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Examining Workplace Discrimination in a Discrimination-Free Environment 

 

Shawn L. Braxton 

Abstract 

The purpose of this study is to explore how racial and gender discrimination is reproduced in concrete 

workplace settings even when anti-discrimination policies are present, and to understand the various reactions 

utilized by those who commonly experience it. I have selected a particular medical center, henceforth referred to by 

a pseudonym, “The Bliley Medical Center” as my case study. In order to examine the gaps between the normative 

component instituted to regulate human behavior and the experiential component in a workplace setting, I will 

employ critical race theory and feminist theories of intersectionality. The works of critics such as Delgado and 

Stefancic, Patricia Williams, and Patricia Hill Collins, among others, foreground the utility of storytelling as a 

means to 1) understand the gaps between formal policies and organizational behavior, 2) call attention to the 

experiential knowledge and evidence that is traditionally excluded in discrimination cases, and 3) to explain how 

formal anti-discrimination policies can actually be used to legitimize discrimination. Based on the results of this case 

study, we can conclude that an alternative interactionist, critical race, and intersectional approach is especially 

needed in terms of calling attention to traditionally ignored social processes that aid in the reproduction of 

workplace inequality in concrete workplace settings, thus expanding the current workplace discrimination 

scholarship.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study is to explore how discrimination is reproduced in concrete workplace settings 

even when anti-discrimination policies are present I seek to explain the utility of the perspectives derived from 

critical race theory and intersectionality, namely, the foregrounding of personal narratives as a resource for 

knowledge on inequality. Through the use of the personal experiences of the employees at the Bliley Medical Center 

as a case study, I will analyze (a) how formal discrimination policies can be used to legitimize discrimination, (b) 

how employers and employees are conscious and unconscious agents in perpetuating workplace discrimination, and 

(c) what actions are utilized by employees to cope and resist discrimination in the workplace environment.  

The Bliley Medical Center has been under constant fire over the past decade following mounting formal 

complaints of workplace racial discrimination filed on behalf of its Black employees. A class action suit was filed 

with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) against the Bliley Medical Center, which alleges that 

blacks were denied training, awards, and promotions (Poole 2007). The class action was later certified to include all 

African American employees who worked at the Bliley Medical Center since 1996, and who have been 

discriminated against with respect to awards and promotions (Kator 2008).  In February 2010, the Bliley Medical 

Center settled the discrimination lawsuit with the EEOC and the plaintiffs in the amount of 5 million dollars (Kator 

2010).  It is not altogether clear how black employees continue to be denied opportunities for workplace 

advancement. This is especially puzzling considering the organization’s ostensible commitment to equal 

employment opportunity and diversity with the desire to “promote a discrimination free environment." If the latter is 

true, then how are perceived racial disparities recreated in the face of these formal policies that are in place to foster 

diversity and a discrimination free environment? 

Research Questions 

This study centers on investigating the experiences of black female employees through the use of their 

personal narratives. The research questions are: (1) how is racial discrimination reproduced in an environment where 

formal anti-discrimination policies are in place? (2) What is the range of actions utilized by employees in response 

to experiencing workplace discrimination? This latter question is particularly important given that oppressed groups 

are often denied agency in studies of inequality (Carmin and Balser 2002). 
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For this study, I conducted unstructured interviews with 10 Black female nurses at the Bliley Medical 

Center in order to examine the behavioral component. The interviews focused on the lived experiences of employees 

in the workplace environment. I used an interpretive framework to analyze themes representing the range of 

reactions invoked by employees to determine what methods they use to cope in the workplace environment, and 

how those actions may lead to the reproduction of inequality.   

 The significance of this study and intended contribution is to enhance the sociological literature that deals 

primarily with addressing the gap between the normative and experiential components of an organization, and to 

determine how both components contribute to racial disparities and discrimination within the workplace 

environment. A greater understanding of this is important in terms of explaining policy limitations in addressing 

workplace discrimination. This study has implications for the further analysis of workplace discrimination within the 

context of workplace organizations.  Granted, not all perceived incidents of discrimination are based on race or 

gender; nonetheless, this study seeks to specifically examine the cumulative effects of organizational policy and 

human interactions on the maintenance of workplace inequality and discrimination, and how employees who 

commonly experience discrimination cope and resist in such an environment. 
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Chapter 2 

Review of the Literature  

History of Racial Laws (From Early Settlements to Civil Rights Movement) 

Workplace discrimination should not be examined in isolation from, but rather in the context of, the 

historical legacy of racism in the United State.  Historically, race and gender has served as major organizing 

principles in the United States and is imbedded within the fabric of our society. Race served as a means to grant 

rights and privileges to the racially dominant group while denying those rights and privileges to the racially 

oppressed. Therefore, it is necessary to take a race specific approach to understanding those differences in the 

treatment of Africans and Europeans, as race specific laws ultimately gave rise to different experiences of Africans 

and Europeans, both males and females in the United States.   

Although African and European indentured servants initially had the same rights (Bennett 1962), race later 

became a means to justify unequal treatment.  Early settlements, particularly those in Virginia, established laws that 

made distinctions between European indentured servants and African indentured servants, with Africans bearing 

harsher penalties for subordination while no such laws had initially existed (Bennett Jr 1962; Stroud 1856).  These 

laws evolved and eventually assumed that African people were automatically slaves. They were not entitled to any 

rights afforded to free white male Europeans, and were ultimately considered to be property rather than human 

beings while white European indentured servants were able to earn their freedom and become part of the citizenry 

(Stroud 1856; Bennett Jr. 1962).  

Legally, indentured servitude (unpaid free labor provided by Europeans) was more of a choice and less 

profitable, whereas slavery (an unpaid forced labor provided by Africans) was seen as more profitable with the 

absence of choice (Williams 1994).  Seventeenth century slave statutes assumed that the slave status of offspring 

was determined by the status of the father, and also forbade relationships between African male slaves and white 

females (Myrdal 1962); Stroud 1856). However, these laws eventually applied to the offspring of African female 

slaves due to sexual exploitative practices commonly initiated by white slave masters against African female slaves 

(Stroud 1856; Blassingame 1979; Douglass and Jacobs 2004).  

Although the institution of slavery did not permit for legal marriages between black men and women, 

enslaved black families still sought to maintain familial bonds despite the discursive structural limits that the slavery 
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imposed on them (Gutman 1976). White male patriarchy deemed enslaved African women as less than enslaved 

African men, thus encouraging the rape and sexual coercion of Black women while white women were treated like 

virtuous children in need of protection, particularly from Black men (Block 2006; Hine 1992; Myrdal and Bok 

1996).  

The Reconstruction era was filled with empty promises to freed black men and women, particularly those 

residing in the South after the Civil War with the onset of Jim Crow Laws.  This posed a challenge for black families 

who were trying to achieve a level or normalcy after the abolishing of slavery, which sanctioned the separation of 

black families to sustain the cotton industry in the South prior to the advent of the Civil War.  Although some have 

argued that slavery had destroyed the black family structure (Moynihan 1965),  evidence suggests that blacks 

actively sought legal marriages following the civil war, that two parent households were the norm despite popular 

beliefs, and that single parent households occurred mainly due to racist political and economic social forces during 

reconstruction (Gutman 1976).    

Southern states, such as Louisiana, began to institute Jim Crow laws that kept blacks separate from whites 

in order to maintain racial purity (Scales-Trent 2001; Thomas 1997).   Although these laws were contested as a 

violation of the 14th amendment, the Supreme Court decided in the landmark Plessy v. Ferguson case that states 

could impose laws that separated blacks and whites, so long as the same facilities were provided for both races in 

equal condition (Thomas 1997).  Although black men acquired the right to vote under the 15th amendment, Jim 

Crow laws and various modes of intimidation, initiated by white Americans, made it difficult for black men to 

exercise that right, which also had an impact on black women. While the women’s suffrage movement aimed to gain 

voting rights for all women, racism within the women’s suffrage movement steered black women into primarily 

fighting for civil rights along with black men (Giddings 1984; Hine 2005; Yellin 1973).   

Race has also served as a basis for unequal treatment of blacks and whites within the U.S. justice system.  

Racial stereotypes that characterized Black men and women as sexual and moral deviants justified the disparities in 

rape convictions, jail sentences, and public support (Gross 2006).  White women were active participants and often 

served as justification for the mob style violence initiated against blacks, particularly the lynching of black men 

(Blee 1991; Nevels 2007). Consequently, one can easily conclude that the treatment of blacks within society as a 

whole ultimately informed how blacks were treated within the workplace environment in relation to whites.  
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Patriarchal social norms, which routinely characterized women as nurturers, justified the division of labor 

between males and females in the United States and ultimately led to the creation of the nursing field (Melosh 

1982). This made it possible for black women to be eased into the nursing profession, some of whom had aspirations 

of becoming physicians in the late nineteenth and early twentieth-century (Hine 1989).  Although white male 

patriarchy devalued the work of women as a whole, black women's work was devalued to an even greater extent 

(Hine 2005).  

After much congressional debate, the U.S. government recognized Harriet Tubman's service as a military 

leader of the Combahee River Collective decades after the Civil War with a military pension (Hine, 2005). While 

this decision was significant, Susie Baker, Maria Lewis, and the vast majority of other black women who served as 

soldiers, nurses, and spies, disguised as menial laborers for the Union, were not rewarded for their military service 

(Hine, 2005). 

