tenure. Moreover, ideas should be 
valued, no matter who originated them. Good, healthy relationships 
between coworkers should be encouraged to improve communication 
and understanding and reduce the likelihood of incivility. For example, 
regular team-building activities could be designed to create bonding 



162   T. G. REIO Jr. AND S. M. REIO

among teachers and school leadership that would open new avenues of 
communication/understanding. The team-building activities may help 
colleagues work through the issues they might be having in an honest 
and straightforward or civil manner. This team-building approach would 
seem especially important with teachers because so much of what they do 
requires teamwork, particularly in elementary school settings.

Setting zero tolerance expectations (Pearson et al., 2000). A school 
might create a healthy school climate by establishing policies and proce-
dures against uncivil behavior. The organizational setting plays an impor-
tant role in either encouraging or preventing workplace incivility. Policies 
and procedures communicate boundaries within which employees of the 
organization can operate. Incivility thrives in school environments where 
input from teachers is not acted upon and the teacher perceives that by 
speaking up he or she might increase the risk of repercussion from the 
instigator. Thus, policies that encourage feedback about uncivil behavior 
should be developed so that teachers can report uncivil acts without any 
hesitation (Pearson et al., 2000). This policy should outline a discipli-
nary procedure for the violators of the policy. The instigator of incivility 
should be given a time frame to improve his or her behavior or face the 
consequences of their behavior.

A model anti-civility/bullying policy include the following elements: 
(a) an informal yet confidential complaint procedure that includes an 
ombudsperson knowledgeable about workplace incivility and bullying, 
(b) a timely investigation that protects the anonymity of both the target 
and alleged instigator(s), (c) protection against retaliation for both the 
target and the instigator(s), (d) the implementation of corrective action 
where warranted, (e) awareness training for all, and (f) regular monitor
ing and evaluation of the overall policy as well as its components. By 
communicating the standards of behavior through such policies and by 
opening channels of communication for reporting a formal complaint 
against workplace incivility or bullying, uncivil acts at school can be 
reduced. Additionally, school leaders can also include a conduct state-
ment with examples of acceptable behavior in the teacher handbook, dis-
cuss appropriate workplace conduct in orientation/induction classes, and 
highlight the school’s position of zero tolerance for offensive or uncivil 
behavior in school newsletters (Reio & Ghosh, 2009).

Weeding out trouble before it enters your organization (Pearson et al., 
2000). Although one of the major ways to prevent uncivil behavior is 
through team-building exercises designed to facilitate communication 
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and awareness, another effective way of reducing incivility is to stop the 
instigators from entering the school in the first place. Human resource 
professionals can identify applicants who have a greater likelihood of 
engaging in uncivil behaviors at school thorough background checks on 
applicants’ work history (Pearson et al., 2000). Individuals associated 
with screening and selecting applicants should be informed of the likely 
profiles of teachers who engage in uncivil behaviors at work. However, it 
is often difficult to identify problematic applicants through background 
checks as many organizations might not provide information about a past 
employee due to the fear of being litigated against on the grounds of def-
amation of the personal character (Reio & Ghosh, 2009). Moreover, as 
applicants mostly provide socially desirable information in interviews, it 
becomes difficult for the interviewers to identify the true character of an 
applicant in interviews. This dilemma might be solved by including role 
plays in interviewing techniques. Role plays provide information about 
the applicant through actions and conversations by asking the applicant 
to do or act instead of just talking about a topic. It is a simulation where 
participants act out typical attitudes and behaviors of individuals in a 
given situation. Such role plays might help to identify disturbing traits 
such as lack of patience, bad temper, and assertiveness in applicants.

Providing orientation/inducting and training (Pearson et al., 2000); 
teaching civility (Reio & Reio, 2011). School expectations about inter-
personal behaviors should be carefully communicated to new teach-
ers in orientation/induction activities. Written policies and procedures 
about civility and related topics should be discussed. Training for civility 
is skills-based and can include competencies such as conflict resolution, 
negotiation, handling difficult people, managing stress, listening, and 
coaching. Professional development activities at school can include top-
ics of diversity, mutual respect and civility, eradicating passive-aggressive 
behavior (e.g., cooperating more with coworkers and principals), and 
coaching and mentoring activities.

Human resource practitioners can help prevent uncivil workplace 
acts by training school leaders and teachers on observing warning signs 
of deviant behaviors in the school (Reio & Ghosh, 2009). In many 
instances, the instigator exhibits the likelihood of indulging in uncivil 
acts at school and early identification and counseling might prevent the 
instigating employee from being uncivil to his or her coworkers. If prin-
cipals and assistant principals are trained to identify disturbing behavioral 
cues, they can help to prevent a teacher from being uncivil. Moreover, 
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as the school workforce is increasingly becoming diverse, differences in 
cultural norms might foster miscommunication which can imply rude-
ness at times (Pearson et al., 2000). Thus, diversity training can prepare 
employees to understand each other better and therefore communicate 
in a more productive manner. Additionally, improving individual com-
petencies such as conflict resolution, negotiation, stress management, 
listening skills, and etiquette can help to prevent workplace incivility.

Heeding warning signals (Pearson et al., 2000). Feedback should be 
gathered throughout the employment cycle, from principals, peers, and 
subordinates, to curtail and correct uncivil behavior. Open channels for 
reporting possible violations should be maintained.

Hammering incivility when it occurs (Pearson et al., 2000). Address 
incidents of incivility; do not ignore or risk otherwise condoning them. 
Although a teacher might behave uncivilly, consider it is possible that 
he or she may not be aware that they are doing so. Although address-
ing and documenting incidents of incivility are important, educating 
the instigator about his or her actions and providing tools for changing 
ideas, beliefs, and behaviors could be more effective for the teach-
ers and the school. Such education and training might be provided by 
human resource professionals, off-site providers, or even a counselor 
secured through an Employee Assistance Program or insurance plan. 
Additionally, a policy against retaliation should be included.

Dealing with the instigator (Pearson et al., 2000); not making excuses 
for powerful instigators (Reio & Reio, 2011). Do not transfer or pro-
mote an instigator to get rid of the problem that she or he creates; 
such shuffling might spread the incivility instead of ending it. Confront 
and hold accountable all instigators, regardless of talents, clout, or 
experience.

Counseling. One way of preventing instances of deviant behavior at 
work is to provide access to counseling services (Reio & Ghosh, 2009). 
Such counseling services might help teachers cope better with personal 
and professional pressures or stress. Employee Assistance Programs 
(EAPS) can assist the teachers who have been victims of incivility. EAPS 
is an assessment, referral, and a counseling program which is voluntary, 
confidential, and aimed at employees. It usually involves professional 
counselors who can effectively counsel a troubled employee and offer 
healthy means of venting out resentment. Moreover, peer counseling can 
also be effective because there is a trust factor involved when teachers 
take advice and help from peers who understand their situation.
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Invest in post-departure interviews (Pearson et al., 2000). After previ-
ous teachers have distanced themselves from the school and are stable in 
new work environments, request feedback regarding their experiences in 
your organization.

Collect valuable information from exit interviews of teachers who leave 
due to incivility. However, it is often difficult to ascertain the actual reason 
of departure because the teachers hesitate to identify incivility as the reason 
for leaving. Many of those who leave because of incivility do not report the 
real reason for their exiting because: (1) they think that the school does 
not care; (2) they feel they might sound weak if they complain; and (3) 
they believe that in their school, the potential for negative repercussions 
outweighs the hope of any corrective action (Reio & Reio, 2011). Thus, 
post-departure interviews with former teachers who have distanced them-
selves from the school and have secured positions in their new jobs can 
sometimes retrieve more candid disclosures about previous experiences of 
uncivil behavior in the school. Such post-departure interviews can provide 
frank disclosures about accounts of incivility at the school and help human 
resource practitioners identify the instigators of the uncivil behavior.

Conclusions

Educational leaders need to know, in the presence of daunting daily 
workplace pressures, that teachers are too often the target of frequent 
uncivil behavior from coworkers and principals. Although the frequency 
of incivility found was consistent with prior empirical research in the 
helping professions, we should be concerned with the knowledge that 
uncivil behavior, unimpeded, can escalate into bullying forms of inten-
tional aggression and physical violence. These uncivil behaviors, albeit 
seemingly harmless, have been found to be strong positive predictors of 
turnover intent and teacher burnout, and negative predictors of school 
commitment and job satisfaction. Teachers work daily with our children; 
more must be done to reduce its likelihood in schools.
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CHAPTER 9

Rites of Passage in Practice Teaching 
Experiences: A Necessary Evil?

Yvette Daniel and John Antoniw

The motivation for our collaboration in the writing of this piece arises 
from our passion and commitment to opening up crucial conversa-
tions (Patterson, Grenny, & McMillan, 2011) about the field place-
ment experiences of teacher candidates (pre-service teacher training) 
which is an integral part of their preparation to enter the teaching pro-
fession. Throughout this chapter, we use the term “teacher candidates,” 
although we acknowledge that the term “student teachers” is often used 
in the literature on this topic. We wish to share some key insights, based 
on our experiences, into the acts of microaggressions and injustices that 
are not discussed candidly and are not addressed in many cases. By and 
large, most practice teaching experiences are fulfilling and rewarding 
both for mentor/associate teachers and for the teacher candidates under 
their tutelage. However, in a community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 
1991) we should be able to dialogue, critique, and open up the lines 
of communication in order to innovate, change, and remain current in 
our quest for quality teaching and learning for the students in our care. 
The purpose of this paper is to critically interrogate the manner in which 
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teacher candidates are initiated into a community of practice through 
legitimate peripheral participation and the so-called unwritten rites of 
passage through which teacher candidates as “sojourners” are required to 
negotiate. These issues are of particular significance to teacher candidates 
in general, and especially to those from immigrant and ethnically diverse 
backgrounds who face special challenges related to linguistic and cultural 
dissonance and a lack of intercultural competence at the school level. 
Powers and Duffy (2016) argue that although there has been much pro-
gress “there is still a great need for reflexive work on intersectionality and 
cultural competence” (p. 61). It is a matter of professional integrity and 
responsibility for all those involved in teacher education in any capacity 
(whether as associate/mentor teachers, university professors, university 
and school administrators, or other stakeholders) to address the injus-
tices, expressed mainly through microaggressions, encountered by some 
teacher candidates in their initiation into the teaching profession. The 
argument commonly made is: “If you (meaning the teacher candidate) 
cannot handle the pressures, then it is not the profession for you.” We 
know that in every profession there is a period in which novices struggle 
to learn the ropes and the apprenticeship model places them in a power 
differential where they have to stay quiet and suck it up if they wish to be 
successful in their field placement (the practicum). Such a discourse nur-
tures a culture of fear, creates spaces for microaggressions to occur, and 
further bolsters the idea that everyone has to do it and suffer these injus-
tices in silence thus stifling the potential for teacher candidates to experi-
ence authentic learning in a supportive and nonthreatening environment.

This is a reflective and interrogative piece on the state of the practi-
cum, in which we glean from our own experiences and also from various 
informal discussions with teacher candidates (from whom we obtained 
informed consent) about their perceptions of the field experience com-
ponent. This is not a study of all teacher candidates in our program and 
elsewhere. The fact that the voices of associate teachers are not being 
heard is another limitation of this chapter (and something we wish to 
pursue in another paper). We do not wish to make generalizations of the 
entire practice. Despite these caveats, we bring to the forefront some 
troubling issues about the practicum that are talked about privately, but 
are rarely discussed in the open with all those who are involved in these 
practicum experiences. We ought to conduct a serious investigation into 
existing structures and power dynamics in the field experience compo-
nent of teacher education in order to engage in an open and honest 
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dialogue with a sense of fearlessness for a common purpose; namely to 
improve the practice teaching experience.

The first author, a professor at a faculty of education in Ontario, 
has extensive experience in education across various levels, and also in 
teacher education at different universities in Ontario; the second author 
was a teacher candidate in Ontario a few years ago. We have purposely 
come together (one with many years of experience and the other with 
fresh perspectives from the field) so that we can use different lenses to 
view these issues and arrive at a synthesis of ideas. We believe it is time to 
deconstruct current unwritten practices and the taken-for-granted way of 
conducting business so that we can transform teacher education to bene-
fit the profession, and in particular the students we are entrusted to edu-
cate in the best manner possible. We ask pertinent questions and offer 
testimonials from teacher candidates; however, our intention in under-
taking this task is not to malign associate teachers/mentors and their 
service to the profession, but to propose ways to open up the dialogue 
on current practices that are inadequate in many aspects in meeting the 
needs of teacher candidates who will be teaching twenty-first century 
skills. Sometimes, teacher candidates are not being given authentic learn-
ing and mentorship experiences. In a world filled with rapid changes, 
new challenges and ambiguities, inauthentic approaches are not con-
ducive to teacher education and to professional development. Current 
practices continue to propagate the status quo in terms of teaching and 
learning as opposed to having a new discourse infused with fresh ideas 
and perspectives. When innovation and different ways of thinking are 
suppressed, it not only hurts the teacher candidates and their mentors, 
but ultimately the students who could benefit from thinking differently. 
It is dangerous rhetoric to harbor a mentality that everyone has to “bear 
the cross” during practice teaching. We have to increase awareness of the 
role of institutionalization which “occurs when there is a reciprocal typi-
fication of habitualized action by types of actors” (Berger & Luckmann, 
2002, p. 42). When we “get stuck” in habitualized actions, we per-
petuate the idea that oppression is acceptable just because it is familiar 
(Adams, Bell, & Griffin, 1997) and we become socialized into accepting 
this way of doing things as a rite of passage.

This paper begins with a brief overview of some of the main concepts 
that define the parameters within which the field experience compo-
nent of teacher education takes place. Next, we provide voices from the 
field to provide powerful illustrations of the issues and problems, with 
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a specific focus on microaggressions and injustices that occur for some 
teacher candidates during the practice teaching phase of their teacher 
education program. In the concluding section, we provide suggestions 
for opening up the dialogue for crucial conversations (Patterson et al., 
2011) to occur so that we continue to engage in authentic learning in a 
community of practice.

Conceptual Frameworks

We frame our discussion of the complexity of the field experience by 
elaborating on the context and content of the notion of a rite of passage 
and the role it plays in a community of practice—namely the community 
of practice of the teaching profession. Under the umbrella of practice 
teaching as a rite of passage lurks the potential for microaggressions and 
lateral violence that must be discussed as we deconstruct the complex 
relationship between teacher candidates and associate teachers during the 
practicum.

A Rite of Passage

Practice teaching/field experience is considered a rite of passage for nov-
ices’1 entry into the teaching profession. In the field experience segment, 
teacher candidates are assigned to particular schools and classrooms for a 
period of time. The Ontario Ministry of Education mandates a minimum 
of 80 days of practice teaching over the course of a two-year teacher 
education program. During the practice teaching period, also called the 
practicum, teacher candidates are mentored by associate teachers who 
usually are teachers with considerable classroom experience, and further, 
school principals recommend these teachers to serve as associate/mentor 
teachers to teacher candidates.

Interestingly, as we headed into the final edits for this chapter we 
were directed to a recent issue of the Journal of Education for Teaching 
(2017) devoted to the topic of the rite of passage for teacher candi-
dates as they train to become master teachers. Previously, Head (1992) 
and White (1989) built upon research done in anthropology on initia-
tion rites/rites of passage in order to draw analogies to student teach-
ing/practice teaching. Almost three decades ago White (1989) wrote 
about student teaching as a rite of passage, and therefore, inherently 
fraught with problems and tensions. She argues that “initiation rituals 
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are powerful tools for the social organization of people, ideologies, and 
social practices” (p. 178). White investigated previous studies on rites 
of passage to show that the induction of novices into the profession fol-
lowed a classic rites of passage format: separation (where they leave the 
confines of the university classroom); transition (where they learn the 
strategies of the classroom, teacher, students, cultural frames, and other 
aspects); and incorporation (when they are successful at the end of the 
program they can enter the teaching profession). For the purpose of 
this paper, we focus on the first two stages: separation and transition. 
Head (1992) also wrote about practice teaching as an initiation into the 
teaching profession using the term liminality 2 to underscore the thresh-
old stage of ambiguity and uncertainty for teacher candidates/student 
teachers where they are neither here (students) nor there (teachers)—
rather, in an in-between stage. Petersen (2017) quotes Turner (1969,  
p. 359) to describe liminality as “betwixt and between.” Hence, as 
teacher candidates encounter both the first two stages of the cultural 
compression stage and liminality, they experience a lack of a sense of 
belonging, identity confusion, and disappointment as their expecta-
tions are not met (Petersen, 2017). They begin to conceptualize their 
experiences with the system and with their associate teacher as a rite 
of passage. They may see it as something that has to be done in order 
to cross over that proverbial bridge to becoming a teacher. Therefore, 
even when teacher candidates do not agree with the associate teacher’s 
directives (for example, being assigned to do “busy work” as opposed to 
attending to skills and strategies), they often perceive such directives as 
a necessary evil, a rite of passage that everyone has to endure in the pro-
cess of becoming a professional teacher.

Head further points to five important elements in what she terms 
the cultural compression stage that are congruent with the separation 
and transition stages described by White (1989). In the cultural com-
pression stage (Head, 1992), as teacher candidates enter a community 
of practice, they experience: (1) isolation and separation when teacher 
candidates are removed from the university classroom and separated 
from their peers; (2) an emphasis on giving and receiving, but often 
not knowing how much support they will receive and to what extent 
they can take an initiative while being careful not to disrupt the asso-
ciate teacher’s routines and practices; (3) a sacred atmosphere that 
could be equated to an intimidating atmosphere as they are not sure 
how the associate teacher is going to treat and assess them; (4) the use 
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of strangers as instructor/mentors as they do not know the associate 
teacher and his/her temperament, style and expectations; and (5) rigid 
rules of conduct where they are fearsome about what they can and can-
not do under the tutelage of the associate teacher. These five domains of 
experiences in the practicum become a slippery slope for microaggres-
sions (slights, insults, disrespect, devaluation) (Beaulieu, 2016) to flour-
ish due to the power differential between the associate teacher and the 
teacher candidate.

Correa, Martiniez-Arbelaiz, and Aberasturi-Apraiz (2015) frame 
beginning teachers as “sojourners” and the teacher candidates in this 
paper fit that description. As sojourners, they are pressured into aligning 
themselves with the status quo that is a state of compliance (also men-
tioned by Leshem, 2012). Further, Correa et al. (2015) argue that as 
sojourners they are viewed from a deficit perspective by their schools and 
associate teachers coupled often with an unrealistic expectation “that a 
teacher education program can produce what might be termed the fin-
ished product straight off their assembly line” (Gilroy, 2017, p. 129). 
However, it is important to underscore that during the rite of passage, 
perceived as the liminal stage between the university and the classroom, 
the teacher candidates are at the periphery of legitimate participation in 
the profession, and as such, they often cannot explore the numerous the-
ories, concepts, and ideas discussed and debated in the university class-
room. Oberski, Ford, Higgins, and Fisher (1999) provide an argument 
that furthers the idea that teacher candidates may feel pressured into 
doing what they are told as they attempt to jump through the prover-
bial “hoops” of the practicum/field experience component of a teach-
ing program. Oberski et al. found that teacher candidates often hesitated 
to be open and honest with senior members of the school staff, specifi-
cally with regard to areas that could be viewed as problematic for their 
practice teaching experiences. Hobson (2002) also provides an exam-
ple of a student who was afraid of her mentor and was deemed to be 
“quiet” because she was reluctant to speak up. In fact, the student was 
quiet because she was treading carefully and wanted to ensure that she 
would have a successful experience and get a favorable final report. In 
teacher education, as in many other professional degree programs, the 
internship/practicum inherently has a power imbalance as associate 
teachers have the power to pass/fail teacher candidates, thus becoming 
gate-keepers to the profession.



9 R ITES OF PASSAGE IN PRACTICE TEACHING EXPERIENCES …   175

Microaggressions and Lateral Violence

The hierarchical nature of the relationship between associate/mentor 
teachers and teacher candidates by its very nature could, sometimes, lead 
to an abuse of power manifested in microaggressive behaviors. The con-
cepts of microaggression and lateral violence are relevant and important 
to the field of teaching and learning. Sue et al. (2007) provide a defini-
tion from Piece from the 1970s that defines microaggressions as being 
automatic and subtle nonverbal exchanges that are used as put-downs. 
For example, one teacher candidate could not enter the assigned class-
room until the associate unlocked the classroom door for her. This might 
not appear problematic on the surface. However, it was important for 
this teacher candidate to have access to the classroom to prepare and 
set up before classes commenced and her associate unlocked the class-
room only 5–10 minutes prior to the first bell. This act implies that the 
teacher candidate is not worthy of having access to this space and that 
their time and needs are not being respected. Another example of such 
behavior was manifested when an associate teacher abruptly interrupted 
the teacher candidate and took over the lesson (thereby sending a mes-
sage to students that the teacher candidate was not capable of teaching). 
Such acts undermine the teacher candidate’s status in the classroom and 
further erodes his/her self-confidence. Such instances are so ingrained 
through different interactions in daily life that they are dismissed or 
accepted as part of the rite of passage. Teacher candidates who experi-
ence such microaggressions will often accept such behaviors as their lot 
to bear in order to succeed.

Lateral violence (or horizontal violence/hostility) refers to inter-
group conflict and aggression, with examples being nonverbal innu-
endo, withholding information, sabotage, scapegoating, backstabbing, 
not respecting privacy, etc. (Stanley, Martin, Michel, Welton, & Nemeth, 
2007). Lateral violence is identified as a workplace stressor that has 
both personal and organizational consequences by leading to a decrease 
in job satisfaction and commitment. It is important to raise awareness 
and understanding of lateral violence in order to create a genuinely 
friendly and supportive work environment and to reduce attrition rates 
(Ceravolo, Schwartz, Foltz-Ramos, & Castner, 2012). An interesting 
parallel to this finding is prevalent in our testimonials. One teacher can-
didate mentioned how acts of microaggression/lateral violence against 
her accumulated over the course of the three-week practicum leading to 
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an emotional breakdown and a short hospitalization for stress. Despite 
the poisonous environment she endured, she persisted and completed 
the practicum. She shared with us her feelings of dread and trepidation 
and the visceral reaction she had every time she even drove by a school, 
leading her to consider quitting the profession.

In our paper, we demonstrate how some teacher candidates face 
microaggressive behaviors from their associate teachers/mentors during 
their practice teaching experiences in schools. Some of these attitudes 
have been identified as being influenced by biases and stereotypes about 
certain groups of people. The dynamics of power and privilege often play 
a role for some associate teachers/mentors to demonstrate their rank 
and to ensure teacher candidates are in compliance. Some teacher can-
didates face innuendos and also outright comments regarding their age, 
experience level, creative choices, race, and background; perceived by 
teacher candidates as attempts by some associate teachers to exert their 
dominance over teacher candidates assigned to their care. Andersson and 
Pearson (1999) identify how acts of microaggression, lateral violence, 
and workplace incivility could pose a larger problem if not addressed in 
a timely manner. Such behaviors can escalate quickly, spiral out of con-
trol toward a tipping point where coercion, conflict, and threats develop. 
One aim of this chapter is to open the dialogue to recognize the moral 
implications of such acts in order to strategize ways for change to create 
a community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) so that we can foster 
more productive and positive experiences during this rite of passage into 
the teaching profession.

Lave and Wenger’s: A Community of Practice

The process of learning to teach is about “becoming a member of a sus-
tained community of practice” (Lave, 1991, p. 65); the process does not 
exist in a vacuum or in the abstract but is a product of negotiation and 
consensus in a learning community. In this paper, we employ Lave and 
Wenger’s (1991) conceptual framework that embodies interrelated ideas 
of a community of practice in which situated learning through legitimate 
peripheral participation guides the learning of a novice and their initi-
ation into a profession. Lave and Wenger’s framework underscores the 
notion of reciprocity in learning as teacher candidates move from legiti-
mate participation at the periphery in their role as novices to the center 
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of a community of practice, in the situated learning context of their field 
placements. In the sphere of apprenticeship-expert learning, Lave and 
Wenger’s work is internationally respected and referenced, and although 
they do not speak specifically to teacher candidates’ practices in the field 
experience component of education, we find important parallels that we 
employ to anchor our discussion in this paper.

We examine each of the aforementioned interrelated concepts in a lin-
ear fashion with a qualifier that, in reality, these are iterative activities. 
We further wish to declare that Lave and Wenger’s work is complex with 
multiple definitions and interpretations. In this short paper, it is not fea-
sible to explain these complex terms in detail that is required to do them 
full justice. Therefore, we draw upon the salient features of the concept 
of a community of practice with the explicit purpose of using key under-
standings as they relate to the messiness of the novice-expert relationship 
that is the subject of this paper.

We begin by explicating the key elements of a community of prac-
tice. What is a community of practice according to Lave and Wenger, 
and what are its implications for teacher candidates in their field place-
ments? A learning situation where newcomers and experts engage with 
each other in a collective enterprise (in our case that of learning to teach) 
is a community of practice. Wenger (2006) as quoted in Woodgate-Jones 
(2012) states that “communities of practice are groups of people who 
share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do 
it better as they interact regularly” (p. 148). Lave and Wenger identify 
three dimensions of a community of practice: mutual engagement, joint 
enterprise, and a shared repertoire. Mutual engagement is understood 
to be when two or more people engage in learning as a social activity 
in a community in which there is enabling engagement or a sense of 
belonging and diversity (i.e., diversity of ideas, opinions, experiences, 
and skills). Mutual engagement is also characterized by a community in 
which disagreements and differences are perceived as integral to learning:

A community of practice is neither a haven of togetherness nor an island of 
intimacy insulated from political and social relations. Disagreements, chal-
lenges, and competition can all be forms of participation. As a form of par-
ticipation, rebellion often reveals a greater commitment than does passive 
conformity. A shared practice thus connects participants to each other in 
ways that are diverse and complex. (Wenger, 2006, p. 76)
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The second characteristic of a community of practice is a joint enter-
prise, which does not mean that the beliefs and practices of all members 
of this community are aligned, but that disagreements and differences 
are viewed as part of the process/enterprise and are “communally nego-
tiated” (p. 78). The third characteristic of a community of practice is a 
shared repertoire that includes mutually agreed upon roles, rituals, tools, 
ways of doing things, symbols, gestures, and other aspects that comprise 
a repertoire in a community:

The repertoire combines both the reificative and participative aspects. It 
includes the discourse by which members create meaningful statements 
about the world, as well as the styles by which they express their forms of 
membership and their identities as members. (p. 83)

Situated learning (or situated social practice) and legitimate peripheral 
participation in a community of practice are most relevant to the dynam-
ics between the teacher candidate and mentor/associate teacher. Situated 
learning is synonymous with experiential learning where learners are 
actively involved in learning through real-life experiences. This descrip-
tion fits well with the practice teaching requirements in most teacher 
education and teacher training programs. The field experience (or practi-
cum) provides teacher candidates opportunities to engage in real life 
teaching experiences, to learn from their challenges, successes, and fail-
ures in a safe and supportive environment so that they can build upon 
the ideas, concepts, and theories discussed in their university classrooms.

Hobson’s (2002) study further investigated the practicum experi-
ence through interview data from teacher trainees about their school-
based mentoring experiences. Some of the limitations they mentioned 
included: mentors not making time for them, lack of feedback or con-
structive criticism, lack of support from mentors, personality clashes, 
and mentors being out of date with changing theories and practices. 
Surprisingly, Hobson identified that 12 of the 16 participants reported 
some problems with at least one of their associate teachers (p. 14). 
Hobson delineated some of the ways that associate teachers utilized their 
power dynamic in order to get teacher candidates to comply with their 
directives. One participant mentioned that at the direction of the associ-
ate teacher, he had to teach classes not allocated to him. Hobson argued 
that teacher candidates needed supports and a safe learning environ-
ment to grow as future educators. The teacher candidates in Hobson’s 
study stated that learning to teach is often a stressful and threatening 
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experience and the lack of support might lead to teacher candidates 
dropping out of their program of study. We must explore these issues 
in order to deconstruct dysfunctional and unproductive mentorship 
relationships that are being perpetuated due to the institutionaliza-
tion (Berger & Luckmann, 2002) of such a rite of passage. We ought 
to interrogate the effects these experiences have on teacher candidates, 
school culture, students, and ultimately the teaching profession in gen-
eral. Such unproductive practices have far-reaching and long-lasting 
effects on all actors involved in this socialization process.

Sharing Their Stories, Hearing Their Voices

In this section, we present selected testimonials and provide analyses 
using the lens of rites of passage through legitimate peripheral participa-
tion in a community of practice. We have removed all identifying markers 
to protect the confidentiality and to preserve the anonymity of partici-
pants. As these participants are recent graduates who are seeking employ-
ment in the field, we have taken great care to ensure that we do not 
jeopardize their futures. These precautions are an indictment of the field 
where there is a danger in speaking out boldly against the current state 
of affairs. Further, it is important to note that participants have agreed 
to allow us to present their voices so that readers get a glimpse into the 
dilemmas and the subtleties of microaggressions that novices face in their 
rite of passage into a community of practice. In fact, some expressed an 
eagerness to have their voices heard in the hope that changes could take 
place to benefit others who will follow in their path in future years. Below 
are two poignant excerpts from testimonials provided by one teacher can-
didate who was in an intermediate/senior cohort three years ago.

Testimonial #1:
I was very fortunate to have wonderful practicum experiences. However, 
as a sociologist by training, I intently observe and reflect on human behav-
iour. I found it interesting in some of my practicum experiences to see 
the dynamics of interaction between myself and my associate when try-
ing to engage with different methods. I am very interested in educational 
technologies and integrating them to benefit student learning. I tried to 
make aspects of a dry unit/lesson plan into something fun and exciting 
for students through technology enhanced engaging projects. I remem-
ber being told by my associate that I should not use so much technology 
and instead should utilize his method as students apparently liked it better.  
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The mentality and motto of “why reinvent the wheel” was frequently dis-
cussed and I recall an associate passing me their book of notes and telling 
me to just follow along.

Testimonial #2:
I recall an instance when I had a whole lesson planned and I had it paired 
with a very specific video. However, when I was about to start my lesson, 
my associate teacher interrupted me and took over by asking the class if 
they wanted to watch the film that I had specifically selected and aligned 
to the curriculum, or if they wanted to watch another totally unrelated film 
that he had selected. The class immediately turned on me and wanted to 
watch this other film, scrapping my lesson to the side.

In the testimonials stated above we see that the mentors/associate teach-
ers involved were generally well-intentioned, but oftentimes the assessor 
role took over, nullifying the need to move teacher candidates from the 
periphery into the mainstream of action. These narratives that further 
align with Correa et al. (2015) claim that teacher candidates, as sojourn-
ers, might feel pressured into compliance, and therefore, be unable to 
explore the different concepts taught in the university classroom. The 
compliance with the mentor/associate when they veered off the les-
son demonstrated the inauthentic experience that sometimes occurs 
for the teacher candidate as a sojourner in a community of practice. 
Furthermore, when the teacher candidate attempted to introduce new 
ideas, these lessons were viewed as potentially threatening. While teacher 
candidates have much to learn from an experienced teacher and men-
tor, they also bring fresh ideas and unique perspectives that they should 
feel safe discussing and sharing in a community of practice. Teaching is 
messy, and teacher candidates should have opportunities to try and also 
to fail as they learn from their experiences. Teaching should not always 
be about fail-safe practices.

The following anecdote from another recent graduate demonstrates 
the sense of insecurity that mentor/associate teachers might experience 
when their own students favor a younger and more energetic person who 
establishes a better rapport with students.

Testimonial #3:
I recall at the end of one of my practicum experiences, I asked for anon-
ymous feedback from students so I could see what they liked, what they 
didn’t like, etc. and one student said they had learned more with me than 
they did with their time before with the associate teacher.
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Obviously, one could argue that this is the voice of a single student and 
there are other factors to consider, but we should be asking whether 
teacher candidates, even as novices, have something to bring to the table, 
and if their ideas could potentially enhance the learning experience for 
students and the experienced associate teacher. There are ways to harness 
the novice’s potential for creativity if we wish to create a community of 
practice in which reciprocity (manifested in the exchange of ideas and 
learning experiences) benefits everyone involved.

The climate of the school plays a decisive role in the teacher candi-
dates’ practicum and lunch-time rituals are especially informative. We 
have heard narratives about lunch-time and staff-room experiences repeat-
edly over the years and in different settings, and therefore, we chose one 
testimonial that represents a concern expressed by several teacher candi-
dates. In some schools, teacher candidates were explicitly directed to stay 
away from the staff room at lunchtime claiming that seating space was an 
issue. In other instances, the cold reception they encountered (through 
lack of a warm word or hostile glances in their direction) conveyed that 
they were not welcome into the staff room as they were not “real” teach-
ers. Therefore, throughout the day these teacher candidates did not have 
a place they could go to for a break, and to connect with other teachers, 
discuss ideas and strategies in a community of practice. Furthermore, due 
to security issues in some schools, teachers also locked their classrooms, so 
alternative venues for breaks, and to prepare for the afternoon, were taken 
away from teacher candidates.

Testimonial #4:
I went to various schools during my practicum experience, and the lunch 
hour rituals were interesting to observe. At all of my schools, the associate/
mentor teacher would go on their own at lunch. At one school, I entered 
the lunch room to a hostile environment where the teachers were gossip-
ing, and in general I sensed some negative energy. I was oftentimes the only 
teacher candidate in this lunch room and I would sit in the corner and not 
be acknowledged. There was a very clear mentality that I was subordinate 
to these “real” teachers. I even noticed that the only time someone really 
would talk to me in this lunch room was when they were an occasional 
teacher for the day. This was also because they were categorized as being 
subordinate in this hierarchy of power. At another school, the lunch room 
was similar, however I had other teacher candidates to eat lunch and discuss 
things with. However, the few of us were crammed into a corner and were 
left to talk to each other as opposed to the teachers in that school.
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The example in the testimonial above is reminiscent of what Head 
(1992) argued was a result of liminality—a stage of ambiguity and uncer-
tainty for teacher candidates as they were neither here (students at the 
university), nor there (teachers), rather they were in an awkward in-be-
tween stage. Since teacher candidates do not have clearly defined iden-
tities (i.e., they experience liminality), they do not fit into the power 
structure or hierarchy of a full-fledged teacher, and therefore, they are 
seen as not deserving of time or respect from peers in the lunchroom. 
Furthermore, the above testimonial demonstrates the lack of mutual 
engagement, specifically in regard to a sense of belonging, that is a nec-
essary component in order to engage in a community of practice.

Some teacher candidates have discussed troubling issues of racial and 
cultural biases that teacher candidates from immigrant backgrounds, 
specifically from Asian or Middle-Eastern backgrounds encounter dur-
ing the practicum, thus adding an additional level of complexity to the 
debate:

Testimonial #5:
I still recall one of my fellow peers, also belonging to an ethnic minority, 
telling us of her unsettling experience with an associate teacher. A substi-
tute teacher, filling in for an associate, told this teacher candidate about 
how surprised she was with the proficiency of her English because she was 
under the impression that there might be communication and language 
problems associated with her accent. My peer was shocked at this remark 
and wondered how an educator could pass this kind of uninformed judg-
ment based on race and ethnicity. No one should have to question their 
ability as teachers just because they are from a different country or dif-
ferent from other teacher candidates. Unfortunately, this is a common 
occurrence.

In placing teachers in schools, the field experience office at our univer-
sity (most faculties of education have office staff dedicated to organizing 
and placing teacher candidates in schools for their practicum) will try to 
ensure that placements are as compatible as possible by asking schools 
for their preferences in terms of available mentors and classrooms and 
then the office staff will attempt to match teacher candidate and school 
accordingly. One of the authors who work in an advisory capacity was 
shocked the first time she heard comments from a couple of schools 
such as: “Please don’t send me teacher candidates with funny sounding 
names.” The following testimonials are taken from one teacher candidate 
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who came from a South Asian background and had a distinct name such 
that even before she arrived at the school, certain stereotypical assump-
tions were already in place

Testimonial #6:
The attitudes of many of my fellow minority teacher candidates can be 
summed up in the opinion expressed by one of my classmates. He said 
that he appreciated the efforts of the faculty of education in recruiting and 
retaining ethnic minority teacher candidates, however, he was concerned 
about the selection process of associate teachers and the acts of subtle rac-
ism occurring during placements.

The prevalence of disrespect, and the perpetuation of microaggres-
sions expressed in the testimonials above “communicate hostile, derog-
atory, or negative messages” (Beaulieu, 2016). We had considerable 
challenges in picking just a few voices for this paper from the plethora of 
narratives we gathered about teacher candidates’ field experiences. Most 
teacher candidates stated that they have had positive experiences and 
learned a lot about teaching by being in the field and gaining pedagog-
ical skills. Unfortunately, too often, we also heard narratives such as the 
ones shared in this paper. The teaching profession is grounded in a moral 
imperative of justice and fairness, but both were missing in the accounts 
given here. We refer back to Head (1992) who delineated the cultural 
compression stage in which individuals were in an intimidating atmos-
phere with the uncertainty of how they were going to be treated. The 
testimonials above demonstrate the manner in which the cultural com-
pression stage was experienced by these particular teacher candidates: 
They encountered an atmosphere that was hostile and intimidating with 
an undercurrent of racism.

Teacher candidates provided examples, and reflected on subtle aggres-
sions they experienced:

Testimonial #7:
In my own experience, I can recount many occasions where certain restric-
tions were unfoundedly imposed upon me. For example, some of my asso-
ciates did not give me the freedom to photocopy materials, or in some 
cases, they withheld the list of my students’ names from me for many days. 
Similarly, associate teachers refused to provide me with any resources and 
took a long time to respond to my e-mails.
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Testimonial #8:
I was given feedback right in front of the students. My associate never hes-
itated to belittle me for insignificant and trivial things. This kind of unco-
operative demeanor undermined my confidence as an aspiring educator, it 
was even more demeaning to my sense of worth even though I worked 
very hard to please my associate and did everything I was told to do. I was 
very hurt that my associate teacher failed to acknowledge and respect my 
dignity and intrinsic value as a human being.

