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Abstract
In the context of higher education transformation in South Africa, this paper
attempts to capture a series of observations about transformation at the
forme r University ofNatal. From a descriptive, multidisciplinary perspective
it critiques racial transformation at the University as driven by concerns of
representivity over the need for desegregation. We base this discussion on
three sets of observations: an analysis of institutional policy, a review of
demographic change in the staff and student bodies and a study of students '
lived experiences of segregation on campus. During the past decade a great
deal ofchange has occurred in the overall racial demographics of the student
and staff bodies. While demographic transformation efforts at the University
do echo national trends, a closer inspection of the policy, practice and lived
experience of transformation at the University reveals that all is not well. In
particular, institutional policy with respect to transformation has tended to be
reactive and superficial and students experience campus as a segregated and
racialized space. Thus, racial transformation at the University has only been
partially successful: while overt racist exclusion is withering, informal
segregation and attendant racialization remain.

Introduction
The shift away from apartheid has been effected, in part , by the pass ing of
legislat ion which outlawed racism in both the public and private spheres , and
which compelled all institutions to adopt var ious policies of redress. Give n
the long history of racis m in tertiary education, this legislation had placed
significant transformation demands on institutions. In the earl y 1990s
Harleston predicted that "South African co lleges and universities will be
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142 Racial Transformation at the University ofNatal

under considerable pressure to assume a pro-active role in ensuring access,
equity and educational opportunities. This pressure will reflect new political
realities, restructured systems of primary and secondary education,
demographic shifts in urban centres, changing societal values and economic
forces related to the country 's challenge to improve the quality of life for all
citizens and to compete successfully in global markets" (cited in Kaplan,
1994: 267) .

By 1994 the South African education system was experiencing a
series of major challenges directly related to apartheid educational policy
(Cloete et al. , 2002). Firstly, it was characterized by inequitable distribution
of access and opportunity for students and staff along the lines of class , race,
gender and geography. Secondly , there was too much academic insularity and
closed system disciplinary programmes. Thirdly, governance of higher
education was fragmented , inefficient and ineffective. Thus, the "challenge
for the new South Africa was to transform the higher education system from
one that satisfied none of the imperatives of equity, efficiency and
development to one that would meet all three of these national goals" (Cloete,
2002 : 99). Since 1994, in an effort to address the wrongs of the past, and to
align itself with international standards of best practice, the tertiary
educational sector in South Africa has "been heavily engaged with the social
reconstruction agenda" (Brennan cited in Enders and Fulton, 2002: 75).

There have been two major policy interventions. The first was the
establishment of the National Commission on Higher Education (NCHE)
whose self-identified agenda was "to preserve what is valuable and to address
what is defective and requires transformation" (Cloete, 2002: 94). The
recommendations made by the NCHE included massification of the system,
planning for growth , improving throughput rates, and increasing postgraduate
enrolments (NCHE, 1996). The second major policy intervention was the
Higher Education Act of 1997, which responded to the recommendations by
the NCHE and identified a number of priorities and intervention strategies .
The main focus of the Act was to increase access to higher education by the
wider population, to improve the quality and relevance of research outputs,
and thus contribute towards the development of a skilled citizenry, equipped
to compete in a rapidly changing international context (Department of
Education, 1997, 2001) .

Multiple lines of intervention were necessary to achieve these aims.
Transforming the governance of tertiary institutions was crucial to achieve a
single coordinated system that would be responsive to the needs of the new
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Kevin Durrheim et al. 143

democracy and cost effective. This effectively involved desegregating the
fragmented apartheid system of higher education. Although this paved the
way for a non-racial education system, issues of equity and access also had to
be addressed. The Act devolved responsibility for this to institutions. The
Preamble to the Act, states, for example, that institutions need to "Redress
past discrimination and ensure representivity and equal access". The Council
for Higher Education (established in terms of the act) is also mandated to
"promote the access of students to higher education institutions" (Chapter 2:
pp. 4-19). The Act also ensures that various institutional bodies are in place
within institutions to implement various policy strategies. One of these is the
Institutional Forum which is required to address "race and gender equity
policies" (Chapter 4: pp.26-38). Importantly, too, the Act ensures that "The
admission policy of a public higher education institution must provide
appropriate measures for the redress of past inequalities and may not unfairly
discriminate in any way" (ibid).

In their major overview of transformation the tertiary education,
Cooper and Subotsky (2001) suggest that these policy aims have only been
partially achieved. There has been a dramatic change in the representivity of
the student population serviced by the tertiary education sector. Although the
press have reported "hastily constructed and far reaching conclusions .. .
[about] 'the massive sudden decline in African enrolments'" (Cooper and
Subotsky, 2001 : 269) , Cooper and Subotsky suggest that this is not the case.
On the contrary, they found that the proportion of African students increased
from one fifth of the total in 1984 to more than half in 1998; and they
characterised this as a "dramatic revolution". However, they claim that this
"revolution" is "skewed" (ibid: 26), and suggest that such overall
demographic changes need to be disaggregated by field , qualification and
gender to gain a fuller picture of change.

