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Black Girl Magic — does it 
have a place in the workplace?
by Dr Phumzile Mmope

The advancement of professional black women continuing to be a priority has made it possible 
for these women to move beyond the racialised and patriarchal constraints that subjected all 
women to a subordinated status, onto a path towards positions of leadership. The rationale 
for continuing gender equality initiatives and women’s empowerment in the workplace has 
progressed from meeting diversity quotas in order to comply with statutory requirements 
towards promoting women’s economic development. 

Based on empirical research, several authors have concluded that, while an increasing number of women of colour 
occupy leadership roles in the workplace, they continue to be confronted by challenges1,2,3. In keeping with the theme of 
this year’s Women’s Report, the focus of this article is senior- and executive-level black African women professionals and 
leaders between the ages of 35 and 65 years.

Faced with the persistent overt and covert biases of racism, sexism, and stereotyping, professional black African women 
in the workplace are often compelled to develop coping strategies, such as assuming identities — evident in their dialect 
and behaviour — that are closer to what is considered the norm in organisations that were historically dominated by 
white male leadership, to avoid or diminish the negative consequences of such discrimination and be assimilated into 
the organisation. Academic literature and documented memoirs confirm this, but also bring to the fore the alternative: 
that some of these women have chosen to embrace their authentic self and, in so doing, influence and reshape 
organisational cultures with values from the ancient African philosophy of ubuntu — a deep concern for others and 
upholding sound morals4,5.

Based on anecdotal accounts, press articles, and academic literature, it would seem that there is a surge of professional 
black women who are positively embracing their authentic self. They are affirming themselves in their work roles and 
career progression in self-assertive and empowering ways that bring about attention, change, and inclusion. These 
women’s authenticity, resilience, and accomplishments amplify #BlackGirlMagic, a movement that celebrates the beauty, 
power, and resilience of black women6,7,8,9.

In this article, I give a literature review of the concept of ubuntu from a management perspective and argue that 
professional black women practise leadership that is shaped by ubuntu values, which are aligned with the philosophy 
underpinning Black Girl Magic in practice. This is followed by an elucidation of the construct Black Girl Magic in relation 

1	 Dlamini,	J.	(2016).	Equal	but	different:	Women	leaders’	life	stories	–	overcoming	race,	gender	and	social	class.	Sifiso	Publishers.
2	 Mamabolo,	M.	&	Sebola,	M.	(2014).	Achieving	women	empowerment	in	two	decades	of	democracy	in	South	Africa:	A	wishful	dreamland?	Mediterranean	

Journal	of	Social	Sciences,	5(27).	http://www.richtmann.org/journal/index.php/mjss/article/view/5182
3	 Muberekwa,	E.	&	Nkomo,	T.	(2016).	Exploring	the	perceptions	of	Wits	academic	women	about	women	empowerment	and	the	changing	roles	of	women	

in	21st-century	South	Africa.	Sage	Open,	2016:	1-12.	DOI:	10.1177/2158244016675014
4	 Davis,	G.Y.	(2019).	The	self-esteem	of	black	female	corporate	professionals	in	the	workplace:	How	unconscious	and	implicit	bias	played	a	role.	Alliant	

International	University.
5	 Ngunjiri,	F.W.	(2016).	“I	am	because	we	are”:	Exploring	women’s	leadership	under	ubuntu	worldview.	Advances	in	Developing	Human	Resources,	18(2):	

223-242.	DOI:	10.1177/1523422316641416
6	 Moss,	S.R.	(2018).	The	magic	of	Michelle:	An	intersectional	analysis	of	the	(black)	first	lady.	In:	The	Politics	of	Gender.	DOI:	

10.1163/9789004381711_004
7	 Smith,	A.M.	(2016).	Black	Girl	Magic:	How	black	women	administrators	navigate	the	intersection	of	race	and	gender	in	workspace	silos	at	

predominantly	white	institutions.	LSU	Doctoral	Dissertations.	3470.	https://digitalcommons.lsu.edu/gradschool_dissertations/3470
8	 Harrison,	R.L.	(2019).	Movement	makers:	A	historical	analysis	of	black	women’s	magic	in	social	movement	formation.	In:	Black	Girl	Magic	beyond	the	

hashtag:	Twenty-first	century	acts	of	self-definition.	University	of	Arizona	Press.
9	 Muller,	R.J.,	Smith,	E.E.,	&	Lillah,	R.	(2019).	Perceptions	regarding	the	impact	of	ubuntu	and	servant	leadership	on	employee	engagement	in	the	

workplace.	Journal	of	Contemporary	Management,	16:	20-51.	DOI:	https://doi.org/10.35683/jcm17104.004
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to traits of professional black African women who embrace ubuntu, to investigate the potential of Black Girl Magic in 
creating more humane workplaces and engaged workforces.

