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Abstract

Black women face oppression in various fields but research indicates that black
women in the science, technology, mathematics and engineering (STEM)
fields face even more scrutiny. Black women belong to two oppressed groups
—black and women — and therefore face discrimination on multiple levels. This
article, underpinned by the theory of intersectionality, explores ten black
female postgraduate science students’ experiences and understandings of their
intersectional identities, and interrogates the implications of their views in this
era of women’s rights and feminism. Interviews with the students focused on
their experiences in their degree, knowledge of their intersectional identities,
and understandings of their professional career trajectory and was analysed
gualitatively. The study found that these students were a bi-product of their
schooling socialization and the influence of their science discipline, prompting
the authors to question whether transformation is occurring in higher education
in South Africa or if classism is now the new ‘racism’. Further, the implications
of entering the workplace, whilst holding outdated patriarchal views, are
interrogated.
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Introduction
Black women face multiple oppressions, including those of race, gender,
culture, and class, which make their identities intersectional. Literature has
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shown that black women in traditionally white male-dominated fields are
discriminated against based on their race or gender, or the combination of both,
and their intersectional identities have a direct impact on their progression, or
lack thereof, in their professions (Archie, Kogan & Laursen 2015; Ayre, Mills
& Gill 2013; Carlone & Johnson 2007; Glass, Sassler, Levitte & Michelmore
2013; Hunt 2016). Despite a long history of obstacles facing black women in
South Africa, together with instances of overcoming them, there is a
phenomenon occurring at a university in South Africa, where black, female
postgraduate science students appear unaware and dismissive of their
intersectional identities and the impact those identities will have on their career
trajectories.

Existing literature has focused on black men and their experiences in
white male-dominated disciplines (Gasman, Nguyen, Conrad, Lundberg &
Commodore 2016; McGowan, Palmer, Wood & Hibbler 2016; Roach 2001;
Noguera 2003), and there is limited literature (Hirshfield & Joseph 2012;
Liccardo 2015) which is dedicated to researching black women’s experiences
in high stakes disciplines, such as science. In addition, while much research
has been conducted in America (Blickenstaff 2005; Carlone & Johnson 2007;
De Welde & Laursen 2011; Ong 2005), there is a deficiency of studies in South
Africa on black South African women scientists.

Women scientists have attracted attention from researchers in different
fields such as psychology (Ayre et al. 2013; Legewie & DiPrete 2014; Archie
et al. 2015), social culture (Archer, Dewitt & Osborne 2015; Charleston,
George, Jackson, Berhanu & Amechui 2014), education (Brand, Glasson &
Green 2006; Fordham 1993; Wilson & King 2016), and science (Figueroa &
Hurtado 2013; Grossman & Porche 2013; Johnson 2007). Some studies have
focused on: the reasons why women are not pursuing careers in science; girls’
negative attitudes towards science; the absence of women scientist role models;
the pedagogy of the science disciplines which privileges male students; the
hostile climate for women in science classes; the cultural pressure on women
to conform to traditional gender roles (Blickenstaff 2005).

This article explores why black female postgraduate science students
in a South African university deny their intersectional identities, which could
have an impact on their career trajectories in their science career. The article
delves into ten students’ understandings of their intersectional identities, and
the implications of holding outdated patriarchal views in this era of women’s
rights and feminism. The authors question how transformation may be claimed
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by the institution if only certain students from particular schooling back-
grounds are permitted into science postgraduate programmes. The findings
lead the authors to question if classism is the new ‘racism’ in South African
higher education.

Theoretical Framework

Anti-racist theories largely focus on black men (Crenshaw 1991; Hill Collins
2000) whilst anti-sexist discourses generally focus on white women (Crenshaw
1991; Evans-Winter & Esposito 2010; Smith 2013), and both discourses often
ignore black women and their unique identity of being members of more than
one marginalized group. Feminism is only prefixed by ‘white’ when it is being
problematized such that feminism pertains to white middle-class women and
as such it is universalized (Young 2000). McCall (2005) states that it is
impossible to understand a black women’s experience from studies of gender
combined with studies of race because the former focuses on white women and
the latter on black men. Thus, there are theories that, while useful in parts, do
not truly reflect African women’s realities.