Testimonial #8, in which a teacher candidate describes being belittled 
and insulted in front of students, is a clear example of microaggressive 
behavior under the guise of mentoring. The teacher candidate became 
anxious about what she could or could not do under the rule of the asso-
ciate teacher. Testimonial #7 brings to mind Head’s cultural compres-
sion stages, specifically stage five which addresses rigid rules of conduct. 
In both testimonials above, we can sense fear and ambiguity, as both 
teacher candidates were filled with doubts of what they could accom-
plish based on their associate teacher’s use of power. In the first exam-
ple, the denial of access to resources demonstrated a denial of Lave and 
Wegner’s dimensions of a community of practice, i.e., the third charac-
teristic as a shared repertoire (e.g., mutually agreed roles, rituals, tools, 
ways of doing things) (p. 78). However, this particular associate teacher 
was not sharing resources, thus, the associate teacher was not contrib-
uting toward a community of practice built upon mutual engagement, 
joint enterprise, and shared repertoire.

We need to understand the ramifications the microaggressions in the 
above testimonials have on teacher candidates and their future as educa-
tors and human beings:

Testimonial #9:
While all of this was hard to handle, I took the turmoil of these experi-
ences positively and instead of losing heart, I tried to incorporate them 
into my own teaching. I pledged to become more compassionate towards 
all my students, including the ethnic minority students in my class, who 
sometimes face inequities on a daily basis

The thoughtful reflection noted above from a teacher candidate from a 
minority background (and with a considerable teaching experience in other 
settings outside of Canada) provides a glimmer of hope and remarkable resil-
iency from someone who had to endure a rite of passage fraught with micro-
aggressive behaviors. Because we know the details of the unjust treatment 
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that this teacher candidate experienced, we were amazed at her strength in 
articulating hope and compassion. However, the question that we ask repeat-
edly is “Why does it have to be this way?”. Does this rite of passage have to 
be manifested in an attack on the teacher candidate’s sense of self and effi-
cacy or is there potentials for it to be supportive and nurturing?

Testimonial #10:
These practicums produce the next generation of teachers who have low 
self-esteem and a low level of conviction and confidence in their teaching. 
Furthermore, hostility and an unappreciative attitude can act as catalysts 
for the dissipation of passion for teaching. After dealing with discourag-
ing experiences at the hands of associate teachers, many teacher candidates 
become dispassionate about an aspect of their lives that they were once 
hopeful and enthusiastic about—educating our future generations. The 
harsh and high stress environment of the practicums sometimes even forces 
teacher candidates to rethink their choice of this noble profession.

Testiominal #11:
Look at me. I loved teaching all of my life, from tutoring kids when I was 
just a teenager, to my actual teaching in schools on two different conti-
nents. Now I don’t even want to look at schools when I pass them while 
driving. How can these placements create such a phobia in someone?

The powerful message provided by both testimonials #10 and #11 
underscores the urgency to open the conversation between the school/
school boards and the faculties of education. The teacher candidate in 
the above testimonial barely survived the last month of the practicum 
due to the stress and the unwelcoming environment that she had to 
endure throughout her placement. The potential for a wonderful and 
symbiotic relationship to benefit all parties involved, and in particular, 
the students in that classroom turned into something more dark and 
threatening. We feel a sense of urgency to discuss these matters, not for 
the purpose of maligning individuals, but to take a proactive stance so 
that such experiences could be avoided or eliminated.

Suggestions Moving Forward

There are many eager, passionate and committed teacher candidates 
ready to take on the challenge of the teaching profession and there are 
many outstanding and supportive mentor/associate teachers. Most 
teacher candidates have positive and rewarding practicum experiences 
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in their rite of passage into becoming fully qualified teachers. However, 
in this chapter, we have focused on those teacher candidates who expe-
rienced microaggressions, as we wanted their voices to be heard and 
also to underscore the complexity of the undertaking that is the practi-
cum. Even when such cases of microagression are few, they have to be 
addressed. We contend that if the practice teaching experiences of even a 
few teacher candidates are fraught with microaggression leading to great 
anxiety and stress, then we cannot dismiss these cases merely as a rite of 
passage.

It is often said that it is easy to critique, but it is more challenging 
to propose constructive solutions. We again reiterate that the social con-
struction of institutional practices permits certain ways of doing things to 
be taken for granted. In order “to make the familiar strange”, bold and 
forward-looking steps must be taken. We believe that enhanced training 
in mentorship for associate teachers would be helpful. Therefore, uni-
versities, the Ontario College of Teachers, Ministries of Education and 
school boards should make a serious commitment and investment in 
pre-service teacher education that would include intensive training for 
associate teachers in preparing them for this very pivotal mentorship role. 
In this training, the elements of a community of practice (as outlined ear-
lier in the paper) must be interrogated through a reflective and reflexive 
process so that we create a genuine learning community among teacher 
candidates, associate teachers/mentors, schools and university personnel. 
In such a community of practice, ambiguity and complexity are embraced 
so that a safe environment free from aggression and injustice is nurtured. 
Although power dynamics between novice and veteran cannot be totally 
eradicated (nor is it advisable to do so), the dynamic, although hierarchi-
cal to some extent, must allow for nonthreatening spaces for crucial con-
versations to occur as part of this repertoire of education and training.

The concept of the “art of crucial conversations” (Patterson et al., 
2011) has been used extensively in business and leadership training 
programs. What does it mean and how could we employ it in prac-
tice? Patterson et al. (2011) state that a crucial conversation is a “dis-
cussion between two or more people where (1) stakes are high, (2) 
opinions vary, and (3) emotions run strong” (p. 3) and the outcome 
greatly impacts their lives. The authors offer insights into strategies for 
successful dialogue among people and underscore the importance of 
mastering the art of crucial conversations through understanding and 
practicing the skills and strategies needed to have a high-risk conversation.  
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Further, they state that fear kills dialogue—an important assertion espe-
cially in the case of a power differential between the associate teacher and 
the teacher candidate. We have to train our teacher candidates to over-
come fear by providing them with supports needed in order to have a 
free flow of ideas and suggestions while engaging in a high stakes con-
versation (as required) with their associate teachers. We believe that 
both associate teachers and teacher candidates should be provided with 
the necessary skills and strategies (emotional resilience, ways to address 
injustices, standing up for oneself in a nonconfrontational manner and 
other such strategies) to deal with emotionally and professionally risky 
dialogues. An investment in training, although cost prohibitive in an era 
of belt-tightening and cut-backs, should be given high priority as there 
are potential long-term benefits for all.

Of course, these ideas sound easy on paper but they require guidance 
and practice, and most importantly the will to make a difference. None 
of the ideas suggested in this paper will come to fruition if stakeholders 
lack the will to think differently. We wish to conclude this paper with one 
more testimonial from a recent graduate of our program.

Testimonial #12:
I believe that the associate teacher should be responsible for creating a safe, 
affirming and positive learning environment not only for their students but 
also for their teacher candidates. Teacher candidates should feel safe and 
secure under the wings of their associates so that they can practice that 
freedom to express and implement their ideas during practicum. I believe 
that it is imperative that teacher candidates are allowed this freedom and 
are not made to feel insecure and unworthy.

The aforementioned testimonial is a powerful insight from a teacher can-
didate as to what they believe an associate teacher should provide. When 
we consider this narrative, it becomes apparent that they are asking for 
basic dignity and respect. They are essentially asking the associate teach-
ers to provide the same type of learning environment to them as they 
are supposed to be extending and modeling to their own students in the 
classroom.

We understand that a community of practice is a complex and messy 
entity. However, we need to learn to be open to and embrace the mess-
iness that comes from these interactions. In the words of the beloved 
cartoon educator Ms. Frizzle (from the series The Magic Schoolbus):  
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“take chances, make mistakes, get messy!” Ms. Frizzle’s quote teaches us 
that in order to have authentic learning experiences, we need to embrace 
a level of uncertainty. We need to have skills to deal with tough experi-
ences that include disagreements, challenges, and difficult conversations. 
As previously outlined, these are all valid forms of participation in a 
community of practice that will allow for authentic learning, rather than 
passive conformity. However, in order for teacher candidates to feel con-
fident and comfortable disagreeing, challenging, and proposing difficult 
discourses, they need to feel supported and respected. If there are rigid 
power dynamics and structures in place that build barriers against teacher 
candidates, there will never be a chance for educators to take that leap 
into a community of practice. Pailliotet’s (1997) study (from two dec-
ades earlier) of teacher candidates found cases of disempowerment, with 
unauthentic learning and lack of communication; it is unnerving that 
such narratives, although not rampant, still persist.

Teacher candidates are at a fork in the road. They are neither here 
(university students), nor there (teachers); they are in a liminal stage. 
They fall into an awkward in-between stage, many feeling stuck, helpless, 
and without a sense of identity. They lack a formal place and space in 
their professional milieu. Associate teachers, as members of a profession 
dedicated to learning, collaboration, and social justice, should be work-
ing toward a community of practice that fosters inclusive and safe envi-
ronments for teacher candidates to learn, experiment, and grow. Given 
the number of years, teacher education in North America has required 
a practice teaching component it is fair to assume that most, if not all 
teachers, have once been in the shoes in which teacher candidates cur-
rently stand. While it is easy to get caught up in power dynamics, it is 
important for the associate teacher to pursue reflective practice to under-
stand and deconstruct their own professional journey, starting from the 
time when they were the inexperienced novice.

Acknowledgements   We are grateful to all participants who have given consent 
to have their testimonials included in this chapter.

Notes

1. � Note that not all teacher candidates are novices in the true sense of the word. 
Some teacher candidates who may be certified and experienced in other 
countries take this program to gain certification to teach in Ontario. Further, 
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we need to consider the group of teacher candidates who might have come 
to teacher education after having had previous careers (Gilroy, 2017).

2. � Petersen’s (2017) article further explores this liminal stage faced by nov-
ice teachers. Based on a research study she conducted in South Africa, she 
argues that novices often encounter numerous challenges at this stage and 
that their expectations are often unrealistic.
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CHAPTER 10

Horizontal Violence in Early Childhood 
Education and Care: Implications 

for Leadership Enactment

Louise Hard

The notion of leadership has been defined by numerous authors and 
there has been considerable work in this area over the past century, yet 
the picture remains incomplete. Terms related to leadership include 
individual traits, influence over people, role relationships and situa-
tional characteristics. Other related factors include meeting people’s 
needs, mobilising power, negotiating agreements and political actions. 
According to Macbeath (2004), the term is ‘full of ambiguity and has 
a range of interpretations. It is a “humpty-dumpty” word that can 
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mean “just what we want it to be”’ (from Humpty Dumpty, in Alice in 
Wonderland) (p. 4). Management and leadership are interrelated con-
cepts and a clear separation is not necessarily possible or desirable, par-
ticularly in early childhood education and care (ECEC). According to 
Jorde Bloom (2003), management involves systems to attain a vision, 
while leadership goes beyond to create ideas and motivate people. 
Management positions often do incorporate some leadership, and most 
often leadership involves management duties. Perhaps the essence of the 
term leadership revolves around the notion of creating positive changes 
in organisations. This paper explores the relationship between the notion 
of leadership in ECEC and factors identified as internal to the field which 
inhibit leadership enactment.

Literature Review

Three schools of thought have traditionally dominated leadership liter-
ature; and these include individual traits, behaviours of leaders and the 
context of the leadership. Individual traits have often been characterised 
as self-confidence, dominating, achievement-orientated and social agreea-
bleness. Trait theories see leaders as concerned with the big picture rather 
than process, and this approach is often associated with the ‘great per-
son’ notion of leadership (Northcraft & Neale, 1994). According to Hill 
and Ragland (1995), leadership understandings have not progressed far 
from ‘assuming that the tallest man would naturally be the best leader’ 
(p. 9). Current literature suggests that consideration of traits should not 
be dismissed entirely, since the personality of the leader does make a dif-
ference (Lingard, Hayes, Mills, & Christie, 2003). Leadership behav-
iours often polarise into either task- or production-orientated leaders or 
socio-emotional leadership. It seems that effective leaders demonstrate 
moderate levels of both behaviours, with subordinates more satisfied by 
leaders with high socio-emotional behaviours (Black & Porter, 2000). 
Leadership in context, and particularly the work by Fiedler (1967), sug-
gests that flexibility in leadership behaviour from autocratic to participa-
tive depends on the context. For Fiedler (1967) there needed to be a 
match between the individual traits and their situation.

Contemporary leadership approaches have defined concepts of trans-
formational and transactional leadership. Transformational leaders often 
exhibit a charismatic style, have vision, are risk-takers, and usually see 
themselves as agents of major change. According to Robbins, Millett and 
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Waters-Marsh (2004) these leaders are able to arouse, excite and inspire 
their followers to achieve group goals. This approach has resonance with 
the ‘great person’ or ‘great man’ trait approach and has been influential 
in social perceptions of what defines leadership. Transactional leadership 
rewards workers for their achievements and is concerned about improving 
working conditions and benefits and providing more engaging working 
conditions. These leaders engage in shared decision-making and develop 
teams. Their success is somewhat dependent upon the followers’ percep-
tions of the leader’s ability (Schultz & Schultz, 1998). This style is more 
pragmatic than that of the transformational leader but not exclusive, and 
both approaches make a contribution to leadership understandings.

The terms visionary leadership and charismatic leadership are now 
also part of contemporary leadership discussions. According to Nanus 
(1992), the visionary leader sees what is possible and desirable, is able 
to communicate their vision and persuade others to commit to make the 
vision a reality. The charismatic leader inspires and influences others and 
communicates high expectations.

More recently, feminist perspectives are focusing on leadership 
and questions are being asked about traditional concepts. According 
to authors such as Collinson and Hearn (2003) and Hill and Ragland 
(1995), these traditional concepts have been defined in male terms. 
Sinclair’s (1998) work suggests that leadership has been linked to male 
traits and consequently marginalises many females. In discussing leader-
ship in the corporate world, Sinclair (1998, p. 320) states that:

These archetypes of corporate leadership derive from embedded cultural 
stories and icons; they continue to pervade the supposedly objective assess-
ment of leadership potential in our organisations. And threaded through 
these archetypes are emblems of masculinity … rites of passage, in the lan-
guage of combat and sport, in-jokes and assertions and demonstration of 
sexual and physical prowess.

The stoic, hardworking and heroic image of the leader is, according to 
Collinson and Hearn (2003) and Wajcman (1999), associated with 
authoritarian, competitive and independent notions of leadership. The 
dominance of such images has marginalised many females from leader-
ship and made it problematic when women do enact leadership. In its 
enactment, women need to contest the perception that females do not 
possess characteristics such as logic and toughness, while also suggesting 
that these are not the only qualities valuable for effective leadership.



194   L. Hard

According to Horner (2003), leadership is moving towards a team-
based environment where there is less focus on the leader and the fol-
lower and more on the process of leadership. These authors cite the work 
of Drath and Palus (1994), who ‘suggest studying the social process that 
happens with groups of people who are engaged in an activity together’ 
(p. 35). Here leadership involves coordinating the efforts of the group 
in moving together, with all participants playing an active role. In such 
a leadership landscape, the process of supporting the team demands col-
laboration and openness in order to achieve a shared meaning that elic-
its commitment from group members. Hersey, Blanchard and Johnson 
(2001) discuss group and team leadership and highlight the need for 
goals which are understood by all participants. ‘Common or at least har-
monious goals or purposes are, therefore, not criteria of groups, but of 
effective groups’ (p. 318). Blake, Mouton and Allen (1987) discuss the 
potential for team synergy when the interaction in a team transcends 
the contribution possible by individuals creating ‘spectacular teamwork’ 
(p. 6). However, these authors acknowledge the need for vision, and 
the consequence of its absence for a team can mean ‘it will drift from 
day to day in a survival mode’ (p. 5). This approach has implications for 
later discussion of leadership understandings in ECEC. Discontinuities 
emerge between the team-based leadership literature and the interpreta-
tion of this notion by participants in this study.

Leadership in education has focused in the main on notions of con-
text and leadership beyond those of positions such as principal. Spillane, 
Halverson and Diamond (2001) suggest that distributed leadership views 
teachers as potential leaders, however; York-Barr and Duke (2004) refer 
to a number of studies which indicate that reality reflects more tradi-
tional forms of one-person leadership, suggesting that traditional models 
of leadership continue to have currency in school settings.

Until recently, leadership in the Australian field of early childhood 
education and care had not been widely researched. Leadership research 
revolved mainly around the work of Rodd (1998), Stonehouse (1994) 
and Hayden (1996), although recently Boardman (2003), Boyd (2001), 
Geoghegan, Petriwskyj, Bower, and Geoghegan (2003), Nupponen 
(2001), Stamopoulos (2003) and Waniganayake, Morda, and Kapsalakis 
(2000) have examined leadership in various ECEC contexts. Such 
research has elucidated issues around leadership in ECEC which include 
incongruence between the rhetoric of democratic governance with the 
reality of traditional line management approaches. There is recognition 
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of ECEC personnel drawing on an eclectic mix of traits and behav-
iours in their enactment of leadership. Carter and Curtis (1998) pro-
vide an ECEC interpretation of visionary leadership with a model that 
includes attention to three areas. These are leadership involving manag-
ing and overseeing; coaching and mentoring and building and support-
ing community. Literature in ECEC leadership has in the main focused 
on specific contexts, while this present study sought to explore broader 
understandings of leadership from multiple ECEC contexts and variously 
trained professionals to understand their interpretations of leadership.

Methodology

The principal research question in this study focused on how ECEC per-
sonnel understand leadership and its enactment within the field. Specific 
interview questions afforded participants the opportunity to explore their 
own understandings of leadership and to reflect and comment on how 
they see leadership enacted within their field, well beyond their own ser-
vice context. This provided the potential to understand what informs 
leadership ideas and if these are factors external and/or internal to the 
field. I was interested to see how influential traditional notions of lead-
ership are informing ECEC personnel in their definitions of leadership. 
I was also interested to understand how these participants see leadership 
enacted within and for the ECEC field. How do the understandings of 
leadership align or contradict with the enactment of leadership as under-
stood by these ECEC personnel? Are there tensions and discontinuities 
or is leadership a clearly defined and coherent notion within the field? 
Given the highly feminised nature of the ECEC field, how is a notion of 
leadership so heavily imbued with traditional heroic male dominant con-
structs of leadership interpreted by these participants?

In seeking a research design which would afford the exploration of 
these issues I identified a qualitative approach and, in particular, the use 
of symbolic interactionism as a methodological tool. Symbolic interac-
tionism involves the study of individuals in society and what impacts on 
their own subjective insights and feelings. Importantly, symbolic interac-
tionism maintains that individuals structure their external world by their 
perceptions and interpretations of what they conceive that world to be 
(Benzies & Allen, 2001). George Herbert Mead is considered the father 
of symbolic interactionism and his work was later developed by Blumer 
(1969), who provided a conceptual frame around which a significant 
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amount of interpretative/ethnographic research has been conducted 
over the past century. According to Blumer (1969), symbolic interac-
tionism involves interpretation of the actions or remarks of another per-
son and how one is to act. It is through this process that participants 
fit their own acts to the ongoing acts of one another and guide others 
in doing so. Mead (1934) asserted that individuals develop socially by 
entering into their community and coming to recognise the conditions 
that determine thought and practice. It is the individual who modifies 
the social influences through their interpretation of the particular con-
text. Consequently, this methodological tool affords the opportunity to 
view how ECEC personnel interprets leadership influenced by social fac-
tors and cultural aspects in the ECEC field. The individual is an active 
agent, not passively responding to social forces but undergoing the expe-
rience, and also being aware of the experience.

Appreciation of feminist theory was pertinent to this study, given the 
highly feminised nature of the ECEC field. Feminist theory assists in 
unpacking some of the taken-for-granted aspects of the ECEC field as 
well as the heroic, male dominance of the leadership literature. Feminist 
authors make problematic leadership as being historically and culturally 
associated with men. According to Wajcman (1999), leadership ‘is seen 
as intrinsically masculine, something that only men do. The very lan-
guage of management is resolutely masculine’ (p. 7). This study sought 
to ask questions about these notions through exploring how leadership is 
understood and enacted in a highly feminised field. What role do tradi-
tional notions of leadership play in the enactment of leadership?

Data Collection

To address the research question in a way that is consistent with symbolic 
interactionist data collection methods, interviews and focus groups were 
used as the main means to gather data. In addition, during the inter-
views I asked the participants if there were any materials they accessed 
and used to inform their understandings of leadership. These artefacts 
were accessed or acquired in some cases and their relevance to partici-
pants’ understandings of leadership explored in the analysis. In total, I 
conducted 26 semi-structured interviews with participants from a range 
of ECEC services. Of the 26 interviews, 16 participants were from 
a regional area and the remaining 10 were from New South Wales, 
Queensland, Victoria and Tasmania. Participants included long day 
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care directors, family day care coordinators, early childhood undergrad-
uate students, early childhood academics, preschool directors and peo-
ple working in organisations associated with the provision of services 
for children and families. The interviews and focus groups were audio-
taped and later transcribed. Emerging themes were coded, and catego-
ries emerged related to the research questions. The interviews were also 
saved as audio-text on the computer.

The Findings

Analysis of the data revealed two interrelated categories, the first being 
Interpreted Professional Identity and the second Interpreted Leadership 
Capacity, and I propose that the interpretation of one’s professional 
identity is linked to one’s interpreted leadership capacity. In other words, 
I am suggesting that this data and analysis indicates that the capacity of 
participants to enact leadership is influenced by their own interpretation 
of their professional identity (Fig. 10.1).

Interpreted professional identity emerged from the participants’ 
accounts of the ECEC field and the wider community. It involves how 
individuals interpret the expectations of these cultures in terms of their 
individual sense of self. It became apparent that, for many participants, 
their own professional sense of self is informed by multiple factors, some 
of which they recognise as external to the ECEC field and others as evi-
dent within the field itself. In addition, participants recognise incongru-
ence between leadership beyond ECEC and leadership within the field, 
and this made apparent tensions about how leadership is understood and 
enacted. The interpretation of social expectations which require nurtur-
ance and care in ECEC personnel appeared as somewhat incompatible 

INTERPRETED PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY

External Influences Internal Cultural Influences

Interpreted Leadership Capacity

Fig. 10.1  Diagrammatical representation of data analysis



198   L. Hard

with the requirements for leadership as understood by many participants. 
The interpretation of others’ views creates uncertainties for some partic-
ipants about their own professional identity. The discourse of niceness 
continues to pervade images of what is required of ECEC personnel, and 
for participants this was a leadership inhibitor. For participants there were 
limited images of how to be an ECEC leader, and, for the early child-
hood student participants, this was a notable absence since they had few 
images with which to inform their own emerging professional identity.

For participants in this study, their interpretation of the ECEC culture 
impacts significantly on their ability to enact leadership. They articulated 
this for themselves and recounted how they saw this happen for others. I 
will elaborate on this in more depth by providing some rich data to illus-
trate the power of such interpretations and its inhibiting effect on ECEC 
leadership.

Interpreted Professional Identity is influenced by factors external 
to the ECEC field as well as by internal or cultural aspects of the field. 
Participants identified numerous factors external to the field as significant 
to their professional identity. These comments, by others, were recounted 
by participants and, while they themselves held an intrinsic belief in the 
value of their work in ECEC, these external values played a powerful role 
in influencing participants’ understandings of themselves as professionals. 
In many cases, participants’ interpretations of their sense of self (and their 
professional identity) were strongly influenced by the views of others. 
This did not manifest into a robust image of themselves as professionals. 
A relationship between the interpretation of factors external to the ECEC 
field (such as remuneration levels and low social kudos) and aspects of 
horizontal violence will be explored later in this paper.

One of the most notable factors internal to the ECEC field was the 
expectation that leadership be enacted in a non-hierarchical manner. 
Participants’ understandings of leadership in ECEC were strongly artic-
ulated along the lines of a team-based leadership approach. Participants 
interpret their field as requiring an approach to leadership that is more 
dispersed amongst numerous workers, and those in positional leader-
ship roles are expected to ‘not be too much the boss’. One early child-
hood academic stated that ‘in early childhood … we want to be seen as 
one of the team a little bit more than the all-powerful one that makes 
all the ultimate decisions’. According to the director of a long day care 
centre, ‘I think as a leader you have to be part of the team as well.’ For 
a preschool teacher leadership meant that you ‘don’t have to be the  
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“top dog”’ and ‘you don’t want to be too much of the person in charge’ 
… in case ‘it puts the staff off.’ One early childhood academic recounted 
a personal experience when she stated:

What I probably see as the biggest problem for good leadership or effec-
tive leadership is that people … like if there’s a director of a centre or 
they’re in a leadership role, they like to be seen as one of the team players 
or one of the gang and if there are any privileges or anything that stands 
them out separately they quickly adjust and pretend they are one of the 
team again.

For this participant, being part of the team can be problematic. She 
sees it demanding a conformity that prevents notoriety often associ-
ated with leadership. Leadership enactment emerges as non-positional 
in many respects, and this is congruent with what participants describe 
as a pervading culture of niceness. Niceness surfaces as an ironic cate-
gory with links to compliance and other behaviours. Although Not Just 
Nice Ladies by Anne Stonehouse was published in 1994, the discourse 
of niceness continues as a powerful expectation. Participants illustrated 
this when they made the following comments. ‘We’re the soft option for 
being a teacher … I still think we’re those nice ladies in pearls’. In addi-
tion, there were other specific references to the notion of niceness when 
another participant noted, ‘There’s niceness there indirectly, directly, it’s 
there and in a way you’re swayed into being you know nice, nice, nice. 
I reckon it’s at odds with us as a profession.’ Work by Griffin (1995, as 
cited by York-Barr & Duke, 2004) on leadership inactivity in school con-
texts identified a similar behaviour or what he terms ‘politesse’, where 
teachers were reluctant to draw attention to the shortcomings of other 
teachers lest such attention would be generalised to the whole group.

So what are the implications of this team-based leadership expecta-
tion and the lingering discourse of niceness? For participants, this cul-
tural expectation of niceness demands a degree of compliance. This is 
evident in the following comment by an early childhood academic: ‘I 
see that they [EC services] are little environments of conformity and 
of course like minded ideas group together.’ Similarly, a comment 
from a participant working in a support organisation elaborates this 
point: ‘If someone is getting a little too confident, there is this “you 
get back in your box,” because that’s not your position, that’s not your 
role … we can’t have that happening.’ Again from another participant,  
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the comment that ‘I think it is your peers that … hold you back the 
most’ illustrates a need to comply with expectations in the ECEC field. 
For the director of a long day care centre, her concern was for a pre-
school teacher and how she was received within the staff team: ‘…some 
people were quite nasty to her … [they] have got particular points of 
view and get together and create their own little culture and they expect 
everyone else to be the same—it’s worrying isn’t it?’. It seems ironic 
that, within a culture of niceness and an understanding of leadership as 
somewhat team-based or focused, such behaviours are possible or toler-
able. These interpretations suggest a relationship to the notion of hori-
zontal violence identified in nursing literature (Farrell, 2001; McKenna, 
Smith, Poole, & Coverdale, 2003) as well as a relationship to the ‘crab 
bucket mentality’ articulated by Duke (1994). This has similarities to 
the work of York-Barr and Duke (2004), who suggest that ‘…one of 
the most prevailing norms in the teaching profession is egalitarianism 
which fosters the view that teachers who step up to leadership roles are 
stepping out of line’ (p. 272). Consequently, there emerges a relation-
ship between cultural behaviours and the potential for individuals to 
enact leadership.

Horizontal Violence

Horizontal violence is explored extensively in nursing literature as an 
attempt to explain staff conflict (Farrell, 2001). Specifically, it is defined 
as ‘psychological harassment, which creates hostility, as opposed to 
physical aggression. This harassment involves verbal abuse, threats, 
intimidation, humiliation, excessive criticism, innuendo, exclusion, 
denial of access to opportunity, disinterest, discouragement and the 
withholding of information’ (McKenna et al., 2003, p. 92). Horizontal 
violence is related to self-concept development and in particular 
self-confidence and self-esteem. Randle (2003), in the nursing litera-
ture, links the construction of different selves to the social interaction 
people undertake and the feedback they receive. Are participants rec-
ognising a culture that is constrained by expectations of niceness but 
which manifests into aspects of horizontal violence as a result of low 
professional status?

A poignant account of a personal experience of horizontal violence 
is provided by an early childhood academic reflecting on her teaching 
career:



10  HORIZONTAL VIOLENCE IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION …   201

I did enter a childcare centre years ago and had a lot of confidence knocked 
out of me. If there was anything that was a bit different, which I did have 
some different practices, people would sort of, not tall poppy syndrome 
but—people would try and pull you apart because I wasn’t part of the 
normal culture. For example, you know, taking inside toys like dinosaurs 
outside got to be the big issue and I really basically I resigned over that. I 
worked for a city council not really very far from here and, um, the collec-
tive were very different to me and if the director of the centre was a little bit 
more visionary she could actually see where I was coming from and that dif-
ferences are a good thing, you know. She could have helped me out but she 
didn’t; she was a lousy leader—she basically humiliated someone like myself 
who wanted to do things a bit differently—like simple things like bring all 
the drawing and all the painting materials and everything to the children’s 
level, just really basic things—every little thing was a big issue.

The director of a long day care centre provided a detailed account of an 
experience she witnessed:

I actually think I saw that kind of thing happening in our centre when I 
first got there with our new preschool teacher. Now she’s an outsider in 
a sense because she’s got different training to everyone else and there was 
a lot of things that other staff did, in, you know, quite subtle ways that, 
you know, made her uncomfortable and kind of kept her from expressing 
things or even attempting new things the way that she wanted to … Some 
people were quite nasty to her, which, I found out later but, you know, 
just in like derogatory comments or not including her in any social thing 
that was being organised for all the staff or, you know, just those things 
really. Some of them were quite overt but some of them were quite subtle 
things or just ignoring what she might have had to say or even just saying 
something about her program—and it is really where people don’t want 
someone to be a bit different.

And from an academic near retirement:

It’s often now older women because they’re people like me where we’re 
at the point where we are saying, ‘I don’t care now—I’m going to say it 
because this is important and, whether people like it or not, I’m going to 
say it, because we need to say these things for the profession.

Somewhat similar to the notion of horizontal violence, Duke (1994) 
defined the term ‘crab bucket mentality’ This was in the context of 
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leadership in education, and he made use of this as a metaphor to explain 
what he identified as the prevailing norms of the culture of teaching that 
constrain leadership behaviour.

Anyone who has gone crabbing knows that it is unnecessary to cap a crab 
bucket because as soon as one crab tries to scuttle out, the others drag it 
back down. Some faculties function in the same way, actively resisting the 
efforts of any member to press beyond normal practice. Teacher leadership 
can hardly thrive in such circumstances. (Duke, 1994, pp. 269–270)

This powerful metaphor by Duke (1994) correlates with the notion of 
horizontal violence. It suggests that, in education, cultures exist to con-
strain leadership by requirements for personnel to conform to accepted 
expectations. One participant in the present study referred to state 
organisations where people do a lot of ‘watching the person next to you 
to make sure they’re not getting too up themselves you know’. Another 
participant, on the subject of ECEC workers, suggested, ‘If someone is 
getting a little too confident, um, there is this you get back in your box 
because that’s not your position, that’s not your role;’ and facetiously 
added, ‘We can’t have that happening.’ These are examples of the crab 
bucket mentality and horizontal violence in action. An abdication of 
one’s place can apparently marginalise individuals, making leadership 
enactment problematic and potentially unattractive.

Why Horizontal Violence and a Crab Bucket Mentality?
In the present study, there is resonance between the ECEC participants 
and nursing literature in terms of horizontal violence and ways this 
affects the culture of the field. This appears relevant to the formation of 
an individual’s interpreted professional identity based on expectations 
prevalent within the field. McKenna et al. (2003) investigated neophyte 
nurses’ experiences of horizontal violence and reported that, in the main, 
interpersonal conflict involved being undervalued by peers, having learn-
ing opportunities blocked, and feeling neglected and distressed by the 
conflict between others. Randle (2003) makes a link between the effects 
of horizontal violence and self-esteem. Randle’s study linked the con-
struction of different ‘selves’ to the social interaction people undertake 
and the feedback they receive. While Randle (2003) does not refer here 
to symbolic interactionism, there is a connection with the present study. 
The nursing literature supports a relationship between workplace culture, 
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self-concept and confidence, and this is relevant to the suggestion that 
professional identity has links to ECEC leadership capacity. In addi-
tion, the notion suggested by Randle (2003), that self-esteem is a major 
predictor of behaviour, provides support for the concept that cultural 
aspects of the field can influence self-concept and consequently constrain 
an individual’s interpreted leadership capacity.

Do ECEC personnel demonstrate horizontal violence and the 
crab bucket mentality as the result of low self-esteem and confidence? 
Goffman’s work with restaurant personnel elicited the notion of ‘“front” 
and “back” regions’ (1959, p. 107) to explore how the persona adopted 
by waiters, as they serve the public, contrasted with their attitude while 
back of house. This work illustrated that the performance the wait-
ers provided for the client reflected an attitude not actually held by the 
staff. ‘The staff, then, mount a collaborative performance to project 
themselves as the capable and committed deliverers of that service; they 
play back the clients’ own self-conceptions as the well-regarded, grate-
fully and gracefully serviced clients’ (Cuff, Sharrock, & Francis, 1998,  
p. 141). In ‘back of house’, staffs are able to express their alternative  
persona, reversing the relationship of servility and reinforcing their sense 
of self. This example illustrates symbolic interactionist concerns about 
how people involved in work which has a low or negative social esteem 
maintain their sense of self-worth ‘in a society which told them they were 
worthless individuals’ (Cuff et al., 1998, p. 140).

What this suggests is that waiting staff express their own value behind 
the scenes by behaving in ways that demean the clients in order to assert 
themselves. It is possible that the horizontal violence acknowledged by 
many participants in this study is a demonstration of the frustration felt 
by ECEC personnel when they are required to conform to a discourse of 
niceness and its constraining expectations.

Those investigating horizontal violence link such behaviour to 
oppressed groups who lack power and consequently ‘attack one another 
in order to vent their frustration and anger with the system they find 
themselves in’ (Randle, 2003, p. 399). This behaviour is particularly rel-
evant given Goffman’s assertion that the back-of-house behaviour is a 
means to reinforce a sense of self in a profession that has a low social 
standing (Cuff et al., 1998). Other aspects of the present study (reported 
in Hard, 2005) suggest that participants interpret factors external to the 
field as strong influences on their professional identity. The interpretation 
of low social kudos for ECEC was demonstrated in comments such as 
the following:
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I mean, I can give an example. My daughter, years ago, commented at 15 
that she went and looked after a child after school each night because his 
mother [was] a school teacher, an educated person, and when they went 
away she looked after the dog each night and they paid her more to feed 
the dog. What is this telling us?

The implication is that a perceived low social standing can contribute 
to a limited professional identity which can result in behaviours such as 
horizontal violence and the crab bucket mentality. These actions demand 
that others comply or risk marginalisation, and such a culture is not one 
in which leadership activity is encouraged or supported.

Implications for ECEC Leadership

The discourse of niceness continues to pervade participants’ interpreta-
tions of the ECEC culture, yet the emergence of its antithesis in hori-
zontal violence demands debate and discussion. Aspects of horizontal 
violence and crab bucket mentality manifest in behaviours which covertly 
and overtly marginalise others through demanding compliance with cer-
tain ways of being and acting. If such elements are part of the ECEC 
culture, as these participants suggest, then the outcome is likely to be 
limited leadership activity. Participants felt constrained in their activi-
ties in case they draw undue attention to themselves as individuals. The 
interpretation of a team-based leadership approach appears superficially 
to suggest a progressive and innovative leadership style which other 
spheres of leadership literature have explored only recently. However, 
this remains contentious given team-focused leadership literature dis-
cussed earlier which describes such leadership as involving an articulation 
of a vision or shared goals. The interpretation of team-based leadership 
by participants in this study was not couched in terms which involved 
specific vision or common articulated goals but, rather, may be an expec-
tation of similarity and a lack of potential to challenge expected norms.

Rather than an egalitarian rationale, this team-based approach sug-
gests an expectation of certain behaviours and aspirations which avoid 
individual notoriety. In itself, this may be laudable. However, when it 
demands compliance to certain ways of acting and thinking it is con-
straining. The initial definition of leadership in this paper involved 
change in organisations, and this is difficult to achieve in a culture which 
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does not support varied ideas and discussions. In a climate where effec-
tive leadership is increasingly a measure of an organisation’s or a profes-
sion’s success, ECEC personnel might well consider alternative ways of 
acting. Discussions with undergraduate students showed that they too 
have already witnessed, if not directly experienced, horizontal violence 
on placements. Incorporating discussions of how the culture of ECEC 
can demand compliance and its implications for leadership could be an 
important element of undergraduate courses. Without conversations 
around such issues, leadership is unlikely to prosper, and strategic lead-
ership for the field will not be supported. The pervading nature of this 
discourse is such that, without overt and deep exploration of how this 
activity occurs, the ECEC field will continue to crave leadership but be 
unable to provide the culture in which it can be fostered and flourish.

Conclusion

This study explored how leadership is understood and enacted within 
the field of ECEC. What emerges is a complex interplay of factors that 
interact in people’s understandings of leadership. In addition, the use of 
symbolic interactionism as a methodological tool helps to illustrate that 
individuals interpret their professional identity through their engagements 
with others, both within and beyond their field. These engagements have 
a powerful influence in assisting or constraining leadership aspirations 
and enactment. What emerges as a significant cultural factor is horizontal 
violence, which plays out in behaviours that exclude or marginalise those 
who do not conform to expected norms. In conjunction with Duke’s 
(1994) metaphor of the crab bucket mentality, horizontal violence illus-
trates a powerful constraint interpreted by participants. The challenge is to 
openly discuss this cultural expectation and the ways it is evident in behav-
iours in the field. Further, it is important to consider this as a non-pro-
ductive and potentially destructive aspect which requires overt attention 
to avoid the ongoing constraints it puts upon leadership behaviour.
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An Examination of the Literature and the 
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An Introduction to Women in Leadership  
in Post-secondary Education

Historically, professional women have tended to work in the ‘helping 
professions’ with elementary and secondary School teaching, nursing, 
and social work among their top choices, and it is within these areas that 
they have held leadership positions. While the value of women’s leader-
ship in these fields cannot be underestimated, it would be an untruth to 
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say that their experiences have been anything but hard-won. As an exam-
ple, the nursing literature is full of instances of incivility not only among 
nurses in practice but also aggression toward female colleagues in senior 
roles (Laschinger, Wong, Cummings, & Grau, 2014). Social work and 
teaching are noted for similar patterns.

