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Abstract
Using CMM (the co-ordinated management of meaning approach), this article
investigates differences between white and black first-year students’ interpretations
of personal experiences of racism, emphasising the degree to which respondents
construct these as linked to past systems of oppression, specifically apartheid. In
the narratives thus collected, students racialised as white focus on encounters with
restitution, while black respondents relate personal, face-to-face confrontations
with racism in public spaces. In the themes that emerged from participants’
reflections on factors such as the motives/causes of prejudicial treatment, white
respondents construct restitution as institutionally-sanctioned racism. Black
participants link perpetrators’ motives directly to apartheid, but concurrently
resist interpreting these as symptoms of a pervasive culture of racism among whites.
Examining the results for correlations with Steyn and Foster’s (2008) work on white
talk among much older white journalists, suggests that the discursive repertoires that
mark these discourses impact the efforts of both white and black students (born in
or shortly before 1994) to negotiate their experiences. As such, the findings offer
insights into some of the prevailing beliefs that circulate in the sample under study,
and are liable to affect efforts at social cohesion in a country where university spaces
are considered as increasingly telling barometers of transformation (Soudien 2010).

Introduction
Gillian Schutte’s Dear White People (an opinion piece posted January 2013)
elicited praise and invective, as did a prompt Black Consciousness (BC)
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critique by Andile Mngxitama and Esther Nkopo. Schutte attempts a
constructive criticism of whiteness in South Africa, hoping that critical
reflection and subsequent (individual) actions can meaningfully defuse
white opposition to transformation and promote social cohesion through
empathy with the racialised other (Schutte 2013). The BC response, however,
shows profound scepticism as to whether any real contribution to addressing
racial (dis)advantage can be expected from whiteness studies (Mngxitama
and Nkopo 2013). Along with related posts (Azania 2013), and peer-reviewed
publications (Soudien 2010, Botsis 2010, Steyn and Foster 2008), the furore
illustrates the conflicting perspectives on why racism persists, as well as
tensions between opposing ideas on how best to address the structural
repercussions of apartheid that continue to affect South Africans. These
debates occur in conjunction with, and may also affect, the development of
a National Action Plan to Combat Racism, initiated after the United Nations’
World Conference against Racism in September 2001 (United Nations 2001).

This study examines the degree and themes around which a racially
diverse sample of university students, born in or shortly before 1994,
consider personal experiences with racial prejudice as stemming from the
racism of individuals, or from broader social problems, and as linked with
apartheid. Using the co-ordinated management of meaning approach (CMM)
(Orbe and Camara 2010), we analyse the extent to which students construct
encounters as representative of the collective experiences of the racial
groups they self-affiliate with. Moreover, in asking respondents to dwell
upon the causes or motivations underlying offenders’ behaviours, we
analyse emerging perceptions of racism and the state of race-relations in and
beyond the university context. Both the analysis and our interpretation of
its findings are informed by a critical race theory (CRT) perspective that
seeks to excavate forms of racial othering that often go overlooked, owing
to their subtle and everyday nature, and their potential to destabilise
racialised privilege.

Context and aims
Although colonialism and apartheid have been recognised as systematic
violations of human rights, the twenty-first century remains marked by the
challenge of addressing the persistence of racial classification and
stratification (Winant 2000: 180). In South Africa, continued research on the
way citizens negotiate this legacy remains a worthwhile endeavour,
particularly as it interrogates obstacles to an inclusive and non-racial
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citizenship (Alexander 2007: 93). Structurally, past systems of oppression
continue to impact the lived realities of South Africans through asymmetrical
distributions of power (Soudien 2001: 312). Economic reforms are a case in
point: in defiance of the ostensible shift of political power, and subsequent
changes in institutional policies, the abject poverty endured by many
communities has not seen significant reduction (Alexander 2007: 99).

Although the cohort of tertiary students under study interact across
apartheid’s racial categories in such intimate contexts as friendships and
romantic relationships, past tensions have not disappeared (Botsis 2010).
Soudien (2010: 1) observes that the university community has become one
of the most telling barometers of transformation, and illustrates the ‘confusion
around position-taking both at the personal and social level’ on issues
related to race, citizenship and restitution (also see Alexander 2007). Eliciting
the reflections of members of this community, based on experiences that
foreground position-taking (such as being victimised by racial prejudice),
affords an opportunity to examine their understandings of evolving relations
in South Africa. Analytically, we focus on the extent to which participants
interpret their experiences of racism as linked to the structural persistence
of injustice, especially apartheid (although narratives on sexism and
homophobia were also gathered, we focus here on racism).

These experiences range across both micro- and macro-discrimination
(Solórzano et al 2000: 60), with most narratives by white respondents
focusing on restitution policies, while black respondents foreground personal
confrontations with racist perpetrators. To elicit and analyse such a range
of experiences, we draw from earlier work on campus communities in the
United States. Orbe and Camara (2010: 290), for example, observe an age-
based discrepancy between members of majority and minority groups. In
contrast with older respondents, adolescent members of minority groups
were more likely to interpret instances of discrimination as stemming from
aberrant individuals, rather than endemic cultural patterns, such as white
supremacy. However, bearing in mind Soudien’s (2010) observation, the
results for a South African university may differ significantly.