This paper uses intersectionality as a theoretical grounding, with a
clear acknowledgement of its western origin and the complexities of
intersectionality that often make it difficult to identify whether race, gender or
class are being privileged (Young 2000). As a concept, intersectionality is
ambiguous and open-ended, as new intersections, connections, and previously
hidden exclusions become known. By ‘asking another question’, you may tease
out linkages between additional categories, explore the consequences for
relations of power, and decide whether you need to ask yet other questions
(Davis 2008).

While the term intersectionality was coined by critical race theorist,
Crenshaw in 1989, the concept has been around for some time (Jordon-Zachery
2007). Crenshaw (1994) used intersectionality to call attention to how the
intersection of race, gender and class result in injustice for black women,
through what Hill Collins (1990: 221) calls the ‘matrix of domination’.
Intersectional paradigms remind us that ‘oppression cannot be reduced to one
fundamental type, and that oppressions work together in producing injustice’
(Hill Collins 2009: 21). For example, men and women can experience racism
differently, just as women of different races can experience sexism differently
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(Gillborn 2015). Cho et al. (2013: 799) argued that, ‘What makes an analysis
intersectional is the way of thinking about the problem of sameness and
difference and its relation to power’. Evans-Winter and Esposito (2010) attest
that the intersection of race, class and gender yield unique experiences for
women of African descent, and Young (2000: 54) points out that black
women’s gender is constituted and ‘represented differently according to [their]
differential locations within the global relations of power’.

Feminist theorists have debated for years about the categories of
intersectionality — should it focus on theorizing identity and uncovering
vulnerabilities and exclusions, or should it be a source of empowerment (Davis
2008). Other theorists (Ludwig 2006; Knapp 1999; Skeggs 1997) have argued
that the endless proliferation of differences makes intersectionality weak.
However, Davis (2008) contends that the ambiguity and incompleteness of the
theory allows it to thrive.

The authors of this article recognise the need to apply intersectionality
historically and geographically to the South African context, by noting that in
the African context, black women might have to battle their African® culture
as a form of oppression. Culture forms our beliefs and we perceive the reality
that it manifests (AnzaldGa 1987). Dominant paradigms, predefined concepts
that exist as unquestionable and unchallengeable, are transmitted to us through
culture. Culture is made by those in power, usually men (Anzaldla 1987,
Mkhize 2011). While men make the rules, the women transmit them
(Anzaldua, 1987). This is especially prevalent in African culture, where
women are the main agents of cultural inculcation, and where it is mainly
women who in the end, perpetuate culture — more so than men. The authors of
this article recognise intersectionality as integrating culture as a level of
oppression experienced by South African black women who are often passive
reproducers of culture based on their position within their families (Young
2000). Ultimately, patriarchy is a global factor that affects girls, especially
black girls (Makunga 2017). Thus the authors acknowledge the complexities
when using an intersectional lens, and this study attempts to add to the
literature by adding a different context, and expanding the theory by
highlighting the experiences of black female postgraduate science students and
their intersectional identities in a traditionally white male dominated field.

1 African culture in this paper means Nguni culture which includes isiZulu,
isiXhosa and Ndebele cultures and traditions.
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Literature Review

This section considers how gender is constructed both generally and
specifically in science. It then unpacks issues of transformation at South
African universities.

Constructions of Gender, and Gender in Science

According to Gasant (2011), gender is the social and cultural differentiation of
the sexes, which changes as the demands of society change. The construction
of gender is dependent on intersectional social variables such as race, ethnicity,
religion, class, and language (Gasant 2011). Forms of intersectionality create
unique situations of disadvantage and marginalization, such as women
continuing to be discriminated against in terms of earning power in
professions, despite having the same level of education, skill and productivity
as men (Shields 2008). Thus, gender constructs and maintains the subor-
dination of women to men, across time and culture (Lorber 1994). Makunga
(2017), who conducted research on gender and perceptions of science as a field
of study in South Africa, found that children’s ideas about gender and their
intellectual capacities are formed by the age of six. This implies that being
advantaged offers more than avoidance of disadvantage or oppression. It
actually opens up access to rewards, status and opportunities unavailable to
other intersections.

In South Africa, black women are oppressed as well as ‘advantaged’
in terms of affirmative action policies (Liccardo 2015). The history of Black
women in South Africa as initiators in the transformation of South African
society and culture recognises that they are not mere marginal, nameless by-
standers. They have been in involved in the resistance and fight for democracy
in South Africa on many fronts including, among others, their involvement in
the Women’s March of 1956 to protest the introduction of Apartheid Pass Laws
for women and to advocate for women’s basic human rights; the anti-pass
Sharpeville protests of 1960; and the Soweto Uprising of 1976 against unequal,
unjust educational policies. Black women in South Africa fought for
community and human rights against an oppressive regime, alongside men,
and continue to fight for these rights, including gender equality, today.