Tera W. Hunter’s "To Joy My Freedom: Southern Black Women’s Lives and Labours After the Civil War" 

details how white women gained power while maintaining the racial social order by constraining African American 

women. She describes how in the1897 Fulton Bag and Cotton Mill Strike in Georgia, two hundred white women 

induced twelve hundred white women, children, and men to protest the hiring of twenty African American women. 

 At a meeting one woman yelled “[W]e want all them niggers out of there, and that’s what we are going to have.” 

Ultimately they successfully blocked the hiring of Black women and men at the mill.” (Seniors Forthcoming; Hunter 

1997).  This action reflected opinions concerning African American women in the labor force with white women, 

and points to why elite white nurses participated in discriminatory actions against black women.. 

Elite white nurses prohibited black graduate nurses from membership in professional nursing organizations 

and ultimately emulated their male counterparts in racial policy and practice. (Hine 1989). Although Black female 

nurses believed that if they proved themselves in the eyes of their white female colleagues due to their professional 

commonality, the overt and institutional racism of the late nineteenth and early twentieth-century effectively denied 

them professional advancement in the nursing profession (Hine 1989; Barbee 1993).  

Genesis of Anti-discrimination Laws 

The WWII time period served as a defining moment in terms of the advancement of civil rights for African 

Americans (Shockley 2004). Although congressional political conflicts made them largely dysfunctional, the 

government sponsored social welfare, work programs, and the creation of war industries that spawned the creation 
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of the white middle class in the U.S. were largely of the reach of the majority of African Americans (Katznelson 

2005). The following activities arguably served as precursors to the creation of anti-discrimination policies in the 

United States: a) the mass protest of African American military servicemen, b) civil rights initiatives by the 

NAACP, and c) the activism of African American clubwomen organizations, African American sororities, and 

working class African American women through their individual and collective equal employment and welfare 

rights activism (Dalfiume 1969; Giddings 1984; Hine 2005; Shockley 2005).  

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 created the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), with the 

mission of enforcing Title VII discrimination in the workplace (Occhialino 2004).  In the federal sector, the EEOC 

enforces Title VII which prohibits employment discrimination on the basis of race, color, religion, sex, and national 

origin (Occhialino 2004). While the Civil Rights Act of 1964 has helped to eliminate the most overt racial 

discriminatory practices, studies show that Black Americans still continue to face discrimination in public places 

such as hotels, restaurants, and stores (Feagin and Sikes 1994), and in access to employment opportunities (Royster 

2003).  Research also reveals that fluctuating political pressure influences the Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission’s ability to enforce Anti-Discrimination Laws, and that little progress in reducing racial segregation 

and inequality in the workplace has been made since the early 1980s (Tomaskovic-Devey and Stainback 2007).  

Contemporary Racism/ Social Psychological Studies (Contributions & Limitations) 

Contemporary forms of racial discrimination in the workplace can be best understood as mechanisms used 

to maintain white privilege and domination.  Cognitive social psychological research has demonstrated that 

discrimination can persist despite earnest efforts to minimize it (Bodenhausen 1998). The function of racial and 

gender stereotypes within the work place environment depends primarily on an organization’s policy and practice, 

structure, internal politics, and the external environment (Nelson and Bridges 1999).  Research shows that most 

whites prefer working with other whites versus non-whites in social settings (Tomaskovic-Devey and Stainback 

2007).   

In-group bias excludes minorities from having access to information about new employees, and ultimately 

denies them the decision making power when it comes to awards and promotions (Braddock and McPartland 1987).  

White privilege is also actively maintained through social closure, by which the privileged group seeks to restrict the 

access of subordinate groups through everyday interactions such as language, symbolic acts, and force/coercion with 

the aim of preserving the status-hierarchy of the privileged group (Weber 1978; Blau 1986; Weeden 2002).  
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The Nursing profession also contains racially exclusive environment where resources such as paychecks, 

offices, computers, examination tools, and telecommunications equipment are controlled by the white professional 

class who ultimately has the power to decide, register, and to certify (Page and Thomas 1994).  In this respect, non-

white people in the nursing profession are excluded from these spaces of white privilege whereas the white nurses 

who guard these spaces are routinely rewarded with upward mobility (Page and Thomas 1994).  

Research within the nursing profession is supported by existing sociological literature which also shows 

that upward mobility is linked to institutional power and access, and that minorities are continuously denied upward 

mobility based on race while whites, who are less qualified in many cases, are being consistently promoted (Barbee 

1993; Page & Thomas 1994; Roscigno 2007).  Although the aforementioned research points to the ways in which 

groups in power seek to maintain domination within the workplace environment through structural means (mandated 

policies and practices), sociologists are beginning to study with emphasis the ways in which both superiors and 

subordinates within the workplace environment both serve in the reproduction of racial and gender inequality, and 

how the responses of those who are victims may play a key role in maintaining those disparities (Roscigno 2007). 

Formal Anti-Discrimination Policies (Strength and Weaknesses) 

Many sociologists have written about the implications of racism and other forms of institutionalized bias 

within the work force.  This literature primarily pushes for normative organizational policy recommendations 

directed at minimizing bias in organizations, with the intent to recognize and combat systematic sources of 

discrimination that manifests within organizational practices, rather than the explicit forms of individual bias (Bielby 

2000).  The vagueness of EEO policies makes it possible for agencies to have considerable discretion in determining 

the scope of their diversity compliance, which often results in the symbolic creation of EEO officers and plans that 

have no real impact on barriers faced by women and minorities (Edelman 1994).  These policies also do not call for 

managerial or supervisory accountability in implementing the EEO goals of the organization, since the forms of 

discrimination that serve as barriers to equal opportunity employment are systemic and they tend to affect the jobs of 

more people (Bielby 2000; Kalev et al. 2000). Since pay and promotion opportunities are usually linked to job 

ladders and titles, bias usually is discovered in organizations where there is segregation within work spaces (Bielby 

2000; Blumrosen 1980).  

Although the aforementioned research would argue for the enhancement of normative policies designed to 

minimize workplace discrimination (Bielby 2000), this literature does not examine the extent to which organizations 



 8 

are willing to comply with the EEO policies once they are adopted.   Also, this literature has the tendency to assume 

that people within organizations are not intentional in terms of their discriminatory practices. This represents a 

substantial gap in the literature in terms of explaining how antidiscrimination laws give employers the power to 

legally discriminate against its employees through informal means.  

Color-blind ideology explains contemporary racial inequality as outcomes of natural, individual, or cultural 

limitations whereas the Jim Crow racist ideology would explain racial inequality as a product of racial inferiority 

(Bonilla-Silva 2010).  As a result of the acceptance of the colorblind ideology, people of color continue to be 

disenfranchised through methods such as racial gerrymandering, election runoffs, housing discrimination, and 

restrictive hiring practices (Andersen and Collins 2007).   Colorblindness in our court systems has worked against 

the interest of blacks (Berry 1996). According to Gotanda (1991), the U.S. Supreme Court’s preference for color-

blind and race neutral policies ignore past discrimination and its links to current racial disparities.    

Scholars within the nursing profession also echo this sentiment by illustrating that denial of racial 

discrimination through color-blind rhetoric within the health care profession results in racial ambivalence and 

hegemony, which ultimately allows racial discrimination to occur under the guise of non-discriminatory rationales 

(Barbee1993; Page and Thomas 1994). This ultimately means that racial discrimination can be justified through 

meritocratic reasons, such as frequent absences from work, whether excused or unexcused, or the lack of “soft 

skills” (Roscigno, 2007).   

The Need for a Critical Race, Intersectional, and Ineractionist Analysis (Theory) 

 Critical Race Theorists have also pointed out that antidiscrimination policies legitimize discrimination 

through the use of nondiscriminatory decisions, given that the dominant interpretation of antidiscrimination law, 

also known as the perpetrator perspective, views discrimination as actions inflicted by an individual rather than the 

conditions of a particular environment (Saam 1994; Freeman 1978). This ultimately places an unfair burden on the 

individual to prove that discrimination occurred based on race or gender while reserving the much easier “burden of 

articulation” for employers, which implies that they only need a legitimate non-discriminatory reason for making a 

decision (Saam 1994; Bennett-Alexander 1990) Moreover, the historical legacy of discrimination in workplace 

hiring makes it even more difficult for minorities to successfully prove discrimination in seniority based firings 

based (Crenshaw 1989).   



 9 

Feminists have frequently overlooked the issue of race, particularly concerning the impact of both racism 

and sexism on the lives of black women in the work place.   Many white feminist have homogenized the history of 

black women and other women of color by using their experience with sexism at the hands of white men as the 

nexus (Higginbotham 1992; Breines 1999).  In order to address the disconnect, scholars within Critical Race Theory 

and Black Feminist Studies have sought to retell the histories of black women, particularly black women’s 

participation in social movements, and have ultimately provided the theoretical framework for what now is known 

as intersectionality.   

Intersectionality calls for the analysis of how various forms of discrimination, based on race, class, gender, 

and sexuality, often interact simultaneously in terms of their influence on the lives of people of color, particularly 

women of color (Crenshaw 1989 ). Patricia Hill Collins points out that throughout history, white racism and 

patriarchy have defined black women’s multiply subordinate role in society in an effort to reinforce economic 

exploitation and oppression (2000). Race, she argues, constructs gender identity and sexuality in a manner that 

impacts the lives of black women in ways that are very different from white women (Collins 2000).   

