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This paper reports on the findings of a small-scale qualitative study that aimed at bringing 
to light the social constructions of a woman leader through the eyes and minds of seven 
teachers in a secondary school in rural KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. Following a 
qualitative case study design, embedded within an interpretivist paradigm, the study used 
individual interviews to generate data. The researchers used thematic data analysis. The 
findings suggest that the followers’ constructions or conceptions of a woman leader were 
characterised by an intricate interplay of complexities and contradictions, linked to social 
stereotypes. Such complexities and contradictions of women leadership are influenced by 
the followers’ beliefs and values of what a woman leader is. The findings portrayed a 
woman principal's leadership as a coin having two contradictory sides. On one side-the 
women leader is portrayed as adopting a mothering leadership style. Flipping to the other 
side of the coin, the same leader is portrayed as following the 'Iron Lady' leadership style. 
Our article contributes to the emerging debate in South Africa around followers’ 
perceptions and constructions of women’s leadership.  

 
Introduction  
 
Women’s leadership in education has increasingly become a subject of scholarly debate, 
particularly in contexts where patriarchal traditions and cultural norms continue to shape 
leadership expectations. Seminal studies have long highlighted the challenges women face 
in attaining senior leadership positions (Eagly & Wood, 2013; Lumby & Azaola, 2014). 
However, more recent scholarship has shifted toward follower-centric perspectives, 
emphasising that the leadership of women cannot be fully understood without considering 
how followers construct their views of leaders (Bastardoz & Van Vugt, 2019; Loyola & 
Aiswarya, 2023). This follower-centric lens is particularly important in education, where 
teachers’ perceptions of principals directly influence leadership legitimacy and school 
functioning (Blom & Mifsud, 2024; de Jongh & Fourie, 2022; Matshoba Ramuedzisi). By 
foregrounding followers’ voices, scholars increasingly argue that leadership is co-
constructed rather than imposed, making the study of teachers’ constructions of women 
leaders both timely and necessary. Recent comparative studies reinforce this point, from 
stakeholder engagement in rural Filipino schools (Arguelles & Sarsale, 2025) to the 
challenges faced by female principals in conflict zones in Jerusalem (Mizel, 2025). 
 
In South Africa, the post-apartheid era ushered in policy-driven efforts to improve women’s 
representation in school leadership through equity legislation and frameworks. Yet 
scepticism about women’s perceived capabilities to lead has persisted, with entrenched 
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patriarchal norms continuing to shape leadership cultures (Akinola & Naidoo, 2024; 
Maphalala, Myende, Nkosi & Dhlamini, 2025). Consequently, males dominate leadership 
positions, affording them greater power and remuneration than their female counterparts 
(Saprobe & Zinatsa, 2023). These dynamics echo the global challenges noted in the 
Philippines and East Jerusalem, where women leaders remain constrained by cultural and 
contextual barriers. Global reports confirm that women leaders across education systems 
remain marginalised and judged through gendered stereotypes, often excluded from 
decision-making spaces despite equity policies (Encinas-Martín & Cherian, 2023; 
UNESCO, 2022). This situates the South African case within a broader global struggle for 
gender parity in leadership, underscoring the persistence of structural and cultural barriers. 
 
Against this backdrop, this paper seeks to address these anomalies by exploring how 
teachers, as followers, construct their views of women leaders in a rural South African 
school. Such an inquiry is significant because it not only illuminates the lived realities of 
leadership legitimacy in under-researched rural contexts but also contributes to theoretical 
debates by integrating follower-centric perspectives with established frameworks such as 
Role Congruity Theory (Early & Karau, 2002) and Social Role Theory (Early & Wood, 2013). In 
doing so, the study offers both empirical insights and conceptual advancement, highlighting 
how teachers’ constructions may reinforce or challenge prevailing gendered assumptions 
about leadership. 
 
Statement of the problem 
 
As can be deduced from the preceding discussion, women locally and internationally have 
faced numerous challenges, particularly in representation in senior positions of leadership 
(Loyola & Aiswarya, 2023; Lumby & Azuolas, 2014; Nhlumayo & Ngubane, 2025), as well 
as unfair discrimination and prejudice from the public (Mudau & Sikhwari, 2025). In the 
context of post-apartheid South Africa, visible attempts have been made by the South 
African constitution to improve women’s representation in leadership positions in schools 
(Lumby & Azuolas, 2014; Nhlumayo & Ngubane, 2025). However, scepticism about their 
perceived capabilities to lead has persisted for decades since South Africa's democracy in 
1994, with recent evidence showing that women leaders continue to face structural and 
cultural barriers despite policy interventions (ESSA, 2021; Mudau & Sikhwari, 2025). 
Furthermore, global reports confirm that these challenges are not unique to South Africa 
schools (Arguelles & Sarsale, 2025; Mizel, 2025). UNESCO (2022), Encinas-Martín & 
Cherian (2023) and UN Women (2025), moreover, highlight that women leaders across 
education systems worldwide remain under-represented and are victims of gender 
stereotypes, despite equity policies. 
 