In terms of science and science-related fields, there have been a
number of undergraduate and postgraduate programmes in recent years that
encourage women to enrol for STEM (science, technology, engineering and
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mathematics) subjects (Makunga 2017). While there are, more or less, equal
numbers of males to females entering undergraduate science-based degrees, at
the postgraduate level, men outnumber women in science-based degrees
(Makunga 2017). Makunga (2017) suggests that role-models may be important
to serve as mentors to young female STEM graduates and provide a supportive
network to ward off women scientists’ feelings of being isolated and
underrepresented in their STEM fields. However, Makunga warns that
mentorship should be a personal, not mandatory, choice, as there never should
be a suggestion that women need more help than men need to succeed. In
science, structural obstacles such as sexism and androcentrism are the real
causes of the marginalisation of women (Harding 1991). Feminist critics note
that the manner in which science is done needs to change, not only to promote
more women in science, but also to question and challenge the logic and
foundations of science as a discipline, a discipline that gives science a male
image (Gasant 2011).

Makunga (2017) suggests possible solutions to the underre-
presentation of women, especially black women, in science should include the
media representing and highlighting black women scientists to counter the
stereotypical image of a white man being a scientist. Society, too, could counter
stereotypical images of women who want to pursue science as a discipline
and/or career. Gasant (2011) notes, that education is a site where the
reproduction and legitimisation of normative gender roles and power ine-
gualities are reflected in society.

Women in science assume risks for crossing familiar, comfortable
gender boundaries (Ong 2005). According to Ong (2005), appearance has an
immediate and powerful effect on perceptions, and ‘acting like a man’ can
carry high risks and does not always lead to greater acceptance, since women
are subjected to, and judged by, both standards of femininity and standards of
scientific competence. A woman who is very ‘feminine’ is viewed as less
competent and a woman who is ‘masculine’ is seen as unnatural and deviant.
The ‘masculine’ woman typifies the schema for the successful professional,
but does not match the schema for women (Ong 2005: 594). A women’s
gendered appearance is used as a cue about her career in a way that a man’s
gendered appearance is not (Banchefsky, Westfall, Park & Judd 2016). Studies
in engineering (Cadaret, Hartung, Subich & Weigold 2017; Hunt 2016;
McGee, White, Jenkins & Smith 2016) also echo the same sentiments
pertaining to appearance and femininity.

254



Black Female Post-graduate Science Students’ Intersectional Identities

Yet, black women are sought-after in the STEM fields because they
belong to two marginalized groups, race and gender. For transformation goals,
they are paraded as symbols of transformation that are coveted, especially in
traditionally white-male dominated fields (Liccardo 2015). However,
according to BusinessTech (2016), white male professionals out-earn their
female counterparts by 42% and black male professionals out earn their female
counterparts by 17% (BusinessTech 2016: 1). Even though black women are
actively recruited, they are still discriminated against as they continue to earn
less than white women and black men (Liccardo 2015). If science continues to
be dominated economically by white males, it sends a message to young
aspiring black female scientists that the science field is not for them.

In terms of the transformation of the science field, Williams (2015)
notes that there is a misconception that filling the science pipeline with people
of colour will transform the system. On a practical level, the way science is
taught, how it is taught, and by whom, all play a role. In the South African
context, which is characterised by a history of gender and racial discrimination,
the authors of this article reflect on why black female postgraduate science
students at a South African university do not acknowledge such discrimination
and deny their intersectional identities. Within this context, the authors
consider the influences of intersectionality on science, which needs to be
viewed against a history of racial segregation, social engineering, and power
relations stemming from pre-democracy apartheid policies and socio-
economic factors (Gasant 2011).