Analysing the way respondents link or omit to link personal experiences
to historic structures, offers a way of exploring the prevailing beliefs that
circulate in the population under study and mediate their understandings of
the society they inhabit, as well as the ways they engage with institutional
efforts at unity (Orbe and Camara 2010). In this, the study draws not only from
Orbe and Camara’s application of CMM, but also Solórzano and Yosso’s
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(2002) counter-narratives, which seek the creation of opportunities to
confront the problem that, as Botsis (2010: 240) puts it:

the non-racial ideology [of post-apartheid South Africa] cannot become
naturalised if [adolescents] are unable to work through some of the
contradictions of their present, one of which is the continued salience
of race in their lives and futures, while having intimate social relations
which seem to belie this reality.

Subsequent sections will set out the principles of CRT, in terms of its links
with CMM, before reporting the results.

Critical race theory
CRT is a useful framework within which to interpret the results obtained from
an application of CMM as it offers a means of analysing participants’
narratives of discrimination from a perspective that acknowledges both the
structurally-embedded and subtle everyday nature of racism, and its
intersection with sexism and other forms of prejudice (DeCuir and Dixon
2004: 27, Solórzano and Yosso 2002: 25). Of particular interest in terms of the
data, CRT also offers a framework for investigating white denial of racism and
its attempts to de-legitimising demands for redress (Hook 2011: 22), as
discussed below.

Permanence of racism
Central to CRT is the position that racism, and related forms of oppression,
are endemic and resistant to social changes such as increased contact,
integration and legal suppression (DeCuir and Dixon 2004: 29). In South
Africa, this point is borne out by legislative efforts to address representative
imbalances in the labour force. These efforts are hindered by consequences
of the white supremacist policies of apartheid, which have ‘even after ten
years of political freedom [resulted in] a very small pool of skilled labour’
among the beneficiaries of redress (Alexander 2007: 96). Such structural
effects of racism are particularly telling in pre-labour discrimination, which
Franchi (2003: 158) conceptualises as:

the creation and maintenance of historical disadvantage through unequal
access to assets, financial credit, economic opportunity and human
resource development, the dispossession of land and the politically
orchestrated devastation of solid social capital (family structure, human
relationships and community life).

Our focus on respondent narratives does not intend to disregard such
structural elements of racism in favour of individualisation. This argument
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is central in Mngxitama and Nkopo’s (2013) critique of Schutte (2013). They
admonish critical race theorists, specifically those in whiteness studies, to
guard against the risk of isolating racism to individual rehabilitation. Their
main concern is the risk of effecting an ‘acknowledgement of history but not
redress’ (Mngxitama and Nkopo 2013). These criticisms are not new, although
the recent furore demonstrates their continued salience in South Africa,
which is further corroborated by reactions that aim to defend whiteness
studies (Azania 2013). In fact, publications by Derek Hook (2011) as well as
Twine and Gallagher’s (2008: 5) ‘third wave’ whiteness, which predate the
Schutte-Nkopo-Mngxitama debate, have already engaged with the latter’s
objections by pointing out that the field already:

includes critiques of whiteness that examine the institutional
arrangements, ideological beliefs and state practices that maintain white
privilege even as those prerogatives of whiteness are [being] challenged

In this project, the data generated by black respondents are investigated
as counter-narratives, based on Solórzano and Yosso (2002). That is, both
overt and ‘subtle, cumulative mini-assaults [that are often] the substance of
today’s racism’, are analysed specifically for the way such experiences are
understood as commonplace and structurally-embedded (Pierce 1974:516).
Following an initial analysis of white respondents’ narratives, Hook (2011)
and Steyn and Foster (2008) proved critical for examining how white
participants reflect, or fail to reflect, on the tenacious problems of apartheid,
as well as the most common themes around which they position themselves
in terms of the experiences of the racialised other, especially when they deem
themselves to have been the victims of racism. In this regard, CRT’s critique
of (white) liberalism is significant.

Critique of liberalism
Alexander (2007) contends that slow progress in addressing the fate of the
poor, coupled with the comparable visibility of a small black elite, and
extensive media coverage of government corruption, have fuelled imbalanced
perceptions of legislative redress. Sections of the historically privileged
claim that redress violates the ostensibly superior justice of meritocracy
(Franchi 2003). This line is echoed, not only in comments to Schutte’s (2013)
letter, but in narratives for the present study. To elaborate, in contrast with
some of the ostensibly liberal forms of ‘white talk’ identified by Steyn and
Foster (2008), which admit the need for restitution, even if specific policies
are rejected, many of the narratives in this project explicitly prefer the
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abandonment of restitution for meritocracy. Although meritocracy is depicted
as true non-racialism, critical race theorists point out that it ignores the
continued effects of past racism, and attempts to maintain white – especially
heterosexual male white – privilege (DeCuir and Dixon 2004: 29). This view
is frequently collocated with a vision of affirmative action as an illegitimate
attack on innocent white generations. Meritocracy, in this outlook, stems
from white entitlement, which tends to cast any alternative distribution of
resources as unfair. A critique of this brand of liberalism is therefore
essential in CRT (DeCuir and Dixon 2004: 29).

