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PREFACE: IMPLICATING OUR
BODIES IN RESEARCHING THE
BLACK MIDDLE CLASS

Blackness is as open and as complex as the wide turbulent seas.
This openness is a challenge and opportunity for those of us
who work in black studies to trace and unfurl the contours
and untangle the knots of the multiple ways of being black
in the world. The black middle class is one of the strands of
blackness that the academy has taken a keen interest in. This
curiosity has been driven by multiple agendas which span from
narrow consumerism which sees black people as not just work-
ers but as eaters with increasingly refined and expensive tastes.
This research has been about critically engaging with process-
es that cultivate a capitalist market for growing profits in an
increasingly unequal world. At the other end of the spectrum
are researchers committed to the nuances in identity that have
emerged as a consequence of class transitions. Here, there is an
increased concern with the ethics of class and self-reflexivity
on the part of those doing this research. This book falls within
the latter category of work. Grace Khunou has been on the
edge of the black middle class wave of research over the past
decade. Ever ahead of the wave, in this collection she is joined
by African American scholar Kris Marsh and together they
turn around to think about the process and meanings associ-
ated with researching the black middle class. But they take it

a step further to think together with students for a communal
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reflection of what it means to do this research. This is a crucial
turn because it centres reflections of graduate students in the
cusp of their own class transition. In South Africa and else-
where, it is still fair to say that the more education one has,
the greater the likelihood they have to enter into a new class
position if they and their families had previously been work-
ing class as has been the case for the majority of black South
Africans. But class movement is complex and does not occur in
a straight line. These reflections point to these movements and
the nuances in the lives of the researchers.

Class scholarship in South Africa has long needed a truly
intersectional lens. The strength of this work is the positionality
of the contributors. They are mostly women, they are black, and
they inhabit class jauntily as largely first generation black mid-
dle class persons or in the liminal spaces between classes. Their
reflections about their work on this topic are inflected with their
own positioning and negotiations of intersecting identities. In
this volume, we have the opportunity to see novice scholars cut
their teeth in the academy under the sisterly guidance of experi-
enced editors. This is not a trite undertaking. It as an important
political intervention for both class scholarship and mentorship
of the next generation of researchers. Khunou and Marsh do not
just bemoan the marginalization of black women in the South
African and global academy — they intervene decisively. This
project bears witness to this. I frame this intervention as deco-
lonial because decolonization is a process of doing. It not only
challenges coloniality but leads to discernible change.

Our scholarship is better for this intervention. We now have
a perspective of what it means to do this research in an ethical
and embodied way from black peoples varying positionalities.
With the publication of this volume, we no longer have to rely
only on ‘objective’ accounts that do not implicate the bodies of
those who produce scholarship about others.

Hugo Canham, Associate Professor of Psychology,
University of the Witwatersrand
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