What makes this problem particularly urgent is that leadership legitimacy is not only shaped 
by institutional frameworks but also by the perceptions of followers. Very little is known 
about how teachers, as followers, experience being led by women leaders, and specifically 
how they construct a notion of who a woman leader is. Without these insights, leadership 
debates risk remaining abstract and disconnected from the lived realities of schools. This 
silence perpetuates a narrow, top-down view of leadership and obscures the subtle ways in 
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which gender stereotypes are reproduced daily in educational spaces. Moreover, rural 
schools, where patriarchal traditions are often more deeply entrenched, represent critical 
sites of inquiry, yet they remain under-researched in leadership scholarship. Teachers in 
these contexts play a pivotal role in shaping the legitimacy of women leaders, and their 
constructions can either reinforce exclusionary norms or open pathways toward more 
equitable leadership cultures. 
 
By examining teachers’ constructions of women leaders, this study addresses a critical gap, 
offering a more grounded understanding of leadership legitimacy and contributing to 
debates about equity, representation, and the co-construction of leadership in education. In 
doing so, it challenges the assumption that leadership is a static, leader-driven process and 
instead foregrounds the dynamic interplay between leaders and followers. This perspective 
is essential for advancing both theory and practice, as it highlights the need to 
reconceptualize leadership in ways that acknowledge the agency of followers and the 
persistent influence of gendered cultural expectations. 
 
Theoretical constructs 
 
We are using two theoretical constructs to frame our understanding of how followers 
construct their view of a woman leader. These are Role Congruity Theory (RCT) as espoused 
by Early and Karau (2002) and the Social Role Theory (SRT) as propounded by Early and 
Wood (2013). These theoretical constructs are inter-connected, and we use them to 
understand how teachers, described as followers in this paper, conceive women’s leadership 
in the context of a rural community. RCT suggests that women leaders are victims of the 
prejudice of social groupings. In this regard, Early and Karau (2002) proposed that the 
potential for prejudice exists when a social grouping believes that a person does not have 
the attributes they attach to what they believe characterises a successful leader. These two 
scholars identified two forms of prejudice: (a) perceiving women less favourably than men 
as potential occupants of leadership roles; and (b) evaluating behaviour that fulfils the 
prescriptions of a leader role less favourably when a woman enacts it. Understanding these 
two forms of prejudice will help us analyse what influences the followers’ conception of a 
woman leader. 
 
Recent scholarship has expanded RCT to show how women leaders face a “double bind”, 
being penalised both for conforming to feminine stereotypes and for adopting masculinist 
behaviours (Hoyt, 2012; Tremmel & Wahl, 2023). In South African schools, these 
contradictions are intensified by patriarchal traditions that continue to frame leadership 
expectations (Mudau & Sikhwari, 2025). This makes RCT particularly relevant for analysing 
how teachers judge women principals in rural communities. 
 
SRT emphasises that people's accepted, anticipated roles in society and gender roles are 
associated with the qualities that people expect each gender to possess to be successful in 
their social roles in society. Therefore, gender roles are descriptions of what actions each 
gender should take and what actions are expected of each gender (Early & Wood, 2013). 
The key principle of SRT is that the differences and the similarities emanate from the 
distribution of men and women into social roles within their society. Therefore, through 
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the socialisation process and the formation of gender roles, the behaviours of men and 
women support and sustain the division of labour. From this theory’s perspective, it is 
inconceivable that a man would perform duties that a woman performs and vice versa 
(Lumby & Azuolas, 2014).  
 
Moreover, contemporary applications of SRT emphasise how organisational identity, 
gender self-efficacy, and stereotypes continue to shape women’s rise to leadership positions 
(Irshad & Khan, 2026). Global reports also confirm that despite equity policies, women 
leaders are still judged through gendered divisions of labour (Encinas-Martín & Cherian, 
2023; UNESCO, 2025). Thus, by combining RCT and SRT, our study provides a robust 
framework for analysing how followers’ constructions of women leaders are shaped by both 
prejudice mechanisms and entrenched role expectations, and to what extent they perceive 
the principal’s leadership as mirroring male or female behaviour. 
 
