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ABSTRACT

FROM CHILDHOOD LABELS TO ADULT IDENTITIES: EXPLORING SELF-
CONCEPT IN BLACK WOMEN THROUGH THE LENS OF THE MOTHER-
DAUGHTER RELATIONSHIP

by
Maya Denise Cobb

Adviser: Jennifer Matthews, Ph.D.

This study explores how intergenerational labeling within the mother-daughter
relationship shapes the self-concept of Black women. Labels such as the “Good Girl” and
Strong Black Woman schema reinforce emotional suppression, perfectionism, and self-
sacrifice, serving as survival mechanisms but also limiting self-worth and well-being.

Using a qualitative phenomenological approach, this study examines the lived
experiences of Black women through semi-structured interviews and focus groups.
Findings reveal that while many internalized early identity expectations, they later
engaged in self-definition, challenging restrictive narratives and reconstructing their
sense of self.

This research underscores the role of culturally responsive mental health
interventions, such as narrative therapy, inner child work, and Internal Family Systems,
in helping Black women deconstruct inherited labels. It also highlights the importance of
breaking cycles of labeling to foster authenticity, self-worth, and empowerment in both

personal and intergenerational identity development.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
ABSTRACT

LIST OF TABLES

LIST OF FIGURES

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

Introduction to Chapter
Background
Relevant Trends
Statement of the Problem & Justification of Study
Conceptual Framework
Research Questions & Significance of Study
Methodology Overview
Assumptions
Definition of Terms
Chapter Summary

Organization of Dissertation

Vi

Xi

xii

Xiii

10

11

12



TABLE OF CONTENTS—Continued

CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

Labeling
Labeling Theory
Historical Labeling of Black People
Labeling of Black Women
The Black Parent-Child Relationship

Self-Concept
Developmental Theories and Self-Concept
Parenting and Self-Concept

Labeling and Self-Concept in the Mother-Daughter Relationship
Good Girl Archetype
Strong Black Woman Schema

Chapter Summary

CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY

Purpose of the Study
Negative Labeling of Black Women

Research Design
Phenomenological Methods Explored
Identity, Positionality, and Reflexivity of the Researcher

vii

14

14

17

18

21

32

39

47

49

54

60

63

67

71

73

73

75

77

80

83



TABLE OF CONTENTS—Continued

Conceptual Framework

Sampling Strategy and Participant Selection

Data Collection

Data Sources

Data Analysis Procedures
Ethical Considerations
Chapter Summary

CHAPTER FOUR
RESULTS

Introduction
Sampling and Data Collection Procedures
Target and Accessible Population
Data Collection Procedures
Data Analysis Methods
Bracketing
Phenomenological Reduction
Triangulation
Presentation of Findings
Central Theme: Self-Concept
Subthemes and Their Relation to Self-Concept Development
Cross Cutting Themes
Most Prevalent Overlapping Subthemes

viii

89

92

94

96

96

99

101

102

102

103

103

104

107

108

109

110

110

111

134

146

146



TABLE OF CONTENTS—Continued
One-Directional Influences
Bidirectional Influences
Chapter Summary

CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION

Introduction
Summary of the Findings
Conceptual Framework
Participants
Data Collection
Review of Results
Explanation of Findings in Connection to Research Questions
Discussion of Most Prevalent Themes
Literature Support for Subtheme: Spirituality
Implications
Potential Limitations
Future Research

Conclusion

APPENDICES
A. Interview Questions
B. Focus Group Questions

C. Screener Questions

152

152

154

157

157

158

159

160

161

162

162

170

178

179

183

183

185

188

189

190



D. Informed Consent
E. Member Checking Email
F. IRB Approval

REFERENCES

193

197

199

201



LIST OF TABLES

Table 1 Participant Demographics 106
Table 2 Thematic Clusters 109
Table 3 Subthemes and Identity Frameworks 123

Xi



LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 1 Cycles of Influence 92

Figure 2 Conceptual Map 154

xii



LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

The following terms are defined and were shared with participants. These definitions
were used consistently throughout the study.

Black Daughter: A person who is a Black female and is the biological child of a Black
female.

Black Female: A person who self-identifies as female and is of African descent. This
includes individuals who identify as Black, African American, Afro-Caribbean, Afro-
Latino/a, or from other African diasporic backgrounds. The term “Black” is used to
describe individuals whose racial identity is rooted in African ancestry, and “female”
refers to those whose gender identification aligns with their assigned sex at birth.

Black Mother: A person who is a Black female and the biological parent of a child

Good Girl: The Good Girl (GG) label refers to a socially and culturally constructed
identity that imposes expectations on a girl to conform to ideals of obedience,
compliance, and perfectionism. She is expected to prioritize others' needs, be well-
mannered, emotionally restrained, and to uphold a sense of responsibility, often at the
expense of her own desires or authenticity (Bowman, 2023; Turkel, 2000; Riegel, 2024;
Simmons, 2009).

Self-Concept: An individual's overall perception and understanding of themselves,
encompassing thoughts, feelings, self-worth, and self-identity. It includes how a person
views their abilities, values, and role in society, which develops over time through
interactions with significant others, such as family and peers (Rogers, 1951)

Strong Black Woman Schema: The Strong Black Woman (SBW) schema describes a
Black woman who is resilient, avoids displays of weakness or vulnerability, is
consistently self-sufficient while being of service to others, and remains strong despite
adversity (Abrams et al., 2019; Simon, 2024; Tookes, 2021; Tinsley-Jones, 2001;
Watson-Singleton, 2017).
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction
Introduction to Chapter

Childhood experiences profoundly shape who we become as adults. The roles we
identify with, our relationships with primary caregivers, and the labels we receive during
childhood all contribute to our development of self-concept. For Black women, these
experiences are further complicated by racialized societal expectations and systemic
inequalities. Constructs such as the Strong Black Woman (SBW) Schema or the Good
Girl (GG) Archetype carry cultural weight that can influence identity development, often
imposing expectations of resilience, compliance, and emotional suppression.

The parent-child relationship, as emphasized by Bowlby (1997), creates a
foundation of security, or lack thereof, that affects personality development and relational
stability. Black mothers, in particular, may transmit culturally influenced expectations of
strength and self-sacrifice as a means of preparing their daughters for the realities of a
racist society. Research indicates a positive link between parental attachment and
adolescent self-worth (Arbona et al., 2003; Gomez et al., 2007; Harris et al., 2015),
suggesting that the labels assigned by parents significantly impact self-esteem and
identity. This study aims to explore how childhood labels, particularly within the racial
context of Black families, influence self-worth, identity development, and relationships in
adulthood.

To effectively address any problem, it is imperative first to understand its root
causes, mechanisms, and effects. Without a deep understanding of how a particular issue

develops and becomes perpetuated, attempts to create solutions may be misguided or
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incomplete. However, it is not enough to simply know that the label is harmful; we must
understand where this label originates and how it is reinforced across generations and
within familial relationships, particularly between mothers and daughters.
Background

Labels have a significant impact on an individual's development, particularly
those that are imposed during early life and perpetuated over time (Becker, 1963; Harris-
Perry, 2011). Black women, in particular, have been subjected to historical labels such as
"Colored" and "Negro," alongside stereotypes like the Mammy, Jezebel, and Sapphire,
which have shaped their identity and self-concept. These labels have often contributed to
feelings of inferiority and negative self-perceptions that have persisted across generations
(Banks et al., 2007; Sellers et al., 2003). The Mammy archetype, originating during
slavery, portrays Black women as loyal and nurturing caretakers who prioritize others'
needs above their own (Tyler, 2008; Rogers, 2021). This stereotype, along with others,
has conditioned Black women to embody traits such as compliance, emotional restraint,
and caregiving, reinforcing societal expectations that limit the formation of an authentic
self-concept.

The Mammy archetype directly intersects with labels like the "Good Girl" and the
SBW schema. The "Good Girl" label is rooted in expectations of compliance, obedience,
and emotional restraint, which are often instilled in childhood through family dynamics
(Bowman, 2023; Turkel, 2000). As these daughters grow, the "Good Girl" label
frequently evolves into the Strong Black Woman schema, emphasizing resilience,

emotional suppression, and self-sacrifice. These expectations are passed down



generationally and collectively shape Black women's self-concept, impacting their mental
health and the way they navigate societal pressures (Bowman, 2023; Rogers, 2012).

While the SBW schema has been identified as a source of resilience for many
Black women, offering motivation and strength to navigate challenging environments,
research has also shown its negative implications. It often leads to increased
psychological distress, emotional suppression, and reluctance to seek help. For instance,
Simon (2024) highlighted that while the SBW schema may have protective benefits, it
can also contribute to mental health challenges by fostering emotional suppression and
reluctance to express vulnerability. This tension between the positive and negative
aspects of these labels makes it critical to examine their effects, particularly as they are
passed from mother to daughter.

The development of self-concept in Black women is significantly influenced by
their early experiences, particularly within family relationships, where the mother-
daughter bond plays a crucial role. Labels such as the "Good Girl" and the SBW schema,
while sometimes protective, impose emotional burdens, contributing to internal conflict
and limited emotional expression (Harris-Perry, 2011; Tookes, 2021). The interplay
between cultural labels, societal expectations, and family dynamics creates complex
challenges for Black women, who must navigate their identity in a world that often
marginalizes them based on race and gender.

Theories of human development, such as those proposed by Erikson, Freud,
Bowlby, and Rogers, offer insights into how labels impact self-concept. Erikson's stages
of psychosocial development illustrate how external expectations, including familial

labels, shape identity during key developmental periods (Erikson, 1950). Freud's theory
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of identification explains how children internalize parental behaviors and values, further
reinforcing societal expectations (Freud, 1905). Bowlby's attachment theory emphasizes
the role of secure mother-daughter attachments in fostering a positive sense of self-worth
(Bowlby, 1988). Meanwhile, Rogers' concept of self-concept underscores how external
feedback, such as familial labeling, impacts one's ability to form an authentic identity,
with restrictive labels hindering emotional well-being (Rogers, 1951).

By exploring these complex dynamics, the current study sought to understand
how labels, particularly those passed within the mother-daughter relationship, influence
the development of self-concept in Black women. This exploration is essential for
understanding the unique challenges faced by Black women as they navigate intersecting
cultural, racial, and gendered expectations. The findings of this study contributed to more
culturally responsive counseling interventions, ultimately fostering healthier self-
concepts among Black women and enhancing the mother-daughter relationship.
Relevant Trends

A recent trend in the mental health field is the exploration of the labels, such as
the "Good Girl" (Kaiser, 2018; Riegel, 2024; Simmons, 2009; Turkel, 2000) and "Strong
Black Woman" (Abrams et al,. 2019; Simon, 2024; Tookes, 2021; Tinsley-Jones, 2001;
Watson-Singleton, 2017). These labels play a significant role in shaping self-concept,
often promoting resilience and strength at the cost of emotional vulnerability. Research
indicates that this labeling, while intended as a survival mechanism, can lead to negative
outcomes, including emotional suppression and psychological distress (Rodgers, 2021;

Tookes, 2021).



A promising area of development is the exploration of maternal labeling and its
impact on daughters' emotional health and identity formation. For instance, Everett et al.
(2016) demonstrated the role of Black mothers in transmitting resilience and self-worth,
while also highlighting challenges like emotional suppression that arise from such
cultural expectations. This shift toward exploring both the protective and restrictive
aspects of maternal labeling in the Black mother daughter dynamic offers a more nuanced
understanding that can inform intervention strategies aimed at fostering emotional well-
being and authentic self-concept development.