This paper provides a multifaceted investigation of transformation, as
it has unfolded on the ground at one South African institution, namely the
former University of Natal (henceforth, UN).! One of the prime aims of the
paper is to provide the kind of disaggregated analys is of student and staff
demographics recommended by Cooper and Subotsky (2001). We find that
the skewed revolution has taken place in this context too. A great deal of
change has happened, primarily in respect of the overall racial demographics'
of the student and staff bodies . Simply put, in race terms , the people at the
University look more like the broader South African population every year, a
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144 Racial Transformation at the University ofNatal

fact that the University often cites as evidence of the success of racial
transformation. However, the disaggregated analysis shows significant
unevenness in this demographic shift.

In addition to this investigation of demographic changes, this paper
aims to explore two features of the institutional context that can help us to
understand why, as Brennan (cited in Enders and Fulton, 2002:75) argues, the
institution - like others in the country - has not fully achieved its intended
goals of transformation in terms of access, curriculum and institutional
diversity. In the first part of the paper we comment on policy development
during this period to study the self-reflexive (cognitive) response of the
institution to the demands of transformation. We show that UN came to
respond to transformation in a reactive way, understanding transformation in
narrow demographic terms such as 'getting the racial numbers right' . Finally,
after presenting the demographic analysis, we report the results of two
investigations of the perceptions and experiences of students regarding racial
interaction on campus. The results suggest an enduring reality of racial
segregation on campus; a reality experienced in terms very similar to the race
relations of old: marginalization, disempowerment, distrust, rivalry and
tension.

Our overall conclusion is that demographic change and racial
inclusion has not meant the demise of many of the aspects of racism that
motivated transformation in the first place. Transformation policy must be
directed to achieve Amove's vision: "not only must higher education
structures and campus environment ... change but most essentially,
transformations in the attitudes and behaviours of individuals as they are
manifested in administrative and pedagogical practices and interpersonal
relations have to occur" (cited in Mabokela and King, 200 I: viii).

Transformation Policy
In exploring the course of action taken by UN to respond to the national call
for higher education transformation we conducted a thorough review of 38
national government and UN policy documents and statements, other
published documents and previous research papers, all gathered from the UN
archives (see Appendix). In addition , in the course of the 2002 academic
year, interviews were conducted with several prominent members of the UN
community. These included the Dean of Student Development, the Human
Resources Manager, the Head of the School of Human and Social Studies and
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Kevin Durrheim et al. 145

a VIsiting Fulbright scholar whose brief it had been to examine student
demographics.

In spite of the 1959 Extension of University Education Act, which
removed UN 's right to decide who attended the institution, UN has prided
itself on its "liberal position" under apartheid and this is often cited in official
documentation (see Partners in Progress, 1995 ; A University in
Transformation, 1996). To institutionalise this position the Academic
Planning and Policy Committee began, in 1982, the process of developing a
new and more socialIy responsive Mission Statement for UN . With this in
place the process of developing policy on issues of transformation began
actively in 1988, and culminated in the document entitled The Role in Society
of the University: 1989 Onwards. It stated unequivocalIy "The University of
Natal rejects apartheid. It is an equal opportunities and affirmative action
University" (p .20)

At the forefront of this transformation process was the Vice
ChancelIor's Review, which took four years to complete. This multi-phased
process began by reviewing the management, administration and committee
structures of UN in an attempt to enhance the efficiency of the institution.
What folIowed was explicit attention to three specific areas of transformation.
The first and most prominent are of concern was the student population. Of
particular importance was increasing black student numbers in the face of an
anticipated sharp decrease in government funding. Newspapers drew
attention to the fact that "state subsidy to universities now met only 64 percent
of the alIocated budget at most universities" (Chishlom, Motala and ValIy,
2003: 11). Two other issues to be discussed were the democratisation of the
University's governance and the need for equal opportunity policies for both
staff and student selection (Vice-Chancellor's Review Phase 11 Working
Paper, September 1992).

The creation of the Labour Relations Act no. 66 of 1995 that set out
various guidelines on integration in the work place, and the establishment of
the National Commission on Higher Education began to impact on the policy
action taken by the institution . In response to the Labour Relations Act , the
University issued the Equal Opportunity and Affirmative Action Policy (1995)
aimed at eliminating alI forms of discrimination and appointing staff from
previously disadvantaged groups-an implementation process to occur over
five years.
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146 Racial Transformation at the University ofNatal

After the passing of the Higher Education Act of 1997, the University
responded with the introduction of the Equity Access Program and the
Academic Accelerated Promotions policy. In 1998 the Government passed the
Employment Equity Act no.55 of 1998. This Act stipulated the rules and
procedures that institutions were required to follow in order to ensure
employment equity and the elimination of discrimination in the work place.

