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Abstract of Thesis

When the Other Comes Together: Black Women in the United States Air Force

The United States military is considered by many to be an organization free from
discrimination, prejudice, and inequality that may be present in the civilian population.
Although it is an institution charged with protecting and serving a nation, there are
certain areas in which it fails to protect and serve its own members. Specifically, Black
women in the military are subject to many disadvantages such as higher rates of
discrimination, sexual harassment, and lower promotion rates. Previous studies have
shown that each of these factors shape Black women’s attitude towards service and their
decision to remain in the military, yet how these women use their position as an Other to
form meaningful collectives remains understudied. By following Patricia Hill Collins’
assertion that Black women are subjected to the matrix of domination in terms of race
and gender, based on their unique social locations, while valuing their standpoint, I
complicate the notion of double jeopardy. This study aims to illustrate how their
distinctive racialized and gendered encounters as Black women in the Air Force set them
apart from their counterparts while fostering a sense of shared identity within the military
context. Specifically, my research builds on the understanding of Black Feminist Thought
that values standpoint as well as collective experiences. Given the literature, it is
important to understand how Black women in the Air Force can be positively
represented, understood, and celebrated as a united force.

This research employs a grounded theory approach to thematically analyze Tik Tok
posts, short-form videos uploaded and shared on social media, that are relevant to Black

women in the Air Force and their sense of self. The videos collected for this study cover
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the period between 2021 and 2023, and although not exhaustive, the contents examined,
capture the experiences of Black women within the context of the US and their
relationship with the military.

My findings indicate that these women have very different life stories, but there are
some common threads tying their stories together, reiterating the importance of Black
Feminist Thought as a sociological framework for understanding complex social issues.
These women share common experiences during their time in the service and call upon
other Black women for support, encouragement, and information sharing, to better
understand themselves and how they relate to the institution that they are a part of. The
major themes identified in the data showed various ways in which Black women
experience double jeopardy, such as dress and appearance standards affecting them in
targeted ways or using comedy to cope with the difficult experiences they are subjected
to, illustrating how Othering is manifested in their military service. Simultaneously, these
Black women use Tik Tok to share positive experiences and promote unity amongst
themselves, challenging and resisting the controlling images perpetuated by the military
institution. These findings are not only crucial for illustrating what double jeopardy
entails in the US military, but also for highlighting potential areas of improvement for the
Air Force to develop more culturally sensitive and inclusive policies to retain Black

women who are a decisive component of the Armed Forces.
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Glossary of Terms

AAVE: African American Vernacular English, a style of speech common among African
Americans

AVF: All-Volunteer Force, the military’s new system of entry that is based on individuals
volunteering to join

BMT: Basic Military Training, also shortened as Basic, or Basic Training, the process
required to being participation in military service

BX: Base Exchange, on-base store

GRWM: Get Ready With Me, type of videos used on social media platform detailing the
process an individual takes to get ready for a specified event or occasion

LT: Lieutenant, first rank for officers in Air Force

MTTI: Military Training Instructors, individuals responsible for trainees during Basic
Training

OCP: Operational Camouflage Pattern uniform, fatigues uniform worn by Army and Air
Force servicemembers

PT: Physical Training, also used in context as physical training uniform
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Since the early days of our nation, women have faced a difficult time gaining
equality and recognition for their contributions. For example, some women disguised
themselves as men in order to serve their country, and available evidence indicates that
they served honorably alongside men (Moore, 1991). While such incidence was
uncommon, unfair treatment of women continues to this day, whether people notice it or
not. What is even less likely to be recognized, are the contributions of women who are
facing ‘double jeopardy.’ This phrase entered feminist lexicon when used by Frances M.
Beal in 1969. The work was critical as it came at a time when many early Black female
scholars were left out of conversations about women’s rights. In reality, contributions by
early Black women activists such as Ida B. Wells, Anna Julia Cooper, Fannie Lou
Hamer, and Sojourner Truth all informed this line of argument (Collins, 2015).

However, exploration of the double jeopardy hypothesis within the US military
has been limited, despite its hypermasculine environment (Strader & Smith, 2022) and
persistent racial disparities (Burk & Espinoza, 2012). According to Jennifer Berdahl and
Celia Moore (2006), Black women experience workplace harassment on the basis of
being women, as well as for being part of a minoritized racial group. Therefore, given
what we know about the broader society (Collins, 1990; Collins, 2015; Collins, 2022),
what has been documented about women and minorities serving in the military (Moore,
1991; Moore, 2002; Rohall et al., 2017; Burton, 2014; Mankowski et al., 2015; Melin,
2016), and the institutional characteristics of the US military (Burk & Espinoza, 2012;
Strader & Smith, 2022), one should expect that Black women servicemembers may face

double jeopardy.



Double jeopardy as an analytical concept (Berdahl & Moore, 2006) is centered
around the premise that Black women are oppressed due to how Blackness and
womanhood are constructed, understood, and performed. This idea implies that Black
women are automatically disadvantaged due to their race and gender. Double jeopardy is
said to manifest itself in various ways across our social landscape and must be understood
as a complementary concept to the idea of intersectionality (Beale, 2008). In fact, Emily
Greenman (2008) cautions how the idea of double jeopardy is often used synonymously
with theories of intersectionality, but it is wrongfully situated under the premise of the
additive assumption. The presumption here is that lived experiences can be understood on
the basis of race, and then by gender separately and can then be added, forgetting the
ways in which Black women experience these two forms of subjugations simultaneously
(Greenman, 2008).

At the macro-level, oppression operates within social institutions, including
government policies and programs, such as school curriculum and training, as well as
media and public discourse. It also operates through socially relevant categories, such as
race, class and gender, that organize people into hierarchies. These manifest in the forms
of differential treatments and prejudices, which can have detrimental effects on the lives
of many Black women whether in the workplace, family life, psychologically, or in terms
of social status (Jean & Feagin, 1998; Monk, 2021). Given the racism and sexism Black
women face in the US in any occupation (Berdahl & Moore, 2006; Glenn, 1985;
Scarborough, 1989), one should expect these macro- and micro-level oppressions to
shape the experiences of Black women in the military. Yet, we have limited knowledge

of double jeopardy and its nature in the military, specifically the Air Force, because they



have been historically left out of many conversations. This is another way in which
double jeopardy manifests itself within academia. Black women’s voices have been
systematically suppressed and often made invisible, accompanied by the lack of space for
these women to speak out, especially as it pertains to their time in the Air Force.

Despite the discrimination they face, Black women make up nearly one third of
all women in the military (Melin, 2016), meaning they are overrepresented compared to
the general population which is only about six percent (Census, 2023). If they are
enlisting at a higher rate than other groups of women on their own accord, it is important
to interrogate both the motivation for joining and staying in the military to complicate our
understanding of double jeopardy. In contrast to the double jeopardy framework, one of
the core tenants of intersectionality suggests that individuals can experience both
oppression and privilege based on their categorical identities depending on relevant
contexts (Hankivsky, 2022; Collins, 1990; Collins, 2015; Romero, 2017; Greenman,
2008). Using these frameworks to guide our understanding of Black women in the Air
Force, it is likely that they will experience a unique set of circumstances based on the
aspects of their identity that occur at the important intersections of race and gender, but
not just in terms of challenges and exclusion.

I examine the complex and varying portrayals of Black women in the Air Force
on Tik Tok, a popular social media platform for sharing stories and compelling narratives
through short-form videos. Two major research questions were explored. First, are there
unifying experiences of double jeopardy that occur for Black women in the Air Force? If
so, what are they, and how are they discussed and characterized on Tik Tok? Second, do

these stories resonate with concepts, such as collective Black women’s consciousness,



self-valuation, and humanization of their experiences, that are highlighted in Black
Feminist Thought by Patricia Hill Collins (1990). These two questions help us gain a
better understanding of the factors that may be uniquely affecting Black women in the
Air Force because they offer an opportunity for these individuals to express their voices
in a way that captures their unique identity and situation within our society, specifically
as it applies to their treatment within a social institution.

This thesis project is important for advancing sociological understandings of
Black women and their experiences and for improving policies and practices in the
military. Sociologically, my findings reiterate the importance of intersectional thinking
(Hankivsky, 2022; Romero, 2017; Collins, 1990) and the theory of double jeopardy
(Beale, 1969; Beale, 2008) in relation to the unique institutional context of the military.
Given that Black women, in the data analyzed, indicated that social media platforms,
such as Tik Tok, are useful for developing community and establishing unity, it is evident
that this form of collective experience is indispensable for those who are treated as Others
in the US military, creating the need for finding togetherness.

While intersectional scholarship allows for multiple social identities to be
considered at once, this use of double jeopardy as an additive principle to guide the ways
in which Black women specifically are juxtaposed within the military will provide a
unique and previously underrepresented perspective. In an effort to progress the use of
intersectionality as a tool for analyzing and understanding social identities and the
consequences of their construction, Black women in the Air Force as the population of
interest in this study, allow for these principles to work synchronously. Specifically,

given the Othering of Black women as a social group that faces unique circumstances, the



use of an intersectional perspective allows this phenomenon to be grounded in a living
framework.

By focusing specifically on Black women and their experiences in the Air Force,
this research adds to the existing, yet limited, literature that acknowledges issues specific
to Black women in military (Rohall et al., 2017; Melin, 2016; Burton, 2014; McDonald,
2012; Moore, 2002; Buchanan, 2008). The Air Force as a branch has been less studied as
it is the second youngest of all the military branches, and therefore little is known about
Black women within its ranks. Building on the principles of intersectionality, it is
important to include an intersection that is worthy of a voice that has not yet been
highlighted (Glenn, 1985; Collins, 1990; Collins, 2015; Moore, 2002).

Our nation’s current climate is heightened towards cultural sensitivities and an
opportunity to learn more about issues of diversity and inclusion in the workplace
(Minkin, 2023). Indeed, internal reports indicate that there are continued issues of lacking
cultural awareness, or inclusivity in trainings that are perpetuated within its ranks, just
like in the civilian sector (Cohen, 2022; Wingfield & Chavez, 2020; Brief et al., 2000).
At the same time, we cannot ignore the fact that the US military prides itself on providing
an inclusive and diverse opportunity for service to all its members, and they seem to be
doing better than civilian organizations in some areas, such as family support programs
(Rohall et al., 2017; Strader & Smith, 2022). While it is important to consider multiple
social forces that maintain power differentials within the US military, this study
purposefully focuses on Black women, given what we know about double jeopardies
faced by Black women in the civilian sector (Berdahl & Moore, 2006).

While all branches of the military uphold similar tenants of inclusivity and



service, each branch maintains its own unique culture, mission, and therefore
environment for day-to-day operation. For the Air Force specifically, this comes at a time
in which the first Black Air Force Chief of Staff is transitioning to become the US
military’s first Black Chief of Staff, General Charles “CQ” Brown. Many of the goals of
General Brown’s time in these positions are focused on mitigating issues of racial
disparities and sexual assault that exist in the US military which he oversees (Eaglen,
2021). Given this context, this thesis research is designed to provide insights that are
especially relevant to Air Force leadership and influential members of associated
services. The results of this project can be used to enhance future training of Air Force
leadership by highlighting these women’s life stories and their perceptions surrounding
their service. An awareness of the issues that affect Black women can lead to more
inclusive language in policy, increased cultural competency, and an environment that
celebrates diversity for all.

In summary, this research contributes not only to scholarly discussions
concerning Black women, but also to programmatic debates about the Air Force and its
mission. To answer my research questions and advance both scholarly and policy debates
concerning Black women, I review relevant literature in Chapter Two. I then use this
literature as a foundation in the inductive grounded theory approach chosen to analyze
the data. In Chapter Three, I discuss how the data was collected and coded. I will then use
the propositions of Black Feminist Theory to highlight relevant themes in Chapter Four
that were indicative of Black women’s use of social media for coming together despite
being faced with forms of Othering in their military service. I conclude by discussing

how my findings inform our sociological understanding of Black women and their



experiences in the US.