Methodology 
 
Research paradigm and design 
 
This study is located within the interpretive paradigm. The interpretive paradigm is helpful 
for studies such as this, where we sought to understand how the participants constructed 
notions of a woman leader in their rural setting. The interpretative paradigm is naturalistic 
research that seeks to gain information from the participants within their natural contexts 
and situations (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018; Creswell & Puth, 2017). Our study 
followed a qualitative case study design in a South African school in a rural setting. The 
choice of a qualitative case study is motivated by the fact that it provides a detailed look at 
an individual or organisation and individuals' inner workings and interactions (Nieuwenhuis, 
2007). Although a case study presents the difficulty of drawing generalisations, its 
uniqueness and capacity for understanding complexity in particular contexts constitute an 
advantage and creates conditions for tentative generalisation that might be tested further in 
future studies (Babbie & Mouton, 2005; Rule & John, 2011). 
 
Recent scholarship confirms that qualitative case studies are particularly suited to exploring 
contradictions in leadership perceptions, as they allow for nuanced, context-specific insights 
that quantitative approaches often miss (Maphalala et al., 2025; Katiana, 2021). By situating 
the study within the interpretive paradigm, we acknowledge the importance of the 
meaning-making process and the subjective realities of participants, which are central to 
understanding follower constructions of women leaders. 
 
Participants and selection 
 
We used both purposive and convenience sampling techniques for this study. Purposive 
sampling entails the researchers making clear choices about which sites and individuals to 
encompass in the sample, based on their judgement of their typicality or possession of the 
sought characteristic (Cohen et al., 2018). Convenience sampling has to do with the 
researchers making considerations about factors that will ensure easy access to the research 
site (Cohen et al., 2018). In the context of this study, we purposively chose a school that 
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was led by a woman principal and was in a rural community. The sampled school was 
convenient in the sense that among the schools that were led by women principals, we chose 
the one that was closest to us in terms of distance and easy access. The sample comprised 
seven teachers, (four males and three females). In qualitative research, the number of 
participants is not significant; what matters most is the appropriateness of participants in 
terms of their capacity to provide rich data that will adequately address the research 
questions (Cohen et al., 2018). 
 
This sample size aligns with qualitative research principles, where depth of insight is 
prioritised over breadth (Tracy, 2020). The gender balance among participants also provided 
diverse perspectives, enabling us to capture how both male and female teachers construct 
notions of women’s leadership. All the participants were of Black African origin.  
 
Gaining access and recruitment 
 
We sought and obtained permission from the Provincial Education Department to conduct 
research in its schools. We then visited the school to introduce the study and explain its 
purpose and the nature of its design. We then asked her to introduce us to the teaching staff 
so that we could explain the study and ask those willing to participate to contact us, 
particularly, the first author. We addressed the teachers during a normal morning break 
session after the principal had introduced us. We stayed in the car until the end of the lunch 
break to allow those teachers who were willing to participate to do so during their free time. 
At the end of the set time, seven teachers had agreed to participate. We set appointments 
with each of the seven teachers and ensured that teaching and learning at the school should 
not be disturbed because of the teachers’ participation in the study (Maree, 2025). This 
recruitment strategy ensured voluntary participation and minimized disruption to school 
routines, consistent with Cohen et al. (2018) that access to schools must respect institutional 
rhythms and gatekeeper authority. It also reflected cultural sensitivity by respecting the 
rhythms of the school day and the authority of the principal in facilitating access, in line 
with ethical standards outlined by the British Educational Research Association (Brown & 
Wild, 2022). Recent South African scholarship similarly emphasises that culturally sensitive 
recruitment requires negotiating with principals and aligning with school routines to 
safeguard both participants and learning processes (Museumgoer & Maguvhe, 2024). 
 
Data generation and analysis 
 
We used semi-structured interviews as the technique for generating research data. We chose 
semi-structured interviews in English because it was the language of instruction in the 
school and widely spoken by the participants, thus, they enabled participants to easily 
express their interpretations of their lived world from their viewpoint (Cohen et al., 2018). 
The first author led the entire data generation process. While conducting interviews, she 
was accompanied by either one of the other two authors at any given time. Each interview 
lasted approximately one hour. We outlined the purpose of the research and how the 
interview data were going to be used. Interviews took place after school hours in the 
staffroom between the months of September and October 2023. We considered the views 
of Nieuwenhuis (2007) who argued that the ideal location is where there are no interruptions 
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or distractions. Data from each interview was audio-recorded and transcribed. Participants 
examined hard copies of transcripts to check for any errors or misunderstandings, and these 
were corrected. We read the transcriptions several times to familiarise ourselves with the 
content. Content analysis was used to analyse data where we took the transcripts, analysed, 
reduced, and interrogated them into summaries (Creswell, 2012). Thereafter, emerging 
themes were drawn out and colour coded to find relationships, similarities, and differences. 
This inductive content analysis was a useful method for providing understanding from the 
massive textual data and it effectively exposed hidden relations and interconnectedness 
between ideas. Honouring the paradigmatic stance of the study, data was presented in the 
most objective way possible while keeping true to the participants' views of realities (Cohen 
et al., 2018). 
 