These two national policy interventions were to have a great influence
on UN policy for the next three years. The first evidence of the University's
commitment to achieving the aims of these policies this was in 1999 when, in
response to the Employment Equity Act of 1998, the University established
the Equal Opportunity and Affirmative Action Committee. As stipulated by
the Act, an equity manager was employed for the University. Although the
University had previously made moves in regards to employment equity, such
as the equal access programme in 1997, the establishment of equity manager
and the Equal Opportunity and Affirmative Action Committee was a direct
result of government intervention in higher education institutions. The Equal
Opportunity and Affirmative Action Committee proved to be instrumental in
the creation of University policy for the next few years. By 2001 the newly
formed Employment Equity Office set up a website on the UN inner web in
order to make University policy available to the general public and students.
The problem of attracting black academics to the University was flagged as
the major obstacle to transformation (Employment Equity Plan, 2001).

In 2002 a shift in policy emphasis occurred with the University
placing importance on its role in creating a new kind of citizenship in South
Africa. Evidence of this focus existed in the Strategic Initiatives of 2000 and
2001 under new paragraphs entitled 'Life-Long Learning' and 'Research
Contributing to the Global Knowledge Economy'. Once again, this spoke
directly to the developmental priorities highlighted by the National
Commission on Higher Education and the Higher Education Policy of 1997.

In sum, beginning in the early 1990s much of the policy
documentation pertaining to transformation emphasized the need to attract
students from different racial backgrounds to the predominantly white
institution. Midway through the decade the emphasis shifted towards to
transforming staff demographics. In the first years of the 2151 century, the
emphasis was on "special programmes" such as "life long learning" as a
means of ensuring accessibility to higher education for all South Africans.
Reflecting on this review of the policy documentation two main observations
can be made. The first is that change appears to have been reactive rather than
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Kevin Durrheim et al. 147

self initiated and the second is that the university's engagement with
transformation has been somewhat superficial , lacking in creativity and
policy-making initiative.

Reactive Transformation
For the most part, the University has shown an inclination to follow the lead
of the government, to respond reactively, rather than initiating policy. The
major influence has come from the National Education Policy Investigation in
1993, which prompted the University to assess its own position regarding
transformation and resulted in the implementation ofthe ' Quality with Equity '
strategy. Later, the Labour Relations Act of 1995 resulted in the creation of
the University 's Equal Opportunity and Affirmative Action Policy (1995). The
Higher Education Act of 1997 played a major role in the creation by the
University of the equity access programme as well as the academic
accelerated promotions policy . The Employment Equity Act of 1998 led to the
installation of the Equal Opportunity and Affirmative Action Committee and
appointment of an Equity Manager on campus.

The indication is that this trend is being overtaken by a degree of
initiative on the part of the institution. Indeed, in early 2002 the Policy and
Strategy for Attracting More Africans to Academia was published which
included the ' grow your own timber programme ' . This programme included
measures to allow more African students access to post graduate studies as
well as affording potential African academics a chance to develop skills.

Superficial Transformation

The University's engagement in transformation has been superficial in three
ways. First, during the period of documentation under analysis very little had
changed in the text of the policy documents. We found that many of the
comments and statements offered in the first strategic policy documents were
simply transplanted into later documents. In fact, many of the documents had
a cut-and-paste feel. Second, the policy documents outlined broad policy
objectives rather than specific planned policy interventions. Although
Government policy in the early 1990s was itself broad in nature, the
University did little to develop clear programmes for implementation or
budget estimates, with the consequence that its own initiatives were more like
statements of intent than policy programmes. These statements of intent are
scattered throughout the institution's transformation policy archive, including
for example the 1992 Vice-Chancellor 's Review. There were a few exceptions
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148 Racial Transf ormation at the University ofNatal

to this rule, like 'Teach-Test-Teach ' programme briefly instituted in the early
1990s, but the general finding holds. Finally, transformation in the student and
staff bodies had been understood primarily in quantitative terms.
Transformation progress is presented by summarising changes in staff and
student demographics, and little attention is given to the quality of interaction
between groups.

Racial Demographic Change
In this section we explore the extent and nature of the transformation of UN's
racial demography. In so doing , we examine the statistics of student numbers
at the Pietermaritzburg campus , and staff numbers at the Univers ity as a
whole, from 1994 to 2002 . These statistics were collected by the University
administration, and were made available to us by the Information
Management Division 3

. The accuracy of these statistics is suggested by the
fact that they are the same statistics the University plans with. Nevertheless,
we confirmed the accuracy of the data by cross-checking samples with
records kept by the School of Human and Social Studies and the Faculty of
Education.

In brief, staff and student bodies look quite different, having different
patterns and rates of change . While the student body has transformed quite
significantly in the direction of the national racial demographic, further
transformation will require greater outreach by the University to black
students. Similarly, while the staff body is transforming quite slowly, further
racial transformation requires confronting a number of barriers to the
recruitment of black staff.

