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Abstract 

In this paper, we adopt an intersectional lens to explore and theorise the complex experiences of Black women 

academics in a research-intensive university in South Africa. We purposively recruited 10 Black women 

academics, ranging from early career academics, lecturers, to senior professors in the field. We relied on 

intersectionality to theorise Black women academics’ challenges in navigating and negotiating their being and 

belonging in the university. We used semi-structured interviews as a data generation method to elicit the 

narratives/ stories/experiences of the Black women academics. The findings revealed two things. Firstly, they 

revealed that a large number of the research participants were “accidental academics” in higher education due to 

the nature of their entry and access to the university. Secondly, the findings also showed the important role that 

formal and informal mentoring plays in higher education as a catalyst for helping Black women academics 

access, negotiate, and succeed at university. We conclude this paper with some thoughts on the need for 

formalised and well-structured mentoring systems in higher education to support Black women academics’ 

access, being, and belonging in the university. 
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Introduction 

The South African higher education system is in a crisis. This crisis manifests itself through 

ongoing calls for structural reform and reconfiguration of the public higher education system 

(Cornell & Kessi, 2017; Littlejohn, 2022; Pattman & Carolissen, 2018). It was the students, 
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through the #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall national protests, who mobilised and 

organised around the issues of access, fees, curriculum design, the political economy of 

teaching and learning, as well as making the public university a democratic, inclusive, and 

socially just space (Mbembe, 2016; Naicker, 2016; Ngcobozi, 2015). The issues of gender 

inclusivity and representation were also part of the decolonial struggles, with students and 

Black academics correctly arguing the urgent need for higher education in the country to be 

representative of the demographic profile of South Africa. This is seen in how, of the 26 

public higher education institutions in the country, only six have women as the principal and 

vice chancellor of the university (that is, Walter Sisulu University, Central University of 

Technology, University of South Africa, University of Mpumalanga, Nelson Mandela 

University, and University of Zululand). This gender inequality and divide is also represented 

amongst the senior academic rankings of the universities themselves (see Maphalala et al., 

2022). Of the 2,601 professors in the country in 2010, men constituted 86% while women 

constituted 14%. By 2018, the sector had 3,125 professors. Of those, women constituted 30% 

while men were 70% (see Maphalala et al., 2022, p. 147). Although the increase in the 

women’s representation is a significant improvement, more work is still required in the sector 

to achieve gender parity for senior women academics.  

With respect to the larger project of transforming the public university, Black
1
 women 

academics continue to feel and experience the higher education system as alienating, 

exclusionary, and marginalising. This, for us, reveals what we call the “nervous conditions” 

of the public university as increasing access and number of women academics in the sector 

have simultaneously resulted in an emergent plethora of literature showing some of the 

gendered and patriarchal challenges they must confront and navigate (see, for example, 

Khunou et al., 2019; Mahabeer et al., 2018; Nyoni & Agbaje, 2022). In this paper, we focus 

on Black women academics’ complex experiences of navigating and negotiating their being, 

belonging, and becoming in a research-intensive university in South Africa. We now turn to 

outlining the theoretical perspectives of this paper.  

Theoretical insights: Intersectionality  

In her book, Intersectionality as Critical Social Theory, Patricia Collins (2019) argued that 

intersectionality is concerned about the intersecting roles that race, gender, class, sexuality, 

ethnicity, and religion, among others, play to shape and influence each other in our lives. 

Intersectionality is a useful theoretical and conceptual framework to explain the world and 

the different structural oppressions that underlie it. Put differently, the issues of race, class, 

and sexuality cannot be neatly isolated and separated from one another. They all constitute a 

dialectical and intersectional effect on one’s lifeworld.  

                                                           

 

1  It should be noted that Black is deliberately capitalised to recognise the real and material conditions of race and 

racism in the Global South. Even though I note the emergent literature that suggests that race as a biological 

category and classification does not exist (Bamshad & Olson, 2004; Cooper & David, 1986; Wade, 2014), I argue 

nonetheless that politically, sociologically, and economically, race does in essence exist, and is experienced by the 

subalterns.  
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Collins further argued that there are four distinct yet interconnected domains of power that 

we should think about when theorising intersectionality: 1) the structural domain, 2) the 

cultural domain, 3) the disciplinary domain, and 4) the interpersonal domain (2019, pp. 6–