Statement of the Problem & Justification of Study

The intersectionality of racial and gender labels complicates identity formation for
Black girls, especially within their familial relationships. Research by Winfield et al.
(2024) suggests that the SBW schema, while promoting resilience, also weakens mother-
daughter relationships by reinforcing emotional distance. Daughters are often socialized
to value strength over vulnerability, resulting in challenges with emotional regulation and
mental health outcomes as they grow into adulthood. This internal conflict is particularly
damaging when coupled with societal expectations to adhere to outdated and harmful
stereotypes, ultimately shaping the self-concept of Black women in complex and
restrictive ways.

The justification for this study stems from the limited research on the interplay
between labeling and self-concept development, particularly within the context of Black
mother-daughter relationships. Despite studies showing that societal labels and
stereotypes significantly impact the self-esteem and identity of Black mothers and

daughters there remains a gap in understanding how these labels function within the
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family context (Matsueda, 1992; Fix, 2022; Jussim & Harber, 2005). Much of the
existing literature has focused on school environments (Gold & Richards, 2012; Graves
& Ye, 2017) and juvenile delinquency (Hoeve et al., 2009; Jacobsen & Zaatut, 2020),
neglecting the effects of parental labeling on identity formation within the home.
Additionally, previous studies have tended to emphasize the influence of beauty
standards on Black daughters' self-worth (Turnage, 2004), overlooking broader aspects of
parental labeling and its effects.

This study aims to fill this gap by examining both negative and perceived positive
labels and their long-term effects on self-worth and identity development in Black
women. An unpublished pilot study I conducted highlighted that childhood labels like
"Golden Child" and "Good Girl" significantly impact self-concept and adult relationships,
with participants acknowledging the profound effects of these labels on their lives.
Building on these initial findings, the current study further investigates the developmental
trajectory to the "Strong Black Woman" schema, offering insights into how these identity
constructs are shaped by the mother-daughter relationship.

Conceptual Framework

This dissertation uses Labeling Theory and Intersectionality Theory to explore the
complexities of identity formation among Black women, particularly in the context of
mother-daughter relationships. Labeling Theory, as introduced by Becker (1963), serves
as a foundational framework for examining how labels assigned by mothers or other
significant figures influence a daughter’s self-concept and behavior. Labels often become
internalized, shaping an individual’s perception of themselves and their roles in both

family and society. This study aims to investigate how these labels, whether intended as

6



protective or supportive, may also foster unintended consequences, such as perfectionism
or emotional suppression. By focusing on the internalization and manifestation of familial
labels, this research seeks to understand their influence on the identity and coping
mechanisms of Black daughters.

Additionally, Intersectionality Theory, introduced by Crenshaw (1989), is crucial
for understanding the intersecting influences of race, gender, and class on Black women's
experiences. Through this lens, the study analyzed how societal stereotypes and labels
intersect with individual experiences shaped by racial and gender identities, leading to
unique challenges. Intersectionality Theory provides a framework to examine how Black
women do not experience societal labels in isolation but rather in the context of multiple,
intersecting identities. By utilizing this perspective, the study aims to understand how
Black mothers navigate these intersections and how their experiences of racial and
gendered oppression influence the labels they pass on to their daughters.

This research builds on the understanding provided by these theoretical
frameworks, delving into the influence of race, gender, and cultural expectations on
Black mother-daughter relationships. Empirical research demonstrates that Black women
face dual challenges arising from racial and gendered stereotypes passed down within the
family, impacting their self-concept and overall identity (Bowman, 2023). Labels such as
the "Supergirl™ complex emerge, wherein Black girls are expected to display resilience
despite facing systemic barriers, ultimately leading to mental and physical health
challenges. Together, Labeling Theory and Intersectionality Theory provide a
comprehensive conceptual framework to examine how familial labels shape self-concept

development within the broader cultural and historical context of Black families.

7



Research Questions & Significance of Study

The proposed research aims to answer the following questions:

1) How does labeling in the mother-daughter relationship impact the
development of self-concept?

2) What role does the mother-daughter relationship play in the development
of the Strong Black Woman Schema?

3) How does the Strong Black Woman Schema impact the development of
self-concept?

4) How does the "Good Girl" label, when reinforced within the mother-
daughter relationship, contribute to the development of self-concept and
the Strong Black Woman Schema?

These research questions address crucial gaps in understanding how labels within
mother-daughter relationships influence the development of self-concept, particularly
among Black women. By focusing on the impact of labeling, the study aims to reveal
how these labels, such as the "Good Girl" and "Strong Black Woman™ (SBW) schemas,
shape the development of self-concept. Understanding the role of the mother-daughter
relationship in the transmission of both the GG label and the SBW schema provides
insight into intergenerational dynamics and how cultural expectations are perpetuated,
impacting the mental health and well-being of Black women. Furthermore, examining
how the SBW schema and the GG label contribute to perfectionism, emotional
suppression, and self-concept development can help unpack the psychological costs of
conforming to societal expectations of strength and resilience. Addressing these questions

will also contribute to culturally responsive counseling practices and interventions,
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helping to foster healthier identities and emotional expression among Black women and
ultimately challenging the systemic and societal pressures that contribute to emotional
suppression.

Methodology Overview

The current study utilizes a qualitative phenomenological approach to explore the
lived experiences of Black women regarding their self-concept development within
mother-daughter relationships, specifically focusing on the "Strong Black Woman™ label.
The phenomenological design allows for an in-depth examination of participants'
experiences, capturing the emotional and complex narratives of identity formation.
Purposeful and snowball sampling methods were used to recruit Black women aged 18
and older who self-identify as a SBW.

Data collection will involve semi-structured interviews and a focus group to foster
both individual and collective reflections. Interviews were conducted virtually, ensuring
accessibility, while the in-person focus group will enable participants to share insights in
a group setting, enriching the data collected. The analysis will follow Moustakas (1994)
transcendental phenomenological method, emphasizing unbiased exploration of
participants' narratives to reveal core themes. The use of Dedoose will support data
organization and analysis, ensuring a rigorous and comprehensive examination of
participants' experiences.

Assumptions

The principal researcher is the Black daughter of a Black mother and recognized

that their mother embodied the SBW Schema, instilling similar values and expectations.

Additionally, the researcher had a wide network of Black peers who shared similar
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experiences with their mothers. This led to a personal inquiry into the impact of maternal
influence on the development of self-worth, ultimately shaping the conceptual framework
that would be further expanded upon in Chapter Three.

It was also assumed that the SBW Schema and childhood labels significantly
influenced identity and self-concept, particularly among Black women. The principal
researcher assumed that participants would have relevant experiences with this schema,
offering meaningful insights into the research questions. Furthermore, it was assumed
that participants would provide honest and reflective responses during interviews and
focus groups, a crucial factor given the study's reliance on qualitative data gathered
through self-reports. Lastly, it was assumed that the bracketing process would allow the
researcher to minimize personal biases, ensuring the authenticity and trustworthiness of
the data collected.

Definition of Terms

The following terms are defined and were shared with participants. These
definitions were used consistently throughout the study.

Black Daughter: A person who is a Black female and is the biological child of a
Black female.

Black Female: A person who self-identifies as female and is of African descent.
This includes individuals who identify as Black, African American, Afro-Caribbean,
Afro-Latino/a, or from other African diasporic backgrounds. The term "Black" is used to
describe individuals whose racial identity is rooted in African ancestry, and "female"

refers to those whose gender identification aligns with their assigned sex at birth.
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Black Mother: A person who is a Black female and the biological parent of a
child

Good Girl: The Good Girl label refers to a socially and culturally constructed
identity that imposes expectations on a girl to conform to ideals of obedience,
compliance, and perfectionism. She is expected to prioritize others' needs, be well-
mannered, emotionally restrained, and to uphold a sense of responsibility, often at the
expense of her own desires or authenticity (Bowman, 2023; Turkel, 2000; Riegel, 2024;
Simmons, 2009).

Self-Concept: An individual's overall perception and understanding of
themselves, encompassing thoughts, feelings, self-worth, and self-identity. It includes
how a person views their abilities, values, and role in society, which develops over time
through interactions with significant others, such as family and peers (Rogers, 1951)

Strong Black Woman Schema: The Strong Black Woman (SBW) schema
describes a Black woman who is resilient, avoids displays of weakness or vulnerability, is
consistently self-sufficient while being of service to others, and remains strong despite
adversity. (Abrams et al., 2019; Simon, 2024; Tookes, 2021; Tinsley-Jones, 2001;
Watson-Singleton, 2017).

Chapter Summary

This chapter provided an introduction to the study, outlining the need to
understand the roots and perpetuation of the SBW schema within the context of Black
mother-daughter relationships. The SBW schema, while often associated with resilience
and strength, has been shown to contribute to psychological distress, emotional

suppression, and hesitancy to seek support among Black women. Despite extensive

11



recognition of these negative effects, limited research has explored the origins of this
label, particularly within familial relationships, and the mechanisms through which it is
passed down from mothers to daughters.

Grounded in Labeling Theory and Intersectionality Theory, the current study
sought to explore how childhood labels like the GG archetype contribute to the later
development of the SBW schema, and how these labels impact self-concept among Black
women. Through a qualitative exploration of the lived experiences of Black women, the
research aims to provide a deeper understanding of how the SBW schema shapes
individual identity and relationships, focusing specifically on the mother-daughter
dynamic.

The chapter also highlighted the importance of understanding how these labels are
culturally and historically reinforced, emphasizing that to effectively address the
emotional burdens imposed by the SBW schema, one must first comprehend its origins
and perpetuation. By doing so, this research aims to inform culturally sensitive
counseling practices, foster healthier mother-daughter relationships, and support the
development of positive self-concept and emotional openness among Black women. The
next chapter will delve into the relevant literature, providing a comprehensive review of
the theoretical and empirical research that forms the foundation for this study.

Organization of Dissertation

Chapter one contains a brief overview of the relevant literature and methodology,

research questions, explanation of the purpose, limitations, and the significance of the

study. Chapter two provides a detailed and comprehensive overview of the literature as it
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relates to the topic. Chapter three outlines the methodology extensively. Chapter 4

contains the results. Finally, Chapter 5 serves as the conclusion.
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CHAPTER TWO
Literature Review
Introduction

The formation of an individual's self-concept is profoundly shaped by their early
experiences, especially within the context of family relationships. For Black women, the
mother-daughter relationship plays a pivotal role in identity development, as it is often
within this relationship that societal labels, such as the "good girl" and the "strong Black
woman", are first introduced and reinforced. These labels, assigned during childhood,
persist throughout life, deeply influencing an individual's sense of self-worth, emotional
well-being, and interpersonal relationships. However, while these labels may serve as
protective mechanisms, helping Black women navigate a society steeped in racism and
sexism, they also come with a heavy emotional burden, contributing to internal conflicts
and restricted emotional expression (Harris-Perry, 2011; Tookes, 2021).

The interplay between labeling and self-concept is particularly complex for Black
women, who must navigate not only the typical challenges of identity formation but also
the additional weight of long-standing racial and gendered stereotypes. These stereotypes,
such as the perception of Black women as aggressive, loud, or lazy, have been
historically imposed and continue to shape societal expectations of Black women (Brown
Givens & Monahan, 2005). In response, many adopt an appearance of invulnerability and
emotional resilience, aligning with the cultural archetype of the "strong Black woman"
(SBW). While this response can be adaptive, allowing Black women to cope with

external pressures, it also reinforces a narrative of self-sacrifice and emotional
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suppression that can have long-term negative effects on their psychological health
(Abrams et al., 2014; Tookes, 2021).