In an analysis of the racial identities of South African first-year students,
Puttick (2011: 89) builds on the themes developed by Melissa Steyn, and
illustrates the interplay of these two factors (white non-racism and
victimisation (Steyn and Foster 2008)). Firstly, with regards to racist-denial,
she points to a trend among white respondents of relegating racism to
previous generations, constructing themselves as blameless. This move not
only distances the self from guilt, but also denies any enjoyment of the
benefits that still accrue to white persons as a consequence of generations
of systematic racial oppression, in forms that are difficult to address
satisfactorily, such as the dispossession of land since colonial times (Puttick
2011: 89, Hook 2011: 23). In the case of non-material advantages, the failure
to acknowledge the benefits of whiteness is particularly stark. Although
white respondents (in both Puttick’s and the present research) admit to a
degree of racialised economic privilege, academic success and athletic
prowess, for example, are readily attributed to hard work and inherent
aptitude, instead of the succour of centuries of segregated education and
other inequalities (Puttick 2011: 37). This trend echoes earlier observations
by Winant (2000) that state-orientated restitution has been exploited for
arguments, on an international scale, that racism and sexism have been
satisfactorily dealt with. Secondly, with regards to affirmative action, the
denial of both oppressor-status and present-day privilege finds expression
in a construction of whiteness as under illegitimate attack, undermining their
right to equal citizenship in the new South Africa (Puttick 2011: 74, Twine and
Gallagher 2008: 6, Steyn and Foster 2008: 41). CRT thus entails a particular
critique of such efforts to preserve white privilege, in which meritocracy
obstructs ‘an empathetic engagement with the experience of Africans’
(Steyn and Foster 2008: 32).
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Counter-storytelling
As an intellectual and political project, CRT recognises the role of discourse
in legitimising and maintaining the hegemony of powerful groups by
systematically marginalising alternatives. Counter-storytelling reflects the
objective of destabilising dominant discourses. It draws on the experiential
knowledge of people of colour, to uncover and decentre notions that have
legitimated oppression and become normalised among the historically
privileged, such as the contention that affirmative action represents a
stronger obstacle to a sense of nationhood, than assumptions of white
entitlement (Solórzano and Yosso 2002: 26). As such, counter-narratives
play a part in what Azania (2013) describes: ‘[just as] blacks must first
recognise their oppression in order to fight it, whites too must first recognise
that they are oppressive’ (cf Saukko 2003: 20 for postmodern excess).

The majority of the narratives collected here were authored by black
respondents. Following Solórzano et al (2000: 65), these counter-narratives
were analysed, in conjunction with those generated by white participants,
for themes: surrounding the types and effects of, as well as reactions to
discrimination; the degree to which these are considered ubiquitous in the
lives of respondents and the groups they affiliate with; as well as the motives
assigned to perpetrators (Solórzano and Yosso 2002: 25).

CMM
CMM conceptualises human communication as a process that sees
interlocutors ‘co-create, maintain, and alter social order, personal
relationships, and individual identities’ (Cronen et al 1982: 64). Its application
to intergroup communication and dynamics of power, difference, othering
and culture has stimulated the development and refinement of the ‘hierarchy
model of actor’s meanings’ (Pearce 2005: 39). Drawing from a sample of
narratives by U.S. university students, Orbe and Camara (2010: 285) employ
this model to investigate differences between minority and majority groups’
understandings of discrimination, by analysing the way narratives construct
past experiences. As illustrated below, a vital part of this model is its
attention to the way interlocutors assign meaning to interactions and
experiences by responding to the communicative behaviours of others as
situated on one of the following levels (Orbe and Camara 2010: 285):

1. content;
2. speech acts;
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3. contracts (relationships in Littlejohn 2002);
4. episodes; and
5. archetypes (cultural patters in Miller 2001).

Contracted levels of meaning-making occur when respondents interpret
verbal and non-verbal behaviours (content) as discriminatory speech acts
produced by racist or sexist individuals, as opposed to symptoms of broader
cultural orientations that reoccur across different social contexts and inform
the prejudicial treatment that vulnerable groups are subjected to. Expanded
meaning-making occurs when respondents perceive discriminatory
behaviours (verbal and non-verbal) as instantiations of implicit rules for
majority-minority interactions (contracts). In the present sample such
narratives correspond with the micro-aggressions reported by Solórzano et
al (2000) for the USA collegiate. That is, they reflect the implicit racial
segregation of public entertainment spaces, consistently inferior service
from administrative or retail staff to black students, or recurring attempts by
white sports coaches to limit black athletes’ playing time. At a higher level
(episodes), these implicit rules are enforced by verbal and non-verbal
communication routines, which render them more explicit and discernibly
racist, especially because they are reported as more or less predictable sets
of behaviours and as regular occurrences in the lives of victims.

To illustrate, one narrative by a black female teacher-in-training, after
visiting a predominantly white school for practical training, recounts ‘I was
only allowed to teach the single mixed class’ (contract). While evaluating her
pedagogy, ‘teachers would speak to me in Afrikaans even though the
medium of instruction is English and Afrikaans’. This created opportunities
for face-threatening admonitions to ‘speak properly’, and to ask ‘whether my
kind shouldn’t teach in a township school’ (episodes). When contracts and
episodes are interpreted as endemic features in the lives of victims and as
evidence of racist or sexist ideologies that may be generalised to the
discriminating group, including those not directly involved in the reported
incident, such contracts and episodes are elevated to archetypes. The above
respondent opines that many black peers can report similar incidents, and
interprets these practices as the efforts of most white educators to limit the
entrance of black teachers into formerly whites-only schools, by creating a
hostile environment and awarding low marks.