Chapter 2: Literature Review

Sociological understanding of the military institution

Various sociological works to date have examined issues of identity-based
inequality. In order to best situate identity in the military, however, the institution must
be positioned in a sociological lens. The military has been characterized as being a
‘greedy institution’. This is defined by Lewis Coser (1967) in his work, which examined
various social organizations, such as the family, to illustrate how social norms and
unwritten rules can demand a lot from its members. Greedy institutions “seek exclusive
and undivided loyalty and they attempt to reduce the claims of competing roles and status
positions on those they wish to encompass within their boundaries” (Segal, 1986, p.11).
This definition is important as it emphasizes the pressure exerted by the military on its
members to conform to strict standards and expectations. For example, the military can
prevent or weaken personal ties that could be formed with competing institutions, such as
the family. Works by Segal (1986) and Strader and Smith (2022) highlight how the
military and the family, two greedy institutions, compete for attention, subjecting service
members to extreme work-family conflict.

Although many might characterize the military as a total institution in Goffman’s
sense — an organization with explicitly defined institutionalized practices and adherence
to such through collective ceremonies (Goffman, 1961), Coser focuses on the mental
pressure exerted by institutions, while Goffman highlights the physical structure of total
institutions that causes the prevention of outside ties to form. In the military, rather than
physical barriers, the boundaries are formed much more intangibly. The influential nature

of the military lifestyle is socialized into its members and their families. Further, it is



important to recognize these more specific elements of how the force of the military
infiltrates people’s lives (Segal, 1976; Strader & Smith, 2022). While the military is
considered a profession, most commonly referred to as a profession of arms, it is
uniquely different from other occupations. Because the military socializes its members
into a system of behaviors, standards, and bureaucracy that determines their life course
heavily, it is also considered a social institution at large.

The military as a social institution is described in the work by Guy Siebold (2001)
as an organization concerned with the defense of a society and its sovereignty, advancing
its goal by gathering raw materials, such as recruits, weapons, systems, doctrine and
work, and producing combat ready units. The process of taking materials, including
individuals, is the active process of socialization that occurs in the military. In order to
become a service member, one must undergo some version of Basic Military Training
(BMT). This intensive, all-consuming socialization process is an overt act of producing
combat ready individuals who are prepared to protect their nation. The socialization
process, however, does not end there. In a system that, characterized by Siebold (2001),
is largely a ‘young man’s game,’ it is necessary to find a way to harness and structure the
newly socialized members that are often coming out of high school or are young enough
to carry out the aggressive and violent aspects required of the job (Siebold, 2001). In
order to assimilate these young members, the military must uphold an intense hierarchical
structure as there are a large number of young individuals continuing to flow into the new
professional space. This penetrating structure and bureaucracy call for behavioral
changes to conform to the ideals.

Further, as a profession of arms, Siebold (2001) explains the ways in which the



military can be conceptualized in an institutional and occupational sense. “The word
institutional refers to a military primarily oriented by its traditions, patriotic values, and
sense of community; the word occupational refers to a military primarily oriented by
"economic man" and general business principles” (Siebold, 2001, p. 142). In reality, this
distinction is difficult to be felt as both institutional and occupational factors influence
their members simultaneously. One cannot be in the military occupationally and not
contribute to its institutional hold, and vice versa. Members of the military are a part of
an organization that further draws lines between themselves and external agents, or
civilians as individuals that occupy different social spaces. What makes the experiences
of servicemembers unique is that the military rank, ethos, and the mission often take
precedent over the social backgrounds, values, and needs of the individual. This is the
next important aspect to consider by way of appreciating the differences that each
servicemember has when they begin in the profession of arms, and while the military
serves as its own social institution, it is nonetheless a part of the broader society.
Diversity in the military

Given this sociological conceptualization of the military as a social institution, the
elements of civilian status that influence servicemembers is critical. In current military
sociology many of the works are not branch specific, or if they are, they focus on the
Army as done so by the authors in Inclusion in the American Military: A Force for
Diversity (2017). As we have understood clearly through Seibold’s (2001) work, many of
the same elements apply to other branches of the military, specifically the Air Force.
Rohall, Ender, and Matthews (2017) highlight the historical and relevant aspects of

diversity that influence many of our social structures, but directly apply them to the
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development of the US military.

More often than not, the military has overestimated its ability to maintain the
ideals of inclusion and equality. As an institution, the military is often viewed as a
representative organization that seeks to promote and defend all people in our nation. In
some sense, this notion is not entirely false. Given the structure of the military, its often
considered a trailblazing institution for matters of social progress. As a system that is
highly monitored and malleable by regulation, the military perhaps may be well
positioned in pursuit of progressivity. It is stated that the military “is a great place to test
our ability to be fair to people from different backgrounds” (Rohall et al., 2017, p. 2).

Given the highly hierarchical configuration of the military, as previously
described by Siebold (2001), the military provides a promising structure for handling
matters of diversity differently from the civilian sector. However, evidence also suggests
that hierarchical organizations tend to exacerbate inequality and discrimination
(Wingfield & Chavez, 2020; Brief et al., 2000). In the military context, a seminal work
by Butler and Moskos (1996) offers insights into the distinguishing features of the
military regarding race relations. Specifically, they highlight the ways in which the
military allows for a role reversal of typical racial contexts, describing that the Army may
be the only place that it is acceptable or even possible for a Black man to boss around a
White man (Butler & Moskos, 1996). Their work, however, is focused on Army
participation and is examined from the perspective of men when discussing the issue of
racial lines. The importance of hierarchy, rank, and bureaucracy within the military
creates a space in which diversity can be managed in pursuit of a mission as a war

fighting institution. The work of Hewitt, Wilkenfeld, and Gurr (2012) is quoted in Rohall,
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Ender, and Matthews (2017), asserting “that diversity is one of the largest predictors of
conflict” (p. 5). It is important to understand that diversity can be a key element to
predicting conflict amongst our enemies, and utilizing positive diversity within our own
ranks can lead to a more unified and powerful military force.

Burk and Espinoza (2012) play a significant role in reviewing what is known
about diversity in the military as well. They center their examination on the potential for
the military to be a place for progress yet dispute it with the fact that the military largely
upholds issues of racial bias and institutional racism. They also assert that the military
must be analyzed as a unitary actor in which the heterogeneity of the members within its
ranks must be considered when understanding the racial contexts that create clear divides
in how servicemembers participate in their respective branches of the military.
Additionally, they point to trends in the military for minorities such as language
disparities in reports, promotion rates, patterns of enlistment, and relation to the military
justice system. While each of these areas uphold significant areas for improving race
relations - given that the minority individuals are often on the disparate end of the
treatment-they do not discuss the ways in which minority female servicemembers are
directly affected.

Military sociologists hold that the importance of understanding the military as an
institution is critical as it is an organization that has life and death implications at the
forefront of the profession. This requires the leaders of the military to be diverse in their
thoughts, background, and experiences to ensure that these massive decisions are handled
to the most accurate degree. However, despite many of these efforts to create a more

inclusive environment, it is also true that the military fails to account for and attend to the
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nuances of diversity. For example, the long standing “Don’t Ask. Don’t Tell. Don’t
Pursue.” policy was only recently changed to “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell.” and even more
recently repealed under President Obama’s administration (Glaeser, 2009). Examples
such as this, show that there are clear blind spots that had already been pointed out in
civilian environments but were not as readily accepted in the military under the guise of
mission preparedness.

The integration of individuals from diverse backgrounds is often questioned. As
discussed throughout Rohall, Ender, and Matthew’s book, and clearly stated, “arguments
to support exclusion of minority groups have consistently focused on unit readiness,
effectiveness, and cohesion” (Rohall et al., 2017, p. 129). Throughout this edited volume,
these sentiments are seen with Black Americans as they were viewed as less than, and
incapable compared to their White counterparts. Asian American service members were
viewed as ‘traitors’ and ‘foreigners’ following the events of WWIL. This is true of women
as they are said to lower the standards of performance in a male dominated sphere. It has
also been argued that the presence of LGB individuals disrupt the binary culture of the
military that presumes heteronormativity (Glaeser, 2009). Each of these aspects of
diversity are closely studied in this volume of the book and give us a greater
understanding of how social scientists are attempting to draw upon the highlighted
elements of personal diversity that exist for our servicemembers and aim to promote the
potential good they can provide for the safety and security of our nation.

Being Black in the military
Racial diversity and inclusion in the military are often viewed as important,

however military leaders often view experiences of the minoritized populations in
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stereotypical ways, overlooking important nuances. This can be seen simple ways such as
confusion in documentation as language to describe individuals is categorized as "Black
or African American” in DoD related work which is likely rooted in the early racially
driven roots of the Census. In Rohall, Ender, and Matthew’s (2017) book, JooHee Han
discusses the difficult and complex past of being Black in America, in addition to doing
so while serving in the military. Despite the traumatic history of many Black Americans,
they have benefitted largely from the military, particularly since it has become an All-
Volunteer Force (AVF). For African Americans, this directly influences their decision to
join the military as “racial minorities living in the United States have long viewed
military service as a means to challenge racial prejudices and stereotypes, and as an
avenue to higher status within American society” (Han, 2017, p. 62). One aspect of the
Black American experience that is notably different from those of other races is their
likelihood for serving. This is likely due to the fact that many Black Americans view the
military as a ‘safe space’ as it compares to the civilian workforce (Han, 2017). Given that
the military has structures in place to regulate promotion, pay, and rank — at least for
entry level positions — there is often a sense of equality that many of these individuals
appreciate as it is assumed they would have a different experience outside of the military.
Some of these experiences are described by Wingfield and Chavez (2020) and Brief et al.
(2000), that show workplace discrimination and barriers to access in the civilian
workforce that can begin as early as discriminatory hiring practices.

Trends in accession and patterns of service length long show that minorities, and
Black Americans specifically, are highly concentrated in the enlisted forces and tend to

outpace themselves in the military force as compared to the civilian workforce (Cohen,
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2022; AFPC 2020; Han, 2017). However, Black servicemembers in the Air Force
specifically, are slightly underrepresented, as compared to other services, leaving room
for diversity in the Air Force to be analyzed as a branch with its own unique composition
(Park, 2023). These matters are significant as they show the formational elements of why
Black women may be drawn to the service and may indicate aspects of their experiences
that are different from their counterparts (Melin, 2016). In order to better understand
Black women’s decision to join the Air Force, as well as their experiences, however, it is
important to understand how military sociologists understand Black women’s
experiences in the military at large.
Women in the military

Laurence (2017), provides a historical highlight of women’s participation in the
military. Prior to being recognized and compensated for their work, women have aided
military efforts since the beginning of our country’s founding and have since worked to
become accepted in all positions. Due to recent policy change in 2016, women have
access to all jobs, combat roles included, in the US military (Laurence, 2017). A large
portion of Laurence’s chapter is dedicated to discussing the difficulty with integrating
women into a male dominated force. Women face difficulty acclimating to the military
culture as they often experience push/pull factors. On one end, these women experience
the pull of the military which, on the surface, promises an appealing solution to many of
their career problems. Laurence (2017) states, “the military is often viewed as a desired
employer, particularly because it offers “pull factors” such as standardized pay, equal
entry at the bottom ranks, and a willingness to train unskilled personnel” (p. 136). This

pull is compounded with the fact that women are often likely to bear the burden of
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childbearing and familial pressures (Strader & Smith, 2022). Women in the military are
likely to be married to other military men, yet they are often treated as being responsible
for the raising of children and domestic responsibilities. This is an important sociological
phenomenon that is highly centered on the socialization of gender roles.

The expectation for women to act a certain way, even within their military service
is cause for problems. For example, women are seen to be more promiscuous and likely
to cause ‘a distraction’ to the men in their units (Laurence, 2017). As a result, women are
at higher risk for aggression and sexual harassment and assault (Laurence, 2017).
Largely, women have proven themselves to be capable of reaching and exceeding
military standards, however, are often faced with combating the underlying
discriminatory bias of their fellow members as well as civilian onlookers. Also of
importance is the fact that these pull factors do not always manifest themselves in the
way they are intended. While standardized pay and the perceived dissolution of a wage
gap in the military seems to be a viable solution, the truth is that women are less likely to
reach higher ranks and retention of women is lower than rates for men (Dansby et al.,
2012). As a result, women often end their military service sooner than planned, which is
indicative of the failure of the institution to implement the ideas it claims to uphold.
Women are faced with the dilemma of joining a military that fails to fulfill its promise of
equality, or going back to the civilian world that is known for its persistent inequality.