Students

Since 1994 the student body at the Pietermaritzburg campus of the University
of Natal (UNP) has transformed in the direction of national demographics
quite quickly. As Figure 1 illustrates, in 1994 white students comprised the
majority on the campus at 61 percent but today are a minority at 26 percent,
echoing Cooper and Subotsky's finding of a drop of 50 000 white students
countrywide between 1984 and 1998. Conversely, black student numbers at
UNP have risen from 24 percent in 1994 to comprise the majority today at 54
percent. Again , this trend appears in accordance with the Cooper and
Subotsky finding of a 45 000 student increase in this race group countrywide.
If we extrapolate from this trend the black student numbers should reflect
national demographics sometime around 2030 . In short , then , a first glance at
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Kevin Durrheim et at. 149

the statistics for the student body suggests that demographic transformation is
progressing well.

FIGURE 1: Student Percentages by Race, 1994-2002
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A closer inspection of the disaggregated statistics reveals that this pattern of
demographic change has been uneven. Figure 2 shows demographic change
that occurred in the UNP student population in the five academic faculties
between 1994 and 2002. By far the greatest increase in the proportion of black
students has occurred in the faculties of Education and Science and
Agriculture, which have had a corresponding drop in white students. The
other faculties have had smaller increases in black and Indian students
alongside substantial proportional drops in white students.
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150 Racial Transformation at the University ofNatal

FIGURE 2: Demographic change in students by UNP faculty, 1994 
2002
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Potential reasons for the uneven growth across all race groups are revealed by
an examination of the two faculties that have shown good growth in black
students since 1994. Education and Science & Agriculture have instituted
significant outreach programmes to recruit students who would not otherwise
attend the Univers ity. In the case of Education this has been through
extending teaching to other centres in the province and actively recruit ing
teachers who are fully supported financially by the national Department of
Educat ion. The Science and Agriculture Faculty has a successful Science
Foundation Programme (SFP), which recruits students who would otherwise
not be accepted into University, and supports them financially throughout
their degree
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FIGURE 3:
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Black Students at UNP as Percentage of Total, 1994-2002
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So successful has the Education Faculty been in attracting black students that
nearly 50 percent of the black students registered on the Pietermaritzburg
campus are in Education. Significantly, though, about 95 percent of these
students are registered in mixed-mode modules run off campus .
Consequently, the number of black students actually on-campus has not
increased since 1999 (see Figure 3).

Staff

In 1994 the demographics of the staff body at the University of Natal was far
less transformed than the student body. Moreover, it has transformed more
slowly since then . As Figure 4 shows, in 1994 white staff comprised a
majority of 65 percent and today continue to do so, if marginally, at 51
percent. Conversely black staff has risen from 15 percent in 1994 to 21
percent today , and Indian staff have grown from 17 percent to 24 percent. The
need for racial transformation of staff is even more pronounced when one
considers academic staff distinctly from non-academic staff (see Figure 5).D
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152 Racial Transformation at the University ofNatal

FIGURE 4: University of Natal Staff by Race, 1994 and 2002
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Kevin Durrheim et al. 153

FIGURE 5: Academic versus Non-Academic Staff by Race ,
1994-2002
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154 Racial Transformation at the University ofNatal

The idea behind this statistical approach was to apprise ourselves of the 'facts
of change', based on a quantitative perspective from University records. This
analysis of race numbers for both staff and students revealed a mixed picture,
reminiscent of the 'skewed revolution' that Cooper and Subotsky (2001)
suggest has taken place more broadly in the tertiary education sector in South
Africa. The analysis of disaggregated data shows three fault-lines of
differential change. First, change in the staff body has been slower than
change in the student body; with very little change occurring among academic
staff. Second, change in the student body has been uneven across faculty,
with more progress being made in faculties with special programmes to attract
black students. Third , by far the largest change to the student body has been
the vast growth in the numbers of black distance students, who account for a
substantial the proportional growth in black students overall, but who are not
actually physically present on campus.

Student Perceptions of Racial Transformation
We now consider student perceptions of transformation at UNP with a view to
determining whether the lived experience of being on campus differed for
blacks and whites. The success of University transformation could be gauged
by the degree to which black and white students both experienced the campus
as an integrated, equitable and non-discriminatory place . Two differing
research methods were deployed to investigate student perceptions: (i) focus
group interviews and (ii) a survey.

Focus Groups

Focus group interviews were held with four groups of white and four groups
of black students, with approximately six participants in each group. The
sample was selected in a purposive manner, targeting different sites of student
residence, and asking for volunteers from each site to participate. A trained
researcher of the same race as the participants facilitated each interview.
Discussion in the interviews focussed on racial contact, segregation and
experiences of racism at UNP. Participants were also asked to reflect on
transformation at UNP, and to make suggestions for further change. All
interviews were recorded on audiotape, and then transcribed verbatim and in
full.

Descriptive thematic analysis was used to analyse the data. All
interviews were read on a number of occasions and emerging themes were
identified and coded, using NVivo software. Three higher-level codes were
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Kevin Durrheim et al. 155

identified that distinguished the main themes of the discussions: (1)
Perceptions of racial differences on campus and experiences and expressions
of racism and racial identification; (2) Descriptions and explanations of
segregation in different sites in the University, including the classroom,
residences and social places; and (3) Opinions, suggestions and prescriptions
about transformation at UNP. Throughout, the analysis aimed to document
similarities and differences between black and white experience.