In such cases, the lower levels ‘derive their meaning from [those] positioned
higher in the hierarchy’ (Orbe and Camara 2010: 289). This informs Orbe and
Camara’s (2010: 291) observation that majority-group respondents commonly
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contextualise discrimination at relatively contracted levels. Most proceed
no higher than contracts. For example, specific locations where European-
Americans are routinely ill-treated by African-Americans, are not considered
indicative of racist sentiments among the latter as a whole, or an enduring
feature of European-American life. Conversely, minority-group narratives
are regularly linked to archetypes. Speech acts, contracts and episodes are
interpreted as symptoms of racist and allied attitudes that permeate society
and inform the individual behaviours that respondents are exposed to (Orbe
and Camara 2010: 287). However, this result was age-specific. Adolescent
members of minority groups were more likely to interpret discriminatory acts
as contracted, portraying them as the aberrant acts of individuals, rather
than archetypes (Orbe and Camara 2010: 287). This difference in the way
individuals position their experiences in terms of past and present-day
systems of injustice is of central interest to the present study, as outlined
below.

Examining narratives from this perspective has analogues in the discourse
analytic procedures advanced by Phillips and Jørgensen (2002), which
Steyn and Foster (2008) apply to questions of racialisation. More specifically,
a three-tiered approach is advocated: 1) the systematic and careful re-
readings of the texts in preparation for 2), a preliminary identification of
common themes in meaning-construction, prior to 3) a second analysis of the
discursive work such texts perform within its broader social context (such
as post-apartheid South African university spaces). With regards to the
latter, the authors adopted CMM to examine differences between Orbe and
Carama’s (2010) results and those that emerge from a South African sample.
The model was also considered relevant because Walker (2005), Botsis
(2010) and Soudien (2010) posit that South African youths are very likely to
invest a significant degree of conscious thought in formulating their positions
on race- and gender-related issues. Regardless of whether they are
approached to participate in research, they are therefore likely to have
considered their personal positions, an effort which is liable to be impacted
by factors such as the contradiction between the political freedoms won by
apartheid’s dismantlement, and the slow redress of widespread socio-
economic consequences of that system, from which many poor communities
have gained ‘virtually nothing’ (Alexander 2007: 99). Simultaneously,
whiteness (especially heterosexual masculinity) is confronted with the
question of finding an appropriate position in the new South Africa, and an
international climate that is increasingly interrogating white privilege (Steyn
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and Foster 2008). These socio-political developments could exert a different
effect than those recorded by Orbe and Carama (2010).

One significant limitation of employing this framework is the omission of
opportunities for participants to engage with each other in order to compare,
synthesise and interrogate their respective interpretations. In particular, the
results point to the value of creating responsible ways for students racialised
as white, to have their constructions of racism challenged by racialised
others. Such limitations may be overcome by focus groups and online
discussion forums (Matthews 2011), and the authors intend to pursue these
in subsequent work. Another noteworthy critique is illuminated by Swim et
al’s (2003) observation on the limitation of methods that rely on memory and
accurate recall of past events. In this light, they elect the use of daily diaries.
However, it should be noted that the present study is not primarily concerned
with the accuracy of respondents’ memory, but with the ways they construct
past events (following close reflection) as linked to, or isolated from broader
social problems, including historic injustices.

Sample
Through purposive sampling (Solórzano et al 2000: 64), 305 narratives were
collected from respondents aged between 19 and 30, with a majority of 19-
21 year-olds (76 per cent). Demographic divisions were as follows: 100 white,
205 black, 115 men, and 190 women (broken into more specific categories in
subsequent discussions). An additional 11 narratives by white respondents
were discarded as they claimed to have no experience with discrimination.
All respondents were enrolled in their first-year at the historically white
University of the Free State and were registered for a first-year module in
English literature and cultural studies. Participants were asked to complete
an open-ended questionnaire, the first section of which follows Obre and
Camara’s (2010) call for a detailed narrative of at least one experience in which
respondents felt themselves to have been a victim of discrimination. This
was followed by a list of questions adapted from Puttick (2011), aimed at
gleaning details on the respondent’s interpretation of the racialised, gendered
and other dimensions of his/her experiences

Questions were added on the continued use of apartheid’s racial categories
following Alexander’s (2007: 94) argument that even though these are now
used for restitution, they may unintentionally undermine efforts at developing
social cohesion (Alexander 2007: 94):

the irresponsible practice [...] of political, cultural and other role models
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of referring unproblematically to ‘Blacks’, ‘Coloureds’, ‘Indians’ and
‘Whites’ in their normal public discourse, well knowing that by doing
so they are perpetuating the racial categories of apartheid [and] wittingly
or unwittingly entrenching racial prejudice.

Subsequently, he advances social class as an indicator of the most urgent
beneficiaries of restitution, arguing that this would not dilute the racial
scope of redress (Alexander 2007:102). However, the inclusion of these items
in the research instrument served not to generate feasible alternatives, but
to gauge respondents’ perceptions of and attitudes toward the use of racial
categories, their understandings of the present-day need for redress, as well
as their own position within such efforts (as beneficiaries or non-
beneficiaries).

Together, narratives and responses to all items were analysed qualitatively
in terms of CMM, and to identify themes in terms of the nature, effects of,
and responses to discrimination from a CRT perspective. Themes were
derived via the steps of grounded theory research, following Solórzano et
al (2000: 65), as well as Orbe and Camara (2010: 286), which entail an initial
reading of the narratives, followed by an intensive search for re-occurring
descriptions of the nature, effects of and responses to discrimination. This
process was completed separately by both researchers, before cross-
validating the CMM and thematic analyses. It yielded rich data, with
reflections on initial and later responses to discrimination, as well as
perpetrators’ proposed motives. Although the data contains narratives on
gender, homophobic, religious as well as racial discrimination (with some
respondents offering narratives on at least two of these), we focus here on
the latter as the most prominent category.