It is clear from my brief review that the systematic and systemic issues that affect
race relations at large, specifically in the military, are very much relevant for making
sense of Black women and their experiences in the military. However, detailed analysis

that pays attention to the intersection of race and gender is gravely lacking. In fact,
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Rohall, Ender, and Matthews (2017) recognize the importance of intersectionality, citing
Patricia Hill Collins (1990), yet fail to provide an adequate description of the ways in
which specific identities are affected. To add to the sociological literature examining
inequality within the US military, I now turn my attention to studies that specifically
offer insights into Black women and their experiences in the military.

History of military service

Black women have been serving in the military since the early days of World War
IT and they have had significant contributions in every American war since then (Moore,
1991). While they often served in an unrecognized capacity, Black women were usually
assigned to lower-level jobs in which they completed work others found to be undesirable
making them indubitably necessary to early military success (Moore, 1991). To this day,
the impact of Black women serving in the Armed Forces continues to show that this
demographic provides indispensable value and diversity to our military. Black women
historically, and to date, join the military at rates higher than any other demographic
(Melin, 2016). This includes women of other races and men of all races, but Black
women have been more likely to join the Army compared to other branches of military
service (Moore, 1991).

Their reasons for joining the military are often centered around skill development,
financial stability, and a need for tuition reimbursement (Mankowski et al., 2015). This
may be true of many individuals in military service regardless of their race or gender.
However, given the sociohistorical context of Black women in the civilian sector, it is
reasonable to think why this career choice provides the idea of a promising future,

particularly for Black women. As stated by Brenda Moore (2002), the disproportionate
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rate of Black women in the military today is likely “explained by the fact that the military
has more nearly achieved racial equality than most other American institutions” (p. 124).
If these ideals are not upheld, one could argue that these same women, who joined the
military based on the promise of equality, would leave.

Gradually, the research regarding Black women in the military at large appears to
be growing. However, the absence of branch specific literature is apparent. Each branch
of the military holds its own nuances and culture which indicate a gap that can be filled
by this study. Additionally, military sociologists at large do not consider the specific
intersections of the individuals in the military as they tend to place broad sweeping
categories under the concept of minorities or women rather than specifying the particular
experiences of the individuals that lay at the center of this cross-cutting intersections. In
order to further understand the ways in which Black women specifically come to
experience their role in the military and the Air Force as a branch, it is important to
understand how they are socially regarded in the workplace at large.

Double Jeopardy in the workplace

The concept of double jeopardy is useful in highlighting the two mechanisms of
sexism and racism, that impact Black women, and it manifests in both civilian and
military workplaces. For example, men of the same race were able to hold jobs in the
military that were inaccessible to Black women (Moore, 2002). In civilian work settings,
Berdahl and Moore (2006) have noted that “Black and Latina women earn the lowest
wages, have the least authority in the workplace and are the most concentrated in
undesirable jobs” (p. 427). Indeed, the “sexual and ethnic prejudice” (Berdahl & Moore,

2006, p. 427) experienced by minority women are present under civilian and military
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settings. Double jeopardy as a concept aims to explain the effects of experiencing
multiple forms of oppression. As discussed by Crenshaw (1991), there are cases in which
race and gender, along with class, must be understood as combined concepts in order to
complicate our understanding of intersectionality. She proposes this as it counters earlier
social movements that worked in support of the feminist movement and of the racial
liberation movement but not as these two categories would affect Black women uniquely
by combining the two aspects. As such, it is necessary to evaluate the systems of
oppression jointly as they would affect Black women in the military specifically to
account for this intersectional experience without discounting critical components of their
identity. Crenshaw (1991) offers that the lived experiences of these women are multi-
dimensional as they are affected by the interaction of race and gender.

Previous research has suggested a variety of benefits provided by the military that
are enticing and likely responsible for the commitment of Black women to join military
service. This includes aspects of financial stability, decreased discrimination in the
workplace and more promise for upward mobility in the organization as compared to a
civilian career choice (Melin, 2016; Mankowski et al., 2015). These factors help to
explain why Black women may choose military service. This is important context in
understanding the motivation for joining the service for Black women as they are
individuals set up to face differing experiences based on their race and gender in society.

Upward mobility within the Air Force becomes an important factor to consider
based on both the ideas of race and gender as double jeopardy is often invoked to explain
these issues in the civilian workplace (Berdahl & Moore, 2006). Indeed, it has been found

that rates of promotion for female officers are lower than they are for White males (Asch
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et al., 2012). For Black women specifically, there is an exception in the promotion rates
at it pertains to officers achieving O-3, which is the rank of Captain as they reach this
rank at the same pace as other servicemembers (Asch et al., 2012). While this may appear
promising for equality in promotion, the rank of Captain is assigned based on time spent
in the military rather than on merit and as such Black women who reach the rank of
Captain due so as a result of tenure and not the explicitly recognized value of their
service. For other promotions in which awards, recognition, and submission to a board
are required to be granted the promotion, there are clear disparities in promotion rates for
Black women, and women of all other races (Asch et al., 2012). This bottleneck shows
that once promotions become subjective, Black women fall back into workplace
inequality that obfuscates their upward mobility (Wingfield & Chavez, 2020; Brief et al.,
2000). Given that there are lower initial promotion rates for Black women, especially
compared to their Black male counterparts, there is a discrepancy in ability to progress in
their career that may be likely due to racial and gendered components (Thomas, 2020;
Stewart & Firestone, 1992). Additionally, their levels of job satisfaction in the military
are likely to be categorized as low as they serve in a male-dominated space (Lundquist,
2008).

The assumption for the military being an improved arena to be rid of racial or
gender-based issues, as well as issues of discrimination that are abundantly clear in the
general workforce is complicated (Rohall et al., 2017). While there are many instances of
progress within the military institution that try to minimize the issues of misconduct
based on race and sex, it is evident that this treatment still exists. Additionally, aspects of

career progression are noticeably affected by both gender and race as Black women, both
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as civilians or in the military, report often feeling overlooked for promotions or not being
given fair wages for the work they are asked to do (Berdahl & Moore, 2006; Cohen,
2022). While pay and wage gaps may not always be apparent, Black women are less
likely to reach higher level leadership positions in the military, and rather are more likely
to be in administrative and supervisory roles (Asch et al., 2012). Black women in both the
military and the civilian workforce are left with fewer opportunities for technical jobs and
thus have less formidable opportunities for advancement (Moore, 2002).

The Air Force is a branch of military service that is focused on the technological
advancement and innovation of its systems, which likely shape Black women’s
opportunities for advancement differently from what we know about the civilian sector
(Berdahl & Moore, 2006) and other branches (Moore, 2002). To move the service
forward, scholars and practitioners must be attuned to the context of the Air Force, as the
procedures for career progression are based on a unique set of standards that are specific
to the needs of the Air Force. This is one of many gaps in the research that this project
aims to fill.

The gap in research

Based on my literature review, it is clear that there are ongoing scholarly inquiries
regarding Black women and their military service. However, the current literature fails to
provide a complete picture of the circumstances that surround these women’s military
service, specifically within the Air Force. This apparent lack stems from the tendencies to
examine inequalities by focusing only on gender or only on race, rather than examining
how race and gender intersect to shape Black women’s status and identities produce

unique combinations of oppression (Berdhal & Moore, 2006). Additionally, this literature
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is not branch-specific, but rather discusses the military as a whole. While military service
upholds generally consistent ideals across its branches, the scope of this research intends
to find the specific factors that are relevant to understanding Black women and their
experiences in the Air Force. The Air Force specifically, has not been previously
analyzed using social media data in this manner and as such this research will fill a gap in
the literature explaining experiences and perceptions of Black women in the military and
how this applies specifically to the Air Force as a branch of military service.

Drawing upon the use of intersectionality to understand that Black women have
varying differences as they compare to their fellow servicemembers, it becomes crucial to
invoke double jeopardy to explain the influence of racism and sexism that separately
creates these experiences, as well as their unique social position within the military. The
use of this concept will illuminate how Black women are socially placed in a distinctive
role. As Black women become Othered, they find unity which is emblematic of the ideals
proposed further by Black Feminist Thought. I hypothesize that these principles will
inform the ways in which Black women validate themselves, their humanity, and their
identities even with faced with discrimination as would be true in any institution, but
uniquely as they appear in the United States Air Force.

Theoretical Framework

In pursuit of this investigation, many theories could be applied to understand how
Black women’s experiences may compare to those around them. The two key theories
that will be helpful for examining the issues of diversity and inclusion in the Air Force
are the concepts of intersectionality (Hankivsky, 2022; Romero, 2017; Collins, 1990,

Collins, 2015; Crenshaw, 1991) and double jeopardy (Beale, 2008; Beale, 1969; Berdahl
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& Moore, 2006). While these two theoretical frameworks are not always applied
simultaneously, or sometimes wrongfully treated synonymously (Greenman, 2008) I
argue that both lenses are crucial if we are to develop new insights. In this section, I
illustrate how we cannot understand Black women’s experiences in the Air Force without
paying attention to how their portrayal in social media shape their perceptions about their
service, given the recursive nature of identity constructs.

Rohall, Ender, and Matthews (2017) claim that the “theory of intersectionality
provides us a lens from which to assess diversity in the military and view people more
holistically rather than unidimensional,” (p. 204) by referencing the work of Patricia Hill
Collins (1990). According to her work, intersectionality is useful in creating standpoints
that determine perspectives based on one’s social position (Collins, 1990). This idea is
essential as it paved the way for a new epistemology that was not confined to the
dominant, White male perspective. Collins also contested previous assertions that social
science could be purely objective in its approach. As it goes against the positivist ways of
knowing, she provides necessary theoretical premise. Collins asserts that when
understanding one’s position in a society, all aspects of one’s identity contribute to the
experiences of the individual. As an important component in the development of her
theory of Black Feminist Thought, Collins discusses the matrix of domination — a
sociological paradigm that explains issues of oppression that deal with race, class and
gender, which, though recognized as different social classifications, are all interconnected
(Collins, 1990; Collins, 2015). The idea that someone’s identity is made up of a divergent
sum of all standpoints rather than just one, lends itself to the discussion of race and

gender as two highly perceivable elements of someone’s identity. Collins discusses that

23



due to our collection of identities, there are three levels in which we may experience
oppression. This oppression may occur on the personal level, the group level, or on a
systemic level (Collins, 1990). Each of these lessons is paramount in making sense of
Black women’s experiences in the military and advancing sociological knowledge. As
individuals, these women are faced with all three levels of oppression in a unique and
codifying way.

Furthermore, Collins provides a necessary outlook into how we can best
understand Black Feminist Thought as it captures the experiences of women who face
different standpoints in their frame of existence. The aspects of Black Feminist Thought
that are also highly discussed include the examination of controlling images. For
example, the controlling images that are often used such as the “angry black women”, the
“Jezebel” and the “Mammy” are all relevant to the lives of Black women, especially as
they participate in any segment of the workforce (Buchanan, 2008). Black women in the
military must also contend with these stereotypes and images.

Expanding on these concepts for example, the “Mammy” image largely
influences the ways in which Black women are likely to serve in the enlisted force, and
also in supervisory roles in which they help with the day-to-day interactions of others
rather than the technical or specialized fields of the Air Force (Moore, 1991). Because
Black women are seen specifically as vehicles for nurturing and caring for others, this
influences the way that they are asked to serve in the military. Controlling images such as
the Jezebel, present a specific danger to Black women as they are likely to be victims of
sexual harassment and assault (Breslin, 2008). High rates of this incidence are likely

connected to the unfounded belief that servicewomen, especially Black women, willingly

24



engage in sexual relationships. These stereotypes are likely to cause Black women to face
negative repercussions either when reporting misconduct, or if they choose to separate
from the service as a result of the incident (Buchanan, 2007; Buchanan, 2008). Due to the
fundamental elements of intersectionality, we can better understand how these women
specifically face a different set of conditions for their separation as compared to their
fellow female servicemembers.