Despite certain less than glamorous experiences in the helping pro-
fessions, women are now finding their way into senior leadership roles 
in domains where they did not go previously and where there is more 
proportional gender representation: business, the technology sector, 
medicine, and academe are four such areas. It is the last environment—
post-secondary education—that serves as the setting for this chapter. 
Given the public’s understanding that universities and Colleges are places 
where tolerance, inclusion, and equity are declared cornerstones, one 
might extrapolate that women are well received and respected as aca-
demic and administrative leaders. Regrettably, women have a long way 
to go in these milieus. Women, as they transition from practice to lead-
ership in their mid-to-late careers in academe, often encounter difficult 
and demoralizing circumstances. These outcomes are especially the case 
when the female leader is committed to authentic leadership and acts as 
a change maker. Her role as leader can be characterized by considera-
ble dissonance as well as subtle and not so subtle acts of incivility and 
aggression.

Thinking About Contemporary Leadership

For many years, the leadership literature pertained principally to the 
world of business. Today, this is changing. With increasing complexities 
and unprecedented pressures in large organizations such as post-sec-
ondary institutions and healthcare organizations, there are new ways of 
thinking about and practicing leadership. The move is from ‘command 
and control’ hierarchies to ‘next generation’ models that use employee 
empowerment to leverage dramatic improvement in organizational per-
formance. According to McKimm and O’Sullivan (2012), today’s leaders 
need ‘to practice in very different ways, responding to increased com-
plexity, demographic change, technological advances, global economic 
trends and increased… involvement [by stakeholders] and accountability’ 
(p. 485). A defining characteristic of contemporary leadership is that it 
should be shared, ‘The notion that a few extraordinary people at the top 
can provide all the leadership needed today is ridiculous and it’s a recipe 
for failure’ (Kotter, 2013, para. 9). With leadership evolving to include 
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shared models built on ideas of empowerment and collaboration, leaders 
are those who can motivate others, generate enthusiasm, and harness the 
collective to achieve intended results (Cameron & Green, 2012; Graban, 
2012; Rose & Bergman, 2016).

What do these ideas about leadership mean for women in Colleges 
and universities? As a starting point, while women have long been rec-
ognized for their collaborative skills, most senior leadership positions in 
post-secondary settings in Canada and other jurisdictions continue to be 
held by men (Jones, 2013; Bilen-Green, Froelich, & Jacobson, 2008). 
Moreover, universities are places where there are distinct hierarchies in 
all aspects of the organizational structure. Tradition and its trappings sit 
at the heart of academic life with its Senates, Secretariats, and Deaneries. 
Finally, like many religious organizations, universities are grounded in a 
history of knowledge control and dissemination, with male persons act-
ing as the primary gatekeepers of the academy (Bilen-Green et al., 2008; 
Morley, 2014).

In all, even in 2018, the transition of a female person to a senior  
leadership role in higher education can be rocky.

Differences Between Male and Female Leaders 
in Universities

One might think that the differences between men and women as leaders 
in post-secondary education could not be that substantive. After all, to 
work at a senior level in a university means that the person, regardless of 
gender, aspires to the vision, mission, and values of the university. He or 
she has either come up through the ranks or been selected after a careful 
recruiting process for a specific role: the person ‘fits’ with the organiza-
tion and has something others see as important to the role.

As further insight into senior leadership roles at universities, Bruner 
(2017) suggests that temperament and readiness are critical to transition-
ing to a leadership position. Regarding temperament, he suggests that 
the person needs to have solid self-confidence, resilience, and humility 
in equal measure, and an inclination to action. As for readiness, Bruner 
recommends leadership experience acquired over time, awareness of the 
ways of the world, and skill in getting things done.

So, what distinguishes the female temperament and level of readi-
ness for leadership from the male person’s temperament and level of 
readiness?
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The differences, to some extent, tie to socialization and other reali-
ties of nature. While today’s children and adolescents are often socialized 
differently than their parents were, persons presently in or considering 
leadership roles were likely socialized based on their gender (Little & 
McGivern, 2014). As an outcome, it is often suggested that female lead-
ers may be more nurturing than male leaders (Sherwin, 2014; Zenger 
& Folkman, 2012). In some contexts, this tendency may be regarded to 
be a weakness, or perceived as inability to be firm and direct. Current 
research even suggests that girls as young as six perceive boys to be 
smarter based on their responses to the question ‘who is smarter – boys 
or girls?’ (Bian, Leslie, & Cimpian, 2017a, 2017b).

Female leaders may also carry heavier loads at home than their male 
counterparts do. When a female leader takes time to care for an ill child 
or elderly parent, this decision may be seen as detracting from the role 
of leader (Bilen-Green et al., 2008). By contrast, when a female chooses 
to be a leader who is ‘self-aware and genuine; mission driven and results 
focused; [who leads with the] heart and focus[es] on the long term’ 
(Kruse, 2013, p. 1), she faces another conundrum. Rather than being 
perceived as strong and capable, she may be labeled aggressive (Oakley, 
2000, pp. 324–325).

A DIM Experience: Dissonance, Incivility, 
and Microaggression

All too often, female leaders experience the unfortunate realities of disso-
nance, incivility, and microaggression—namely, DIM. In some instances, 
DIM derives from the woman herself such as when she questions her 
abilities in relation to those of her male colleagues and/or other female 
colleagues. Alternately, she may wonder if she has had adequate prepa-
ration for leadership given career interruptions including maternity and 
family care leaves (Bilen-Green et al., 2008). More often, DIM comes 
from persons in the women’s professional circle and variables over which 
she has little control including entrenched beliefs about leadership 
(Caplan, 1992).

Dissonance for the female leader in the university can present in 
several guises: incongruence with personal expectations; conflicting 
expectations involving faculty and staff; contrary expectations held by 
supervisors; and environmental factors including the history of the unit 
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and ingrained behavior patterns by faculty and staff. By comparison, 
experiences of incivility and microaggression are grounded in attitudes 
that convey hostility or jealousy toward the female leader and manifest in 
inappropriate behaviors. Such behaviors can range from gossip to subtle 
opposition to overt sabotage of the position of the female leader.

Female leaders who move from academic practice to academic lead-
ership are subject to several constructs that appear in the literature: 
Among others, these constructs include the invisibility of men relative 
to the visibility of women in leadership contexts; language; and pre-
conceived ideas about what constitutes academic management. While 
expectations are changing, the academy remains a place where leader-
ship is often male and support staff is often female. Women continue 
to be underrepresented at higher levels of leadership and to receive 
lower salaries (Fisher & Fisher, 2007). Although new management 
models in academe seem to promote ‘…new more women friendly 
environments’ (Fisher & Fisher, 2007, p. 508), ‘micro-level analysis of 
the effects of the audit and evaluative seem to suggest that hegemonic 
masculinities and gendered power are being reinforced by the empha-
sis on competition, targets, and performance’ (Fisher & Fisher, 2007, 
p. 508; Morley, 2003). These ideas are reflected in the understand-
ing that ‘men lead and women manage,’ an understanding in which 
leadership is associated with power and management with oversight of 
tasks (Langland, 2012, p. 1). Langland (2012) remarks on how this 
belief is deeply rooted in long-standing cultural narratives that are dif-
ficult to change:

I hate to end on a sarcastic note, but it does reflect the difficulty of 
changing cultural narratives, especially when they are grounded in deeply 
held convictions about human nature and essence and informed by a 
Renaissance leadership text titled The Prince. (Langland, p. 9)

An Up-Close Look at the Experiences of Two Female 
Leaders in Post-secondary Settings

In this section, the experiences of two women in leadership positions in 
post-secondary education are recounted. In addition to descriptions of 
the cultures and historical practices the women found, considerations of 
their experiences through the DIM lens are provided.
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Meet Mary

At the time of her leadership experience, Mary had acquired her Ph.D. 
in education with a focus on online education for nurses. She had exten-
sive expertise in health and nursing education; health education research; 
and administration at two universities. She further had a broad network 
of colleagues in the healthcare sector. Mary came to the university dis-
cussed in this chapter to lead a center dedicated to faculty support and 
online course development. She was also provided a faculty position in 
the School of Nursing.

Two years into Mary’s time at the university, she was approached by 
the Dean to assume the role of Director in the School of Nursing. While 
Mary did not have a Bachelor of Science in Nursing (BScN), the Dean 
expressed confidence in her skills, and Mary agreed to take the position. 
Notably, Mary had taught nonclinical undergraduate and graduate level 
courses in nursing and carried out various administrative responsibilities 
in a School of Nursing at her former university.

Environmental context. The environment of the School of Nursing 
in which Mary assumed the role of Director was complex. Although 
there were no graduate programs to support, its undergraduate nurs-
ing programs were distinguished by different philosophies and teaching 
pedagogies.

During the time Mary was at the University, the School offered a 
large face-to-face collaborative BScN program with the local community 
College; a large online learning program for diploma-prepared nurses 
wishing to acquire BScN status; and a BScN program grounded in the 
principles of narrative inquiry and delivered in another city. The School 
was under-resourced from both a staff and a faculty perspective. Given 
the northern location of the University, it has always been difficult to 
recruit appropriately credentialed faculty.

In the first program described above, there was considerable negative his-
tory between the College and university faculty which tended to manifest 
in acrimonious meetings, gossip, general distrust, and overall ineffectiveness.

In the second program, the environment was positive but precari-
ous: The faculty and staff responsible for the program were exceptional 
persons deeply committed to the success of students. The program, 
however, had continued to grow every semester, and there were inade-
quate resources to support such growth. Still, the University continued 
to pressure the School to accept new students. At the same time, due 
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to other fiscal problems experienced by the University, it was not will-
ing to hire new full-time faculty. Thus, faculty on short-term contracts or 
employed on a sessional basis taught the program. The supports for the 
online and clinical requirements of this program were similarly limited. 
Quality online education is a complex undertaking and requires dedi-
cated experts who understand how to adapt curriculum for meaningful 
delivery and who recognize the criticality of instructor training and sup-
ports. Finding and organizing appropriate clinical placements for more 
than 800 nurse-students across the province requires a team rather than 
the two persons presently charged with this work. Additionally, some fac-
ulty in the collaborative program questioned how it was possible to have 
a quality online nursing program.

In the third program, there were, prior to Mary’s leadership, difficul-
ties associated with its development and accreditation status. Innovative 
in its approach to nursing education, the program was misunderstood by 
non-participating faculty and was, thus, a target for criticism. Like the 
online program, it was inappropriately resourced and involved extensive 
partnerships. Because it was delivered in a city located four hours away 
by driving from the University, there were additional variables affecting 
close connections with the program and the development of relation-
ships with the faculty on the main campus.

DIM experiences. Mary’s experiences as Director reflect the DIM 
phenomenon on many levels. As outlined above, the dissonance fac-
tor existed in the School before Mary’s arrival. However, the fact that 
Mary was not a nurse seemed to intensify the agitation of those in the 
collaborative program. The prevailing sentiment was that it was simply 
not possible for Mary as a non-nurse to lead a School of Nursing despite 
her long-standing work in the nursing field and her successful leadership 
of a complex national accreditation process in the School. The national 
accrediting body had no concerns about Mary’s non-nurse status and 
was impressed with her leadership skills and scholarly accomplishments.

In contrast with the faculty in the collaborative program, the faculty 
in the other two programs were supportive of Mary. Mary understood 
the realities of online programming and what is involved in bringing new 
programs to life. The support of these faculty members meant a great 
deal to Mary. Perhaps Mary’s identification with the challenges of the 
online program and the new innovative program fueled the negativity of 
some of the nurses in the collaborative program.
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The evidence of Mary’s DIM realities is varied in nature. On the one 
hand, Mary regularly experienced the scrutiny by a member of the nurs-
ing leadership team who demanded to participate in meetings to which 
she was uninvited. Mary’s sense was that this person did not believe that 
a female colleague who was a non-nurse could make appropriate deci-
sions for the department. Not surprisingly, for Mary, repeated instances 
of this kind of experience culminated in internal dissonance and ques-
tioning of whether she should have taken the position in the first place.

Mary’s recommendations at meetings with the faculty in the collab-
orative program were tensely received. Not lost to Mary was the real-
ity that the nurses in the collaborative program tended to be older and 
more set in their thinking about nursing education and leadership than 
their colleagues in the other programs. They comprised, however, the 
dominant voice in the School and set a negative tone. Mary experienced 
the incivility of negative statements about her capabilities in formal and 
informal settings as well as the microaggression of omission. On vari-
ous occasions, she found herself not invited to discussions in which she 
should have been included. 

Mary approached the Dean at different times about the realities of 
School life and faculty behaviors. While there was general support, no 
action was taken to address the macro- and micro-elements of negative 
play in the School and in relation to Mary.

Outcomes. After a year in this role, Mary chose to resign. Her personal 
health and professional reputation were more important than a leader-
ship role at this university.

Mary’s perspective on her experiences as leader. Since the above experi-
ence, Mary has engaged in considerable reflection and tried to situate it in 
context and in relation to the literature. She was aware of the challenges 
that existed in the School before she took on the role; she was aware too 
of the hefty scholarly literature dealing with incivility among nursing as a 
profession. This literature includes accounts of nurses’ poor treatment of 
each other and student-nurses and their difficult relationships with phy-
sicians and hospital administration (Roche, Diers, Duffield, & Catling-
Paull, 2010; Vessey, DeMarco, Gaffney, & Budin, 2009).

At the same time, Mary had believed that a School of Nursing that 
needed leadership would be pleased to get it even if she was a non-nurse. 
She had wrongly assumed that a School of Nursing would be differ-
ent from what she knew about nursing practice through her work as a 
researcher.
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For Mary, the ironies are that nursing educators declare themselves to 
be part of a caring profession that values inter-professionalism and pride 
themselves in fostering leadership knowledge and skills in their students. 
In Mary’s case, acceptance of her inter-professional and leadership skills 
did not seem possible.

Mary has further reflected on the idea that women aspiring to academic 
leadership should seek the mentorship of other female leaders. While this 
inherently makes sense, it begs the larger question of leadership of programs 
offered by the academy where the faculty are principally female: nursing, 
social work, the rehabilitation sciences, education, and perhaps some disci-
plines in the humanities and social sciences. In Mary’s estimation, there is 
still a long road ahead if female leadership in these fields is to become some-
thing that women can carry out with support, respect, and integrity.

Based on her hypothesizing about what might have been the expe-
riences of a new male director, Mary holds two minds. The literature 
emphasizes that both men and women are more accustomed to accept-
ing male leaders than female leaders due to their socialization experiences 
(Little & McGivern, 2014). There is other literature that suggests that, 
in the caring professions including nursing, social work, and education, 
females possess the best blend of traits to provide caring and effective 
leadership (Dickson & Tholl, 2014). In all, Mary was unable to fully dis-
cern a clear picture of how gender played out in her experience; she was, 
however, certain that it played a primary role.

The role of the Dean in supporting a new leader has also been an area 
of reflection for Mary. Her observations are that a Dean needs to mentor 
a new leader for at least a year as she or he learns the operational pat-
terns and general dynamics of the unit. Moreover, when there are com-
plex dynamics, the leader needs to have an open line of communication 
with the Dean and experience guidance during the navigation of difficult 
issues. If there is a troubled history in the leader’s unit, the Dean’s sup-
port is especially important. In Mary’s case, her non-identity as a nurse 
might have been addressed by the Dean with the faculty prior to her 
assuming the role and, thus, lessened her DIM experience.

Meet Susan

At the time of the leadership experience discussed here, Susan who 
already held a Master’s degree in Education and a Ph.D. in Higher 
Education was completing a Master of Business Administration with a 
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focus on community economic development. She had worked in several 
educational institutions, mostly universities, in diverse capacities: Her 
various roles included work as a laboratory instructor and instructional 
designer early in her career, as a consultant, and as a project manager. 
Susan had also held two tenured faculty positions and been promoted 
early during her first appointment.

Over her 20 plus year career, Susan had chaired academic committees, 
represented faculty in Senate, led strategic initiatives, and undertaken the 
creation of new courses and programs in team settings and working as an 
individual. She had also been Chair of a new Education Department for two 
years and served a two-year term as Chair of a School of Professional Studies.

At the point in her career described here, Susan was offered the posi-
tion of Associate Dean (AD) in a School of Business in a mid-sized 
community College. The community College was located in part of 
the country that Susan knew and aspired to return to in her mid-career. 
Susan’s contract did not include an option to join the faculty if the 
position did not ‘work out.’ She was advised that the College was not 
prepared to offer such a provision to her contract; while she asked for 
this limitation to be reconsidered, the terms of the contract were firm. 
Because she was keenly interested in exploring leadership at the level of 
Dean, she accepted a one-year contract with this College. She anticipated 
that she would be successful and that the contract would be converted to 
a full-time continuing position.

Environmental context. When Susan arrived at the College, it had 
been experimenting with reorganization in anticipation of becoming a 
university-level degree-granting institution. Susan was the first Associate 
Dean to be hired during the reorganization efforts. Her expertise in 
transitioning new departments and change management, her innovative 
use of technology to develop contemporary curricula, and her experience 
in university governance were seen as strengths. These areas of exper-
tise were important since the history of the School of Business had been 
fraught with change in the years before Susan’s arrival.

As context, three years earlier, the long-term Dean had been ‘let go’ 
with the arrival of a new President and administration; this person had 
been the Dean for more than seven years and had provided oversight for 
the transition of the then Business Department to a new downtown cam-
pus. After the departure of this Dean, the faculty found themselves led 
by a temporary Dean from the main campus for almost a year. During 
this time, the College engaged in a search for a new Dean.
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The new Dean was a volunteer member of the College’s community 
fundraising team and an employee of a local financial institution. While 
this person had an undergraduate degree in business and was well con-
nected in the community, he had no experience as a senior leader in a 
post-secondary education institution. As part of his early work, the Dean 
sought the designation of School for the former Business Department 
and undertook the search and hire of the Associate Dean for the School.

As the successful candidate of the search, Susan arrived at the College 
in the middle of this change. Having consulted with Associate Dean 
colleagues at other institutions, Susan conjectured that she needed a 
three-year window to establish a steady foundation for the School to 
go forward: year one to get the ‘lay of the land’; year two to build pro-
cesses; and year three to finesse changes started in years one and two. 
Her Dean, however, wanted all of this work accomplished in year one.

DIM experiences. The expectations that the Dean had for Susan were 
numerous and demanding. As an example, before Susan came aboard, 
the Dean had decided that the College’s ‘chair model’ of administration, 
in the form of three faculty chairs responsible for the operations of seven 
programs, was to be eliminated. While the existing chairs had tried to 
dissuade the Dean from this structure before and after Susan’s arrival, 
within three months of arriving, the work of the three chairs fell her way. 
Her role, as characterized by the Dean on several occasions, was to be 
that of an ‘Uber [or Ultimate] Chair.’ Susan was also responsible for the 
well-being and monitoring of students, the hiring and mentoring of full- 
and part-time faculty, professional development, evaluation and teaching 
assignments, curriculum development, and taking the lead on School 
negotiations with external partners.

The Dean’s involvement with the community, his political aspirations, 
and his personal need to support senior management before his staff 
and faculty complicated the situation. Within six months, he had with-
drawn most of his formal support for Susan and refused to have meet-
ings longer than one hour a week with her. Although often absent from 
the School, he continued to maintain control over decision making, lim-
ited the purview of the Associate Dean, and impeded a smooth transition 
from Dean-led to Associate Dean-led decision making. The Dean was 
very preoccupied with Susan supplying him reports to pass forward to 
senior management and minimally concerned about the faculty and the 
mundane operations of the School.
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In addition to the Dean, there was an external force that created 
conflict for Susan in her work as Associate Dean. Before her arrival, 
the Dean had contracted a private consultant to assist him with transi-
tioning from his previous work to the position of Dean of a School of 
Business. This consultant had no relationship with the College; however, 
he seemed to have considerable influence over the Dean, as exemplified 
in the following remarks.

After his arrival, the Dean experienced several confrontations with 
faculty and believed that they were not ‘engaged’ with his vision for 
the School. About midway through Susan’s initial one-year contract, 
the consultant was asked to conduct a survey of the faculty and of the 
Dean’s office staff, with the aim of assessing the Dean’s and Susan’s abil-
ity to engage faculty. Susan agreed to the survey, believing that it would 
be used to improve and focus her work and assist the School in the pro-
cess of becoming more like a university. Additionally, she had been work-
ing with the Dean toward a more conciliatory position with respect to 
the faculty, and felt that the faculty, in general, were engaged. Before the 
faculty left for their summer holidays, the survey was administered. The 
results were to be analyzed by the consultant, and a report to be sup-
plied to the Dean and Susan at the end of the summer.

When the report was ready, the Dean was on vacation, and he 
instructed Susan to meet with the consultant privately. She agreed 
to meet the consultant off campus at a local golf course. The location 
seemed to be an odd choice, but she chose to be accommodating. At 
the meeting, the consultant proceeded to deconstruct the survey data, 
informing Susan that the survey revealed her ‘inability to continue as 
AD,’ ‘her inability to engage,’ ‘the catastrophic choice of the hiring 
committee in choosing her as AD,’ and ‘her need to consider a career 
change.’ Susan was stunned by this information as well as the fact that 
it was being delivered by someone unaffiliated with the College with no 
authority to convey such information. The consultant refused to provide 
his comments in writing, despite Susan’s request personally and then 
later by email. She left the meeting with a copy of the report. Neither 
Human Resources nor the Dean made any attempt to support Susan 
when she spoke to them after the meeting with the consultant.

Outcomes. A week later, Susan chose not to renew her contract. 
However, just before leaving her appointment, she was invited to a 
meeting with the President and several new Associate Deans from the 
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main campus. Susan’s Dean did not attend the meeting; the Deans of 
all the other Associate Deans were present. Susan’s work in advancing 
the Associate Dean structure and doing so from the ‘distance’ of the 
downtown campus was positively recognized. Several members of other 
Schools had observed what had unfolded in the School of Business and 
thus kept some or all of their chairs during the hire of an Associate Dean. 
Additionally, by the time Susan left the College, senior administration 
had revisited the idea of an Associate Dean returning to or joining a 
faculty after an appointment. Further review of the consultant’s report 
identified that his analysis of the data was incorrect and should not have 
been the basis of any decision by the Dean.

Susan’s perspective on her experiences as leader. What was most frus-
trating for Susan was the isolation she experienced and the lack of 
support by a Dean who took guidance from a third party. Susan had 
expected that her Dean would know the College’s systems and under-
stand the relationships important to her work. By contrast, Susan 
worked with a novice Dean more interested in politics than academic 
administration and with a faculty group reeling from change. Given 
these circumstances, Susan was not set up for success. This lack of 
support contrasted sharply with an amazing team of male and female 
staff, faculty, students, and main campus colleagues. While such sup-
port is extremely valuable, without mentorship from one’s super-
visor—in this case, the Dean—a person can only go so far. It is 
unknown if this situation would have developed differently had Susan 
been male. What is clear is that her replacement, a male Associate 
Dean, has held the position since Susan left.

Several concerns continue to stand out for Susan regarding 
the survey experience described earlier: use of a survey on engage-
ment never used in an academic leadership setting as evidence of her 
leadership skills; the Dean’s reliance on an external party to convey 
the apparent findings; and his decision to use these findings as a per-
formance measure. Contrary to the verbal debrief on the survey Susan 
received from the consultant at the golf course, the raw data revealed 
that, in one year, Susan had been rated as ‘engaging’ by over 50% of 
the faculty and that she was in the process of engaging with another 
25% at the time of the survey. Given a period of less than one year in 
a new and complex position involving a faculty in turmoil, these are 
hardly poor outcomes.
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Upon reflection, Susan believes that, if the School of Business had not 
tried to be political by ‘going it alone’ in establishing itself as the College’s 
first School, the additional support of the other Associate Deans on main 
campus would have mitigated many of Susan’s frustrations, given that 
adequate support was not likely from her Dean. Colleagues could have 
worked together on processes, thus creating some consistency across the 
academic landscape of the main and downtown campuses. The instances of 
incivility and microaggression (e.g., the Dean‘s refusal to meet weekly for 
more than a half hour on School business; the lack of transfer of authority 
for operations; and the external consultant engaging with Susan outside of 
the College administration) experienced by Susan during her time with the 
College would have also been diminished if she had had colleagues to con-
sult with and form relationships. These relationships/mentors would have 
given her access to the history and culture of the College that was new to 
her, giving her the opportunity to make adjustments—to know where the 
boundaries might have been. This would have benefited any new Associate 
Dean, male or female. Her ability to collaborate with faculty simply 
needed time to flourish. Unfortunately, the Dean’s perception of leader-
ship was markedly different. In an ironic turn, many of the strengths Susan 
was hired for (her curriculum expertise, her ability to manage change in 
institutions wanting to be a university, her higher education knowledge) 
became many of the reasons for her departure.

From Surviving to Thriving

While the experiences of Mary and Susan are only two instances of 
women in leadership in Canadian post-secondary institutions, they pro-
vide insight into a cross-section of issues reported by other female leaders 
and reflected in the literature. Each of the issues noted here and recom-
mendations for responding to them are discussed in the following para-
graphs: failure by other leaders to set people up for success; institutional 
failure; the inexperience of new leaders and those supporting them; unre-
alistic expectations; and the issue of gender. Although gender is discussed 
last, by no means should this suggest that it is less significant than the 
other elements. In fact, based on the experiences of Mary and Susan, 
gender was a primary factor in their experiences as leaders.

The task of setting a new leader up for success is no small undertak-
ing. Foremost, the leader’s supervisor wants to believe that he or she has 
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selected wisely and that, after what seems to be a reasonable time period, 
the initial supports can be withdrawn. What constitutes a reasonable time 
period can be difficult to discern. Is it six months? A year? The supervisor 
may choose to meet with the staff in the unit that the leader is joining to 
provide insight into changes that may be forthcoming when the new per-
son arrives. This way, the new leader is spared the task of communicating 
all changes for the first time: The staff has had the proverbial ‘heads up.’

In the cases of Mary and Susan, such pre-work was not carried out 
to a helpful extent. As Mary indicated, she inherited a raucous faculty 
with a difficult past. The same occurred for Susan: Her faculty and staff 
would have benefited from clarity about the road ahead for them from 
the Dean. As Morley (2013) suggests, ‘It is pertinent to ask why women 
should desire or aspire to enter HE leadership at all. This often involves 
taking on a completely new job – sometimes without any socialisation, 
training or support’ (p. 118). The question ‘why’ touches on various 
other issues including support, experience, vision, and change.

In addition to the support of individuals, leaders require supports 
at the institutional level (Katsinas, 1996; Rose & Bergman, 2016; 
Striffolino & Saunders, 1989). Assuming a position where there may be 
a change of institution, a relocation, and a new career focus is a signifi-
cant life event. If, upon arrival, the person discovers gaps in what is avail-
able to do the job well, she is markedly disadvantaged.

In Mary’s case, she was dealing with under-resourcing in relation to 
faculty, and the supports required to deliver two innovative and complex 
programs. Budgets did not permit new hires either in the School or the 
University. Susan, by contrast, was confronted with the perplexing task 
of starting to bring faculty and staff forward from a College identity to 
a university identity in a unit physically separated from the rest of the 
institution. Regrettably, the road map for doing so was being created as 
she forged ahead. Having a Dean with no academic leadership experience 
was another substantive obstacle. While one might argue that different 
support strategies may need to be in place for female leaders, Mary and 
Susan have wondered if the supports they needed were not put in place 
because they are women. Hypothesizing, given that the two Deans were 
male, it may be possible that, if Mary and Susan had been male persons, 
their Deans might have responded in more proactive and supportive 
ways; in fact, Susan was replaced by a male Associate Dean who remains 
in the role three years later.
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While newness can mean freshness and alternate ways of thinking 
about and doing things, too much newness is problematic. Indeed, there 
is much in the leadership literature about persons who move through 
organizational structures to positions of greater responsibility until they 
are in positions for which they have received no formal training (Dickson 
& Tholl, 2014). Certainly, many new leaders can be successful without 
leadership development training, but preparation will enhance that suc-
cess. Additionally, achieving success without institutional support is a 
daunting proposition. Reflecting specifically on female leader, Morley 
(2014) calls for ‘more investment … to be made in mentorship and lead-
ership development programmes for women … [while] gender needs to 
be included in existing leadership development programmes’ (p. 124). 
When such guidance is not provided, such as in Susan’s case, the risk of 
not being successful increases. The best scenario occurs when the female 
leader has a strong mentor (or group of mentors) who will inform her 
of institutional strengths and shortcomings and provide guidance as she 
experiences difficult and delicate situations. This way, the leader is less 
likely to experience career landmines and not only survive but thrive.

An obvious but often underestimated element of new leadership is 
the time it takes to enable change and roll out the new leader’s vision. 
In Mary’s situation, to go forward, some undoing of historical practices 
and attitudes was necessary. While the literature tells us that skills can 
be acquired in fairly straightforward ways and according to predeter-
mined timelines, change of dispositions is another matter (Carter, 2008). 
Simply put, the building of healthy culture is an incremental process 
with few shortcuts. In Susan’s setting, the expectation that a new person 
could incite will and energy to transform institutional identity from that 
of College to that of university in one year was simply unrealistic.

In both Mary’s and Susan’s situations, gender played an important 
role, albeit in different ways. Susan found herself in a School of Business, 
a professional School historically dominated by males. While her Dean 
may have thought that he was supporting Susan, it was from a male 
person’s perspective: conscious and unconscious bias was prevalent in a 
number of ways including failure to understand and use Susan’s exper-
tise. Instead, her collaborative, problem-solving model of engagement ran 
counter to the Dean’s views. His ideas about leadership and engagement 
were clearly different from Susan’s and resulted in a ‘lack of fit’ (Jaffe, 
2014, para. 8), the reason for Susan’s leaving. In Mary’s case, she, too, 
was mentored by a male person but in the context of working with a team 
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of women. Perhaps this situation was a contributor to the dissonance 
Mary experienced. In all, Mary’s day-to-day experiences were complicated 
by the gender composition of the group.

The gender factor is one that requires careful consideration. There 
are issues of men (and women) who cannot or will not accept women 
in positions of senior leadership. Perhaps this will change given the 
call for equity and inclusion across this country and beyond (Rochon, 
Davidoff, & Levinson, 2016). Still, historical patterns are difficult to 
amend, and change rarely happens as quickly as it should. Alternately, 
are women hard on women who assume leadership roles because they 
are jealous or because they are unable to take direction from a colleague 
of the same gender? Or, have women been affected by long-standing 
mores and values about leadership grounded in male thinking? Another 
perspective is that ‘acknowledging that women experience working with 
other women as difficult or that they may preference male leadership 
becomes an uneasy confession’ (Vongalis-Macrow, 2016, p. 96). Either 
way, the twenty-first-century movement that encourages women to men-
tor women is not as straightforward as it first might seem, just as the 
realities of present-day higher education remain distinctly complex. For 
higher education to remain relevant, ‘new forms of leadership and new 
leaders (will be) called upon to navigate through these turbulent times’ 
(Hannum, Muhly, Schockley-Zalaback, & White, 2015, p. 65). Block 
and Tietjen-Smith (2016) ‘believe that the lack of purposeful mentoring 
by same-gender role models is contributing to this shortage’ (p. 306) 
of women leaders. Mentors can take many roles, with ‘influential men-
tors …[acting as] sponsors first, then counselors, coaches, and teachers’ 
(Block & Tietjen-Smith, 2016, p. 312).

Ely and Meyerson (2000) have discussed the importance of values 
and approaches that reflect awareness of gender including valuing femi-
nine leadership skills, creating equal opportunities, and revising the work 
culture. They have also suggested that the first two have no or limited 
impact on women as leaders; the last item though is critical to ensur-
ing the success of female leadership. According to Morley (2014), gen-
der is not simply a demographical variable, it is in continual production 
via sociocultural and organizational practices. Additionally, women in 
Morley’s (2014) study reported how they are not, or are rarely, identi-
fied, supported, and developed for leadership. Nor do they achieve the 
most senior leadership positions in prestigious, national coeducational 
universities.
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So how do we proceed? According to Morley (2013),

a goal should be to make the academy gender-free. Leadership roles appear 
to be so over-extended that they represent a type of virility test. We need 
to ask how leadership practices can become more sustainable, with concerns 
about health and well-being as well as competitive performance in the global 
arena. In other words, we need new rules for a very different game. (p. 126)

Final Thoughts

As this chapter has revealed, the experience of women in leadership in 
universities remains difficult. For historic, gender-based, and diverse 
institutional reasons, many women do not sit at leadership tables with-
out the company of dissonance, incivility, and microaggressions. It is, as 
Morley (2013) suggests, time to change the game.

Strong and capable women need to continue to aspire to leadership 
since women bring perspectives that their male counterparts cannot. 
The qualities that can make a woman’s experience of leadership prickly 
are often the same qualities that universities need in order to evolve as 
places distinguished by a sense of community and social accountability. 
Concurrently, women are as capable as men in being clear thinkers and 
strong decision makers, particularly when perspectives about gender do 
not cloud the leadership experience.

Within the academy, the thriving of women as leaders is predicated on 
resolving a number of issues, some of which are not gender specific and 
which will support both men and women who actively seek leadership 
roles.

First, we need to change the self-narrative. We need to shout out our 
accomplishments and focus on our skills; in the case of women, this strat-
egy disrupts the narrative that we are just supports and family-focused 
individuals. How we tell our stories impacts our ‘placement’ in the acad-
emy; how we view our experiences and strengths increases our viability 
and shows our right to leadership.

Women in leadership need to focus on their skills of speaking up and 
eliciting, integrating, and learning from feedback while also support-
ing younger women who aspire to be the next generation of leaders. 
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Extending support and providing mentorship to others are important 
signs of leadership. And, when women experience negativity toward their 
female colleagues who have gone on to leadership, it is important to take 
time to reflect on the motivations and drivers behind such situations.

Finally, women in leadership need to focus on what constitutes leader-
ship today and how this understanding informs their shorter- and longer-
term goals. Sollman (2012) suggests the following:

The definition of leadership is changing for everyone and the news is good 
for women. As our economy continues to globalize, as the world gets 
“flatter” and as technology continues to change how we work, leadership 
is evolving into a relational rather than a hierarchical activity. We’re transi-
tioning from command and control to facilitative and collaborative leader
ship that works across teams, time zones, cultures and disciplines. What 
we think of as “soft skills” are becoming critical to leadership – and early 
career women, generally speaking, are comfortable and adept leading with 
these kinds of skills and abilities. (para 4)

Extending Sollman’s ideas, women’s capacity for relational, facili-
tative, and collaborative leadership foreshadows an important place for 
women in the twenty-first-century university. The academy, however, will 
need to work deliberately and strategically to oust vestiges of DIM think-
ing and practice. Although doing so will take time, through dispositional 
change and strategic effort, the university will be a stronger, more equi-
table, and more inclusive place for its female leaders.
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CHAPTER 12

Breaking Out: The Institutionalized 
Practices of Youth Prison Guards and the 

Inmates Who Set Them Free

Natalie Davey

My research on the educational experiences of youth in detention has 
brought forward unanticipated findings around incivilities that were lived 
out between 2002–2007 amongst staff of what was a youth detention 
centre in Toronto, Ontario. The qualitative narrative findings come from 
a place-based educational study of the youth prison that asked “What is 
‘educational’ in education?” A re-reading of the interviews with former 
staff and residents of the facility brings forward unanticipated threads 
that tie into the study of workplace incivilities and lateral violence. 
Specifically, there is a sewing together of the detention facility’s hierar-
chical layers and practices as further narrative analysis of the interviewee 
transcripts reveals various examples of lateral aggressions and incivilities 
between the institution’s staff. The interview transcripts from guards and 
staff who participated in the project repeatedly reference the word insti-
tutionalized to describe common staff-to-staff interactions. And yet, with 
hope, that narrative analysis also points to the role of education as a way 
to de(colonize) such an institution as those same guards and staff shared 
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memories of youth inmates who acted for them as models of conflict 
resolution. Such stories point to an unanticipated hierarchical flip that 
occurred as inmates became teachers of positive micro-messaging (Young, 
2007). Extended from the detention centre’s narrative data is the consid-
eration that hierarchical disruptions are key to making space for conflict 
resolution in such a place of enclosure.

The chapter is prefaced with an introduction to the original research 
project and the participant-interviewees. I then contextualize the narra-
tive analysis by parsing vocabulary from literature pulled from the fields 
of microaggressions, lateral violence and incivility. The rest of the chap-
ter uses narrative material mined from the interview transcripts, divided 
into three sections. I consider hierarchical layers and practices, the role of 
silence in micro/lateral aggressions and incivility and de(colonizing) insti-
tutions as each of these themes played out in the participants’ stories of 
the now-closed York Detention Centre (YDC). Based on my close read-
ing of their stories I conclude with some future projections for how the 
former prison’s narrative data can be extended. Specifically, I suggest that 
further analysis of hierarchical disruption is key to making space for edu-
cational conflict resolution in such a place of enclosure.