Transformation in South African Universities

In apartheid South Africa, the schooling system and higher education policy
framework were shaped along racial lines. The Bantu Education Act (Act 47
of 1953) provided black students with an inferior education whilst privileging
white students. The Extension of University Act (Act 45 of 1959) made it
illegal for blacks to enrol at ‘whites only’ universities in South Africa. If black
students wanted to attend a ‘white’ university, they applied for permission from
the Minister of Education who decided on the granting of a permit. The
Minister of Education during the apartheid era refused to grant permits to black
students seeking to enrol in engineering, science, medicine, law and
accounting, on the basis that there were no prospects of employment for them
(Gordon 1981; Harrison 1981). The dawn of a democratic South Africa saw
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the change from overt racism to covert racism in the higher education
landscape in terms of who is able to access such education.

In the present study, the university, in which the study is located, has
a transformation charter, the objectives of which are to promote African
scholarship, free from discrimination based on race, gender, ethnicity, religion
and class. However, the black female students were from a particular
advantaged socio-economic class, which was evidenced from all of them
having attended former ‘Model C’ (formerly white, better resourced, and more
expensive schools) or Private (privately owned and run and expensive to
attend) schools. It is highly probable that they have been socialized into a
middle to upper-middle class schooling. These students come from an
‘advantaged’ socioeconomic background, highlighting a flaw in the
university’s goals of transformation. It begs questions such as: What kind of
transformation is occurring? Is this real transformation or ‘window-dressing’?
Is this form of transformation a new type of discrimination based on class?
These and other questions will be considered as the implications of the study
are considered.

Class, a category of intersectionality, may be used as a form of
oppression; individuals may be oppressed due to their race, gender, or
ethnicity, but if they belong to the middle to upper classes, they have access to
certain privileges they ordinarily would be denied if they did not belong to that
class. In addition, Makgoba and Seepe (2004) argue that South African
universities require institutional transformation that will provide for the
production of knowledge that recognises and critically engages with the
African condition as historical. Further, Odora Hoppers (2005: 8) highlights
that “...indigenous knowledge is marginalised, denigrated....this systematic
subjugation has given rise to cultural racism...while promoting a denial of
identity, epistemological disenfranchisement and the strategic disempower-
ment of African people and communities’.

Research Methodology & Methods

This study, which emerged from a larger project, employs a qualitative
research methodology within a critical framework. Qualitative research is
characterised by an emphasis on rich description, understanding and
explanation of complex phenomena (Creswell 2009). A critical framework is
a communal process involving the presentation of the participants’ realities
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from their own viewpoints, the role of the researcher as a co-creator of meaning
and the types of knowledge frameworks or discourses informing that particular
society (Henning, Vans Rensburg & Smith 2004). This communal process is
in line with the focus of this study, which is to gain a deeper understanding of
the denial of intersectional identities of black female postgraduate science
students. A critical framework was appropriate for this study because of the
understanding that within a critical approach, there is more than one truth and
this framework encourages people to be more critical of their reality and could
empower them to change their environment.

Reflexivity of the Researcher

Reflexivity can make the researcher more aware of asymmetrical or
exploitative relationships but it cannot remove them. As such, England (1994)
stresses that as researchers we need to locate ourselves in our work and reflect
on how our location influences the questions we ask, how we conduct our
research, and how we write our research (England 1994). The primary
researcher, as a young, educated, black, woman was aware of her positionality.
The participants may have found many similarities with the primary author and
therefore may have been willing and open to give truthful answers as opposed
to if the researcher was of a different gender or race. Commonality may also
have its limitations such as perhaps stating what the participants think the
researcher wants to hear or by being more agreeable.

Sampling

The study began through access to one black female masters science student
being interviewed, which then led to snowball sampling, because participants
would recommend other potential participants, thus growing the sample
(Creswell 2009). There were ten participants included two PhD students, six
Masters Students and two Honours students. The researcher had access to one
science laboratory at the university and used snowballing sampling by
interviewing students who utilized that laboratory. Snowball sampling proved
both convenient and time-saving. It was convenient because the researcher had
access to that laboratory through a student who utilized it, and the students who
used the laboratory were interested in participating in the study. Thus, the
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researcher did not actively recruit the students; the students volunteered their
participation. The students were all African students and their ages ranged from
twenty-four to thirty-five. All the students went to former Model C or Private
schools. Of the ten students, three came from lower socio-economic
backgrounds, but had attained scholarships to attend private schools. The
students signed an informed consent form, which guaranteed confidentiality,
anonymity, and choice to participate, and full ethical clearance was obtained.
Participant’s names and identities were replaced with pseudonyms to enable
anonymity.