Finally, the researchers reiterate that our use of apartheid racial categories
reflect the ‘lingua franca term[s] used by informants’, and does not constitute
an attempt to ‘reinforce them as static, exclusionary social constructs’
(Hammett 2008: 653). The demographic section of the questionnaires, for
example, did not provide respondents with a list of races to choose from (as
equity documents do), allowing them instead to record whatever category
they prefer. Nevertheless, most respondents selected black, coloured, white
or Indian. Exceptions illustrate the contested nature of race and the hybrid
state of identity in contemporary South Africa, as some respondents
selected African, but then felt the need to add (in brackets) white, coloured
or black, which in turn suggests the value of subjecting this issue to further
study (Matthews 2011).
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Results
Contracted vs expanded levels
As explicated below, nearly all white respondents described affirmative
action as structural discrimination. Black participants narrated face-to-face
confrontations with small groups in public spaces. Central across all the
motives assigned to perpetrators (by black students) is the sense of
disempowerment attributed to white offenders – a theme repeatedly echoed
in white students’ reflections on affirmative action.

Table 1: Percentage of narratives on racism per race, gender and CMM
level

Table 1 points to a racial disjunction between respondents’ interpretations.
Most white respondents levelled their experiences as archetypal, indicating
the conviction that they live in a structurally anti-white racist society, where
individual experiences are constitutive parts that are generalizable to other
whites. As one remarked: ‘I became part of the racial saga of our country’
(following rejection from a hockey team). By contrast, black respondents’
narratives showed a balance between contracts and archetypes.

White narratives centred predominantly (84 per cent) on the perceived
injustice of affirmative action, specifically the racialised awarding of bursaries
for tertiary study and the enforcement of ‘quotas’ in sports and medical
studies. These are regulations that mandate the selection of a minimum
number of black athletes (specified for each sport), as well as a minimum
number of black medical students, which must be satisfied before white
applicants are considered. Narratives on affirmative action were not
accompanied by any other instances of racism, such as implicit segregationist
rules (contracts) on campus or other social spaces, or communicative
routines with patterned speech acts (episodes), which were comparatively
more prevalent among black participants. All narratives on affirmative action
clustered around the following themes:

 
 White 

women 
White 
men  

Black 
women 

Black 
men 

Speech 
acts 

11.5 7.7 14.0 10.5 

Contracts 9.8 7.7 17.1 22.4 
Episodes 3.3 2.6 7.8 7.9 
Archetypes 27.9 35.9 18.6 14.5 
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• The continued use of race for social stratification, in the form of affirmative
action, is irreconcilable with democracy;

• It is the function of the fallacious assumption that all whites enjoy
economic privilege;

• A denial of non-material white privilege, suggesting that academic and
athletic prowess are viewed as the result of personal commitment/
training/studying and inherent talent, with no links established to cross-
generational capital or a history of segregated education;

• As a democratically illegitimate practice, affirmative action is attributed
to the conviction among black decision-makers (predominantly men) that
all whites continue to harbour racist ideologies and deserve punishment
through restitution;

• Experiences in the contexts of sports and tertiary bursaries prefigure
white experiences in the labour market (respondents cite the cases of their
parents and family members who were denied promotions, and in two
cases failed to obtain work altogether, in favour of black candidates).

Only a minority of white narratives (16 per cent) at the archetypal level
were not related to restitution policies. These narrated events that were more
typically conceptualised as contractual by other whites. They centred
around inferior service from black sales representatives, and government
(mainly police) services. The distinguishing factor is that, under contracts,
white respondents do not propose that contractually inferior service indicates
anti-white sentiments among most black people or the government as a
whole, as is the case under archetypes, of which restitution is the central
example. However, all discriminatory acts, whether the contractual behaviour
of small groups or the archetypical cases of affirmative action, were explicitly
linked to power. Perpetrators were consistently constructed as desirous of
opportunities to exert power over those who had once dominated South
Africa. The prevalence of this reverse-racism/victimisation of whiteness
theme across the narratives points to how deeply this rhetoric is embedded
among and available to white students seeking to negotiate encounters with
affirmative action.

 Those narratives by black respondents that were levelled as archetypes
range across a comparatively wider variety of contexts. Respondents proved
more likely to have experience of part-time and full-time work prior to, and
even during the start of their tertiary career. They report covert attempts by
white managers to undermine job satisfaction and promote white colleagues.
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Athletes also narrate the undermining of their careers whenever white
organisers can circumvent legislation, by reducing their participation in
matches and try-outs. In addition to these, narratives include a wealth of
experiences on campus, as well as the city beyond, with the most prevalent
situations pertaining to tertiary education, socialisation and accommodation.

Most black respondents argue that their education suffers from sharing
the higher educational space with prejudiced whites. Specific cases are
constructed as representative of on-going experiences that persist from high
school into the university setting, where white students seek to undermine
their participation in class discussions and group assignments. White peers
fail to include black respondents’ contributions in final drafts of assignments
and maintain racially segregated seating arrangements (the role of white
lecturers in failing to take action is omitted). This theme corresponds with
Solórzano et al’s (2000: 62) position that: ‘the high-stakes game of college
academic achievement’ is severely affected by micro-aggressions. A uniquely
South African structural concern is the continued use of Afrikaans as a
medium of instruction at the university, in tandem with English. Respondents
report lower quality supplementary materials in English, compared to
Afrikaans, and regard the continued use of the latter language as an unjust
advantage afforded to Afrikaans-speaking whites (no mention is made of
other racial or ethnic mother-tongue speakers of Afrikaans). Although
verbal discrimination, such as routine belittling of black academic
contributions (episodic) are rare among students and completely absent
among lecturers, these on-campus experiences are expressed as evidence of
archetypal racist sentiments among white students and lecturers. Beyond
the university, education students report hostility in predominantly white
schools, where their suitability for mainly white Afrikaans-speaking
classrooms are questioned (verbally), in addition to receiving poor
evaluations.