 Kimberle Crenshaw argues that judicial jurisprudence has made it especially difficult for black women to 

seek and collect damages as a result of discrimination due to the commonly held legal assumption that black women 

cannot occupy or experience racism and sexism simultaneously (1989). She points out that black women have been 

denied the ability to be granted remedies for discriminations based on both race and gender, as judicial 

interpretations only allow for black women to claim discrimination under one protected class (race) versus a class 

combination of race and gender (Crenshaw 1989).  Such judicial interpretations are operative in the cases of 

DeGraffenreid v General Motors and Moore v Hughes Helicopter, where courts rejected the right for black women 

to collect damages based on race and gender, and refused to certify black women as a protected class (Crenshaw 

1989). The framework of Title VII assumes that the experience of discrimination is defined by the experiences of 

white women and black men. Thus, Congress and the courts never anticipated the possibility of black women being 

uniquely disadvantaged because they were “black women” (Crenshaw 1989).  These cases illustrate that the lack of 

an intersectional approach to anti-discrimination law has only served to further invisibilize the unique experiences of 

black women (Crenshaw 1989).   

 The importance of personal narratives in Critical Race Theory is crucial in terms of exposing issues 

commonly ignored by traditional legal discourse. While the current legal landscape assumes neutrality in terms of 
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race, gender, and economics factors in preference for an objective, fact-based, precedential, and process oriented 

methodology, Patricia Williams exposes how legal scholarship often legitimizes the fundamental assumptions and 

experiences of whites while delegitimizing the experiences of blacks through the guise of commonly held racial 

stereotypes (1991). For example, Williams reveals through her personal narratives how white law professors at 

Harvard constructed law exams that commonly depicted blacks as criminals and whites as victims, ultimately 

reinforcing the distinctiveness of so-called black criminality (Williams 1991).  She also points out that her efforts to 

openly speak out against these exams, which troubled many black law students, were often dismissed by her white 

colleagues as being overly sensitive, while many of her white students viewed her as not being a legitimate law 

professor worthy of respect as that of her white male counterparts, or a black militant (Williams 1991).  Within these 

narratives lies an inherent conflict.  This conflict is not only between people within a particular workplace 

environment; here is also a conflict that can be best understood by analyzing the male centered discourse that is 

embedded within disciplines.   

Patricia Williams examines the male centered discourse within legal studies, one that privileges the 

objective over the subjective, and ultimately serves to undermine the voices of those who commonly experience 

both racism and sexism, particularly those like her who work within predominantly white male institutions (1991).  

In an effort to create a new legal genre that values human experiences and personal narratives as valid knowledge, 

Williams constructs an analytic model of “inductive empiricism, borrowed from—and parodying—systems analysis, 

in order to enliven thought about complex social problems,” with the goal of shedding light on issues that are often 

unquestioned or taken for granted (1991).  Her approach makes salient the use of intersectionality by examining the 

simultaneous influences of race and gender within her experiences both as a black female lawyer in the white male 

dominated institutional space, and as a scholar within the discourse of legal studies, one that operates to perpetually 

define her existence as illegitimate, oxymoronic, and marginal (Williams 1991).  

 In her personal narratives, Williams constantly finds herself at odds with this discourse. For example, 

Williams states the following where she addresses the concerns of a student: 

K. had gone to an administrator to complain about an exam she and her 

classmates were given by their criminal-law professor. The problem was an 

updated version of Shakespeare’s Othello, in which Othello is described as a 

‘black militaristic African leader’ who marries the ‘young white Desdemona’ 
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whom he kills in a fit of sexual rage. Othello is put on trial…K had gone first to 

the professor and told him she thought the exam was racist; the professor denied 

it, saying it was not he who had dreamed up the facts but Shakespeare. Then K. 

went to the administrator, who called her an activist but not before he said the 

she should be more concerned about learning the law and less about the package 

in which it comes. (1991) 

A critical race and intersectional analysis, contrary to the race neutral and objective paradigm of traditional 

legal scholarship, suggests that stereotypical fundamental assumptions rooted in racism influenced the professor’s 

decision to use race in this fashion, as black men have historically been defined as sexually menacing, brutish, and a 

threat to white women. Not only do her narratives point out the intersubjective nature of seemingly objective legal 

doctrine, but they also reveal that racism in society does play a direct role in constructing public opinion and legal 

discourse involving black people, ultimately resulting in blacks, both male and female, being denied equal footing in 

terms of public opinion or equal rights in our justice system compared to whites (Williams 1991).   

An intersectional analysis of this narrative would further suggest that white male patriarchy operated on two 

fronts: a) within the discourse of the legal exam which sought to perpetuate the symbolic representation of black 

men as criminally deviant and predisposed to criminal activity; and b) it caused her to define herself in the process 

of contesting racial-gender inequality. This is represented through the actions of the administrator who advised the 

student not to question the overall package of fictional legal case. Therefore, this black female student’s voice was 

silenced and marginalized while her very existence as a black female was reduced to that of an outsider (Williams 

1991).  

In another narrative, Williams (1991) addresses her concerns about racism in her classroom at a faculty 

meeting by stating the following: 

I raised several issues: racism among my students, my difficulty dealing with it 

by myself, and my need for the support from my colleagues. I was told by a 

white professor that “we” should be able to “break the anxiety by just laughing 

about it.” Another nodded in agreement and added that “the key is not to take 

this sort of thing too seriously. 
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In this case, Williams is offered the only solution, which is to adapt to the environment by downplaying the 

significance of race using laughter (1991).   

While a critical race analysis would point out that the common response by whites to issues of racism is often 

met with denial or deemed insignificant (Bonilla-Silva 2001), an intersectional analysis would suggest that white 

male patriarchy and white privilege pushes women, particularly black women, to conform to a discourse that 

devalues the significance of personal experiences with racism in organizational settings, regardless of its deleterious 

impact.  Williams was also told by law review editors that mentioning personal experiences, such as that of being 

excluded from a white owned clothing store, is “‘irrelevant’” and “‘doesn’t advance the discussion of any principle 

[…] this is a law review after all’”  (1991).  

Williams’ narratives illustrate that race supported by a male centered discourse within legal doctrine operates at 

the personal, organizational, societal, and symbolic levels to delegitimize her experiences with racism and sexism 

while advancing a doctrine of objectivity and race neutrality, and also seeks to teach women “not to experience what 

they experience, in deference to men’s way of knowing” (1991). The critical race/intersectional analysis, as 

illustrated by Williams (1991), is necessary and important in terms of highlighting the otherwise invisible role of 

patriarchal values and racism within public policies, public and legal discourse, and organizational practices which 

may also aid in the reproduction of inequality. As such, I seek to employ this approach when analyzing the 

narratives of black women at the Bliley Medical Center. 

While Critical Race Theory and intersectionality shed light on the individual experiences uniquely 

impacting minorities that traditional legal doctrine regularly dismisses, I also seek to draw upon Interactionist 

Theory in order to explain how those everyday experiences reproduce inequality in concrete workplace settings 

(Schwalbe 2000). The Bliley Medical Center, given its current problems with discrimination complaints and the 

recent five million dollar discrimination settlement, would serve as an optimal environment to understand those 

reproductive processes. While it is important that we assess inequality in terms of the measurable extent, it is also 

necessary for us to understand the various interactions that lead to the reproduction of inequality in concrete settings 

(Schwalbe 2000).  This approach is relevant in terms of understanding the following: a) what micro level human 

interactions lead to inequality as a result; b) what fundamental assumptions, meanings, or symbols are used to 

maintain patterns of inequality in a given setting; and c) how inequality in perceived and reacted to and how those 
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processes may lead to sustaining patterns of inequality (Schawlbe 2000).  The basic themes associated with this 

theory are othering, subordinate adaptation, boundary maintenance, and emotion management (Schwalbe 2000). 

Othering refers to the ways in which subordinates are often labeled by those in power, which often includes 

the use of commonly held stereotypes, in an attempt to justify the superiority or preference for one group over 

another (Schwalbe 2000). A black female nurse who refuses to perform janitorial work citing that there are janitors 

and housekeepers who are paid to do such work can be labeled as loud, domineering, or in need of anger 

management by their superiors while a white nurse may not get the same treatment, or in some instances, are not 

asked to perform such work since black women have been historically seen as more useful for hard labor and 

domestic work (Hine 1989; Barbee 1993).   

Subordinate adaptation is concerned mostly with how those who experience discrimination cope or resist 

those conditions, which can also lead to the reproduction of inequality (Schwalbe 2000). One can accept one’s 

inferior status within an organization by trying to a) fit into the dominant group for some sort of benefit (trading 

power for patronage); b) forming subgroups or alternative subcultures with those of similar experiences in an 

attempt to create alternative spaces of power and prestige c) accepting one’s inferior position while attempting to 

make the environment more tolerable, or creating a niche to exploit and undermine the system (hustling); and d) 

refusing to remain a participant  in the environment (dropping out) or quitting (Blau 1964; Schwalbe 2000).  Studies 

also show a myriad of ways in which black women retreat and (or) fight back when it comes to combating 

discrimination (Jones and Shorter Gooden 2003). 

Boundary maintenance describes the various ways in which dominant groups attempt to provide or restrict 

access to certain protected spaces, privileges, or positions within an organization (Schwalbe 2000).  Access to these 

spaces can rest on tastes, skills, sponsors, and other forms of cultural capital that often serve to disadvantage those 

who haven’t historically had access to them (Schwalbe 2000).   