The Who and How: Participant-Interviewees 
and Transcript Analysis

To contextualize the original research project, I began my teach-
ing career as a literacy teacher for one of the largest schools boards in 
Canada. I was placed in an alternative classroom that was located in what 
was Ontario’s central booking facility for youth awaiting trial. The for-
mer youth prison—YDC—was closed in 2009 but the building remains 
standing in downtown Toronto, and the experience of teaching there has 
continued to shape my life as an educator to this day. Over the two years 
that I taught at YDC I met various students and staff who maintained 
positive relationships with each other and the detention centre even after 
its closure. My doctoral research brought me back to some of those rela-
tionships in 2013 when I decided to return to YDC to investigate why 
this long-closed facility has continued to impact my educational journey. 
I wondered if memories of time spent in the centre had a similar educa-
tional impact on others who had passed time within its walls. The study 
adopted narrative analysis as its methodological approach, an approach 
that looks to various forms of storytelling and narration as forms of 
authentic knowledge dissemination.1 My ethics-approved study was 
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comprised of document analysis, pulling forward remnants of old YDC 
student assignments that were salvaged before the closure. A secondary 
component of the research emerged from participant interviews where I 
spoke with two former residents and two different staff members. Those 
interviews were designed to help diversify the educational stories I hoped 
would be shared of YDC. This approach situated and helped to validate 
my connection to YDC as a former teacher, and thus informed both the 
interview questions and the conversations that followed.

The process for mining and coding the interview transcripts was influ-
enced by McCormack’s (2000) strategy of adopting “lenses” for the 
work of narrative analysis. To view the interview transcript through mul-
tiple lenses means:

Immersing oneself in the transcript through a process of active listening; 
identifying the narrative processes used by the storyteller; paying attention 
to the language of the text; acknowledging the context in which the text 
was produced; and identifying moments in the text where the unexpected 
[occurs]. (p. 285)

Because the data involves already marginalized voices of incarcerated 
youth, joined in story with those whose job was to enact certain systems of 
power over them, J. Arendt (2011) writes about the importance of adding 
“layers of significance in the narrative process” (p. 265). Thus, in this pro-
ject interpretive layers were added with every new lens I adopted through-
out my analysis. I give this contextual snapshot to set the scene for what 
were highly charged, memory-based interviews with four individuals who 
had passed time together at YDC: Mila, Dee, Alex and Naomi.2

Mila was a former YDC Child and Youth Worker (CYW) who spent 
four years on the detention centre’s staff roster. As a full-time employee 
Mila was the primary caseworker for youth assigned to her care whilst 
they were incarcerated. One such former youth was Dee. The two have 
remained in contact as unofficial mentor and mentee in the years since 
the centre’s closure. Because of her various arrests, Dee was a regular 
at YDC, and as she grew older was incarcerated in the youth superjail 
that replaced YDC in 2009. In our conversation, Dee informed me that 
she had also spent a two-month stint in an adult prison facility. Alex, the 
other former youth participant, was not in and out like Dee, but spent 
two straight years inside YDC due to the severity of his charges. Alex 
and Dee crossed paths during his two-year stay but neither have been in 
contact with the other in the years since their release. Finally, Naomi was 
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hired first as a CYW when YDC was still operated by Ontario’s Ministry 
of Child and Youth Services. She stayed on with the centre, through pri-
vatization, to become a part of the detention centre’s management as 
School Coordinator. Naomi was with YDC for 11 years in total. My own 
personal reflections on my own role as a former teacher at YDC weave 
their way through the mining of these interviews.

In their interviews Naomi, Mila, Alex and Dee each told stories from 
their past experiences at YDC, sharing missed moments of “educational 
becoming” that I worked to tease out in my original research (Davey, 
2016, Dissertation, p. 6). Each interviewee described very personal feelings 
attached to the former detention centre and how those memories informed 
their interactions with, and movements in, the place that was YDC. The 
crux of my original research was that meaning-making (Till, 2005) in and 
of such a space was relationally based, symptomatic of the set-up that was 
YDC’s environment as a whole. With my research, I desired to shine a light 
on what was missed in the closure of that facility. The interviews showed in 
story after remembered story that almost in spite of itself, the institutional 
and environmental makeup of YDC facilitated educational moments that 
positively fostered who those on the inside were to become over time. A 
commonly shared experience was that inmates, guards and teacher all lived 
out incarcerated experiences of doing time in some fashion. The notion 
of doing time became more nuanced and educationally imbued, for it was 
noted by all five of us that in our various roles each was impacted by hav-
ing entered the space at an age of great influence. Our connected narrative 
showed that the time spent inside the prison walls affected not only our 
developing sense of selves but also the world around us.

And yet, even with this hopeful light shone on the memory of what 
could have been a very dark place, a narrative analysis of the original tran-
scripts that is read with an alternative lens (McCormack, 2000) points to 
an issue that is not new to the original research project, but has remained 
in the shadowed periphery of the study until now. This chapter obligates 
a closer look at the dysfunctional realities that were lived out in the YDC 
staff-to-staff incivilities. I believe that they must be attended to for the for-
mer prison to truly be deemed as having ongoing educational potential.

Microaggressions, Lateral Violence and Incivility

To help me analyze the participant narratives, looking specifically 
at staff conflict, the lexicon from which I am drawing coheres vari-
ous studies done on microaggressions, lateral violence and incivility.  
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Brennan (2014) describes microaggressions as “subtle verbal and 
non-verbal insults directed toward [people of colour], often done auto-
matically and unconsciously. They are layered insults based on one’s 
race, gender, class, sexuality, language, immigration status, phenotype, 
accent, or surname” (p. 1). Microaggression is a term coined by psychi-
atrist Chester Pierce in the 1970s to describe acts of racism so subtle that 
neither the perpetrator nor the victim is even fully conscious of what is 
happening. Though there is work being done (Brennan, 2014) to dissect 
and categorize vocabulary for literature in the larger field, the language 
used in the study of microaggressions, lateral violence and incivility exists 
with some interchangeable fluidity. The literature around lateral violence 
has grown predominantly from studies in hospitals that have examined 
nurse-to-nurse aggression. According to Roberts (2015) the most com-
monly cited theoretical explanation for lateral violence “is based on the 
oppressed group behaviour theory of Freire (1971), who theorized that 
members of powerless, oppressed groups develop distain for members of 
their own group” (Roberts, 2015, p. 37). Freire’s theory suggests that 
the oppressed group’s belief in their own inferiority is a result of “feeling 
devalued in a culture where the power resides in another more dominant 
group” (p. 37). In the traditionally gendered environment of the health-
care industry where the power of nurses is subject to the more dominant 
power of doctors, studies note that the ten most common forms of lateral 
violence in nursing are: non-verbal innuendo, verbal affront, undermining 
activities, withholding information, sabotage, infighting, scapegoating, 
backstabbing, failure to respect privacy and broken confidences (Griffin, 
2004). Such descriptors connect with what has also been determined to 
be incivility in the workplace (Andersson & Pearson, 1999), that which 
is defined as “low intensity deviant behaviour with ambiguous intent to 
harm the target, in violation of workplace norms for mutual respect”  
(p. 457). Authors of criminology literature have defined incivilities as 
“low-level breaches of community standards that signal an erosion of con-
ventionally accepted norms and values” (LaGrange, Ferraro, & Supancic, 
1992, pp. 311–312 as cited in Andersson & Pearson, 1999). Each of 
these definitions are differently nuanced but are still commonly linked by 
a focus on relational power dynamics that are lived out in the workplace.

Versions of these descriptions for microaggression, lateral violence and 
incivility all connect to what Mila and Naomi describe in their interviews 
regarding their past working conditions in the prison setting. The incivil-
ity spiral—the movement from incivility to acts of aggression or intent to 
harm—is similar if one were to read Roberts (2015) interrogation of the 
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hospital environment and my analysis of the youth detention setting side 
by side. Both spaces are constructed around built-in requirements of car-
egiving and hierarchy so that their impact may not be noticed or effectively 
addressed. Of such spaces, Andersson and Pearson (1999) writes that,

Our social interactionist perspective emphasizes the interpersonal and 
situational factors involved in the exchange of incivilities and coercive 
actions…the situation can sometimes cause instigators to perceive their 
own incivilities as legitimate or moralistic, potentially perpetuating the 
exchange of negative behaviours. (p. 453)

Essentially, both nurses and CYWs work in environments where they are 
charged with the care of powerless and often traumatized clients, and 
have to do that challenging work under the cloud of systemic and work-
place hierarchies that render them powerless as well. For example, there 
is limited power for a CYW in the face of a legal system that presents, 
at a policy level, to work for the benefit of the children it houses, but 
proves itself otherwise as young people become caught in its wake (Alvi, 
2012). As overworked caregivers feel both powerless and devalued nega-
tive behaviours such as incivilities between colleagues are brought to the 
fore. As energies are focused on the client’s ladder of needs, incivilities 
occur within the ranks, not from above or below.

Thus, even as the nuanced differences between these various deline-
ations are worth noting, in light of the prison setting being analyzed in 
this chapter, the term incivility will be used to describe the harms lived 
out between staff in the detention centre, contrasted at the end of the 
piece with Young’s (2007) positive counterpoint of micro-messaging 
observed in resident-to-staff interactions.3

Setting the Bar: Hierarchical Layers and Practices 
Within YDC

The not so subtle play on words that makes up this section’s subtitle 
gestures to the hierarchical set-up lived out in the prison setting—bars 
define such a space, keeping inmates contained and keeping staff in 
control. The physical environment dominates in such a setting as every 
action and movement is determined according to constraints. Students 
were physically searched with a metal detector when moving between the 
unit where they slept and the rest of the detention centre, including the 
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school. One of my interview questions asked the participants to describe 
their feelings around this daily search experience:

Davey:	  �What about the routine of literally going to class—like the 
wanding routine? I remember that we actually stood quite close 
together in those moments…

	 Alex:	  �There was some bonding experience there because we’d have to 
be in a tight line going up and down the stairs…one of the rea-
sons I wasn’t a big fan of it was that when I hurt my leg it hurt 
going up and down the stairs…but you did get to learn a little 
bit about people as we joked around…though some of the staff 
took it very seriously…4

Alex’s memory of his injured leg signifies much about the space that was 
YDC. The injury dominates his response to a question that asked specif-
ically about the experience of having been wanded, a physical statement 
and daily reminder to the residents of their incarceration. I am struck 
by Alex’s focus on his injury because as he makes mention of bonding 
with his fellow residents “going up and down the stairs” he punctuated 
his awareness of “staff who took [such routines] very seriously” with ref-
erences to shared jokes in tight spaces. Because the stairwells had to be 
climbed many times a day, to and fro the unit to school and mealtimes 
in the cafeteria, his reframing of the stairwell as a space that in fact facil-
itated the forming of relationships, points to complicated hierarchical 
constructs lived out between guards and inmates in the former detention 
centre.

Dee’s response to the same question started with a description of the 
superjail facility that she was sent to upon her arrest at the age of 16. She 
described life in both facilities as very different, specifically speaking to 
the hierarchical set-up between staff and the residents. Dee said of the 
superjail: “It was just different [from YDC]. Just different…They tried 
to treat it like adult jail.” When I asked her to tell me in more detail 
about how they were different she said:

At YDC you guys were in your own clothes but at [the superjail] they were 
wearing like the actual correctional outfits – ya – so they would actually 
treat us like prisoners – they would act like they were real cops and at YDC 
you guys were like teachers or Youth Workers. Uniform meant their chest 
was too high so they would talk to you like this or like that – and at YDC 
they actually talk to you…like a person.
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Dee’s awareness of each site’s hierarchical dynamic informs her response 
differently than Alex, even though both refer to a relational atmosphere 
that defined for them the space that was YDC. Alex was in one very 
enclosed place for two years whereas Dee had the experience of mov-
ing around, thus exposing her to two very different realities. Both facil-
ities were detention centres, thus prison-based hierarchical patterns of 
behaviour underscored relational encounters in both settings. Of note 
is how different the resident responses to YDC’s environment are from 
the memories shared with me by former staff, Mila and Naomi. The resi-
dents tell stories that mitigate hierarchical layers and practices within the 
space through relationships—the staff tell a very different story.

Mila, for example, gestures to institutional rules and regulations that 
she felt opposed to when thinking back on her time at YDC. She balked 
at the instructions given to her by her superiors regarding what was con-
sidered appropriate staff-to-student conversation. She says,

I felt the way we were supposed to talk to them wasn’t realistic. It was a lot 
about “You know that thing you did was dumb right?”

I pushed further with questions of educational impact and place-based 
relationships to which she responded:

I never thought of myself as impacting them…I guess they thought I 
wasn’t supposed to be that real with them and they were surprised [that I 
was]. So then they would talk to me about problems with their girlfriends. 
What they should do. No, that wasn’t teaching them life lessons for like 
careers…but that was the “in the moment” person I was. I think I went 
into YDC thinking I’d be working with a bunch of criminals…thinking 
“what am I going to do with them?” But when I was leaving I felt I’d 
miss the kids more than the staff. I engaged with them. They taught me as 
much as I taught them.

Thus, for Mila, relationships with the residents were more important than 
those developed with her colleagues. I wanted to investigate why this was 
so, and as I spent time with Naomi the picture started to come into focus. 
Naomi’s response to YDC’s hierarchical practices was affected by her mana-
gerial role within the prison. As the school coordinator, she was tasked with 
the responsibility of directing fellow staff, encouraging them to participate 
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in the school setting as much as on the unit. She was not their boss but the 
dynamic was impacted by a power differential. She said of her superiors:

I’ve been blessed on my journey to have bosses who have trusted me to do 
what I do. I just wanted it to be a learning environment. Not just for the 
students but for the staff too! …The staff would fight about who would 
have to come to school.

I went on to ask about her opinions of fellow staff in the school setting 
and her response took on a philosophical tone.

	 Davey:	  �What was that about? I had one interviewee, a staff, who said 
she felt more freedom to do one-to-one “teaching” upstairs on 
the unit whereas in school they felt disengaged from the class-
room space.

Naomi:	  �But that’s up to the individual. If you’re going to be engaged 
and interactive…I mean anyone can sit back and hold a chair. 
It’s on you to assist the teacher, be part of the learning…

	 Davey:	  �Do you think some of their negative experiences at YDC came 
from their own schooling experiences?

Naomi:	  �Ya…I mean maybe that whole environment was…
	 Davey:	  �Loaded.
Naomi:   �Could be…and similar to a lot of the youth who’d attend. A 

lot of the time the youth are forced to go but when they’re 
in their community school they’re not…to be put in the class-
room, in that school environment, similar to the staff needing 
to be engaged and involved, it was the same with the youth.

Naomi’s analysis of her co-workers was not collegial; Naomi’s manage-
rial position informed her tone as she remembered the detention cen-
tre’s I/They dichotomy. Her tone is important to my overall narrative 
reading of YDC’s staff story since it sets the scene, especially when read 
side by side with Mila’s account of her impactful relationships with resi-
dents. Narrative analysis demands of the researcher that the words of the 
interviewee be considered, but a nuanced attentiveness to tone is equally 
important in discerning and making meaning of the story being shared 
and shaped by the teller (McCormack, 2000). Both Naomi and Mila 
highlight relationships that were impactful and very much defined by 
power differentials.
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“We Were Institutionalized!”—The Role of Silence 
in Micro/Lateral Aggressions and Incivility

The staff-to-staff power differential was remembered most explicitly by 
Mila in her interview. She said,

My experiences waking up at YDC were not always good…it was me hav-
ing come from going out [partying]. The kids were very respectful of my 
having been out and thought I was hung over…and because I struggled 
trying to fit in or…um…[was] trying to figure it out…I used them seeing 
me as human as a way to be human with them. I never told them what 
we did or where we went but it gave me an opportunity to sit and talk 
to them. I used every chance I could get to talk with them. I didn’t do a 
lot of night shifts…but leaving and coming out of the buildings started 
to change for me when dynamics with the staff changed…because we all 
became institutionalized. When in Walmart I’d hear them call for assis-
tance it would actually give me a jolt because it was like hearing “assistance 
needed in south unit.”

Mila’s use of the term institutionalized jolts me as much as hearing the 
Walmart “call for assistance” did for her. My original research question 
looked at the impact of physical space on one’s relationships to it and 
within it. Mila’s personal reflection on such a loaded term speaks to 
how trapped she felt, and how contained the inmates truly were for her 
to make such a comparison. I am reminded of Legault’s (2012) essay 
on King Lear when he refers to all of the wounded characters as men-
tal health patients who are obligated to take care of each other; the sick 
taking care of the sick. When analyzing YDC from Mila’s perspective, 
one turns the pages on a comparable story. As a CYW she would spend 
hours with the inmates in the school setting of YDC and even more time 
with them on the unit. That time spent together in close quarters created 
space for blurred boundaries, specifically regarding who was the caregiver 
and who might be receiving care in that place. She remembers,

There was one guy, P________, who said he’d take care of me outside. So 
when there were problems male staff would send me down the hall to calm 
him down…I remember being really uncomfortable with it…using strat-
egies that were instinctive – or just me being me. He could see what the 
male staff were doing. I could see what they were doing.
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Mila names being uncomfortable with her fellow staff members’ 
response to the resident, and all the more their reliance on her to keep 
the peace for them but not with them. She recognized that her being 
female was something her colleagues used as a tool to calm this resident 
down for he had shown himself to struggle with male authority within 
the YDC facility. Her summary of that time:

It was in the mess moments – that I figured out after, in the midst of a 
lot of other mess – right? We were all institutionalized. There was a lot of 
ugliness.

Naomi had a very different relationship with YDC by virtue of her hav-
ing been in the position of school supervisor, a position that was not 
quite management and not quite staff. She remembers having enjoyed a 
sense of independence and personal mission that was less instinctive than 
Mila’s dedication to the residents, more definitively built around her role 
and title:

Naomi:	  �Being the school coordinator it was school that I woke up for. 
Having the brief [meeting] every morning with the teachers—
and then upstairs again with the staff—gave me a sense of mis-
sion…What [conflict] was from upstairs would come down and 
our [school] team had to deal with that. It all fell on us. Ready 
to work, ready to teach.

	Davey:	  �So did you feel more team with one side or the other?
Naomi:   �I was already pegged as management because of my superviso-

rial role in that school space, so I always felt divided. I might 
have seen behaviours in the day that I would record differ-
ently on the page than the staff who would be like “No, no, 
no, why are they getting a 5?”5…but I might have put down 
that they had a great day [in school]…so it was about that meas-
ure of success based on relationship, where we might see small 
successes even if someone else doesn’t [based on the space in 
which it happened?]. Measures of success could be so static 
because across an eight-hour staff day how do you sum it up? 
But my job was to be in charge of that small chunk of time. And 
I would ask [the kids]—how do you think your day went?
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This section of Naomi’s interview is rich because evidence of conflict is 
not necessarily overt but, read through a different lens, incivilities lived 
out in that setting start to come into focus. On a first reading, I saw 
Naomi’s attention placed heavily on her relationship with students, val-
uing interactions with the residents much like Mila. But upon a second 
and third reading, where I focused on tone and diction, I read Naomi’s 
power struggle with staff as having impacted her day-to-day duties with 
those residents in the workplace. What presents most clearly when read-
ing Naomi and Mila’s interviews side by side, is that differences in opin-
ion regarding inmate behaviour served to divide the people who were 
hired as a team to supposedly guard and guide them towards rehabili-
tated behaviours.

De(colonizing) Institutions—Detained Youth In(action) 
Through Positive Micro-messaging

There is a striking contrast between the marred staff relationships that 
Mila and Naomi remembered during their interviews with me, and the 
positive stories of resident/staff relationships shared by all four of the 
participant-interviewees. That contrast has necessitated a term to help 
me describe what I believe to be an unusual or unanticipated hierarchi-
cal shift in power. What Young (2007) calls micro-messaging Brennan 
(2014) calls micro-affirmations. She says,

[M]icro-affirmations [are] a way of reaching out to those who suffer from 
micro-inequities [in the workplace]. Micro-affirmations may take the shape 
of deliberately reaching out to a student, colleague or co-worker who is 
isolated. One might make a special point of recognizing this person’s con-
tribution in the workplace. The idea is the positive micro-messaging can 
redress and rebalance the harms caused by micro-inequities. (p. 16)

What emerged in my re-reading of their shared stories has been a surpris-
ingly consistent narrative thread; the ways in which the residents prac-
ticed positive micro-messaging or micro-affirmations with staff like Mila 
and Naomi worked to positively affect the space for all of the individu-
als who spent significant time within the former detention centre. Said 
another way, a re-storying of YDC shows student-residents, even from 
their incarcerated position of weakness, to have been active powerbro-
kers in establishing an inherently educational ethos for their caregivers.  
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For example, Alex shared with me an insight made of the former deten-
tion centre, reframing it as a space of learning:

Like in the resident area you could learn some things from the staff…or 
other residents…ummm…by just like hanging out and like playing dif-
ferent kinds of little board games or just even talking…you would learn 
something either about them or…umm…I don’t kind’ov know how to 
put it…you’d learn about them. It was like you were always learning some-
thing new about ummmm… people.

I said in response “That makes a lot of sense to me. Because education 
for me is about learning, not just about what we kind of construct as 
school.” Alex then hit on the heart of what is educational in education 
when he replied, “Ya. Not just about what’s in a book.” And putting 
words into action, Alex went on to share with me a story that occurred 
after his release from YDC:

	 Alex:	  �One thing I was pretty glad about was that while I was at YDC 
I accumulated money doing chores and stuff like that…and… 
When I was found not guilty all of that extra money I had saved 
up I was like just get them something like pizza or something 
like that…something nice for people who were like…there…

Davey:   �Why’d you do that?
	 Alex:	  �Just thought do something nice for all of the kids and staff…so 

it would get used up…like it was almost $60. I mean I said it…I 
don’t know that they did it…but I hope they did.

Ritske (2012) writes “There are many views of decolonization, often 
contrasting and competing, but one thing is common: the belief that 
through action, change can occur.” Alex’s decision to share his earnings 
with his place-mates gestures to the change that can occur. The colonial 
power dynamics that imbue the construction and running of both pris-
ons and educational systems are part of the present-day discourse (Alvi, 
2012; Bhatti, 2010; Gooch, 2013). Yet Alex and Dee, who remains in a 
mentoring relationship with Mila to this day, proffer narratives in which 
action, and therefore change, are in fact occurring at both the personal 
and systemic levels inside prison walls.

The positive micro-messaging delivered by residents to staff provided 
momentary respite for people like Mila who expressed feeling great 
unhappiness with her colleagues near the end of her tenure at YDC.  
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She described feeling constantly judged before even entering the build-
ing for a shift saying, “They stared at me as I walked across the street 
from them, arms crossed and staring.” Such silent acts of incivility had 
the potential to wound—and obviously did—but I am struck by the 
mitigating effects of residents’ positive micro-messaging to the staff. 
Through positive micro-messaging, Alex and Dee had the power to 
redress and rebalance the harms caused by staff-to-staff.

So it is with hope that I suggest there be further study on such top-
ics so as to add into the limited discourse and literature available around 
education and youth in detention. My own narrative analysis points to 
the role of education as a way to de(colonize) school and prison-based 
institutions as youth inmates are reframed to be mentors and educators 
who acted for staff as caregivers and models of conflict resolution. These 
stories point to the benefits of positive micro-messaging in spaces of con-
tainment, a potentially powerful tool to disrupt incivilities experienced by 
those who work on the inside. Thus, extended from the detention cen-
tre’s narrative data is the consideration that hierarchical disruptions are 
key to making space for conflict resolution in such places of enclosure.

Notes

1. � See Denzin (1994) and Polkinghorne (2007) for more detailed descrip-
tions of Narrative Analysis.

2. � The names of the participant-interviewees have been changed to protect 
their privacy.

3. � An example of one researcher who is working to interrogate the vocabu-
lary in this wide field is Brennan (2014) who “worries about the language 
of ‘micro-aggression’ [as different from micro-inequity for] wrong-doing 
and culpability … seem built into the idea of aggression and aggressive 
behaviour and that is not the case for micro-inequities. Indeed, the ques-
tion of wrong-doing and micro-inequities is part of what is at issue here” 
(p. 3). Her dissection of these terms points to the necessity for specificity 
and clarity as more literature in these intersecting fields is disseminated.

4. � The quotations for this chapter have been mined from the original research 
interviews, completed in July, 2014.

5. � Inmates were given a daily rating of one to five based on their interactions 
with fellow residents and staff. Those ratings were used to reward inmates 
with extra privileges or to have certain privileges removed as punishment.
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CHAPTER 13

Locating Racial Microaggressions Within 
Critical Race Theory and an Inclusive 

Critical Discourse Analysis

Anver Saloojee and Zubeida Saloojee

This chapter builds upon work by Saloojee and Stewart (2016) as we 
argue that the concept of racial microaggression in the contemporary era 
has great utility for an analysis of race, racism and the everyday experi-
ences of people of colour in our society and on our campuses. In par-
ticular, an understanding of racial microaggression allows for greater 
awareness of the often subtle, barely discernible and barely detectable 
manifestations of racism that can emerge on campuses in classrooms and 
in everyday conversations and interactions between people of colour 
and White people. Microaggressions as modes of interaction between 
members of historically marginalized communities and members of the 
dominant society reveal how the ideology of racism is secreted in these 
interactions and reveal the ways in which power and privilege are taken 
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for granted in everyday actions and interactions. And within the uni-
versity environment, this can take many forms including interactions 
between students, faculty and students, faculty and faculty, and the class-
room and university climate and environment.

Much of the literature on racial microaggression is from the USA, and 
it situates racial microaggression in the context of Critical Race Theory 
(CRT). This understanding speaks directly to the importance of naming 
racial microaggressions as covert racism and not allowing it to elide into 
the vapours of nothingness.

There is little substantial Canadian research and literature on microag-
gressions, the uniquely Canadian contribution to the study of microag-
gression is to extend the analysis of racial microaggression from a critical 
race perspective to locating it with a broader inclusive critical discourse 
analysis (CDA) or what others have called a Critical Race Feminism and 
Anti-Colonialism perspective.

Racism, Microaggression and Racial Microaggression: 
Theorizing Microaggression in an Inclusive  

Discourse Analysis

In 1969, Dr. Chester Pierce, an African American psychiatrist, medical doc-
tor and scholar, introduced the notion of “offensive mechanisms” when 
he said, “To be black in the United States today means to be socially min-
imized. For each day blacks are victims of white ‘offensive mechanisms’ 
which are designed to reduce, dilute, atomize, and encase the hapless into 
his ‘place.’ The incessant lesson the black must hear is that he is insignificant 
and irrelevant” (p. 303). In 1970 in a chapter “Offensive Mechanisms,” 
Pierce extends this concept and first introduces the term microaggression to 
explain what he called the “subtle and stunning” forms of offensive actions,

Most offensive actions are not gross and crippling. They are subtle and 
stunning. The enormity of the complications they cause can be appreciated 
only when one considers that these subtle blows are delivered incessantly. 
Even though any single negotiation of offense can in justice be considered 
of itself to be relatively innocuous, the cumulative effect to the victim and 
to the victimizer is of an unimaginable magnitude. Hence, the therapist 
is obliged to pose the idea that offensive mechanisms are usually a micro- 
aggression. (pp. 265–266)

A decade later, he distinguished between microaggressions and racial 
microaggressions when he wrote of the everyday racism encountered by 



13  LOCATING RACIAL MICROAGGRESSIONS WITHIN CRITICAL …   251

Black people in the USA and used the term “racial microaggression” to 
refer to: “The subtle, stunning, repetitive event that many whites initiate 
and control in their dealings with blacks can be termed a racial microag-
gression. Any single microaggression from an offender to a defender (or 
victimizer to victim) in itself is minor and inconsequential. However, the 
relentless omnipresence of these noxious stimuli is the fabric of black–
white relations in America” (1980, p. 251). In 1995, Pierce speaks to 
microaggressions and its impacts on the victims of racism and sexism,

the most grievous of offensive mechanisms spewed at victims of racism and 
sexism are microaggressions. These are subtle, innocuous, preconscious, 
or unconscious degradations, and putdowns, often kinetic but capable of 
being verbal and/or kinetic. In and of itself a microaggression may seem 
harmless, but the cumulative burden of a lifetime of microaggression can 
theoretically contribute to diminished mortality, augmented morbidity, 
and flattened confidence. (Pierce, 1995, p. 281)

Pierce’s rich and incredibly textured research and theorizing on micro-
aggression and on racial microaggression forms the basis for the emer-
gence of CRT and in turn is firmly situated by scholars on the terrain of 
CRT (Pérez Huber & Solórzano, 2014). His pioneering work also forms 
the basis for the work by Sue and others in the early twenty-first century.

Racial microaggression needs to be understood in the context of a 
critical analysis of racism and racial discrimination but it needs to simul-
taneously transcend the limits of CRT. The United Nations has provided 
a well thought out, all-encompassing definition of racial discrimination:

1. In this Convention, the term “racial discrimination” shall mean any dis-
tinction, exclusion, restriction or preference based on race, colour, descent, 
or national or ethnic origin which has the purpose or effect of nullifying or 
impairing the recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal footing, of 
human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, 
cultural or any other field of public life. (United Nations, International 
Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination 1965, 
Article 1)

Racial discrimination as a form of social exclusion that has race as a social 
construct, at the heart of exclusion is unequal access to rights, it is une-
qual assess to the valued goods and services in society, it is about une-
qual access to the labour market, and it extends to all fields of public 
life. It is about incomplete citizenship, undervalued rights, undervalued 
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recognition and undervalued participation. The study of structured 
racial inequality, discrimination, rights and privileges recognizes that 
Indigenous people and people of colour who enter the labour market, 
enter the educational system and seek goods and services (among other 
things) will face a structure of opportunities that are mediated by their 
race, gender, disability, etc.

Racism manifests itself in a number of forms—as individual, institu-
tional, structural and systemic forms of racial discrimination. The analysis 
of systemic racial discrimination allows us to focus not on the intention-
ality but on the effect of racism in general and racial microaggression in 
particular. For Saloojee (2003), the study of racial inequality and racial 
discrimination is a study of racialization—how human differences are 
structured, imbued with meaning, continually reproduced and used to 
deny people access to the valued goods and services in society.

Structured racial exclusion is the process by which individuals from the 
dominant white racialized group in society are better positioned (than are 
individuals from subordinate racialized and marginalized minority groups) 
to secure a greater share of society’s valued goods, services, rewards and 
privileges and to use these benefits to reinforce their control over rights, 
opportunities and privileges in society. Through this process, racial ine-
quality and unequal access to the valued goods and services in society are 
structured and continually reproduced. (p. 4)

Racial inequality and discrimination are historically derived, have per-
sisted over the centuries and are constantly reproduced in old and new 
ways; hence, the argument that in the contemporary era, racial micro-
aggressions are the latest manifestations of racism. The persistence of 
racial inequality and racial discrimination and the patterns of inequality 
and discrimination generally have proved to be highly resistant to change 
because of the powerful socio-economic, political and ideological forces 
which maintain and reproduce the patterns. The analysis of racial micro-
aggression has to be located within an inclusive CDA—an analysis that 
begins with CRT as the essential analytical framework. Locating racial 
microaggression in the context of CRT is an explicit recognition of the 
centrality of covert forms of racism in the everyday experiences of people 
of colour, and it allows for an understanding that racial microaggressions 
are intimately linked to institutional, structural and systemic racial dis-
criminations and oppression.
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In the 1990s, the anti-oppression perspective was initially seen as chal-
lenging the dominant discourses in social theory. While throwing the 
limitations of the dominant discourse into sharp relief, the anti-oppres-
sion framework was unable to deal with the specificity of racism. It was 
unable to deal specifically with anti-Indigenous, anti-Black racism and 
Islamophobia.

An anti-racism discourse uses race as the lens through which to under-
stand multiple interlocking systems of oppression (Dei, 1996). For 
anti-racism scholars and practitioners, intersectionality is vitally impor-
tant. Within an anti-racism discourse, “race” is the lens through which 
we understand power differentials and how multiple sources of oppres-
sion and discrimination including inequality, poverty, gender, ability 
and heterosexism interact. Racism is about power and privilege, and it 
about how one group believes itself to be superior to others and exer-
cises power and privilege over others based solely on phenotypic char-
acteristics. Mari Matsuda (1991) has defined CRT as: “… the work 
of progressive legal scholars of color who are attempting to develop a 
jurisprudence that accounts for the role of racism in American law and 
that works toward the elimination of racism as part of a larger goal of 
eliminating all forms of subordination” (p. 1331). Along with others, 
Matsuda (Matsuda, Lawrence, Delgado, & Crenshaw, 1993) identifies 
the following five themes which define interdisciplinary CRT:

1. � A recognition that racism is pervasive in American society;
2. � A scepticism towards dominant discourse that focuses on neutral-

ity, meritocracy and colour-blindness;
3. � Understanding the relationship between racism and the advantages 

and privileges that accrue to White people in a racially stratified 
society;

4. � Validating the experiential knowledge of people of colour; and
5. � Social change—ending racial domination and oppression as part of 

the goal of eliminating all forms of discrimination, oppression and 
injustice.

The discourse of anti-racism posited by CRT scholars, however, has 
been critiqued by Lawrence and Dua (2005) on a number of important 
grounds (i) ignoring the complicity of people of colour in the historic 
project of settler colonialism and the oppression of the Indigenous peo-
ples of Canada; (ii) not understanding that people of colour have power 
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and privileges and access that Indigenous people simply do not have; and 
(iii) misunderstanding the roots of modernity—as not beginning with 
slavery but beginning with colonialism and settler colonialism and the 
genocide against the Indigenous people of the world. In addition, the 
anti-racism discourse has been critiqued for its reductionism—focusing 
on race as the entry point to analysing systems and structures of oppres-
sion. In so doing, a progressive discourse contributes to the creation of 
a hierarchy of oppressions (Williams, 1999). As Williams (1999) notes: 
“Single standpoint politics have the potential to create hierarchies of 
oppressions in which groups eschew their points of commonality for 
open competition and thus become unproductive to the achievement of 
equality” (p. 214).

There is therefore a need for an inclusive critical discourse framework 
that allows the scholar, the teacher and the practitioner to understand 
the complexity of interconnected oppressions faced by people of col-
our, women and LGBTQ2S, while at the same time allowing them to 
focus on the specific and dominant form of oppression. According to Lê, 
Le and Short (2009), CDA “aims at unearthing the intricate relation-
ship between power, dominance and social inequality in different social 
groups” (Lê et al., 2009, p. 9). Critical discourse is concerned with how 
discourse produces inequality and is transformative (Lê et al., 2009). It 
is important to distinguish an inclusive CDA from an anti-oppression 
framework because the latter subsumes what needs to be highlighted—
for example, anti-Indigenous racism or Islamophobia. We argue an inclu-
sive CDA is based on a CRT foundation; however, we distinguish an 
inclusive CDA from a CRT framework because the latter does not spe-
cifically address Islamophobia, anti-Semitism, discrimination and oppres-
sion of Indigenous people and the oppression and discrimination faced 
by members of the LGBTQ2S community.

In a similar vein, Pon, Gosine and Phillips have called for a Critical 
Race Feminism and Anti-Colonialism arguing “Due to its increasingly 
mainstream status, we propose jettisoning anti-oppression perspectives 
in favour of critical race feminism and anti-colonialism. We assert that 
these emergent perspectives more effectively theorize white supremacy, 
anti-Black and anti-Native racism, and how the nation’s exalted subject is 
inseparable from the welfare state” (Pon et al., 2011, p. 402).

Whether one calls it “inclusive critical discourse analysis” or “Critical 
Race Feminism and Anti-Colonialism,” what is important is to focus 
on the central tenets of an inclusive CDA which includes notions of 
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human agency and power-sharing, reflexivity, understanding the indi-
vidual and the family in a sociopolitical, historical and cultural context 
and understanding the relationship between a dominant identity and 
form of oppression and multiple and interlocking identities and oppres-
sions. Racial microaggressions can best be understood in the context of 
an inclusive CDA because it allows for a nuanced understanding of the 
many different forms of microaggressions that are manifest and that are 
directed at people of colour, at LGBTQ colleagues, at Muslims, etc.

Whiteness, Racism and Racial Microaggression

An inclusive CDA (firmly rooted in an anti-racist, feminist, anti-co-
lonial framework) is one that allows for an analysis of the specificity of 
anti-Black racism, anti-Indigenous racism, anti-Asian racism, sexism, 
Islamophobia, homophobia and ableism while at the same time under-
standing interlocking systems and structures of oppression. It allows for 
an analysis of the subtle distinctions in the forms that anti-Muslim, anti-
Black, anti-Asian, anti-Latino, anti-LGBTQ2S, anti-women and other 
forms of microaggressions take.

Building on the seminal research of Pierce (1970, 1980, 1995), 
Solórzano, Ceja, and Yosso (2000) undertook research on racial micro-
aggression on post-secondary campuses by utilizing CRT. Pierce’s work 
undoubtedly opened new vistas of research and there emerged a huge 
body of influential work on microaggression as an expression of racism. 
Sue et al. (2007), in their work on racial microaggression and the Asian 
American experience, define microaggression as “brief and commonplace 
daily verbal, behavioral, and environmental indignities, whether intentional 
or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory or negative racial 
slights and insults to the target person or group” (p. 273). They provide 
a very useful taxonomy of microaggression when they break it down into 
microaggressions as verbal, behavioural and environmental and note the 
various forms they take as microassault, microinsult and microinvalidation.

Microassaults, closely linked to blatant overt racism, are “explicit racial 
derogation(s) characterized primarily by a verbal or nonverbal attack meant 
to hurt the intended victim through name-calling, avoidant behavior, or 
purposeful discriminatory actions” (Sue, Capodilupo, et al., 2007, p. 274). 
Microassaults are often intentional. Microinsults are deliberate negative, 
humiliating put-downs that “convey rudeness and insensitivity and demean 
a person’s racial heritage or identity” (Sue, Capodilupo, et al., 2007, p. 274).  
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And microinvalidations “exclude, negate, or nullify the psychological 
thoughts, feelings, or experiential reality of a person of color” (Sue, 
Capodilupo, et al., 2007, p. 274). Since Sue, Capodilupo, Torino, Bucceri, 
Holder, Nadal and Esquilin posited this taxonomy, there has been a surge in 
the literature and research on racial microaggression as well as on the forms 
and manifestations of racial microaggression on campuses in the USA (see 
Wong, Derthick, David, Saw, & Okazaki, 2014). This taxonomy is a very 
useful starting point, but as researchers have pointed out not all racial micro-
aggression identified by participants in their respective studies fall neatly into 
the taxonomy (see, e.g., Cho, 2010; Houshmand, Spanierman, & Tafarodi, 
2014; Poolokasingham, Spanierman, Kleiman, & Houshmand, 2014; 
Rollock, 2012; Wong et al., 2014).