Within the family unit, the labels assigned to Black daughters by their mothers
play a critical role in shaping their self-concept. Labels such as "independent,”
"successful,” and "strong" are often seen as positive and desirable within both Black
families and broader society (Nichols et al., 2015). However, these seemingly positive
labels can impose rigid expectations, limiting the exploration of other aspects of identity
and emotional vulnerability. The pressure to live up to these labels, particularly within
the mother-daughter relationship, can create tension and internal conflict, as daughters
strive to meet their mothers' expectations while navigating their own emotional needs
(Rodgers, 2021; Tookes, 2021).

This literature review will explore the intersection of labeling, self-concept, and
the mother-daughter relationship in Black families. By examining how these dynamics
influence the development of self-concept in Black women, this review seeks to shed
light on the broader implications of labeling on identity formation, emotional health, and
well-being. Special attention was given to how the transmission of societal labels, such as
the "good girl" and the SBW archetype, from mothers to daughters perpetuates specific
expectations of strength and resilience, often at the cost of emotional openness and
vulnerability (Rodgers, 2021; Tookes, 2021).

This study is drawn from Labeling Theory and Intersectionality Theory,
supported by developmental and attachment theories. Labeling Theory, which explains
how assigned labels influence behavior, self-esteem (Lemert, 1951), and self-concept

(\Valenty, 2021), is particularly relevant in understanding identity formation in Black
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mother-daughter relationships. Labels like "Sapphire,” "Jezebel," and "Mammy"
significantly impact daughters' perceptions of themselves and their roles in society, often
internalized through family socialization. For instance, a mother who embodies the SBW
persona may unconsciously pass down expectations of resilience and emotional strength,
shaping her daughter's self-concept and coping strategies. Thus, the mother-daughter
relationship becomes a key site for adopting or resisting societal labels.

Intersectionality Theory (Crenshaw, 1989) further illuminates the impact of
overlapping social identities, such as race and gender, on these relationships. This
framework helps explore how Black daughters navigate a complex self-concept shaped
by both conformity to and resistance against societal stereotypes like the "Sapphire"” or
"Jezebel" labels. The combination of Labeling and Intersectionality Theories provides a
comprehensive understanding of identity formation in Black daughters, acknowledging
the influence of intersecting identities and societal structures. The role of familial
relationships in reinforcing or challenging these labels is crucial in understanding how
Black daughters construct their identities within a broader social context.

By examining maternal labeling within Black families, this study explored how
these labels, received during critical developmental stages, influence self-concept,
including self-esteem, self-image, and identity. Developmental and attachment theories,
such as those proposed by Freud, Erikson, and Rogers, emphasize the importance of early
experiences and parental interactions in shaping personality traits and behaviors.
Additionally, this study explored how the internalization of the SBW schema contributes
to emotional suppression and mental health challenges within Black mother-daughter

relationships, revealing the lasting impact of labeling on identity formation.
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Labeling

Labeling theory, as introduced by Becker (1963), states that labels assigned by
others, especially those labeling behavior as deviant or inappropriate, have a powerful
influence on an individual's identity. These labels, often rooted in societal biases and
stereotypes, carry stigma that can shape how both the labeled individual and others
perceive and interact with them. This process often results in a self-fulfilling prophecy,
where the individual internalizes the label and conforms to the behaviors and roles
associated with it. In essence, labeling can confine people to the restrictive categories
represented by these socially constructed definitions.

Becker (1963) also emphasized that the biases of those assigning labels are
inherent in the labeling process. Labels such as "good" or "bad" reflect the subjective
values of the labeler, and these perceptions are often influenced by broader societal
prejudices and stereotypes. As a result, labeling not only affects the individual but also
shapes how others perceive and interact with them, reinforcing these biases. When
someone is labeled, it creates expectations that often lead to confirmation bias, whereby
actions are interpreted in ways that align with the preexisting label.

Much of the research on labeling has historically focused on children within the
legal system, those with disabilities, or those experiencing mental health challenges
(Bernburg & Krohn, 2003; Gates, 2010; Macharey & Von Suchodoletz, 2008). However,
further exploration is needed on the long-term effects of various labels, especially those
perceived as positive. Despite the profound influence of childhood experiences on
identity and self-worth development, the experiences of non-problematic children are

often overlooked. To bridge this gap, developmental theories offer an essential lens for
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understanding how labeling affects identity formation and the lived experiences of
individuals, especially children.
Labeling Theory

Becker’s (1963) labeling theory underscores how labels such as "Good Girl" and
the "Strong Black Woman™ (SBW) schema, often imposed through family dynamics,
profoundly influence the self-concept of Black women. These labels, reinforced
particularly in the mother-daughter relationship, shape how Black women navigate
societal expectations and construct their identities.

Building on Becker's work, Erving Goffman expanded labeling theory with the
concept of stigma in Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity (1963).
Goffman (1963) argued that labels not only categorize individuals but also attach
stigmas, which affect how they are perceived and how they perceive themselves. This is
essential for understanding how societal expectations, like the "Good Girl" and SBW
labels, can negatively impact psychological and social functioning, especially in Black
women.

Goffman (1963) categorized stigma into three types: physical deformities,
character blemishes, and tribal stigmas related to race, ethnicity, and religion. Physical
deformities refer to visible physical differences or impairments, such as disabilities, scars,
disfigurements, or other bodily conditions that deviate from societal norms of
appearance. Character blemishes, on the other hand, refers to perceived flaws in an
individual's character or moral behavior. These stigmas arise from attributes like
dishonesty, mental illness, addiction, criminal history, or unemployment. Finally, tribal

stigma refers to stigmatization based on social characteristics that are connected to one's
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membership in a particular group. Examples of tribal stigmas include race, ethnicity,
religion, and nationality. For instance, the discrimination experienced by marginalized
racial groups, such as Black people in the United States (Goffman, 1963). For Black
women, labels like GG and SBW intersect with "tribal stigma," subjecting them to both
gendered expectations—such as obedience and emotional suppression—and racial
stereotypes that frame them as caretakers or emotional laborers (Collins, 1991). These
intersecting stigmas create a double burden, where Black women are judged through both
a racial and gendered lens.

Stigma management, as described by Goffman (1963), is a key component of
labeling theory. It refers to the strategies individuals employ to navigate and mitigate the
negative effects of being assigned a stigmatizing label. Through these strategies,
individuals attempt to manage how they are perceived and cope with the societal
consequences of their labeled identity (Goffman, 1963). Concealment is a direct response
to the fear of being discredited, driven by the internalized pressure to live up to the
societal labels of SBW or Good Girl. Labeling theory posits that once labeled, individuals
act in ways that conform to societal expectations, even if it means concealing their true
selves.

Additionally, Goffman (1963) established the differentiation between
"discredited" and "discreditable™ and can also be used to further understand labeling.
Discredited refers to individuals whose stigma is immediately apparent or visible, making
it difficult for them to conceal their stigmatized identity (e.g., physical disabilities). On
the other hand, "discreditable" describes individuals whose stigma is not readily visible,

allowing them the option to conceal it to avoid social judgment or discrimination (e.qg.,
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mental health conditions). In the case of Black women labeled as SBWs, their emotional
struggles often remain concealed while their intersection of race and gender are
immediately apparent. Although they are externally praised for their strength and
resilience, internally, they may struggle to meet these expectations, avoiding vulnerability
and help-seeking behavior out of fear of deviating from societal norms (Abrams et al.,
2019). In both the SBW and GG labels, the concepts of discredited and discreditable
explain how societal expectations force individuals to manage their identity and behavior.
Women labeled with these archetypes must constantly negotiate their external image and
internal feelings, balancing societal approval with personal authenticity.

This concealment of emotional needs can exacerbate mental health challenges,
reinforcing isolation and emotional suppression (Abrams et al,. 2014; 2019). Black
women, adhering to the SBW schema, often hide feelings of sadness, anxiety, or
overwhelm because they fear that expressing vulnerability will undermine their image of
strength (Abrams et al., 2019). Society expects Black women to be "strong™ no matter the
circumstances, which can lead to concealing emotions such as fear, frustration, or mental
health struggles. The idea of strength becomes discreditable when the woman feels that
revealing emotional vulnerability will result in judgment or social penalties (Goffman,
1963). Similar to the SBW, the GG archetype encourages the suppression of emotional
expression (Bowman, 2023; Turkel, 2000). Women are expected to present a composed,
calm, and compliant demeanor, often at the expense of their true feelings. Concealing
emotions such as anger, frustration, or sadness becomes necessary to maintain the "good

girl" facade, making the true self discreditable.
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Rosenthal and Jacobson's (1968) theory of the self-fulfilling prophecy
complements Goffman’s work, explaining how individuals internalize labels and modify
their behavior to conform to societal expectations. For example, young girls labeled as
the GG often feel pressured to conform to ideals of obedience and compliance, which
later sets the stage for adopting the SBW schema in adulthood, where emotional
resilience and strength become central to their identity.

Goffman’s contribution to labeling theory underscores that internalizing labels is
not a passive process. Individuals actively manage their identities in response to societal
expectations. For Black women, this often involves “impression management” (Goffman,
1959), where they project an image of strength and resilience while concealing emotional
struggles. This phenomenon is particularly relevant in Black families, where mothers,
shaped by historical labeling and stereotypes, may unconsciously transmit these survival
strategies to their daughters. These expectations, rooted in a legacy of racial oppression,
reflect societal forces that reinforce strength and resilience in Black women, while
simultaneously constraining emotional expression.

Historical Labeling of Black People

This review adopts a social constructionist perspective on racism, rejecting
biological determinism in favor of the understanding that race serves to enforce
hierarchies, particularly targeting Black individuals (Williams et al., 2022). Social
constructionists argue that racism encompasses both ideological beliefs (e.g., perceptions
of racial superiority/inferiority) and institutional structures (e.g., discriminatory laws,
policies) (Bonilla-Silva, 2017; Golash-Boza, 2016). In this context, labeling theory helps

explain how racialized labels and stereotypes are socially constructed and imposed to
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perpetuate these hierarchies, shaping individuals' identities and reinforcing societal power
dynamics. These labels and stereotypes shape the development of laws and policies;
historically, negative associations with the term 'black’ in English contributed to biased
representations of Black people long before the transatlantic slave trade. This legacy
persists through literature, policies, and social practices such as slavery and Jim Crow
laws, profoundly impacting the self-perception of Black individuals over thousands of
years.
Global Historical Context

The historical narrative of Black inferiority predates the transatlantic slave trade,
with Graeco-Roman and Renaissance literature perpetuating prejudiced depictions. In the
Graeco-Roman period, Ethiopian individuals with black skin were associated with
ominous symbolism, reinforcing negative stereotypes (Snowden, 1970). During the
Renaissance Age (14th-17th century), Black people were derogatorily labeled as "beastly
savage people," dehumanized as "chattel," and compared to animals, perpetuating their
perceived inferiority (Snowden, 1970). These depictions laid the groundwork for
centuries of racial discrimination. Even when Black physical traits were acknowledged
positively, it was often in the context of labor, where strong legs were considered
beneficial for manual work, reinforcing racialized roles of servitude (Snowden, 1970).

By the time the transatlantic slave trade began, these conceptualizations had
solidified into a narrative that justified the enslavement of Black people. The perception
of Black individuals as lazy and inherently suited for servitude reinforced their
subjugation, establishing a foundation for racial hierarchies (Berlin, 1996). This historical

labeling had direct psychological impacts on Black identity development, as the
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dehumanization and objectification of Black people fostered internalized oppression and
low self-worth.

For instance, the transatlantic slave trade not only physically displaced millions of
Africans but also stripped them of their cultural identities, reducing them to property.
This legacy of dehumanization and the systemic perpetuation of inferiority through labels
created intergenerational trauma, shaping the way Black women perceive their worth and
roles in society today. The long-standing stereotypes about Black women’s strength and
resilience, rooted in these early depictions, continue to affect their self-concept,
emotional well-being, and societal roles.