R E V I E W O F L I T E R AT U R E
African scholars and authors offer various meanings of the word ubuntu, a term widely used throughout sub-Saharan 
Africa, according to how it is lived in different contexts. In South Africa, the origin of the word was traced to the Zulu 
and Xhosa expression Umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu — I am because we are, and, because we are, I am — meaning that 
a person is dependent on others to be a whole person. Ubuntu is a philosophy and worldview that manifests in shared 
values, norms, and practices that are based on the notion that, in meeting one’s own needs, one also has duties  
towards others10,11,12.

In its simplest form, ubuntu means ‘humanness’, which implies warmth, tolerance, understanding, peace, and humaneness. 
The concept is understood to mean that every individual’s well-being is intertwined and interconnected with that of 
others. This then means that healthy relationships are critical for community well-being. The ideal is that a responsibility 
towards each other flows from a deeply felt connection to others. Ubuntu is understood to reflect primary African values 
of compassion, caring, reciprocity, harmony, sharing, respect, and dignity, in the interest of building and maintaining 
community. From a relational and ethical perspective, ubuntu has come to imply reciprocal relationships between people 
and how those relationships should be conducted. “If people live by the spirit of ubuntu, they will display characteristics 
such as being caring, humble, thoughtful, considerate, understanding, wise, generous, hospitable, socially mature and 
sensitive, and virtuous”13,14,15,16

Archbishop Desmond Tutu offered this explanation of the traits of a person who upholds ubuntu:

“A person with ubuntu is open and available to others, affirming others, does not feel 
threatened that others are able and good, for he or she has a proper self-assurance that 
comes from knowing that he or she belongs in a greater whole and is diminished when 
others are humiliated or diminished when others are tortured or oppressed17.”

Ubuntu can be considered a universal moral ethic; its validity is not limited to traditional familial relations. This notion 
of humanness, interconnectedness, being part of a collective, and making decisions with a view to both individual and 
collective well-being, undertaken in a manner grounded in ethical considerations, suggests value in understanding 
ubuntu from a practical management and leadership perspective.

U B U N T U  I N  T H E  WO R K P L AC E
Professor Lovemore Mbigi, a South African consultant, entrepreneur, philosopher, academic, and author of the book 
Ubuntu: The African dream in management, is widely considered the founder of the ubuntu philosophy for management 
practices. He argues that, within an organisational setting, leaders should consider the wisdom contained in the 
philosophy of ubuntu to improve the effectiveness of leadership, adding that the values of ubuntu must not be seen 

10	 Ngunjiri,	F.W.	(2016).	“I	am	because	we	are”:	Exploring	women’s	leadership	under	ubuntu	worldview.	Advances	in	Developing	Human	Resources,	18(2):	
223-242.	DOI:	10.1177/1523422316641416

11	 Taylor,	D.F.P.	(2014).	Defining	ubuntu	for	business	ethics	–	a	deontogical	approach.	South	African	Journal	of	Philosophy,	33:	331-345.	DOI:	
10.1080/02580136.2014.94828

12	 Sarra,	J.	&	Berman,	K.	(2017).	Ubuntu	as	a	tool	for	resilience:	Arts,	microbusiness,	and	social	justice	in	South	Africa.	Conflict	Resolution	Quarterly,	34(4).	
DOI:	https://doi.org/10.1002/crq.21192

13	 Ngunjiri,	F.W.	(2016).	“I	am	because	we	are”:	Exploring	women’s	leadership	under	ubuntu	worldview.	Advances	in	Developing	Human	Resources,	18(2):	
223-242.	DOI:	10.1177/1523422316641416