Minikel-Lacocque (2013) reflecting on the vast CRT literature specif-
ically in higher education notes that “… taken as a whole, CRT research 
in higher education has highlighted the microaggressions and racial har-
assment that faculty of colour often face as well as hostile racial climates 
and racial profiling that students of color encounter” (p. 437). Minikel-
Lacocque points to an important function of CRT to challenge “the 
experiences of White European Americans as the normative standard” 
(p. 437). Pérez Huber and Solórzano (2014) speak of the importance of 
CRT is highlighting how structural and systemic racism get played out 
in the forms of everyday racial microaggression. CRT stresses the vital 
importance of understanding racism through the experiences of people 
of colour. It is this latter notion that Pérez Huber and Solórzano speak 
of when they say,

Racial microaggressions are a form of systemic, everyday racism used to 
keep those at the racial margins in their place. They are: (1) verbal and 
non-verbal assaults directed toward People of Color, often carried out in 
subtle, automatic or unconscious forms; (2) layered assaults, based on race 
and its intersections with gender, class, sexuality, language, immigration 
status, phenotype, accent, or surname; and (3) cumulative assaults that 
take a psychological, physiological, and academic toll on People of Color. 
Microaggressions allow us to ‘see’ those tangible ways racism emerges in 
everyday interactions. At the same time, they have a purpose. For instance, 
whether conscious or not, microaggressions perpetuate a larger system 
of racism. Microaggressions are the layered, cumulative and often subtle 
and unconscious forms of racism that target People of Color. They are the 
everyday reflections of larger racist structures and ideological beliefs that 
impact People of Color’s lives. (p. 302)
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For them, racial microaggressions are inextricability linked to and bound 
with institutional, structural and systemic racism.

Pierce’s work (1970, 1980 and 1995), that of Solórzano et al. (2000) and 
the pioneering work by Sue and his colleagues (including 2007; 2008), has 
opened new avenues for research on the different manifestations and impacts 
of microaggression in higher education on students, faculty and staff. In par-
ticular, research has focused on microaggression and gender, microaggres-
sion and the experiences of Asian Americans, microaggression and Latino 
students, faculty and staff and microaggression and LGBTQ2S students.

There is a growing body of research on racial microaggressions 
research particularly in the USA, where the concentration of empiri-
cal research has been on African Americans (Constantine, 2007; Pérez 
Huber & Solórzano, 2014; Solórzano et al., 2000; Sue et al., 2008; 
Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solórzano, 2009), Asian Americans (Lin, 2010; 
Sue, Bucceri, et al., 2007), Latina/o Americans (Rivera, Forquer, & 
Rangel, 2010) and the Indigenous population (Clark, Spanierman, 
Reed, Soble, & Cabana, 2011). Very little research has been done in 
Canada on racial microaggression (see Cho, 2010, 2014; Clark, Kleiman, 
Spanierman, Isaac, & Poolokasingham, 2014; Hernandez, Carranza, & 
Almeida, 2010; Houshmand & Spanierman, 2014).

For Solórzano et al. (2000), CRT for education is different from 
other CRT frameworks because (i) it foregrounds race as the lens 
through which to understand the experiences of people of colour; (ii) 
it takes an intersectional approach and seeks to unearth how discourses 
on race intersect with those on gender, disability and class; and (iii) it 
looks at how education, the curriculum, the textbooks, the classroom 
dynamics, etc., all impact students of colour to create a hostile campus 
environment. They extend Pierce’s work to focus on the campus climate 
and explore this through four interrelated questions: (1) How do African 
American college students experience racial microaggressions? (2) What 
impact do these microaggressions have on African American students? 
(3) How do African American students respond to racial microaggres-
sions? (4) How do racial microaggressions affect the collegiate racial 
climate?

African American students spoke to Solórzano et al. (2000), of their 
marginalization inside and outside the classroom and on campuses—they 
pointed to their invisibility and singular visibility; being singled out to 
represent all African Americans; being ignored; having to deal with dis-
torted stereotypes of African Americans; faculty expectations of them; 
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creeping self-doubt; segregation in group work; nonverbal microaggres-
sion where White faculty, students and staff impute assumptions about 
Black students and assumptions about their academic qualifications and 
how they got into university; and their individual success is not general-
ized to all African American students but their deficiencies are general-
ized (Solórzano et al., 2000). Solórzano, Ceja, and Yosso, speak of the 
detrimental impacts these microaggressions have on African American 
students—including feelings of doubt; lowering of self-esteem; frustra-
tion, isolation the pressure to negotiate these microaggressions on a daily 
basis while still being striving to maintain high academic standards. “The 
sense of discouragement, frustration, and exhaustion resulting from 
racial microaggressions left some African American students in our study 
despondent and made them feel that they could not perform well aca-
demically” (p. 69). The participants were unanimous in saying education 
is not a level playing field for African American students and that racism 
was prevalent and was detrimental to their academic success.

Sue, Bucceri, et al. (2007) undertook research on microaggression 
and the Asian American experience, and their participants identified the 
numerous ways in which microaggressions manifested in society and on 
campuses—including participants feeling like foreigners in their own 
land; assumptions about “intelligence”; assumptions about academic 
preferences; pathologizing cultural values and colour-blindness; denial 
of their racial identity; “exoticization” of the Asian woman; invalidation 
of interethnic differences; unequal (second class) citizenship; and com-
munication styles, invisibility and being overlooked. With respect to the 
impact of these microaggressions, they concluded,

[o]ur study provides strong support that microaggressions are not mini-
mally harmful and possess detrimental consequences for the recipients. 
Most participants described strong lasting negative reactions to the con-
stant racial microaggressions they experienced from well intentioned 
friends, neighbours, teachers, co-workers and colleagues. They described 
feelings of belittlement, anger, rage, frustration, alienation, and of con-
stantly being invalidated. (p. 77)

Faculty, staff and students of colour all experience microaggressions 
differently, and this is equally true for persons with disabilities, women, 
LGBTQ2S and Indigenous faculty, students and staff. While there are 
some similarities in the forms of microaggressions and in the impacts of 
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microaggressions, it is important to understand the nuances and complex-
ities which is why the Canadian contribution can be to address microag-
gression in the context of the multiple overlapping and intersecting forms 
of oppression, discrimination and power differentials. The literature of 
microaggression identifies a number of effects on microaggression—
including feelings of isolation and alienation (Sue, Capodilupo, & Holder, 
2008; Solórzano et al., 2000); a hostile campus climate (Solórzano et al., 
2000); health and stress of the recipients of microaggression; self-worth 
and self-esteem; stereotyping (which is different for different groups of eth-
no-racial minorities); academic expectations (again different for different 
groups); power differentials; unequal citizenship; the daily struggle to con-
tinually deal with microaggressions; and second guessing whether a micro-
aggression actually occurred. Wong et al. (2014) address the relationship 
between microaggression and health and well-being,

When minorities perceive discrimination they also exhibit poorer health 
and mental health outcomes. Reviews of existing research … suggests that 
perceived stigmatization pertaining to gender, race, and sexual orientation 
is associated with depression, and anxiety symptoms, decreased psychologi-
cal well being, lower self regard and physical health issues. (p. 193)

Their research on the impact of the insidious and subtle forms of micro-
aggression which are becoming more common found similar results; 
however, they only found one study that “explicitly explored the long-
term effects of experiencing racial microaggressions” (p. 193). More 
research and certainly more research in Canada on the ways in which 
different racialized minority groups experience racial microaggression 
is needed. And in the Canadian context, this needs to be extended to 
immigrant communities as well.

Sue et al. (2008) argue that “[a]lthough any group can potentially be 
guilty of delivering racial microaggressions, the most painful and harm-
ful ones are likely to occur between those who hold power and those 
who are most disempowered” (p. 183). For Sue and his colleagues 
(2007, 2008), racial microaggressions reflect the conscious and uncon-
scious world view of exclusion, White superiority and White privilege 
that is advertently and inadvertently imposed on ethno-racial minorities.

There is need for a nuanced concept and understanding of micro-
aggressions, and racist and sexist microaggressions need to be under-
stood in the context of the multiple forms of structural and systemic 
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discrimination and in the context of power relations in the workplace 
and in society (see, e.g., Sue & Constantine, 2007).

Critical race theorists and feminist scholars have used the concept of 
microaggressions to address the sociocultural and verbal cues directed at 
them that make them feel unwelcome in institutions and in the dominant 
society. These cues are subtle insults which are often done automatically 
and unconsciously and unintentionally. Similarly, Solórzano et al. (2000) 
described racial microaggressions as “subtle insults (verbal, nonverbal, 
and/or visual) directed toward racial minorities, often automatically or 
unconsciously” (p. 60). Mahmud (2005) considers them, “affronts to 
human dignity and self-respect; they are behaviors that impact not only 
the social existence of the victims but also potentially leave scars on their 
psyche” (pp. 58–59).

Central to an understanding of microaggression within an inclu-
sive CDA are the concepts of Whiteness and White privilege. McIntosh 
(1990) sees Whiteness as being about the invisibility of power and priv-
ilege. Whiteness normalizes everyday racism by allowing those with 
power and privilege to go about their everyday lives without being con-
scious of their social location, their unearned privileges and what society 
confers on them by virtue of the colour of their skin. It also allows them 
to take these for granted and it makes them defensive when confronted 
by what the historic and contemporary legacy of racism has bequeathed 
them. For Gillborn (2008), “white privilege” is only one component of 
a larger complex of power and domination that is integral to Whiteness. 
Whiteness as “a way of being in the world that is used to maintain White 
Supremacy” (Gillborn, 2008, p. 198). Picower (2009) reflects on the 
tools her White students use to maintain their positions of power and 
dominance “…[the] tools of Whiteness facilitate in the job of maintain-
ing and supporting hegemonic stories and dominant ideologies of race, 
which in turn, uphold structures of White Supremacy. In an attempt to 
preserve their hegemonic understandings, participants used these tools 
to deny, evade, subvert, or avoid the issues raised” (2009, p. 205).

Rollock (2012) notes that much of the power of Whiteness “…lies 
in the fact that it is often disguised and misrecognised, to borrow from 
Bourdieu … as the morally acceptable, as normal, as natural” (p. 518). 
Microaggression as a manifestation of Whiteness is racial microaggression 
which intentionally or unintentionally expresses the power and domi-
nance of Whites over people of colour. It finds expression in the most 
subtle and barely discernible ways, and in what is said, how it is said, in 
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gestures and tones and what is conveyed are notions of superiority and 
inferiority, forms of exclusions and modes of othering.

As noted above, the very subtlety of racial and gender microaggres-
sion leaves the victim wondering what actually occurred. And on the 
other side, there is the issue of intentionality. Here, a number of ques-
tions related to deeply embedded White privilege need to be posed and 
these can guide future research on racial microaggressions and on the 
perspective of the perpetrator:

1. � Did the perpetrator of the racial microaggression intend to be 
racist?

2. � Did it occur to them they were racist?
3. � Did they simply take it for granted (their unearned privilege) that 

they can say what they please regardless of the impact on the other?
4. � Whose responsibility is it to call them on their racism?
5. � What would their reaction be to being called out—especially if 

they see themselves as allies?

White privilege puts the victims of racial microaggressions in situations 
with multiple difficult points—did the microaggression actually occur? 
Should they name it and engage in a difficult discussion? And if they did 
raise it, the perpetrator could well deny it or say the victim is making a 
mountain out of a molehill. And last if nothing is said, the victim is left 
simultaneously enraged and debilitated, while the perpetrator remains 
blissful in their privilege. Conversely, White privilege puts perpetrators in 
advantageous situations where they can engage in the microaggressions 
and feign ignorance or go on the offensive by suggesting the victim is 
overly sensitive. Interestingly, a 2017 study by Kanter et al., of 33 Black 
and 118 non-Hispanic White undergraduate students, done at a large 
public university in the Southern/Midwest US students found that overt 
acts of racism were on the wane; however, racial microaggression was on 
the increase especially among those who believed minorities were too 
sensitive about race issues.

The White students who were more likely to be microaggressive were 
also more likely to support colour-blind, symbolic and modern racist 
attitudes. They were less favourably disposed towards Black people. This 
was particularly the case for White students who thought that minori-
ties are too sensitive to issues related to racial prejudice. The overwhelm-
ing majority of Black students experienced being called “too sensitive”.  



262   A. Saloojee and Z. Saloojee

For Kanter et al. (2017), “[t]hese findings provide empirical support that 
microaggressive acts are rooted in racist beliefs and feelings of deliverers, 
and may not be dismissed as simply subjective perceptions of the target” 
(p. 4). Acts of racial microaggressions go beyond the realm of percep-
tion because “The delivery of microaggressions by white students is not 
simply innocuous behavior and may be indicative of broad, complex, and 
negative racial attitudes and explicit underlying hostility and negative 
feelings toward black students” (Kanter et al., 2017, p. 1).

The persistence and prevalence of both racial microaggression and the 
willingness to blame the victims and label them as too sensitive are key 
indicators of the power of White privilege to continually reproduce itself 
in new ways over generations. Both speak voluminously to power and 
privilege in the educational system and in society at large. And the effect 
on the victims is to denigrate them, deny them their lived experience, 
alienate, reinforce their subordinate status and attempt to silence them. 
This is the exercise of White power and privilege.

Rollock (2012) calls these the “rules of racial engagement,” where 
White privilege gets played out in multiple forms of denial—denial of 
intentionality, denial of what was said or how it was said, and denial of 
being racist. Rollock suggests that too often, racial microaggressions are 
missed not only because of their subtlety but because one assumes “good 
people” and allies cannot be racist (p. 18). Ladson-Billing speaks of the 
reproduction of racism in new and ever-changing ways “… our concep-
tion of race, even in a postmodern world and/or postcolonial world, 
are more embedded and fixed than in a previous age. However this 
embeddedness or ‘fixed-ness’ has required new language and construc-
tion of race so that denotations are submerged and hidden in ways that 
are offensive though without identification” (cited by Rollock, 2012,  
p. 519). It is up to students of colour, faculty and staff of colour and peo-
ple of colour generally to manage these subtle persistent and pernicious 
expressions of racial microaggressions as they go about their daily lives.

It is up to the researcher to uncover these subtle forms of microag-
gressions that are gendered, racist, homophobic, Islamophobic and 
anti-Indigenous. Researchers have the responsibility of connecting the 
intricate dots between and among Whiteness, White privilege, denial, 
microaggressions in all its subtle and not so subtle forms and their effects 
on historically marginalized populations. On the one hand, we have criti-
cal race theorists and feminist scholars who explore and bring to the fore 
the concept and the expressions of microaggressions. On the other hand, 
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there has emerged a counter-narrative that sees any attempt to speak, for 
example, of racial microaggressions as “political correctness” and ques-
tion why their speech has to be curtailed or at least moderated to account 
for the sensitivities of others. What could actually be a productive dia-
logue is shutdown and positions become polarized. What is clear is that 
microaggressions are perceived very differently by the perpetrator and 
the victim (and more broadly if one identifies with the perpetrator or the 
victim). And this becomes highly problematic particularly in a workplace 
when the microaggression relates to race or gender. Microaggressions 
have a cumulative effect. This is what Pierce was referring to when he 
talked of the “subtle, stunning, repetitive event that many whites initiate 
and control in their dealings with blacks” (1980, p. 251).

New Avenues for Research in Canada

In Canada, there is not a great deal of literature on microaggression 
and its effects on victims. A 2016 study by Bailey on the experiences 
of Indigenous students at one Canadian University found they faced a 
number of institutional, structural and personal barriers, including inter-
personal discrimination, frustration with the university system and feel-
ings of isolation. Indigenous students spoke of the lack of interaction 
with non-Indigenous students, a lack of awareness of the Indigenous 
history, culture, identity and a general lack of awareness of the specific 
issues faced by Indigenous students. As Bailey notes, the findings are 
consistent with those by Clark et al. (2014),

In Clark et al.’s (2014) study, salient themes included unconstrained 
voyeurism, jealous accusations, cultural elimination/misrepresentation, 
expectations of primitiveness and isolation. Participants in the current 
study provided support for these themes while also emphasizing the fol-
lowing: interaction levels; perceptions of the university environment and 
the forms of racism therein; audience effects; in-class and social experi-
ences; the university ‘system’; and the persistence of racism. (p. 1266)

Poolokasingham et al. in their (2014) study identified eight racial micro-
aggression themes targeting South Asian Canadian undergraduate stu-
dents: perceived as fresh off the boat (FOB); excluded from social life; a 
notion that being Brown is a liability; assumption of ties to terrorism; com-
pulsion to be a cultural expert; ascription of intelligence in stereotypical 
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domains; invalidation of interethnic and racial differences; and treated as 
invisible. Some of the findings were consistent with the literature on Asian 
Americans (experienced ascription of intelligence, invisibility and invalida-
tion of interethnic differences). Five forms of microaggressions, however, 
“were novel to the literature on racial microaggressions in North America” 
(p. 200).

One study by Houshmand et al. (2014) looked at the experiences of 
East Asian international students on one university campus in Canada. 
They identified six racial microaggression themes which the students 
experienced: (a) excluded and avoided; (b) ridiculed for accent; (c) ren-
dered invisible; (d) disregarded international values and needs; (e) ascrip-
tion of intelligence; and (f) environmental microaggressions (structural 
barriers on campus). These themes are consistent with the taxonomy 
developed by Sue et al. However, they noted that the themes being 
avoided and excluded actually were experienced by international students 
as microinsults, microassaults and microinvalidations. The Houshmand 
et al. (2014) study also added to the research on microaggressions by 
(i) signalling the importance of “ridiculed for accent” and (ii) linking 
to ascription of intelligence (the notion that a student’s intelligence is 
ascribed by ethno-racial and cultural stereotypes). Research participants 
spoke of an interesting duality—on the one hand, they were ridiculed for 
their accent (and even excluded from social groups on campus); on the 
other hand, in class their accent was perceived as having increased intelli-
gence in maths and science—closer to the myth of the “Model Minority 
student”. In addition, like other researchers noted above, they found 
forms of microaggression that did not fit neatly into the taxonomy—for 
example, ascriptions of intelligence based on accents.

Cho (2010), in her article on the experiences of self-identified immi-
grant teacher candidates (ITCs), debunks the myth of meritocracy and 
points to other important structural factors which inhibit success in 
entering the teaching profession. She addresses “the cultural capital 
that is and is not valued by schools and the ways in which the linguis-
tic capital of ITCs is contested in schools” (p. 4). Her research points 
to the ways in which racial microaggressions have detrimental impacts 
on the employment opportunities of aspiring teachers from immigrant 
backgrounds.

Cho contends that the “… narratives of immigrant teacher candidates 
are being silenced. Their stories trouble the myth of meritocracy in edu-
cation and challenge privileged ways of knowing” (p. 10). Without using 
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the Sue, Bucceri, et al. (2007) taxonomy, an important point of research 
for Cho is how the teacher candidates attempt to negotiate their way 
through these microassaults, the microinsults and the microinvalidations. 
She found that they take numerous forms including the myth of mer-
itocracy, perceptions of capabilities, ascriptions of intelligence based on 
the accents and because of linguicism, being othered because of accent, 
skin colour, modes of dress and being benchmarked against “ …the pro-
totypical image of the Canadian teacher” (p. 10). Cho’s research, while 
consistent with the Sue et al. taxonomy, extends it by identifying forms 
of racial microaggression not identified in the taxonomy. In giving voice 
to the narratives of the ITCs, Cho not only identified the structural and 
systemic barriers they faced but also identified their resilience and their 
agency to deal proactively with their barriers. Far from being passive vic-
tims of racial microaggressions, the narratives “illuminate the ways in 
which ITCs have successfully navigated the system and infused their cul-
tural capital in their teaching and learning” (Cho, 2010, p. 18).

The research on racial microaggression in the USA has opened new 
avenues for research in Canada—including research on how microag-
gressions are experienced by different historically marginalized groups 
in Canada. There is scope for Canadian research to both build on the 
CRT framework and enhance the taxonomy of racial microaggressions 
developed by Sue et al. With respect to the latter, some of the areas of 
research could focus on:

1. � How members of Indigenous nations experience microaggressions 
in society and on university and college campuses?

2. � How South Asian, East Indian, Black Canadians, Muslim 
Canadians, Haitian Canadians and other Canadians of minority 
backgrounds experience microaggressions?

3. � How linguistic and religious minorities experience microaggressions—
in particular, how are microaggressions in the forms of Islamophobia 
and anti-Semitism expressed and how, for example, do Muslim and 
Jewish students, faculty and staff experience microaggressions on col-
lege and university?

4. � How trans and LGBTQ2S members of our society experience 
microaggressions?

5. � How Indigenous students, students of colour and students from 
other historically marginalized communities on our campuses expe-
rience microaggressions?
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6. � How Indigenous faculty, faculty of colour and faculty from other 
historically marginalized communities on our campuses experience 
microaggressions?

7. � How Indigenous staff, staff of colour and staff from other his-
torically marginalized communities on our campuses experience 
microaggressions?

8. � How international students from racialized minority backgrounds 
experience microaggressions?

Conclusion

What the vast and increasing literature from the USA points to is that 
the nuanced and subtle racism as racial microaggression is deeply embed-
ded in the everyday and is more embedded than is realized in public dis-
courses. Too often the racist and sexist dimensions of the microaggression 
are not visible to those who are not affected but have detrimental impacts 
on the victims. In order to address microaggressions, Saloojee and 
Stewart (2016) found post-secondary institutions are increasingly relying 
on civility codes and respectful working environment policies. Existing 
anti-harassment and anti-discrimination codes also incorporate notions of 
civility and employ a regulatory framework designed to deal with formal 
complaints of harassment. This approach utilizes a single instrument to 
deal with a variety of behaviour from rudeness to discrimination and “… 
more importantly it poses real problems as it elides threatening comments 
that could be hate speech with more or less subtle expressions of derision 
or intimidation” (Saloojee & Stewart, 2016, n.p.).

If we argue that racist and sexist microaggressions are to be under-
stood in the context of the multiple forms of systemic and structural dis-
crimination, then it is important to separate anti-discrimination policies 
and procedures from civility policies. In post-secondary workplaces, mar-
ginalized groups who are the usual targets of microaggressions are vastly 
underrepresented on the academic staff, despite long-standing employ-
ment equity policies. Effectively addressing the context that gives rise to 
microaggressions requires systemic change.

Racial microaggressions are real and are part of the lived experiences 
of people of colour in society. And on our campuses, it is the often daily 
lived experiences of students, staff and faculty, of colour. In this chap-
ter, it has been suggested that the uniquely Canadian contribution to the 
theoretical and conceptual underpinning of racial microaggressions can 
be located within CRT and can go beyond to locating the various forms 
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of microaggressions with an inclusive CDA—this needs greater theoriz-
ing. There is much to be learnt from the global research on racial and 
other forms of microaggressions. It is time for Canadian researchers and 
academics to make their contributions—the public good, the common 
good depends on critical engagement with this under-researched area.
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CHAPTER 14

Building Resilience in Graduates: 
Addressing Horizontal Violence  

in the Profession of Nursing

Laurie Peachey and Karey D. McCullough

Resilience and Microaggression

The complex nature of the Canadian healthcare environment requires 
effective communication, collaboration, critical thinking, and leadership 
to competently provide care to patients and their families, and the newly 
graduated nurse has acquired many of those essential skills to safely advo-
cate for the patient, and to positively influence health outcomes (Pines 
et al., 2014). However, resilience, broadly explored by disciplines in 
the social sciences and humanities, is also gaining attention in nursing 
science. There is a growing need for nursing graduates to develop resil-
ience as they transition to becoming nurses; unfortunately, they face the 
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likelihood of microaggression within the nursing profession, causing 
workplace adversity in their nursing practice.

In this chapter, resilience is presented from a critical perspective 
as a way to empower nurses in their entry into professional practice. 
In the first section, the need to prepare nurses for resilience in their  
entry-to-practice is identified as an important safeguard against the tradi-
tional hierarchy of healthcare institutions. Workplace violence, enacted as 
microaggression within the clinical practicum setting, is a form of hori-
zontal violence pervasive in the student clinical practicum experience. 
In the second section, practice education in nursing is outlined to high-
light to gain an understanding of the practicum setting and the policies 
that exist in identifying and responding to workplace violence. While the 
aggressions originating from outside of the profession are also depicted, 
the image of the nurse in the media is described as an important part 
of building resilience against lateral violence. In the third section, nurs-
ing preceptorship is presented as an important educational strategy to 
build resilience, to strive toward readiness for practice, and to prepare 
the nursing graduate to enter the profession.

Resilience in Nursing

Resilience is an important element of nursing practice. As nursing stu-
dents graduate from Canadian Schools of Nursing, resilience leads to the 
adjustment to a new workplace while assuming the role of the registered 
nurse (RN). This section provides a description of the microaggression 
and lateral violence in the nurse’s workplace, and the horizontal violence 
that occurs in enacting the scope of practice in nursing.

The Resilient Person

According to Garmezy (1993), the core element of resilience “lies in 
the power of recovery and in the ability to return once again to those 
patterns of adaptation and competence that characterized the individ-
ual prior to the pre-stress period” (p. 129). Tusaie and Dyer (2004) 
describe the resilient person as being able to integrate the characteristics 
in day-to-day encounters that lead to bouncing back from life’s setbacks, 
stress, and adversity. A resilient person adjusts in moments of adver-
sity to find their sense of balance, control, and ability to move forward  
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(Moran, 2012). In the context of health care, the resilient practitioner 
responds to the rapid pace of events to find balance in the current con-
text, and to explore ways to move ahead. Resilience is developed over 
time with a multitude of experiences. Fine (1991) distinguishes a two-
tiered process: During the acute phase, the person’s attention is directed 
to diminishing the impact of the aggression, while the second phase con-
sists of a reorganization of ideas to confront a new reality.

The Resilient Nurse

Acquiring personal resilience has the potential to empower nurses toward 
job satisfaction, health, and well-being (McDonald, Jackson, Wilkes, & 
Vickers, 2012). The resilient health professional has personal attributes 
that balance their self-image, their social environment, and their learning 
(McAllister & McKinnon, 2009). Being a resilient nurse leads to build-
ing positive social relationships and the necessary supportive environ-
ment when confronting adversity in health care. According to McDonald 
et al. (2012), personal resilience “intersects with the tacit knowledge 
and practical skills requisite for a long, and rewarding career in nursing” 
(p. 378). Resiliency enables nurses to connect with their social context, 
their physical environment, their past and present lived experiences, their 
spirituality, their personal values, and their worldview (McAllister & 
McKinnon, 2009).

Adversity and the Traditional Hierarchy of the Nurse’s 
Workplace

In terms of lateral violence within the profession, nurses are vulnerable 
to workplace adversity as a result of the challenging workplace conditions 
in health care that create an unsupported heavy workload and a lack 
of understanding of the nurse’s role within the interprofessional team 
(McDonald et al., 2012). McAllister and McKinnon (2009) reveal the 
adversity faced by new graduates as they “experience the negative effects 
of hierarchy, top-down decision-making, inter- and intra-professional 
hostility, limited autonomy, public stereotyping and invalidation”  
(p. 372). Today’s learner perceives hospitals, the traditional workplace 
of nurses, as institutions offering unattractive professional opportu-
nities with expectations to work under stressful conditions and limited 
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autonomy created by rigid management styles, financial instability, rapid 
turnover, and unpaid extra hours (McAllister & McKinnon, 2009). As 
educators in nursing, it is essential to accord importance to that perspec-
tive. Upon graduation of a baccalaureate degree in Canada, the nurse is 
required to demonstrate entry-to-practice competency through an initial 
licensure process combined with continued competence in a self-regu-
lated profession. As the scope of practice of the nurse expands, a shift in 
responsibility is also occurring rapidly, creating added pressure on nurs-
ing students. Increasingly, nurses work in a variety of advanced nursing 
settings that necessitate postgraduate certification and graduate studies in 
university. The scope of practice of the nurse practitioner and the clinical 
nurse specialist provides examples of roles requiring additional prepara-
tion at the graduate level (Canadian Nurses Association [CNA], 2008). 
The advancement of scope of practice for the RN in response to the 
aging population and the increased complexity of care creates a need for 
mentoring of new nurses. However, the RN workforce is also aging, and 
while RN retirement results in employment opportunities for the new 
graduate nurse, nurses are seeing a gap in the expertise needed to men-
tor new nurses through the challenges of increasingly acute and complex 
care. The upcoming retirement of seasoned nurses from our aging work-
force in health care creates opportunities for the new graduate nurse to 
select roles traditionally requiring seniority and postgraduate certification 
in specialized settings such as neonatology, pediatrics, perinatal nursing, 
emergency nursing, critical care nursing, and gerontology.

Despite the nature of the workload demands, the complexity of health 
challenges, and the obvious need for collaboration between healthcare 
professionals, professional relationships in health care remain hierarchical. 
Alarmingly, the profession is presented in this context to nursing students 
and new graduates. For instance, the nurse’s decision-making remains 
largely dependent on traditional physician orders; this in turn influences the 
structure and direction of interprofessional collaboration, and the overall 
design of safe delivery of health care (Benner, Sutphen, Leonard, & Day, 
2010). Incidentally, nurses currently entering the profession challenge 
those traditional practices to benefit patient care by expanding the scope of 
nursing and by stepping into advanced nursing practice roles. In Ontario, 
Canada, as a way to respond to the needs of an aging population through 
advancements in the scope of nursing practice, public policy changes are 
underway to move forward legislative changes for medical assistance in 
dying (MAID) and independent RN prescribing of medication. Expanding 
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the scope of nursing requires building resilience in the new graduate nurse 
who is quickly immersed in advanced nursing role practices. Nursing cur-
riculum needs to constantly reflect change in health care.

Professional Socialization of Student Nurses

In fast-paced and profound interactions, a nurse cares for people in 
a time of delicate need and potentially life-altering crises (McAllister & 
McKinnon, 2009). A caring nursing practice involves self-giving where 
the student nurse must sincerely want to care for people and their loved 
ones. While the nursing student learns about the ethics of caring, the 
compassion required in their practice also represents an emotional risk for 
them as a learner and as a professional. Nurses often perceive that they 
are caring for too many patients for safe practice, and they lack the time 
for meaningful patient–nurse interactions, resulting in difficulty with the 
clinical decision-making required in life-changing situations (McAllister 
& McKinnon, 2009). The novice nurse works to mitigate the risks for 
the patient by identifying a culture of patient safety which prevents falls, 
injuries, and other adverse events such as medication errors. Interpersonal 
conflicts too often exist between healthcare professionals, further burden-
ing the self-confidence of student nurses. Thus, the combined tensions in 
health care result in high levels of reported compassion fatigue, burnout, 
absenteeism, rapid turnover, and ultimate exit from the nursing profession 
(Pines et al., 2014). Nurses report high levels of displeasure with their 
limited role and a low sense of self-efficacy in helping others (McAllister 
& McKinnon, 2009). In nursing education, the experience of the nurs-
ing students entails a journey toward understanding the meaning of being 
a nurse, moving away from treating disease under a hierarchy where the 
physician is often placed at the top, toward profession practice guided 
by entry-level competencies based on professional responsibility and 
accountability, knowledge-based practice, ethical practice, service to the 
public, and self-regulation (College of Nurses of Ontario [CNO], 2014).

In their undergraduate degree, nursing students reflect on the 
meaning of their interactions with patients to shape their own assump-
tions and to develop the salience to respond to the nursing profes-
sion with an increasing familiarity to clinical situations (Benner et al., 
2010; Registered Nurses Association of Ontario [RNAO], 2016). 
The twenty-first-century learner requires a multitude of experiences to 
develop the competencies for entry-level nursing practice (CNO, 2014).
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Image of Nursing in the Twenty-First Century

Today’s nurse enters the profession in an age of postmodern technol-
ogy, trying to understand the profound scope of the nurse in a world 
saturated with media messages (Heilemann, 2012) that often influence 
the public perception of nurses. For decades, nurses have been depicted 
negatively in the media; for example, the image of the nurse is falsely 
enacted in recent medical dramas such as “Hawthorne,” “Nurse Jackie,” 
“House,” and “Grey’s Anatomy” and in previous productions such as 
“ER,” “MASH,” and “One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest” (McHugh, 
2012). In these dramatizations, the media narrative misrepresents the 
nurse as incompetent, naughty, sexy, bold, nasty, and risk-taking. Also 
noteworthy is that conversely, the image of the angelic, subservient, 
mindless nurse following a physician for rounds creates an ineffective 
and inaccurate image (McHugh, 2012). The negative image prevalent 
in the media leads to a lack of understanding of the demanding, skilled 
work performed by nurses. As nursing associations represent nurses in 
profound topics of workplace violence and inadequate nurse-to-patient 
ratios, the media often leaves out the clinical judgment and the refined 
skills nurses bring to provision of care as central to the argument that 
nurses are at the center of quality health care (Cabaniss, 2011; McHugh, 
2012). In a joint position paper, the CNA and the Canadian Federation 
of Nurses Unions (CFNU) affirm that workplace violence is a serious 
issue in nursing in the form of both horizontal violence and aggres-
sion by clients (2008). Workplace violence, threatening effective patient 
care, has an impact on morale, productivity, absenteeism, psychological 
functioning, recruitment, and retention. According to the CNA and 
CFNU (2008), a new graduate is most vulnerable to leave the profession 
because of workplace violence in their first six months of practice than 
any other time in their profession. Nursing associations like CNA work 
to highlight issues from a nursing perspective at a national level, believ-
ing it is essential to provide the public with an accurate image of nursing 
and a truthful account of the nurse’s story.

Finding and Sharing Wisdom Through Story

Buresh and Gordon (2000) urge nurses to consider sharing narra-
tive accounts of their daily work to dispel the misguided image of the 
nursing profession. By taking charge of the image of the professional 
nurse, nurses heighten an understanding of their role in the public.  
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A distinct aspect of nursing practice poorly understood by the media is 
the nurse’s role beyond the medical needs of the patient; specifically, the 
nurse’s role also encompasses caring, decision-making, advocating, edu-
cating, and comforting (CNO, 2017). Canadian journalist and health 
reporter Picard (2017) features stories highlighting the demand for 
nurse practitioners, the need for health policies in end of life and palli-
ative care, MAID legislative changes, mental health and addiction as a 
public health crisis, and the overall inefficiencies in Canadian health care. 
Similarly, nurses need to take a narrative approach to explain the gentle 
acts of kindness and the lived experience that define them as nurses.

The unrealistic images portrayed by entertainment corporations leave 
the public with narrow visions of the role of nurses, leaving behind pro-
spective learners from entering the profession to choose other healthcare 
professions (Baltodano, Darder, & Torres, 2008). Nursing educators 
need to counter such inaccuracies by including a comprehensive histori-
cal overview of the nursing profession in undergraduate nursing curricu-
lum to consequently explore the future of the nursing profession.

There are lessons to be learned from other disciplines regarding the 
need for a strong professional identity as a way to build resilience. Other 
health professions and their heroic dispositions are often depicted in the 
media. For example, tragic world disasters such as the terrorist attacks 
in New York City, in France, most recently in London, and Manchester 
in the UK appropriately and rightfully highlight emergency responders 
in a positive manner with stories and illustration of their service work in 
our society. Through various environmental disasters created by tsuna-
mis, hurricanes, and tornadoes, the world has seen paramedics, police 
service, and firefighters covered in the media as heroes in those tragedies 
(Baltodano et al., 2008; McHugh, 2012). Most recently, the emergency 
preparedness covered in the media during Hurricane Harvey and Irma 
reveals the extended shifts of several days to an entire week by medical 
teams to ensure access to health care during the storm. While American 
schools continue to strategize against issues of gun violence, the public 
recalls the news media highlighting one beautiful, heroic teacher hud-
dling in the closet with the children in her class during a tragic school 
attack at the Sandy Hook Elementary School (Baltodano et al., 2008). 
As highly trusted health professionals, nurses also deserve the recog-
nition among other respected skilled professions who carry out care-
ful and intelligent responses in times of public crisis. In recent nursing 
history, first responders and nurses caring for the victims of the horrific 
Boston marathon bombing, the mass shootings in an Orlando night 
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club, and a Las Vegas concert are portrayed as heroic by the public. In 
the media, nurses also bring forward the professional ethical dilemma of 
caring for the assailant of the Boston marathon attacks in their expected 
response to global disasters (McHugh, 2012). Nurses’ stories are also 
now more common in the world of entertainment. In his monologue, 
late night talk show host Jimmy Kimmel publicly acknowledges the 
nurses who cared for his newborn, calling attention to the skilled knowl-
edge required for a nurse to first detect the symptoms of tetralogy of 
Fallot in his son’s first days of life (Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, 
2017). Nurses, like teachers, need to be spoken of openly and eloquently 
regarding their intelligent acts of kindness in their practice (Buresh & 
Gordon, 2000).

Recruitment of Thoughtful, Competent Learners

A positive image is important to the recruitment of nurses in the pro-
fession. To attract thoughtful, competent, and caring learners, the pro-
fessional image of the nurse needs to embody the advanced knowledge 
of health promotion, health protection, and an in-depth understanding 
of disease and the current complexities of health care (McHugh, 2012). 
Since 2005, the Bachelor of Science in nursing is an entry-level require-
ment to practice in Ontario (CNO, 2014). According to the Council of 
Ontario Universities (2010), the change in educational requirement is 
in response to “the greater levels of critical thinking and nursing knowl-
edge that were required in a healthcare system with advanced technology 
and higher levels of complexity of patients and environments” (p. 1). It 
is important to provide opportunities to nursing students to shape their 
professional image and to consider the issues relating to critical media 
literacy (Buresh & Gordon, 2000).