SUNey

A survey of student's perceptions of transformation was also conducted in
order to do a racial comparison of student's support of diversity strategies and
racial contact. Self-administered questionnaires were handed out to students at
various locations on campus where students congregate socially. Third year
students distributed the questionnaires and assisted students in completing
them. The student 'fieldworkers' approached students of the same 'race' as
themselves. The data were analysed using simple cross tabulations to
compare black, white and Indian students' support for diversity strategies,
racial integration, cross racial communication and interaction and the
importance of race in succeeding in society. The total sample for the study
comprised of 210 students. Indian students made up the largest proportion of
the sample (38 percent, n=83) followed by black students (32 percent , n=69)
and white students (27 percent, n=58). These racial demographics are not
representative of the total population of students at UNP which is 54 percent
black, 26 percent white and 18 percent Indian. Female students outnumbered
male students in the sample as a whole (by 60 percent to 40 percent) and
within each racial group in the sample.

Although the sample was not randomly selected the results did
support and confirm findings from the focus groups; and the two sets of data
are presented together here to give a comprehensive overview of student
experiences. Of course, student perceptions of racism on campus, evidenced
in both the survey and focus groups, do not necessarily reflect the reality of
the situation. Rather than adjudicating about whether the claims are true or
not, we are primarily interested in how the context of racial interaction is
constructed and how these constructions frame the experiences, evaluations
and practices of the various groups on campus (see Wetherell and Potter,
1992).
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156 Racial Transformation at the University ofNatal

Findings

Universal Experience of Segregation
All eight focus groups articulated a detailed and intricate knowledge of racial
segregation in all aspects of campus life. In the residences, blacks were
segregated from whites , foreigners from locals and males from females. In
addit ion to this within residence segregation, it was mostly black students who
were accommodated in residence , whereas white students move to private off
campus ' digs ' after first year, and Indian students are accommodated in their
homes in Indian areas of town. Findings from the student survey supported
these student accommodation patterns (See Figure 6).

FIGURE 6: Term-Time Accommodation by Race

• Slack

DWhile

Dlndian

64

77
90,------- - - - - - - - - - - - --,

80 +-- -'-'- - - - - - - - - - - - - - -1

70 -I---' l:·:!l '-~-------------I
_ 60 ::::::
~ 50 -1-- --1

~ 40 -I-~"+t
Q.

30

20

10

o .
Parenls Residence Digs Own Relatives

This thoroughgoing residential segregation is mirrored in segregated social
and learning spaces. All groups socialize in different places both on- and off
campus; and Indian , white and black students were reported to occupy distinct
spaces in lecture theatres. Remarkably, all focus groups expressed a similar
detailed knowledge of the racial topography of campus. It was general
knowledge that black students sit in front of the lecture theatre, Indians on the
side and middle, and whites at the back. Different social spaces and residences
had distinct racial reputations. For example , the library lawns were known as
Bombay, one of the residences, Eleanor Russell Hall, was called Sobantu
Village (after a local black township), and another, Denison, was known as
Umhlanga Rocks (a wealthy , historically white suburb in Durban).
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Kevin Durrheim et at. 157

The fact of segregation was confirmed by the student survey, in which
the vast majority of students confessed to mainly intra-racial contact as
opposed to cross-racial contact. Students were asked to describe who the
majority of their friends on campus were, which race group they socialised
with off campus, and whether they had ever dated anyone from another race
group. Figure 7 shows that for all groups, the vast majority of intimate contact
and on-campus social contact was racially exclusive. Interestingly though, this
absence of cross-racial association contrasted with the desire, among more
than 80 percent of students of all race groups, to see more integration on
campus. The desire for on-campus integration is made all the more poignant
by the fact that students perceive themselves as enjoying more cross-racial
association off campus than on campus.

FIGURE 7: Student Description of Racial Contact
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Racialised Perception of the Role of the University in Segregation

There were commonalities in the way in which the black and white groups
explained the persistence of segregation on campus, but they held very
different views regarding the University's responsibility for segregation.
There was general agreement that segregation was to be expected, given the
history of Apartheid, their own socialization in this context, and the fact that
segregation of some form or another appeared to be a widespread
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158 Racial Transformation at the University ofNatal

phenomenon (see Durrheim and Dixon, 2000) . In addition, all groups
explained segregation as a consequence of cultural differences, such as tastes
in music or sports preferences, which dictated racialised forms of recreation
(see Buttney, 1999). Similarly, in the survey students cited different
backgrounds (17 percent of black students, 28 percent of white students and
19 percent of Indian students) or different interests (22 percent, 10 percent
and 13 percent respectively) as the obstacles to integration.

The focus groups also revealed significant differences between black
and white perceptions of the degree to which segregation was orchestrated by
University authorities. Extracts 1 and 2 show that black explanations assume
the role of an organizing agent in the University, colluding with white
interests ; whereas white explanations focus on personal preferences (see
Goldberg, 1998).