Beyond the educational context, black respondents narrate racially
segregated public and entertainment spaces, both in on-campus locations
such as residences, as well as pubs, clubs, bars and restaurants across the
city. Perpetrators were exclusively white men, with most respondents
recounting that they had been invited to these social spaces by white female
friends. Episodic behaviours (routinised speech acts) are extremely rare, but
non-verbal acts are reported as sufficient evidence of white men’s expectations
that black students refrain from utilising these social spaces. The underlying
conviction of the entitlement to maintain white public spaces is understood
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as an archetypal form of racism (themes are discussed below). In addition,
narratives cluster around the unique experience of taking up residence in
primarily white suburbs at the start of one’s tertiary career. These were
penned exclusively by black women, who recall routine exposure to verbal
invective from white male peers (aged 19-21), as well as sporadic instances
of physical attack, typically in the form of stones and mock attempts by white
drivers to run them over when crossing streets feint hit-and-run moves.

However, in a significant contrast, contracts were nearly as prevalent as
archetypes among black women, and more frequent among black men,
despite the trend that saw discrimination occurring in the same contexts as
archetypes. In sports, black men also report concerted efforts by individual
white coaches to reduce their playing time. Similarly, university
administration, lecturers and teachers who oversee practical-teaching are
charged with withholding support readily available to whites. Many
entertainment spaces are regarded as racially segregated, where contracts
are enforced with exclusively non-verbal behaviours, regardless of whether
patrons are primarily students or not, and the student population is regarded
as containing groups who resist socialising with racial others. All respondents
at the contractual level expressed surprise and disappointment in white
perpetrators for failing to align their behaviours with post-1994 anti-racist
commitments:

I was amazed at the fact that there actually were still people like this
left in our community. (Black male)
I’ve always thought that people were exaggerating or being too political
and that they were also being racist by saying those things [about whites
being racist]. (Black female)
I was a bit confused and surprised that after so many years of democracy
there is still someone who is still stuck with the apartheid mind and
behaviour. (Black female)
I found it very discriminatory that some people actually still use colour
as a basis for inclusion or exclusion to certain areas of life. (Black female)
How can someone still have this attitude towards other races? I could
not believe that in today’s post-apartheid society there are still people
who are so very racist. (Coloured female)

The distinction between contractual and archetypal levels derives from
a trend in which respondents isolate racist ideologies to specific groups of
white perpetrators, explicitly stating that these are not representative,
despite an acknowledged temptation to generalise.
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It was an unfortunate incident that should not have happened [but it]
will not make me think that all white men are racist. (Black female)
When a person discriminates against you, you tend to lose all respect
for that person and to some extent the whole group to which he/she
belongs. This is a bad thing because this is actually stereotyping.
(Coloured female)
I do believe that most people’s view on race in South Africa has changed.
The youth of South Africa is evidence of how much attitudes towards
racial discrimination has improved. (Coloured female)

To substantiate, some respondents add the evidence of friendship with
‘friendly whites’ among the student population. Although the above-
mentioned contexts in which discrimination occur are similar to those
described by Solórzano et al (2000), themes differ. At both the archetypal and
contractual levels, the motives ascribed to culprits are directly linked to
apartheid, whether generalised to all whites or refined to specific racist
groups. As was the case for white respondents, these links cluster around
the issue of power:
• Perpetrators were near-exclusively white men (aged 19-30), and are

consistently constructed as enduring a sense of powerlessness and
marginalisation in post-1994 society, which informs their racist attempts
at momentarily reclaiming the racialised and gendered dominance that
had once been vested in their group;

• Perpetrators are constructed as believing that the disempowerment they
have been subjected to, justifies racial discrimination, with the result that
racism is (from perpetrators’ perspective) not immoral, only illegal;

• This informs respondents’ view that perpetrators are liable to discriminate
in proportion to the legal risk, but without moral remorse.

Collectively the narratives reject biological essentialist conceptions of
race. Instead racism is described as constituting a learned social reaction to
a sense of disempowerment. The articulation of this theme typically includes
the following. Black respondents express surprise and disappointment in
white perpetrators. Subsequently, they hypothesise that offenders do not
share their own commitment to an anti-racist society.

Different races do exist and we should respect and embrace them and
not just try to tolerate them. (Coloured female)
This person did not want to understand anything about us. (Coloured
female)
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During that day I thought I would never forgive a white person and I
even swear that I will pay revenge. We are all human beings regardless
of our skin colour or something. Why that word ‘black’? We are
Africans. There is no white or black. (Black male)

Disempowerment consistently emerges as an explanation for white racism.
Since affirmative action is misunderstood as a legalised form of racism,
perpetrators feel justified in exerting some power over blacks whenever legal
repercussions are unlikely. In terms of Azania’s (2013) contention that
‘whites too must first recognise that they are oppressive’, the narratives
point to an understanding among black respondents that whites’ resistance
against a process of unlearning oppressive whiteness derives from a sense
of marginalisation. This perspective finds an analogue in white respondents’
narratives, in which current restitution policies are constructed as archetypal
racism, and democratically unethical.

Comparing Orbe and Camara (2010)
Before considering the implications of these results, this section compares
the findings with Orbe and Camara (2010), Rodriguez (2008) and other CRT
scholars.

