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Debby Bonnin and Shaun Ruggunan 

Editorial: A Southern African 
Dialogue 

This special issue showcases some of the papers presented at the 2017 Colloquium 
titled “A Southern African Dialogue on the Professions and Professional Work” held 
at the University of Pretoria, South Africa.  While the special issue contributes to the 

conversation on professions and professionalism within southern Africa (see also 
Bonnin & Ruggunan, 2013; Bonnin & Ruggunan, 2016; Erasmus & Breier, 2009; 
Young & Muller, 2014), it also opens up a conversation between southern Africa 
and the economic/political North.  Writing in 1972 Johnson (p. 281) noted that “the 
sociology of professions, as a specialist field, today stands almost alone in ignoring 
the third world”. Forty-seven years later, it feels as if not much has changed.  
Annisette (2007, p.245) points to the repeated calls for “greater spatial and temporal 

diversity in historical research in accounting”, while her focus here was on 
accounting, this call resonates with most research fields in the professions. However, 
we would argue that not only is there a need for “spatial and temporal diversity” but 
also a need to recognise that the professions in both the global south and the 
economic north are shaped firstly by colonialism and imperialism, and later, through 
globalisation and neo-imperialism. Just as Johnson (1982, cited in Annisette, 2000) 
argued that professionalisation in Britain and its former colonies are linked through 
the project of imperialism, so the globalisation of professions through the global 

reach of professional service firms (Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2007), transnational 
companies and multilateral organisations continues this mutual shaping albeit in a 
different form (Hopper et al., 2017; Lassou, Hopper, Tsamenyi, & Murinde, 2019).   

Recognising that the professional project “is grounded in history and unfolds 
through continuous negotiations set in a broader political and economic order … 
which over time mobilises different claims, methods, and systems …” 
(Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2007, p. 10), the articles in this special issue are situated 

within the specific historical, political and economic context of southern Africa.  As 
they demonstrate colonialism, apartheid, and post-apartheid as well as globalisation 
and neo-imperialism are all political and economic contexts that are deeply 
significant when analysing the professions and professionalisation in southern Africa.  

Southern Africa was first colonised in 1652 when the Dutch occupied land at the 
Cape of Good Hope. In the decades and centuries that followed, the colonising 
powers in this region included the Dutch, the French (very briefly) and the British 
(with Portugal colonising areas slightly north of southern Africa on the west and east 

coast of the continent).  However, by the nineteenth century, Britain was the major 
colonial power in much of southern Africa.  The professions that developed in the 
region bore the hallmarks of similar professions back in the colonial motherland. 
The recognition of qualifications; the way in which particular professions developed 
and organised; and very centrally who, in terms of race and gender, were admitted 
were all closely bound to the colonial relationship between southern Africa and the 
imperial power.  In 1910 the four British colonies unified to become the Union of 

South Africa—at first a self-governing dominion under of the British Empire and 
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then from 1931, through the Statute of Westminster, legislatively independent.  Long 
before Apartheid became the official policy, the policy and practice of segregation 
between black and white as well as gender norms that did not recognise women’s 
right to occupations ensured that those seen to be white and male were privileged.   

During the early twentieth century, many of the professions struggled to establish 
themselves as “befits the image bestowed from the metropolis” (Chanock, 2004, 

p.212).  They needed to instate themselves as recognised professions, protect their 
domains through organisation and lobby for legislation that would recognise their 
right to “manage” the profession and craft the status associated with the profession.  
The early years were also about creating exclusivity.  Professions and their services 
were for whites as both Bonnin and Abrahams et al demonstrate in this issue.  
Chanock (2004) in his discussion of law in South Africa and other parts of the 
Empire; Odenyo (1979) in his examination of the development of the legal 

profession in Kenya; and, Annisette (2003) in her study of accountancy in Trinidad 
and Tobago, illustrate that this was not much different to other parts of the Empire. 
But what made South Africa different and was to have a lasting impact on the entire 
social structure including the Professions was Apartheid. In 1948 white South 
Africans voted the Nationalist Party into power.  As Bonnin & Ruggunan (2016, p. 
252-256) discuss the Apartheid state enforced a form of social closure based on race 
and black South Africans confronted a number of challenges and obstacles in joining 
any profession.  Conversely, white and middle-class South Africans were enabled 