14	 Nussbaum,	B.	(2003).	African	culture	and	ubuntu:	Reflections	of	a	South	African	in	America.	World	Business	Academy,	17	(February).
15	 Muller,	R.J.,	Smith,	E.E.,	&	Lillah,	R.	(2019).	Perceptions	regarding	the	impact	of	ubuntu	and	servant	leadership	on	employee	engagement	in	the	

workplace.	Journal	of	Contemporary	Management,	16:	20-51.	DOI:	https://doi.org/10.35683/jcm17104.004
16	 Taylor,	D.F.P.	(2014).	Defining	ubuntu	for	business	ethics	–	a	deontogical	approach.	South	African	Journal	of	Philosophy,	33:	331-345.	DOI:	

10.1080/02580136.2014.94828
17	 Battle,	M.	(2009).	Ubuntu:	I	in	you	and	you	in	me.	Seabury	Books.
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as African values, but as human values. Mbigi conceptualised five values of ubuntu as a management philosophy: 
survival, solidarity, spirit, compassion, respect, and dignity. Mbigi believes that ubuntu enables managers to facilitate the 
development of spirited and caring organisations, where people enthusiastically align themselves with organisational 
goals without sacrificing their own goals18.

A recent study on the extent to which ubuntu can be used to engage employees, and thereby 
improve organisational performance, found a significant overlap between ubuntu and servant 
leadership, as servant leadership is characterised by moral authority, humility, service, and 
sacrifice, which bring about trust and respect19. The study further found that leaders displaying 
ubuntu and servant leadership behaviours is closely related to their perceived effectiveness. 
Of specific importance is the finding that fostering a spirit of solidarity — one of Mbigi’s 
five dimensions of ubuntu — influences organisational performance positively, through 
increased employee engagement. The results endorse the proposition that leaders who practise 
the principles of ubuntu connect employees, promote team spirit, and enhance employees’ 
involvement in their work. In turn, these employees experience a sense of meaning, significance, 
inspiration, and pride in their work20.

Ubuntu is already both an unconscious cultural behaviour and a lived experience for most black African women leaders, 
particularly professionals, as set out in the article “‘I am because we are’: Exploring women’s leadership under ubuntu 
worldview”. The article was based on a qualitative study of black African women leaders who found that ubuntu in 
leadership and employee engagement is widely practised by black African women leaders. The study highlighted that 
women’s desire for leadership is fuelled by a sense of having a higher purpose or calling, a conviction that they need to 
engage in order to change the status quo. These women leaders’ view of leadership was found to be based on deeply 
held spiritual and ubuntu values that focus on achieving goals through unity and collective action. The women viewed 
leadership, not as a role to achieve personal goals or wealth, but as an opportunity to make a difference in the lives of 
others. The women noted that they upheld these values through interdependence, and advocated having a high regard 
for every individual, irrespective of identity or social standing, and engaging in collective action and collaborative 
problem-solving. Ubuntu behaviours, for these black African women leaders, included “being tolerant, non-judgmental, 
acceptance, respect for humanity, compassion, building authentic and genuine relationships”21.

Some studies found servant leadership behaviours of black African women leaders to be rooted in motherhood. Mothers 
are protectors, pillars of support, and community builders who are invested in the welfare of their communities. These 
studies identified the behaviours of these women leaders as monitoring, identifying, building, and nurturing talent; 
empowerment; foresight and planning; approachability; flexibility; relationship-building; multitasking; listening; 
managing relationships; altruism; compassion; and fairness22,23,24.

These women’s ubuntu behaviours were rooted in their belief in the importance and value of three aspects: spirituality 
and resilience, interdependence, and unity and community-building25.