Extract 1

B(lack): For instance in our surname, like Speaker l 's surname is ..., that's
like, would be for an international student, and most of the time they don 't
know how to pronounce that so you know, they put us in Denison, for like
reasons like that, and we did go there, to get our res changed, there was some
white parent saying that put my kid in a white res and whatever whatever, and
Elizabeth was like no we 're more than willing to change the res for your child
so she would be more comfortable with white people in Denison and the
parents was like no I want a white res, I can 't have my child living in that res,
and they just put them like that.

Extract 2

W(hite): Umm, I kind agree with what Speaker 4 was saying about how, like
segregation has kind of happened because of what course you do, like you
find when you are in commerce ... you find that a lot because it is mainly
black students and what she was saying about the agric thing more whites and
commerce Indian and that 's it 's not anyone 's like choice with who you don 't
want to hang out with itjust, just happens because oftheir courses and stuff

Consistent with this divergence in opinion, the survey revealed that black
respondents were far more supportive of University transformation policies
than were Indian and white respondents . Figure 10 shows the proportion of
each sample that supported five different University programmes: recruitment
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Kevin Durrheim et al. 159

initiatives for mature students, access courses for historically-disadvantaged
students, financial aid for disadvantaged students, affirmative action in staff
selection, a lectureship programme for the historically-disadvantaged , and the
development of an employment equity committee.

Divergent Experiences of Racism

The survey showed that only 14 percent (n=28) of students felt that they had
been a victim of racism on campus (19 percent of black students, 3 percent of
white students and 17 percent of Indian students). The majority of students of
all races felt that race had little impact on whether they did well at the
University (69 percent of black students, 73 percent of white students and 55
percent of Indian students felt that it was unimportant). However, the focus
groups revealed a far different experience. Not only did the black participants
suggest that the institution orchestrated segregation, they also argued that it
sponsored racism of various kinds. In fact, all the black groups agreed that the
experience of racism was a regular part of life on campus. The most benign
form of racism was feelings of discomfort that emerged from interaction with
white peers (see Extract 3). Occasionally black students experienced being
treated brusquely or suspiciously by white peers who, for example, would
lock their car doors when seeing a black person approach. Occasionally white
acquaintances were thoughtless in their comments, for example, about their
'maids '.

FIGURE 8: Student Support for University Transformation Policy
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160 Racial Transformation at the University ofNatal

administrative staff of the University. Extracts 4 to 6 shows that black
students experience their treatment by the predominantly white staff as
discriminatory and stereotyped, and they argued that this had an effect on
their academic performance, sense of well-being, and sense of self-esteem.

Extract 3
B: ... you know Afrikaans people don't like black people and English people
sometimes pretend like it 's nobody's business and they like 'oh my gosh no I
like black people. I lived with this person for the past twenty years she is the
part ofthe family'.

Extract 4

B: ... even treatment from staff it tends to be, like you know, they tend to give
more attention to white people or international students as well, they get
treated better than us, like you find that you are going there to inquire about
something, the other person is going to get that information even give him
pamphlets or whatever whatever, but they'll just tell you to go wherever and
ask what you want to know.

Extract 5

B: Some of the lecturers as well, like maybe when you go to them maybe you
don't understand something, so when you first approach them, because they
see you are black, they are thinking, oh Nkosi yam, idiot, idiot, and then when
they hear that you can express yourself in English, then only they start
warming a bit

Extract 6

Facilitator: How is it like ... to you as a person as a black person on campus?
B: well academically it 's bad because not as in I can't perform good but er
when it comes to the treatment from the lectures 'cos most of them as white.
Er they just treat you like dirt and when you kind ofcomplaining they like so
what ... Even though you know the answer but the way he does it it 's like you
don't feel like answering you feel scared as ifyou know you are deaf or some
kind ofer and er ja its not good at all its bad but they do it on you.

These allegations of racism show that black students experience a sense of
marginalization. Similar views were not prominent in the white interviews.
Two of the white groups expressed a concern about affirmative action and
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Kevin Durrheim et at. 161

what they perceived as favouritism towards blacks and Indians (see Extract 7).
Generally, the whites explained segregation as a natural outcome of cultural
differences and personal preferences, and not as a result of racism on the part
of themselves, other groups or University authorities. It is interesting to note,
however , that in their depiction of cultural differences, the white respondents
expressed precisel y the kind of offensive stereotypes that lie at the heart of
blacks ' experience of racism: for example , that whites deserve better housing
(Extract 8) and that blacks are dirty (Extract 9). There were many such
examples of racist assumptions in the white interviews; although, as Extract 9
shows, they were often couched in the language of personal reason,
moderation and liberalism.

Against the background assumptions of cultural differences between
blacks and whites, whites justified their withdrawal from integrated spaces as
natural (see Extract 10). One of the most prominent themes of the white
interviews was the desirability and necessity to seek out segregated spaces .
Generally , the white groups conveyed a sense of self-assurance in their ability
to carve out white spaces , for example , in moving from residences to private
accommodation (Digs).