Finally, emotion management details how behaviors within environments, such as workplace organizations, 

are constantly shaping the cultural discourse within an environment by establishing both formal and informal ways 

to communicate in the workplace (Schwalbe 2000). For example, some employers tend to provide examples of how 

to properly react to stressful situations involving customers or other employees in order to maintain an environment 

conducive for normal business operations.  These forms of behavioral regulation can often be informed by race or 
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gender based stereotypes, which can ultimately cause tension for those who fall within those categories, and may 

also lead to the reproduction of inequality (Schwalbe 2000).    

In the previously mentioned case of Patricia Williams’s experience with racism in the classroom, an 

interactionist analysis of her narrative would suggest that within the institution where Williams worked as a law 

professor, the process of othering occurred since the administrator defined her student as an activist for 

problematizing the way in which race was used in the exam.  Othering was also used in terms of defining Othello. If 

Williams responded to racism in her classroom by following the advice of her colleagues (laughing away the stress 

of racism), this would be best understood as subordinate adaptation, where individuals utilize various ways to cope 

in an undesirable environment without challenging the status quo (Schwalbe 1999).  

In a scenario such as this, racism in the classroom would ultimately continue.  Since her white colleagues 

who make up the majority of professors in her department preferred this more passive behavioral response over a 

direct or confrontational one, this also serves as an example of emotion management as the dominant group 

members, the white professors, have established a code of conduct which ultimately aids in the reproduction of 

racism experienced by Williams (Williams 1991, Schwalbe 2000).   

This example is also connected to Williams’s narrative concerning the racist law school exams, because 

they both involve the regulation of a male centered legal discourse (Williams 1991; Schwalbe 2000).   Therefore, a 

critical race, intersectional, and interactionist analysis would suggest that racism within this context is reproduced by 

simultaneously by controlling racial discourse in both the organizational setting and within legal scholarship, which 

ultimately leads to the marginalization of minorities, particularly black women, in the workplace environment 

(Schwalbe 2000). 

In order to examine narratives provided by black female employees at the Bliley Medical Center, I 

integrated the critical race, intersectional, and interactionist perspectives in order to shed light on how discrimination 

is reproduced in concrete workplace settings even while anti-discrimination policies are present. I first used critical 

race analysis and intersectionality to further explain the disconnect between formal policy and the experiences of 

black women at the Bliley Medical Center, as well as highlight possible stereotypes that may shape the cultural 

discourse within a workplace environment.   Secondly, I will also use an interactionist analysis to in order to explain 

how the narratives gathered from the employees, gives us an experiential understanding how inequality is 

reproduced at the Bliley Medical Center and how black women adapt or resist within the environment.  
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

  This research assumes that storytelling through the use of narratives are both valid and authentic sources of 

knowledge (Delgado and Stefancic 2001; Kershaw 2003; Letherby 2003), Moreover, story-telling is  conceived as 

an explanatory framework derived from critical race theoretical scholarship, and is also consistent with Scholar 

Activism, which encourages scholars to be centered within the social realities of research participants (Kershaw 

2003).    Storytelling bridges the gap between legal discourse and the lived experiences of people of color, and calls 

attention to issues that are traditionally neglected in discrimination laws, particularly when it comes to 

understanding discriminatory organizational dynamics and the injury to minorities (Crenshaw 1989; Delgado and 

Stefancic ; Gutiérrez-Jones 2001) .  

Methods 

For this study, I used relatives and close acquaintances as interpreters and facilitators in order to gain 

access to three employees of the hospital.  Using a recruitment script, the relatives of the investigator identified six 

potential participants through word of mouth.  An information sheet, which contains basic information about the 

study, was handed to those individuals who are interested in participating in the study. Since this study is 

confidential, informed consent took place verbally.  The relatives retrieved  contact information from those were 

interested and they were also responsible for maintaining all contact information for the participants.  After 

consulting with the relatives,  the relatives contacted those participants to schedule a meeting and to set up an 

interview date. Each of the six participants, after agreeing to participate in the study, were asked to identify two 

more individuals who may be interested in participating in the study.  This method of sampling is known as 

"snowball or chain sampling" (Liamputtong and Ezzy 2005). This method is most appropriate for the environment at 

the Bliley Medical Center due to the difficulty of approaching individuals directly for this study, and to minimize 

risk to the participants.     

Although some may recommend that the agency grants permission to the researcher to recruit employees, I 

understand this method as being very risky to the participants. The Bliley Medical Center has a history of retaliatory 

firing of its employees.  This study was designed to represent the voices of the employees without the threat of 

institutional intimidation.  The method of recruiting I have selected was also recommended by the relatives assisting 

in this study, who have been employed at the Bliley Medical Center for more than twenty years.  Those who did not 
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want to participate in the study were asked to refer others who they felt were interested in the study.  For those 

participants who wanted to proceed,  interview times and locations were decided based on their schedules. Forty-

eight hours prior to the scheduled interview date, the participants were contacted by a fellow employee (relative of 

the researcher) by phone.  They answered any remaining questions related to the study. This gave the individual an 

opportunity to ask questions and opt out.  I informed the participants of all aspects of the study at every step; 

therefore, all of the material gathered from this study was subject to their reviewal.  Participants also had the 

opportunity to opt out even after the data is was collected.  If they decided to do so, then all material would have 

been discarded and not used for the study. The time of each session  varied based on each meeting in an effort to 

maintain the comfort and the integrity of the study. 

Data collection  

I collected the data for this study by interviewing 10 female employees of the Bliley Medical Center.  In 

implementing the interviews, I took an unstructured approach in asking the following interview questions: (1) Does 

racism exist in this environment? If so/not, how do you know? (2) How do you feel the Bliley Medical Center 

should function? (3) What are the obstacles that prevent this environment from functioning the way it should, and 

how does this impact you?  These questions serve as a way of being centered by asking participants how things are, 

how things ought to be, and what are the obstacles that are preventing them to function the way they should in their 

environment (Kershaw 2003). 

In order to examine and code the narratives provided by the black female nurses, I conceptualized a critical 

race, intersectional, and interactionist thematic model in order to explain the gaps between the formal policies and 

the lived experiences of the black female employees within the workplace environment.  I achieved this by 

searching for the seven themes within that data: 1) male centered discourse (organizational policies, practices); 2) 

stereotypes (symbolic race and gender representations); 3) intersectionality (race, class, and gender); 4) othering; 5) 

subordinate adaptation; 6) boundary maintenance; and (7) emotion management (workplace conformity models).   I 

also use this same model to examine the current anti-discrimination policies in an effort to show the limitations of 

existing anti-discrimination policies that the Bliley Medical Center is obligated to abide by.  As such, the selected 

findings from the Bliley’s discrimination complaint and adjudication office will be used to represent the agency’s 

orientation towards applying existing anti-discrimination law. Intersectionality serves as an important component 

when it comes to examining these cases as well, since according to Williams, legal doctrine contains a male centered 
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paternalistic discourse that is scientifically based, seemingly objective, and pushes for conformity rather than 

valuing personal experiences as legitimate sources of inquiry (Williams 1991). 

For the purpose of this study, I examined class based primarily on a Weberian social class perspective, 

which assumes that social classes are linked by common interests, such as mobility chances and aspirations within 

careers, education and training, and the power that may accrue due to one’s marketplace positioning (Giddens 1973). 

For instance, although all of the black females interviewed are nurses, aspirations to advance, occupational status, 

and educational training may determine the amount of awareness of one’s social position and the amount of power 

that one may have at their disposal. Hence, a person’s ability to define their own existence within a particular 

context is linked to their relationship to others with the same interests and aspirations, their occupational status, and 

the distribution of power associated with one’s social location (Giddens 1973). 

The consent process took place at an undiclosed private location, outside of the hospital, that was  

recommended by the participants. I also provided a copy of the study information sheet to the subject along with a 

copy of interview questions during the interest meeting. Participants agreed to participate by verbal consent in order 

to preserve confidentiality. Each interview lasted between fifteen and forty-five minutes. 
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Chapter 4 

Results 

Anti-Discrimination Cases vs Legal Landscape 

An important aspect of Critical Race Theory is the examination of legal texts (Delgado and Stefancic 

2001), particularly when it concerns the interpretation of anti-discrimination laws.  The Office of Employment 

Discrimination Complaint and Adjudication is the chief handler of discrimination complaints, and also publishes 

selected rulings on discrimination cases handled by the agencies like the Bliley Medical Center (2010). For the 

purpose of examination, I chose to look at the selected rulings between the years 1999 to 2010 (the year the class 

action was settled) as published reports aren’t listed beyond that date. I used these rulings for the purpose of 

examining the legal landscape that often shapes anti-discrimination policy interpretation and enforcement. For 

instance in a more recent case, the EEOC adjudication judge awarded damages to an Asian male job seeker who was 

turned down for a position based on lack of proper communications skills required for the job (2010). Title VII 

mandates that managers must give a non-discriminatory reason for making decisions in hiring (2010).  

Management’s reasoning for not selecting this candidate, despite their assertion that he was the most qualified for 

the job, is illustrated in the following passage: 

Mr. W was an outside candidate who was found by the interview panel to be the 

best qualified for a Program Analyst position. However, the selection panel had 

concerns about Mr. W’s communication skills and whether he could ‘hit the 

ground running to establish a compliance program’. The panel further found that 

Mr. W did not have sufficient compliance experience and would require 

‘extensive training’ and that the VA needed to fill the position ‘right away.’ 