18	 Mbigi,	L.	(1997).	Ubuntu:	The	African	dream	in	management.	Knowledge	Resources.
19	 Mbigi,	L.	(1997).	Ubuntu:	The	African	dream	in	management.	Knowledge	Resources.
20	 Muller,	R.J.,	Smith,	E.E.,	&	Lillah,	R.	(2019).	Perceptions	regarding	the	impact	of	ubuntu	and	servant	leadership	on	employee	engagement	in	the	

workplace.	Journal	of	Contemporary	Management,	16:	20-51.	DOI:	https://doi.org/10.35683/jcm17104.004
21	 Ngunjiri,	F.W.	(2016).	“I	am	because	we	are”:	Exploring	women’s	leadership	under	ubuntu	worldview.	Advances	in	Developing	Human	Resources,	18(2):	

223-242.	DOI:	10.1177/1523422316641416
22	 Ngunjiri,	F.W.	(2010).	Women’s	spiritual	leadership	in	Africa:	Tempered	radicals	and	critical	servant	leaders.	State	University	of	New	York	Press.
23	 Ndlovu,	P.	(2013).	Spirited	ubuntu	leadership:	Women’s	experiences	in	the	NGO	sector	in	Zimbabwe.	Eastern	University.
24	 Madimo,	M.	(2013).	Transformative	engaging	leadership:	Portraits	of	women	leaders	in	Malawi	with	implications	for	leadership	development.	Eastern	

University.
25	 Ngunjiri,	F.W.	(2016).	“I	am	because	we	are”:	Exploring	women’s	leadership	under	ubuntu	worldview.	Advances	in	Developing	Human	Resources,	18(2):	

223-242.	DOI:	10.1177/1523422316641416
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Spirituality and resilience: Whether employing religious terminology or not, the participants in the study linked their 
spirituality with a desire to serve others. These women’s spirituality enabled them to be strong and courageous in the 
face of difficult circumstances, gave them a sense of purpose and a calling, and was their source of practical wisdom. 
Spirituality powered their resilience — their ability to bounce back from adversity — and to manage the challenges 
inherent in leadership. The women drew strength from their spirituality in times of struggle or in the face of challenges 
to their authority as leaders.

Interdependence: The participants explained that interdependence is about working together — leaders and followers 
alike — to meet collective goals. Interdependence for the leader involves delegating both power and authority to others, 
so that they are empowered to act in the interests of the greater good. This includes recognising the need to ensure 
a pipeline of others to be trained, mentored, and supported to take on leadership roles, by recognising and utilising 
the talents of others, and by gaining their support. To these women, interdependence means self-sustenance through 
collective action and the sharing of resources to solve community problems.

Unity and community-building require the ability to see the value in each person and to help everyone live a life of dignity. 
These women saw value in every human being, and were able to transcend ethnicity or tribal affiliations, to bring about 
harmony and build their communities.

Based on the above insights, it can be argued that rekindling humanness or the spirit of 
ubuntu in organisations should perhaps be considered one of the most significant features that 
professional black African women contribute to an organisation to improve the effectiveness of 
leaders and, consequently, enhance organisational performance.

Professional black African women who have triumphed over trials and hardships, and established themselves as effective 
leaders who are universally celebrated, are said to possess and personify Black Girl Magic. University of Cape Town Vice-
Chancellor Professor Mamokgethi Phakeng and former first lady Michelle Obama are two of the many black women said 
to have given a human face to Black Girl Magic. In paying tribute to Michelle Obama, Sonita Ross wrote26 that Michelle 
was not just the first lady, she was the first black first lady. “I was in awe of her beauty, grace and accomplishments. She 
came from a working-class family and worked so hard that she was, at one time, her future husband’s boss. She is notable 
because, in addition to her many accomplishments, she became the First Lady and transgressed obstacles that limit black 
women’s access to the fullness of womanhood and, indeed, humanity. Michelle stopped the world when she reluctantly 
stepped into the role, and she dazzled us, inspired and reminded so many black girls of our own possibility. Michelle is 
our Black Girl Magic”27.

F RO M  U B U N T U  TO  B L AC K  G I R L M AG I C
The first reference to the hashtag #BlackGirlMagic dates back to 2013, when it was used on Twitter, a social media 
platform. The hashtag was adapted by Cashawn Thompson from the original phrase “Black girls are magic”, coined by 
American blogger and influencer Auntie Peebz28,29,30. This modern-day social and political phenomenon emerged as a 
collective voice for black women and girls to celebrate who they are. #BlackGirlMagic is part of an emerging sphere of 
social experiences where thoughts and ideas, communicated via a hashtag, act as a catalyst for building communities 
and influencing change. The representation of black women by the hashtag is not considered to constitute a monolithic 
group, but to consist of all black African women diaspora, inclusive of all classes, levels of education, and religions31.