Psychological Impact of the Transatlantic Slave Trade in America

From the 15th to the 19th century, Africa endured multiple simultaneous slave
trades, with the transatlantic slave trade being the most extensive and destructive. During
this period, millions of Black people were forcibly transported from West, West-Central,
and Eastern Africa to European colonies. Enslavement systematically dismantled the
identity of Black individuals, stripping them of their autonomy, cultural heritage, and
humanity through dehumanizing practices and oppressive control systems.

Black people were subjected to derogatory labels that emphasized their status as
property and reinforced racial hierarchies. Terms such as "slaves" reduced individuals to
objects of ownership, while racial descriptors like "Negroes™ or "colored"” were used in a
demeaning manner to distinguish African descendants, further marking them as inferior.
More overtly derogatory terms, like "niggers," were employed to degrade and

dehumanize Black people, stripping them of their humanity. Descriptions of Black
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individuals as "property" or "chattel” underscored their commaodification and
objectification within the slave system (DeGruy, 2005; Nunn, 2008).

These labels were essential to the system of oppression, justifying the exploitation
and mistreatment of Black people by reinforcing their perceived inferiority. In The
Making of African American Identity, Rael (2005) quotes John Jacobs, an enslaved man,
who described the deep psychological toll of these labels: "*To be a man, and not to be a
man—a father without authority—a husband and nonprotector—is the darkest of fates"
(Rael, 2005). This quote powerfully reflects the dehumanizing impact of slavery on self-
concept and identity, where even basic roles like fatherhood and manhood were stripped
away by the labels imposed upon enslaved individuals.

The legacy of these derogatory labels persists in contemporary society, shaping
attitudes and perceptions of race. The historical labeling of Black people as inferior has
left a lasting psychological impact, contributing to the internalization of racial inferiority
and the continued struggle for racial equality. These labels continue to echo through
systemic racism, affecting how Black individuals are perceived and how they perceive
themselves in the modern world.

Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome. Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome (PTSS), as
theorized by DeGruy (2005), posits that the enslavement of Black people in the United
States entrenched a narrative of inherent genetic and intellectual inferiority compared to
their white counterparts. This narrative, carried forward through centuries, suggests that
Black communities have inherited enduring historical trauma, which manifests in familial
interactions, parenting practices, community customs, cultural beliefs, and systemic

structures such as legal systems, governmental policies, and media representations
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(DeGruy, 2005). The continued negative labeling of Black people as inferior contributes
to internalized oppression, shaping low self-esteem, self-doubt, and a negative self-
image.

The treacherous nature of internalized oppression, rooted in centuries of systemic
racism, continues to undermine the self-worth of Black individuals and perpetuate cycles
of psychological harm. Over generations, many Black individuals have come to
internalize these oppressive narratives, which contribute to negative perceptions of self-
worth. Multigenerational oppression, institutionalized racism, and historical trauma have
left a lasting impact on Black communities, fostering feelings of inferiority and limiting
self-concept development for some (DeGruy, 2005; Green et al., 2012; Herman, 2002).

The dehumanization experienced by enslaved Africans was a key mechanism that
reinforced perceptions of inferiority and worthlessness, shaping their self-concept and
identity (DeGruy, 2005; Green et al., 2012; Herman, 2002). Acts of brutal violence. such
as bondage, rape, and kidnapping, during the transatlantic slave trade left deep
psychological scars, perpetuating long-lasting cultural trauma. The persistent societal
narrative of Black inferiority, coupled with systemic exploitation, further solidified
harmful stereotypes that survive to this day.

For more than 400 years, the Black experience in America has been defined not
only by the suffering endured through chattel slavery but also by the continuous effort to
overcome the enduring impacts of that suffering. The historical imposition of negative
labels has perpetuated harmful stereotypes, contributing to systemic discrimination that

persists in modern society. These labels continue to shape societal perceptions and
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reinforce the structural barriers faced by Black individuals, further complicating the path
toward healing and equality.
Emancipation of Slavery

Slavery persisted in America for over four centuries until the ratification of the
Thirteenth Amendment in December 1865, officially freeing more than 4 million Black
people from bondage. Despite this legal victory, fears of Black community dominance
permeated Northern states, reflecting deep-rooted anxieties about racial equality
(DeGruy, 2005). During this period, Black individuals were commonly referred to as
"Colored," a term accepted by both White and Black communities at the time. However,
this label was often criticized for being too generic and inadequate in capturing the
complexity of Black identity (Smith, 1992).

The use of racial labels like "Colored" carried significant psychological
consequences. Research has shown that such categorization contributed to internalized
feelings of inferiority and negatively impacted the self-concept of Black individuals
(Banks et al., 2007; Sellers et al., 2003). As the 1900s unfolded, the term "Colored"
became increasingly viewed as outdated and inappropriate (Smith, 1992). Additionally,
negative value labels, such as "lazy," further fueled stigmatization and self-doubt, while
labels like "Colored,” "Negro," and later "African American" continued to reflect
historical biases that shaped individual identity with underlying negativity.

The label "Colored" held such negative connotations that it even prompted the
enactment of the Black Codes in the South—Ilaws specifically designed to restrict the

liberties of newly emancipated Black individuals (DeGruy, 2005). While the Civil Rights
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Act of 1866 sought to counteract these discriminatory laws, the Black Codes persisted,
highlighting the resilience of systemic racism (Black Codes of Mississippi, 1865).

Scholarly research has extensively examined the psychological impact of racial
labeling on Black individuals, focusing particularly on self-concept, identity, and mental
health (Banks et al., 2007; Mouzon et al., 2017; Mattis et al., 2011; Seaton et al., 2009;
Sellers et al., 2003). One key study by Mouzon & McLean (2017) explored the
relationship between internalized racism and mental health among African-Americans,
U.S.-born Caribbean Blacks, and foreign-born Caribbean Blacks. Drawing from data
provided by the National Survey of American Life (NSAL), this quantitative, cross-
sectional study included over 3,000 participants and examined how internalized racism
correlated with depressive symptoms and psychological distress across these groups. The
findings showed that internalized racism was significantly linked to worse mental health
outcomes, especially among U.S.-born African-Americans and U.S.-born Caribbean
Blacks. In contrast, foreign-born Caribbean Blacks exhibited lower levels of internalized
racism and psychological distress, highlighting the role of nativity in mitigating these
effects. Additionally, higher levels of personal mastery were found to help buffer the
mental health consequences of internalized racism. The study calls for further exploration
of protective factors like self-esteem and racial identity, emphasizing the mental health
toll of internalized racism.

These findings, along with related studies, underscore the critical need for
interventions that not only tackle systemic discrimination but also address the
internalized psychological effects of racial labeling. The end of slavery marked the

beginning of a new era of systemic oppression, as racial labeling continued to impact
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Black communities. The transition from the post-emancipation period into the Jim Crow
era institutionalized racial segregation and further solidified the lasting psychological and
social consequences of these harmful labels.

The Jim Crow & Civil Rights

From 1896 to 1954, Jim Crow laws in the United States enforced racial
segregation under the guise of "separate but equal,” perpetuating racial inequality.
Despite claims of equality, Black people were systematically labeled as inferior, denied
access to shared public spaces, and forced into inferior living conditions. Acts of
violence, including lynchings and shootings, were commonplace forms of punishment for
those who defied these laws (Stern et al., 2008).

The message conveyed by Jim Crow segregation was clear: Black people were
deemed unworthy of sharing public spaces with White individuals, reinforcing feelings of
inferiority, worthlessness, and exclusion. This pervasive discrimination, combined with
the violence directed towards Black communities, exacerbated negative self-concept,
fostering internalized racism and psychological distress (Watkins et al., 2011). Despite
their legal freedom, Black people continued to face dehumanization and marginalization,
which undermined their sense of self-worth and identity.

During this period, the racial label shifted from "Colored" to "Negro." While
some viewed "Negro" as a term of strength, others, like Roland A. Barton, criticized it,
asserting that "'Negro," or 'nigger," is a white man's word to make us feel inferior" (Smith,
1992). Even with attempts to dignify the term through capitalization, it was met with

significant critique and eventual rejection during the Civil Rights era.
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Miller (2011) introduced the concept of Segregation Stress Syndrome (SSS) to
explain the psychological impact of long-term exposure to Jim Crow laws. Miller
highlighted how SSS, similar to Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), develops not
from a single traumatic event but from sustained exposure to segregation and
discrimination. He further emphasized the intergenerational aspect of SSS, suggesting
that the psychological damage and trauma from the Jim Crow era continue to affect
younger generations, despite contemporary racial violence being less overt (Miller,
2011).

Building on Miller's (2011) examination of Segregation Stress Syndrome (SSS),
the Civil Rights era served as a critical juncture in reshaping Black identity and
confronting the deeply embedded racial labels that had long defined and constrained the
community. The widespread advocacy for the end of legalized segregation and
discrimination in the 1950s and 1960s was not only a fight for civil rights but also a
redefinition of Black identity in America. As Black Americans began to reclaim their
sense of self, the term "Negro," long associated with compliance and the trauma of
slavery, was gradually rejected. In its place, the term "Black™ emerged as a powerful
symbol of pride, unity, and empowerment (Smith, 1992). This shift in racial labeling
signaled a collective effort to break free from the confines of past oppression and redefine
Blackness on their own terms. With this profound transformation came new challenges,
as Black individuals continued to navigate a society that imposed restrictive labels, even
in the post-segregation era. The following section delves into how racial labeling
persisted and evolved in the years after segregation, continuing to shape the lived

experiences of Black people in the United States.
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Post Segregation

Even after the official end of segregation, the legacy of negative racial labeling
continues to profoundly impact Black individuals and communities. In a qualitative study
by Wheeler (2014), all 10 Black youth participants reported feeling the lingering effects
of negative labeling. These labels, rooted in centuries of racial oppression, led to feelings
of hopelessness and the belief that their skin color would subject them to unfair
treatment. Many participants expressed feelings of disconnect, alienation, and distrust
toward helping professionals and authority figures, underscoring the long-term
psychological consequences of being labeled as inferior (Wheeler, 2014).

In the post-segregation era, changes in racial terminology reflect attempts to shift
away from the explicit biases of the past. Hall et al. (2021) found that the transition from
"Black" to "African American™ was seen as a positive step, with the latter term evoking
associations with civil rights and equality. However, while "African American" carries
more positive connotations, it does not fully erase the enduring impact of historical racial
discrimination. Bell (2013) highlights that even with such shifts in terminology, the
traumatic psychological effects of negative labeling continue to resonate across
generations, contributing to the persistent challenges faced by Black communities.

Each evolution in racial labeling serves as a reminder of the ongoing struggle
against systemic racism and oppression. While terms like "African American" signify
progress, they do not fully address the deep-rooted legacy of discrimination that
continues to shape perceptions of Black identity. This unresolved legacy has contributed

to intergenerational trauma within the Black community, perpetuating cycles of
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psychological distress and reinforcing negative self-perceptions long after the end of
segregation.
Intergenerational Trauma

The American Psychological Association (APA) defines intergenerational trauma
as “the transmission of trauma or its legacy, in the form of a psychological consequence
of an injury or attack, poverty, and so forth, from the generation experiencing the trauma
to subsequent generations.” This transmission is believed to be epigenetic, meaning that
while the trauma does not alter the genes themselves, it affects the chemical markers that
regulate gene expression, allowing the psychological effects of trauma to be passed on to
future generations (APA, 2023). Historical traumas, such as slavery, and the ongoing
systemic racism faced by Black individuals in the United States have left deep, enduring
marks on Black communities, perpetuating cycles of trauma across generations.

