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    Ani (  1994  ) stated, “Th e secret Europeans discovered 
early in their history is that culture carries rules for 
thinking, and that if you could impose your culture 
on your victims you could limit the creativity of their 
vision, destroying their ability to act with will and 
intent and in their own interest.” Professionalism is a 
societal norm created by white culture but has been 
continuously recreated throughout history as a tool to 
block historically underrepresented individuals from 
assimilating into that professional sphere. Th e purpose 
of the current paper is to consider the degree to which 
leaders can be authentic without losing credibility. 
We are going to discuss maintaining one ’ s authentic 
cultural self in a “professional” workplace, which at 
times requires an alteration of one ’ s authenticity. We 
hope to analyze the word “professional” and how this 
aff ects a person ’ s creative leadership. 

 Trait theory posits that “successful leaders” have 
certain desirable physiological, demographic, social, 
intellective, and task-related characteristics, and “unsuc-
cessful leaders” have characteristics contrary to the 
appealing traits (Management Study Guide, n. d.). Th e 
problem with “success” is that it is based on profes-
sionalism, which is subjective. Professionalism in the 
workplace “reinforces social hierarchies that value white 
maleness above all else” (Rios,   2015  ). The theory is 
problematic because it views outward appearance as 
the indicator of success and performance potential of 
a leader. 

 According to Rios (  2015  , para. 2), professionalism is 
to “appear, as much as possible, as if you ’ re something 
you ’ re not and never want to or could be.” The 
individual seeking to be “professional” is conforming 

to a systematic structure that often hinders them from 
being their authentic selves in the work environment. 
Naturally, one seeking employment and the mainte-
nance of a current “status” in their position recognizes 
the need to look presentable, but at what point does 
society decide that a style of dress in the workplace is 
not professional? Does it start by how a woman of color 
wears her hair or when a man decides not to wear a suit 
jacket to an interview? 

 Th e authors—people who identify as a white woman 
and a woman of color—both have similar and diff erent 
experiences with being “professional” in the workplace. 
Every time, I (Author A) step into a “professional” 
space, I wonder if I will be taken seriously because of 
my weight. Th e way I dress and present myself often 
determines if people are “scared” of me because of my 
weight and height or mistake me for an overweight 
undergraduate student, showing that they feel all over-
weight white women look similar. However, in my 
frustrations of navigating leadership as an overweight 
person, I have enacted dysconscious racism (King, 
  1991  ). Dysconscious racism is the idea that one can be 
unknowing to racism; however, at some point, it is on 
the majority to initiate the learning needed to dismantle 
the systemic forces working against people from histor-
ically disenfranchised backgrounds. 

 Feminist work empowered white women by focusing 
on sociopolitical forces rather than on individual 
pathology, yet it did not account for the unique expe-
riences of lesbians, women of color, and working-class 
women (Pitman,   2000  ). “For example, even though 
body image consists of a number of diff erent dimen-
sions, including hair, skin tone, height, eye color and 
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shape, and breast size and shape, research, writings, and 
discussions about body image almost always gravitate 
toward issues of weight, body size, and body shape. 
These issues may be particularly relevant to white 
women, but not necessarily for women from diff erent 
racial and ethnic groups” (Pitman,   2000  ). 

 I (Author B) often think about what style my hair will 
be in before I go to work. I am ashamed of my natural 
afro hair and resort to wearing a weave when I am in a 
“professional” setting. Wearing a weave stems from my 
job search process after leaving graduate school, when I 
was told a weave looks better. It has gotten to the point 
that when I do wear my natural hair, people comment, 
saying “you cut your hair” or “your hair looks wild and 
crazy.” Because of these microaggressions, I cannot be 
my authentic self because of my fear of not being taken 
seriously. 

 Feminist theory, in collaboration with leader-
ship studies, states that women ’ s leadership abilities 
are judged on outward appearances rather than 
performance. Despite the fact that the authors have 
faced challenges based on enacting their authentic 
selves, students and colleagues who work with the 
authors still view their leadership skills as valuable 
work in higher education. Moving forward, more 
research and discussions should occur about this topic 
to  educate people about their biases and implement 
their authentic self in the workplace.  
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