Curricula and Teaching Approaches of the Twenty-First 
Century

As emphasized by McAllister and McKinnon (2009), “the concepts of 
transformative education have their foundations in critical social theory, 
a theory that explores and develops concepts and practices to promote 
social justice and equality” (p. 375). It is essential that topics such as 
marginalization, injustice, power imbalances, and ethical dilemmas be 
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considered for the new graduate nurse to acquire the constructive think-
ing required for problem-solving and reflective practice. A commitment 
to resiliency within health education curriculum is imperative to build 
capacity in the twenty-first-century learner. The Canadian Association 
of Schools of Nursing (CASN) (2011) outlines quality education for the 
twenty-first-century learner as an environment which,

focuses on students’ development of clinical reasoning and judgment, 
exposure to Canadian health issues, and the honing of critical analysis and 
communication skills. Such high-level skills require an education that is 
based on real practice situations that may be supported by the use of simu-
lation. (p. 3)

Nurses devote their work to compassionate practice, which includes 
listening, comforting, advocating, empowering, and educating patients 
about their health. Across Canada, the nursing curriculum is predomi-
nantly based on theoretical foundations of caring (CASN, 2011). The 
relational practice which often distinguishes nursing from other health 
professions fosters critical thinking and clinical judgment (Tanner, 
2010). The medicalized image conveyed poses a problem for nurses as 
it places the caring science that defines them as a less important aspect 
of health care. Thus, nurses miss the opportunity to articulate the lived 
experience of compassionate practice, to speak about their role, their 
actions, and the impact of their relational practice on the health of the 
Canadian population. Nurses are urged to review the provision of care 
in today’s health care from a critical perspective and to recognize the 
importance of the determinants of health at the macro-level to increase 
involvement in political action, in leadership, and in research (Buresh & 
Gordon, 2000). Raising the level of public knowledge of their scope of 
practice may lead nurses to become more resilient in their nursing careers 
and to have the resources to effectively practice with new graduate fund-
ing initiatives, funded professional development opportunities, full-time, 
and stable employment (RNAO, 2016).

Practice Education in Nursing

In this second section, the nursing student experience in clinical practi-
cum is explored to understand the professional context embodied as 
learners. Nursing students embrace the culture of Canadian health care 
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environments in which they are called upon to identify salient infor-
mation from their studies toward the safe, competent provision of care 
for patients and their family (McAllister & McKinnon, 2009). The 
mentoring process varies in each discipline. A practicum consists of a 
teaching–learning relationship between faculty, a mentor, and a learner 
collaborating on the process of summative and formative evaluation 
of performance in the practical component in professional education 
(Ralph, Walker, & Wimmer, 2009). The clinical practicum, commonly 
beginning in the first year of most nursing programs, is where the nurs-
ing student gains practical insight into the landscape of health care 
(RNAO, 2016). To become a new graduate nurse, the nursing student 
requires the ability to rapidly respond to a patient’s deteriorating condi-
tion and to recognize the possible mortality of any clinical situation while 
encompassing all aspects of nursing as a science and as an art. Although 
a practicum is scheduled in each year of study, in reality, nursing stu-
dents experience brief experiences where they find it difficult to feel a 
sense of comfort needed for salient response to practical situations. In a 
large multi-site, national study, Benner et al. (2010), use narrative strate-
gies to understand the student experience in placement. One participant 
in that study describes the chaos of placement by stating, “we are con-
stantly being rotated through different units. As soon as we have been 
on the unit long enough to get the hang of things, we rotate to a new 
unit or hospital” (p. 61). Another student interviewed by Benner et al. 
(2010) expresses a disconnect between the classroom and the practicum 
setting and claimed that when nurses working on the units are asked 
about nursing theories, “it’s frustrating, it’s a lot of paperwork, and they 
laugh at me. They say, ‘Nobody uses that’” (p. 88). On the night before 
each clinical practicum experience, nursing students are expected to com-
plete extensive preparation for effective delivery of care. The preparatory 
homework normally includes a review of the illness, pharmacological, 
and non-pharmacological treatments, and nursing actions relevant to 
the clinical case. In health care, the healthcare team glorifies the acts 
that save lives, leaving out the tenets of nursing as important compo-
nents of caring for a person in a holistic approach. As students report a 
gap between the classroom and the placement setting, it also notewor-
thy to add that much of the students’ learning engagement emphasizes 
the practical aspect in providing care producing an educational curricu-
lum highly based on a biomedical model, a model centered on the bio-
logical aspect of treating an illness. As a result, the ethic of caring that 
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defines nursing is undervalued in the biomedical model of care. In their 
assignments, the nursing student often overlooks the rich opportunity 
to describe the lived experience of a person during illness. To propose a 
radical transformation in nursing education, Benner et al. (2010) suggest 
“narrative pedagogies, such as experience-based narratives of practice sit-
uations, journals, or debriefing and reflection on practice, are also effec-
tive ways to uncover and articulate everyday ethical comportment and 
notions of good central to nursing practice” (p. 222). This means a shift 
in thinking; it is a call for educators to prepare nursing students to deeply 
understand their professional identity and to explore the ways that nurses 
provide compassionate care. Resilient nurses need an integrated approach 
to theory and practice that brings the classroom, the practical laboratory, 
the simulation laboratory, and the practicum closer together.

Interprofessional Collaboration

Although nurses work within a team of healthcare professionals, they are 
educated in classrooms, laboratories, simulation activities, and clinical 
practicum groups with other nursing students; there are very few situated 
learning encounters with students from other health disciplines during 
their studies outside of the clinical practicum courses. In practicum, nurs-
ing students are exposed to the issues that exist in the workplace by seeing 
firsthand the effects of a heavy nursing workload and low nurse-to-patient 
ratio as they observe nurses lack the time and resources to provide quality 
care, and see firsthand a devaluing of the time required to provide care by 
members of the interprofessional care team. Since understanding roles and 
functions is deemed an essential skill in interprofessional education (IPE), 
the clinical experience offered in the IPE context allows students from var-
ious health professions to establish and maintain a climate of respect while 
utilizing effective communication strategies (Pines et al., 2014). As nurs-
ing students are at risk as new graduates to face workplace violence, their 
practicum should include education on creating healthy and safe work-
places with an ability to identify policies on violence and bullying.

As highlighted by Pines et al. (2014), nursing students need to adopt 
strategies that “include building positive nurturing professional relation-
ships and networks, maintaining positivity, developing emotional insight, 
achieving life balance and spirituality, and becoming more reflective”  
(p. 86). The refinement of these skills is to become a resilience nurse 
who has a positive influence on health outcomes while incorporating the 
lived experience of caring.
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Preceptorship in Nursing

In this third section, preceptorship is identified as one of the most bene-
ficial arenas for students to develop skills related to resilience to address 
lateral violence in the profession. Preceptorship affords undergraduate 
nursing students the opportunity to develop a professional identity and 
autonomy in practice (McCullough, 2016). In this final section of this 
chapter, preceptorship is defined and its benefits as a teaching/learning 
tool are highlighted as they relate to the development of resiliency in 
nursing students.

Today’s learning needs in clinical education are complex. Educating 
nurses for the future in areas such as resiliency, critical thinking, handling 
lateral violence, and practical wisdom is achievable in a practicum setting. 
In addition to the practical skills and knowledge that are a requisite for 
safe patient care, students must learn to apply theory in the clinical prac-
tice context, the term coined as the “practice-theory link” (Benner et al., 
2010). Nursing students are required to understand the importance of 
ethical reasoning, reflective practice, institutional culture, organizational 
semantics, and systems thinking, especially as these impact the devel-
opment of resiliency skills. Resilience in thinking is developed through 
direct experiential and situational contact with the patient (Tanner, 
2010). Attributes of relational practice are best learned in the clinical 
practicum (RNAO, 2016). Preceptorship is one such clinical arena; it 
is an approach to clinical teaching and learning during which students, 
through immersion in the work of nursing, come to directly understand 
their professional role. Students are acculturated into that role through 
the guidance, facilitation, and direction of the practicing RN.

Preceptorship Defined

Preceptorship is a teaching/learning approach employed by many under-
graduate nursing programs in Canada (Altmann, 2006), providing “a 
perfect medium in which clinical practice and education can combine 
to achieve a common goal: the preparation of present and future practi-
tioners and leaders” (Myrick & Yonge, 2005, p. 5). Preceptorship is well 
defined in the literature (Andrews & Wallis, 1999; Billay & Myrick, 2007; 
Kaviani & Stillwell, 2000; Lockwood-Rayermann, 2003; Nehls, Rather, & 
Guyette, 1997). For the purpose of this chapter, preceptorship is viewed 
as a one-to-one teaching/learning approach in which the expertise of the 
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RN is drawn on by the student for a predetermined period of time in the 
clinical setting and which offers them the relevant knowledge and skills to 
become socialized into the profession of nursing. The essence of precep-
torship involves a triad of individuals: the student, referred to as the pre-
ceptee; the preceptor, an experienced RN who guides the learning of the 
preceptee in the clinical setting; and the faculty advisor, who oversees the 
overall preceptorship placement. The preceptee assumes the learner role 
in this triad. The preceptor is a RN who, above and beyond their regular 
responsibilities as a working professional, assumes the role of the clinical 
teacher (Kaviani & Stillwell, 2000; Lennox, Skinner, & Foureur, 2008). 
The preceptor teaches, counsels, and inspires the preceptee by acting as 
a role model, guide, and facilitator. The preceptor supports the growth 
and development of the student for a predetermined period of time. The 
faculty advisor acts as teaching/learning resource by providing teaching 
strategies, guided learning, and facilitation of communication. The pre-
ceptorship placement offers a period of support throughout the transi
tion of the student into the professional practice setting (Bain, 1996; 
Chickerella & Lutz, 1981; Nehls et al., 1997).

Benefits of Preceptorship

There are numerous observed advantages of preceptorship, the most 
discernible being the acquisition of clinical experience and a more 
“solid knowledge base” in clinical practice (Altmann, 2006, p. 11). 
Preceptorship “promotes effective learning and transfer of knowledge” 
on the part of the student (Udlis, 2008, p. 28). Most notable in the pre-
ceptorship approach is the opportunity that instruction is delivered to 
meet the needs of the nursing student. This tailored learning approach 
is individualized to address specific types of student learners. In the 
clinical practicum, the learner actively engages in the learning process 
by utilizing the hands-on learning approach. The practical, experiential 
learning approach moves them from nursing student to new nurse grad-
uate. During the preceptorship, students experience the role of the RN 
through a variety of learning styles which, in turn, optimizes the learning 
process.

There are many benefits of preceptorship placements, both locally 
and internationally, that extend beyond the scholastic achievements 
of the student. For example, a preceptee is socialized into the nursing 
profession through a period of support as he/she transitions into the 
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professional practice setting (Bain, 1996; Nehls et al., 1997), which 
could in turn decrease lateral violence for the student/new hire. In addi-
tion, networking occurs more easily and is possibly the reason that those 
who are preceptored tend to do well in organizations and are more likely 
to remain in the nursing profession (Chickerella & Lutz, 1981; RNAO, 
2016). Further, introducing students to professional practice and the 
realities of clinical nursing during the preceptorship placement has been 
recognized as a retention factor for nurses in the profession (Lockwood-
Rayermann, 2003). The preceptor–preceptee relationship provides much  
substance for career growth, benefitting both the preceptor and the pre-
ceptee. This relationship may result in less horizontal violence in the 
workplace as preceptees become welcomed into the profession by expe-
rienced nurses. The preceptee can network, become integrated into 
the work environment more easily, and attain experience and advice 
throughout the process. If the preceptee obtains employment in the 
institution, the organization acquires an employee who is already famil-
iar with the organization’s culture and function, as a result of directly 
with a preceptor who is an experienced member of the organization and 
accepted by their peers (Norris & Gillespie, 2009).

International Preceptorship  
in the Twenty-First Century

International placements may also have a positive effect on microag-
gression in the workplace in the profession of nursing. As students seek 
international educational opportunities and employers continue to seek a 
global employee, international preceptorship placements are becoming a 
reality in nursing education (Rubin, 2009). In the late 1990s, Canadian 
nursing faculties reported international undertakings with 81 countries 
(Ogilvie, Paul, & Burgess-Pinto, 2007). Since that time, that number has 
escalated; international education in the twenty-first century is evermore 
present and emerging. An international educational placement affords 
students the opportunity to prepare for the realities of an interdependent 
world, including the building of an internationally competitive workforce 
(Smedley, Morey, & Race, 2010). Larson and Allen (2006) point out 
that there is now an emerging awareness of a “global neighbourhood, 
which recognizes that social crises are not constrained by traditional 
political boundaries and that there is significant impact of economic glo-
balization for marginalized groups” (p. 507). International preceptor-
ship placements serve to broaden nursing education, nursing practice, 
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and nursing theory, to explore concepts and contexts that include nurses 
from all nations. International preceptorship also allows students to 
increase their understanding of their own and other cultural and political 
systems. Taken together, these additional skills, brought to the nursing 
workplace, may add resiliency, patience, understanding, and a culturally 
sensitive lens.

In today’s world, societal perspectives in Canada have come to 
embrace global citizenship, which in turn have direct impact on the edu-
cational system. In the current context of professional nursing, and with 
the emergence of global perspectives in nursing education, international 
preceptorship placements can offer unique opportunities for students to 
participate in a variety of key learning experiences early in their nursing 
career. International preceptorship placements are becoming particularly 
important as students, academic institutions, and the profession of nurs-
ing request a more globally minded practitioner. An international pre-
ceptorship can provide students with a holistic and global view of the 
world, as well as provide them with the knowledge and skills necessary 
to make informed and prudent judgments about contemporary world 
issues (Hanson & Meyerson, 1995; Kushigian, 1998). While border-
less learning increases as a result of increasing online resources, ease of 
travel, and heightened global awareness, international nursing exchanges 
and placements have also become more prevalent. It is, therefore, pru-
dent to address appropriately the processes or pedagogical theories that 
support a heightened prevalence of international preceptorships, as these 
processes are a key underpinning of successful placements. A fundamen-
tal goal for all nursing students is to be globally savvy, and to achieve this 
goal, there is a need for nurse educators to create international place-
ment opportunities (Mill, Astle, Ogilvie, & Gastaldo, 2010). It is impor-
tant that nurse educators develop specific strategies and design innovative 
curricula that will provide opportunities for students to become engaged 
in global citizenship and to learn about the role nurses can play in the 
global context (Mill, Yonge, & Cameron, 2005).

The New Graduate Nurse Experience

The new nurse graduate needs to prepare for entry-to-practice by meeting 
requirements for licensure: passing a jurisprudence examination, passing 
the National Council Licensure Examination for the RN (NCLEX-RN), 
submitting a criminal record verification, and payment of registration fees 
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with their provincial legislative body. The process of licensure takes sev-
eral weeks for nursing graduates. Many work as temporary RNs for up 
to six months while undergoing the licensure requirements, while other 
new graduate nurses focus on the licensure requirement prior to taking 
employment. In the early months of transition, being a new graduate nurse 
is often recalled as a stressful, challenging time in a nurse’s career (Dyess 
& Sherman, 2009; Parker, Giles, Lantry, & McMillan, 2014). The new 
routine, the teamwork, and the workload may cause anxiety for the new 
nurse graduates who also put high expectations on themselves to perform 
as they did as students (Casey, Fink, Krugman, & Propst, 2004; Parker 
et al., 2014). Having a greater understanding of their professional identity 
as nurses, combined with an ability to identify workplace adversity, eases 
the transition into practice beyond their preceptorship. The experiences 
in preceptorship and in the first months of practice provide new graduate 
nurses with the resilience to respond effectively to the lateral violence in the 
profession.

Nursing students flourish under mentoring relationships, especially 
in their final year prior to licensure in which most programs include a 
large component of clinical placement hours. Those hours in place-
ment are rich in reflective practice opportunities while building inter-
personal skills within the healthcare team. In terms of transitioning into 
practice, Benner et al. (2010) recommend a year-long new graduate 
nurse residency to build resilience and to foster professional formation. 
Establishing nurturing relationships with their preceptor and the health 
professionals on the collaborative team fosters a positive transition into 
their role in health care.

Summary and Conclusion

In the first section, workplace violence is outlined as a serious issue in 
nursing. Nursing students are at risk of horizontal violence, bullying, and 
aggression by patients. Workplace violence has a serious impact on patient 
care, morale, productivity, absenteeism, psychological functioning, recruit-
ment, and retention of nurses. A new graduate nurse is most vulnerable to 
leave the profession because of workplace violence in their first six months 
of practice than any other time in their profession (CNA, 2008).

In the second section, practice education in nursing is presented as 
playing an important role in developing resiliency in the undergradu-
ate nursing student. Resilience is examined from a critical perspective to 
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create learning environments that develop and strengthen nursing grad-
uates. Building resilience in nursing education empowers the new nurse 
graduate in their journey into health care through a multitude of new 
practicum experiences in the Canadian context.

In the third section, the preceptorship model highlights the prepara-
tion for the nursing student to enter the role of the new graduate nurse. 
The nursing student’s need for resilience is an important consideration 
in nursing education, especially in preceptorship where they learn to face 
the complexity of the Canadian health care and the workplace adversity. 
Working effectively in a collaborative interprofessional team requires a 
resilient healthcare professional. The twenty-first-century learner has the 
potential to build resilience and to create important changes in the cur-
rent healthcare context to make interprofessional collaboration a priority.
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CHAPTER 15

Leading and Working with Millennials 
in Universities: A Case of Delicate Dancing 

or “You’re Not the Boss of Me!”

Lorna E. Rourke and Lorraine M. Carter

Introducing Delicate Duets

Universities are wonderful places, or so it would seem: From the pub-
lic’s perspective, they are places where academic and professional civil-
ity abounds and where actions are grounded in practices reflecting social 
betterment and personal value. While beautiful buildings and green 
spaces have an undeniably positive impact on visitors to university cam-
puses, those who have worked in them may have some different stories.

Those who have worked in the academy are familiar with tales of pro-
fessors being obstructed from tenure and promotion because of infight-
ing and academic jealousy; environments such as medical schools which 
rely heavily on the administrative skills of women who, in turn, may not 
be adequately recognized or compensated; and TAs and sessional instruc-
tors who are expected to teach large classes for inadequate pay and no 
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job security. Those with lived experience in the university also know about 
elitism and entitlement—the respect for research output over passion and 
excellence in teaching, and the politics around leadership appointments.

Recently, another challenge has found its way into our universities. 
While a positive work environment for faculty, administrators, and staff 
is a goal in all universities, achievement of this goal has, in some con-
texts, become complicated by the different values and ideas about work 
held by senior university leaders and by staff who belong to the millen-
nial generation. The outcomes can be situations of frustration for both 
millennial employees and their supervisors. There can also be a discon-
nect between what the baby boomer leader perceives as microaggression 
by the millennial and the perceptions of their actions by the millennials 
themselves. In many cases, middle to senior leaders who belong to early 
Generation X and the baby boomer generation find themselves dancing 
delicate duets with millennial employees and having their toes stepped 
on. While there are two partners in most dances, the overriding perspec-
tive offered in this chapter is that of the partner with more life and work 
experience. This noted, evidence-informed insights into the millennial 
employee are also provided since they are critical to this discussion.

The crux of this situation of delicate dancing lies in how millennials 
“espouse work values and have career expectations that are markedly 
different from those of Gen Xers and baby boomers” (Ng & McGinnis 
Johnson, 2015, p. 129). While many baby boomers “say they have a 
strong sense of pride in their work, only a quarter of millennial(s)… agree, 
highlighting a striking disconnect in attitudes about work…across genera-
tions” (Prudential, 2017, para. 1). Maier, Tavanti, Bombard, Gentile, and 
Bradford (2015) have found millennials “likely to challenge workplace 
norms such as… the standard workday and employee/supervisor rela-
tions” (p. 388). Because younger staff members often understand leader-
ship differently from those who hold leadership positions at universities, 
the outcome has been, in some instances, situations of microaggression 
and dissonance such as disrespectful comments and disruptive behaviors. 
The leader may experience a lack of support from those early in their 
careers and be routinely challenged for his or her decisions. Given the 
ideal of freedom of ideas and speech, university leaders can likewise find 
themselves in situations of professional strife involving millennial staff.

Through a thoughtful examination of the literature and examples 
of various “delicate dances,” this chapter provides a description of mil-
lennials in the work setting; ideas held about leadership by millennials 
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juxtaposed with ideas held about leadership by those to whom millenni-
als report; and the subtle and sometimes not so subtle tensions between 
millennial staff and their supervisors in universities. Examples of micro-
aggressions and dissonance are provided based on the experiences of 
university administrators who have worked with millennials. Attention 
is also paid to the role of unions and human resources experts in nav-
igating the different perspectives of millennials and baby boomers. 
Recommendations for working through differences, effectively leading 
millennials, and establishing productive and respectful teams in universi-
ties close the chapter.

Who Are the Millennials?
Fry (2016) remarks that “generations are analytical constructs, and 
developing a popular and expert consensus on what marks the bounda-
ries between one generation and the next takes time” (para. 3). Hence, 
there are variations in the ages and date ranges attributed to various 
generations, although, in 2017, millennials are generally regarded to 
be around 20–36 years old. They are variously considered to have been 
born between 1980 and 1990 (Howe & Strauss, 2000); between 1982 
and 2004 (Ellin, 2014); and between 1981 and 1997 (Fry, 2016). By 
comparison, persons belonging to Generation X are reported to have 
been born between 1965 and 1980, thus making them approximately 
37–52. The baby boomers born between 1946 and 1964 are, at present, 
between 53 and 69 years of age (Fry, 2016).

Described as determined and narcissistic (Allen, Allen, Karl, & White, 
2015), millennials are reported to be tech savvy and to see technology as 
a necessity rather than a convenience in their lives. Vincent (2012) notes 
that “technology is a way of life, not just a handy tool…Millennials…are 
highly tech savvy and prefer communicating quickly via text or instant 
message” (p. 144). They are often dependent on their parents who are 
often more involved in their lives than parents from earlier times were in 
the lives of their adult children (Coomes & DeBard, 2004). Millennials 
are further reported to dislike tasks requiring a sustained effort and to 
need immediate feedback (Pînzaru et al., 2016). While some genera-
tional researchers claim that millennials are more tolerant of diversity and 
socially minded in their visions of life and society (Oblinger & Oblinger, 
2013) than earlier generations, others disagree, indicating that there is 
no credible evidence to support this claim (Twenge, 2012).
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Many researchers have contributed to the literature on how different 
generations learn and work (Coomes & DeBard, 2004; Dede, 2005). 
The position that generational exposures, trends, and common life events 
are the primary influences on how a generation interacts with the world 
and performs in the workplace is common in this literature. At work, 
“the events in members’ [members of a generation] lives and how they 
are perceived mold unique work attitudes” (McNamara, 2005, p. 1149).

So how do millennials perform in the workplace? And what are the 
events in their lives that have shaped their values and behaviors at work?

The short answer to the first question is that, in the workplace, 
the values of millennials often collide with those of their older col-
leagues and, almost certainly, with the values of their supervisors from 
Generation X and the baby boom generation. Additionally, those in lead-
ership roles from Generation X may be resentful of millennials since, as 
Street (2016), a member of Generation X, points out “we [members of 
Generation X] are forgotten, caught between our parents’ generation 
angrily shaking their fists at the natural passage of time, and the digi-
tal natives in our offices who know how Snapchat works” (para. 11). By 
comparison, in today’s popular press, millennials have received a great 
deal of attention. Millennials’ relationships with their baby boomer col-
leagues who adhere to long-established rules of behavior and have rad-
ically different ways of conducting business are, at best, challenging; 
at worst, adversarial (Howe & Strauss, 2000). Reeves and Oh (2008) 
in their early work on millennials and baby boomers characterize baby 
boomers as being responsible and having a strong work ethic while their 
experiences of their younger colleagues can be markedly different.

Of the shaping influences on millennials’ approaches to life and work, 
three stand out: changing economies and uncertain employment oppor-
tunities, technology, and globalization. Each of these realities has dra-
matically affected the lives of millennials and the knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes they bring to the work environment (Goldman Sachs, 2016; 
Hutt, 2016; Jenkins, 2017).

Millennials live in times when their economic futures are unknown 
and, by extension, their ability to purchase homes, start families, and 
pursue some of the goals that defined their parents’ lives are next to 
impossible. Routinely, they find themselves either underemployed or 
unemployed. How often do we hear about university graduates working 
at Starbucks, going overseas because there are no jobs here, and jumping 
from one short-term contract to the next? Both the academic literature 
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and the public press are rife with examples of these circumstances, as well 
as evidence that many millennials are basement dwellers in their parents’ 
homes for extended periods of time, a fact that baffles the baby boomers 
who moved directly from school to work and a first apartment (Bleemer, 
Brown, Lee, & Van der Klaauw, 2014).

The millennial generation is the first generation to have grown up 
with technology from toddlerhood and, perhaps, even earlier. Given 
this level of exposure to technology, millennials have adopted the many 
strengths and weaknesses that come with living in a wired world. Their 
experience of the world has been described by some as e-living (Brocade, 
2011). They know how to bank, communicate, socialize, and find where 
and what they want to eat, all through an insatiable appetite for infor-
mation acquired through their mobile phones. What they may not know 
how to do are to unplug, deal with ideas beyond information bites, write 
in standard English, and stay on task for more than a short period of 
time (Bebell, 2015; Nour, 2017; Sinek, 2017). Similarly, while they may 
be able to converse with Facebook friends around the world, they may 
be awkward in their interactions with peers closer to home unless there 
is a mobile phone involved. McWilliams (2016) remarks that “texting or 
chatting online, or even exchanging emails, enables users to avoid the 
edgy ambiguity of a face-to-face exchange…. Digital natives in particular 
have embraced online ersatz friendships as the genuine article” (p. 22).

Globalization, for the baby boomers, was no more than an idea. In 
Canada, the baby boomer from Ontario who headed to Alberta for a 
summer job was worldly and adventurous. By contrast, for millennials, 
globalization is a daily reality. They travel the world and remain con-
nected to friends they have met and connect with those they aspire to 
meet through all forms of social media. Even without travel, millennials 
live and breathe the global village. In a single day, a millennial can con-
nect with her brother and his family in China via WeChat with text mes-
sages, audio messages, and videos; send pictures to her parents through 
a text message, Snapchat, or e-mail; and interact with friends in Canada 
and Europe via Facebook. Millennials are aware of and even involved 
in political happenings around the world in ways that were hitherto 
not possible. Every day, the millennial is immersed in a world that is far 
bigger and more complex than that of their parents and grandparents. 
While there are advantages to this connectivity, there is also potential for 
an overload of information and negative emotions given the direness of 
today’s world events and the graphic nature of much of the news.
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Working with and Leading Millennial Staff: Echoes 
from Academic Corridors

To illustrate some of the challenges that university leaders may experi-
ence working with and leading millennials, the experiences of two uni-
versity leaders from the baby boomer generation who are responsible for 
millennial staff are provided below. Each leader provides several examples 
of interactions with millennials as evidence of the different and delicate 
aspects of working with millennials in a university context.

Meet Genevieve

As noted above, Genevieve is a baby boomer. She is also the director 
of a mid-sized educational development unit at a Canadian university. 
Accomplished in her field, she has served as an academic administrator 
at three universities and as the education manager of a large provincial 
health network. She is a well-published researcher and presenter and has 
served as president of two national educational associations with direct 
relevance to her field of practice.

Workplace context. In the workplace, Genevieve provides oversight to 
a staff of 35 including baby boomers, persons from Generation X, and 
millennials. Although Genevieve’s reputation and experience as a leader 
is extensive and positive, these elements are not always acknowledged by 
the staff. The staff is distinguished by what Genevieve refers to as “mil-
lennial character” which can sometimes manifest in difficult attitudes and 
behaviors.

Millennial moments. For the most part, staff do not interact directly 
with Genevieve but with their direct supervisors. On the rare occasions 
when Genevieve has approached millennial staff for some item of work, 
she has heard responses such as “I can’t do that,” “I am too busy,” or 
“I don’t have the time.” Similarly, while there is some flexibility in work 
hours in the unit, this same flexibility is not always extended to the lead-
ership team when it needs a millennial staff member to stay longer to 
complete a task. Importantly, the instances when Genevieve or some 
other member of the leadership team might ask a millennial staff mem-
ber to stay a little longer to finish a task are rare. Thus, the millenni-
al’s unwillingness to accommodate is confusing. Moreover, it contrasts 
sharply with how the baby boomers in the office might say, “Sure. I can 
spend another twenty minutes and get that task completed.”
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When the leadership team makes a decision about work assignments 
and informs the team, millennial staff members may push back with 
comments including “Well, I’m doing my Master’s. I know about X 
and should be allowed to do that work.” Additionally, work days can 
be punctuated with queries of “why?”. Despite efforts by the leader-
ship team to present decisions thoughtfully, the millennials often chal-
lenge new directions and actions even before they have been tried and 
assessed. Considered together, these responses seem to suggest a lack of 
respect for the leadership team and the experience and expertise it has 
acquired over time. While the leadership group is happy to be held to 
a high standard, it is difficult to conceptualize how the millennial staff 
have adequate knowledge and experience to make a negative judgement 
before a new strategy is tested.

There can be a sense of entitlement among some of the millennial 
staff. While opinion is valued in meetings, the ways in which opinions 
are expressed by the millennials are not always respectful. In face-to-face 
meetings, opinions are expressed strongly and sometimes couched in 
thinking that organization-wide practices should be tailored to accom-
modate individual interests and preferences.

Although social media usage is acceptable in this unit because of the 
nature of its work, it appears that staff are using social media for more 
than their work and that this is affecting productivity. A recent budget 
planning exercise revealed that the work productivity ratio for the staff 
is lower than it was five years ago. While there may be a multiplicity of 
reasons for this, time lost to personal use of social media may be one of 
them.

Perhaps the most interesting outcome of the above dispositions and 
behaviors by the millennials is their impact on those in the office from 
Generation X. Some literature suggests that persons from Generation X 
may resent millennials: Having come of age in a poor job market, mem-
bers of Generation X have been reported to feel threatened by the entry 
of this generation of creative, tech-savvy youngsters—namely the mil-
lennial generation—into the workplace (Erickson, 2010). In this specific 
workplace, however, the millennials seem to influence their Generation 
X colleagues. Thus, this staff acts more like a millennial entity than the 
generationally diverse group it is.

For Genevieve and the broader leadership team, this millennial effect 
has led to situations of some tension and unbalance. Dealing with a staff 
where 50% are millennials is one thing; dealing with a staff where closer 
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to 75 or 80% are millennial-like in how they work and think about lead-
ership is another. Leading those who don’t want to be led, or who want 
to be their own bosses, or who see themselves as entrepreneurs within 
the same unit is, in Genevieve’s words, the “hardest and most perplexing 
leadership task I have ever assumed.” As a baby boomer who values hard 
work and believes in respect for all, Genevieve reports frustration with 
trying to get the “dance of it all right.”

Meet Elizabeth

Elizabeth is the manager of an academic unit in a small university. She 
is a seasoned academic administrator, having worked in a larger univer-
sity before coming to her present institution. She is respected by her 
peers, has won a number of awards, has served as president of her pro-
fessional association, and, like Genevieve, is a baby boomer. The exam-
ples Elizabeth has provided about millennials are based either on her 
direct experiences with millennials or on the experiences of her university 
colleagues.

Workplace context. Because the university is small, the staff members 
know each other well. The team is composed of millennials, members 
of Generation X, and baby boomers. In addition to working with each 
other, they work closely with undergraduate students, faculty, and other 
university staff.

Millennial moments. A recurring problem related to millennial staff 
members involves the inappropriate use of social media and lack of 
adherence to standard work hours and protocols. An example of the 
former occurred when the manager assigned a specific task to a millen-
nial to work on for the afternoon. An hour later, the manager discov-
ered the staff member texting a friend while there was no evidence that 
the employee had even started the task. When questioned, the employee 
did not apologize but rather explained why she needed to text her 
friend. Similarly, employees in this place of work openly text and post to 
Instagram during discussions and team meetings. They neither apologize 
nor change their behaviors when they are asked to stop. A further lack 
of accountability occurs when millennial staff are scheduled to be at spe-
cific service points at specific times and are not. Instead, there have been 
times when staff members have left the area unattended and even gone 
home without asking or telling anyone, thus leaving patrons without per-
sons to assist them.
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On a different but related note, the staff have been asked at meetings, 
in one-on-one conversations, by e-mail, and even during performance 
reviews not to use their phones or laptops at the service desk. This prac-
tice has been shown to be off-putting for patrons who require assistance 
and are hesitant to interrupt the staff. Despite this rule, millennial staff 
continue to use their devices at the desk.

To further demonstrate the lack of adherence to rules by some mil-
lennial staff, staff in the department have always used a message board 
to post absences from the office for reasons such as meetings, lunch, and 
conferences. If a staff person is noted to be “in,” the person is expected 
to be at his or her desk. In the case of one millennial employee, she 
marks herself as “in” all day on most days, even when she is gone for 
hours at a stretch. Sometimes when she returns to the office, she has 
been away for a massage or a yoga class; often, colleagues have been 
looking for her.

The millennials in the unit do not always display respect for their baby 
boomer colleagues. On the first day that a baby boomer manager and 
a millennial staff person worked together, the millennial told the man-
ager that her idea was “twenty years out of date.” Likewise, when a baby 
boomer manager asked to speak to a millennial staff member for a few 
minutes, the staff person agreed but kept typing on her laptop. When 
the manager asked the employee to stop typing for a few minutes, the 
employee refused and continued to send materials to the office printer 
making it obvious and audible what she was doing. When the manager 
became frustrated, the staff person indicated that she did not understand 
why: In her opinion, she was capable of multitasking and listening even 
when, to the baby boomer, it did not appear that the employee was pay-
ing any attention. The outcome was that the manager did not feel lis-
tened to or respected.

Another example of disrespect occurred when a millennial staff person 
interrupted a baby boomer professor who was in the middle of teaching 
a class to tell her that she was not using technology properly. The staff 
person then proceeded to walk into the classroom, uninvited and unau-
thorized, to make adjustments to the computer settings in front of the 
students. While the professor was embarrassed and angered by this intru-
sion, the staff person felt that he was simply being helpful.

As the above examples offered by Genevieve and Elizabeth suggest, at 
times, the baby boomer leader may require the help of others to ensure 
a positive and effective work environment when there are millennials 
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on staff. Sometimes this may mean soliciting guidance from the human 
resources unit. In the unionized environment, it always requires working 
within the directives of the collective agreement under which the millen-
nial may work. This next section offers insights into the intersection of 
collective agreements, human resources, and leadership when the univer-
sity leader is responsible for millennial staff.

Dancing with Other Players

Ideally, labor unions ensure fairness and protect the rights and benefits 
of members. Further, they provide clarity for managers and employees 
regarding appropriate workplace practices. Black and Silver (2011) com-
ment that a collective agreement “places limits on the potentially arbi-
trary exercise of power by employers, and empowers union members to 
defend themselves against abuses in the workplace” (para. 3). Certainly, 
university leaders aspire to the comprehensive goals of a well-conceptual-
ized collective agreement. In the case of some of the millennial behaviors 
described earlier in this chapter, however, university leaders—even with 
an exceptionally well-crafted collective agreement—can find themselves 
in situations of uncertainty. Areas of uncertainty may include the use of 
social media at work and conformity to workplace standards.

Regarding practices such as social media use, it is helpful when agree-
ments clarify employer requirements and employee rights, since philoso-
phies and tolerances pertaining to social media, privacy, and freedom of 
speech often vary between different employee levels and between gener-
ations. Lam (2016) suggests that “unions can…be proactive in providing 
constructive suggestions to employers in shaping the social media policy” 
(p. 434) and in constructing and enforcing standards and employment 
practices that are fair and appropriate for everyone. When such guidance is 
not provided in the agreement, the leader can experience precariousness. 
In the case of social media, which is a key element in the lives of almost all 
millennials, the leader needs the clarity of an agreement to navigate fairly.

The right to academic freedom, one of the most important values in 
the academy, is enshrined in all collective agreements and thus affects 
all university employees: “A good higher education union contract pro-
tects the freedom of choice and expression we value in members of a 
university community…. A well-written union contract helps… mem-
bers become the individuals they want to be” (Nelson, 2011, para. 12). 
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Unfortunately, in some cases, these freedoms can be abused, and collec-
tive agreements may actually provide protection for staff when their per-
formance and workplace behaviors do not meet expectations. Simply put, 
some of the challenges that leaders face working with millennials may be 
exacerbated by the safeguards afforded in their collective agreements. As 
an example, an administrator at a Canadian university recently reported 
that a millennial staff person justified a department-funded purchase of 
obscure and costly materials as an exercise of her academic freedom: She 
insisted that the purchase had value to her and that she was exercising 
her individual rights. The union agreed and threatened a grievance if the 
employer took disciplinary action.

Similarly, comments that may be interpreted as microaggressions, 
including ageist comments made by millennials to and about their baby 
boomer managers, may be justified as staff expressing their individuality 
and exercising the freedoms enshrined in their contracts. Given this kind 
of thinking, it becomes very difficult to prove any kind of harassment 
against a manager by a millennial staff member. The strong protection 
afforded by unions and the forthrightness of many millennial employees 
can generate a potent situation for the leader.

When situations such as those described above arise, a relationship 
with human resources is important. Human resources staff members 
work on behalf of all employees and, ideally, have the expertise to guide 
all parties to situations of mutual understanding and effective work strat-
egies. Because the values and behaviors of millennials are new in many 
workplaces, leaders need to be able to call upon those with enhanced 
expertise in human interactions in the work setting in order to dance 
successfully.

Recommendations for Better Dancing  
in the Academy

While this chapter has focused on how some university leaders are 
experiencing their millennial staff members, it would be shortsighted 
to suggest that the attitudes and behaviors described are not found in 
other generational cohorts. Similarly, within a single sample of millen-
nials, there will be much diversity in how they view and experience life 
and work. Not all millennials hold the same values or perceptions of 
work. Many ascribe to values and beliefs similar to those who belong 
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to Generation X and, at times, even the baby boomer generation. As 
well, there is much that is authentically positive about the millennial 
employee: alternate ways of thinking about and accomplishing work, 
capability with technology, an understanding of globalization that their 
generational predecessors could not have, and the courage to challenge 
previously held values and viewpoints are powerful elements in the work-
place. Because a workplace has generally functioned one way for many 
years should not mean that it will continue to operate the same way for 
years to come. Based on the increasing use of technology in almost all 
aspects of work and millennials’ significant competence with technology, 
they have much to offer to the evolution of work and places of work. 
Not to tap into the tremendous expertise of millennials in this area 
would be incredibly shortsighted.