Research shows that the psychological effects of trauma are not limited to the
generation that experienced it directly. For example, Muzik et al. (2017) found that
mothers with higher levels of trauma-related cognitions were more likely to have toddlers
exhibiting elevated internalizing behaviors (e.g., anxiety, depression) and externalizing
behaviors (e.g., aggression, conduct problems). This finding suggests that parents’
conceptualization of trauma influences their parenting behaviors and emotional
availability, ultimately affecting their children's emotional and behavioral functioning.
Exposure to trauma can also lead individuals to internalize negative labels such as

"victim," "weak," or "damaged," which contributes to feelings of worthlessness, shame,

and inadequacy (Wilson et al., 2006).
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The trauma stemming from centuries of enslavement, violence, segregation, and
discrimination continues to affect Black communities today (Muhammad, 2003; Thomas,
1999). Descendants of those who experienced the transatlantic slave trade may inherit
psychological and physical suffering, with some even experiencing suicidal tendencies as
a result of intergenerational trauma (Thomas, 1999). Epigenetic research supports the
idea that these traumatic experiences can be passed down, perpetuating their
psychological and emotional effects across generations (Muhammad, 2003).

This legacy of trauma is compounded by ongoing discrimination and the negative
labeling of Black individuals. Such labeling, reinforced over generations, can shape
familial expectations and influence how children perceive themselves and their roles in
society. Muhammad (2003) argues that cycles of labeling may lead parents to
unintentionally reinforce societal expectations, indirectly compelling children to
assimilate or conform to harmful stereotypes, further shaping their self-image and
interactions with the world.

Labeling of Black Women

Over time, Black women have been deeply affected by the intersection of racial
and gendered stereotypes, including the aggressive "Sapphire" (Harris-Perry, 2011), the
hypersexual "Jezebel™ (Hobbs, 2011), and the nurturing "Mammy" (Tyler, 2008). These
labels have created enduring expectations for Black women, often limiting their
perceived roles in society. Black girls are frequently assigned early household and
caregiving responsibilities, which may contribute to societal perceptions of them as

inherently mother-like (Hale, 1982).
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Mathias (2022) observes that Black children, especially girls, are often socialized
to suppress their voices and emotions:

As a collective culture, we are not taught to love and embrace our Blackness.

Most often, as children, we are taught to be silent and oppressed — to be seen and

not heard, to keep what happens in the home in the home, no matter how bad

things get, to refrain from being loud by any means (Mathias, 2022, p. 58).

This socialization reflects cultural norms that align with the Mammy archetype, which
emphasizes obedience, loyalty, and self-sacrifice (Craven, 2015; Tyler, 2008).
Originating in slavery, the Mammy archetype conditioned Black women to embody the
role of the "good little Black girl," a stereotype of servitude that Black mothers navigated
as a survival strategy (Rogers, 2021). Although these traits were adopted to maintain
dignity and resilience in the face of oppression, they simultaneously reinforced
stereotypes that limited Black women’s agency and identity.

Building on this legacy, the SBW persona emerged, an archetype passed down
through generations (Abrams et al., 2014; West et al., 2016). The SBW schema portrays
Black women as resilient, self-sacrificing, and emotionally strong, expected to endure
hardship without showing vulnerability or seeking support. This idealization of strength
has become deeply ingrained in cultural narratives, with media often depicting Black
women as unbreakable, independent figures (Wallace, 1979). While the label “strong” is
sometimes viewed positively, symbolizing empowerment, many Black women express
concern over its psychological toll (Harris-Perry, 2011). Some see the SBW persona as
contributing to feelings of isolation, emotional suppression, and a perceived inability to

seek help (Tookes, 2021).
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Despite perceived positive traits like independence and success (Nichols et al.,
2015), the SBW schema has been negatively correlated with Black women’s coping
abilities. Tookes (2021) found that the pressure to uphold the SBW persona often leads to
emotional exhaustion and psychological distress. As Black women continue to navigate
the tension between societal expectations and their own well-being, the legacy of the
Mammy archetype intersects with the contemporary SBW persona, shaping their
experiences in complex ways.

This intersection between historical and modern labeling has particularly
impacted Black mothers, who navigate strained family dynamics while dealing with
racial discrimination. Research shows that heightened levels of discrimination correlate
with increased psychological distress, feelings of overwhelm, and strained relationships
with both children and romantic partners (McNeil Smith et al., 2019; Murray et al.,
2001). The burden of supporting their partners, managing family life, and enduring the
weight of societal expectations creates additional mental health challenges for Black
women, underscoring the need for nuanced discussions on the impact of these labels on
their parent-child relationships.

The Mother-Daughter Relationship

The parent-child relationship is pivotal in shaping a child's self-concept, serving
as the primary context through which societal labels like the Good Girl and SBW Schema
are transmitted. Drawing on foundational theories of development, such as Bowlby’s
attachment theory and Erikson’s psychosocial stages, we understand that early
interactions with primary caregivers, most notably mothers, form the blueprint for how

children perceive themselves and their roles in society (Bowlby, 1969; Erikson, 1963).
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Bowlby’s concept of the internal working model explains how secure or insecure
attachments influence emotional regulation and identity development, while Erikson’s
theory emphasizes how conflict at different developmental stages, such as autonomy
versus shame or identity versus role confusion, shape a child’s evolving sense of self.
These developmental frameworks are particularly important when examining the mother-
daughter relationship in Black families, where societal pressures related to race and
gender often lead mothers to socialize their daughters into resilience, strength, and
compliance as survival strategies (Anyiwo et al., 2023). Understanding how these
theories intersect with the transmission of labels such as the GG and SBW provides
essential context for exploring how identity and self-worth are shaped in this unique
dynamic.
Developmental Theories

There are two key developmental theories that are highlighted in this section that
speak to the significance of the parent-child relationship. Freud’s Psychosexual Theory
(Freud, 1905) and Attachment Theory (Bowlby 1944, 1956; Ainsworth 1971, 1978;
Main, 1990) both provide additional insight into the relationship between childhood and
adulthood. The current literature review will explore each in order of introduction.

Freudian Psychosexual Theory. Freud’s psychosexual theory emphasized that
early childhood experiences, particularly in the parent-child relationship, are crucial in
shaping identity, behavior, and relationships later in life. According to Freud (1905),
unresolved conflicts during childhood, especially with parents, can lead to psychological

challenges as adults. These conflicts often arise around fears of abandonment or
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emotional deprivation, which shape personality as the child progresses through Freud’s
five stages of psychosexual development: oral, anal, phallic, latency, and genital.

In the context of Black mother-daughter relationships, Freud's concept of
identification plays a crucial role in shaping self-concept. Identification refers to the
process by which children adopt the characteristics, behaviors, and values of their same-
sex parent (Freud, 1905). For Black daughters, this often means internalizing the
behaviors modeled by their mothers, including societal expectations and cultural
stereotypes (Vincent & McCabe, 2000). This identification is critical to understanding
how daughters learn societal norms, and it begins early in life, often reinforcing labels
such as the “Good Girl.” These labels emphasize traits like obedience, compliance, and
emotional restraint, aligning with both maternal expectations and broader cultural
standards (Rogers, 2012).

Freud’s stages of psychosexual development underscore the profound influence of
early parental relationships on identity formation. In the oral stage (0-1 year), the
mother's responsiveness to the infant’s needs shapes the child's ability to trust and form
secure attachments (Freud, 1905; Bowlby, 1969). During the anal stage (1-3 years),
issues of autonomy and control emerge, as the child’s developing independence is
influenced by the mother’s role in toilet training and boundary-setting. The phallic stage
(3-6 years), however, is particularly significant for identification, as children begin to
align with their same-sex parent, internalizing gender roles and societal expectations
(Freud, 1905). In the context of Black daughters, this identification can reflect societal

labels like the “Good Girl” or “Strong Black Woman,” which may be embodied by the
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mother, consciously or unconsciously shaping the daughter’s perception of herself and
her role in both family and society (Collins, 1991; Abrams et al., 2014).

Unresolved conflicts during these formative stages, particularly the phallic stage,
may disrupt this identification process. A strained mother-daughter relationship or
conflicting messages about gender roles and societal expectations can lead to challenges
with self-worth and internalized oppression. If a Black mother has internalized labels
such as the "Strong Black Woman," these ideals may be passed down, perpetuating a
cycle of emotional suppression and resilience that can shape the daughter’s identity in
restrictive ways (Harris-Perry, 2011; Watson-Singleton, 2017).

While Freud's focus on psychosexual stages has faced criticism, particularly
regarding its emphasis on sexuality, the broader framework of parental relationships as
formative remains influential (Erikson, 1968; Harter, 2012). Freud’s theory provides a
valuable lens for understanding how societal labels are transmitted intergenerationally
through mother-daughter dynamics, reinforcing the “Good Girl” and “Strong Black
Woman” schemas that later affect Black women's self-concept and identity formation.

Attachment Theory. Building on Freud’s ideas, John Bowlby’s attachment
theory (1969) offers a relational perspective on early childhood development. Instead of
focusing solely on internal drives, attachment theory emphasizes the quality of emotional
bonds between the child and caregiver. A key foundation of this theory, the internal
working model, described how early attachment experiences shape an individual’s
perception of self-worth and relationships throughout life (Bowlby, 1969). This model,
formed through early interactions with caregivers, serves as the foundation for future

attachment styles and self-concept (Bowlby, 1969; Rosenberg, 1979).
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In the context of Black mother-daughter relationships, Bowlby’s attachment
theory provides insight into how secure or insecure attachments affect the transmission of
societal labels. A secure attachment between mother and daughter fosters emotional
availability, resilience, and a positive self-concept (Bowlby, 1969). However, insecure
attachments, often exacerbated by external pressures such as systemic racism and societal
expectations, may lead to emotional suppression and negative self-perceptions
(Muhammad, 2003; Tookes, 2021). These external pressures reinforce the societal labels
placed on Black women, such as the "Strong Black Woman" (SBW) schema, which
emphasizes emotional strength and resilience at the expense of vulnerability.

For Black daughters, attachment relationships with their mothers play a
significant role in the internalization of labels such as the “Good Girl” or the “Strong
Black Woman.” The emotional bonds between mother and daughter influence how these
daughters navigate societal expectations, emotional regulation, and their sense of identity
(McNeil Smith et al., 2019). If a daughter perceives that she must meet societal or
familial expectations of strength and resilience at the expense of her own emotional
needs, this may reinforce negative internal working models, affecting her sense of worth
and ability to seek support (Nichols et al., 2015). The internalization of these societal
labels is further complicated by the intergenerational transmission of trauma, which
affects how mothers and daughters relate to each other emotionally (Muzik et al., 2017).

While Freud’s theory focuses on internal conflict and identification with the
same-sex parent, Bowlby’s attachment theory shifts the focus to the quality of relational
bonds. This relational perspective is particularly relevant in understanding how Black

women, raised in environments shaped by historical and societal pressures, internalize
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and perpetuate labels. The attachment bond between mother and daughter serves as a
critical foundation for the transmission of cultural values, societal expectations, and
emotional coping strategies (Murray et al., 2001; Tookes, 2021). The strength and nature
of this bond not only influence the daughter's emotional development but may also also
play a pivotal role in the transmission of labels like the "Good Girl" or the "Strong Black
Woman," embedding these societal expectations into the daughter's self-concept and
shaping her identity across generations.