We also drew on Braun and Clarke’s (2021) guidance on thematic analysis to ensure rigor 
in coding and theme development. Trustworthiness was enhanced through member 
checking, reflexivity, and triangulation of interpretations among the research team. These 
sub 
 
Ethical considerations 
 
Throughout the study, ethical standards were observed. For instance, we explained various 
ethical issues including the right of voluntary participation and withdrawal from the study 
at any time, the principle of autonomy, confidentiality, and non-maleficence (Cohen et al., 
2018). To conceal the participants’ identities, we used pseudonyms for the participants as 
follows; Ms Thoko; Ms Amahle; Ms Gugu; Ms Lwazi; Mr Mzwa; Mr Sbu and Mr Sthe. 
 
We also adhered to ethical guidelines, ensuring cultural sensitivity in the rural South African 
context. This included careful attention to power dynamics between researchers and 
participants, and safeguarding participants’ dignity throughout the process (Brown & Wild, 
2022). 
 
The profile of the school and the participants 
 
This study took place in one secondary school (pseudonym Madoda Secondary School), 
located in the south of Durban in the province of KwaZulu-Natal. Several semi-rural 
settlements surround the school and are occupied by Black Africans. The learner 
demographics and socio-economic situations are such that most of them come from poor 
and disadvantaged households. Several learners head their households on their own as their 
parents work far away, or they are in the care of grandparents. 
 
The School Management Team (SMT) consists of eight members. The principal is a female, 
and the two Deputy Principals are males. There are four Departmental Heads, three of 
whom are males. There are thirty-three teachers at the school and females are in the 
majority. The participants' (four males and three females) teaching experiences in the school 
range from 6 to 27 years and the departments they come from have been managed by female 
Departmental Heads for several years. Therefore, they have had considerable experience 
working under women leaders. While the focus of our discussion with them was on their 
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current female principal, we acknowledge that their previous experiences may have some 
effect on their descriptions of a woman leader. 
 
In addition, Cohen et al. (2018) advised that ethical practice in school-based qualitative 
research requires ensuring voluntary participation, safeguarding confidentiality, and 
minimising harm. We also adhered to Brown & Wild’s (2022) ethical guidelines, which 
emphasise cultural sensitivity, respect for institutional authority, and the protection of 
participants’ dignity. These principles were particularly important in the rural South African 
context, where power dynamics between researchers, principals, and teachers can influence 
participation. We ensured that the study was conducted with integrity, transparency, and 
respect for participants’ lived realities (Museumgoer & Maguvhe, 2024). The profile of the 
school underscores the relevance of the case: the school’s gendered leadership composition 
and socio-economic challenges provided a rich context for examining how followers 
construct notions of women’s leadership in patriarchal rural communities. 
 
Findings 
 
Our inductive analysis of data generated three themes that portray complex and 
contradictory constructions of a woman leader by the followers (teachers). These themes 
are (a) Caring and motherly leadership; (b) Iron fist leadership; (c) Complex interplay 
between patriarchy, identity, and woman leadership construction by the followers, and these 
are presented below.  
 
Caring and motherly leadership 
 
The findings reveal some contradictions in the manner that teachers as followers perceived 
their principal to be. All seven participants perceived the principal as adopting a motherly 
leadership style, characterised by caring nurturing, and empathy. However, five participants 
regarded such an approach as beneficial to them as teachers and for the school. The caring, 
nurturing, and intuitive nature of their female principal were described as coming naturally 
from the maternal instincts of women as mothers. In addition, some participants expressed 
a belief that these attributes impressed and motivated them, and they also felt that these 
attributes made their female principal an effective leader. This is how Ms Thoko expressed 
this view:  
 

Our principal is caring and compassionate… maternal instincts and intuition come 
naturally as a mother…unlike men who struggle with that sometimes. 