17). The structural domain includes the fundamental structures of social institutions such as 

organisations, companies, academies, departments, and others, which Vincent (2018) 

suggested have the new materialism agency to include/exclude, legitimate/delegitimate, and 

recognise/misrecognise. In this paper, the structural domain largely speaks to the 

untransformed public university in South Africa and its colonising institutional cultures for 

Black academics through racism, sexism, ageism, and the deeply entrenched coloniality that 

render Black academics (and Black students) the pariahs of higher education system in the 

country (Hlatshwayo, 2020; Kumalo, 2018; Maluleka, 2021). The cultural domain focuses on 

the values, norms, beliefs, and ideologies in the organisation of power relations. Here, it is the 

power of ideas, images, and influences that hide marginality, inequality, and oppression. The 

disciplinary domain largely focuses on rules and regulations, and the extent to which they can 

(fairly or unfairly) be applied to people based on race, age, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, and 

other categories. According to Collins (2019), the disciplinary domain focuses on the manner 

in which individuals and groups are “disciplined” to fit into society. The final domain of 

intersectional power, the interpersonal domain, refers to the complex manner in which 

individuals experience the convergence of structural, cultural, and disciplinary power—

thereby making people vulnerable to many levels of oppressions ranging across race, class, 

gender, sexuality, and ethnicity, often simultaneously. Thus, intersectionality is a useful 

theoretical tool to explore and to theorise the complex positionalities that Black women have 

to grapple with as they navigate their access, being, and belonging in the university. We now 

turn to discussing the emergent literature on Black women academics’ experiences in higher 

education.  

On Black women academics in higher education  

The emergent literature on Black women academics’ experiences in higher education largely 

reveals the complex and intersectional environment that Black women have to navigate and 

negotiate in terms of race, racism, sexual harassment, misrecognition, and deeply entrenched 

patriarchal structures in higher education (Blell et al. 2022; Thun, 2020; Timperley et al., 

2020). Dominant in this literature, are the absence and erasure that Black women academics 

have had to navigate, including being deliberately and politically unseen, misrecognised, and 

un-valued. In their paper titled, “Strange Faces in the Academy: Experiences of Racialized 

and Indigenous Faculty in Canadian Universities,” Mohamed and Beagan (2019) wrote about 

the experiences of racialised and Indigenous academics in Canadian universities, and how 

they grappled with the culture of Whiteness, lack of representation, tokenism, and existential 

non-belonging. For those two women academics, it was the “power of everyday racism [that] 

lies in its repetition, the accumulation of messages of not belonging” (Mohamed & Beagan, 

2019, pp. 344–345) that socially constructed this marginality. This is what Ngcobozi (2015) 

called the very methodology of racism, that is, the operational functioning that seeks to 

racially include/exclude, and to demarcate the abyssal line for us regarding those who live in 

the zone of being and those who belong in the zone of nonbeing (Santos, 2007). Dominated 
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by words such as “burdened,” “hidden,” “unnamed,” “presence,” and “resistance,” women 

academics’ experiences in higher education remain complex, contested, and precarious (Kelly 

et al., 2021; Magoqwana et al., 2019; Mahabeer et al., 2018; Smith & Garrett‐Scott, 2021).  

In the South African context, Education White Paper 3: A Programme for the Transformation 

of Higher Education (Department of Education, 1997) was clear in its ambitious attempt to 

restructure the higher education sector away from the racist logic of the apartheid regime, and 

to ensure that institutions of higher learning became inclusive, democratic, and tolerant 

spaces. Part of this bigger agenda was to tackle the challenge of demographic composition of 

staff in higher education so that it truly reflected the demographic realities of the country. 

White Paper 3 conceded that “Black people and women are severely underrepresented, 

especially in senior academic and management positions” (Department of Education, 1997, 

Section 2.94). Between 2000 and 2018, African academic staff members in South African 

higher education increased from 6,291 in 2000 to 25,252 in 2018 (Maphalala et al., 2022, p. 