So, what does successful leadership of millennials involve? Returning 
to the dance metaphor that has informed this chapter, a first and criti-
cal step is to “know thy partner.” While too much information from the 
peer-reviewed literature and popular press about any generational group 
may engender bias in the leader, the risks of not enough information are 
substantive. It has been well established that the millennial generation 
holds ideas about work and leadership that are substantively different 
from those before them. Thus, not learning about, acknowledging, and 
respecting these differences can lead to discord.

In addition to the wealth of information about millennials and how 
they perform in the workplace in the human resources domain, there is 
valuable information about how millennials think and work in the edu-
cation and training sectors. Not insignificantly, university teachers have 
found themselves challenged to know how to engage millennials and 
enable learning in generationally diverse classrooms (Kasworm, 2009). 
Many of the insights that educators have regarding millennials are trans-
ferable to the workplace.

An important way to establish and maintain a positive working rela-
tionship with a millennial employee is to make all expectations clear 
in job postings and interviews. Millennials need to know exactly what 
is expected of them through detailed information. When they are fully 
informed about a position, they may even choose not to apply for the 
position or to decline it if they know it will not hold their interest. Once 
a person has been hired, expectations, job requirements, and even the 
steps toward promotion should continue to be clarified (Harvey &  
Clark, 2016).
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Connecting with the millennial on the personal level is highly encour-
aged. If a millennial staff member experiences willingness in the leader 
to understand the stressors of an uncertain economic future, some of 
the benefits of 24/7 connectivity, and the value that millennials place 
on work-life balance, the leader stands a much better chance of being 
accepted and respected than otherwise. Knowing what a leader can and 
cannot change is likewise critical. The views and values of the millennial 
generation may be very different from those of older colleagues and par-
ticularly those of baby boomers.

Changes in the physical setup of the workplace may enhance the 
interactions between younger and older learners. While baby boom-
ers and Generation X staff tend to value personal space, private offices, 
and defined schedules, millennial staff tend to be “as portable as their 
mobile devices and as informal as [university] students” (O’Neill, 2013, 
p. 11). One of the authors of this chapter recently visited a high-tech, 
ultra-modern workplace in Toronto, Ontario, which has embraced the 
workplace trend that Letchford (2017) calls “agile working.” At this 
office, each staff person, including each manager, has a locker but no 
permanent workspace. Such flexibility offers choices to all generations of 
staff. Each workday, employees can decide to work at any available spot 
in the office. Some staff, mostly millennials, tend to choose a different 
spot each day, while baby boomers select their familiar spots most of the 
time. While some private offices are available in this workplace, many 
remain unoccupied as the millennial staff tend to work at long tables 
adjacent to their colleagues. Accommodating the space needs of all staff 
can help produce a more harmonious and productive working environ-
ment for everyone.

The ideas of acceptance and respect in the workplace require special 
consideration. In days past, these realities came automatically with the 
position of leader. There was no question about it: Staff members in 
academic units respected the dean or other academic leader while their 
colleagues in administrative units afforded their managers the courte-
sies of acceptance and respect. By contrast, in the case of some millenni-
als, acceptance and respect may not be given until the leader has earned 
them, and possibly not even then. While good leaders know that they 
need to be able to sustain the respect of staff members, it also follows 
that the leader should be able to assume a level of acceptance and respect 
given his or her years of experience, overall expertise, and other rele-
vant variables. Although some leaders may not be effective in their roles, 
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most do good work and should be granted the cooperation and respect 
of their staff. If a university leader is not experiencing acceptance by 
millennial staff, he or she may wish to consider reaching out to human 
resources for guidance.

Hodge (2016) notes that organizations must work to understand 
their “mixed” workforces. He remarks:

With millennials gaining employment alongside generation X and baby 
boomers, understanding the very different expectations of each group 
is crucial for keeping dissatisfaction at bay…What works for a millennial 
might not work for a baby boomer nearing retirement. Recognizing these 
differences will ensure your whole team is satisfied in their roles. Be flexible 
and trust your team members to work in a way that suits them. (para. 16)

Intergenerational workplace relationships can, of course, result in 
improvements to the workplace for all generations and levels of staff, 
and symbiotic relationships between generations can provide many 
advantages. Bennett, Pitt, and Price (2012) note that newer (and often 
younger) employees want clear directions and guidance, and react posi-
tively when these are provided by experienced and capable managers. At 
the same time, McKay, Arnold, Fratze, and Thomas (2008) acknowledge 
that providing regular feedback may be challenging given the “limited 
amount of time the baby boomer has to provide the unique one-to-one 
attention the millennial seeks” (p. 95). Nonetheless, aspiring to provide 
such feedback so that working relationships are enhanced and staff pro-
ductivity is increased is an excellent goal.

Just as millennials desire feedback from their supervisors and lead-
ers, baby boomers may need assistance from their millennial colleagues. 
Having faced unprecedented technological change “from typewriter 
to the iPhone, PCs, Internet, email, mobiles and Blackberries, in lit-
tle more than twenty years…,” baby boomers can learn much from the 
support and mentoring of their millennial employees (Bennett et al., 
2012, p. 282). Support and mentoring can bring great advantages to 
all staff and to the workplace more generally. The university leader 
may also benefit from a small group of peers who can offer support 
and insight to the leader during periods of delicate dances. A group of 
respected colleagues will help the leader determine when it is appropri-
ate to choose the path of lesser resistance and when it is best to stand 
firm.
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Final Thoughts

While it would be inaccurate to suggest that all members of a gen-
erational group share the same values and characteristics, there is little 
question that employees from different generational groups often hold 
diverse values and workplace attitudes and behaviors. In the case of baby 
boomer leaders and millennial staff, these disparities can create unique 
challenges for both groups.

In addition to providing relevant literature from the academic litera-
ture and the popular press, this chapter has provided numerous examples 
of generational differences and the challenges that can arise from them 
in the academic workplace. The experiential authenticity of the chapter 
derives from the willingness of two baby boomer leaders from two uni-
versities to share their experiences of leading and working with millen-
nials. Suggestions for how boomers can exist more harmoniously with 
millennial staff have also been provided. When all participants in the 
intergenerational workplace can work together toward common goals 
and with understanding of each other, the dance can move from delicate 
to life affirming and productive.
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CHAPTER 16

Social Infrastructure: Designing  
for Online Civility

Ramona Pringle

In our hyper-connected world, for many the term microaggressions  
conjures images of digital infractions: the racist rant of an angry Twitter 
troll, the toxic rhetoric left behind by a user in the comments section of 
a newspaper, or the sexist banter in an online forum that is unwelcoming 
to anyone new or different. When we speak of microaggressions, “brief 
and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, or environmental indignities, 
whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, deroga-
tory, or negative racial slights and insults toward people of colour” (Sue 
et al., 2007, p. 273), it is hard not to immediately think of a Twitter 
timeline, full of hostile remarks and hateful rhetoric from angry “eggs” 
out to cause controversy and incite uproar.

It would appear that nowhere are microaggressions more common-
place, or more inherent, than across the Internet, where platform design 
seems to foster, if not fuel, toxic behavior. From Twitter, to online games 
such as League of Legends, to the comments section of Canada’s pub-
lic broadcaster, the CBC, few corners of the online world are free from 
the mounting toxicity that has become all too common in these digi-
tal spaces. The list of news outlets that have gotten rid of commenting 
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features altogether includes the Toronto Star, NPR, Reuters, Popular 
Science, The Telegraph, and Recode. Canada’s broadcaster closed down 
commenting on all articles related to the Indigenous population, because 
they were consistently filled with bigotry and hateful rhetoric instead of 
the intended helpful dialogue (Pringle, 2017). While some of these out-
lets claim to have closed down commenting in order to better focus their 
limited resources on social media channels, others, like Popular Science 
admit that “trolls and spam-bots” have overwhelmed their ability to pro-
vide intellectual debate, saying “even a fractious minority wields enough 
power to skew a reader’s perception of a story” (Labarre, 2013).

Colloquial words of wisdom such as “don’t read the comments” and 
“don’t feed the trolls”––troll being slang for someone who seeks out 
discord by posting inflammatory remarks online––have become widely 
adopted strategies for managing online incivility; unfortunately, they do 
little to remedy the issue. As a result, online public spaces––the digital 
equivalents of the town square where ideas are shared and ideologies 
are discussed––have become hijacked by the toxic minority, whose loud 
and angry presence often overwhelms any attempt at civil dialogue or 
debate. While communal online environments have the potential to be 
valuable collaborative spaces, the opportunity to learn from each other 
is negated when civil discussion is prohibited by a dominant aggressive 
culture. In fact, in the context of news platforms, studies show that com-
ments can actually taint how content is perceived; once the comments 
section associated with a piece of media has been overtaken by venom-
ous or discordant posts, those who might have previously been inter-
ested in a meaningful discussion will stop engaging. Maria Konnikova 
calls this “the nasty effect,” whereby the nastier the comments, the more 
polarized readers become about the contents of the article in question 
(Konnikova, 2013). Users who are exposed to polite comments do not 
change their view of the contents of the article, but those who read nas-
tier comments tend to have a more negative take on the topic at hand.

The challenge of how to make the commenting that takes place within 
online communities less aggressive spaces spans beyond news outlets, 
into other Internet domains such as gaming and social media, and left 
unresolved, can have negative implications for businesses, as users opt 
to disengage rather than face unnecessary hostility. Just as CBC closed 
down commenting on articles about Canada’s Indigenous population, 
other platforms are plagued by the vile treatment of women, people of 
color, and minorities. The harassment of female players is notorious in 
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online games, and social network Twitter is plagued by its reputation 
for being a hotbed of verbal abuse. While strategies including user reg-
istration, the prohibition of anonymity, and pre- and post-moderation, 
whereby posts are reviewed by a moderator before being made visible to 
the public or reviewed by a moderator shortly after being submitted, are 
already being implemented by different organizations (Ksiazek, 2015), 
fixing the toxicity of online culture is a time-, money- and labor-inten-
sive undertaking, all of which can be prohibitive factors for organizations 
seeking to increase the civility of their communities.

Across sectors and disciplines, aggression and toxicity have become 
commonplace online, and need to be addressed. After all, these spaces, 
though digital, are where we spend a great deal of our time, attention, 
and energy, and despite being pixels and data, the impact of harmful 
online comments can be very real. As Marshall McLuhan stated, “we 
shape our tools, and then our tools shape us” (McLuhan, 1994, p. xxi). 
In this sense, it can be argued that offline microaggressions can be fueled 
by the rampant toxicity online (Johnson, 1997)––especially when there 
are little to no repercussions for this kind of behavior.

Given that the design of these platforms seems to foster rampant toxicity, 
there is a strong argument to be made that it is by design, too, that these 
issues can be combatted. This chapter will examine how design solutions 
and social infrastructure can be developed for the online world, with exam-
ples from several digital platforms, including gaming environments, news 
portals, online forums, and other collaborative spaces, in order to provide a 
framework by which we can start to mitigate microaggressions online.

The Social and Commercial Value of Online Commenting 
and Social Spaces

On the one hand, it is understandable that so many outlets and organi-
zations have made the decision to remove commenting, the communal 
conversation around a given topic, and close down comment sections, 
the destinations where these digital exchanges take place, because it can 
feel like an unwieldy issue. But for all the trolling that occurs online, it is 
vital to not forget how powerful the Internet can be as a tool that con-
nects us to information, people, and ideas. This is the central premise 
of Clay Shirky’s Cognitive Surplus (Shirky, 2010), in which he discusses 
the immense potential for creative and intellectual output that can result 
from the collaborative efforts of people’s online hobbies and pastimes.



312   R. Pringle

But the problem of poisonous online rhetoric cannot be solved by 
avoidance, or by simply closing down forums. Where some organiza-
tions, such as those in journalism and media, might feel as though they 
have the option to close commenting sections, as those are only tan-
gentially related to the original content, for other organizations such as 
social networks and online games, the communal space is inherent to the 
platform itself. Moreover, removing the opportunity for users to com-
ment and engage communally negates the opportunity to gain from the 
greatest affordance of the Internet: the ability to collaborate and learn 
from each other. According to Johanna Blakely, the director of the 
Norman Lear Centre, the worst outcome of closing comment sections 
is that we lose out on the potential of these interactive platforms to learn 
about each other, collaborate, and grow. Blakely is one of several domain 
experts from various disciplines interviewed as part of a multidisciplinary 
effort to identify design solutions to online toxicity. As a researcher who 
studies the impact of entertainment and media on society, she says,

just having that archive itself is one of the most valuable things on earth 
that exist right now. It’s not that it suddenly tells us everything about our-
selves, but it’s this opportunity that we’ve never had before to at least start 
interpreting this information about our attention and how we allocate it 
and our desires and how we record them. (J. Blakely, personal communica-
tion, January 3, 2017)

In many cases, the opportunity to share thoughts and perspectives on 
an issue––be they anything from politics, to pop culture, to hobbies––is 
part of the motivation to engage in the first place. Removing the ability 
to comment affects the experience itself: It may take away the motivation 
to engage with a topic more deeply and to share it with a wider audience 
(Konnikova, 2013).

The benefit of finding ways to remedy the current toxicity found in 
online commenting spaces is not just experiential. While there is evidence 
that the communal element of online interactions is a driving factor in 
audience engagement, there are financial repercussions to the decision to 
remove commenting, as well. Just as newspaper readers have transitioned 
to digital platforms in seek of up-to-date information, television viewers 
are cutting cords and moving to online sources of content such as Netflix 
and Amazon (Strangelove, 2015). As such, it would behoove media cor-
porations to foster their online communities. If commenting sections 
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are closed down and users cannot engage on the proprietary platforms 
where the media on which they are commenting is housed, the result is 
not that those users will cease to comment, rather, they will comment 
elsewhere. The net result is that that “elsewhere” will grow, and benefit 
financially from the activity of those users, while the outlet generating 
content will suffer based on lower engagement. As media consumption 
habits become increasingly digital-first, there is a strong business case 
to be made, to consider the design of commenting features and user 
engagement, alongside the design of Web and mobile platforms, and the 
creation of the content itself.

Just as there is a business argument for making the commenting sec-
tions of traditional media outlets less hostile, the same is true of digital 
environments that are innately interactive, such as social networks and 
online games, says game designer Jeffrey Lin whose credits include the 
massive multiplayer online game League of Legends. Lin was interviewed 
for this project because of his complementary expertise in game design 
and human interaction; as a designer with a PhD in cognitive neurosci-
ence, he studies the way players engage with each other and develops 
applied design solutions based on those findings. According to Lin, 
the more negative behaviors an individual is exposed to when playing a 
game, the more likely he or she is to quit and never come back. And so, 
he concludes, this is an essential––and valuable––problem for companies 
to solve (J. Lin, personal communication, February 21, 2017).

Design Solutions: Digital Social Infrastructure

By design, social media can foster toxic behavior. Platforms favor short, 
quippy remarks, shock value is key to virality (Olsen & Gaude, 2015), 
and the speed by which timelines scroll past a user’s field of vision fuels a 
sense of ephemerality, whereby users are more likely to comment quickly 
without necessarily considering the impact of their words. Just as the 
design of these platforms seems to encourage uncivil discourse, it can be 
argued that it is through design strategies that this growing toxicity can 
be combatted.

In The Design of Everyday Things (Norman, 2013), the seminal text 
on the design of everything around us, author Don Norman explains, 
that “design presents a fascinating interplay of technology and psychol-
ogy” and that good designers “must understand both” (Norman, 2013, 
p. 7). He says,
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All artificial things are designed. Whether it is the layout of furniture in a 
room, the paths through a garden or forest, or the intricacies of an elec-
tronic device, some person or group of people has to decide upon the lay-
out, operation and mechanisms. Not all designed things involve physical 
structures. Services, lectures, rules and procedures and the organizational 
structures of businesses and governments do not have physical mecha-
nisms, but their rules of operation have to be designed, sometimes infor-
mally, sometimes precisely recorded and specified. (Norman, 2013, p. 4)

It is understandable that the abuse that is encountered online can make 
individuals feel defeated and demoralized about the potential for positive 
change. Based on rampant trolling and flame wars––hostile, aggressive 
online exchanges––it is not uncommon for the Internet to be understood 
as the digital equivalent of a giant flood light, bringing into stark relief 
the worst of human nature. From this perspective, viewing the Internet 
as a mirror of humanity, it can seem as though there is a sort of inevita-
bility to the toxicity that overflows online. But addressed from Norman’s 
design-centric point of view, the Internet’s tendency toward toxicity is 
neither innate nor unsolvable. Rather, it is an issue of bad design.

To date, the Internet has widely been seen as a digital frontier, a ‘Wild 
West’ where anything goes (Schneiderman, 2014), with little enforced 
regulation. On the one hand, this open sensibility has created an unprec-
edented arena for the democratization of ideas and ideals, but that is in 
jeopardy when toxicity strangles the air out of communal online spaces. 
In this seemingly lawless, ruleless, and often repercussion-less free-for-all, 
users feel empowered to say, or do, anything without a thought to social 
tolls. But even offline, when there are no rules, anarchy prevails. This is 
the premise of the classic work of literature, Lord of the Flies (Golding, 
1954), in which lawless disorder surfaces, after a group of young boys 
are stranded on a deserted island without adult supervision, having sur-
vived a plane crash. Without rules to abide by, the group’s social infra-
structure quickly deteriorates into a cruel and dangerous free-for-all. A 
fable about the fragility of peaceful coexistence from before the invention 
of the modern Internet, the tale is a precursor to what is common today 
across much of the online world, wherein harassment emerges when 
there are no rules, or no enforced social contract.

Offline, society has developed codes of conduct that the majority of 
the public lives by; agreeing to these design systems or sets of rules helps 
people to coexist. These design systems, or rules, comprise a “social 
infrastructure,” designed to help people keep themselves and each other 
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free from harm. Laws exist as guidelines, and there are repercussions 
when laws are disobeyed. Take for example the system by which traffic 
flows. Traffic control is social infrastructure, a system designed to make 
our transportation interactions easier and mitigate the potential for dam-
age. While there are repercussions when drivers break established rules, 
signals such as stop signs and changing colored lights have been designed 
to help drivers steer clear of wrongdoing in the first place. The traffic 
system has all of the markers that define what Norman would consider 
good design: Rules are clearly defined and communicated, and users are 
aware of what is possible, as well as the repercussions for deviating from 
the intended behavior. He explains, “good design requires stepping back 
from competitive pressures and ensuring that the entire product be con-
sistent, coherent, and understandable” (Norman, 2013, p. 263). Perhaps 
the toxicity we see online is not an “internet issue”, but rather a design 
issue, and online communities would benefit from a system similar to the 
traffic system, with widely understood and accepted codes of conduct 
and repercussions for bad behavior. After all, while anonymity is often 
blamed as the culprit for bad online behavior, in fact, it seems that it is 
the lack of consequences or repercussions that fosters a hostile or aggres-
sive nature (Birk et al., 2016). As Norman explains, “designers need to 
focus their attention on the cases where things go wrong, not just when 
things work as planned” (Norman, 2013, p. 9). If the early vision for 
the Internet was a hope that it would grow into a communal network 
wherein individuals could share ideas and co-create solutions, then the 
evolution of spaces such as open-source communities can be seen to 
be best-case scenarios. The rampant toxicity that fills forums and social 
media feeds is the worst-case scenario of an initial utopian vision and as 
such is ripe for redesign.

Dialogue vs Debate

In considering the design of a successful online social infrastructure, it is 
important to keep in mind that aspiring to online civility does not neces-
sitate that everyone be in agreement all of the time, or that comments 
should be banal and homogenous. Nor does it in any way equate to 
censorship, or the limiting of an individual’s freedom of speech. Rather, 
the ideal is a system that is designed to encourage dialogue. At its best, 
the Internet is a tool that democratizes. This is evident in diverse cases, 
ranging from the Arab Spring, in which digital tools were used to voice 
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the concerns and experiences of the populous, to the anti-establishment 
celebrity status of early YouTubers, who garnered massive audiences and 
success despite breaking from traditional entertainment models and gate-
keepers (Shirky, 2008).

As Daniel Yankelovitch comments in I’m Right and You’re an Idiot 
(Hoggan & Litwin, 2016), “Democracy requires space for compromise, 
and compromise is best won through acknowledging the legitimate con-
cerns of the other. We need to bridge opposing positions, not accentu-
ate differences” (Hoggan & Litwin, 2016, p. 7). Author James Hoggan 
goes on to add, “When we use dialogue rather than debate we gain com-
pletely different insights into the ways people see the world” (Hoggan 
& Litwin, 2016, p. 9). Though neither Yankelovitch nor Hoggan is ref-
erencing the Internet expressly, their comments are relevant to this dis-
cussion of online civility. After all, the inherent strength of the Internet 
is its ability to connect users with diverse points of view. The challenge is 
simply that despite its potential, all too often, open spaces for online dis-
cussion are hijacked by disparaging abusers, as opposed to those wishing 
to acknowledge different perspectives.

A person can be argumentative and still be civil. As long as an argu-
ment is made without insulting or offensive language, it can maintain its 
civility, even if it might not be considered “polite” or “nice” (Ksiazek, 
2015). Unfortunately, oftentimes in the worst of online confrontations, 
there is no attempt at dialogue, let alone civility. As psychologist Daniel 
Kahneman states, “we can be blind to the obvious, and we are also blind 
to our blindness” (Kahneman, 2011, p. 48). Or, as Hoggan so aptly 
named his book, the toxicity of online commenting is due to the phe-
nomenon of “I’m right and you’re an idiot” (Hoggan & Litwin, 2016). 
When a user attacks another’s views or posts, with comments that target 
them based on factors such as gender, sexual orientation, or even politi-
cal leanings, the intention is to rile that person, rather than to educate or 
inform.

For Steve Ladurantaye, who at the time of writing was the manager of 
digital news for CBC, overseeing not only the content being posted to the 
national broadcaster’s Web site, but also the strategy for online community 
and commenting, the hostility that prevents civil online discourse is not a 
new occurrence. Rather, the industries that are now struggling to remedy 
rampant online toxicity have fostered a me-versus-you or us-versus-them 
sensibility for a long time now, in order to provoke responses. In the digital 
age, the term for this kind of fabricated provocation is “click bait,” content 



16  SOCIAL INFRASTRUCTURE: DESIGNING FOR ONLINE CIVILITY   317

that is designed and presented to attract attention, even if it that attention is 
negative. From his experience working in multiple newsrooms, Ladurantaye 
explains, “Stories are set up to be provocative and they are deliberately 
framed as somebody versus somebody… It’s sort of the way journalism has 
worked for the last 100 years.” But, he adds, if journalists and media mak-
ers can develop a model where they provide context and offer solutions, 
they can promote conversation. “I think once you start [providing solu-
tions instead of provoking responses] you’ve taken away the natural incli-
nation to oppose. There’s not your side and my side, rather it’s ‘this is a 
problem and this is how it might be fixed’” (S. Ladurantaye, personal com-
munication, February 15, 2017).

While the Internet seems to inherently foster incivility, it is not the 
first platform to encourage debate. While on the one hand, the Internet’s 
open, networked nature makes it uniquely well equipped to help diverse 
users work together to solve problems, there are lessons that can be 
learned from other platforms that have managed to facilitate debate 
while avoiding the pitfalls of harassment and abuse. Charles Shanks is the 
senior producer of CBC radio’s national call-in program Cross Country 
Checkup. In his role, Shanks has been designing debates for a long time. 
For over forty years, the radio program has been taking calls from diverse 
listeners all across the country on current affairs issues; the strategy is 
to highlight the places where opposing views might actually coincide or 
overlap.

We try to frame it more towards the middle where people are a little more 
ambivalent, more willing to move and listen to each other’s opinions. I 
think we’ve worked hard at that over the years and people know that this is 
not the place you go to see banging heads, this is the place you go to actu-
ally talk… Acknowledging similarities, instead of focusing on differences 
can lay the basis for dialogue versus debate. (C. Shanks, personal commu-
nication, March 3, 2017)

And while this strategy has been largely successful for the decades-old 
radio call-in show, it would appear to be equally beneficial online.

While Ladurantaye and Shanks were interviewed for their perspectives 
from the trenches of the newsroom, and the potential design solutions 
that can be gleaned from their experiences interacting with audiences in 
radio and digital platforms, Sean Stewart was included in this research for 
his understanding of game mechanics and user engagement, specifically 
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as it pertains to collaboration among users. Stewart is credited as being 
one of the founders of Alternate Reality Games (ARGs), a breed of col-
laborative games that take place across a range of platforms spanning the 
Internet and the offline world. Just as there is wisdom to be gained in 
terms of making the online environment more civil from the experience 
of keeping a call-in program like Cross Country Checkup on the air for 
over four decades; likewise, there are design lessons from gaming that 
can be useful in the redesign of comment sections of news articles and 
journalistic media. According to Stewart, the key to success in ARGs lays 
in bringing players together, as opposed to pitting them against each 
other for the sake of competition. (S. Stewart, personal communica-
tion, January 4, 2017). With The Beast, for instance, an ARG created to 
accompany the Steven Speilberg film, A.I. Artificial Intelligence, players 
take responsibility for themselves, from the start, to host their own con-
versations as a means of pooling knowledge and solving puzzles. “Players 
communicate with one another, share their knowledge, offer storyline 
interpretations and gather info necessary to solve the game” (Kim, Allen, 
& Lee, 2008). In this context, commenting was established not as a 
means of expressing a polarizing opinion, or attributing value to the con-
tent in question, but rather as a means of collaboratively engaging with 
the content to extend the experience.

“One of the things that was interesting about The Beast, which is dif-
ferent from the comments section on Sports Illustrated or the New York 
Times, is there was no conversation that we hosted. There was only a 
conversation driven by the players themselves,” says Stewart. “So they 
took responsibility for it from the beginning. There was no authority 
against whom to rebel. It was communal” (S. Stewart, personal commu-
nication, January 4, 2017). This is an explanation, also, for why niche 
online communities experience less hostility than platforms with broader 
scopes. In niche communities or fan sites, the users agree on shared val-
ues and interests when they opt in. As a result, says Blakely, these com-
munities are full of constructive dialogue. “Of course there are fights 
and battles and tiffs. But, generally the interaction is incredibly positive, 
because people are constantly learning from a community that they did 
not have immediate geographical access to” (J. Blakely, personal commu-
nication, January 3, 2017).

The explanation for this, according to Stewart, is that on a niche site 
like Ravelry.com, a popular knitting community, despite different back-
grounds or even levels of prowess, there is a shared assumption that 

https://www.ravelry.com/
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everyone is there to learn, and by default, everyone there is imperfect. 
This, as a foray into the community, prevents the me-versus-you premise 
that can so quickly yield toxicity in public forums. “If you are on a site 
like Ravelry, everyone drops a stitch, everyone makes a horrible lumpy 
thing, everyone admires the work that is hard because they know it’s 
hard and everyone shares their stories of failure,” says Stewart. “Anytime 
there is a community of doers it is also a community of failures, because 
that’s the price of admission” (S. Stewart, personal communication, 
January 4, 2017). He points out that, with opinion and punditry, the 
forms of communication that are dominant in many commenting plat-
forms that serve broader audiences, there is no failure. Rather, each time 
a user speaks, or posts, or tweets, it is coming from a place of authority 
or certainty.

The takeaway for the brave designers tackling the issue of online 
civility is to focus on commonalities. For the incivility that emerges in 
news-based commenting sections, this could be as simple as trying to 
solve the problems being addressed through an approach such as solu-
tions journalism, which focuses on how people are addressing challenges 
and gives readers resources to be able to help in a given cause (Curry & 
Hammonds, 2014), instead of overextending and trying to be everything 
to everyone. With this approach, users can be actively engaged in a 
meaningful and purposeful way, without being inflammatory or argu-
mentative, by raising awareness, or contributing funds, for example, to 
the issue being addressed, through solutions provided by the journalist.

Additionally, there is a benefit to a design that is both top-down, 
wherein the social infrastructure is designed and enforced by the com-
pany, and bottom-up, whereby users create their own rules and commu-
nity standards. Reiterating Stewart’s findings that healthy communities 
tend to include an element of self-moderation, Lin notes that while 
many companies choose one approach or the other, either controlling 
the community or taking a hands-off approach, in fact, a healthy bal-
ance is ideal; a design-centered approach (top-down) can solve half the 
problems, and a community-centered approach (bottom up) can solve 
the other half. In other words, in addition to whatever mechanism the 
designers create, the more that the community can take control of the 
space for themselves, to establish shared goals and values, the more that 
community will self-enforce civil discourse. While Lin and Stewart cite 
examples from gaming, the presence of hostility in these environments is 
no less challenging to contend with than what is found in the comment 
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sections of news and media organizations, and their findings provide 
practical design solutions that can be applied in other contexts to help 
foster civil online engagement.

Anonymity, Consequences, and Repercussions

While the anonymity that is prevalent online, and unique to online 
discourse, is often cited as the culprit for bad behavior (Cho, Kim, & 
Acquisti, 2012), there is reason to believe that anonymity alone is not to 
blame for the rampant toxicity that is expressed online. That said, stud-
ies note that by humanizing the Web, and developing strategies whereby 
posters see other commenters as more than just anonymous generators 
of text on a screen, the level of civility is increased. For Ladurantaye, ini-
tiating human interaction during Facebook live streaming of news pro-
gramming, whereby a moderator responded to and interacted with the 
community in real time, made a big difference to the tone of the subse-
quent audience conversations. The benefit of reminding users that their 
online peers are also real human beings on the other side of the com-
puter screen is substantial. The risk of forgetting that the profiles people 
engage with online are also real human beings is a trap that even sea-
soned professionals can fall into, without a face looking them back in the 
eye. “Even I have a really hard time thinking of people in the comments 
section as people,” says Ladurantaye. Many outlets have found that the 
level of civility increases when the author of a post or article engages in 
the comment section (Stroud, 2014). It should be noted, however, that 
there is a human toll for wading into an already toxic forum, especially as 
a self-identified female or minority, wherein the bashing often has little 
to do with the substance of the original content, and more to do with 
preconceptions and bias.

While several organizations have tried implementing real name pol-
icies, whereby users are required to create online profiles linked to 
their offline identities, to combat what they consider to be the negative 
effects of online anonymity, many have yielded better results through 
the implementation of a code of conduct, with consequences and reper-
cussions for those who step out of line (Lin, 2015). Sometimes, the 
two are correlated. For example, Ladurantaye explains that the advan-
tage of using Facebook as a platform for commenting is that most peo-
ple can be held accountable because they use their real names. “You 
can report toxic behavior and the user can have their account lost.  
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That level of accountability is important.” But as Lin points out, that 
model is imperfect, as the repercussions are not directly related to the 
user’s goal, which in the case of Ladurantaye’s CBC audience would be to 
read and comment on news articles. “Even if I say something super racist, 
I still get access to the news site, I don’t get any repercussions, I don’t 
get punished at all and in fact I kind of enjoy everybody giving me more 
attention for me being the person that I am on that site” (J. Lin, personal 
communication, February 21, 2017).

Working as a designer on League of Legends, Lin found that by imple-
menting meaningful consequences for bad behavior, negativity was 
greatly reduced. In broad strokes, “if the community finds that you’ve 
behaved inappropriately, you can be temporarily banned from the 
game,” a punishment powerful enough to impact the decisions, behav-
ior, and language of individual players. After a year of research, Lin 
and his team realized that significant punishment for bad user behavior 
had never been integrated into the game’s design, so users were free 
to behave badly without consequence, “We had to approach it from a 
consequences perspective first because the culture had gone to a point 
where it was out of control” (Lin, 2017). Implementing a system, or 
social infrastructure, with penalties for negative behaviors was the best 
way to get what Lin calls “a meaningful and necessary reset.” Designers 
of the game implemented The Tribunal, wherein community members 
can collectively vote on whether a flagged infraction does in fact break 
the agreed-upon code of conduct, and then they administer a punish-
ment accordingly, often booting players from the game and preventing 
them from being able to play for a length of time deemed proportionate 
to their offense. This method was found to successfully mitigate toxic 
behavior, with a 50% reduction in recidivism after a player is punished for 
an infringement (Blackburn & Kwak, 2014).

Similarly, the online forum Reddit, despite its reputation for xen-
ophobia, has also managed to successfully implement a design strategy 
that centers on user-led moderation, and repercussions for bad behav-
ior. With “shadow-banning,” a user is blocked, but unaware of it; as Lin 
explains it, “they can keep posting, and they think they are posting so 
other people can see, but nobody else can. What they learn is if they keep 
posting this toxic stuff, nobody actually gives them any feedback so they 
just stop” (Lin, 2017). If the incentive for posting to a platform such as 
Reddit is to be seen and have your comments read, this punishment will 
incentivize a change of tone or approach, so that the user can stay in the 
conversation. As Stewart notes, “We are, even the very trolliest among 
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us, social creatures. And if your comments get conclusively down-voted 
you feel less” (Stewart, 2017).

For this kind of punishment to be most effective, repercussions should 
be immediate, in order to draw a connection between cause and effect, 
so that the offending poster is aware of the relationship between their 
toxic behavior and the resulting punishment. Several companies––includ-
ing Riot Games, the makers of League of Legends, and Google, which has 
launched a tool called Jigsaw––have now implemented strategies involv-
ing machine learning, to pick up negative keywords, with an immedi-
ate consequence of 30-second loss of chat or similar repercussions. Lin 
(2017) explains, “The closer the feedback loop to the actual time of 
the incident, the much better the results are,” adding that the real-time 
repercussions are far more effective in changing user behavior than pun-
ishment after the fact. Granted, systems using artificial intelligence that 
look for keywords are far from perfect solutions; this approach still has a 
tendency to identify false positives and punish commenters for their use 
of flagged words, even when they are not being used in a harmful con-
text. Nonetheless, the premise of delivering repercussions with enough 
immediacy that users are made aware of their infringement is a lesson 
that has been shown to yield positive results.

Incentives and Rewards

Inevitably, users will not always be in agreement with each other. In 
fact, it is the diversity of opinions that is meant to be protected, even in 
cases where individuals are as polarized as they could be––for example, 
supporters of opposing political parties or ideologies––systems can be 
redesigned to incentivize good behavior and foster online civility. While 
Wikipedia, like Reddit, is not immune to sexism and flame wars, accord-
ing to research from the Harvard Business School, individuals who edit 
political articles on the platform seem to grow less biased. Users who 
have a particular political bent tend to edit pages with opposing polit-
ical positions; a right-wing contributor is likely to edit a left-wing page 
and encounter different views and vice versa. Because of the collabo-
rative nature of the site, which relies on user-generated content and 
moderation, no article is ever “complete,” and any change to the con-
tent of an article can be edited, or deleted, at any time. In a study of 
70,000 articles (Greenstein & Zhu, 2014), the researchers found that 
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contributors who started out with extreme political stances developed 
more neutral language over time, breaking out of their filter bubbles, 
the echo chamber of like-minded opinions that often manifests in online 
communities and social networks, due to the necessity to post edits in 
such a way that they would not be removed by someone with opposing 
views, thus making all articles more balanced. In other words, inherent 
in the design of Wikipedia is a reward for presenting content as objec-
tively as possible, as the content that is deemed acceptable by the widest 
array of users is the content that is most likely to remain visible and not 
be deleted or edited.

Blakely (2017) notes that some design strategies rely on incentive as 
much as punishment

Generally, the incentive on Wikipedia for editors is to edit something and 
have it stay up… They know that if they just go on an opposing political 
site and rail, it will be deleted immediately. But if they can find a way to 
put it in just the right terms that it will slide past the censors, who sup-
posedly hate them, it’s a victory for them. And, it’s a victory for discourse 
because suddenly we have an encyclopedia entry that reflects everyone’s 
point of view. Having feedback when they do something right will shape 
people’s behavior.

Stewart experienced similar patterns of behavior in The Beast, noting that 
good outcomes tend to lead to more good behavior. He explains it as a 
type of cognitive dissonance whereby the mentality of the player is, “I’m 
working with these people therefore I must like these people” (Stewart, 
2017). Stewart points out that the community that played The Beast and 
subsequent ARGs came from movie review sites where they were always 
engaging in hostile arguments and flame wars. But the ARG designers 
found that as long as the community was kept busy with challenges and 
tasks, and felt as though their involvement was necessary, the quality of 
engagement was really positive. He notes, “It even surprised the players 
themselves!” (Stewart, 2017).

As an extension of this kind of reward-based engagement, Lin sug-
gests designing a platform where the more a user contributes valua-
ble discussion and content the more privileges he or she can unlock, 
such as the ability to help moderate the conversation as a super-user. 
But, the platform must be designed in such a way from the start, 
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before behavior patterns become ingrained. “The behavior you’re see-
ing is the behavior you’ve designed for,” says Shirky (2010, p. 196), 
who explains that behaviors follow opportunity: Even after a designer 
decides why users will want to participate in their new service, he or 
she has to give them an opportunity to do so in a way that they can 
understand and care about.

Conclusion

While for many the term microaggressions is evocative of the toxicity 
that has become commonplace in online commenting sections across the 
Internet, perhaps it is not too late to fix this culture of digital incivility.

Just as contemporary society has implemented systems of social infra-
structure to help people coexist in their offline lives, so too can design 
help foster civility online. Through strategies including systems of con-
sequences for breaking established and widely understood codes of con-
duct, to incentives for pursuing meaningful dialogue in a constructive 
way, several organizations have started to see positive results in their 
communities, often when they thought that perhaps the problem had 
already passed the tipping point.

What is also understood is that the Internet is an innately interactive 
space; online, no conversation is one way, and no content is static. As 
such, for new systems to be successful, designers need to consider how 
the infrastructure can be implemented so as to be both a top-down and 
bottom-up design, wherein the organization and the community mem-
bers all have a voice, and a stake, in the success of the community.
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CHAPTER 17

The Limits of Violence

Toivo Koivukoski

Is it possible that there are kinds of violence not yet recognized as such, 
in the sense that practices, policies, and social formations taken to be 
normal and natural today may come to be known as affronts to human 
dignity in the future? If that is indeed a possibility, then how could one 
come to know the true forms of violence and aggression both subjec-
tively and systemically, seeing the injustice for what it is even when the 
social code of justice is not up to that measure?