Extract 7

W: I don 't think white people would mind if ... things, the whole Apartheid
thing stopped If things startedfrom the beginning. If the black person is more
qualified no one is going to ... say he doesn 't deserve the job. Of course he
deserves the job. But it 's when someone, no matter what race they are, ofa
higher intelligence or qualification gets pushed out the way for someone that
... doesn 't have the qualifications that 's necessary.

Extract 8

W: Can I just say something. Maybe it is because traditionally black aren 't
used to stay in a house. Umm. Lets try and get the right point (laughter) but
we are all like brought up in houses and maybe they can't afford living in
houses or maybe because they have got ... financial aid or whatever, maybe
it's like a step upfor them and for us it is like a step down.
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162 Racial Transformation at the University ofNatal

Extract 9

Wl: We seem to think, I mean whites seem to thinkthat blacks live you know,
they will make it dirty and they will break things and you know, you don't
want to live there because, you don't want to live in a res that 's all been
flooded and toilets will be disgusting and this and that at the end ofthe day, in
my first year where I lived in a whites only tower, basically umm ... the toilets
got flooded the toilets got flooded and the toilets were disgusting (giggles)
and it was dirty, and I hated living there and I was with white people . Umm,
so ... I think the facilities are the same, we seem to think they might be
different because ofthe people living there but it isjust students.

Facilitator: Why do you think there is segregation?

W2: I think it is quite natural...

W3: ... I think it is because we all come from different cultural backgrounds.
So there is quite a big gap between our way of doing things and other
peoples' way of doing things so we can't really relate to each other as we
would with our own race.

Extract 10

Wl: It is just the way I have been brought up. The thing is ifyou leave varsity
now and you have to go and look for a house you will go and look at areas
you know and stuff Whereas they will go and look in their areas. I just think
that 's the way it is. Although they still come into their areas, but I don 't think
whites actually come into their areas. There's more groups and stuff

W2: I think it comes down to society and how you feel about. I mean I don't
see myself as a complete and utter racist, but in general I don 't like black
people . I don 't like to hang out with black people. Umm, you know, umm it is
just the way we think we are comfortable with white people and I wouldn't
want to live with a black person, even if they, they might have gone to a great
school like Hilton or something or they might speak better English than I do,
you know, but still at the end of the day they are a different race to me and
that does bother me, like it or not really.

Overall, the interviews suggest that there are racially lopsided perceptions of
transformation at UNP. The opinions diverge in a manner that reflects the
pattern of racial segregation on campus. Black students believe that the
University is giving a false impression to the world that it has transformed.
Their daily experience of segregation and racism belies the contention that the
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Kevin Durrheim et al. 163

University has transformed. All the black focus groups endorsed renewed and
invigorated efforts at institutional change (see Figure 8). They targeted the
University authorities as responsible agents, and suggested that the staff
composition change, and that policies that promote segregation be dropped
(see Extracts 11 and 12)

Extract 11
B: ... like the higher powers in this University they 're just so ... racially
segregated themselves that they don 't see anything wrong with it and they're
just making usfall into the same pattern ....

Extract 12

Facilitator: ehm lastly but not least, what do you think the University and the
students can do to ... deal with this issue ofsegregation?

B: OK, first of all the University will have to to to to to to to revise their
strategy of doing things. Er first of all er well of course student housing
they'll have toforget looking at a a at your colour before allocate you a res.

For the most, the white participants did not express the view that
transformation was necessary. Given their argument that segregation was
natural, they suggested that there was not much you could do to change the
situation. In places, the white students argued that attempts by the University
authorities to promote change were problematic and forced, and end up
excluding whites.

Extract 13

WI: Ja, ifyou look at your initial introduction to University, I hardly think
that it was aimed at integrating the University at all. Ifyou look at OP week,
it was primarily white students primarily doing the things that naughty white
kids do. And there wasn 't much ofan attempt to be sort of, integrating.

W2: But then they have tried in the last two years to make it more integrated
and to make it more blackfocused, to be blunt, and then it hasn 't worked. It's
fallen flat.

W3: Now it's the opposite way round almost that the whites aren't
participating and the blacks are.

W2: But they're not even participating as wholeheartedly.
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164 Racial Transformation at the University ofNatal

Facilitator: So do you think they put too much emphasis on trying to change
it?

W2: I think theyforced change.

W4: Can 't force change.

W2: And you can 't force people because if people are uncomfortable, they
have to gradually get over it. You can 't just throw anyone in at the deep end.

Facilitator: So there's no point in doing the opposite to what they were?

W2: No cos then just get everyone backing down because they're all as scared
as each other.

Wi: Ja that's so true hey.