Methods of Data Generation

The researcher employed in-depth interviews over a period of six months in
order to elicit rich qualitative data. Open-ended interview questions enabled
the participants to reflect on and give detailed accounts of their secondary
schooling and university studies. The questions began by asking about their
biographical information, how they became interested in science, what they
understood about their intersectional identities, and if those identities would
affect their career progressions or not. The interviews, which were recorded
using a tape recorder, were transcribed manually? and responses were analysed
thematically.

Analysis

Thematic analysis was used in this study. Thematic analysis incorporates
methods that may be independent of theory and epistemology, and may be
applied across a range of theoretical and epistemological approaches (Aronson
1995; Braun & Clarke 2006; Hammersley 2015). This form of analysis is able

2 This process involves the researcher taking voluminous amounts of
information, reducing it to certain patterns, categories or themes, and then
interpreting this information by using some schema. Creswell calls this
‘decontexualization’ and ‘recontextualization’. This process results in a
‘higher level’ analysis ‘while much work in the analysis process consists of
‘taking apart’ (for instance, into smaller pieces) the final goal is the emergence
of a larger, consolidated picture’ (Creswell 2009: 154).
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to provide rich, detailed and complex accounts of data (Braun & Clarke 2006;
Aronson 1995). Thematic analysis was useful for the study because it helped
to identify themes that would have been meaningless if read alone.
Interrogating the data further presented new sub-themes that the researcher did
not initially think would occur.

Limitations

As resourceful as in-depth interviews are however, they can also be limiting in
the sense that the respondents’ verbal answers to questions may actually be
different from what they practice in reality. The researcher attempted to
overcome this limitation by engaging with the participants and probing further
into their answers to elicit hidden meanings and to gain clarity into their
answers to ascertain it they were truly what they had meant or if they were
implied.

Validity

The findings were verified by the participants and some participants, after
further engagement, reassessed their initial answers and added other
information, which they had initially considered irrelevant or insignificant. The
participants were debriefed by prolonged engagement and discussions about
the findings. The findings were potentially transferable because there is enough
thick description of the findings to engage in further probing. The findings are
considered dependable because the researcher kept a credible audit of the
processes used and the techniques utilized.

Discussion of Findings
While many themes emerged from the data, this article focusses on four main
themes.

Biological Identity vs. Professional Identity

I went to a private all girls’ school and we were taught that if you
wanted to be anything from a theoretical physicist astronaut,
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professional tennis player or a housewife, you could do it regardless
of your race and certainly not your gender. We were taught you could
do anything a man can do, so do not let your race or gender hinder
you in reaching for the moon because you could land on a star.
(Honours Student 1)

The honours student raises a point that is salient in multicultural private
schools. The student is ‘born free’ meaning, she was born after South Africa
became a democracy and the whole country was embracing the so-called
‘Rainbow Nation’ of unity in diversity. The student also highlights that she
was from an upper social class in that she attended a private school and had the
very best resources at her disposal. The student remembers that they were
socialized to not give credence to their race or (more especially) gender, and
thus, in essence, ignore their intersectional identity. It appears as if the student
understood that gender might be an easier hurdle to overcome, rather than race
(certainly not your gender), somewhat of an understanding of the
pervasiveness of racial barriers. Their class socialisation made them believe
that they might accomplish anything to which they put their minds.

Class plays a pivotal role in an individual’s access to opportunities.
The fact that this student went to a private school implies that she is possibly
wealthy, and consequently, she has access to much better resources (teachers,
support systems and academic opportunities) than other students in rural and
government schools do. While such empowerment is laudable, once these girls
leave their protected, cushioned bubble of high school, the real world might
look very different. Literature (Hirshfield & Joseph 2012; Liccardo 2015;
McPherson 2017) shows that black female students face discrimination in
higher education institutions especially so in disciplines that are traditionally
white and male, such as science. Black students have to work twice as hard to
be acknowledged and are often overlooked for promotion because of their race
and gender. Black women have to fight invisible barriers constantly to progress
in the science field.

The student above appears to believe that her hard work alone will
advance her in their science career, which may be a result of her upbringing
and contextual socialization. The student may also have other experiences,
which may influence her beliefs in this individualized concept of self-belief
and hardworking being the guaranteed way to a successful career whilst
ignoring other structural and societal obstacles. Literature on the other hand
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disagrees and states that regardless of their hard work and accomplishment,
they cannot escape discrimination.