Rather than hire Mr. W, the vacancy announcement was cancelled. (2010) 

While the reasoning for not selecting Mr. W may seem legitimate, the candidate was able to prove that his 

communications skills were not an issue due to twenty plus years of research and presentation experience (2010). 

Therefore, the judge found that the agency’s decision not to hire Mr. W was not legitimate and was discriminatory 

based on race and national origin.  Although I agree that this was a fair decision, many cases do not receive the same 

treatment when there are not discriminatory cues explicitly stated in testimony and documents provided by 
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managers.  Since plaintiffs share the greatest burden of proving discrimination, managers can simply use legitimate 

reasons within the framework of VII to justify discrimination (Freeman 1978).  

The following case illustrates the relative ease of using a non-discriminatory reason in order to justify 

discrimination.  Despite being sufficiently qualified, an African-American male, who initiated prior complaints 

against the agency (prior EEO activity), was not included on a list of eligible applicants to be considered for an 

advertised position (2010). After interviewing the human resources (HR) specialist responsible for compiling and 

submitting that list, it was argued that the omission of the African-American male’s name, the only non-white 

eligible applicant, was due to a “clerical error” (2010). It was also argued that the HR specialist had no knowledge 

of the applicant’s race or the applicant’s prior EEO activity (2010).  As a result, the OEDCA issued the following 

ruling: 

The complainant offered no evidence refuting the HR specialist’s testimony that 

the omission was simply an error and presented no evidence that might point to 

a discriminatory motive. Errors such as this, while not frequent, do occasionally 

occur. However, as seen above, the likelihood of prevailing on a discrimination 

complaint is slim if the HR specialist does not know the complainant—which is 

typically the case—and where there is no other evidence of discriminatory 

motive. 

Although my goal is to not assume that there was a discriminatory motive, it is important to understand that the 

flaws within anti-discriminatory policies allow for discriminatory actions to be masked by seemingly innocent and 

“uncommon” clerical errors. Not only is this problematic when it comes to allowing for discrimination to continue, 

the understanding that is commonly used, as defined by the U.S. Supreme Court, is that discrimination is a product 

of individuals (perpetrator perspective) rather than institutional practices that disproportionately hinder the career 

advancement of women and racial minorities (Freeman 1978; Saam 1994). Not only does the perpetrator (the HR 

specialist) have the ability to deny a discriminatory motive without any further justification, not knowing the 

applicant becomes a legitimate reason for unequal treatment as if those perpetrators have to act alone on 

biographical knowledge rather than at the request of others within the organization.   

In another unsuccessful case that wasn’t even granted a hearing, a judge determined that there is no 

discrimination/discriminatory intent if an HR specialist doesn’t know the person’s race, and that a geographical 
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location, such as a city, cannot serve as an adequate indicator of a person’s race (OEDCA 2007).  Although this 

assumption is arguably valid, there are many other characteristics that can serve as proxies for race such as names 

that are commonly attributed to minorities, colleges and universities (Historically Black Colleges and Universities), 

and street names (Martin Luther King Boulevard) that can be used for discriminatory purposes (D`Amico 1995).  

Therefore, since there was no evidence presented by the complainant that the HR knew his race, which in most cases 

is impossible, seemingly colorblind and objective rationales can easily thwart discrimination cases. Moreover, the 

outright denial of any consideration of the complainant’s personal experiences with the agency is a product of a 

male centered and seemingly objective legal doctrine, which according to Williams (1999), not only works against 

African-American women, but also significantly puts African-American men at a disadvantage.  

 In a sexual harassment case, managers were not held liable due to their prompt attention to the plaintiff’s 

claim following the reporting those incidents. In a case involving a nursing assistant, who among other things, said 

that a male physician’s actions included “inappropriate comments, verbal requests for sex, and touching,” it was 

determined that the agency established an affirmative defense by proving that they followed protocol by removing 

the physician immediately, and because the female nursing assistant “failed to avoid harm by unreasonably failing to 

report the incident for over two months” as EEO policy gives agencies incentives to come up with their own time 

frames for reporting sexual harassment (OEDCA 2008).  

While it was found that the complainant successfully proved that her harassment was due to her gender and 

that her experience did provide for a hostile work environment, her reasons not to initially report, despite fearing the 

gossip and other undesirable consequences for doing such, was not reasonable enough by the agencies standards as 

articulated by the law (OEDCA 2008). This decision followed the same logic as the ruling in Lorance v. AT&T 

Technologies (1989), which suggests that complainants have 180 days (300 days if initiated by outside state agency) 

to file a complaint with the EEOC.  The significance of this is that workplace discrimination policies reflect the 

limitations of the broader legal landscape set for by the United States Supreme Court, which makes it difficult to 

pursue discrimination or harassment cases because of time constraints.    The patriarchal and paternalistic nature of 

this particular policy assumes that there is an “appropriate” reporting time for women who are victims of sexual 

harassment; what is not taken into consideration are the pressures within the organizational environment, and the 

stigma that commonly comes along with the reporting sexually related incidents. This case demonstrates how male 

centered paternalistic discourse within sexual harassment policy works against the interest of women. Moreover, the 
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removal of the physician (the perpetrator) represented the agency’s efforts to prevent sexual harassment while 

paying no attention to the environment in which those incidents occurred. Thus, a hostile work environment is 

understood to be a product of one individual, rather than multiple actors within the organization. 

 In another case involving gender discrimination in which the judge ruled in favor of the plaintiff, the 

complainant was able to establish a prima facie case of gender discrimination by meeting the following 

requirements consistent with Title VII: a) she proved that she applied for the position; b) she was qualified for the 

position; and c) another person of a different gender (male) was chosen for the position (OEDCA 2007). However, 

the failure for management to articulate a clear non-discriminatory reason beyond the male being “the best 

qualified” and the selecting officials’ inability to remember why they chose that candidate automatically resulted in 

the ruling for the plaintiff (OEDCA 2007). The OEDCA stated that “the employer need not prove the absence of 

discrimination; instead it need only articulate with specificity the reason or reasons for such actions.” Therefore, the 

agency doesn’t share the burden of proof, which is more often the most difficult responsibility of the plaintiff, but it 

shares only  “the burden of articulation” while acknowledging that agency’s burden as compared to the plaintiff is 

“relatively low” (2007).  While these requirements were written in order to preserve objectivity, the following case 

where the same standard was applied did not work in the favor of an African- American female.   

 In a case involving a black female “Patient Services Assistant,” who was initially granted a ruling of racial 

and gender discrimination as a result of being struck with a door by a white male supervisor, the EEOC reversed the 

decision of its own administrative judge on the premise that the incident had nothing to do with the complainant’s 

race or gender, but rather her union activity and the fact that the supervisor “didn’t like his authority being 

challenged” and among other things, “lacked basic supervisory skills” (OEDCA 2006). Their decision was also 

based on no evidence of racist or sexist intent. Citing previous statements made by the supervisor (omitted by the 

case summary), and by finding that the supervisor’s assertion that his actions were unintentional lacked credibility, 

an administrative judge initially found that had the supervisor just lacked supervisory skills, he would have treated 

other employees who were not black and female in the same manner. While arguing that the Supervisor’s prior 

statements (omitted by the case summary) were largely out of context, the EEOC rejected this assessment based on 

the following reason: “employees of all races had complained about this supervisor in the past, and while no white 

employees had ever been struck by the supervisor closing a door, it was also true that no other Black employees 

were struck in that manner” (OEDCA 2006). Therefore, it was ultimately ruled that his actions were not motivated 
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by race and gender, but rather because of the complainant’s union activity and the supervisor’s “lacked of basic 

supervisory skills” (OEDCA 2006).   

While the notion that no other black employees were hit by a door contrasts sharply with the original 

ruling, it is important to note that the OEDCA did not disclose examples of specific evidence that was used in the 

initial ruling, particularly the interview statements that were made by the supervisor and by other employees.  

Although the African-American female employee was able to show she was treated differently, she was unable to 

prove within the current legal landscape that the supervisor’s actions were motivated by racist and sexist 

fundamental assumptions, which Patricia Williams argues is a product of a discourse that not only seeks to 

perpetuate seemingly objective ideas of race, but also employees a male centered standard which does not even 

acknowledge other evidence that may be generated by a critical analysis of interview narratives (Williams 1999). 

Thus, the uniqueness of the black female employee’s experience is invisible in the eyes of anti-discrimination 

doctrine. 

Analysis 

While looking through many of the selected cases published by the OEDCA, it appears that most of the 

published complaints were about age and disability, followed by sexual harassment, with gender and racial 

discrimination complaints being the least published cases.  This is contrary to the EEOC Data, which suggest that 

race and gender discrimination are the most reported of all charges, resulting in total settlements of 82.4 million and 

121.5 million respectively (2009). Therefore, it is important to understand that agencies tend to publish reports in 

ways that best suit their interests, which ultimately serves as roadmaps for managers to be able to justify 

discrimination. 