144). Overall, women academics numbered 15,123 in 2000 and increased to 28,729 in 2018, 

and of these, Black women academics, numbered 2,310 in 2000, increasing to 11,421 in 2018 

(Maphalala et al., 2022, p. 144). Although the demographic numbers for women academics in 

general, and Black women in particular, appear to be increasing and showing a “demographic 

revolution” in the staffing of higher education, we ought to treat these numbers with 

suspicion because they do not reveal the complex social experiences that Black women 

academics are still navigating in the sector. Reading these numbers by rank and gender, there 

were 641 women employed at either associate or full professor level in 2000 and, in 2018, 

that number had increased to 2,027. The interesting story in these numbers is how the 

majority of women academics remain within the lowest level rankings of lecturer, junior 

lecturer, and below junior lecturer. In 2000, there were 12,536 women academics at lecturer 

or below in the system and, by 2018, this number had increased to 23,661 of women 

academics being stuck at the bottom of higher education rankings, an increase of some 89% 

in 18 years—compared to an only 49% increase in total higher education academics in the 

same period (Maphalala et al., 2022, p. 147).  

As mentioned earlier, the above numbers appear to show a system that is changing for the 

better for women because more women academics are accessing the sector and changing the 

demographic profile. What remain prevalent, are the racist, sexist, and patriarchal narratives 

for women academics that shine a spotlight on the coloniality that remains in higher 

education. In their book, Black Academic Voices: The South African Experience, Grace 

Khunou, Edith Phaswana, Katijah Khoza-Shangase, and Hugo Canham (2019) detailed the 

anguish and brutalities of navigating institutional racism, Whiteness, and oppression in 

research-intensive universities, and the personal cost to one’s mental health and 

psychological well-being. More recently, literature on Black women academics’ experiences 

at university has looked at the invisible labour that Black women academics often take on, 

and that is often unrecognised, unseen, and under-valued in the academy. The literature has 

explored the resilience shown by Black women academics in senior leadership; the racism, 

sexism, and disconnection experienced by Black women in STEM fields; Black women’s 

efforts at challenging and confronting anti-Blackness and White supremacy in academia; and 
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more (see Blell et al., 2022; Muradoglu et al., 2022; Vohlídalová, 2021). In this paper, we 

contribute to this emerging body of research that looks at, and theorises, Black women 

academics’ experiences in navigating their being and belonging in a South African university. 

We now turn to the methodological decisions of this paper.  

Research methods: The tools  

In this paper, we adopted a qualitative interpretivist case study to explore and theorise Black 

women academics’ experiences in negotiating their being, belonging, and becoming at 

university (Berger, 2015; Bogdan & Biklen, 1982; Corbin & Strauss, 1990). The interpretivist 

paradigm suggests that our reality is socially constructed, unstable, malleable, subjective, and 

is experienced differently by each of us (Alharahsheh & Pius, 2020). This aligns with our 

focus of recentring the voices, narratives, and experiences of Black women academics and 

their complex experiences in navigating a research-intensive university. We purposively 

selected 10 Black women academics from one research university in South Africa. As per 

Alharahsheh and Pius’ (2020) suggestion that interpretivist research focuses largely on 

achieving in-depth understanding of the complex and subjective realities of the research 

participants, 10 participants were chosen to gain some insight into how Black women 

negotiate their being, belonging, and becoming in a South African university.  

To give a sense of who the research participants were, all 10 were Black women academics, 

and all of them held doctoral qualifications. Furthermore, the participants were at different 

stages of their academic careers, with some being contract lecturers and others being 

associate professors. We used semi-structured interviews as a main data generation tool for 

this paper. In light of the then Covid-19 regulations and social distancing guidelines, all 

interviews with the research participants were held through various online platforms such as 

the Microsoft Teams, Zoom, and WhatsApp’s video call. The interviews ranged between 45 

minutes to around 90 minutes in length. We strongly believe that semi-structured interviews 

were a powerful methodological tool to access the stories, narratives, and voices of women 

academics as they navigated and negotiated their belonging in the university.  

This paper forms part of a larger project on higher education transformation and 

decolonisation that was a research hub for academics and postgraduate students in a research-

intensive university, in South Africa. In this project, we explored different aspects of 

institutional cultures in a South African higher education institution, ranging from Black 

early career academics’ (ECAs) experiences, Black women academics’ negotiation of entry 

and success at university, the growing massification in higher education, decolonising the 

curricula, and the complex student/staff challenges of the emergency remote teaching and its 

implication for transforming the higher education sector. We obtained the necessary ethical 

clearance (Ethical clearance number HSS/0240/019) as well as gatekeeper permissions. We 

also provided, both in writing and in digital/audio recordings, informed consent from the 

research participants who took part in this paper. All names used below are pseudonyms. 
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It is also important to be self-reflexive about our own positionality in the research, as well as 