For human societies get it wrong sometimes; they encode patterns 
of domination into the very structures of state and institutions, making 
objects, slaves, and resources of human beings where respect and recog-
nition ought to be the hallmarks of civility derived from humane values.

So why not allow violence, aggression, and domination as bases for 
social organization? And precisely where does one discern the limits and 
bounds of that particular “Thou shall not”? A consequentialist argument 
would propose that violence and aggression, treated as a means to an end, 
are ultimately impotent; they breed resistance rather than recognition, 
and compromise the kind of soft-power that would amplify the effects of 
human accomplishment (Keohane & Nye, 2010). On principle, the use, or 
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threat of the use of violence against others is unethical, when domination, 
rather than collectively set goals, is understood as the end of action.

In order to understand that ethical principle in practical terms one 
would have to know the scope of violence as such in its definition and 
limits. By knowing violence in terms of its limits and possibilities one 
would gain an ethical compass by which to judge both actions and insti-
tutions according to their ethical rightness, where freedom and equality 
are the goals of human historical striving (even as we get to know more 
fully just what is meant by freedom and what by equality); to see depriva-
tions for what they are, so as to make our shared world better at cultivat-
ing human dignity as a shared aspiration.

And yet, precisely because the universal recognition of human beings 
as essentially free and equal is clearly an aspirational goal for humanity, we 
measure ourselves against standards not yet fully known. And that is the 
crux of an inquiry where there is the possibility that there may be injustices 
before our eyes that we do not yet have the words to articulate; that there 
may be intimations of deprival without register in the dominant sensibili-
ties and institutional orders. For the human being in an inhumane society, 
it is a kind of voiceless scream incapable of accepting the pointlessness of 
violence, and yet inarticulate to the loss. It is a loss of a sense of loss itself, 
like Nietzsche’s image of the Last Men, who say “‘We have invented happi-
ness,’ … and they blink” (Nietzsche, trans. 1995). That blink is the inter-
val of self-satisfaction, an indication of the lack of a gap between wish and 
fulfillment, wherein happiness is nothing more than a measure of efficiency 
in outcomes. Within that technological horizon of a humanity dehuman-
ized by the modern project, what remains for Nietzsche is the trans-val-
uation of values, and a human good delinked from transcendent sources. 
That modern technology, conceived as vehicle for human freedom, would 
also allow violence as a systemic function should hardly be surprising, given 
that condition of possibility of routinized violence is obscured by a lack of a 
sense of lack. What is needed then is some epistemological cue by which to 
discern, in the lexicon of Canadian political philosopher George Grant, an 
“intimation of deprival” so as to think, feel and act beyond the despair that 
too often accompanies violent social orders (Grant, 1991).

The challenge is to discern precisely where the bloody terminus of 
violence lies. Viscerally, there is that boundary of the skin, the thresh-
old that keeps the body and the person intact, and that, when broken or 
bruised, marks the trespass in blood red. And yet even at that material 
level, the significance of violence and aggression are culturally encoded, 
and need interpretation. From combative contests like mixed-martial 
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arts to rap battles in hip-hop music, is the blow to the face a crime or a 
sport? Are statements of vitriolic disrespect verbal harassment or street 
art? Can the sublimation of violent antagonisms into competitive ago-
nisms (to borrow a term from the political theorist Chantall Mouffe), 
work to harness diffidence and a sense of superiority into terms of peace-
ful coexistence (Mouffe, 2005)? The terms of peace require the speeding 
up of symbolic orders in order to make sense of a set of meanings more 
substantial than some demonstration of physical superiority. And even at 
the ontological level of the act, the materiality of violence must always be 
interpreted for its meaning in order to register as social reality.

This essay aims to discern the limits of violence through a comparison 
of two traditions of political thought—one drawn from Hegel, the other 
from Aristotle—as interpreted through the writings of Judith Butler and 
Hannah Arendt respectively on the possibilities for political transforma-
tion. I will consider Butler’s effort to recalibrate Hegel’s idea of progress 
moved forward by negation, so as to recast the concept of negation of 
the given from a version of history driven by violent revolutions and war, 
to one that makes progress possible through a recognition of the place 
of otherness in identity. In light of the challenges to this kind of rec-
ognition where there are entrenched patterns of domination, I turn to 
Arendt’s application of the Aristotelian distinction between necessity and 
freedom as a way to limit violence while admitting its perennial influence 
in human life and political affairs. While violence may remain attached to 
the human condition so long as we have bodies and are mortal, Arendt 
argues that under contemporary political conditions war and violent rev-
olution are incapable of advancing historical goals, with domination for 
the sake of domination relegated to petty tyrannical ambition. Rather, 
Arendt insists that real power is derived from the possibility of collective 
action, which requires political forums where mutual recognition can be 
freely given. Carving out the potential for these kinds of political spaces 
where consent can be established may be the strongest bulwark against 
modes of domination, and promises the kinds of historical miracles that 
signal the realization of freedom and equality as goals for human kind.

We All Bleed

It is interesting that the original text from within the Western tradi-
tion, Homer’s Iliad, a poem of war, introduces the word psyche, or what 
would come to be known as the soul. It appears in some very visceral 
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embodied uses, in instances where the word is used to describe a death, 
as in: “he had painfully breathed out his soul (psyche)” (Homer, trans. 
1999). As if the soul—if we can use a poetic translation to make sense of 
poetry—is the dying breath of a person, the death rattle when life leaves 
the body. And in another similar use, where the material sense of psyche 
is emphasized, Homer describes a battlefield death where the soul leaves 
the body in the very blood that spills into the earth, as if the soul were 
flowing from a wound:

the end of death enfolded him, his eyes and his nostrils; and Patroclus, set-
ting his foot on his chest, drew the spear out of the flesh, and the riff fol-
lowing with it; and at the same time he drew out the spear point and the 
soul of Sarpendon. (Homer, trans. 1999)

This is the stuff that we all have in common, the material basis and 
soul substance of our shared humanity, that we can all be wounded, and 
that we will all die. As the doctor-poet Norman Bethune reflects, “In this 
community of pain, there can be no enemies” (Bethune, 1972). Or, as 
the political theorist Judith Butler postulates, acknowledging an ethical 
principle on this basis of community in the precariousness of life itself:

The reason I am not free to destroy another – and indeed, why nations 
are not finally free to destroy one another – is not only because it will lead 
to further destructive consequences. That is doubtless true. But what may 
finally be more true is that the subject that I am is bound to the subject I 
am not, that we each have the power to destroy and to be destroyed, and 
that we are bound to one another in this power and this precariousness. In 
this sense, we are all precarious lives. (Butler, 2010)

The terms of non-violent relations are spelled out here by Butler with 
precision and detail. There is the consequentialist reasoning that violence 
done unto others is likely to be returned. That is the logic that informs, 
to take an ancient example from Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian 
War, the rejoinder by ambassadors from the island of Melos to the 
Athenians when they threaten the Melians with either subjugation or 
slaughter. The Melians make what would turn out to be a prescient case: 
that an aggressively imperial foreign policy, which sees the existence of 
independent cities as threats to Athenian security, would make enemies 
of others who might then quite rationally choose preemptive defenses of 
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their own, with an escalation of conflict rather than security resulting. 
Indeed, in Thucydides’ telling, the genocide of the Melian people—adult 
males killed, women and children enslaved, and the island colonized—
sets the Athenians on a violently compulsive track that would lead to 
imperial overstretch, and the ultimate collapse of their empire.1

To Butler’s finer point on the inter-subjectivity that brings with 
it a shared sense of precariousness, the notion that “the subject that  
I am is bound to the subject I am not” pertains in part to the underly-
ing material reality of the human condition. The idea is traceable back 
to Aristotle, who defined a human being as a zoon politikon, an animal 
whose essence is defined in part by our political nature: because we need 
and love others to sustain and reproduce our biological lives, at the level 
of economic necessity, so too do we bond together with others for col-
lective security. Thus we can act towards ends that are in the view of 
those involved, a good (Aristotle, trans. 1984). This sense of shared pur-
pose allows us, as free political subjects, to identify with others in terms 
of those shared, apparent goods. For, beyond the necessary, collaborative 
qualities of political and economic life, there is also a dimension of iden-
tity to inter-subjectivity, such that one can identify with “the subject I am 
not.”

At this point in the analysis of our constitutive relations with others, 
a significant divergence of interpretations is possible. That the “subject 
that I am” is bound to the “subject I am not” could be understood in 
the classical sense that would have Aristotle define human beings as zoon 
politikon. Or, it could be understood in an historicist sense, after Hegel, 
with every identity consisting of a synthesis of opposites, thesis and 
antithesis. In the second line of thought, the historical dialectic works 
through a cumulative negation driven by contradiction, where there is a 
pattern of opposition that sets up a tension that sparks historical change 
and progress. For example, we can consider perhaps the most influen-
tial section from Hegel’s Phenomenology of Mind, on “Lordship and 
Bondage,” which was so crucial for Marxist interpretations in positing 
an historical dialectic driven by class-consciousness and contradiction. 
Therein, it is the slave’s consciousness of freedom as consisting in the 
master—who is free from toil because of the labour of slaves—that sets 
up the possibility of revolutionary praxis that would reclaim that free-
dom for the oppressed through the overthrowal not just of a particu-
lar set of masters (so as to merely flip the relation), but to act in such a 
way as to transform social relations and the institution of slavery itself. 
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So, rather than the kind of class conflict that would have been familiar 
to the Ancient Greeks, with their ideas of an unchanging human nature, 
and where regimes may change from democracy, to oligarchy, and back 
to democracy again as power and possessions change hands, instead for 
Hegel the cumulative negation of a doubled consciousness must alter 
that relation in a constitutive way. The realization of freedom as both 
formal idea and substantial condition, whether freedom is seen as out-
side of self-consciousness (for the slave) or as an external source of being 
and sustenance (for the master) must do away with slavery as such in the 
historical march towards the universal recognition of human beings as 
essentially free and equal beings.2

This universal recognition begins with a self-division of the histori-
cal spirit in a kind of doubling that would have Otherness belonging to 
an identity in an essential way, not simply as an Otherness that is some-
how ‘out there’ in the world. For this could not be an identity defined 
and inscribed by a perimeter that walls off Otherness from identity, such 
that one knows who one is in terms of an opposition to what one is not. 
That would, after all, be an impossible epistemological task, there being 
an endless list of things that any one thing, or person, is not. That kind 
of difference is external to identity, so long as the relation is indifferent. 
For example, I could say that I am not an elephant, and neither an ele-
phant nor myself would care about the opposition; I will have gotten no 
closer to understanding just who I am (with that aim of self-conscious-
ness being core to Hegel’s modern enlightenment project).

Rather, it is those kinds of relations, where the Other who I am not is 
somehow constitutive of my identity that are germane here. For Hegel 
these would be relations like those between Master and slave, or God 
and man, or State and citizen. To the extent that there is a division 
within that kind of relation, there is room and animus for the historical 
dialectic to unfold. So slaves overthrow the institution of slavery, God is 
incarnated into an historical human being so that humankind can find 
communion with Him, and the citizen is recognized as free and equal 
before the laws of the State. Thus, progress towards a free relation to 
difference—seeing Otherness inscribed into self-consciousness in an 
essential way so as to bring the Other in and to identify with them—
becomes humanity’s shared historical goal.3 Hegel uses the term nega-
tion to describe the formative and dynamic relation to difference, where 
negation of the given does not destroy it, but rather freely takes in the 
apparently determinate given:
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By means of this self-conscious negation, self-consciousness procures for 
itself the certainty of its own freedom, and thereby raises it into the truth. 
What vanishes is what is determinate, the difference which, no matter what 
its nature or whence it comes, sets up to be fixed and unchangeable. The 
difference has nothing permanent in it, and must vanish before thought 
because to be differentiated just means not to have its being in itself, but 
to have its essential nature solely in an other. (Hegel, trans. 1967, p. 248)

In this sense, an encounter with difference through cumulative negation 
does not set identities that are opposite by nature against one another, as if 
there are ahistorical categories and antinomies between things, set apart as 
irreconcilable. Rather, our terms of opposition must be understood histor-
ically, as moments in a dialectic that work by bringing the Other into one’s 
identity, recognizing that the Other is essential to one’s being.

Beyond peaceful social relations, or religious communion, or the rec-
ognition of citizens’ rights by the State, perhaps the clearest instance of 
such a relation to difference would be in the experience of love, where 
one recognizes an Other as essential to one’s being. Though this kind of 
intimate encounter with difference may be unique and sheltered at the 
level of erotic love, the possibility of eros in this sense indicates a fusion 
of the subjective and substantial aspects of freedom, for no other bond is 
given more freely, and no other connection is so determining in its sig-
nificance. In this rare and exceptional bond we experience what an open-
ness to the Other can mean as aspiration for self-consciousness, even if it 
cannot be institutionalized and scaled up as a civilizational goal.

We All Speak

This is one way of understanding the constitutive quality of our relations 
to difference, that Butler describes as a path to peace as read through the 
lens of Kojève-Hegel. I would like to put together an alternative frame, to 
use Butler’s language, for understanding how others, and the experience 
of difference, can make an identity whole, and serve as an ontological 
basis for peace. As an alternative expression of the inter-subjective aspect 
of reality, drawing from Aristotle rather than Hegel, Hannah Arendt 
makes reference to the philosopher’s Nicomachean Ethics, writing that,

To men the reality of the world is guaranteed by the presence of others, 
by its appearing to all; “for what appears to all, this is what we call Being”, 
(Arendt, 1958, p. 199)
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This is another way of framing how human beings come to belong 
in a shared identity, with plurality considered as an essential aspect of 
the human condition. If not entirely an ahistorical given (since one can 
imagine conditions under which human beings could be deprived of the 
forums necessary for plurality to be expressed) then it is at least a neces-
sary condition for the assurance of the reality of our shared experiences,

for without a space of appearance and without trusting in action and 
speech as a mode of being together, neither the reality of one’s self, of 
one’s own identity, nor the reality of the surrounding world can be estab-
lished beyond doubt. (Arendt, 1958, p. 208)

Here we have a perhaps more realistic alternative to an historicist the-
ory of inter-subjectivity, where self-consciousness is attained not in rela-
tion to otherness itself, as in Butler’s revised Hegelian formulation, but 
rather in the relation between a political subject, defined in terms of the 
rights of citizenship, and other citizens gathered together in a public 
forum, what Arendt describes as a “space of disclosure”. The attraction 
of this theoretical approach is that it allows one to rather neatly localize 
those affronts to the freedom of the subject that we find in violence, rel-
egating those to a realm of necessity and material compulsion, the private 
realm, set apart from a realm of freedom that is predicated on mutual 
recognition among citizens in a public space. That said, the danger of a 
theory of inter-subjectivity premised on mutual recognition within a pub-
lic forum is that it allows for exclusion, i.e. for a group to recognize some 
as free and equal while not affording that respect to others. Outside of 
the protection of the political community and its laws, deprivation and 
disregard remain real possibilities. Indeed, the basis of Aristotle’s strong-
est argument for the naturalness of certain forms of slavery was that, 
under what we would call the technological conditions of the day, the 
freedoms associated with Athenian citizenship required liberation from 
the necessity of labour. To have a class of people capable of devoting days 
of sun-up to sun-down debate on public matters necessitated another 
class to toil for them. And while Aristotle imagined circumstances 
under which slaves would not need masters nor masters need slaves 
(namely if the tools of production would work under their own direc-
tion by intelligent anticipation) still, those basic, related ideas of a condi-
tion of plurality supported by mutual recognition inscribes violence into 
the human condition, though in a limited way (Aristotle, trans. 1984).  
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For if freedom is conceived as a release from the necessities that attend 
biological life, what Giorgio Agamben describes as “bare life”, and as 
long as we have bodies prone to hunger, thirst, or some physical com-
pulsion forced onto us by another, then violence will be a part of the 
human condition (Agamben, trans. 1998). Thus Arendt disavows the 
notion that violence can ever be removed entirely from human life, and 
even calls into doubt the hope that it ought to be.

In a series of essays On Violence, Arendt writes that “Violence is by 
nature instrumental; like all means it always stands in need of guidance 
and justification through the ends it pursues” (Arendt, 1969, p. 51). 
Here the ends to which violence is a means are also the limit of violence, 
what Aristotle would call a telos, in the sense of a purpose calling for and 
delimiting its proper means. So, the self-defence of a nation may require 
violent means, but according to the mutually recognized norms of just 
war theory and international law, any use of armed force must be limited, 
proportionate to the threat posed, and recognize the principle of distinc-
tion between civilians and combatants.

In this sense, Arendt’s view on the limits of violence is a classical posi-
tion, informed by the sensibility that there is an architectonic form of 
the human condition, with its constitutive distinctions—as in the distinc-
tions between means and ends, private and public, or necessity and free-
dom. The ideological aims of transforming human nature so as to allow 
for progress at the level of our species-being has, through the history of 
the twentieth century, through totalitarian regimes and the technological 
fantasy of the mastery of human nature, proven to make life unlivable 
under those regimes, rather than emancipatory.

Arendt’s view on violence—considered along a spectrum of aggressive 
drives to dominion over others, from micro to macro—is that violence 
can be a useful means to certain ends, but just that. Neither violence nor 
aggression can be considered ends in themselves (neither dominion over 
others nor the use of violence for their own sake) because that is the logic 
of tyrannical ambition and pointless cruelty. These drives do manifest 
perennially in human societies, though at the expense of the common 
sense that is the basis not only for civil society, but also to allow us to 
collectively grasp reality as such. For a collective grasp on reality requires 
a space of public disclosure—i.e. the public realm under conditions of 
plurality—and it is this very possibility that is routinely and characteris-
tically suppressed in tyrannical regimes, which drive towards monopolies 
on public power and the capacities to speak and to be heard. Thus, the 
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despot aggrandizes himself at the expense of the people’s shared sense of 
truth, and holds onto power through the atomization of subjects, stoking 
suspicion of others and consolidating dominion on the basis of a terror-
ized social psyche. The result of this undoing of civil society is a system 
that Arendt describes as “organized loneliness,” an echo chamber of fears 
that isolates the subject, cutting them off from a condition of plurality, 
making mutual recognition or collective action among subjects impossi-
ble (Arendt, 1951, p. 478).4 Instead of action properly so-called (which 
is always grounded in and limited by that condition of plurality, and is 
characteristically indeterminate in its outcomes, because action requires 
the cooperation of others), in the despotic dystopia one finds mass move-
ments, where currency in ideas is regulated by reductionist logics, and 
where political discourse with the Other (however that big Other is 
defined- racially, economically, in terms of religion or ideology) is impos-
sible. Every tyrant is lonely, and his grip on power depends upon his sub-
jects being made to feel lonely also. So instead of civility, there is hatred. 
Instead of trust, there is terror. Instead of hope, there is paranoia.

Given advances in technologies of surveillance and war, tyrannical 
states today are especially frightening in their potentials. And yet at the 
same time, for Arendt, violence and aggression remain essentially impo-
tent for achieving grand ideological aims. The historical context for 
Arendt’s argument is laid out in her seminal studies on war crimes and 
totalitarianism, (Arendt, 1951, 1963)5 but in terms of her lesser-known 
reflections On Violence, it was her experience in American university life 
in the late 1960s that frames the work against a backdrop of student pro-
tests, race riots, and the violent policing of mass dissent. Arendt reflects 
that the spread of student demonstrations in France and the United 
States through 1968–1969 may have, as instances of reform rather than 
revolution, brought to light issues otherwise suppressed in conservative 
institutional orders (Arendt, 1969, p. 79).

Arendt is no easy thinker to categorize (though her pattern of 
thought makes heavy use of categories as the scaffolding to her logic), 
and while there is an affinity with Aristotle as one of her key sources (as 
in her defence of the private/public division from Book 1 of the Politics 
as architectonic for the human condition) there are also quite radical or 
seemingly ‘progressive’ dimensions to her arguments on violence. She 
notes approvingly the institutional reforms gained by the 1968 student 
protests at Columbia University. She makes heavy use of Noam Chomsky 
in On Violence, with emphasis on critique of a military industrial complex 
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and a war economy. And against the impotence of violence in advanc-
ing historical goals, she emphasizes the miraculous quality of non-violent 
resistance as a way of engaging in genuine political action. If violence 
and the drive to domination through aggression promote automatic, 
routinized responses (whether in the forms of submission or escalation) 
then the power of action consists precisely in that unpredictable capacity 
to say ‘No!’ For,

When commands are no longer obeyed, the means of violence are 
of no use; and the question of this obedience is not decided by the 
command-obedience relation but by opinion, and, of course, by the num-
ber of those who share it. Everything depends on the power behind that 
violence. (Arendt, 1969, p. 49)

In terms of this distinction between power and violence, for Arendt 
it is not as if, according to the realist dictum, all power is fungible to 
the sovereign authorization to the use of violence, with power being 
ultimately reducible to violence6; rather, the authority to the legitimate 
use of violence as a means to certain ends is traceable to power, which 
Arendt defines as “…the human ability not just to act, but to act in con-
cert” (Arendt, 1969, p. 44).

This is the power behind civil disobedience, and it shows in those 
instances where sovereignty, understood in the Weberian sense of a 
monopoly on the legitimate use of organized violence within a given ter-
ritory, breaks down (Weber, 1961). It is the tipping point of any sov-
ereign state, when orders are given to suppress an uprising and those 
orders are refused. This has been a hallmark feature of regime-change 
from within, where in the face of civil disobedience armed forces are 
ordered to fire on their own people, and instead lay down their arms, 
choosing the people over the state. As these kinds of political action 
often accompany constitutional crises, with attendant emergency meas-
ures, this has often meant a replacement of police or other internal 
security forces with the military. However, the military is an institution 
organized for external defence, enlisted by patriotic duty, or conscripted 
by force of law, and unaccustomed to turning their weapons towards 
the homeland. Whereas internal security forces may be in the habit of 
oppressing rather than protecting their own, a military can find little 
pride in that, and so the power of the people acting en masse is tested 
against the violence of a military that must be instrumental to political 
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ends. Violence is no substitute for power. Thus, Arendt concludes on the 
capacity of civil disobedience that,

The sudden dramatic breakdown of power that ushers in revolutions 
reveals in a flash how civil disobedience – to laws, to rulers, to institutions 
– is but the outward manifestation of support and consent. (Arendt, 1969, 
p. 49)

It is the possibility of establishing “support and consent” in the 
absence of patterns of domination that empowers people to act. It is 
this possibility, considered in light of its tenuousness and the perennial 
attractions of aggression as a mode of leadership, that makes public life 
and action so fascinatingly unpredictable. For one can never be entirely 
sure what will happen when a group of people get together and decide 
to do something (by contrast, apathy and inaction are numbingly pre-
dictable). In Arendt’s classification, because it involves new beginnings, 
and not being a lockstep reaction to determining causes, there is always 
something unprecedented to action, in the sense that the genuine, free 
act is not conditioned by the history that made it possible. Things could 
work out otherwise; so long as the consent of others must be gained in 
order to act, there remains a core uncertainty as to what another per-
son may decide. One becomes dependent on others through collective 
action, and however much one builds trust with others through shared 
actions, it remains a messy and patient business to organize a group of 
free-thinking and willing individuals towards an end that is, in the view 
of those involved, a good. Corralling people through coercive means is 
comparatively straightforward, though such means are ultimately incapa-
ble of enlisting the full energies of those involved, or of achieving ends 
truly belonging to the people as a whole, and, therefore, representing 
power properly so-called.

The Bonds of Domination and of Hospitality

It is clear that there is a spectrum of modalities of aggression from micro 
to macro—understood in general terms as the drive to domination over 
others—ranging from implied threats, to intimidating stares or gestures, 
to verbal antagonism, to rough negotiations, to violent “signaling”, arms 
testing, military training exercises, movement of troops, to blockades, 
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invasion, occupation, colonization, and at the nadir of violence, geno-
cide. Now given the expense, in terms of human security on the receiv-
ing end of violence, and the opportunity costs of delivering aggression, 
it is an outrage that the potentialities for collective efforts continue to 
be wasted in these ways. For we may think ourselves to be more civi-
lized than the Athenian ambassadors who say to the doomed Melians, 
“the dominant exact what they can and weak concede what they must” 
(Thucydides, trans. 2009) and yet such patterns of domination are per-
petuated, though by perhaps more obscure justifications. If aggression 
and violence are perennial in human history as instrumentalities, then it 
is in their uses and ends that they find their proper limits.

This is the core of Arendt’s argument on violence, that it is merely 
instrumental, capable of only short-term advantages, and in a contempo-
rary context limited in its usefulness by the destructive potentials of new 
technologies of violence. Arendt points to the impotence of the most 
violent means of destruction that humanity has contrived—nuclear weap-
ons—which served a function only to the extent that they were deployed 
to deter the actual use of nuclear weapons by other states, thus being 
useful only in that they made nuclear weapons useless. The history of 
state violence in the twentieth century, and the new-found possibility of 
world war, demonstrate the impossibility of using violence to advance 
world historical goals under contemporary conditions.

And yet, although one can demonstrate the tragic qualities of violence 
alongside of its futility as an agent of historical change, it is also quite 
clear that aggression—again, understood along a spectrum of behav-
iours ranging from micro to macro—can have its demonstrable effects. 
Aggressive professionals and politicians bully forward agendas suited to 
their interests. Aggression and patterns of submission deferent to shows 
of dominance have been deeply encoded in cultural norms and privileges. 
What then may be the means and ways towards emancipation from those 
inherited shackles of lordship and servitude, in terms of the Hegelian 
dialectic? And to what extent may different kinds of violence be appro-
priate to those ends?

As a means of emancipation, Arendt, unlike Hegel, emphasizes the 
power of collective action, with its sense of novelty, being necessarily 
undetermined by the sequence of events that went before (and different 
in that precise sense from the deterministic qualities of violence, lordship 
and bondage) such that the free act stands out as miraculous.
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Hence it is not in the least superstitious, it is even a counsel of realism, to 
look for the unforeseen and unpredictable, to be prepared for and to expect 
“miracles” in the political realm. And the more heavily the scales are weighted 
in favour of disaster, the more miraculous will the deed done in freedom 
appear; for it is disaster, not salvation, which always happens automatically 
and therefore must always appear to be irresistible. (Arendt, 1963, p. 170)

Before contrasting the concept of historical action as event with 
Hegel’s idea of progress as a dialectical unity of form and substance, a 
comparison can be offered between Arendt’s phenomenology of the 
act and Walter Benjamin’s theses on history. We attend particularly to 
Benjamin’s 9th thesis, which describes his idea of progress using the 
image of a Paul Klee painting, Angelus Novus.

The “Angel of the New” is portrayed in shocked awe at the danger-
ous violence, historical crises, and human suffering inflicted by a history 
driven by wars and violent revolutions. For if the Hegelian dialectic were 
in fact the means by which history moves forward, then indeed, as Hegel 
argues in contemplating “history as the slaughterbench at which the 
happiness of people, the wisdom of states, and the virtue of individuals 
have been sacrificed” (Hegel, trans. 1953, p. 27) then the historical fact 
of victory would indicate the historical rightness of the victor’s logic, at 
least in their historical moment. It is this paean-like quality of Hegel’s 
phenomenology of history that Benjamin and Arendt critique so deci-
sively and clearly. For Benjamin, what is at issue with an historicism that 
turns on the hinges of war is that it confirms a victor’s logic (like that 
of Athens to Melos), and by consequence justifies subordination to that 
logic as having been historically necessary. Asking for a pledge of loyalty 
from historical materialism, Benjamin writes that,

The answer is inevitably with the victor. And all rulers as heirs of those 
who conquered before them. Hence, empathy with the victor invari-
ably benefits the rulers. Historical materialists know what that means 
(Benjamin, trans. 1968, p. 256)

This is the point of resistance to patterns of oppression encoded in 
our cultures, our economies, and our technology: the idea that simply 
because things are a certain way, domination is justified as historical fact. 
This is akin to Aristotle’s circular justification of slavery as social insti-
tution, a beyond-racist, biological determinism. That is, people incapa-
ble of their own self-defence prove themselves suited to subjugation by 
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nature, and thus need the protection and help of a superior civilization. 
This self-confirming logic deduces from the mere fact of their having 
been conquered that they are by nature suited to enslavement:

For he is a slave by nature who is capable of belonging to another – which 
is also why he belongs to another – and who participates in reason only 
to the extent of perceiving it, but does not have it (Aristotle, trans. 1984, 
1254b21-4)

Even violence and aggression have to find their reasons with privileges 
encoded into institutional and discursive orders that sublimate domina-
tion into society, that is, into the very common sense that perpetuates 
the privileges thus attained.

Rather, it is clear that things could be otherwise. Events do arise 
where the indeterminacy of action comes to bear, where a swirl of shared 
opinions has its moment to coalesce into a shift in common sense; where 
the institutional programming of shared memory has its hiccup and it 
becomes possible to re-think customs and traditions once again. And in 
those moments, which Benjamin describes in terms of an historical con-
sciousness able “to seize hold of memory as it flashes up at a moment of 
danger”, the truth can be grasped (Benjamin, trans. 1968, p. 255). This 
is what Benjamin calls “divine violence”, as in the image of the shocked 
apprehension at the wreckage of history piling up at the feet of the Angel 
of the New—world wars and state violence, carnage and explosions 
blowing her backwards into the future.

Along similar lines to Benjamin, Slavoj Zizek distinguishes between 
what he calls a “symbolic violence” embodied in language and its forms 
of logic; Zizek refers to Heidegger who identifies the forms of language 
and its logic as a worldview, or in that thinker’s ponderous tone, lan-
guage considered as “our house of being” (Zizek, 2008, p. 1). Beyond 
the violence of symbolism there is what Zizek distinguishes as “systemic 
violence”, that is forms of violence embodied in the routine functioning 
of economies and social orders. Zizek then further distinguishes what he 
calls “subjective violence”, that is violence done directly by one or a few 
persons to others. To the extent that institutions are generally not sui-
cidal, as Noam Chomsky observes (Herman & Chomsky, 1988), there 
is an overarching focus on instances of subjective violence, which has 
the effect of distracting from symbolic and systemic forms of subjuga-
tion. Zizek proposes an alternative: borrowing from Benjamin the idea 
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of “divine violence”, that is, some kind of revolutionary act that registers 
the truly apocalyptic quality of late modernity, brings the Ancient Greek 
sense of apo-calypso as “out of concealment” to the forefront, and cul-
tivates a new common sense from out of the wastelands of a moribund 
capitalist culture.

This is what apparently remains of culture in an age of mechanical 
reproduction, with identities manufactured by mass media deploying ter-
ror as the emotional basis of belonging. In response to the morass of 
a civilization in its end game, Zizek approvingly paraphrases Benjamin’s 
observation that “every clash of civilizations is a clash of underlying bar-
barisms” (Zizek, 2008, p. 177). So how then do we find out what those 
underlying barbarisms are, and then take action that would genuinely 
civilize our perceptions of, and hospitality towards, others?

For in terms of decent dealings with others, this has been the hallmark 
of civility back to the origins of Western political thought; in Homer, a 
code of hospitality among the Hellenes was what brought them together 
as a self-conscious civilization. And it is at the margins of hospitality 
that civility is delimited also. A fitting image of barbarism as the termi-
nus to civility is the Cyclops in Odysseus’ story: what marks the Cyclops 
Polyphemus as monstrously barbaric is his sheer indifference to others, 
preferring to live alone, reveling in his deplorable condition, and mak-
ing meals of his visitors. Hospitality was considered core to civil soci-
ety, precisely as demonstrated in Odysseus’ at once sarcastic and earnest 
reproach to the Cyclops for eating his friends: that the host could not 
expect guests if he behaved in such a savage way:

“Cyclops, have some wine, now that you have eaten
Your human flesh, so you can see what kind of drink
Was in our ship’s hold. I was bringing it to you
As an offering, hoping you would pity me
And help get me home. But you are a raving
Maniac! How do you expect any other man
Ever to visit you after acting like this?” (Homer, trans. 2000, 9.343-49)

It is telling just what Odysseus saw as the greatest damage done by 
the Cyclops’ cannibalism—perhaps as stark an instance of subjective 
violence as one can imagine. According to Odysseus’ observation, at 
its basest cannibalism was an erosion of social trusts at the most basic 
level of civility: the capacities for hospitality, and to have pity on the  
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traveler, to share with them what they needed, and by consequence, to 
be civilized. That this might mean the sharing of wine makes the desir-
ability of civilization that much more obvious, at least according to 
Odysseus’ Hellenic sensibilities. For beyond their many gods, the laws of 
various cities, and their various rites of citizenship, the bare premise that 
made Hellenic civilization possible for otherwise scattered island dwellers 
and roving sailors was that one owed something to the stranger at the 
door. The pattern of indebtedness to others that one witnesses in hos-
pitality was constitutive of that civilization in that it provided a baseline 
trust in which people could share. It was the formative code of character, 
touching on that core element of our nature that makes human society 
possible. One owes hospitality to those who need it. The acceptance of 
this premise in the Hellenic ethos would trace out the high water marks 
of that civilization, and where it was absent, there was barbarism, i.e. the 
existence of others to whom one owes nothing.

Thus, upon finding Odysseus shipwrecked, “a frightening sight, 
disfigured with brine”, (Homer, 2000, 6.136) the Princess Naussica 
instructs her hand-maidens to care for the stranger:

“At the world’s frontier, out of all human contact.
This man comes here as a wanderer,
And we must take care of him now. All strangers,
All beggars, are under the protection of Zeus,
And even small gifts are welcome. So let’s feed
This stranger, give him something to drink,
And bathe him in the river out of the wind”. (Homer, trans. 2000, 
6.210-16)

This is an example of civility approaching the domain of civil reli-
gion, where a trust in others is derived from a trans-political source—
from Zeus in the case of Naussica’s order to civility—with trust in the 
neighbor and stranger both derived from faith in a god. Thus, how 
people treat each other at the micro level of our day-to-day, street-level 
experiences, requires a trust in a common sense, the most basic bonds 
of which can be described in a simple code along the lines of a golden 
rule, and transcending religious affiliations. Perhaps further improvement 
is possible through the replacement of the somewhat presumptuous ‘Do 
unto Others as you would have done unto yourself’ with the more criti-
cal, open, and fair-minded ‘Do unto Others as those Others would have 
done unto themselves’. This inversion of the golden rule would require 
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first asking what the Other would want, without presuming an identity 
between one’s wishes for oneself and what another may need.7 So, to 
bring that Other into the discussion around the relief of their condition is 
crucial, at least inasmuch as one genuinely feels care for them. This would 
be a new beginning for ethical relations, premised on non-violent, volun-
tary association. How we manage to make our communities and institu-
tions more peaceful in this sense of non-violent, non-coercive—that is, 
free—forms of association, would be a suitable measure of our civility.

Notes

1. � I elaborate on this argument concerning why empires tend to expand 
with tragic consequences, both for the imperial metropole and for the 
subjugated hinterlands, in “Imperial Compulsions”, from Enduring 
Empire: Ancient Lessons for Global Politics, co-edited by myself and David 
Tabachnick (2009). Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

2. � This reading of Hegel as precursor to Marx is informed by the inter-
pretation of Alexandre Kojève, whose selective approach to Hegel’s 
Phenomenology of Mind in his influential seminars and Introduction to the 
Reading of Hegel bring a kind of functionality to the thinker, if at the 
expense of the fullness of Hegel’s intents, through the willful disavowal 
of his concepts of nature, family and civil religion that are prominent in 
conservative interpretations of the thinker. See Kojève, Alexandre (1969). 
Introduction to the Reading of Hegel. James H. Nichols translation. Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press. In that alternative interpretation, instead of 
a lockstep march towards progress, there is emphasis instead on Hegel’s 
retrievals of unity, the family and of community in response to the dep-
rivals of modernity- the Terror of the French Revolution being foremost 
on his mind. See for example Newell, Waller R. (2009). “Redeeming 
Modernity: The Ascent of Eros and Wisdom in Hegel’s Phenomenology”. 
Interpretation, 37(1), 3–28. Still, considering the impact of Kojève’s 
Marxist reading on Continental philosophy, as an indication of Hegel’s leg-
acy the interpretation is formative, if not entirely loyal to authorial intent. 
On the impact of Kojève’s interpretation of Hegel, see Roth, Michael 
S. (1988) Knowing and History: Appropriations of Hegel in Twentieth-
Century France. Ithaca: Cornell University Press; Rosen, Stanley (1999). 
“Kojève”, A Companion to Continental Philosophy. London: Wiley-
Blackwell; and Butler, Judith (1987). Subjects of Desire: Hegelian Reflections 
in Twentieth-Century France. New York: Columbia University Press.

3. � I elaborate on this reading of Hegel’s idea of progress in terms of a free 
relation to difference in Koivukoski, Toivo (2014). The New Barbarism: 
Recognizing an Ethic of Difference. Lanham: Lexington Books.
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4. � It is worth noting the distinction that Arendt makes between modern 
forms of tyranny that combine technology and ideology with that ancient, 
vicious regime:

		  “Totalitarian government, like all tyrannies, certainly could not exist with-
out destroying the public realm of life, that is, without destroying, by 
isolating men, their political capacities. But totalitarian domination as a 
form of government is new in that it is not content with this isolation and 
destroys private life as well. It bases itself on loneliness, on the experience 
of not belonging to the world at all, which is among the most radical and 
desperate experiences of man.

		  Loneliness, the common ground for terror, the essence of totalitarian gov-
ernment,…” (Arendt, 1951, p. 475)

5. � See Arendt’s account of a Nazi war crimes trial in Arendt, Hannah (1963). 
Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil, along with The 
Origins of Totalitarianism (1951).

6. � As counterargument, consider Hans J. Morgenthau’s 6th principle of 
political realism in (1948). Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power 
and Peace. New York: Alfred A Knopf.

7. � This inversion of the Golden Rule is proposed by the Confucian 
scholar Yong Huang in his 2010 essay “The Ethics of Difference in the 
Zhuangzi”, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 78(1), 65–99.  
I elaborate and build on this inversion in The New Barbarism: Recognizing 
an Ethic of Difference.
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