26	 Ngunjiri,	F.W.	(2016).	“I	am	because	we	are”:	Exploring	women’s	leadership	under	ubuntu	worldview.	Advances	in	Developing	Human	Resources,	18(2):	
223-242.	DOI:	10.1177/1523422316641416

27	 Ross,	S.R.	(2018).	The	Magic	of	Michelle.	In:	The	politics	of	gender.	Brill	Sense.	DOI:	10.1163/9789004381711_004
28	 Aboderin,	O.L.	(2019).	More	than	a	hashtag:	An	examination	of	the	#BlackGirlMagic	phenomenon.	The	Temple	University	Graduate	Board.
29	 Thomas,	D.	(2015).	Why	everyone’s	saying	“Black	girls	are	magic”.	Los	Angeles	Times,	9.
30	 Smith,	A.	M.	(2016).	Black	Girl	Magic:	How	black	women	administrators	navigate	the	intersection	of	race	and	gender	in	the	workspace	silos	at	

predominantly	white	institutions.	Louisiana	State	University.	https://digitalcommons.lsu.edu/gradschool_dissertations/3470
31	 Wilson,	J.	(2016).	The	meaning	of	#BlackGirlMagic,	and	how	you	can	get	some	of	it.	The	Huffington	Post,	31.	https://www.huffpost.com/entry/what-is-

black-girl-magic-video_n_5694dad4e4b086bc1cd517f4
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Vast evidence of the hashtag found on other social media platforms such as Facebook 
and Instagram and in anecdotes, press articles, and literature shows that the hashtag has 
gained considerable universal traction. The #BlackGirlMagic phenomenon soon permeated 
organisations and prominent institutions, where professional black women identified with the 
contemporary movement and publicly posted their stories attributing their ubuntu-inspired 
leadership traits such as resilience, their accomplishments, and their triumph over adversity to 
Black Girl Magic.

A review of #BlackGirlMagic stories and Twitter posts shows that there is power in the narrative. The movement sought 
to amplify the voices of black women, celebrating what black women deem particularly inspiring about themselves. 
#BlackGirlMagic	grew through women posting their own and others’ stories of accomplishment using the hashtag. 
Through this sharing of stories and experiences, these women grow, learn, and encourage others to persevere in their 
own lives and to continue advocacy for inclusion, change, and defying the odds. Since its emergence, as revealed by 
a Twitter search of the hashtag, key themes of	#BlackGirlMagic have been sisterhood, self-love, black beauty, power, 
resilience, accomplishments, and everyday positive affirmations from the voices of black women, in narratives about  
black women32,33,34.

What is considered ‘magical’ is diverse. Recently, #BlackGirlMagic has been the subject of criticism and push-back. 
Critics against the philosophy of the hashtag identified it as having the potential to overemphasise the strengths of 
black women and preach an unreachable level of womanhood — which will become expected — a level that denies 
black women permission to be human35. In response, Ford contends that this is not the case, and suggests that, rather, 
#BlackGirlMagic transcends the ideology of strong black women by offering a conceptualisation of black womanhood 
that is multidimensional and that celebrates black women in all their glory, a narrative of pain, strength, vulnerability, 
and, ultimately, triumph36. As Ford puts it: “Being magical has never been about being in possession of superhuman 
mental or emotional strength. In fact, every magical being we read about has moments of weakness, powerlessness,  
and obstacles outside their control. What makes black girls magic is not an inherent access to some form of super 
strength. Magic is about knowing something that others don’t know or refuse to see. When a black woman is successful, 
and the world refuses to see her blood, sweat and tears behind the win, what does it look like? Magic. It’s not for them. 
It’s for us”37.

Thompson agrees, and adds that black women use the word ‘magic’ because others do not always understand the ways in 
which black women and girls create, achieve, and excel, despite the multiple odds they face. “This rallying cry serves not 
only as an inspiration to black women but also as a way to pay homage to many black women and girls who are defying 
the odds, day in and day out. That is Black Girl Magic”38.