Narratives by white respondents in the present study contradict the
findings of Orbe and Camara (2010), since most constructed themselves as
inhabiting a structurally anti-white society (cf Table 1), based almost
exclusively on experiences of affirmative action (84 per cent), and its
predicted effects on their futures. The findings also contradict Rodriguez’s
(2008) assessment of the attributional ambiguity hypothesis. It predicts that
because they have been socialised to expect racialised privilege (consciously
or unconsciously), whites, especially men, are more likely to view themselves
as victims of structurally-embedded discrimination in the wake of restitution
policies (cf Steyn and Foster 2008:41). Although Rodriguez found little
evidence of his prediction in his own data, the present sample in fact shows
strong support for this hypothesis. White narratives focus on describing
restitution as the cause of personal setbacks in sports, tertiary funding, and
exclusion from medical studies. The themes that emerge from these
descriptions provide further support for the attributional ambiguity
hypothesis. Themes cluster around efforts to delegitimise affirmative action,
while simultaneously maintaining a non-racist face. By constructing
restitution policies as incompatible with a democracy secured by the anti-
apartheid struggle, respondents demonstrate support for this movement,
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while maintaining their own victim-status. This constitutes a form of white
talk, similar to that uncovered by Steyn and Foster’s (2008) investigation of
two white journalists’ discursive resistance to transformation. That is, in the
age group under study as well as the two much older journalists, resistance
to transformation is expressed while ostensibly maintaining non-racialism
(also shared by the USA collegiate in Solórzano et al 2000). This kind of white
talk proceeds from the rhetoric of liberalism that has been critiqued by Hook
(2011) and Dixon and DeCuir (2004). One of its major implications is discussed
in the next section.

With regards to black participants, the findings show similarities with the
age-specific results reported by Orbe and Camara (2010). Most respondents
were aged between 19 and 21 (76 per cent), and generated contractual rather
than archetypal interpretations of personal experiences. However, racist
discrimination (both archetypal and contractual) were explicitly linked to the
consequences of past structures, arguing that white culprits consider their
dislocation from privilege as justification for continued discrimination, in
proportion to legal risk. In this regard, the results also concur with Rodriguez’s
(2008) assessment of the social barriers hypothesis. It holds that racial
minorities are more likely to perceive archetypal discrimination. However,
Rodriguez (2008) finds only limited support for this argument in the U.S.,
which is also reflected in the contract-archetype pattern in Table 1.

The relation between this contract-archetype pattern and existing research
(Orbe and Camara 2010, Rodriguez 2008) was further corroborated by
participants’ responses to the items on affirmative action (summarised in
Table 2).

Table 2: Percentage of respondents who approve/disapprove the
continued use of racial categories for restitution

The majority of white respondents not only reject the continued use of
apartheid’s racial categories, but offer no alternative restitution policies, or
reflections on the persistence of structural dilemmas from pre-1994 South

 Approve Disapprove 
Black women 47 53 
Black men 44 56 
White women 39 61 
White men 28 72 
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Africa, arguing instead that:

Historically disadvantaged groups are not in a disadvantage anymore.
(White male)

Everybody must know what happened in the past but that’s why it’s
called the past. (White female)

I was furious because they still labelled themselves previous
disadvantaged but I was born in 1994 and had nothing to do with the
apartheid so how is it that they could consider a less qualified black
person of the same age as me for the job and also label him previous
disadvantage when he also missed the whole apartheid. (White male)

By contrast, black students’ responses were more diversely nuanced.
Most supported both the continued use of affirmative action and race as an
indicator of beneficiaries:

The playing fields are still being evened out for all of us to be equal and
that is why the people who assess the documents we fill in, have an
obligation to give the upper hand to the underdog. (Black male)

We cannot solve a problem by pretending that it does not exist, but
categorising race is not the problem. (Coloured female)

However, in accordance with the theme of disempowerment, some pointed
to the socially divisive potential of this practice, and the role that the racial
discourse of restitution can play in fostering racism:

Race is nothing but a human-created category based on the colour of our
skin. I think we should all just refer to one another as South Africans.
It stereotypes all whites as racists. (Black female)

As long as institutions keep requesting race on each and every form, race
is going to be a factor and racial prejudice will continue. It creates a
feeling of unjust disadvantage for whites. (Black female)

Putting people in their own categories plays a psychological effect in
how people view each other and classify each other and actions of
discrimination. I don’t believe that categorising everyone racially
protects the equity of those historically disadvantaged. (Black female)
Something she had no control over [her race] had determined whether
she got to study what she wanted to or not. (Black female referring to
a white friend barred from studying medicine)
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Conclusion
For Martin Barker (2008: 163-5), discourse analyses in cultural studies are
limited when omitting suggestions on what alternatives were available to
ideologically biased (and potentially harmful) texts and narratives, within
their sociocultural contexts. Steyn and Foster (2008) effectively address
this. Narratives that combine whiteness-as-victimised with a professed anti-
racism lack a willingness to ‘connect with the reality of the “other” [a]
necessary part of [whites’] journey towards reconciliation’ (Steyn and
Foster 2008: 45). This unwillingness is particularly telling for the way it might
have urged a reinterpreting of restitution as vital (if regrettable) for the
rehabilitation of a country marked by a history of racist (dis)advantage. As
was the case in the journalistic discourse analysed by Steyn and Foster
(2008: 35), such a comparatively more utilitarian view is absent in preference
for sectarian interests. Consequently, white participants were more likely
than black students to consider their encounters with discrimination
(restitution) as proceeding from a culture of racism, legalised in a
democratically misaligned interpretation of justice, that will continue to
afflict their futures. The persistence of this theme within a cohort born
around 1994 highlights an important direction for transformation, and links
with Alexander’s (2007) admonitions, reviewed earlier. Moreover, it reminds
of the truncated ability to empathise, observed in Steyn’s (2012) work on
epistemologies of white ignorance among childhood recollections from
generations growing up during apartheid.