 While CRT reveals limitations in the legal landscape which shapes anti-discrimination policies, the 

integration of critical race story-telling and a thematic analysis of interview narratives from an interactionist 

perspective, I argue, will give us an even greater understanding of how inequality is reproduced in actual workplace 

settings under the protection of anti-discrimination laws (Delgado 2001; Schwalbe 2000).  A very important 

component of CRT, which incorporates intersectionality through the use of critical narrative analysis, would greatly 

enhance the likelihood that cases,, such as those similar to the cases involving the black female “Patient Services 

Assistance” and the female sexual harassment victim, to be successfully argued given that intersectionality, as 

demonstrated by Patricia Williams’ analysis of her personal narratives (1999). This will give us a greater 
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understanding of not only the limitations of those policies in terms of race, but will also shed light on the male 

centered discourse embedded within formal anti-discrimination masquerading under the guise of objectivity While 

we can get a good picture of how racial hierarchies can be maintained in workplace environments like the Bliley 

Medical Center, we do not always get an experiential understanding of that process, given that the current legal 

landscape, which is centered primarily on singling out individual acts while giving agencies a road map to justify 

discrimination, only gives us a very limited discussion of that. This is indicated by the OEDCA’s assertion that 

managers or agencies only have to use legitimate non-discriminatory reasons to justify disparate treatment, rather 

than defend one’s actions as being non-discriminatory. While we see how subordinate adaptation may occur, for 

example, a female deciding to forgo reporting an incident of sexual harassment, we cannot adequately assess with 

confidence evidence of emotion management, othering, symbolic race and gender representations, or the influence 

of race, class, and gender in many of these published cases, given that legal scholarship puts more emphasis on 

procedures, such as taking the steps to isolate an individual sexual harasser, rather than understanding the reasons 

why certain victims do not report actions at the “appropriate” time in order to enhance those policies.  We are also 

unable to determine what impact a person’s social class or occupational status have on their ability to navigate this 

environment. In order to shed light on these experiences and address these issues, a critical race, intersectional, and 

interactionist analysis or personal narratives is key.  As such, I applied this model to the analysis of the interview 

narratives of the black female employees at the Bliley Medical Center. 
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Figure 1 
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Interview Results and Analysis 

Figure 1 above illustrates the interview responses consistent with each of the seven themes of boundary 

maintenance, subordinate adaptation, othering, symbolic race and gender representations (stereotypes), emotion 

management, male centered discourse, and intersectionality.  Since the themes of symbolic race and gender 

representations are closely related to othering (since symbolic race and gender representations are a product of 

othering), I decided to omit that thematic category and discuss race and gender representations within the context of 

othering. The coverage column represents the percentage that each theme occupies for each interview narrative. For 

instance, in the Anna Williams interview, the theme of boundary maintenance occupies 41.33%, which represents 

the highest occurring theme of her interview, followed by subordinate adaptation, male centered discourse, and 

intersectionality, which also serve as major themes throughout her narrative.  The “number of references from 

source coded at each node” column represents the number of occurrences (sentences, phrases) of individual themes 

within each narrative.  

The following bar charts, labeled Tables A-1 through A-6, visually compares the amount of occurrences for 

each theme across each of the ten interview narratives.  For example if we look at J. Brown’s interview responses 

which represents boundary maintenance, the percentages to the left of the graph lets us know that this particular 

theme constitutes roughly fifty-seven percent of his interview, meaning it was the most frequently occurring theme 

in his interview.  The subsequent tables indicates the same concept for each of the remaining themes as indicated in 
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Table A-1, however it is important to note that some themes weren’t represented as well, and in some cases, not at 

all in some of the interviews.  

While common knowledge may suggest that we view those cases as outliers, this study seeks to understand 

why certain themes may not be represented in all interviews, and why those differences are indeed significant in 

terms of explaining the larger question of how discrimination is reproduced in social settings similar to the Bliley 

Medical Center. Why is it that license practical nurses tend to have different responses then those of registered 

nurses? Could these discrepancies be due to unique differences in the occupational experiences associated with 

one’s social location within the Bliley Medical Center? Do differences in social class status account for these 

differences? In order to tackle these questions, we must pay attention to the responses of all of the participants 

associated with each individual theme, rather than discount the responses of participants based solely numbers and 

percentages.   I seek to use the subsequent tables to further examine these differences. 

Table A-1 

 

 

 As previously noted, boundary maintenance represents the majority of the responses across all of the 

interview narratives. In table A-1, It is important to point out that those registered nurses, particularly those who 

were trying to advance or seek out other job opportunities within the Bliley Medical Center (because their 

educational background or training allowed them to do so), expressed greater knowledge of discriminatory practices. 
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Each participant expressed some knowledge of various exclusive practices that are believed to lead to the 

reproduction racial inequality. Many of the responses mention the use of seemingly objective organizational 

practices and a reliance on social networking to exclude black employees.  

Even though some narratives, as illustrated by Brenda, may not make as many references to such practices, Brenda’s 

narrative is still connected in many ways to J. Brown’s, Mellisa G.’s, and Joyce Robinson’s ideas about the those 

practices.  For instance, J. Brown’s personal account of discriminatory practices at the Bliley Medical Center states 

the following: “There was a white female chief nurse […] with a black nurse responsible for grading. The black 

nurse was made promises to by the white nurse in return for giving me a lower grade.”  

Anna Williams hints at a similar kind of practice in more detail:  

You can also brief your panel prior to going in. “Do not, I don’t care how many 

times this applicant has applied, or what this applicant says, I don’t want this 

applicant to score over, if 100 is your base, I don’t want this applicant to score 

under 40 or over 40.”  Now, you might not or another applicant might not be as 

qualified, but they may score the qualified person as 40 and score someone else 

that you know is not as qualified as an 80 or 98, and that’s basically, like I say, 

subjective, you know, the person, um, their saying, they won’t tell you or the 

interview person that this is my best friend so I want you to score high on the 

interview, and I want Betty Sue over there to score low on the interview 

regardless. 

When asked if they felt if the anti-discrimination policies were being used, most of the respondents indicated that 

those policies were not being followed and in most cases where they were being undermined. Melissa Greene stated 

the following: “I don't feel that they are addressed. It should be adequately spelled out, but they're not addressed 

effectively within the organization. You see a lot of promotion of friends or who you know within the organization 

and that's how the system works. But that's not how it should be.”  Lady J. also mentioned that she was denied a 

position because she met all of the qualifications, except for PowerPoint experience.   

Their only main reason was I didn’t have PowerPoint experience at that time, 

but as far as everything else, I was qualified for the position.  But that was a 

little benign because that is the thing that has to be learned, but that was their 
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reasoning. Then there were others who applied for the position, who were more 

qualified, and they didn’t get it, but a Caucasian counterpart did. But the 

Caucasian counterpart was less qualified than the person that was qualified for 

the position.  

All of these accounts illustrate an overall awareness of how normative organizational policies and practices can 

be used to mask discrimination. Lady J’s experience points to a weakness within current anti-discrimination policy 

interpretations, which suggests that organizations can discriminate so long as the decision is based on non-

discriminatory rational, i.e. protected classes such as race, gender, and religion (Freeman 1978). Although a licensed 

practical nurse like Brenda, whose combination of personal experiences and occupational role within the 

organization doesn’t give her specific knowledge of those seemingly non-discriminatory practices, Brenda’s account 

of what goes on at the Bliley Medical Center is still legitimate as illustrated by the following statement: “Deep 

down, I still think they are doing the same thing they are just doing it another way so that it will not get picked up.”   

 Some of the participants indicated the use of homogenous social networks within the Bliley Medical 

Center. This is not surprising, since research does indicate that social networks do play a role in the reproduction of 

inequality. In discussing her experience serving on a hiring committee, Ms. C. states the following: 

There is this lady that I swear they [management] made her up a job. […] She 

used to be a nurse manager, and then she stopped doing nurse management.  

And when one of the associate directors was gone like on a thing with the 

military, she filled in for him. And when he got back, they made her up a job 

[...].  And education was what she was supposed to have been doing. […]. Well 

she did that for a while, now she got this position where she’s working with the 

cardiologist doctor […].  They just keep making up jobs for her. 

J. Brown gives an overall assessment of the discriminatory social networking within the facility as well. “I think that 

those cliques and networks need to be broken up […].  There are too many people being hired by their friends who 

don’t have the qualifications […].  And those friends tend to be white.”   

All of these narratives illustrate the degree to which social networking and seemingly objective organizational 

practices reproduce racial inequality at the Bliley Medical Center. 
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Table A-2 

 

 Emotion management, or the ways in which workplace organizations normalize and manage the behaviors 

of employees (Schwalbe 2000) can be done in various ways. Some of the ways in which this is achieved is through a 

reward system or through various forms of intimidation or retaliation for violating certain formal or informal socio-

organizational norms (Wouters 1991). While interviewing the participants, I quickly found out that not all shared the 

same experiences. Many stated that their experiences were not negative overall.  For example, when asked if she felt 

mistreated in the workplace environment, Ms. S stated the following:  

I have to admit that I’ve been treated very well at this facility. So I personally 

have not had any instances, at least that I know. I know that there may be a time 

where I may have been put up for a step up or something like that, but nobody 

got it.  Overall I have gotten promoted, and I’ve gotten steps up and all that kind 

of business. I mean a lot of people can’t say that, but I can say that. Part of it had 
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to do with my nurse manager that I had. And sometimes it’s like that, depending 

on who you are working under. 

 Although most of the narratives didn’t illustrate negative aspects of emotion management, it is important to 

understand that the management of emotions is a normal practice across job sectors, which serves to ensure the 

proper function of normal organizational business practices (Schwalbe 2000; Bolton 2003).  Therefore, the emotions 

of all of the respondents are continuously being managed through rules, mandated personnel codes of conduct, and 

through the use and possible abuse of evaluative personnel tools.  