and advantaged when it came to education and training and thus had privileged 
access to the professions. While South Africa during this period provides an example 
of legislated social closure, it needs to be noted that this situation was then used by 
professional associations to further secure the labour market advantage of white 
professionals. The articles by Bonnin and Abrahams et al., in this special issue 
demonstrate this with regard to the legal profession and speech-language pathology 
respectively. 

In April 1994, South Africans went to the polls to elect the first-ever government 
based on a universal franchise. Amongst the primary tasks of the post-Apartheid 
state was the abolition of all laws which discriminated on the basis of race and gender.  
A number of policy measures were taken by the post-Apartheid state to bring about 
the racial transformation of the economy in the post-Apartheid period (Bonnin and 
Ruggunan, 2016, p. 254-255). These measures ranged from employment equity 
legislation to ensuring educational opportunities were available to all South Africans.  

Nevertheless, despite these actions, transformation in almost all professional fields 
remained limited.  Almost twenty years after democracy the traditional professions 
continued to be white and male-dominated; only twenty percent of attorneys were 
black African (in 2011); seven percent of chartered accountants were black African 
(in 2012); and, fourteen percent of engineers were black (in 2013) (Southall, 2016, 
p.138).  Furthermore, only thirty-three percent of attorneys; thirty-one percent of 
chartered accountants; and, three percent of engineers were women (Southall, 2016, 
p.138).  Given this situation the state intervened further in an attempt to secure the 

transformation agenda.  Occupational sectors and professional organisations were 
urged to develop transformation charters and meet black economic empowerment 
targets.  Some of the more notable examples to fast-track transformation are those 
developed by the South African Institute of Chartered Accountants (SAICA) 
(Bonnin & Ruggunan, 2016; Southall, 2016). The state passed new regulatory 
legislation in a number of professions (see Bonnin in this issue for a discussion of 
the regulatory framework in the legal profession) that sought to address access to the 

profession as well as access of the public to the services of the profession.  For many 
professional associations these actions threatened their right to self-regulation.   

This special issue speaks to many of the important debates regarding 
professionals and professionalisation within South Africa. Firstly, as the discussion 
above demonstrates the most important issue is the legacy of apartheid i.e. legislated 
social closure on the professions in South Africa as well as gender discrimination. 
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The papers by both Abrahams et al. and Bonnin demonstrate the way in which this 
legacy shapes professions today.   

Secondly, any discussion of the professions in Southern Africa cannot escape 
analysing the way in which they are raced and gendered as well as the 
intersectionality of continued race and gender discrimination. How do multiple 
identities such as race, class, nationality amongst others shape the milieu and labour 

markets for professionals?  Social closure around race and racism is one of the 
themes discussed in Bonnin’s article.  However, this legacy and debate are relevant 
to professions in the southern African region as a whole as the entire region 
contended with similar legacies deriving from colonialism. Furthermore, with 
Britain the major colonising power in southern Africa the way in which the 
professions in the region organised and are regulated bears the hallmark of the 
British professions.  

Thus, race and racism are at the core of understanding the shaping of professions 
in the southern African context. As Annisette (2003, p.639) notes, in contrast to 
discussions of race in much of the economic north where “persons of African and 
East Indian descent are described as ethnic “minorities””, the southern African case 
(as does her research in Trinidad and Tobago) demonstrates situations where black 
people are in the majority. Yet, despite constituting the majority of the population 
and having political power black people remain underrepresented in the professions.  
Thus, research in southern Africa demonstrates the ways in which “inclusion” and 

“exclusion” operates in contexts where the racial majority is excluded through 
various forms of social closure. 