 
Expressing a similar view, Mr Sbu said that "women are the ones who were caring during 
[our] childhood". Similarly, Ms Amahle explained that women leaders can "understand if 
we are ill, whereas male principals would expect you to answer to this and that if teachers 
were ill". Mr Sbu summed up these reflections as seen in the following excerpt: 
 

She is friendly, always laughing and joking and that is how she gets her job done. She is 
prepared to teach and share information and is demonstrative. She talks to us while 
being warm and engaging and do not forget the 'human' aspect, and her maternal 
instincts enables her to see individuals in totality. 
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All the expressions above are indications of caring. However, while the principal was 
commended by the participants for her caring approach, there were two participants who 
expressed scepticism about the efficacies of her caring leadership. They believed that their 
principal, as a woman leader, was prone to being overwhelmed by emotions and that when 
she was in that state, she was unable to negotiate in certain situations, thus resulting in 
frustration for some teachers. For instance, Ms Lwazi was critical of women leaders who 
are emotional, saying that they feel intimidated into not taking hard decisions when the need 
arises. This is what she said: 
 

Emotional women leaders cannot solve the problems and that causes problems for us in 
our jobs. They feel intimidated and being emotional can be their weakness. This is what 
is happening with our principal. 

 
A similar view was expressed by, Mr Sthe, who criticised women leaders who adopt an 
overly caring and motherly leadership, saying: 
 

Because they are women, it is easy to become emotional…. Males take advantage of their 
gentle nature and that puts them in a difficult situation where they must take pressure 
from above. 

 
Drawing from the two extracts above, it is evident that teachers who participated in this 
study perceived women leaders as incapable of solving problems or seeing the clear picture 
if they became too sentimental, and they saw this as a sign of weakness in their principal. 
Yet this perception was not uniform. While two participants emphasised the risks of 
emotional involvement, the majority described her caring and motherly leadership as a 
source of strength. They highlighted how her warmth, empathy, and attentiveness to staff 
wellbeing created a supportive environment where teachers felt valued and motivated. 
Everyday interactions, such as her laughter, informal conversations, and willingness to share 
knowledge, were seen as evidence of her ability to humanise leadership and foster 
collegiality. 
 
At the same time, sceptical voices cautioned that such maternal instincts could leave her 
vulnerable to indecision or exploitation, particularly in contexts requiring firmness. These 
contradictions reveal that caring leadership was constructed as both empowering and 
limiting; admired for its relational depth yet critiqued for its perceived emotional fragility. 
Importantly, even those who questioned its efficacy acknowledged that the principal 
ultimately achieved her leadership objectives. As Ms Gugu asserted, “our principal is 
managing to get her leadership objectives met through her excellent leadership skills that 
ultimately met the staff’s needs and satisfaction.” 
 
Taken together, these findings suggest that teachers constructed their notion of a woman 
leader in complex and sometimes contradictory ways. Caring and motherly leadership was 
celebrated as a defining strength yet simultaneously scrutinised as a potential weakness. This 
duality underscores the nuanced ways in which followers interpret women’s leadership, 
revealing both admiration for its relational qualities and ambivalence about its emotional 
dimensions. 
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Iron fist leadership 
 
The second theme stands in stark contrast to the first which depicted the principal as caring, 
gentle, and motherly in her approach to leadership. When the participants were asked to 
share some of their experiences of being led by the woman principal, all seven of them 
stated that her leadership was sometimes very harsh. We are using an iron fist metaphor to 
explain the characterisation of their experiences. While there was broad unanimity about an 
authoritarian approach, two different views dominated the discourse with regards to why 
she behaved in the manner they described. On one hand, there were those who described 
her dictatorial tendencies as mimicry, trying to emulate her dictatorial male counterparts. 
These participants described her leadership as an attempt to emulate her deputy principal 
who was perceived to be a dictator. On the other hand, some participants accused the 
principal of being weak and thus relying heavily on the male deputy. Ms Thoko, Ms Gugu, 
Mr Sbu and Mr Sthe belong to this category of participants, while the other three (Ms 
Amahle, Ms Lwazi and Mr Mzwa) belong to the former. For instance, Ms Thoko argued 
that the autocratic leadership approach imposed by their principal was an attempt to prevent 
any deviation from instruction. 
 
Beyond these contrasting explanations, participants elaborated on how the “iron fist” 
manifested in daily practice. Teachers described her insistence on punctuality, strict 
enforcement of school rules, and uncompromising expectations for performance. Several 
noted that she did not hesitate to confront staff who failed to meet standards, and her 
assertiveness was sometimes perceived as intimidating. For some, this firmness was 
reassuring, as it signalled that she could maintain discipline and was protecting the school 
from complacency. Others, however, viewed her strictness as excessive, suggesting that it 
created tension and fear among staff, and limited opportunities for open dialogue. The 
excerpt by Ms Thoko below highlights these issues: 
 

The principal can be very commanding and demand much. She would follow that 
autocratic style from the deputy and uses that approach on us. The aggressiveness and 
forcefulness force you to be on your toes, no matter what we have got to do as they say! 

 
Echoing similar experiences as Ms Thoko, Ms Gugu had this to say: 
 

From my experience the principal is autocratic and forceful and aligns that autocratic 
style with that of the deputy principal.  