the research power dynamics that may be involved. The first author was a former staff 

member in the data generation site. This made it convenient to access, not only the research 

site, but also willing research participants who did not decline when invited to take part in the 

study because of the prior relationships, access, trust, and collegiality between them and one 

of the authors. This meant that the positionality of one of the two authors of this paper played 

an instrumental role in aiding us to generate data more easily than it would have been for 

outsiders. In an earlier research article (Hlatshwayo, 2019), the first author of this paper 

proposed two types of positionalities that we should contend with when it comes to 

educational research, namely, 1) physical positionality in relation to 

location/geography/physical standing of the researchers, and 2) epistemic positionality in 

relation to one’s scholarly or intellectual standing in relation to what is being researched. In 

this paper, the epistemic positionality largely speaks to our interests as decolonial scholars 

who see and read higher education in South Africa as an imperial, colonial, apartheid, and 

hetero-patriarchal institution. Therefore, exploring and theorising Black women academics’ 

experiences fundamentally helps the pursuit of the transformation agenda in the sector.  

In this paper, data were analysed in two ways. Firstly, we adopted a thematic analysis in an 

effort to transcribe the data ourselves, reread the transcripts to gain familiarity and in-depth 

understanding, code it, and create themes (Darbyshire & Baker, 2012; Kilgore, 2017; Peel, 

2020). Secondly, we relied on intersectionality to theorise the data and to see to what extent 

the findings could be broadly reflective of the issues of power, marginality, and intersectional 

forms of oppression for women academics. We now turn to the findings and discussions of 

the paper.  

The findings and discussions  

The findings in this paper are divided into two sets of themes that emerged from the data, that 

is, 1) the idea of being an accidental academic for Black women academics, and 2) the crucial 

role played by formal and informal mentoring in the success of Black women academics.  

The accidental academics  

In her paper, “The Theatrical and the Accidental Academic: An Autoethnographic Case 

Study,” Jo Franklin (2019) wrote about herself as an accidental academic who had not 

originally intended to become an academic. She was only interested in theatre and the 

performance arts. Through the use of autoethnographic research, she theorised her own 

existential insecurities and academic imposter syndrome as largely emanating from feeling 

that she was a perpetual outsider, forever dislocated, and dispossessed from the academy. A 

large number of our research participants expressed similar thoughts—that they had not 

originally intended to become academics. For most of them, their frustration with basic 

education had forced them to apply for jobs outside of schooling, with most of them landing 

in university accidentally, and ultimately deciding to stay. Thembi and Mandlakazi narrated: 
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I would be very honest with you. I didn’t choose to be an academic. I just applied for 

a job. It was not my intention to become an academic or what. I just saw a job and 

wanted a change of scenario from the Department of Education, with its frustrations, 

to a different environment. So, I didn’t aspire to be an academic whatsoever. I just 

find my way. I’m learning to be an academic and I am still adapting. (Interview, 

Thembi)  

Let me say, I just happen to land in the academia by chance or by default. I was in 

basic education for several years, but the thing is, I was studying. So, you know, 

when, I don’t know if you have taught in basic education. With basic education, there 

is nothing much about studying, you know. They are not really interested in you 

studying in terms of career growth. So, at some stage when I submitted one of my 

completed degree certificates, you know, for cash back. And then they told me that, 

you see, this is the last time we are giving you cash. For any qualification that you 

will do now, you won’t get anything. So, I was like okay, and at that time, I was 

studying again. (Interview, Mandlakazi). 

Thembi and Mandlakazi commented on how their entry and access to higher education in a 

South African institution was largely accidental in that they did not purposively plan to be 

academics. This is largely reflective of the broader literature on Black academics—how they 

either changed jobs to head on into higher education or, alternatively, stayed in university 

through various student and part-time employment contract posts (see, for example, Blell et 

al., 2022; Muradoglu et al., 2022; Vohlídalová, 2021). Thembi above, who was still “learning 

to be an academic,” reflected Franklin’s (2019) deliberative term of emerging academic to 

denote the struggles that women academics have to navigate and negotiate in order to find 

themselves and their places in the university. For Mbali, another research participant, what 

inspired her to become an academic was seeing a red doctoral gown during the graduation 

ceremonies. That triggered Mbali to stay in the academy, and to pursue a career in higher 

education: 

I came into higher education as a student and the plan was to just get a degree and go 

but in my first year, I heard that people who sing at a choir boom into graduation 

ceremonies. Then I said, although I can’t sing but I need to be in a choir now so that I 

will be able to see what happens there. So, I joined the choir because of that. While I 

was there, there were a lot of black gowns, I think there was only one red, and I was 

like “How come we have so many black and only one red?” So, I fell in love with that 

gown. I said, Oh! Okay so, black is for everyone so now I just need to have the red 

one mmmmh. But I didn’t know that by pursuing the red gown now it will lead me 

into higher education in becoming an academic.  