Both Freud’s and Bowlby’s theories highlight the formative role of early parent-
child relationships in shaping identity and self-concept. In Black mother-daughter
relationships, these theoretical frameworks provide valuable insight into how cultural and
societal labels are passed down and internalized. As we explore the nuances of the Black
parent-child dynamics, it is important to consider how these early relational bonds,
influenced by historical legacies and societal expectations, continue to shape the
experiences of Black women today.

The Black Parent-Child Relationship

The trauma of slavery, oppression, segregation, and systemic racism experienced
by Black people, along with the lasting impact of societal labeling, has been passed down
through generations. From the inception of the Black family in the United States, its
structure has been significantly differentiated from the patriarchal nuclear family model
(Franklin, 2000). DeGruy (2005) quotes James P. Comer, who writes:

The slave family existed only to serve the master, and in order to survive
physically, psychologically, and socially, the enslaved families had to

develop a system which made survival possible under degrading conditions.
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The society of those who were enslaved prepared the young to accept
exploitation and abuse, to ignore the absence of dignity and respect for
themselves as blacks. The social, emotional, and psychological price of this
adjustment is well known (p. 103).
This intergenerational trauma is passed down through parent-child attachment and
narratives about self and the world (Coyle, 2014). Research has shown that many Black
parents adopt authoritarian parenting styles, emphasizing obedience and control
(LeCuyer, 2017; Patton, 2017). These practices may stem from intergenerational trauma,
where strict control and discipline became survival strategies under oppressive
conditions. For example, Black parents may enforce rigid rules, discourage emotional
expression, and focus on maintaining order to protect their children from societal harm.
The differences between Black and white family dynamics, rooted in the legacy
of slavery, highlight the need to recognize the unique characteristics of Black families
(Miller, 2023; Sternthal et al., 2011). Key elements of Black family structures include
extended family networks, adaptable roles, strong religious foundations, and resilient
coping mechanisms (Boyd-Franklin, 1989; Hill, 1972; Nobles, 1972). These
characteristics reflect a legacy of resilience and survival amidst historical adversities.
Extended families provide essential support, while adaptable roles help Black families
navigate challenging circumstances. Religious values and coping strategies further
strengthen family cohesion and endurance, challenging negative stereotypes often
imposed on Black families (Boyd-Franklin, 1989; Hill, 1972; Nobles, 1972).
Understanding the unique challenges Black families face is crucial to

comprehending Black parenting strategies. Many Black parents, parenting from a place
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of fear, engage in conversations with their children about race, culture, and societal
oppression. However, these discussions may inadvertently transmit negative perceptions
of self, reinforcing societal expectations. Rodgers (2021) identified that Black children
are often socialized by their parents to conform to prescribed roles in order to confront
racism. While some Black parents adopt more authoritative strategies to prepare their
children for the realities of racism (McMurty, 2013), this preparation may contribute to
higher levels of internalizing behaviors, lower self-esteem, and increased symptoms of
depression (Osborn et al., 2021). Black children may also experience negative mental
health impacts, including racial and academic discrimination, compounded by harmful
media portrayals (Yip et al., 2015; Smith-Bynum, 2014; Hardie et al., 2015; Perez et al.,
2022; Brown et al., 2018).

These systematic disparities extend beyond education. Empirical research shows
that racial stereotypes shape societal attitudes in areas such as law enforcement (Correll
et al., 2002), hiring practices (Bertrand & Mullainathan, 2004), and perceptions of
physical threat (Wilson et al., 2017). As a result, Black individuals face greater
challenges in relationships, including marital stressors (Bloome et al., 2019; Umberson et
al., 2015), intimate partner violence (Brown et al., 2015), and child-related stress
(Tomiyama et al., 2021). The cumulative impact of racial stereotypes and discrimination
underscores the complexity of family dynamics within Black communities (Brown et al.,
2015; Tomiyama et al., 2021).

The intergenerational transmission of trauma profoundly shapes Black family
dynamics. Leslie et al. (2023) examined 377 Black caregiver-adolescent pairs and found

a significant association between caregivers' Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACESs) and
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adolescent self-reported PTSD, suggesting that trauma is passed from caregivers to their
children. While caregiver ACEs did not significantly impact adolescent depressive
symptoms, the study highlights the role of child ACEs in mediating trauma transmission
across generations. This research emphasized the importance of understanding how
caregivers' past experiences, including the labels they received, shape parenting behaviors
and, ultimately, the development of their children's self-worth and identity.

Parenting behaviors often reflect caregivers' own childhood experiences,
including the labeling they encountered. Leslie et al. (2023) stressed the importance of
future research examining how labels like the "Strong Black Woman" or the "good little
Black girl" shape parenting practices. These labels, passed down through generations,
may influence how Black mothers perceive and label their children, perpetuating
intergenerational patterns. Additionally, mothers’ experiences with societal labeling can
impact their ability to foster healthy self-worth in their daughters, illustrating the
interconnectedness of generational experiences, trauma, and identity formation in Black
families. Black women face a dual burden, as they must contend with both racial and
gendered labels.

Boyd-Franklin (1989) discussed the resilience of Black families in the face of
systemic oppression, noting that while these maternal roles and expectations have helped
Black women survive in oppressive environments, they can also reinforce stereotypes
that undermine Black women’s emotional well-being. The strong religious foundations
and adaptable roles within Black families serve as sources of strength, but they also
highlight the tension between survival strategies and the psychological toll of fulfilling

these societal expectations (Boyd-Franklin, 1989). Understanding the complexities of the
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Black mother-daughter relationship requires acknowledging both the resilience these
women exhibit and the burdens they carry, as they navigate a society that continues to
label them based on outdated and harmful stereotypes.

The Black Mother-Daughter Relationship

Intersectionality theory is particularly relevant in the context of Black parent-child
relationships, as it offers a framework for understanding how multiple social identities,
such as race, gender, and class, intersect to create unique experiences of discrimination
and privilege (Crenshaw, 1989). Black parents, particularly mothers, often must navigate
these overlapping systems of oppression while raising their children, which adds layers of
complexity to their parenting dynamics. In Black families, mothers are not only
responsible for nurturing their children but also for preparing them for a world that often
marginalizes them based on both race and gender (Crenshaw, 1989).

For Black daughters, the intersection of racial and gendered oppression shapes the
expectations placed upon them by society and, by extension, their families. The labels
and societal pressures their mothers have internalized, such as the "Strong Black Woman"
archetype, are often passed down through parenting practices, shaping daughters' self-
concept. Black mothers, operating under the dual burdens of racism and sexism, may
consciously or unconsciously transmit expectations of resilience, emotional strength, and
self-sacrifice to their daughters. This dynamic can lead to the internalization of societal
labels and contribute to emotional suppression, limiting daughters' ability to express
vulnerability and seek help when needed.

Intersectionality theory allows for a deeper exploration of how these complex,

interconnected identities influence the transmission of cultural values and societal
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expectations within Black families. It highlights how the lived experiences of Black
mothers, shaped by systemic inequalities, affect their parenting styles and the labels they
assign to their daughters. This theory also underscores the importance of recognizing the
psychological impact of these labels, particularly in terms of self-concept development
and mental health outcomes.

Collins (1991) contrasted Eurocentric and Afrocentric views of motherhood,
noting that Eurocentric perspectives often center around the nuclear family, where the
mother’s primary role is caregiving within the household. In contrast, Black motherhood
is more community-centered, involving both biological mothers (bloodmothers) and
othermothers—women who assist in caregiving. This collectivist approach, rooted in
African traditions of kinship networks, frames the well-being of children as a communal
responsibility. This contrasts sharply with the individualistic, nuclear family model
prevalent in Western societies. Black mothers, historically excluded from the role of stay-
at-home caregivers due to economic necessity and systemic racism, have often worked
outside the home while simultaneously maintaining strong maternal roles (Collins, 1991).

Despite facing challenges such as single motherhood, oppression, working, and
balancing household responsibilities, Black mothers have integrated work and caregiving
in ways that defy traditional Western gender roles. This has fostered a unique sense of
self-reliance and resourcefulness, traits that have been passed down intergenerationally
through the mother-daughter relationship (Collins, 1991). These maternal roles also
intersect with the transmission of cultural expectations and societal labels that have

shaped the experiences of Black women across generations.
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The dynamics of the Black mother-daughter relationship are deeply intertwined
with the transmission of societal labels like the "Strong Black Woman" (SBW) and the
"Good Girl." DeGruy (2005) discussed the historical trauma of slavery, segregation, and
systemic racism that has been passed down through generations of Black families. This
trauma not only affects Black mothers but also shapes how they raise their daughters,
often instilling values like obedience, resilience, and self-sacrifice as survival
mechanisms. The internalization of these values is reflected in the way Black daughters
are often socialized to embody the SBW persona as they are expected to be emotionally
strong, independent, and capable of enduring hardships without showing vulnerability
(Nichols et al., 2015; Tookes, 2021).

Rodgers (2021) highlighted that Black parents, particularly mothers, often prepare
their daughters to navigate societal racism by instilling resilience and strength, a
socialization process deeply rooted in protective, intergenerational survival strategies.
This process can lead to emotional suppression and internal conflict, as daughters may
feel compelled to conform to societal expectations of being "good" or "strong," while
simultaneously struggling with the psychological burden of these labels. The
authoritarian parenting style observed among many Black parents (LeCuyer, 2017
Patton, 2017) is often a reflection of these intergenerational survival strategies, where
strict discipline and control are emphasized to prepare daughters for the realities of a
racist society. Black mothers may enforce these behaviors to protect their daughters from
harm, at the same time, they can also reinforce feelings of emotional isolation and low

self-worth (Tookes, 2021).
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The attachment between Black mothers and daughters plays a crucial role in this
intergenerational transmission of labels and trauma. Bowlby’s attachment theory
highlights how early relationships between mothers and daughters shape their self-
concept and emotional regulation (Bowlby, 1969). In the context of Black families,
where societal pressures often demand emotional strength, these early attachments may
reinforce the SBW schema, further entrenching the expectation that Black women should
not show vulnerability or seek support (McNeil Smith et al., 2019; Muzik et al., 2017).
Black mothers, having experienced these societal pressures themselves, may
unknowingly pass down the same expectations to their daughters, creating a cycle where
emotional resilience is prized over emotional expression (Tookes, 2021).

Black mothers often bear the responsibility of preparing their daughters to
navigate a world that devalues both their race and gender. McMurty (2013) highlights
how many Black parents, in an effort to protect their children, adopt authoritative
parenting techniques that emphasize resilience and coping mechanisms. However, while
these strategies are aimed at preparing Black daughters for the discrimination they will
inevitably face, they may also lead to negative psychological outcomes, including
internalizing behaviors, lower self-esteem, and depressive symptoms (Osborn et al.,
2021).

The psychological toll of these labels is also compounded by the societal
stereotypes Black women face in areas such as education, employment, and law
enforcement. Perez & Okonofua (2022) found that Black students often experience
negative stereotyping in school settings, where they are judged more harshly than their

white peers, regardless of their reputation. This dynamic mirrors the broader societal
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perception of Black women as resilient, yet it comes at the cost of their mental and
emotional well-being (Perez & Okonofua, 2022). Black mothers, understanding these
realities, may further reinforce the need for their daughters to embody strength and
independence, perpetuating the SBW schema as a coping strategy within the family.

Black mothers, in particular, face a dual burden: they must contend with both
racist and sexist labels, which shape their own self-concept and influence how they raise
their daughters (Rodgers, 2021). Labels such as the SBW and the "Good Girl" not only
reinforce societal expectations of strength and obedience but also limit Black women’s
ability to express vulnerability and seek emotional support (Nichols et al., 2015). As
Black mothers pass these labels on to their daughters, they contribute to a cycle of
emotional suppression and psychological distress that is compounded by the broader
societal pressures Black women face (Tookes, 2021) and potentially impacting their self-
concept development.