Thirdly, a key debate is the role of the professions in relation to public interest 
and the common good.  It has been argued that while professions are given the right 
to control access to the labour market and self-regulate, they in return should not act 
in their own self-interest but rather use their knowledge and skills to the benefit of 
wider society (see Saks, 2014). There are many examples and scandals 

internationally which demonstrate that this has not been the case and South Africa 
is no different.  Furthermore, public interest does not exist outside of its social 
context and as Adams (2016, p. 1) argues “it is a social construction and therefore 
subject to contest and change”.  Articles in this special issue demonstrate the raced 
and gendered constructions of the public interest in the South African professions 
over time, with Chikarara’s article on Zimbabwean engineers in South Africa 
showing the way in which the construction of public interest can also bear the 

hallmarks of nationalism.  In post-Apartheid South Africa, the construction of the 
public interest adopts a new significance as the state and the professions address the 
issues of access both to the professions and to the services of professionals for those 
so long excluded. 

The four papers published in this special issue clearly demonstrate the grounding 
of the professional project in history and the broader political and economic order.     

Abrahams, Kathard, Harty & Pillay in their article “Inequity and the 
professionalisation of speech-language pathology: A profession embedded in 

coloniality” uses the concept of social embeddedness of professions as a guiding 
frame to explore the history of the profession and the influence that both the medical 
model and coloniality had in shaping speech-language pathology profession’s 
knowledge and practices.  They demonstrate how deeply the profession is embedded 
in the colonial and apartheid past and as a result access to both the profession and its 
services is often limited to middle-class, white populations.  Ultimately, they argue 
for the profession to reimagine its activities and to transform the way it is practised 

and offer suggestions in this regard. 
In her paper “The Legal Profession, Associations and the State in South Africa” 

Bonnin provides a historiography of the legal profession from colonial times, 
through apartheid and into the post-apartheid period.  She argues that professional 
self-regulation is as a result of “an arrangement” between professions and the state.  
The paper explores the regulatory bargain struck between associations and the state 

http://www.professionsandprofessionalism.com/


Editorial: A Southern African Dialogue 

www.professionsandprofessionalism.com 
Page 4 

during these different periods.  She shows how during Apartheid the profession 
allowed to self-regulate provided it complied with the state’s definition of citizen 
and limited access to both the profession and justice in the interests of the white 
minority.  But with liberation in 1994, the profession needed to renegotiate the 
regulatory bargain—agreeing to transform its practices and ensure that barriers to 
entry as well as discrimination based on race and gender were removed and that the 

public would have access to both the profession and to justice—in order to remain 
self-regulating.   

Chikarara’s “The Precariatisation of Zimbabwean Engineers in South Africa” 
focuses on the question of occupational closure. Facing difficult economic 
circumstances in their home country many Zimbabwean engineers looked south of 
the border to employment in South Africa. However, once there they faced 
bureaucratic processes relating to the processing of their work visas, their 

qualifications were not recognised by local universities and the employment offered 
was often less favourable than what they had been led to believe. The combination 
of these factors, Chikarara argues pushed them into insecure labour market positions 
and illustrates that Standing’s conceptualisation of the precariat describes their 
position. 

Barac, Gammie, Howieson & van Staden’s “How do auditors navigate 
conflicting logics in everyday practice?” explores the way in which auditors, located 
in Big Four accounting firms in South African, Australia and the United Kingdom, 

traverse conflicting logics (professional, commercial and accountability). It 
demonstrates the way in which they balance and make sense of these logics and 
argues that in addition to the well-known balancing mechanisms of segmenting, 
bridging and demarcating they also utilise assimilation.  While this study is not 
directly located in South Africa, drawing on in-depth interviews with regulators, 
professional bodies, audit partners, talent partners, audit committee chairpersons, 
chief financial officers and chief audit executives in the three countries, it 

demonstrates that auditors face similar pressures in all three places and respond in 
similar ways.  Furthermore, the paper adds to the discussion on professionals and the 
public interest in highlighting the tensions between commercial and professional 
logics. For South Africa given recent scandals, involving some of the “Big Four” 
firms this is particularly relevant at present. 
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