One can deduce that Mbali’s experience of being inspired by the choir, the singing, and the 

beautiful red grown was symbolic of Vincent’s (2015) new materialism argument that 

objects, pictures, floors, and buildings, among others—together with our bodies—have 

agency, and collectively shape and affect us. Taking this idea further, the choir, buildings, 

graduation ceremony, the beautiful bright red grown, all had a material effect on Mbali’s 



176    Journal of Education, No. 92, 2023 

 

decision to stay on and become an academic. Decolonial scholars often see and recognise 

these as imperial and colonial architectures (Heleta, 2016, 2018) and, for Mbali, it was the 

very same materiality that made her decide to stay in the academy and pursue a career in 

higher education.  

Another important theme that came from the data was around the importance of formal and 

informal networks and connections of mentoring in the academy, and the role they played in 

helping Black women academics navigate their belonging and success in university. We now 

turn to this theme.  

Formal and informal mentoring  

For the Black women academics who took part in this study, mentoring (both formal and 

informal) played a significant role in helping them access and, to some extent, succeed at 

university. Mentors, who are often Black academics themselves, are instrumental in the 

growth and progress of Black women ECAs who are often new to academia and 

overwhelmed by the challenges such as an intensive teaching load, the neoliberal demands of 

publishing, starting a community engagement project, or being able to supervise postgraduate 

students effectively and successfully. For Nandipha, her ECA journey was relatively 

enjoyable and productive because of how her mentor helped her with teaching, research, and 

even conference presentations.  

When I completed my master’s and I was going to start my PhD, my supervisor was 

my mentor, right. She has been like, even when it comes to teaching, she was my 

mentor there. She was there. She let me observe her lectures. She showed me the 

channels where I can get help, how to assess, how to teach in a university . . . so, to 

navigate. Even in research, you know how, like a student, you are not sure about 

something. I could always go to her and ask. I am always curious. I had questions 

related to research and she was willing to answer me, my go-to person. Even in my 

first conference, she was there, like how to write an abstract, presenting, and 

progression of the presentation. Because she had been to conferences.  

For Nandipha, her mentor became her social capital network and connection that allowed her 

to navigate the challenges of teaching and learning, how to cope with the demands of 

master’s, doctorate, as well as delivering a conference presentation. Pithouse-Morgan et al. 

(2016) remind us that ECAs are often left to “sink or swim” in the university. And Miller 

(2014) conceded that senior academics, who themselves may have been left alone to navigate 

the difficult terrains of academia, could very well be testing ECAs’ ability to survive the 

challenges of higher education. It was Hollywood et al. (2020) and Bosanquet et al. (2017) 

who revealed how ECAs’ workload is often disturbingly too high, resulting in them feeling 

shattered, stressed, swamped, and constantly feeling under pressure to perform—and yet so 

unable to. For Nandipha, the support, mentoring, and care she received from her mentor 

enabled her to avoid such pitfalls and challenges in her academic life. For another research 

participant, Sinenhlanhla, it was the recognition, and being seen by one of the academic staff 
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members in the department, that made a difference for her academic career and gave her an 

opportunity to tutor and to teach at university:  

I remember it was Dr X who said, “you have a potential, so you should come and 

teach here in education studies.” I went to teach in Ed studies, and I have been 

lecturing since 2013 till up until today, I’ve never stopped. . . . Because I was called in 

by Dr X, I stuck to him. So, I wanted to understand how he taught in class because 

everybody was raving about this man. He is such a human being. He understands us 

as students. . . . He is passionate and he understands where each person is coming 

from. 

In “Ubuntu Philosophy and the Gender Crisis Within South Africa’s Higher Education 

Sector,” Nyoni and Agbaje (2022) wrote about women academics’ experiences grappling 

with the deeply entrenched prejudicial hegemonic patriarchal practices in higher education. 