For the purpose of this study, I examine emotion management primarily in terms of its ability to produce 

negative outcomes for both individuals on the receiving end and those who are initiating it, given that those actions, 

whether positive or negative, are not necessarily rewarded accordingly. For instance, groups within workplace 

organizations who hold political power can retaliate against individuals (whistleblowers) for speaking out against 

perceived unfair practices. While expressing sentiments that were similar to those expressed by Ms. S., Ms. C. 

mentioned the retaliatory treatment of her union president, who she said “was known to be an advocate for black 

employees who had been treated unfairly within the institution, even though she was a white woman.” 

They banned her from the facility, but every time they did something to her, they go to court, administration loses, 

and then they have to pay her more money.  

That lady is sitting at home making that eighty thousand dollars, I mean come 

on!  That’s just stupid!  You’d think that they’d get some sense. But they’re 

always doing something like that, they are usually wrong, and then they have to 

pay.  They just don’t seem to learn. It’s just like that discrimination case when 

they had to pay out 5 million dollars, they still doing the same stuff. So they 

ain’t learned nothing.  

Brenda also recalled a personal experience that she had with a white female nurse manager: 

She tried to get rid of me because I complained to her about another nurse, who 

was white and also her friend, who didn’t like doing patient care and was not 

pulling her own weight. She tried to get me fired any way that she could. 

Everyone had started complaining about the research people coming up and 

leaving drugs with the staff that they were supposed to give out, because that 
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wasn’t our responsibility. So one day she said “Brenda, remember I told you we 

were doing research on the drugs today” and I said “Ok.” I was thinking that’s 

what it was. So when I went around to the hearing, they were interviewing and 

recording people and they were trying to get me to describe the colors of a real 

Percocet and the placebo, as if I didn’t know the difference between the two. So 

when I read what the head nurse had written up on me, saying that I was present 

when this particular research drug came up short, I looked at the people and said 

“I don’t even know why she wrote this up!” I got right up, went downstairs to 

the union office and they told me she was “stockpiling.” So the union people got 

in on it, and they squashed it because they said she was stockpiling—you 

know—trying to collect and use things against me that I had nothing to do with. 

Eventually she kept on doing so many underhanded things. I think they really 

wanted her to retire because she had a whole lot of baggage with her concerning 

things like she was doing to me. 

 These retaliatory practices, whether initiated by powerful groups or individuals within the workplace, can 

be best understood as efforts to maintain social control over subordinates like Brenda, who do not hold much power 

do to their occupational positioning within the workplace. Although these methods can result in negative 

consequences for the individuals experiencing them, Brenda and the union president chose to fight back, which 

ultimately didn’t serve the interests of the administration or the white female nurse manager. However, individuals 

on the receiving end tend to share the greater burden in terms of the emotional costs since managers and 

administrators tend to hide behind organizational protections. 

Table A-3 
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As a person who holds a managerial position, Melissa Greene expressed a great deal of insight in terms of 

the roles of stereotypes within the workplace, particularly when it comes to the jobs that are commonly assigned to 

LPNs like Brenda and Elizabeth. 

I see it in […] the staff, the assignments that are made, putting the Blacks to do 

more of the work, with the patient care aspect of it, whereas the Caucasians can 

do more administrative or more paperwork type of things, while the African-

Americans are out there actually doing the work. So that's what I see. 

Joyce Robinson also gives another example of how black nurse managers are used given her experience working at 

the Bliley Medical Center. 

I tell you, just to give you example with nurse managers within this facility, , 

and it’s been shown over and over many years since I’ve been there, then you 

would have some nurse managers that don’t do nothing and the staff really 

backs them because they have a strong charge person, or person that keeps the 

unit running. If there is a hard unit or something like that, they would quote on 

quote post to recruit, and you end up with a black person or a minority person 

handling that unit. Once the unit is settled down, that minority person is moved 

somewhere else and a Caucasian is in the room. And that has happened several 

times. 

Anna Williams expresses similar sentiments as she stated the following: 

Um, yes, it does exist. Basically the reason for my answer to that is they think, 

some Caucasians think that all black people, filipinos, and Hispanic people 

really are just there to do labor work. And if you do have an education, it’s from 

a college that’s not standard, that will just pass you through, so you still don’t 

know what you’re doing. It’s not a real accredited school or a real good school 

like MCV and um, Ohio State, Harvard, you know, schools like that. Um, if you 

gone to Tuskegee or Hampton or Spellman, or anywhere like that they’re just 

like you just got that degree you’re not that smart.  
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 All of these examples illustrate the propensity for black female nurses to be matched to particular jobs 

within the workplace environment based on commonly held stereotypes.  Evelyn Barbee echoes this by stating that 

black women have been traditionally viewed as domestics, and when black female nurses refuse to be limited to 

those roles, they are labeled as being in need of behavioral modification (1993). Other authors within nursing also 

suggest that the nursing profession pushes for conformity among non-white nurses, and that many white nurses hold 

stereotypical views of black nurses (Page and Thomas 1994). When asked if she felt black nurses were viewed 

negatively or stereotyped in the workplace environment, Elizabeth stated the following:  

When the new nurse manager came to my unit, a white woman of course, one of 

my co-workers jokingly told her that my nickname was Sergeant Towns, 

because I tend to speak up when things aren’t done correctly. And from that day 

forward, it seems as if she had it in for me. One time, a heart transplant patient 

who had to go off of his psych medication, because it interfered with his heart 

medication, pulled out all of his IVs and blood splattered everywhere. The nurse 

manager, who was an RN, was acting as if she didn’t know what to do. So I 

called in the detention people to sedate him and then told her that I was going to 

go and get housekeeping to clean up all of the blood and other bodily fluids. She 

looked at me and said, “No don’t do that Elizabeth, I want you to clean it up. I 

looked at her and said politely, “I don’t have on the proper attire to do that, 

that’s why I’m going to call housekeeping.” The next day, I was called into her 

office and told by one of her so-called assistants that I had been written up for 

insubordination, and needed to attend anger management. I went above her and 

challenged that with her superiors, and they ruled in my favor. I did the right 

thing. She definitely didn’t like me after that. When they forced her to retire 

because of some things she had been doing to other employees, she had the 

nerve to tell me that she was sorry and then gave me a hug. I still don’t believe 

her to this day. 

 Elizabeth’s narrative paints a clear picture as to how black female nurses are often penalized for not 

conforming to stereotypical standards that don’t exist for their white counterparts.   Some may dismiss incidents like 
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this as mere personality conflicts; however it is important to understand how workplace values and norms, along 

with commonly held stereotypes about black women, work together in shaping the experiences of black women in 

workplace environments both inside the confines of the Bliley Medical Center, and other workplace environments. 

Table A-4 

 

 Although many of the narratives attained from the black female respondents state that the Bliley Medical 

Center may have problems with discrimination, particularly in light of the revelations that eventually led to the five 

million dollar discrimination settlement, there is still a question that remains unanswered: After all of these negative 

experiences, how do these employees continue to remain in this environment? While examining this question within 

the narratives, it appears that the black female nurses have adapted to the environment in various ways.  Some of 

these coping strategies include moving to a less hostile unit within the hospital, finding other employment 

opportunities, exploring additional opportunities outside of the hospital while still continuing to work there, 

attempting to conform or fit in with administration, and by challenging the status quo. For example, Joyce Robinson 

states the following: 

Well, I manage to cope because I have other things outside of that environment. 

I have other organizations that I’m in, and that helps me kind of stay stable, and 

stay on an even level and from my other organizations, I find different loopholes 

that are at my facility, as far as my facility, I function while I’m there, but once I 
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leave that’s not my life.  So I do think that by having other organizations it 

really helped me and it helped keep me grounded. 

Lady J. took a similar approach to coping with the problems at the Bliley Medical as well. “[…] We can go out and 

on the outside and we can be certified, and when we come back, they have to honor that certification. WE do things 

on the outside and achieve further education and other promotions and then they have to accept it. […].”  Annie 

Williams, who is well known within her field in the military, uses her power through the contacts that she has in the 

military to combat the challenges that she and other employees face at the Bliley Medical Center. 

They might tie my hands, cut my tongue, but in some way, I’m going to 

continue to teach, continue to help someone […]. So, that doesn’t discourage me 

from doing the right thing […]. There’s always a way to get on top or to win or 

to be heard. And usually, you don’t have to do anything else but make a phone 

call because next thing you know, it’s all straightened out, and someone might 

be getting transferred from one place to the next[...]. They’ll [nurse(s)] say 

[that], “I’m doing it [being transferred] because my mom got sick and I want to 

move closer home to my mom” yeah sure ok (laughter), that’s what you want 

people to think? Okay (Laughter). 

 It is important to also acknowledge that the coping strategies utilized by some may not work for others. It 

may be in the best interest of an employee to quit or find other employment opportunities elsewhere within the 

hospital or at other places of employment, try to fit in, or utilize other methods such as calling into work sick just to 

avoid the stress of a job.   Although many of these coping strategies may be necessary, they can ultimately serve in 

reproduction inequality and maintaining the status quo within a workplace environment. Melissa expresses this by 

stating the following:  

You have a large number of staff that want to leave particular units that they've 

worked on for years, because they've put so many Caucasians in the role of like 

nurse manager, they're creating positions that have never existed before, and 

Caucasians are getting those positions, sometimes they don't even interview for 

these roles, they just put the Caucasians in these positions. So you can imagine 

what this is creating for African-Americans and how they feel about that. 
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Lady J. echoes this by stating that “most have left felt there were better opportunities. And when they leave, you can 

be sure there’s a Caucasian person in line to take their place.”  Elizabeth dealt with the tension at the Bliley Medical 

Center by doing the following: 

I got to the point I just couldn’t stand to go to work, because I know what was 

going to happen. I already know what was laid out and who was working. And I 

got to the point that I didn’t want to go to work. So I did a little calling in at 

times, and they got on me for that […] But, as I think about it now that I’m not 

on that unit, and I left the unit, I should have been left the unit taking that crap, 

because it doesn’t go on in every unit, but I had worked on that unit for so long, 

until I just figured that it wasn’t anything better for me. I had to lash out and 

leave, and go to another unit. And I’m glad I did. That’s the way I deal with it. 