Along with contributions by Patricia Hill Collins, Dorothy Smith (1992) discusses
standpoint theory as an important theoretical addition. Smith discusses specifically how
standpoint is one’s relation to the society, but also how no person can have their own full
and complete knowledge because every person’s standpoint is unique and applicable to
them. She asserts that the default standpoint that is taken in our society is that of the
privileged, in this case, men. As a result, she develops the idea of the bifurcation of
consciousness which discusses the line that separates the dominant worldview from how
someone else may experience it (Smith, 1987). This split requires the minority group to
adapt to the views of the group in power which is the masculine point of view. This
becomes important when understanding how women fit into the world at large, and most
certainly how they fit into the hypermasculine world of the military. Women must learn
to conform to the ‘boys club’ mentality and prevail regardless of their own gender
identity and beliefs as they are forced to conform to a rigid hypermasculine structure.
Women in the military are called into a space where this conformity is necessary for their
job as a means of livelihood, but also for their survival.

Given the unique elements of the military, women are required to exhibit a

vigilant set of skills that would allow for them to navigate the institution in which they
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serve. Smith (1992) additionally discusses the importance of institutional ethnography
which addresses the role of larger institutions on daily activities and experiences. In this
particular case, as we have established previously, the military functions as both its own
institution and a social institution. Within this, the role of women is dually marginalized.
The large social institution of gender, and the male dominated institution of the military,
create an impenetrable boundary for women serving in the military. These women are
under the intense scrutiny of the public, their fellow servicemembers and other women,
as they commit to serve and protect a nation, and an institution, that submits them to the
power of the dominant male viewpoint.

These scholars remind us that it is important to consider the elements of our
identity that define us and shape our perspectives recursively. For Black women
specifically, they are juxtaposed in a set of marginalized identities that can be dangerous
in many regards. As such, they are often said to suffer from the concept of double
jeopardy. Double jeopardy is indicative of the ways in which Black women are oppressed
based on their race and their gender. Additionally, as stated in Collins’ framework, it is
likely that the influence of having multiple forms of oppression would make Black
women more skeptical of the ways of knowing that have come to be. This drives them to
become more reliant on their own experiences and individual cases of ways of knowing
to guide their life choices rather than ascribing to the dominant set of knowledge that
exists (Collins, 1990). As Black women face a unique set of circumstances socially, they
are critically influenced in the system of capitalism that offers merit and reward based on
an unfair system.

In order to best understand the experience of Black women in the Air Force, all of
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these elements must be molded into a unified approach. Understanding the influence of
the military on these women illuminates the structural and institutional influences that the
military has on all servicemembers regardless of gender. As the military aims to serve the
nation and its own members, by becoming more attuned to culturally sensitive issues, the
service can mitigate instances of social exclusion in all areas of the institution. Using
intersectionality to understand the ways in which social identities can have consequences
for individuals, can work to unveil the ways these same intersections may apply to other
groups. As such, all marginalized groups benefit from an approach that aims to shed light
on all relegated experiences. Understanding how members of the military who are Black
experience this status, begins to paint the picture of what service can look like through a
racialized lens. Finally, in order to understand Black women, who are affected though an
intersectional lens, we must integrate the concepts that describe their unique set of social

factors that are likely to determine their experiences in the military.
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Chapter 3: Methods

In this research, the experiences of Black women will be explored as they are
portrayed on a social media platform, Tik Tok, to inform our understandings of Black
women in the Air Force. By building on double jeopardy and intersectionality which I
propose cause the Othering of Black women, I conduct a thematic analysis to capture the
experiences of Black women in the Air Force (Beale, 2008; Greenman, 2008; Collins,
1990; Collins, 2015; Hankivsky, 2022; Romero, 2017; Crenshaw, 1991). To make sense
of the themes and concepts that emerge from the data, I take a grounded theory approach
to complicate the notion of double jeopardy. Grounded theory, as proposed originally by
Barney Glaser and Anslem Strauss in 1960, provides a method to generate new theories
from the data at hand rather than hypothesis testing specific elements (Glaser & Strauss,
2017). Grounded theory calls for open coding and general understanding of the data that
go beyond preconceived notions of what may be found when conducting a test limited by
a specific hypothesis.

The work by Glaser and Strauss is expounded in the work by Birks and Mills
(2015) that explains these codes should be developed first by using open coding as the
first step to “identifying important words, or groups of words, in the data and then
labelling them accordingly” (p. 10) These in vivo codes are later developed into
intermediate codes after applying layers of theoretical sensitivity that provide insight as
to the researcher’s previous experience with theory that may influence the perception of
these codes. This allows for the code categories to then be built and integrated with
theory and philosophy to provide a possible explanation for the appearance of the

information in the data. The integration of theory into the codes is useful after taking an
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inductive approach because it forces the researcher to view the data for what is there first
and apply theory in a meaningful way after. This mechanism for data analysis is also
viable in allowing the data to tell a more complete story rather than being restricted by a
single premise. As stated by Glaser and Strauss (2017) it is important to the field of
sociology to add explanation after interpreting the data rather than working to simply to
verify facts. In a field that is largely focused on explaining and predicting behaviors and
understanding systems that drive these decisions, grounded theory as an approach offers a
guide to coding and analyzing data in a flexible manner.

This research is important in generating knowledge that builds on the tenets of
intersectionality. Specifically, this project explores how Black women utilize social
media as a means of communicating their experiences, interacting with others and both
combating and affirming the issues of double jeopardy that they face. Moreover,
highlighting what Black women are willing to share on social media about their
experiences in the Air Force will likely prompt a deeper look into areas of improvement
that directly affect their service.

Data

The primary data for my analysis was collected from the social media platform
Tik Tok. Tik Tok as a company began in 2016 and gained substantial traction in the years
leading up to the Covid-19 pandemic; the app expanded 1157.76% of its global users
between 2018 and 2020 (Dean, 2023). This is noteworthy because its growth outpaced
Facebook and Instagram in terms of use and influence. Perhaps one contributing factor to
its growth may be that Tik Tok is specifically targeted towards the Generation Z,

individuals aged 16-24, who are active social media users (Aslam, 2020). The app sets
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itself apart as a video sharing platform with the same convenient, short, quick-witted
content that keep users coming back for more. In addition, the app uses an algorithm that
is sure to provide specialized content that caters to the needs of the users. This addictive
set up is encapsulating and gives users no reason to cease scrolling with endless content
at their disposal. Laura Cervi (2021) notes that the use of this type of artificial
intelligence creates a select stream of information based on interactions with the content
that are personalized and likely to represent a social network that is based on the user’s
preferences.

The platform quickly became commodified as it perpetuated a new idea of social
media influencing that allowed users and consumers to partake in the capitalist economy
in a new and modern way. In a review of Tik Tok user behaviors, Hui Zuo and Tongyue
Wang (2019) describe how Tik Tok has changed the traditional means of production,
dissemination, and consumption of products in a capitalist society. This is central to the
new ways that community developed and produced their content as it became a way to
connect, provide, and participate in yet another form of socialized behavior. Although,
Black women have had a strained relationship with social media at large. Black women
are not the only individuals subject to negative responses via social media, but their use
can be subject to “a bastion of harassment and abuse in many cases” (Bradford, 2017,
p.-11). Nonetheless, Black women use social media for social connectivity and the support
of the “Strong Black Woman” ideal that is likely to combat issues of hostility and
harassment and replace it with positive notes of well-being and self-esteem (Stanton et
al., 2017).

As a platform, Tik Tok provides a valuable look into the content that is being
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created and presented as relevant to Black women in the Air Force. In choosing a
platform for this study, I discovered that there is a significant lack of Black women being
presented on the official USAF accounts on Instagram and Facebook. This absence is
highly significant when considering issues of representation and recruiting, but also may
point to larger issues of what the face of the military is allowed to look like. The social
perception of the military is highly critical as it is focused on the society’s protection and
support. This makes a social media review relevant as it pertains to societies’ reception of
Black women in this space. Given the lack of representation on other social media
platforms, Tik Tok was thus selected on the assumption that it provides the most viable
representation of Black women in the Air Force given that they are able to create, engage,
and respond to content freely. By analyzing content that is publicly available, the data
comes directly from the creators themselves and the engagement with this content can be
additionally observed in real time for relevant themes.
Sample selection

In order to create a sample of content to analyze, a new Tik Tok account was
created to limit bias in the algorithm from previous search histories. The account was
created on a non-personal device that did not hold any previously personally identifying
information. The account itself did not include any demographically relevant information
to include a randomized user identification number that was created by the platform itself
which was used in place of a name. This was done in an effort to limit the algorithmic
bias. The search was conducted one time in September of 2023 and used the phrase
“Black women in the Air Force” which returned an infinite stream of different videos.

Tik Tok’s algorithm works to find videos most closely associated with the search and
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offers an endless stream of content that may become less relevant to the original search
yet have been identified as being potentially relevant to the user’s needs. In order to find
the most relevant information to the search, the algorithm capitalizes on the continued use
by the individual to find content that closely resembles what it believes to be their
preferences. While the exact key words need not be seen in the video or in the text
provided, the algorithm uses its internal artificial intelligence database to highlight
relevant content. As such, the first one hundred videos that populated from the search
were initially saved, and the selected videos were chosen based on the following
inclusion criteria to ensure that the videos contain personal narratives and stories that are
relevant to understanding Black women in the Air Force and their diverse experiences:

1. Black women were determined based on my personal observation of
the women’s skin color and indicators of gender performance (i.e.
hairstyles, use of cosmetics in uniform, etc.). Using visual cues of
Blackness and gender were necessary as the goal was to include Black
women from a variety of backgrounds and to interpret the experiences
of Black women as they are perceived socially and not to tie them to
any specific ethnic category that would disqualify them from being
included in the dataset.

2. The video included content relevant to the Air Force experience with
relevant images, text on the preview or hashtags that indicated military
service by the individual featured in the video.

Additionally, exclusion criteria were applied to remove non-relevant videos that

were also likely to show up using the same search. For example, due to the search term I
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used, videos about the Nike Black Air Force shoe had to be removed prior to analyzing.
Figure 1 summarizes the identification and exclusion criteria used to select the 54
relevant posts for analysis.

Figure 1. Diagram of Sample Selection

( 3

Search: Black women i Videos with Black |
in the Air Force women: 88
100+ videos Videos with Black women
\ generated | in the military: 63
First 100 videos Videos with Black women
\ saved ] in the Air Force: 54

In order to conduct the analysis, the search was conducted one time in September of 2023
and videos were saved to prevent the algorithm from changing the list of identified videos
based on multiple searches. By saving the videos to the Tik Tok platform, the posts were
collected and analyzed manually.

As shown in Figure 1, I save the first 100 videos made available in the search as
the number of hits the algorithm may provide on any given search can populate an
infinite number of videos. Next, I eliminated 22 videos because they featured creators
that did not fit the personal definition of Black womanhood. The majority of these videos
were excluded because they featured men and aimed to not fall victim to skin-tone
stratification that would mistakenly cause women to be left out of the sample (Monk,
2021). I then assessed the remaining 88 videos to make sure that the videos included

information relevant to the military and were not of Black women discussing extraneous
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content. Next, I screened 63 videos to ensure they were Black women who were
describing military service as it pertained to the Air Force and not solely other branches.
Each of the final 54 videos were catalogued using the following: length of the video,
content of the video, number of likes, number of saves, number of shares, number of
comments, and content of the comments. To anonymize my dataset, I have assigned
consecutive numbers to the 54 videos as they were randomly saved in the final sample.
Method of analysis

[ took an inductive grounded theory approach to analyzing the data to capture the
experiences of these women and to inform our current understanding of Black Feminist
Thought. In total, I analyzed 54 videos posted by 50 different content creators. Grounded
theory approach requires initial and intermediate coding of information to identify
general sentiments expressed in the data, first by identifying core categories and then
developing themes to generate new insights that build on existing theories (Glaser &
Straus, 2017; Birks & Mills, 2015). Based on the literature, using an intersectional lens
and the concept of double jeopardy to theoretically inform the data (Beale, 2008;
Greenman, 2008; Collins, 1990; Collins, 2015; Hankivsky, 2022; Romero, 2017;
Crenshaw, 1991). I began by looking for keywords and symbols that indicate the sense of
collectivity and camaraderie among women that face their own unique set of
circumstances in this service to develop my theory. These keywords and symbols can be
found in the Appendix, Table 1A. In the initial stages of coding, I aimed to understand
how the experiences of these Black women were likely to be unique based on their social
position given their race and gender. For example, the women would often self-identify

as a Black woman either through speech, captions, or text on the video. This was done so
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intentionally to include women that were under the concept of double jeopardy and not in
separate minority categories. Additionally, as made clear by Black Feminist Thought,
controlling images remain significant in the way Black women are socially perceived. As
such, I looked for indicators of physical appearance and how this was described by the
creators and received by commentors. Given what has been studied about Black women
in society (Collins, 1990), in the workforce (Berdahl & Moore, 2006), the military
(Moore, 2002; Asch et al., 2012; Breslin, 2008; Melin, 2016), and how their racialized
and gendered experience work to form double jeopardy (Beale, 2008), I then looked for
themes relevant to understanding experiences of racial discrimination, gendered
treatment, or a combination of the two. According to Collins (1990), these women were
likely to experience similar situations amongst themselves that were different from those
compared to other servicemembers, while Romero (2017) suggests social identities are
constructed by these intersectional perceptions made by others. Given what these scholars
have noted in their studies, I wanted to find out if these differences were presented
positively, negatively, or neutrally by Black women based on their own descriptions and
discussions of their experiences in the Air Force. Additionally, I aimed to include a
variety of types of content in the videos as the research aims to understand the dynamic,
multi-faceted experiences of Black women in the Air Force who have chosen to express
themselves and their circumstances in varying manners.