Often insidious, implicit, assumed, and taken for granted, these sexist, heteronormative, and 

patriarchal tendencies often present themselves through inside jokes, departmental traditions, 

doubting the competence/calibre/performance of the women academics, and other forms of 

gender harassment and discrimination (Nyoni & Agbaje, 2022). These concerns were also 

reflected on, and theorised by, feminist intellectual Donaldson (2015) in her chapter titled, 

“What About the Queers? The Institutional Culture of Heteronormativity and its Implications 

for Queer Staff and Students.” There, Donaldson (2015) argued that universities are 

heteronormative spaces that tend to marginalise and ostracise non-normative genders and 

sexualities, with this exclusion presenting itself through various institutional policies, 

curricula, practices, and traditions that continue to show that those who do not conform to 

hegemonic gender and sexual identities end up being excluded. For the Black women 

academics who took part in this study, the implicit and insidious gender-based harassment 

and patriarchal practices were also apparent through “mentoring” and “support” from a large 

number of mentors who were male colleagues who often make them feel uncomfortable. 

Mbali comments below on how she was often made to feel uncomfortable by male academic 

mentors, especially in the manner in which they spoke to her, touched her, and monitored her 

behaviour on campus. This was similar to how she was treated by the male security staff on 

campus as well as her male students:  

Those things would be making you feel uncomfortable because sometimes like okay, 

I do need the help, but I don’t like the way that you are touching me. Am I supposed 

to speak up or if I do speak up, what is going to happen to our working relationship? 

So, I need to tread carefully to say that I don’t upset you, at the same time I am 

feeling uncomfortable; and then you get the same vibe from the security guards as you 

are entering campus. They are friendly, others are even at some point like, “your car is 

dirty. Can we wash your car?” So, you wonder if your male colleagues are getting the 

same treatment. Others would be delivering fruits to your office but then you wonder 

how you know that I’m in my office now for you to be able to deliver fruits? So, now 

am I under surveillance when I’m on campus? Then, you get students too, who as 

especially as a young academic, who are behaving in a strange manner. You can’t tell 
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for real to put your hand on it, to put your feet down, asking myself, “Is he hitting on 

me or it’s just me?”  

Mbali’s comments on existential tensions in grappling with, and responding to, the sexual 

harassment, surveillance, and mentoring that she was subjected to, talks to the intersectional 

complexities of mentoring for women academics, and how that is often a site for power, 

harassment, discrimination, and abuse. For Mbali, this became an existential crisis because 

she did not know whether she was overthinking things, whether she was really feeling that 

discomfort, and what the possibilities might be if she articulated her frustrations and reported 

them to the university.  

In a paper titled, “Mentoring, Sexual Harassment, and Black Women Academics,” Brown 

(2019) wrote about male colleagues asking her if she wanted to be mentored. This often 

resulted in the following:  

Invitations to talk were often located at off-campus bars. In hindsight, these Black 

male would-be mentors wanted to be as far away from the watchful eye of the 

university personnel and used the guise that they could only be free to speak their 

minds and offer sage advice off campus. (Brown, 2019, p. 167) 

These mentoring sessions become sexual sites for predators to hunt, isolate, and prey on 

Black women academics. Often under the operational discourse of “sistahs understand the 

culture and the plight of being a Black man on a majority-white campus,” these male 

colleagues use the progressive language of Black radical solidarity to recruit, pursue, hunt, 

and prey on Black women academics, knowing that Black solidarity could potentially save 

and shield them from scrutiny, blame, and accountability. There are a number of implications 

for this gender harassment, exclusion, and oppression. Firstly, it corrupts and undermines the 

very purpose of mentoring, especially for Black ECAs struggling to negotiate their entry, 

access, and success at university. Secondly, it creates a perpetual system of self-doubt, self-

policing, and self-monitoring for Black women academics who eventually become the typical 

“angry Black women” in academia, who do not have the needed support and protection. 

Thirdly, it maintains and reinforces higher education, as Donaldson (2015) correctly 

diagnosed it, as a heteronormative and patriarchal space that protects sexual predators who 

prey on the vulnerable without accountability. We now turn to a theoretical discussion of the 

findings. 

Returning to intersectionality . . . 