Science ldentity Foregrounded and Backgrounded

A second Honours student had initially stated that categories of race and gender
are insignificant in the science discipline but then noted that certain individuals
seem more ‘privileged’ than others. She explained:

Race and gender might be seen as petty problems but there have been
instances of ‘privilege’ in the lab. There is this white boy in our year
(Honours) and he seems to come and go as he pleases and does
whatever he wants. When | or another Indian woman are late or leave
the lab early, we are reprimanded yet the white boy is not. | don’t know
if it is because he is white or because he is male or because he is a white
male but we all know that he has ‘privileges’ (Honours Student 2).

In the above quote, the student seems aware that the white male student is
‘privileged’ but is unsure if it is because he is white or male, or both. As
intersectional theory points out that race, gender, and their combination to have
a compelling influence on behaviours, this example points out that certain
people are privileged because of their race, gender, or combination of both.
The literature cited highlighted that science is still a white male dominated field
and black women are viewed as ‘invaders’ of traditionally white spaces by
disrupting the status quo of science being white and male. Thus, the student’s
noticing of the white male’s privileges not extended to her or her female
colleagues, highlights an insidious unwelcoming message being sent by the
science department to black (both African and Indian) female students.

It becomes clear that although the student may initially have thought
that issues of race and gender are inconsequential in the science discipline,
those issues seem to be prevalent. Therefore, the data reveals that although this
student initially denied that her intersectional identity plays a role in her
science field, she is aware that certain individual’s identities seem to garner
them more privileges. Although the student initially was unaware of her
intersectional identity, by further probing, she became aware that it is because
of her intersectional identity, that she is not extended certain privileges. She
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also realises that the lack of privileges is similar to others like her (another
Indian woman), and the enjoyment of privileges is accorded to others not like
her (white male). However, the status quo, as represented in this example, is
being perpetuated by a person of authority within the science field. The status
guo appears not to be questioned overtly.

Normalizing the Abnormal

There is a rule in the lab that you are not allowed to wear skirts and
open-toe shoes. The reasons are that we work with dangerous chemicals
and they might get on the females’ legs or to exposed toes. | do not
think the rules are discriminatory because it is about safety. Just because
the females are the ones more likely to wear open-toed shoes and skirts
does not mean the rules or scientific department are sexist (Honours
Student 3).

The rule, Honours Student 3 highlights, on the surface, is benign and is
emphasized for safety reasons. It is interesting to note that the clothing items
banned from the laboratory are gender specific to females, and not necessarily
to males, and this might be recognised as obvious sexism. The clothing rule
might be a way of conditioning female scientists to adopt the masculine dress-
code in order to fit into a field that was designed for and still dominated by
men. In this field, the women are guided to adopt masculine dress, behaviour
and attitudes in order to succeed. The females have to adapt to the environment,
not the other way round. One needs to ask if there are other ways of achieving
safety in the laboratory without denying the female scientists their
individualistic dress styles. This research was solely focused on the
experiences of female students and a possible limitation to this study could be
that we did not enquire further about what the dress code was pertaining to
male students. This might have added an interesting dimension to the
complexity of the dress code in the laboratory.

The repeated use of the word rules underpins the student’s
understanding of the norm. Critical race theorists argue that racism (and the
authors add, sexism) remains hidden under the veneer of normality (Delgado
& Stefancic 2000). Literature (McGee 2016) argues that black students in
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science have to change their clothing and their sense of style to integrate and
be taken seriously in the field. According to McGee (2016), black science
students have to act upon a type of social performance where they negotiate
their racial stereotypes by changing their appearance and the way they speak
English, and mimicking white behaviours in order to situate themselves as
socially and academically acceptable.

The fact that the student does not recognise, and is not made aware of
possible structural and institutional obstacles, is problematic and may prevent
her, and others, from progressing in their science careers. At universities,
students encounter diverse people also pursuing their particular field. When
they graduate, however, especially in the sciences, they might be the only black
person or black woman in their field. When they enter spaces where the ‘norm’
is a white male and they are not, how will they be able to cope with
institutionalised forms of racism and sexism?

Rejection of Race and Experience of Race

My race or my gender or the combination of both has nothing to do with
my scientific career. | do not think in this day-and-age that such things
matter. In science, you either know how to do the experiment or not.
You’re either a scientist or not. You cannot be promoted because of
your race or your gender and are clueless about science. You get to
where you are by sheer hard work and dedication, not your
‘intersectional’ identity (PhD Student).