Using the five themes I developed from the videos and existing literature (see
Appendix Table 1A), this study aims to provide insights into how Black women in the
Air Force may be portrayed in an influential social media platform, not by others but by

themselves. Given the literature on intersectionality and double jeopardy (Beale, 2008;
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Greenman, 2008; Collins, 1990; Collins, 2015; Hankivsky, 2022; Romero, 2017;
Crenshaw, 1991), Black women in the Air Force likely face a unique set of challenges
based on their race and gender. In addition, the important concepts discussed in Black
Feminist Thought, such as collective experiences, sharing of information, and new ways
of knowing through standpoint, will be used to guide the thematic analysis of the selected
Tik Tok content (Collins, 1990). Specifically, I am interested in highlighting experiences
that are shared, as well as unique to these storytellers as individuals, to challenge the one-
dimensional treatment of Black women in the Air Force.

Before I discuss about my findings, I should note the limitations of this research.
First, many content creators who post relevant content can do so privately on Tik Tok,
but those videos will not show up in my search results unless I were to have followed the
creators and requested access to their content. The research aimed to maintain the
anonymity of the creators to protect their identities and did so using a non-active account
to limit bias in the search. This may have limited the search to only public videos and
may have hidden relevant content from the search and therefore the dataset. Further, the
algorithm used by Tik Tok promotes certain posts, while downgrading the importance of
other posts (Tik Tok Community Guidelines, 2023). As a researcher, I have no control
over the order in which videos are shown, or the exhaustiveness of the videos that show
up in my search results. Given that this social media platform utilizes engagement in the
form of saves, shares, and comments, my findings should be interpreted with the
following cautions. For example, the number of shares and comments can be influenced
by the content creator and the user based on the geographical area where the posts were

created, shared, and consumed, as well as the language used to tell stories (Tik Tok
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Community Guidelines, 2023). Because of the target age group of this social media
platform, my analysis is likely to ignore the experiences of veterans who are older and do
not participate in using this platform (Aslam, 2020). Also, due to the US military
blocking access to Tik Tok on government devices, to include use on or off base, it is
unclear how common it is for active duty servicemembers to post on Tik Tok (Young,
2023). Both of these limitations propose that there was a failure to include the voices of
all Black women in the Air Force and limits it only to those who participate in the use of
social media and have access to the platform on their own personal devices.

Despite these limitations, analyzing Tik Tok content should allow me to illustrate
some of the life stories shared by Black women in the Air Force. These videos provide
insights into a broad range of experiences, allowing researchers like me to highlight the
ways in which they relate to each other and their military service. Although the findings
may not be generalizable, analyzing this type of qualitative data is necessary for
generating new insights, as well as understanding the ways in which social media

platforms facilitate sharing of marginalized voices and experiences in a modern context.
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Chapter 4: Results

I begin my analysis by describing my sample, followed by in-depth analysis of the
data organized thematically. The type of interactions among the creators and viewers of
these videos are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics on Videos Gathered

Max Min Average
View Counts 5.2 million 3834 7004.00
Number of Shares 2341 0 142.76
Number of Saves 20.0k 7 496.42
Number of Likes 437.8k 129 2225.83
Mumber of 774 3 96.81
Video Length(secs) 268 5 42.85

These descriptive statistics show that there is a range of interaction and popularity across
the 54 videos I analyzed, suggesting that the sample included perspectives of more
popular creators that focus on creating this specific type of content as well as the less
commonly seen content that may have been posted on a more personal basis. On average,
the Tik Toks were seen 7004 times which was collected prior to viewing the video for
analysis. The number of shares indicate that the videos would be seen not only by the
original person interacting with the video but also sent to another Tik Tok user. The likes
on each of the videos indicate a high level of interaction as well, as they tended to be
more popular videos die to the results produced by the Tik Tok algorithm. The comments
on each of the videos were used as a measure of interaction but also to gauge the type of
responses individuals had to the video content. This gave more insight as to why people

may have liked the video. It could indicate that they found the post to be funny, relatable,
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informative, or entertaining for a variety of reasons. Finally, the video length tended to be
on the higher end of what Tik Tok allows for their short-from video platform which is
five minutes. This was the case as many of the creators shared anecdotal stories that
required longer than a few seconds to describe in full detail.

In addition to these standard metrics collected by Tik Tok, I recorded the date of
upload, number of people in the video, identity-related variables regarding the people
seen in the video (to include rank, uniform or civilian clothing, number of people in the
video, perceived race and gender of the individuals in the video and age if applicable),
content summary of the video, overall sentiments of the comments, search links, captions
and hashtags, text on the video, as well as the audio transcription generated from the
video. These measures were entered into a spreadsheet for analysis.

The videos included in my dataset were posted between June of 2021 and
September of 2023, and most videos featured one person. Figure 2 summarizes identity-
related information that was gathered from the 54 videos I analyzed.

Figure 2. Summary of Key Identity-Related Information
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Overall, the women included in the data presented themselves in various ways but
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predominantly in the Air Force provided Operational Camouflage Pattern (OCP)
uniform. Some of the videos show more than one single image and would mix and match
the type of dress they wore that provided some contrast in their appearance. The Black
women included in my dataset indicated that they were enlisted, officers, active duty,
Reservists and Air National Guard, but rank was not discernable in 15 videos. No
veterans were included in the data according to the content creators themselves but based
on my analysis they were seen interacting with the content in the comment section.
Overall, my screening process ensured that the included videos featured content relevant
for my analysis as the women themselves indicated that they were Black women in the
military that were describing content relevant to the Air Force. While the women varied
in their approaches to producing the content, such as use of direct audio, use of music,
compilation of videos, or a single photograph, there were many shared perspectives and
experiences discussed by these Black women.

In the following sections, I organize and present my findings according to the key
issues and themes highlighted by the literature, along with new themes that emerged from
the data. The first theme reflects the points raised by the social construction of race as
women’s visual cues were important in depicting their dress and appearance standards.
This theme is significant as Black women appear differently as their race and gender are
compounding and cannot be separated upon viewing them (Romero, 2017). Useful
keywords focusing on appearance as a woman, Black, and a Black woman were central to
this finding. The second theme draws on insight from Black women’s tendency to be
depicted and expected to participate in lower-level jobs as they are often overrepresented

in these spaces (Glenn, 1985; Scarborough, 1989). I was able to develop this theme using
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codes that were indicative of people’s responses to participation in the Air Force, as well
as how these women challenged these preconceived notions. Themes three and four draw
directly on the ideas of Black Feminist Thought in which women form important
collectives to share relevant information, justify their standpoint, and communicate with
fellow Black women in a meaningful way (Collins, 1990). Central to the theory, I
developed the theme by attuning to the ways in which the women in these videos sought
community and relationships with one another as they aimed to validate their experiences
and themselves by finding representation. The final theme shows Black women’s resolve
and their propensity to find ways of coping with the double jeopardy that they are faced
with throughout many aspects of their lives (Beale, 2008; Outley et al., 2021). As was the
aim of the research question to investigate how women developed their sense of self and
forms of humanization, they did so through the use of comedic relief to dignify their
experiences and alleviate the stress that arises from enduring multiple forms of
oppression (Monk, 2021; Beale, 2008; Crenshaw, 1991).
Theme #1: Dress and Appearance

Given what we know about Black women being received differently in social
spaces due to their race and gender (Beale, 2008; Romero, 2017; Berdahl & Moore,
2006), it is important to highlight visual cues that guide the understanding of people’s
social identities. Visual cues help to inform our perception of someone’s race and gender.
This is clear with respect to dress and appearance as it relates to military service which is
the first most significant theme highlighted by the Black women in their videos. For
understanding Black women’s experiences in the Air Force, it is important to note here

that the Air Force Instruction (AFI) 36-2309 on Dress and Appearance policy outlines the
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rules and regulations for how hair, nails, uniform wear, and other metrics of
standardization must be presented. Most civilians may not be aware, but Black women’s
hairstyles have officially become fully acceptable, when locs, cornrows and other
traditionally Black hair styles were included in the directive in 2018 (Losey, 2022). These
standards are explicit ways in which the Air Force and other branches communicate what
groups and individuals in society are respected in terms of their appearances. While
changing policy continues to shape whether standards encompass only straight hair, many
Black women have created unique ways to conform their hair to the standards of the Air
Force. As admitted by the Air Force’s Chief of Staff, even revised policy may need to be
adjusted for blind spots such as the ponytail update that excluded many Black women’s
natural hair types from (Secretary of the Air Force Public Affairs, 2021). In an effort to
correct for the blind spot, in an updated version of the AFI, further discretion is given to
include natural hair styles in the newest policy (AFI 36-2309).

The direct impact of Black women assimilating their hair to meet military
standards is highlighted clearly as women discuss their own hairstyles, provide how-to
style videos, or explain other servicemembers’ reactions to their hairstyles. For example,
Video #14 shows a woman arriving to work with her hair in a knotless braid hairstyle,
common for many women who choose protective hair styles. The text on the video states
that “the yt’s gone loveeee this” as she jokingly gestures to her hair and comments that
“you know they can’t wat to ask if you did something different to your hair”. The
comments left by the viewers share the same sentiment that they have leadership who has
asked if they have “a closet of wigs at home”, “why” and “how their hairstyle has

changed so much”. This is also met with statements such as “oh, I didn’t recognize you”
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or “is that your real hair?” upon wearing a new hairstyle to work. This experience is
unique for Black women in that their hair grows differently from that of their fellow
servicemembers. This is evident as the current ruling on the Crown Act only recently
became a federal law in 2022 which banned the discrimination based on hairstyles
particularly for Black women (Stracqualursi, 2022). While regulations (i.e., Regs) include
more than hairstyles, when referenced by the Black women in these videos, they tended
to focus on hair specifically.

In Video #20 the Black woman writes in her caption, “I'm glad braids are in Regs
because that's exactly what I'm about to get or a wig lol I'm tired of doing my hair and
tired of this boring bun then by the end of the day my hair looks like I didn't even try to
do it”. The video shows her with the many products she uses to put her natural hair into
an acceptable slick back bun. The caption describes the creators desire to jokingly cut off
all her hair so that she does not have to struggle to style her hair to meet the standards.
She references that she will look to another form of hairstyle such as a wig or braids that
would be easier to manage and adhere to the hair regulations. She includes the text on the
video saying “POV: when you’re in the military & trying to get your natural hair in
Regs.” Evidently, the reference to “Regs” or regulations significantly shape these
women’s experiences of conforming their hairstyles to meet the standard. Similar to
Video #4, which shows a woman doing her small butt length knotless braids and showing
how to do so in a way that meets Air Force regulation, the woman in Video #20 describes
the process carefully to remind the fact that she must adhere to specific length and width
requirements for her hair to be acceptable in uniform. The text on the video states, “How

to style long braids for military” and she is seen wearing her Air Force OCP uniform in
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her bathroom at home.