 
There are other participants who attested to the harshness of the principal. Mr Sbu, for 
instance, mentioned a bias against other women who were senior, but she was soft when 
speaking to male teachers. He said:  
 

To me the principal did not have much of a problem, maybe because I am a male. She is 
kind to me, not demanding. But towards women. She is too demanding and always 
challenging them.  
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The other participants revealed that the authoritarian tendencies of the principal 
demonstrated her weakness in that she was submitting herself to her harsh deputy who 
ruled by the iron fist. In this regard, Ms Amahle said: 
 

She (the principal) is submissive to her deputy and dependant on his guidance, so when 
they want others to be submissive to them, they choose to become autocratic and 
forceful to female teachers like him. 

 
All the extracts above clearly show that the principal sometimes was authoritative, 
dictatorial, and ruled by an iron fist. The participants also suggested some positive spin-offs 
of her approach. For instance, Ms Thoko said: 
 

She is very commanding and demanding also, she has a high-pitched, commanding 
voice. So, when she enters the staffroom, everyone stands up or looks up at her when 
she speaks, because she makes her presence known.  

 
Like other dictators, the principal wanted things done her own way. To that end, Ms Gugu 
remarked that: 
 

Her authoritative leadership style negatively affected the tranquillity of the teaching 
environment and restricted peaceful collaboration with her. She sometimes primarily 
focused on having things done her way only. 

 
It is evident that the participating teachers agreed about the leadership approach of their 
principal that, while she is a caring and motherly leader, she is also authoritative, which 
undermined collegiality in the school. Beyond these contrasting explanations, participants 
elaborated on how the “iron fist” manifested in daily practice. Teachers described her 
insistence on punctuality, strict enforcement of school rules, and uncompromising 
expectations for performance. Several participants noted that she did not hesitate to 
confront staff who failed to meet standards, and her assertiveness was at times perceived as 
intimidating. For some participants, this firmness was reassuring, as it signalled that she 
could maintain discipline and protecting the school from complacency. Others, however, 
viewed her strictness as excessive, suggesting that it created tension and fear among staff, 
and limited opportunities for open dialogue.  
 
This duality reveals that authoritarian leadership was constructed as both necessary and 
problematic. On one hand, it was admired for its effectiveness in driving results and 
ensuring accountability. On the other, it was critiqued for stifling collaboration and 
overshadowing her caring qualities. The findings therefore suggest that teachers constructed 
their principal’s authority as a complex blend of empathy and control, where her ability to 
balance warmth with firmness was central to her leadership identity but also a source of 
contradiction in how followers interpreted her actions. 
 
Complex interplay between patriarchy, identity, and woman leadership 
construction by the followers 
 
The third theme interrogates the construction or conceptions of a woman leader from the 
perspectives of the teachers who are the followers in the context of this study. These 
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teachers were asked about how they experienced being led by the principal. Their responses 
suggest an interconnected web of complex interplay between patriarchy that prevailed in 
the community and the identity of the principal which had various dimensions. The 
participants accused her of being a weak and a strong leader simultaneously. For example, 
Ms Amahle described her as 'indoda-mfazi' and 'Mkabayi' when she employed a 
stereotypically male leadership style such as being aggressive and forceful. She said: 
 

When she becomes aggressive or forceful, we call her 'indoda-mfazi' which means that 
the woman behaves like a man when she leads. 

 
 Ms Gugu expressed similar views when she said: 
 

Sometimes we call her Mkabayi! Mkabayi was Shaka's [aunt] cousin and a very powerful 
and strong woman whom Shaka himself and his father before him, looked up to.  

 
The same principal was construed as weak, not because she was not assertive as was 
expected of any leader, but because her assertiveness was associated with what the 
participants called, ‘dependence on men.’ Consequently, that, the principal was deemed to 
have lost her identity and operated under the shadows of men. Ms Amahle said: 
 

The principal has biased personalities because she is heavily dependent on males, 
unaware of her own capabilities; she is biased and prejudiced against her own gender and 
admires male leaders and therefore mimic male behaviour. 

 
Implied in the voice of Ms Amahle is the notion of the principal’s inherent power which 
she has failed to recognise and utilise, and that her over-reliance on men as her role models 
had a negative influence on her which resulted in her being biased against other women. In 
that regard, Ms Amahle described her as having lost her identity, as she operated in the 
shadow of male leaders. This is what she said: 
 

My experience tells me that she has a very biased personality… like she does not know 
what she can do. She copies what male leaders have been doing, like she becomes 
forceful like males, it is like she believes in male power and relies too much on males and 
not herself as a female leader.  