Table A-5 

 

 One of the themes that many researchers tend to take for granted is the role of male centered discourse within 

workplace environments, and how workplace values are based on patriarchal social norms.  Although I was not able 

to extract this theme from the majority of the narratives, it is worth exploring the issue of patriarchal conformity 

models that are prevalent in just about every discipline. As discussed earlier in the literature review, nursing was 

established as a gendered profession based on commonly held stereotypes that defined women as nurtures (Melosh 

1982).  It is worth mentioning that institutions like the Bliley Medical Center, while being traditionally staffed by 

women, are usually directed and managed by white men.  Notions of objectivity in the hiring process is quickly 

debunked within Anna Williams’ narrative, as she mentions the various ways in which individuals can maneuver 

around the most procedural and seemingly objective. Just like Patricia Williams revealed in her personal narratives 
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(1991), Anna Williams’ narratives reveal how patriarchal standards tend to devalue individuality and personal 

experiences. This is evident as she describes how no one is supposed to deviate away from the standard interview 

questions and procedures during the interview process, which ultimately creates a false sense of objectivity while the 

hiring decisions are often subjectively made and are given to whites. Like Williams (1991), Anna’s narrative reveals 

the intersubjectivity of seemingly objective hiring procedures at the Bliley Medical Center.  These patriarchal 

standards can be best understood as white male patriarchy, which defines both the roles of white women and black 

women at the Bliley Medical Center, and within society. 

Table A-6 

 

 Only two interviews narratives possessed themes that would indicate that race, class, and gender are 

operating in shaping the experiences of black female nurses.  Anna Williams acknowledges that as a military officer, 

she has the power to make calls, initiate investigations, and get people reassigned as a result. Therefore, this is an 

indication that her social class status within the organization, along with her occupational status outside of the 

workplace, gives her the ability to use that power not only to advance her interests, but the interests of black female 

employees at the Bliley Medical Center as a whole. For example, she cites being thanked by one of her subordinates 

(black female) because she started seeing an increase in their paycheck as a result of her activism. “She told me that 

she should at least give me half of it. I told her to just keep up the good work.” However, there was not enough 

information generated that included examples of this theme. 
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Discussion 

 As pointed out before, there are significant differences within many of the narratives of the black female 

nurses in terms of the themes.  While the overall narrative responses indicated an awareness that there are tactics 

being used to circumvent anti-discrimination policies (boundary maintenance), the specific details of those tactics 

rests with those black female employees (mostly registered nurses) who were trying to advance themselves within 

the agency. It is these nurses who have the most detailed experience with raced, gendered, and classed 

discrimination and are in the position not only to become aware of the discriminatory practices initiated by job 

selection committees, but they are also the most conscious of the propensity for black female nurses to be 

continuously matched with labor specific jobs, whereas many white nurses either have the option or are, for some 

reason, confined to office work and given vague job titles and assignments.  While LPN’s such as Ms. C. and 

Elizabeth may not have a developed awareness of those distinctions, their narratives alone, coupled with the 

previously mentioned sociological and nursing literature (Barbee 1993), indicate that the white women are rewarded 

more often, and in many ways, are complicit in the maintenance of racial inequality within the Bliley Medial Center. 

Anna Williams narratives gives us an example of the role of race, social class, and gender in shaping the 

experiences of black female nurses at the Bliley Medical Center. While being disadvantaged by her race, the male 

centered values of the military she internalized as a result of going through the process of becoming an officer, 

significantly puts Anna Williams at odds with the male centered discourse at the Bliley Medical Center, which 

according to Barbee (1993), promotes conformity rather than diversity. However, she is able to use her power as a 

military service woman to advance the interests of all of the black female employees at the Bliley Medical Center. 

 While Anna Williams and other registered nurses may utilize their power to combat discriminatory 

practices at the Bliley Medical Center due to their social status, it is also important to understand that licensed 

practical nurses have also resisted discrimination in various ways. For instance, Brenda and Elizabeth Towns both 

decided to fight back, in most cases, with the help of union representation.  Brenda actively resisted by refusing to 

compromise her safety, despite the white female nurse managers’ marginalization and intimidation efforts, by 

standing her ground and challenging her superior.  These acts, while individually they may not have far reaching 

implications for all black employees at the Bliley Medical Center, establishes an environment where cooperation 

across social class categories are effective in terms of advancing the interests of black female employees at the 
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hospital in the face of discrimination.  This is evidenced by the fact that both and a registered nurse and a licensed 

practical nurse are named as class agents in the class action lawsuit against the Bliley Medical Center (Kator 2010). 

Although there aren’t any nursing assistants included within the sample of interviewees, J. Brown shows 

through her narrative how they resist discrimination and mistreatment within the Bliley Medical Center in the 

following statement:  

I had a whole unit of nursing assistants come down to my office (union office) 

to file grievances concerning their negative treatment […] About %75 percent of 

union membership is of people of color. Out of roughly 1800 minorities, 1100 

are union members, so many of the issues involving race are mediated with 

union help. 

Therefore, one can also conclude that nursing assistants, who have the least amount of power due to their social 

class status, fight back by using the union office as a vehicle to voice their concerns and seek refuge in the same way 

that Elizabeth Towns (LPN) did given her experiences with her nurse manager.   

Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to explore how racial and gender discrimination is reproduced in concrete 

workplace settings even when anti-discrimination policies are present, and to understand the various reactions 

utilized by those who commonly experience it using the personal narratives of the black female employees at the 

Bliley Medical Center as a case study. Although this study is limited based on its relatively small sample size, we 

are still able to produce a small picture which suggests that a) the legal landscape within workplace organizations, 

through the guidance of EEOC policies, agency specific discrimination complaint offices such as the OEDCA, and 

the colorblind-constitutionalism of the U.S. Supreme Court provides employers with a manual to discriminate. Thus, 

ant-discriminatory policies can adequately be used to mask racial and gender discrimination; b) experiences of the 

black female employees at the Bliley Medical Center, through their own narratives, illustrates a legitimate awareness 

of those seemingly objective and race-neutral discriminatory practices; and c) while there are many organizational 

mechanisms that operate to limit advancement and control the behaviors of black female employees (i.e. through 

boundary maintenance, othering, and emotion management practices), the black women of the Bliley Medical are 

able to navigate this environment by their individual acts of resistance and through interclass (social class) 

cooperation. As Joyce Robinson stated: “I think the new ones [all black female nurses] that are coming in are very 
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much aware of that [discriminatory practices], and they [administrators] are aware that we are watching, and 

everyone is paying close attention to a lot of things, and they will have to stand up and answer to that.”   

It is important to understand that these nurses weren’t passive victims. They all found ways to resist 

discrimination in the face of discriminatory actions initiated by white female nurses.  In many respects, black female 

nurses at the Bliley Medical Center, much like their predecessors in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century 

(Hine 1989), still face racism at the hands of white female nurses who are merely emulating white male supremacist 

and patriarchal standards.  By examining the disconnect between the anti-discrimination policies and the lived 

experiences of the black female nurses at the Bliley Medical Center using a critical race, intersectional, and 

interactionist analysis, we are able to see how the maintenance of white privilege and oppression in the workplace 

environment, aided by anti-discrimination policies, impacts the lives of the black female nurses at the intersections 

of race, class, and gender.  While Anna Williams and Brenda occupy different social class positions, they both resist 

white male patriarchal values that seek to devalue their work and confine them to subordinate and stereotypical 

(mammy) roles within the workplace environment.  

Through utilizing an interactionist, critical race, and intersectional analysis in examining the narratives of 

black female nurses at the Bliley Medical Center, I sought to expand the discussion within current sociological 

research by calling attention to additional experiential knowledge that is usually taken for granted, which aids in the 

reproduction of inequality in concrete workplace settings, hence, the need for a critical race and intersectional 

approach in consort with an interactionist approach.  This analysis, I argue, can be incorporated into critical 

sociological and ethnographic studies centered on understanding the reproduction of inequality in concrete 

workplace settings. It was also my intention to lay out a concrete roadmap illustrating how one could apply critical 

race, intersectionality, and interactionist theory to qualitative research, with the aim of serving the interests of those 

within the field of Sociology, Women’s Studies, and Africana Studies who are seeking examples of how to promote 

an ideal of “scholar activism” (Kershaw 2003) within their research.  The use of personal narratives is very vital to 

fulfilling this end. 

 One potential area of improvement in this study is to further explain the role of union activity in advancing 

the cause of the black female nurses within the Bliley Medical Center.  This may give us an even greater picture of 

how interclass cooperation is achieved within this workplace environment that may serve both the interests of the 
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educated and highly trained black female nurses (registered nurses), licensed practical nurses, and nursing assistants 

at the Bliley Medical Center.  
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