Similar content is presented in Video #45 as a Black woman describes the
concerns of taking care of her hair during BMT. She describes how she does her hair at
night to reduce the stress of trying to contain her natural hair in the morning, additionally
she states:

...If you want to come in there with a protective style 110 percent

recommend box braids like for real. I had to girls in my flight who had box

braids they weren’t the big box braids, they were the small box

braids...get the small ones they lasted the whole duration of Basic

Training [...] Bring all those hair products I don't care if you got to check

a bag or what, bring that sh*t alright. ‘Cause at the BX they re gonna

send you to they aren't gonna have nothing for your hair. They re only

gonna have Ecostyle. That edge control ain't gonna work okay...

In addition to hairstyle, the wear of the uniform is important to the Black women
in these videos as they share a sense of pride in wearing the uniform and showing others
how to do so. Many “GRWM?” (Get Ready with Me) videos show the women spending
time on their hair, but also showing the proper way to wear the uniform. These videos
highlight a level of respect and conformity to the rules of the Air Force which promote
professionalism and honor when wearing the colors of our country. These women show
varying stages of how to put on the OCP uniform. Some women begin their video in the
OCP bottoms with a sand tee and show how to use blousing straps or the type of boots
they recommend. One user promotes the undergarments that best fit women with curvy
bodies such as hers so that they can feel the most comfortable wearing the uniform for
long portions of time during the day (Video #49). In the comments on the videos there

was a more evident contrast of individuals who would ask about regulations regarding

hair, nails, and lashes or makeup. These comments were likely to include questions
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regarding the new or changing policy or admit to confusion based on how other branches
choose to implement their dress and appearance protocol. For example, individuals who
were in different branches of service, retired, or unfamiliar with the military directives,
would respond asking how the creator was able to wear her hair in the ponytail style or
have long braids. These comments would be answered by the creator with references to
the updates in policy that have been published as specific to the Air Force AFI. Overall, it
became clear that the ways in which these Black women brought attention to their dress
and appearance largely focused on hair as the most common issue they discussed in
relation to the necessity to conform to the regulations of the Air Force.

While many of these women embraced the challenge of having to conform their
hairstyles, it was also apparent that this strife was unsettling for some of the women in
the sample. For example, the creator in Video #51 describes how she had to shorten her
hair in order to fit into the desired regulation. Her video is captioned with “Guys I miss
the extensions and [sic]its only been about two weeks”. She goes on to describe that she
had to adjust to wearing half up, half down styles to avoid the hair being annoyingly in
her face. Additionally, the creator in Video #30 describes the embarrassment she faced
when her wig began to fall off during a physical fitness session. She begins the video
with saying she is going to need to find a new job and that others will likely see her as
losing her credibility because “if you cannot take care of what is on your head how would
you be able to take care of cadets”. She adds lighthearted sentiment at the end of the
video as she asks for support from viewers to help recover from the embarrassing
experience. Some of these more isolated examples of Black women relating to their hair

journey during their military service is indicative of how their dress and appearance is
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unique to their race and gender. As the research aimed to investigate how women who
experience double jeopardy are uniquely positioned within the US Air Force, their
physical appearance and representation are significant not only as ways to perceive them
but also aid in their ability to come together using Tik Tok.

Theme #2: Comparison and Confusion

My findings thus far have focused on issues that are visually apparent, but not-so-
apparent yet common experience is that many of these content creators felt the need to
share dress and hairstyling tips, likely because many Black women in the military lack
mentors and role models they can rely on in person. Indeed, what previous studies have
suggested is the persistence of institutional-level inequality that marginalize these women
at all ranks, but especially so at the leadership level.

Due to workplace discrimination stifling upward progression, Black women are
often stuck in lower-level jobs (Laurence, 2017). This misconception extends to Black
women in all branches, particularly those serving in the Air Force (Cohen, 2022). Due to
the stereotype that Black women in the workforce are less capable than other groups
(Glenn, 1985; Scarborough, 1989), even though the Air Force is often considered the
‘smartest branch’, Black women in my dataset often noted being stereotyped and
mistreated. Aligning with these views, the second theme included a sense of comparison
and confusion as these women were often met with confronting the weight of proving
their competency to serve in the military, and further prove that they were capable of
serving in the Air Force.

My analysis suggests that many of these women were commonly wrongfully

associated with the Army by others, even though they served in the Air Force. While the
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Army has the highest share of Black women across the branches of the military, that does
not mean that the Army is the only branch that is inclusive of Black servicemembers. In
the videos, these women had to defend their status as being part of the branch that was
different than what was commonly assumed. The common opinions expressed by these
women was that the Army was the only option they had. Studies have shown that the
Army is more likely to recruit in impoverished communities, partly because the transition
to AVF was accompanied by lowered standards for joining the Army, offering large cash
incentives, and using manipulative and coercive tactics to gain its newest members (Korb
& Duggan, 2007). As a result, Black women who are unjustly seen as less capable are
often treated as though they serve in the Army, underplaying the difficulty of joining the
Army or the Air Force, and disregarding their important contributions to both forces. One
woman insinuates the high standards of entry for the Air Force in Video #7 where she
recalls a conversation with an Air Force recruiter. The text on the video states “You
didn’t pass the AFOQT, You have to wait 5 month before retaking it, The next officer
training class after you retest is 6 months out.” her response to this being that she, “Goes
to Army recruiter.” Given sociological understandings of race and gender, it is no
surprise that Black women would be targeted by recruiters or that they would be forced
into spaces they did not intend to be in.

This conflation between the Army and military service in general often goes hand
in hand with the perceived difficulty to get into the Air Force, which was evident in the
sentiments shared by the general public, as well as by close family and friends who
would continue to ask about how the Army is or inaccurately inform loved ones that they

were in fact in the Army. For example, one woman stated that she was only exposed to
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commercials and billboards for the Army. In Video #53 a Black woman describes her
journey in joining the Air National Guard. She notes that this process was difficult and
required a lot of individual research:

I know I want to be in the Air Force but it’s like only state side component

that you see is normally talking about like Army, well that’s what 1

experienced like around the time that I was thinking about joining,

interested in joining, I literally saw like National Guard and like that’s

Army like I didn’t ever see anything for like Air National Guard, never

saw a commercial, never saw a billboard, never saw nothing but always

Army so I was like dang...
While she herself became a part of the Air National Guard, the ways in which recruiting,
particularly for low-income, minority communities influence young adults to join the
military, specifically the Army, can be publicly observed (Thomas, 2020). In addition,
this ease of access to the Army paints a dichotomous picture that on one hand it may be
easy to join, while the Air Force is hard to join. Videos #7 and #15 describe the Army as
a backup to joining the Air Force. The Army is viewed as more accessible and thus more
likely to be conducive for Black women.

One element of double jeopardy presents that Black women face barriers to access
as a result of their gender and race. This is evident as they may be perceived as unfit for a
selective service. As Black women, they may be seen as less capable of joining the Navy,
Air Force, or Marines, but by characterizing their decision to join the Army in a negative
light, they in turn end up discrediting their competence and capability. As described by
Collins (2015), there is an idea in general culture that “the community of experts is one
permeated by widespread notions of Black female inferiority” (p. 226). Moreover, some

of these women aid in conflating the Army and the military by using #army in their

caption to perpetuate the misconception that Black women tend to serve in the Army.
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This hashtag was observed in Videos #2, #3, #14, #18, #19, # 23, #25, #28, #41, #42,
#43, and #46 even though none of the creators in these videos were in the Army. The
misuse of this hashtag further aids the misconception of which branch of service these
women serve in. While the misinformation is based in negative connotations, the women
seem to embrace the stance and push through with pride and a reassertion of self-
validation. For example, Video #28 features a woman responding to people saying “Oh
wow you’re in the Army” with “Nah Air Force boo *smirk emoji*. This expression
indicates a sense of pride even though she is improperly associated.

At the same time, some Black women compared the Air Force to other branches
in their stories. Some make references to the “Chairforce” as individuals believe that the
Air Force sits back and allows the other branches to do work for them. This
characterization was reflected in the comment made by a Marine who noted that “I dodge
bullets but please enjoy your oatmeal ma’am” in response to a Black woman sharing a
day in the life of material management as an enlisted member. The woman in Video #49
shows the aspects of her day that include her multiple stops to pump her breastmilk
throughout the day and states that the oatmeal is directly necessary for lactation purposes.
This correspondence is important for understanding the responsibility of motherhood that
is taken on by many Black women. Studies have shown that many Black women chose to
join the Air Force for the opportunity to take care of their dependents while working full-
time (Melin, 2016 Mankowski et al., 2015). As was noted by the military being a greedy
institution the balance Black women must partake in when juggling work and family life
becomes apparent (Strader & Smith, 2022). Additionally, they do so while combating the

effects of controlling images as seen in the interaction here where the woman’s care work
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is devalued and relegated to her duties as “The Mammy”. While some see the Air Force’s
quality of life to in a negative light, implying they are lazy or destined to sit in an office
in a chair, some Tik Tok users celebrated the Air Force for its ability to care for its
people.

Others compared the Air Force to other branches in a more positive light, noting
that the Air Force “has the best lifestyle”, “cares the most about their people”, and “even
have air conditioning.” These examples reaffirm the commonly held idea that the Air
Force is considered a more inclusive branch as they consider the needs of their people
more than other branches. For the Black women in these videos, many affirm that they
would tell people to join the Air Force over other branches, some even said so while
serving in another branch. One woman in Video #25 states, “I'm the wrong person to ask
about the Navy. I'll tell you to go Airforce real quick”. Another sentiment seen in Video
#43 “I’m in the Air Force, Don’t ask me how’s the Army”.

One of the more interesting perspectives on the distinction between Air Force and
Army service came from Video #15. The text reads “POV: when a former applicant asks
for their application so they can make it easier for the Air Force recruiter”. The creator is
seen in uniform pretending to withhold paperwork with the background song saying
“nope” repeatedly. She is referring to the way that some people believe they “accidentally
woke up in the Army” and that there is a form of gatekeeping that occurs to keep certain
people in the Army and not allow them into the Air Force. She captions the video and
says “Go play with them like you played with me *brown heart emoji*” indicating that
the video is meant to be lighthearted yet reflecting the frustration that may occur from

being placed in a branch of service that they did not necessarily wish to join. The role of
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recruiters is mentioned again in Video #22 that shows a Reservist who is troubled by the
potential of being deployed. Sentiments include fear the recruiter did not tell her the full
information and that often Reservists are the first to be deployed even though they are
told otherwise upon joining. She captions the video “when the jokes are over *grumpy
face emoji*”. The disclosure of information upon joining and participating in the
military, in any branch of service is critical as it is a greedy institution (Coser, 1967,
Siebold, 2001; Strader & Smith, 2022). The Black women in these videos are already
participating in military service and as such, it is important that they are able to find
community within that service that can be transparent and connect them with applicable
support. Largely, the women respond to this comparison and confusion by reasserting
their pride in serving the Air Force. This is indicative of the ways in which these women
find and build meaningful community within the military institution in which they serve.
Theme #3: Community Building

One of the fundamental arguments of Black Feminist Thought highlights Black
women’s collective experiences and struggles as a result of their social position due to
both their race and gender, which in turn encouraged them to cultivate a sense of
community and camaraderie. Collins (1990) suggests that while not all of the experiences
will be identical, Black women as a collective may be situationally faced with similar
proclivities that allow for them to form meaningful connection. The ways in which these
women are able to develop a sense of community is important given that they may be
situated uniquely within the Air Force. The military in general was not set up to support
women in its inception and only recognized the contributions made by White men

(Rohall et al., 2017). As a result, it is important to explore whether and how these women
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form their own community within its ranks.