 
The participants ascribed her perceived bias to her loss of identity as a woman, and 
embracing men’s ways of leading people. All the participants viewed her masculine, 
authoritative behavioural tendencies as symptomatic of being held up in the labyrinth of 
inferiority to men, and, thus, she was stuck in a perpetual bondage of operating within a 
man’s mindset. Mr Mzwa explained: 
 

She has that male mindset. She seemed to be stuck in such a labyrinth of inferiority and 
is somehow unable to escape. 

 
The views expressed in all the extracts in this theme seem to question the principal’s 
leadership that was portrayed in the first theme where she is described as a caring and 
motherly leader. It is evident that the way the participants constructed their notion of her 
leadership is not consistent and stable, but full of contradictions which raises more 
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questions about the participants rather than the woman leader they are describing. In the 
next section, we present a discussion of the findings, and that discussion incorporates the 
views of various scholars who have written about women leadership, gender, and culture, 
and how patriarchy features in such discussions. 
 
What becomes clear from these findings is that the principal’s leadership was not judged in 
isolation but through the lens of broader cultural expectations and patriarchal norms. 
Teachers often projected their own assumptions about gender roles onto her actions, 
interpreting empathy as maternal instinct and firmness as mimicry of male authority. This 
tension reveals how identity and patriarchy intersect to shape the way followers construct 
women leaders: they are simultaneously admired for their relational strengths and 
constrained by stereotypes that question their legitimacy. 
 
The contradictions in these narratives highlight that leadership is never a neutral practice 
but a socially constructed phenomenon, deeply entangled with culture, gender, and power. 
By portraying the principal as both caring and authoritarian, participants revealed more 
about the biases and expectations they carry than about her actual leadership capacity. This 
suggests that women leaders are constantly navigating a double bind, where every action is 
filtered through competing cultural scripts. Such complexity not only complicates how 
followers perceive leadership but also underscores the resilience required of women leaders 
to achieve their objectives despite contradictory judgments. 
 
Discussion 
 
The findings show that followers’ constructions of a woman leader are complex and 
contradictory. Participants dichotomised leadership as feminine (women) or masculine 
(men), expressing affinity for feminine leadership associated with caring and nurturing 
(Zitha, Lumadi & Ndhlovu, 2024; Akinola & Naidoo, 2024). They linked this to their 
principal yet simultaneously judged her as weak simply because she is a woman. This 
contradiction reflects the “double bind” in Role Congruity Theory, where women leaders are 
penalised both for embodying feminine traits and for adopting masculinist behaviours 
(Eagly & Karau, 2002; Tremmel & Wahl, 2023; Triana et al., 2024). Global studies confirm 
women leaders are judged more harshly than men for identical behaviours (Davidson-
Schmich, Jalalzai & Och, 2023; Triana et al., 2024). Policy-oriented scholarship adds another 
dimension. Mwaura (2024) called for gender-responsive leadership policies across Africa, 
arguing that systemic interventions are necessary to dismantle patriarchal norms. The 
UNESCO Global Education Monitoring Report (UNESCO, 2025) similarly stressed that 
women remain under-represented in top educational leadership positions worldwide, 
despite evidence of their effectiveness. 
 
Similarly, in this study, teachers admired their principal’s courage in a male-dominated 
community (Mudau & Sikhwari, 2025), yet scepticism persisted: empathy was celebrated as 
maternal, authority criticized as mimicry of men. Assertiveness was framed as both 
dictatorial and weak, echoing paradoxes in other African contexts (Mashanzhi, 2025; 
Kwatubana, 2021). Such contradictions suggest patriarchal traditions and power relations 
continue to frame women leaders through androcentric lenses (Mudau & Sikhwari, 2025). 
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Leading in rural communities was viewed as especially difficult for women, reflecting 
cultural norms as barriers (Mudau & Sikhwari, 2025). UNESCO (2022) and Bhoola (2025) 
similarly noted persistent scepticism despite equity policies. Ultimately, these contradictions 
underscore how women leaders navigate institutional challenges alongside shifting, 
conflicting follower expectations. They reveal entrenched cultural biases more than the 
leader herself, illuminating the contested terrain of women’s leadership in rural South 
African schools and setting the stage for broader implications. 
 
These contradictions also highlight how leadership is socially constructed through collective 
narratives rather than individual performance. Followers’ tendency to equate empathy with 
maternal instincts (Zitha, Lumadi & Ndhlovu, 2024; Akinola & Naidoo, 2024) demonstrates 
how gendered stereotypes continue to dominate perceptions, even when such traits 
contribute positively to school culture. The paradox of valuing care yet dismissing it as 
weakness illustrates the enduring influence of RCT (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Tremmel & Wahl, 
2023; Triana et al., 2024), where women leaders are judged against contradictory standards. 
Global evidence (Davidson-Schmich, Jalalzai & Och, 2023; Triana et al., 2024) reinforces 
that these dynamics are not unique to South Africa but resonate across contexts, 
underscoring the systemic nature of bias. 
 