Over time, in countries like Brazil and South Africa, #BlackGirlMagic has run into tricky 
terrain. The movement has received some push-back from the very women it seeks to represent. 
These women argue that the phrase implies that black women being able to succeed in systems 
that were never meant to accommodate them takes supernatural strength. Furthermore, they 

32	 Allen,	D.D.	(2018).	If	you	can	see	it,	you	can	be	it:	Black	Panther’s	black	woman	magic.	Africology:	The	Journal	of	Pan	African	Studies,	11(9):	20-22.
33	 Walton,	Q.L.	&	Oyewuwo-Gassikia,	O.B.	(2017).	The	case	for	#BlackGirlMagic:	Application	of	a	strengths-based,	intersectional	practice	framework	for	

working	with	black	women	with	depression.	Journal	of	Women	and	Social	Work,	32(4):	461-475.
34	 Thomas,	D.	(2015).	Why	everyone’s	saying	“Black	girls	are	magic”.	Los	Angeles	Times,	9.
35	 Chavers,	L.	(2016).	Here’s	my	problem	with	#BlackGirlMagic.	Elle.	January	13.	https://www.elle.com/life-love/a33180/why-i-dont-love-blackgirlmagic/
36	 Ford,	A.	(2016).	There	is	nothing	wrong	with	Black	Girl	Magic.	Elle.	January	13.	https://www.elle.com/life-love/a33251/there-is-nothing-wrong-with-

black-girl-magic/
37	 Ford,	A.	(2016).	There	is	nothing	wrong	with	Black	Girl	Magic.	Elle.	January	13.	https://www.elle.com/life-love/a33251/there-is-nothing-wrong-with-

black-girl-magic/
38	 Ford,	A.	(2016).	There	is	nothing	wrong	with	Black	Girl	Magic.	Elle.	January	13.	https://www.elle.com/life-love/a33251/there-is-nothing-wrong-with-

black-girl-magic/
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claim that the hashtag has been gobbled up by the mainstream, and has begun to privilege 
mainstream black women, at the cost of women who do not conform to the traditional 
persona39. This unintended consequence is not the hashtag’s fault, nor is it the truth behind its 
intent. In reality, the black women who continue to associate positively with the hashtag, use 
the hashtag, and feel proud of it far outnumber the dissidents.

I prescribe to the predominant view that Black Girl Magic is an affirming phenomenon that resonates deeply and 
perhaps amplifies the traits professional black women embrace when they practise leadership that is shaped by ubuntu 
values. #BlackGirlMagic appears to have given prominent professional black women who practise ubuntu-inspired 
leadership notable legitimacy through their public sharing of their stories and celebration of their accomplishments. 
#BlackGirlMagic both acknowledges and connects black women. Black Girl Magic could be a powerful force in the South 
African workplace, because its power lies in uniting black women and establishing a collective voice among black African 
women leaders who are all striving for the same thing — to challenge the status quo and create humane workplaces. 
In reality, black African women should be supported to reach their full potential through community, while they, 
simultaneously, protect each other from the world that often views them as ‘others’.

CO N C LU S I O N
This article was based on an extensive literature review, during which it became clear that research and theorising 
on women and leadership in the African context is limited, and that Eurocentric leadership development and training 
approaches continue unabated. The concept of ubuntu-based management, specifically in the context of its application 
by black African women through Black Girl Magic, provides a foundation for leadership development that is more 
contextually and culturally relevant in transformed and diverse South African organisations.

I submit that professional black women who embrace their authenticity, affirm themselves in their leadership roles 
through ubuntu values, and thereby promote the creation of humane and caring organisational cultures remain in the 
minority in South African organisations. The authentic relationships resulting from genuine ubuntu-infused leadership 
remind leaders that people — employees, constituents, students, and community members — are human beings, not 
just human ‘doings’ for the achievement of organisational or community goals. People want to experience a sense of 
community, a sense of belonging40. 

The magic of black African women leaders who operate from an ubuntu worldview will contribute to sustaining such 
healthy relations and will help to build community. This should be promoted and entrenched through contextualised 
leadership development programmes. By understanding these women’s impact, organisations can begin to adapt and 
tailor their inclusion programmes and initiatives around the unique needs of professional black women and ubuntu-
infused leadership, capitalising on Black Girl Magic. This could influence the organisational culture towards higher 
employee engagement, productivity, and profitability.