What I have discovered through my analysis is that the platform was used by
many of these Black women to create their own sense of community and belonging.
Many of the women used common hashtags such as #military, #airforce, #miltok,
#miltiktok, #blackgirlmilitary to curve out a community within Tik Tok. Additionally,
they chose hashtags such as #blackgirlmagic and #blackgirltiktok to signal a sense of
community based on their racial unity. By developing meaningful groups in which
relevant videos and information can be shared, these women become more likely to
interact with content that is representative of themselves and their own experiences,
despite the algorithmic forces. The comradeship and support are evident throughout many
of the comments, which were often left by Black women responding to the videos they
have viewed. These Black women ranged in their service status from currently active
duty, retired, or civilians simply encouraging fellow Black women in the workforce.

Many women explicitly encouraged the women in the video using endearing
phrases such as “go girl” and “go best fren” or agreed with the sentiment by saying
“same”, “literally me” or “me right now.” The support and encouragement are also
evident by the use of emojis such as depictions of black heart hand, black hand clapping,
fire and multiple colors of heart symbols. In a more narrative fashion, a story of Black
women finding other Black women to commune with on Sundays in BMT is described in
Video #45. The creator describes the processes of BMT and her experiences as a Black
woman. One of the unique elements of Black women and their hair, as discussed under
Theme #1, is that her experiences during this time helped find a community:

What we used to do is on Sunday’s we would wash and style, there’s not
MTTI’s so there’s a little but more time to do our hair and stuff. So at night
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we would be braiding each other’s hair and stuff and it would be straight

you know.

Black women coming together in the earliest point of military service shows that this
sense of unity develops quickly as they each face a unique yet shared struggle due to their
race and gender.

In addition, there was a common occurrence of Black women doing physical
training together, particularly pushups - the iconic exercise of choice in the military.
Their stories reinforce the idea that Black women find others to come alongside in their
Air Force journey. In Video #46, two Black women are seen doing pushups and agreeing
that they would much rather be doing something else. While they are bonding on the
heels of a struggle, they are able to join and support each other in the process. The video
text states, “Me and my wingman during every single morning of PT.” Given that a
wingman in military contexts is supposed to encourage the brotherhood idea, it is critical
for Black women to form these meaningful connections with women who share their
gender and racial identities.

On the contrary, some of the video creators described feelings of isolation and
loneliness when it was not possible for them to join other Black women. This is seen in
Video #39, which describes her experiences during drill weekend with the daily activities
and experience. In the video she states that “I love coming to my drill weekend cause that
food be so good I be having to mix and match my plate up, but yeah I’'m like a loner
there, I don’t got any friends.” In the background of the video there are large groups of
predominantly White males seated at other tables in groups together. Later in the video,

she states “We had like a summer fest and...that’s the Commander talking he real cool,
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and yea, ya’ll see everybody over there in the corner standing together, everybody in their
little clique.” Again, the creator stands off to the side with others standing in groups of
predominantly White males standing far from her.

Another user created a video describing the loneliness felt by herself and other
Lieutenants. Video #34 is titled, “Lonely LT Life.” The Black woman describes the quote
“the officer like is a very lonely life and I’'m here to tell you that that’s true.” She goes on
to describe the difficulty integrating with her unit because the people she would normally
hang out with are enlisted. While not explicitly stated, the implication that young Black
women such as herself, are likely to be enlisted rather than officers contributes to her
difficulty in relating to the other Lieutenants and officers that she is officially allowed to
develop friendships with (Cohen, 2022). The explicit delineation of acceptable
relationships in the military is a result of the hierarchical structure that exists (Siebold,
2001). Fraternization is used to force compliance of relationships that adhere to the rank
structure that exists in the military, this means that the enlisted members must not mingle
with officers and vice versa. These hierarchical bureaucratic arrangements go against the
tenets of intersectionality, which emphasizes coalition building rather than the
maintenance of power differentials (Collins, 1990; Hankivsky, 2022; Romero, 2017;
Crenshaw, 1991).

Based on my analysis, it became clear that Black women used Tik Tok to develop
a sense of community. These women likely come to Tik Tok as a platform to share their
experiences but also to find others to build their community and minimize feelings of
isolation. This could be affected, however by policy that is limiting the use of Tik Tok for

servicemembers (Young, 2023). This would disturb one of the ways in which Black
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women specifically engage in finding unity and community that accounts for their unique
position within the Air Force. I also noticed that there is a significant portion of these
women who use the platform to create contact either directly or outside of the platform to
transition these relationships from virtual to physical. This is done by sharing phone
numbers, or information to other social media platforms that allows them to engage in
these newfound relationships on a more personal and individual level. This is significant
as it allows women who may be geographically isolated, to find other women who are
like them to share similar experiences and difficulties serving in the US military. As a
meaningful way of validating their own and others experiences, the Black women
forming connection through this platform due so as suggested by the proposed tenets of
Black Feminist Thought.
Theme #4: Information Sharing

As women use the platform to create their own communities, my analysis
suggests that they also benefit from the insights gained through interacting with others.
As made clear by the tenets of Black Feminist Thought (Collins, 1990) the access to
information and the creation of knowledge through experiences for Black women is
crucial for developing their own ways of knowing. This theme separates the importance
of access to information in the community that was developed in Theme #3. Many of
these women take the time to answer questions left on their videos or invite questions by
stating “if you have any questions feel free to drop them in the comments section and I’ll
be happy to answer them.” or “I’m here to answer any and all questions if you have them
just let me know.” The willingness of these women to receive and respond to questions

allows for many of the comments to include questions from a variety of individuals,
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however they are largely from young Black girls interested in joining the military.

Joining the military itself becomes a significant portion of the comments and
responses that occur, but the questions are not limited to only the entry points of serving.
As such, many of these individuals seek advice about various aspects of serving as a
Black woman in the Air Force. Some of the questions and concerns identified in the
comments included the following:

how to select a job, how the experience of Basic Training is as a Black

woman, what it is like to shower during Basic Training, how often do you

get a phone call, what is the timeline of the service, what is the pay

structure and benefits at large, what are the benefits of being in different

Air Force statuses, how often is deployment, when is the best time to join,

how to understand ship out dates, what is the benefit of joining the Air

Force, how to do hair for Basic Training, what to pack for Basic Training,

how is the tech school experience, what to pack for tech school, what is

specific job experience like, and general advice on serving as a Black

woman.
These questions are answered frequently and provide a firsthand account by people who
are directly involved in the Air Force. While some users state that they “did not want to
make the video because I did not want to get in trouble.” such as the creator of Video
#52, many offer blunt recounts of their experiences and note that despite the fear of being
in trouble it is worth it to them to provide others with information that they did not have
before joining the military. Soliciting or providing information for others via this
platform is useful in allowing users the opportunity to further connections and attend to
information that is most meaningful for them without the confusing or nonrelevant
information that may be made available via more formal measures. The representation

provided in this platform allow for Black women who are currently active duty, veterans,

or seeking to join to come together and learn from one another’s experiences and to
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receive knowledge and information that is directly related to their social positions based
on both gendered and racial contexts rather than broad sweeping published information
that is not sensitive to their unique concerns. One significant limitation in this form of
information sharing is the opportunity for bias and misinformation to be spread. While
these women aim to be helpful, they may also provide information that is limited to their
own personal experience. This sharing of information, however, continues to build on the
necessary and useful community that has been built using the social media platform as
was the aim of the research to unveil.
Theme #5: Comedy

It is possible that the videos that were deemed funny were promoted as they
solicit more engagement, but comedy is also a common response to dealing with systems
of oppression (Outley et al., 2021). Humor is often used, specifically in the Black
community to provide a sense of resistance and reclaim joy in the midst of harsh
treatment and conditions. This is especially true in social media usage, particularly with
the development of Black Twitter, which serves as an outlet for many Black individuals
to form a community centered on the comedic relief of unified experiences (Outley et al.,
2021). Based on my analysis, it became evident that Black women use humor to
understand and relate with their existence during their time in service to their nation.

Many of the Black women joked about things such as code switching. In Video
#17, a Black woman uses a voice over to describe this phenomenon. The voice in the
beginning of the video speaks using the African American Vernacular English (AAVE)
in an accent. In the second part of the video the tone becomes higher pitched and the

accent is removed. The text on the video says, “if you *black circle emoji* in the
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military, you know all about this *crying laughing emoji*.” While code switching is
considered a linguistic and psychological phenomenon that should be taken seriously,
these Black women use laughter, humor, symbols, and jokes to alleviate the
burdensomeness of the experience (Nilep, 2006). This common negative experience
capitalizes on the comedic nature of the video to which those in the comments respond
with “lol.” laughing emojis, or crying laughing emojis. Further, videos use the
#militaryhumor to promote the fact that they themselves believe their videos to be of
comedic value and alert viewers. This sentiment is common even though it may be
misplaced. The use of comedy to cope with difficult experiences may not prove to be a
healthy, longstanding way to cope with the stress of oppression as a legitimate
phenomenon with consequential effects on a person’s health and livelihood (Outley et al.,
2021). Videos #2, #30, #42, #46, and #54 use this particular hashtag while Videos #2, #7,
#14, #16, #18, #19, #20, #22, #28, #30, #31, #32, #39, #40, #43, #46, #48, and #51 all
include the use of laughing emojis not to include other forms of laughing indicators on
other videos.

These interactions can be observed across many of the videos even when more
serious issues may be discussed. For instance, in Video #9, a Black woman places the
text: “You think you can hurt my feelings? I was a black female military officer in the
Air Force” on her video with the background song playing ‘Bulletproof.” While this is
met with laughter, the use of comedy to deflect the seriousness of her experience facing
intense difficulty during her time in the Air Force due to her gender and race should not
be taken lightly. There are times when viewers recognize the seriousness of the instances,

and they respond with empathetic comments, such as “You bullet proof for real”, “your
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country appreciates and thanks you for your service”, and “Folks have no idea how crazy
it is in the military! It’s no different! Thanks for your service battle.” This is another way
in which Black women participate in community building by both empathizing and
engaging with the content produced by fellow Black women in the Air Force.

In some cases, the seriousness and weight of military service was clear. In Video
#36 a young Black woman states “POV you decided to sign your life away instead of
having a hot girl summer *tear emoji*”. She goes on to show herself taking the Oath of
Office as she enters into a summer of BMT. Another creator shares a similar sense of
seriousness as she claims that she is “holding the weight of graduating 3 times at the age
of 18 and just turned 19 on January 2nd, graduated from BMT and about to graduate
again at the age of 19 from tech school for Medical”. While the reactions to this content
in both cases was celebratory, the creators do not use comedy to cope with the magnitude
of the decision they have chosen to embark on or continue as they serve in the Air Force.
As Black women are unique in that they have gendered and racialized differences apart
from others, Collins (1990) does assert that even within this group, there are a wide range
of experiences and responses that women will have to their oppression and the systems
that surround them. While this commonly forced many of the women in these videos to
respond with comedic relief, some did maintain seriousness as they related to their
experiences and time in the Air Force.

Overall, the dataset illustrated the experiences of Black women in the military
from a variety of perspectives. The themes helped to illustrate whether or not there were
unifying experiences of double jeopardy that occur for Black women in the Air Force,

what they are, and how are they discussed and characterized on Tik Tok. As well as how
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these stories resonate with concepts of collective experience highlighted by Black
Feminist Thought (Collins, 1990). My findings indicate that dress and appearance,
comparison and confusion, community building, information sharing, and the use of
comedy were all themes that were present in the data to describe the unique experiences
of Black women in the Air Force. Understanding intersectional experiences, with the
focus of double jeopardy for the Black women in this institution provided new insights
into their shared struggles, unique challenges, and joy. The scholarly and policy

implications of my findings will be discussed more in depth in the next section.
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion

Understanding the experiences of Black women in the Air Force is a critical step
for nuancing the concept of double jeopardy. Analyzing the ways in which Black women
in the Air Force tell their stories via social media illuminate important elements of what it
may mean to be a part of these intersectional categories. As the data shows, these women
use Tik Tok, specifically, to express and connect with other women that may face similar
experiences, which were examined through the themes of dress and appearance
standards, comparison and confusion, information sharing, community building and
comedy. I now summarize the findings and takeaways for each of the five themes.