Self-Concept

When asking the question, "Who am 1?" an individual is engaging with their self-
concept. Self-concept refers to the overall perception and understanding one has of
themselves, encompassing their thoughts, feelings, and self-awareness (Rogers, 1951). It
includes aspects of self-image, self-worth, and the various dimensions of self-identity
(Rosenberg, 1979).

During childhood, developmental changes significantly shape self-concept, as
outlined by stage theorists such as Freud and Erikson. Research has found that self-worth,
a key component of self-concept, becomes more reliable in adolescence (Harris et al.,

2015). Parental attachment has been shown to have a strong positive relationship with an
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adolescent's self-worth (Arbona et al., 2003; Gomez et al., 2007; Harris et al., 2015; Song
et al., 2009). This suggests a possible connection between labeling within the parent-child
relationship and self-worth, as labeling is closely tied to attachment style.

Historically, William James (1890) explored the stability of self-worth,
emphasizing that individuals carry an "average tone of self-feeling™ throughout life.
James (1890) distinction between self-worth, defined as a global judgment of one’s
overall worth, self-respect, and self-acceptance (Rosenberg, 1965); and domain-specific
self-esteem, which is often linked to achievements, appearance, and external factors,
continues to influence modern understanding (Rosenberg, 1995) of self-concept.
Research suggests that self-esteem has a strong trait component, paralleling other
personality characteristics (Dutta, 2016; Kuster & Orth, 2013; Wagner et al., 2016).
Differences in self-worth, which can be identified as early as childhood, have been found
to remain relatively stable over time (Cole et al., 2001; Trzesniewski et al., 2003).

Self-worth and self-esteem are shaped by various factors, such as school,
friendships, and internal beliefs, but family dynamics play a fundamental role in this
development (Zareipour et al., 2012). Parent-child interactions are crucial in the
formation of self-worth, which begins in early childhood and stabilizes over time (Dultta,
2016; Harter, 2015; Crocker & Wolfe, 2005). The family is the primary context in which
individuals learn who they are and how they relate to the world. Studies by Rezaei-
Dehaghani et al. (2015), Harter (2012), and Krauss (2020) demonstrated the significant
impact that family dynamics have on the development of self-worth. Qualitative research
has shown that labels given by family members during childhood can affect career

choices, future relationships, and self-worth (Solomon, 2015). Despite the evidence
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supporting the role of family dynamics in self-worth, research on the intersection of
childhood labeling and self-worth remains limited.

Individuals with higher self-esteem tend to believe they are worthy of love and
support, which helps them set and accomplish goals more easily (Joseph, 1994). Mothers,
in particular, play a critical role in shaping their daughters' self-worth, as they are often
the primary caregivers and are more directly involved in child-rearing (Chodorow, 1978;
Greene, 1990a, 1990b; Thornton et al., 1990; Shannon & Shaw, 2008). However,
maternal factors, such as depression, can negatively impact a daughter’s self-worth (Orth,
2018). As Friday (2010) powerfully notes, “When one woman gives birth to another, to
someone who is like her, they are linked together for life in a very special way” (p. 20).

Historical perspectives, particularly from William James, highlighted the stability
of self-worth as a distinct yet evolving trait significantly influenced by family dynamics
(James, 1890; Rosenberg, 1979). Contemporary studies confirm the trait-like qualities of
self-esteem and the pivotal role family interactions play in shaping self-concept from an
early age (Kuster & Orth, 2013; Wagner et al., 2016; Cole et al., 2001; Trzesniewski et
al., 2003). The following section will explore developmental theories as they relate to
self-concept.

Developmental Theories & Self-Concept

The development of self-concept, a key aspect of identity formation, has been
extensively explored through various developmental theories. Two of the most influential
theories in this area are Erik Erikson’s psychosocial development theory (1963) and Carl
Rogers’ theory of self-concept (1951). Erikson’s model emphasizes the importance of

navigating distinct life stages, each involving a psychosocial conflict that shapes an
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individual's sense of self and place in the world. In contrast, Rogers’ humanistic approach
focuses on the role of self-perception, emotional experience, and the environment in
developing a healthy, congruent self-concept. Together, these theories provide a
comprehensive understanding of how early experiences, societal expectations, and
relationships influence self-concept formation, especially in the context of external
labeling and parental relationships. This section will delve into how Erikson’s and
Rogers’ frameworks can be applied to better understand the impact of societal labels and
family dynamics on the development of self-concept.

Erickson’s Psychosocial Theories

Building on the foundational work of Freud, Erik Erikson’s (1963) psychosocial
development model emphasizes the parent-child relationship as a key determinant in
shaping a child's identity, behavior, and psychological well-being. Erikson’s eight-stage
model highlights that each developmental phase presents a central conflict that
significantly impacts future functioning and self-concept. The manner in which parents
interact with their children plays a crucial role in resolving these conflicts, thereby
shaping the child’s evolving sense of self.

Erikson (1963) explained in the trust vs. mistrust stage (0-18 months), children
are entirely dependent on their parents to meet their basic needs. Consistent care fosters
trust in others and the world, laying the foundation for healthy emotional bonds and
secure attachments. On the other hand, inconsistent or neglectful caregiving results in
mistrust, which may lead to difficulties in forming secure relationships later in life and
undermine the child's self-concept (Erikson, 1963). This stage is critical in understanding

how early maternal behaviors shape children's perception of themselves and their world.
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Similarly, in the autonomy vs. shame and doubt stage (18 months-3 years), the
child begins to assert independence (Erikson, 1963). Supportive parenting that
encourages exploration and self-control fosters autonomy and confidence. However,
overly critical or controlling parenting may instill feelings of shame and self-doubt,
directly influencing the child's self-concept and their future approach to autonomy
(Erikson, 1963, 1968). The way parents handle their child's growing need for
independence has long-lasting implications for their sense of control and self-worth.

By the industry vs. inferiority stage (5-12 years), children are increasingly
focused on mastering skills and gaining a sense of competence (Erikson, 1968). Parental
encouragement and recognition of their efforts lead to feelings of industry, where
children feel productive and capable. Conversely, criticism or lack of parental support
may foster a sense of inferiority, diminishing the child's self-esteem and motivation
(Erikson, 1968). This stage highlights how societal labels, reinforced by parental
feedback, contribute to the development of competence or inferiority, framing the child’s
self-concept in terms of capability. Erikson's theory of psychosocial development
highlights that early caregiver relationships significantly shape self-worth, as stages such
as trust versus mistrust and autonomy versus shame are deeply influenced by maternal
support.

Throughout Erikson’s model, the parent-child relationship serves as a crucial
mediator of the child’s ability to successfully navigate these psychosocial challenges. As
children move into adolescence, they confront the identity vs. role confusion stage, where
their evolving self-concept is shaped by how well earlier conflicts were resolved and how

parental support or labeling continues to guide their development (Erikson, 1968).
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Ideally, adolescents leave this stage with a strong sense of self integrated with their
personal goals and societal roles (Bee, 1992). The journey through the identity vs. role
confusion stage can be significantly shaped by early labels, which may either promote a
well-integrated self-concept or lead to internal struggles and restricted emotional
expression, aligning with the themes discussed in Carl Rogers' framework on self-
concept development.
Roger’s Theory of Self Concept

Carl Rogers' (1951) humanistic theory complements Erikson’s model by
emphasizing the importance of a supportive and accepting environment in the formation
of a positive self-concept. Rogers argued that children thrive when parents provide
unconditional positive regard, fostering a self-concept based on intrinsic worth rather
than external validation. In contrast, negative labeling by parents, whether subtle or
explicit, can lead to the internalization of harmful self-perceptions (Rogers, 1951). This
dynamic is particularly relevant when examining how maternal labeling, particularly in
the Black mother-daughter relationship, can shape the development of the SBW schema.
Rogers’ theory underscores the importance of acceptance in cultivating a healthy self-
concept, while negative or limiting labels contribute to emotional suppression and the
development of a self-concept based on resilience and strength at the expense of
emotional vulnerability.

Rogers emphasized that self-concept is deeply influenced by the judgments of
significant others and society (Rogers, 1951). According to labeling theory, societal
labels become internalized, and when individuals accept these labels, they incorporate

them into their self-concept. For instance, if someone is consistently labeled as “lazy” or
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“troublesome,” these descriptors may become part of their self-image, even if they are
not accurate representations of their true self. This internalization can create a divide
between the ideal self and the real self, causing incongruence and emotional distress
(Rogers, 1951).

Rogers’ theory holds that unconditional positive regard from others is essential
for developing a healthy self-concept (Rogers, 1951). Labeling theory suggests that when
individuals receive negative labels, especially from family, peers, or society at large, they
experience conditional regard, where their worth is judged based on their adherence to
societal expectations (Becker, 1963). For instance, Black women who are labeled as
“Strong Black Women” are praised for their strength, but this label can restrict their
ability to express vulnerability, ultimately reducing their self-worth because they feel
compelled to conform to societal expectations rather than their true emotions.
Additionally, Rogers argues that for a person to be psychologically healthy, there must be
congruence between their self-concept and their experiences (Rogers, 1951). Labeling
theory, however, suggests that labels can create a sense of incongruence when societal
expectations do not align with the individual’s true feelings or identity.

By understanding how both Erikson’s psychosocial conflicts and Rogers'
humanistic principles influence self-concept, we gain deeper insights into how early
parental interactions, particularly labeling, shape identity formation, self-worth, and the
perpetuation of societal expectations, especially within Black families. This theoretical
framework sets the stage for exploring how labels such as "Good Girl" and SBW impact
self-concept development in Black women, beginning with early childhood in the parent-

child relationship and extending into adulthood.
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Parenting and Self-Concept

Research has consistently demonstrated the profound impact that parenting has on
a child's development. Parenting styles, such as authoritative, authoritarian, and
permissive, are linked to various child outcomes, with authoritative parenting often
resulting in higher social competence and emotional regulation (Baumrind, 1966;
Bowlby, 1988; Morris et al., 2007). Additionally, early attachment with caregivers shapes
emotional development and future relationships, while supportive parenting fosters
essential emotional regulation skills, which are critical for mental health and social
success (Baumrind, 1966; Bowlby, 1988; Morris et al., 2007).

One of those areas being the development of self concept (Aabedi-Asl et al.,
2017). Using a descriptive correlational method with a sample of 181 high school
students, Aabedi-Asl et al., (2017) demonstrated that adolescents' self-concept is
significantly influenced by parenting styles. Positive and authoritative parenting
approaches, characterized by support, warmth, and balanced discipline, were strongly
associated with higher self-concept. Conversely, parenting styles that were more
controlling or punitive had a negative impact on self-concept development. The research
emphasized the critical role that the parent child relationship plays in the development of
self-concept in adolescents (Aabedi-Asl et al., 2017). Supporting this research, Harter
(1992) found that as children move into middle childhood and adolescence, they rely
more on feedback from peers. However, parental support continues to be important.
Harter’s research has shown that parents can help children navigate social comparisons
by reinforcing their competencies and providing a secure base from which to evaluate

themselves (Harter, 1992; Harter 2012).
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Harter (2012) explained that parents play a crucial role in the development of
their child’s self-concept at all stages of development. Parents provide direct feedback
through praise, criticism, and reinforcement, which significantly impacts a child’s self-
evaluation. Positive feedback tends to foster a more positive self-concept, while negative
or inconsistent feedback can lead to feelings of inadequacy or negative self-concept
(Harter, 2012). Additionally, parents serve as primary models for behavior, attitudes, and
emotional regulation. Children often internalize their parents’ values and perspectives,
which shape their own self-concept (Bandura, 1986).