No, absolutely NOT! My intersectional identity has nothing to do with
my science degree. Science is a complex field, it is constantly evolving,
and you have to be on top of the changing concepts and ground-
breaking discoveries. My being a black woman has no bearing on my
career trajectory. I will succeed based on my hard work not because |
am a black woman (Masters Student).

The masters and PhD students completely deny that their race or gender will
have any impact in their science career. This contravenes the literature,
which states that gender and especially race play a pivotal role in black
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people’s advancement in science fields. Black female students in the science
fields may believe it is only their hard work and dedication to their science
career that will determine their success. However, these students might have
certain opportunities solely because they are black and women in STEM
fields. Therefore, while they deny that their intersectional identities have no
bearing on their advancement, they fail to recognise that their intersectional
identities have a direct bearing on the opportunities to which they have
access because of governmental transformation policies and programmes.

The students deny that their intersectional identity will hinder their
progress in science but it is this denial, which highlights how
intersectionality may not be complete. This denial could point to the need
for an additional category in intersectionality theory, that of a ‘professional
identity’. The students above believe their identities are those of a
professional; therefore, they cannot be prevented from advancing because
of their race or gender because they dismiss their significance in the science
field. These students refute their intersectional identities and do not believe
they have a bearing in science. The students believe that their professional
identity of doing sheer hard work, having dedication and being on top of the
changing concepts and ground-breaking discoveries will prove most
important in their career and other categories are obsolete. Thus, it might be
time to recognise how intersectionality is constantly evolving (Davis 2008)
and that an individual’s identity may not completely fit the expected mould
of the theory.

The above responses seem to suggest that the more advanced the
individuals progress in academia, the more vehemently they deny their
intersectional identities. One wonders what accounts for students buying into
an ethos of science over an understanding of an identity. Why are students at a
lower level slightly more aware of their intersectional identities? One may
surmise that perhaps, as an individual graduates into the higher levels of the
science degree, they focus solely on their work and have little contact with
other scientists. Another possible explanation could be that these students are
pushing back against the assumption that they have graduated to this level of
science based on affirmative action or any ‘special treatment’. That question is
beyond the scope of this paper but the answer deserves further probing in future
research.

Although the denial by the students of their intersectional identities
could be viewed as an ‘advantage’ in that they believe their hard work and
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dedication to their work will guarantee them successful careers, it is also a
disadvantage because the literature states that when these women enter the
workplace, they will face invisible barriers such as racism, sexism and even
classism, so their professional identities alone will not be able to shield them
from those obstacles.

Concluding Thoughts

South African universities have been progressive in trying to attain the goals
set in their transformation charters. Despite the well-intended principles,
goals and values embodied in their policy frameworks to bring about
transformation and social cohesion, some universities, because of their
institutional cultures, are not ready to accommodate issues of diversity and
appear unprepared to promote equity outcomes (Badat 2010). While
universities have been proactive in recruiting black students, especially
black female students, into disciplines known as scarce skills, such the
sciences, they need to reflect on their possible complicity in the structural
practices that marginalize underrepresented black students in science. The
authors contend that if the universities rely on the limited pipeline of private
and former model C schools to supply them with black female science
students, then they might be short-sighted.

Black female students in the STEM fields are taught white
hegemonic knowledge, which ignores oppression. They therefore
internalize this subliminal message so when oppression does occur, they
cannot view it for what it is — racism or sexism or both. They instead view
it as something inherently incompetent about them and not the oppressive
structural systems hindering their progress. Being aware of how the
interlocking systems operate and black women’s roles in those systems
would be a transformative learning experience (Mclntosh 1995).

Pierce (1995) argues that racism has transformed from the overt,
blatant forms of discrimination of the past to the covert, subliminal, racial
macroaggression of today. The reality is that regardless of their hard work and
accomplishments, these black women will need to negotiate their careers
within the barbed world of racism and sexism in a white male-dominated field.
Yet, many appear not to know the reality of the glass ceilings of white male-
dominated fields, and are definitely not being prepared for it. The authors
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believe it is important that these young women, and the generations that follow,
are aware of the glass ceilings and institutional oppressions that they will face
so that they will have the necessary tools to overcome such obstacles. Denying
their intersectional identities could be disempowering, and perhaps the
universities preparing them, should recognise such and actively engage in true
transformation.
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