As mentioned earlier, Collins (2019) suggested that there are at least four overlapping 

intersectional and interconnected domains of power that operate in our lives, that is, the 

structural domain, the cultural domain, disciplinary domain, and the interpersonal domain. In 

this paper, the structural domain includes the university, departments, offices, and other 

institutions in higher education that serve as imperial/colonial/apartheid inventions that 

continue to render Black women academics (and students) as non-beings who do not possess 

“the right kind” of ontological and epistemic orientation to be recognised as (legitimate) 
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human beings in the academy. Heleta’s (2016), Ndlovu-Gatsheni’s (2018), and Kumalo’s 

(2018) argument remains valid, that the university in South Africa is a colonial outpost 

reflecting nothing of the local, indigenous communities who live, breathe, and walk the land. 

In the cultural domains, and in relation to this paper, we see two things. Firstly, we see the 

growing communities of practice (Bolisani et al., 2020; Ching, 2021; Ulla & Perales, 2021) 

amongst both senior and junior academics through formal and informal networks that are 

meant to help ECAs negotiate their entry, access, and success in higher education. These 

networks (what could be seen as rich and well-resourced social capital networks and 

connections) are instrumental to the growth, development, and progress of Black women 

academics because they help them manage teaching and learning, research, and conference 

presentations. Although Six (1997), Tonts (2005), and Huschke (2014) cautioned against 

informal networks and connections as being fragile, unstable, unreliable, and unsustainable in 

that they tend not to provide the right kind of information, protection, and safety, our 

participants revealed that they largely benefited from these informal networks because they 

allowed them to choose their own mentors who knew, saw, and understood them.  

Furthermore, the cultural domains, together with the disciplinary and interpersonal domains, 

seem to align to produce new forms of marginality for Black women academics in relation to 

the ever-prevailing and deeply ingrained or institutionalised heteronormative and patriarchal 

structures in higher education that continue to oppress, alienate, and colonise them. Failure to 

tackle these heteronormative, patriarchal, and predatory practices through the disciplinary 

domains will render any meaningful attempts at decolonial and transformative interventions 

in higher education void.  

In lieu of a conclusion  

The public university in South Africa continues to struggle to respond adequately and 

systematically to the growing calls for transformation and decolonisation in the sector. 

Largely shaped and impacted by two movements, that is, the #FeesMustFall and 

#RhodesMustFall protests of 2015–2016, as well as the emergent Covid-19 pandemic in 

March 2020, the university in South Africa remains an untransformed colonial outpost. In 

this paper, we have explored and theorised Black women academics’ experiences at 

university. Through the use of a qualitative interpretivist case study, the findings of the paper 

reveal that Black women academics tend to be accidental academics whose journey into 

academia has been characterised by career breaks, resulting in later return to a career in 

higher education. The second finding reveals the important role played by both formal and 

informal networks in the growth, development, and success of Black women academics in 

higher education, with senior academics often mentoring Black ECAs to cope with their 

teaching and learning, research, and conference presentation commitments. Perhaps more 

troubling for us, Black women academics have to navigate and negotiate the patriarchal, 

sexist, and gender-based harassment that often presents itself through mentoring and support. 

This predatory behaviour is often designed to hunt, prey upon, and take advantage of Black 

ECAs. The behaviour results in Black ECAs constantly and existentially questioning 
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themselves and wondering to whether they can report such behaviour, and the implications 

that might have for their employment, safety, and working conditions.  

Thus, based on the above discussions, we recommend that higher education institutions enact 

formalised mentoring support systems for Black ECAs to ensure that such forums have 

monitoring and accountability mechanisms. These could be built into promotions policies to 

incentivise senior academics into playing an active role in such institutional programmes. 

Furthermore, gender-based discrimination, harassment, and predatory behaviour are real for 

ECAs. Universities should put better systems in place to make sure that academics can 

anonymously and confidently report such incidences without repercussions for them or their 

well-being. Finally, higher education institutions remain heteronormative spaces that exist on 

the racial, gender, and sexual differences (Donaldson, 2015). This is indicative of the racist, 

sexist, patriarchal, and classist forms of abuse that Black academics continue to experience in 

higher education. Decolonial scholars who are rethinking, reimagining, and reconsidering the 

public university in the Global South can help us to consider what an inclusive, socially just, 

democratic, and non-heteronormative university might look like for us. Many of these 

decolonial conversations often have the gender question missing from them. Future research 

could help us think through how the decolonial university, or what Mbembe (2016) called the 

pluriversity, might look and feel like for all the different modes of being, seeing, and living in 

the academy.  
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