By contrast, black participants’ experiences encompassed a wider scope
of settings: from employment to educational spaces, accommodation and
public entertainment. Nevertheless, racist ideologies are less frequently
generalised to entire communities, and instead limited to the small groups
of perpetrators who actively or directly perform prejudicial acts. The
preference among black respondents for contractual interpretations,
especially when coupled with explicit statements that resist temptations to
stereotype whites as inherently racist, may at first suggest a degree of
optimism about the pace of transformation, especially as the ideology that
disempowerment justifies racism, is attributed only to specific groups.
However, an alternative explanation for the CMM results is that black
respondents seek to avoid being judged under the racial stereotype that
blacks typically label all whites as racist and deserving of punishment. Steyn
and Foster (2008: 44) expound the power of this stereotype for regrouping
whiteness: ‘Negative white reaction is presented as just and fair because [in]
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the New South Africa […] the victimised white group is undervalued’. In the
USA Solórzano et al (2000: 62), have traced similar fears of being seen as
enacting racial stereotypes among African-American students. Contractual
meaning-making may thus reflect sensitivity to this stereotype. This effect
might explain why black respondents identify victimisation and
powerlessness as a pseudo-rational motive for prejudice. If so, it might
obstruct the interrogation of assumptions of white privilege and entitlement,
obscuring the way such assumptions work to project racism as justifiable
when the status quo is upheaved, and its function to de-legitimise alternatives
that include an acceptance of the claim that South Africans are still affected
by the past, and thus an acceptance of the continued need for redress. If
accurate, this sensitivity produces a false counter-narrative. Although it
appears to counter the stereotype that all blacks label all whites as inherently
racist, so prevalent in repertoires of white talk (Steyn and Foster 2008: 44),
it does so because constructions of whiteness-as-victimised affect
respondents’ efforts at negotiating their own experiences, at least partly.
Potentially, this may limit the benefits of generating counter-narratives, by
affecting the way victims speak back to perpetrators (Solórzano and Yosso
2002). Significantly, the data collection process may contribute to this effect
by failing to effectively encourage frank and critical reflection, clarifying that
impression management should be avoided. The narratives contain some
support for this reading, with two respondents noting:

You shouldn’t overuse the race card. (Black male)

You don’t want to be a trouble maker. (Coloured female)

If it is safe to assume that respondents’ narratives are motivated by a
combination of these factors, the findings support, on the basis of a
comparatively larger and diverse sample, Botsis’ (2010:240) call for:

ways for the youth to find a voice, a vocabulary of their own in
articulating the challenge of race – which will move us beyond the simple
contact and numbers arguments that have come to characterise
transformation efforts.

The results reported here offer insights into some of the prevailing
perceptions that participants are liable to bring to such endeavours. They
suggest that projects should involve opportunities for students to make
sense of their continued experiences of discrimination and racialisation,
including the way these efforts are affected by repertoires of white talk,
especially in a university context where ‘a [racially] negative or nonsupportive
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campus climate is associated with poor academic performance and high
dropout rates’ (Solórzano et al 2000: 63). For white respondents, the results
concur with Botsis (2010): opportunities are called for that facilitate reflection
not only on fears about their futures (including the recent economic
instability), but also the role that assumptions of privilege play in fuelling
fears and racism. The invective attracted by Schutte’s (2013) call to interrogate
the continued repercussions of racial privilege and inequality, as well as
Mngxitama and Nkopo’s (2013) contention that even honest reflections are
a far cry from structural redress, underline simultaneously the need and care
with which such project must be undertaken. A case in point is the continued
use of Afrikaans as a medium of instruction. White respondents make no
mention, while it was flagged by nearly all black respondents as a racialised
advantage that warrants interrogation.

Finally, if the data gleaned through CMM accurately reflects a hesitant
degree of optimism, this result (and its correlated themes) are not advanced
here as static understandings of discrimination and race-relations. As a
snapshot of evolving perceptions, the themes point to those aspects of
racism that respondents are currently aware of, as well as unnoticed and
unreported dimensions including more subtle forms of racism. These may
influence the numerous university-led initiatives at fostering transformation,
as well as future confrontations along racial lines. The themes may thus offer
a basis for interpreting how perceptions change and endure over time and
across difference contexts. In this regard, one aspect of the data that
provides further insights is the gendered division of archetypal
interpretations. Approval vs disapproval of using racial categories in
restitution also exhibits a gendered division (see Tables 1 and 2). However,
since these male-female divisions intersect with narratives on gender and
homophobic discrimination, among both black and white respondents the
authors intend to discuss these comprehensively in a separate article. To
further examine the value of the results, the researchers continue to assess
the degree to which these themes are represented in a sample of black
teaching students engaged at predominantly white schools, as well as
respondents from a selection of on-campus residences. Both contexts have
been flagged by participants as cites of racial tension. The latter is of
particular interest as a context in which transformation mandates the close
co-habitation of individuals from across apartheid’s racial categories – a
policy which further accentuates position taking on racial issues (Soudien
2010).
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