While parental feedback directly shapes a child's self-concept through praise and
criticism, the quality of the parent-child attachment further reinforces or undermines
these evaluations, influencing the emotional security necessary for healthy self-concept
development. Bowlby (1988) explained that secure attachments with parents, which is
characterized by warmth, responsiveness, and emotional availability, provides a critical
foundation for children to explore their environment and develop a coherent self-concept.
This secure attachment allows children to internalize a sense of safety and self-worth,
which is essential in forming a stable self-concept. Conversely, insecure attachment
styles, such as neglectful or overly controlling parenting, can disrupt this developmental
process, leading to difficulties in emotional regulation, self-esteem, and identity
formation.

For Black daughters, the mother-daughter relationship plays a particularly
significant role in shaping self-concept. Mothers, often the primary caregivers, not only
provide emotional security but also serve as models for how their daughters perceive

themselves and navigate societal expectations. As attachment theory suggests, the quality
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of this relationship can influence how daughters internalize societal labels such as the
"Good Girl" or "Strong Black Woman," which may impact their sense of self-worth and
identity. Understanding this dynamic is essential for exploring how Black mother-
daughter relationships uniquely contribute to self-concept development.

Self-Concept and the Mother-Daughter Relationship

The development of self-concept in children, especially daughters, is profoundly
influenced by their relationship with their mothers. Attachment theory, pioneered by John
Bowlby (1969), posits that early bonds between a child and their primary caregiver,
typically the mother, establish a framework for how the child perceives both relationships
and themselves. The first five years of life are particularly critical in shaping what
Bowlby refers to as an internal working model, which serves as the mental representation
of how relationships function and how the individual fits within them (Bretherton &
Munholland, 1999). Mothers, as primary caregivers, not only provide emotional and
physical care but also act as a key source of feedback, labeling, and expectations, all of
which contribute to the child’s emerging self-concept (Fithriyah et al., 2020).

Building on Bowlby’s attachment theory, which highlights the mother’s role in
shaping a child’s internal working model, research has further explored how this
relationship influences self-esteem and coping mechanisms in daughters. Everett et al.
(2016) conducted a qualitative study to explore the influence of Black mothers on their
daughters' development of self-esteem, resilience, and coping strategies. The study
involved 17 African American mothers and daughters from two New England cities,
using snowball sampling for participant recruitment. Semi-structured interviews were

used to gather in-depth insights into the mother-daughter relationship, focusing on
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messages related to self-worth and coping. The findings revealed that while most
participants described their relationship as positive, a few mentioned challenges such as
emotional distance. Mothers were reported to have conveyed messages of resilience and
self-worth, although not all participants received positive affirmations growing up. The
study highlighted the intergenerational transmission of coping strategies and resilience,
often shaped by the mothers’ own experiences with adversity. One limitation of the study
is the absence of the mothers' voices directly; future research could incorporate both
mother and daughter perspectives to gain a fuller understanding. Additionally, the small
sample size and lack of representation from other Black ethnic groups limit the
generalizability of the findings. Further research should explore how mothers in diverse
cultural contexts impart these lessons and how successful they are in mitigating the
negative effects of racism on their daughters.

Research suggests that the ways in which mothers describe, reinforce, and
characterize their children play a critical role in shaping self-concept during formative
years (Bretherton & Munholland, 1999; Rogers, 1951). Bretherton and Munholland
(1999) argued that early interactions with primary caregivers, including the labels
mothers use, significantly shape a child’s internal working model, which influences their
understanding of self and relationships throughout life. Rogers (1951) similarly
emphasized the importance of feedback from significant others in the development of
self-concept, noting that labels reflecting societal expectations can lead to the
internalization of conditional self-worth. When mothers provide positive or negative
labels, they affect not only the child's self-esteem but also their capacity for authentic

self-expression, as children often strive to meet external expectations in pursuit of
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approval. Labels such as the GG, which are often assigned to daughters to encourage
obedience, compliance, and emotional restraint, can serve as a double-edged sword.
While seemingly positive, these labels limit a child’s capacity for identity exploration by
imposing a rigid framework of behavior that prioritizes external validation over the
development of an authentic self (Turkel, 200). Additionally, Singh (2023) explained that
the internalization of labels like GG often leads to a conflict between the child’s personal
desires and the expectations of others, creating tension between their outward behavior
and internal emotional needs.

The mother-daughter bond has been shown to be especially influential in shaping
a daughter’s self-concept. Research consistently finds that this relationship tends to be the
closest among familial ties, with the mother’s role in guiding her daughter’s social,
emotional, and psychological development being crucial (Campione-Barr & Smetana,
2004). Studies such as Besser et al. (2005) demonstrated the intergenerational
transmission of attachment styles, revealing significant correlations between the
attachment patterns of mothers and their daughters. Whether secure or insecure, these
patterns often persist across generations, reinforcing the importance of the family system
in shaping not only attachment but also identity and self-worth. Hayden et al. (2006)
further argue that a secure attachment, characterized by consistent emotional support and
encouragement, correlates with higher self-esteem and a more positive self-concept both
in childhood and adulthood.

In this context, the emotional connectedness between mothers and daughters plays
a vital role in the formation of self-esteem. Fithriyah et al. (2020) found that emotional

bonding, mutual reliance, and supportive communication within the mother-daughter
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relationship significantly contribute to a higher sense of self-esteem in female college
students. These findings underscore the importance of emotional closeness, as daughters
internalize their mothers’ approval, which directly influences how they perceive
themselves and navigate external societal expectations.

Similarly, Singh's (2023) study examined the relationship between mother-
daughter dynamics and self-esteem among 201 young female adults in India. Using a
cross-sectional and correlational research design, the study employed the Mother-Adult
Daughter Questionnaire (MAD) and the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale. The findings
revealed a significant positive correlation between connectedness and self-esteem, while
factors like interdependence and trust in hierarchy showed no significant relationship.
However, the use of purposive sampling limits the generalizability of the results, and the
cross-sectional design prevents establishing causality. Future research could benefit from
qualitative methods, such as in-depth interviews, to explore how connectedness fosters
self-esteem and why other relational factors have less impact. Additionally, longitudinal
studies with more diverse samples are needed to understand the long-term effects of
mother-daughter relationships on self-esteem and overall well-being.

However, the process of labeling within the mother-daughter dynamic can
complicate this connection. Labels like GG are often designed to teach daughters how to
navigate societal norms of gendered behavior, particularly compliance and emotional
control. While these labels may serve to protect daughters from societal repercussions,
they can also inadvertently restrict personal growth. Over time, these labels become

ingrained in the daughter’s identity, leading to self-concept issues, especially when the
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individual feels compelled to suppress emotions or individual desires to conform to
external expectations (Bretherton & Munholland, 1999).

The mother-daughter relationship is foundational for attachment, emotional
development, and the transmission of societal expectations through labeling. Daughters,
especially those labeled as Good Girls, often internalize these labels, shaping their self-
concept and influencing how they navigate adult relationships and self-expression (. In
Black families, this dynamic becomes more complex due to the intersection of racial and
gendered oppression. Black mothers must nurture their daughters while preparing them
for a world that marginalizes them based on both race and gender (Crenshaw, 1989;
Collins, 1991). This dual burden often results in the transmission of labels like the GGand
Strong Black Woman, which function as protective mechanisms but can also create
internal conflict for Black women. In this context, the Black mother-daughter relationship
becomes a key site where societal expectations of strength, resilience, and obedience are
internalized and passed down across generations, further shaping the self-concept of
Black women in unique ways.

Labeling and Self-Concept in the Black Mother-Daughter Relationship

The process of labeling within the Black mother-daughter relationship plays a
critical role in shaping self-concept. The Afrocentric model of motherhood teaches Black
daughters to be independent, resilient, and strong, values that are necessary for survival in
a society that often devalues Black women (Collins, 1991). However, the transmission of
these labels, particularly the SBW schema, creates a dual challenge. On one hand, Black
mothers pass down values of strength and survival as a protective measure, equipping

their daughters to navigate a world rife with racism and sexism (Winfield et al., 2024).
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On the other hand, these same labels can lead to emotional suppression, as daughters
internalize the notion that vulnerability and emotional expression are signs of weakness.
This internalization can significantly affect their self-concept, often leading to feelings of
inadequacy when they struggle to live up to these societal expectations.

The intersection of labeling and self-concept is particularly evident when
considering how societal expectations and familial transmission of labels converge within
the Black mother-daughter relationship. Goffman’s theory of stigma (1963) suggested
that labels become internalized and shape an individual's identity through societal
expectations, often leading to a "spoiled identity” when these labels are stigmatized. In
the context of the Black mother-daughter relationship, the GG and SBW labels serve as
tools of both empowerment and restriction. Black mothers, having internalized these
labels themselves, often pass them down as a means of preparing their daughters for the
harsh realities of racial and gender-based oppression. However, the very act of labeling
daughters as strong or good imposes constraints on their emotional expression, as these
labels come with the expectation of resilience and emotional suppression (Tinsley-Jones,
2001). This tension between internal emotional needs and external expectations plays a
crucial role in the development of self-concept in Black women.

Research by Matos et al. (2023) highlighted how negative labeling profoundly
impacts self-concept, often reinforcing feelings of inferiority and inadequacy. However,
the presence of supportive relationships can counteract the negative effects of labeling by
fostering a sense of self-worth and agency. In the Black mother-daughter relationship,
these supportive relationships are often double-edged; while mothers may provide

emotional support and guidance, they also reinforce societal labels that prioritize strength
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over vulnerability. This dynamic creates a complex psychological landscape where
daughters are expected to embody strength, but may feel emotionally stifled when they
cannot express vulnerability. Despite the challenges posed by labeling, research suggests
that daughters can develop a healthier self-concept through positive reinforcement and
open communication within the family system (Besser et al., 2005).

This cyclical process of labeling within the Black mother-daughter relationship
demonstrates how self-concept is shaped by both internal and external forces. While
societal labels like the GG and SBW are imposed by external factors such as media,
cultural norms, and historical stereotypes, they are reinforced and perpetuated within the
family. The internalization of these labels significantly affects the self-concept of Black
daughters, who often struggle with balancing societal expectations of resilience and
strength with their own emotional needs. As Harris-Perry (2011) suggested, the SBW
schema creates an unrealistic expectation of invulnerability, leading to long-term
psychological consequences such as anxiety, depression, and emotional exhaustion.

The connection between labeling and self-concept is further complicated by the
role of intersectionality in the Black mother-daughter relationship. Crenshaw (1989)
emphasizes that Black women experience oppression through both racial and gender-
based lenses, which adds layers of complexity to the process of identity formation. The
transmission of labels like the GG and SBW is not only a result of gender socialization
but also a response to racial oppression. Black mothers teach their daughters to be strong
as a means of survival in a world that devalues their humanity, yet this survival strategy

often comes at the cost of emotional expression and psychological well-being.
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Labeling and self-concept are deeply interconnected in the Black mother-daughter
relationship. Societal labels like the GG and SBW shape how Black daughters perceive
themselves, often reinforcing emotional suppression and unrealistic expectations of
strength. However, supportive relationships within the family, particularly between
mothers and daughters, can provide a pathway for challenging these labels and fostering a
healthier, more holistic self-concept. Understanding this dynamic is essential for
exploring how labeling affects the psychological and emotional development of Black
women, particularly as they navigate the dual pressures of societal expectations and
personal identity formation.

Good Girl Archetype

Despite the prevalence of the GG archetype in cultural discourse, there remains a
limited body of scholarly research focused specifically on how this label shapes identity
development and mental health outcomes in women. Most existing academic literature
addresses the archetype