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The Familiar Feels Like Family:  

A Black Feminist’s Approach to 

Placemaking and Gathering for 

Black Women in the Academy 
Katrina Marie Overby, PhD 

Rochester Institute of Technology 

  

I am a community connector, conduit, and collaborator. It is my personal and 

professional responsibility and praxis to engage in intentional placemaking for Black 

women in the academy. My werk largely explores Black digital and social media 

practices and identity formation, Black women’s digital discourse online, and 

sisterhoods in the academy. In collaboration with other Black women scholars, we’ve 

contributed to the understanding and knowledge of Black women academics’ digital 

placemaking and the gathering of academic sisterhoods. 

For instance, our chapter “#BlackInTheIvory: Utilizing Twitter to Explore Black 

Womxn's Experiences in the Academy”, we explored narrative agency and created a 

found poem that expressed Black women scholars’ collective stories of experiencing 

cultural taxation, racism, invisible labor, microaggressions, tokenism, and barriers in 

the academy. We argue that social media has been used by Black women academics 

as a liberatory space to be seen, heard, validated, and supported (Fields and Overby, 

2022).  

Abstract: As a Black feminist and activist, cultivating supportive and thriving communal 

spaces for Black women academics has been central to the growth and success of my peers, 

colleagues, and myself. 

Keywords: Feminism, African American women, Education, Popular culture, Placemaking 
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For me, healing in the academy takes place when I collaborate and network with fellow 

Black women scholars, activists, and creatives in the digital and physical spheres. 

Seeking and establishing spaces for Black women scholars who can empathize with 

my lived experiences, encompassing both the joy and challenges, aligns with and 

reflects a commitment to the longstanding tradition and history of placemaking for 

Black women. According to Baldwin et. al (2020), “At the organizational level, Black 

feminist space- and placemaking in higher education dates as far back as the late 

1800s and the rise of the Black women’s club Movement” (p. 9). As a Black feminist 

and activist, cultivating supportive and thriving communal spaces for Black women 

academics has been central to the growth and success of my peers, colleagues, and 

myself. In these spaces I am made visible. 

Leaning on Katherine McKittrick’s book Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the 

Cartographies of Struggle on the geographies that Black feminism creates, she states: 

I suggest that black feminism can, and in many cases has, contributed to 

geography through meaningful political practices and agendas. What I mean 

by this is that black women have an investment in space, and spatial politics, 

precisely because they have been relegated to the margins of knowledge and 

have therefore been imagined as outside of the production of space (2006, p. 

54).  

I argue that intentional placemaking for Black women in the academy creates fictive 

kinship (Howell et al., 2022), fuels our commitment to advocating for change, 

cultivates long lasting connections and curates progress toward scholarly 

contributions and pedagogical praxis. Reflecting on my own approach and experience 

with placemaking for Black women scholars, I am invested in the transformative 

production of placemaking even when this type of labor is not rewarded within the 

academy yet necessary.  

Lately, my Black feminist principles have guided me to actively bring together Black 

women academics supported by institutional grants. Seeking internal grants to 

support these efforts challenges the institution to support its most overused and 

undervalued faculty population. With the support of a team of six other Black women 

faculty members from my institution (Lomax, 2023), the realization of hosting one of 

the most significant gatherings of Black women faculty in Upstate New York proved 

to be a success. We hosted the inaugural Sister Scholars Connect: Black Women 



 

17 Gatherings, Volume 1 Issue 1 
 

Faculty Writing Retreat in September 2023, at a private and secluded lodge with a 

mission of (1) facilitating scholarly accountability and progress, and (2) building 

connections and networks.  

The enthusiastic gratitude for hosting the retreat suggests our participants had long 

awaited the opportunity for new connections, time to focus on research, and in a 

beautiful place surrounded by water and nature to breathe and process. Several 

requests were voiced to keep our sister scholars connected and engaged. In the near 

future, we are hosting a book club series coupled with virtual writing sprints, guest 

speakers, and a small scholarship symposium to share our werk. This effort continues 

to intentionally impact our growing network of Black women scholars in Upstate New 

York. 

I have benefited from and continue to seek spaces with Black scholars, feminists, and 

activists. My sisterhoods in the academy continue to fill the holes I didn’t know existed. 

To be clear, placemaking is vital for Black women academics. And when we gather–it 

feels like family. 
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