The rural setting magnifies these tensions. Teachers’ scepticism toward their principal’s 
authority (Mudau & Sikhwari, 2025) reflects how cultural traditions privilege male 
leadership, positioning women as outsiders in their own communities. This scepticism 
persists even when women demonstrate courage and resilience, suggesting that the 
legitimacy of women leaders is not earned solely through performance but filtered through 
patriarchal expectations. Similar contradictions in other African contexts (Mashanzhi, 2025; 
Kwatubana, 2021) confirm that women leaders are often trapped in paradoxical judgments, 
where their assertiveness is simultaneously admired and condemned. Such dynamics reveal 
how androcentric lenses (Mudau & Sikhwari, 2025) continue to define leadership, despite 
policy frameworks advocating equity (Bhoola, 2025; UNESCO, 2022, 2025). 
 
These findings carry broader implications for leadership theory and practice. They suggest 
that women leaders in rural schools must constantly negotiate legitimacy, balancing empathy 
with authority in ways that challenge binary gender frames. Their leadership becomes both 
symbolic and transformative, disrupting entrenched biases while embodying resilience in 
contested spaces. The contradictions observed here illuminate the need to reconceptualise 
leadership beyond gendered dichotomies, recognising how women leaders enact change 
despite persistent scepticism. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Through this qualitative study, we explored how teachers, as followers in the context of this 
study, constructed their notion of a woman leader working in a rural community. We also 
sought to understand some of the factors that influence their construction of a woman 
leader in the context of a rural community in South Africa. We conclude that as much as 
they question how women principals are received and supported in society, and in their 
rural community in particular, their construction was largely dichotomous in the sense that 
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they could not define a woman leader without comparing her leadership with the perceived 
leadership of a man. What complicates the situation even further, is that the participants did 
not have a clear definition of a male leadership either, other than that of male leaders they 
were familiar with. Their typical male leader is authoritative, autocratic, dictatorial, and 
uncaring, while the woman leader is the opposite of this. Perhaps, that is why their idea of 
a woman leader was fussy, unstable, and fraught with numerous contradictions, where the 
woman leader was seen to be hard to please when it came to female teachers rather than 
their male counterparts. 
 
The second conclusion relates to the question about what drives the followers’ conception 
or construction of a female leader in a rural setting in South Africa. Drawing from the 
findings, we conclude that their construction of a woman leader was negatively influenced 
by their own perceptions, beliefs, and value systems about what a woman leader should do. 
Their construction resonates with the RCT espoused by Eagly & Karau (2002). This study 
therefore contributes theoretically by extending RCT and SRT into the South African 
schooling context, showing how follower centric perspectives reveal the persistence of the 
“double bind” faced by women leaders. By foregrounding teachers’ voices, it highlights how 
stereotypes are reproduced through everyday interactions, even when followers 
acknowledge the unfairness of patriarchal traditions. 
 
We argue that women can only be emancipated in the real sense from patriarchal ideologies 
if both women and men understand that there needs to be co-operation and understanding 
between them, while sex and gender are not criteria in judging an individual's ability. 
Therefore, adopting gender stereotypes and a dichotomous understanding of leadership 
limits any realistic perspective about who a leader is and who a woman leader is. Practically, 
this study suggests that leadership development programs should explicitly challenge 
gendered assumptions, while mentorship initiatives can normalise diverse leadership styles. 
Schools and policymakers should also invest in awareness training for teachers to reflect on 
their own biases, ensuring that follower constructions do not undermine women leaders’ 
legitimacy.  
 
Future research should explore whether these contradictions persist across different 
contexts, such as urban schools or other provinces, and whether follower perceptions 
evolve over time. Comparative studies across global arenas could further illuminate how 
cultural norms shape constructions of women leaders. Longitudinal designs would also be 
valuable in tracking how exposure to effective women leaders disrupts entrenched 
stereotypes. 
 
This study underscores that women leaders in rural South African schools are navigating 
not only institutional challenges but also the shifting, often contradictory expectations of 
their followers. Their leadership is simultaneously celebrated and scrutinised, admired, and 
doubted, revealing the resilience required to lead in contexts where patriarchal traditions 
remain deeply entrenched. By capturing these contradictions, the study contributes to 
ongoing debates about gender and leadership, reminding us that the future of equitable 
schooling depends on dismantling stereotypes and embracing leadership in all its diverse 
forms. 
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