TA K E  H O M E
Human resources practitioners should consider mentorship strategies to foster a welcoming environment for 
professional black women, one that facilitates their application of Black Girl Magic through ubuntu-infused leadership.

Training and development opportunities geared towards African women need to be enhanced, 
and should focus more on utilising existing studies on ubuntu as a management concept, to 
ensure that these programmes are culturally and contextually relevant.

39	 Msimang,	S.	(2017).	All	your	faves	are	problematic:	A	brief	history	of	Chimamanda	Ngozi	Adichie,	stanning	and	the	trap	of	#blackgirlmagic.	Journal	on	
African	Women’s	Experiences,	8	(December

40	 Ngunjiri,	F.W.	(2016).	“I	am	because	we	are”:	Exploring	women’s	leadership	under	ubuntu	worldview.	Advances	in	Developing	Human	Resources,	18(2):	
223-242.	DOI:	10.1177/1523422316641416
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Mentoring is critical to the career success and retention of professional black African women41. Human resource 
practitioners should pay more attention to enabling leaders in the workplace to set up systems that identify and 
eliminate discriminatory practices. They should report experiences of perceived bias that may impede professional black 
African women in advancing in their roles or that compel them to assume identities as a coping strategy, thereby causing 
a loss of self-esteem and the ability to live out, share, and teach others Black Girl Magic.

41	 Smith,	A.	M.	(2016).	Black	Girl	Magic:	How	black	women	administrators	navigate	the	intersection	of	race	and	gender	in	the	workspace	silos	at	
predominantly	white	institutions.	Louisiana	State	University.	https://digitalcommons.lsu.edu/gradschool_dissertations/3470
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Every year, we are privileged to have some of the foremost experts in 
their fields contribute to the Women’s Report. Their insights, research, 
and thoughts on topics provide fresh perspectives on the advancement 
of gender equality at work. Experts come from the ranks of practitioners 
and researchers, and topics span women at work and the spill-over of 
perspectives on gender, at home and in society, on paid work.



A message from the Editor
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The topic of black women’s excellence has been on my mind for a number 
of years. I have witnessed colleagues of mine and other women leaders 
take up their workplace and leadership roles with authenticity and a solid 
sense of self. These black women represent distinction in their work and, 
although their numbers have not yet reached projected equity goals, they 
serve as important role models to a younger generation of South African 
women who are to meet these goals in the near future.

Black women have participated in paid work over a number of decades, also 
in a democratic South Africa, and in forced unpaid work for millennia. Yet, 
the work roles which have stereotypically been associated with blackness in 
South Africa, and our own biases, have often blurred our ability to view black 
women’s professional and workplace leadership success with admiration  
and appreciation.

Working in the field of diversity studies, I am primed and reminded to 
consider my own social positioning in relation to the topics that I write 
about. I am classified as white, and recognise that my lived reality is different 
from that of the women who are presented in this year’s Women’s Report. 
It is for this reason that I did not contribute a paper in 2020. I nevertheless 
feel excited at witnessing the unfolding of black women’s workplace 
prominence — a new face of leadership that may yet reach a stable footing 
amongst men who feel vulnerable and some women sceptics.

With the backdrop of global groundswells for change, the conviction to propose that three black women write  
papers about black women in South African workplaces is appropriate. True to her own spirit of positivity, Phumzile 
Mmope ignites our thinking by positioning ubuntu leadership in relation to Black Girl Magic — does it have a place in 
the workplace?

Nastassja Wessels anchors our thinking in her paper about black women’s societal placement, which she likens to a 
twice-black bind. She highlights aspects of discrimination and misinterpretation that women often endure due to their 
societal positioning.

The papers in the report are concluded with a reflection on the unleashing of black women’s entrepreneurial power. An 
entrepreneur herself, Christine Kere’s paper provides practical advice with many helpful links in order to encourage black 
women to seek self-determination through entrepreneurship.

A celebration of excellence would not be complete without words of wisdom and encouragement to the next generation 
of women. Twelve black women of note — women who have excelled in their respective fields — have graciously narrated 
their life stories and views about their success. A must-read for inspiration and strength for all women, irrespective of 
colour or creed.
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