The first theme informed the ways Black women are visually and socially
received as they dress and appear different due to their race and gender. This finding is
important as dress and appearance are an immediate way to categorize an Other as they
can service as visual cues of race and gender (Thomas-Olade & Velho, 2011). At the
same time, Black women use the ways in which they look different, such as their
hairstyles, to form a sense of unity and camaraderie as they share the experience of
having to conform to Air Force regulations. This highlights the importance of collectives
as these women try to overcome the issues of double jeopardy. Second, comparison and
confusion occur as Black women are assumed to be less competent for a service socially
perceived to be selective, suggesting the idea that Black women are more fitting for
service in a branch other than the Air Force. As stated by Black Feminist Thought, Black
women need not only “reject the stereotypes that others have of us but also those we have
of ourselves and others” (Collins, 1990, p. 181). This becomes clear when women try to

assert themselves as capable and defy the odds. Given the impacts of Black women and
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workplace discrimination, these sentiments permeate socially not just in a military
context (Glenn, 1985; Scarborough, 1989).

As collectives themselves are central to understanding the tenets of Black
Feminist Thought, my findings show how these Black women utilized Tik Tok to
develop collectives that they may not otherwise had access to. Tik Tok provided a unique
space for networking, communicating, expressing, and discovering the other Black
women who were fighting the same fight. The need for collective spaces hinges on the
fact that Black women often felt isolated in the military, but my findings indicate that
they found solidarity with other Black women in this social media space. Collins (1990)
discusses the importance of collective expression as it allowed for Black women’s self-
definitions to:

“refashion African-influenced conceptions of self and community. These

self-definitions of Black womanhood were designed to resist the negative

controlling images of Black womanhood advanced by Whites as well as

the discriminatory social practices that these controlling images

supported. In all, Black women’s participation in crafting a constantly

changing African-American culture fostered distinctively Black and

women centered worldviews” (Collins, 1990, p. 10)

The aim of Black Feminist Thought is not only to acknowledge the unique wisdom and
standpoint of these women but also to use it as a form of expression that can raise
collective consciousness of all the public. Tik Tok as a social media platform may be a
culturally relevant means to express and communicate these ideas while also being used
as a vehicle for forming this collectivity among Black women in the Air Force
themselves.

Another core tenant of Black Feminist Thought is to make education and

information accessible so that it can be relevant to the communities that are experiencing
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oppression. Collins (1990) aims to provide collective knowledge that can serve as a form
of empowerment to Black women as they undergo similar life experiences and often fight
to otherwise hold meaningful intellectual or political space. This is necessary as women
who face double jeopardy (Beale, 2008; Collins, 1990), are situated to have varying
experiences and as such would require advice and information on unique circumstances.
The information sharing on Tik Tok allowed these women to capitalize on the collective
nature of the platform to share, explain, and disseminate relevant information to fellow
Black women.

However, the public nature of the platform also means that others are also
exposed to hearing the stories of these Black women. As a goal for increased cultural
sensitivity and awareness becomes prominent for the Air Force (Eaglen, 2021), allowing
for public access to these unique experiences, the creators provide necessary context for
the ways in which they must navigate their time in the service. This highlights the
concept of standpoint that is highlighted in Collins’ (1990) and Smith’s (1992) work. She
states that “forming a collective body of wisdom in important to understand how to
survive as US Black women constituted a distinctive Black women’s standpoint on
gender-specific patterns of racial segregation” (Collins, 1990, p. 24). As these women
share their experiences from their own unique standpoint in society (Smith, 1992), they
are also able to inform those from a differing standpoint on the ways in which they can
all relate in a more meaningful and inclusive manner, particularly as they join in arms in
military service. As a critical social theory, this is an evident goal in Black Feminist
Thought to reach a unified collective change in thought that supersedes just the Black

women so that change can be made.
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Finally, the use of humor showed the inherent need to combat issues of double
jeopardy as a form of oppression and marginalization. Building on Collins’ (1990)
argument that understanding one’s standpoint is necessary for survival, my findings
indicate that these Black women used humor as a means to ease their discomfort while
discussing about their experiences in the military. My analysis demonstrated how these
Black women shared the collective use of humor to form solidarity with one another and
to lighten the heaviness of the experiences they face as a community. When subjected to
harsh circumstances, many of these Black women turn to Tik Tok and comedic relief to
process their experience.

What these thematically organized findings together illustrate is that the
experiences of Othering were consistently suggested throughout my findings. I therefore
argue that due to these women’s socially perceived situation based on race and gender, as
a consequence of double jeopardy, they are faced with being Othered in the military. As
Jensen (2011) has argued, Othering and its impact on identity formation is always done
so socially. Given what has been noted of the sociological factors that contribute to the
understanding of Black women socially, Othering becomes inherent to the way that Black
women are separated and set apart socially. Othering includes the process of stereotyping
and racialization which helps to complicate the understanding of the Black women’s
experiences of double jeopardy in this particular institution (Thomas-Olade & Velho,
2011). Indeed, I found that Black women had unique circumstances when it came to
expressing their gender and race within the contexts of their time serving in the Air
Force. This included being physically portrayed differently, socially received

inaccurately, isolated, or being forced to indulge in unique coping mechanisms all on the
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basis of the connected nature of their race and gender. Hence, I propose that the instances
of Othering are crucial sites for understanding how Black women are situated in the
military, specifically within the Air Force. Despite the common experiences of Othering
discussed across these content creators, these Black women were forming meaningful
collectives and finding unity through the use of Tik Tok.

Through this study, it became evident that there are areas for improvement for the
Air Force to build more culturally aware and sensitive environments that meets the needs
of Black women among its ranks. Air Force leadership and policymakers should be
reminded that their decisions directly impact the ways Black women and other
servicemembers celebrate or regret their military service. For many of the Black women
included in this study, they seemed to approach their military service with a cautious
optimism. One of the possible reasons for their cautiousness was the apparent lack of
representation and mentoring for Black women. As diversity and inclusion become more
important in the Air Force recruitment strategy, it is important to enforce policy rather
than just writing it out. The implementation of inclusive policy must be communicated
across all levels of the chain of command so that members feel accounted for at every
step, negating the need to rely on information shared across social media.

Further, the importance of this research leads itself to potential future studies that
are relevant to both the experiences of Black women at large, and how the Air Force
continues to interact with this demographic. The Air Force holds itself to a high esteem as
an institution that is forward focused, putting an emphasis on innovation and an
appreciation for diversity. To continue to drive our war-fighting force to the best

outcomes, the inclusion of all members of our military should be a top priority. With that
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said, future research should consider the effects of how a sociologically informed
perspective can provide substantive insight on the experiences of Black women in the Air
Force that seem to be lacking in previous studies. Future research need not centralize on
social media as the only space in which these experiences can be observed, however it
provided a useful method to collect data in this particular study.

The rising popularity of social media will continue to cause concern for national
security and privacy, as well as its ability to maintain positive public images. As such, the
military needs to be prepared to address issues arising from different demographic groups
engaging with these platforms and making sense of the world around them. Social
scientists may be concerned with how Black women are portrayed in these public
spheres, specifically as it pertains to military profiles as they are relevant to an institution
that guides both social and institutional prerogatives.

In addition to the data related limitations that I noted earlier, there are additional
limitations about the design of this project that should be discussed. First is the
everchanging nature of social media platforms, and particularly Tik Tok, which uses an
algorithm that presumes continued use. Because the pool of available videos and the
search results are continuously changing, scholars who wish to study social media data
may need to think through the implications for using such data. Second, because I did not
follow each of the relevant hashtags that may have led to related contents, this study
cannot say how these content creators relate to each other and influence the platform as a
whole. Future studies may analyze the use of hashtags and examine related contents that
may provide further information regarding the experiences of Black women on Tik Tok

overall.

66



In conclusion, my findings make clear that experiences of double jeopardy can
create a space that Others Black women. Nonetheless, I assert that even in the face of
being Othered, Black women utilize their strengths, common experiences, and
collectives, as explained by Black Feminist Thought, to form a sense of togetherness that
is critical to thriving in the Air Force. The brave Black women serving our nation will
continue to share knowledge through storytelling in one way or another — stories told by
Black women who have come before them will pave the way for those who come after

them so that all will thrive.
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Table 1A. Codebook

Themes
Dress and
Appearance

Comparison
and
Confusion

Definition

The concern with
physical
appearance, most
specifically
related to Air
Force dress and
appearance
standards that
must be
maintained in a
unique way for
Black women

The confusion of
believing all
Black women are
in the Army and
that the Air Force
is an elite,
selective, branch
that is superior in
quality of life
compared to
others

Appendix

Keywords & Symbols

hair, braids, styling hair, how to
style hair, doing hair, nails,
eyelashes, new hairstyle, black
hair, regs, regulation, standards,
wig, showing hair in uniform, get
ready with me, lace front,
protective styles, pretty, amazing
braider, flight braider,
maintaining hair, beautiful
woman, heart eye emojis, afro,
slay, gorgeous, look good in
uniform, so cute, eyeliner and
lashes, photogenic, hair products,
princess, adorable, military hair,
ponytail, changing hair, natural
hair, braids in regs, doing hair in
BMT, Sunday washday,
#blackgirlhair, #locsinuniform,
#shorthair, #loctok

ask about the Army, joining the
Army, better than the Navy, how
is the Army, others joined the
Army, family in the Army, Army
recruiter, Army is the same as the
military, join the Air Force not
other branches, called a solider,
fight alongside Army and
Marines, military women all
stand together, family thinks she
is in the Army, accidentally
joined the Army, Air Force is the
best branch, Air Force shows
love, Army propaganda, need to
switch to Air Force, compare
directly to other branches,
Chairforce, best benefits, best
quality of life, air conditioning
and functioning equipment in the
Air Force, does not want to be in
the field, ask about MOS,
Marines respect Air Force, Army
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Emerging Ideas
physical
appearance, natural
hair/hairstyles,
regulations, fitness
and wellbeing, Get
Ready with Me

participation in
wrong branch,
comparison to other
branches, believing
only in one branch,
assuming in Army,
Chairforce



commercials, Army reserve
deployment, Army Black girl,
Army training Black girl, Army
basic training, #airforceandarmy,
#miltok #militarytiktok, #military
#militarylife #army, #marines

Community The cultivation of same experiences, supporting,

Building

relationship,
community, and
collectives via
engagement with
other Black
women on the
platform

Information The use of

Sharing

interactions to
best prepare

encouraging, support for AFOQT
studying, support for Security
Forces job, following, heart
emojis, agreement,
congratulating, other Black
women, shared experience,
celebrating, want to connect,
black heart emoji, agree, support,
encourage, me, same, me right
now, literally me, same location,
family in same location, same
time for me, proud, love, heart
emojis, black hand heart emoji,
love to see success, you got this,
lifelong connections, fire emoji,
#blackgirlmagic,
#blackgirltiktok,
#blackmilitarywomen,
#womeninuniform,
#blacktiktokcommunity,
#womenempowerment,
#blacklivesmatter, #melanin,
#blackwomenoftiktok,
#womeninservice,
#militarywomen, #militarymom
tips for necessities, what to pack,
advice for joining, request more
videos, ask about difficulty,

oneself and others thinking of joining, ask about

for time in the
military as Black

BMT, advice for BMT, tips for
braids in BMT, advice on how to

women by asking pick job, what job is best, which
for, and providing branch is best, how to pick duty

information
regarding the
time

status, how to prepare for test,
what was score, ASVAB, how to
join JAG program, best choices
and decisions to make, learn
about enlistment, advice on PT
test, tips for MEPS, ask how
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Follow me, contact
outside of platform,
meet up, support,
encouragement,
unity, similarities,
sense of community

asking questions,
providing advice,

joining the Air

Force, what you
should know, how-
to



Comedy

The use of
comedic content
to drive
viewership,
engage with
others, and
communicate
experiences of
what it is like to
be a Black
woman in the Air
Force

school went, how to prepare for
tech school, ask about reserves,
ask about national guard, ask
about pay, ask about benefits, ask
about requirements, will respond
to questions posted, ask for
general advice, ask about
assignment locations, ask about
education benefits, ask about

travel/deployment,
laughter, lol, haha, laughing laughter, jokes,
emoji, crying laughing emoji, alleviation, humor,

dying laughing emoji, jokingly, comedic sentiment
all jokes, #militaryhumor,
#tfunny, #miltokcomedy
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