Conclusion
Despite the overall change in the demographic profile of students at the
University of Natal, the impact of almost 50 years of apartheid remains
apparent. In this paper, we have provided a case study of some of the fault
lines along which 'revolution' in the tertiary education in South Africa has
been 'skewed'. What we have captured is a brief snapshot of the attempts
made by the then University of Natal to meet the national call for
"transformation". In the context of national transformation, this three-pronged
descriptive study of transformation at the University during the 1990s has
illustrated some of the difficulties of achieving transformation, particularly in
the area of racial integration . The study began with a brief description of the
policy context in which South African higher education found itself and
highlights some of the responses made by the University. Given this
institutional framework, the paper then focused on the demographic change
that has taken place within both the student and staff sectors. Finally, we
offered some insight into the lived experience of students on campus who,
through extracts quoted, give an indication of their perceptions of the state of
transformation at the University.

On the policy front, we found that the University had produced a
steady stream of policy documents targeting transformation, and that these
echoed the clear and directed national policy initiatives. The University had
complied with the call for higher education transformation made by
government, and set out to change first staff and then student demographics.
However, it appeared as though this policy response has been somewhat
reactive and superficial, focusing almost exclusively on demographic change.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
N

IV
E

R
SI

T
Y

 O
F 

K
W

A
Z

U
L

U
-N

A
T

A
L

] 
at

 0
6:

46
 0

4 
Ju

ne
 2

01
5 



Kevin Durrheim et al. 165

Our investigation of the changing demographic composition of
students and staff during the 1990s suggests that change has indeed occurred.
The rate of this change has been rapid among students and slow among staff
(especially academic staff). The results of change in the student body show
that special programmes such as the Science Foundation Programme and the
Human Sciences Access Programme have been successful in producing
change .

Our qualitative study of students ' experiences of life on campus
raised a number of issues of serious concern. While desegregation may have
taken place in terms of student demographics, true integration remains
incomplete. Both black and white students perceived campus to be highly
racialised and informally segregated, but they accounted for the segregation
differently. White students saw segregation as a natural outcome of cultural
differences, whereas blacks saw segregation as orchestrated and maintained
by university authorities, who were predominantly white. Together, these
divergent sets of perceptions and explanations served to justify and excuse the
practices and preferences by black and white students to remain together
apart.

In reproducing many of the social pathologies of apartheid race
relations, segregation effectively undermines racial transformation understood
as 'getting the racial numbers right' because it does not sufficiently address
issues of racism . Thus while the University may have moved away from overt
racist exclusion, ' informal segregation' (Dixon and Durrheim, 2003) stands
squarely in the way of racial integration ; and a substantially transformed
University community. Indeed, as long as segregation remains , the idea that
the University has successfully transformed from a racist order into an
inclusive one must be questioned. This is the real practical and normative
challenge to racial transformation, not ' getting the racial numbers right '.
Amove makes an associated point that "without substantial changes at the
structural , cultural, and personal levels, it is unlikely that Historically
Advantaged (read white) Institutions will successfully integrate students and
faculty of colour and significantly overcome a history of racial segregation"
(cited in Mobokela and King, 2001:viii).

In conclusion, we suggest that more needs to be done in actively
engaging with institutional transformation by developing creative and
concrete strategies, not only to create a demographically representative
student and staff body, but also to facilitate non-racial interactions between
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166 Racial Transformation at the University ofNatal

students, staff, and staff and students. Now that the first necessary step of
inclusion is being addressed, policy needs to target social integration. This is
the challenge for the next decade for the leadership of the new University of
KwaZulu-Natal.
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Appendix 1:
Primary Sources Used in Policy Description

University of Natal (Private) Act, No.7 of 1960.

Universities Amendment Act No. 123 of 1991.

Employment Equity Act no. 55 of 1998.

University of Natal. 1982. Statement of Management Policy Objectives and Strategies : Senex
Minutes 30 March, Pietermaritzburg.
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__. 1989. The Role in Society ofthe University ofNatal: 1989 Onwards .

__. 1989. Partners in Progress: The Role in Society ofthe University ofNata!'

__. 1990. Launch ofMission Statement Address by the Vice-Chancel/or and Principal , Prof.
P. De V. Booysen, April, Pieterrnaritzburg.

__. 1992. Vice-Chancel/or 's Review Working Paper Phase II.

__. I993.Annual Report ofthe Vice-Chancel/or and University Principal (Part 1 - 1993).

__. 1995. Special Senate Minutes 7 June, Pieterrnaritzburg.

__. 1995. Equal Opportunity and Affirmative Action Policy.

__. 1995. Annual Report ofthe Vice-Chancel/or and University Principal (Part 1- 1995).

__. 1996. A University in Transformation.

__. 1997. Strategic Initiatives for the University ofNatal .

__. 1999. Strategic Initiatives for the University ofNatal .

__. 2000. Strategic Initiatives for the University ofNatal.

__. 2000. Draft Revised Recruitment & Selection Procedure Document.

__. 2001. Equal Opportunity and Employment Equity Policy, Annexure 3, Council Meeting
22 June, Durban .

__. 2001. Strategic Initiatives for the University ofNatal.

__. 2001. Explanatory Note to Draft Equal Opportunity and Employment Equity Policy for
Submis sion to Senate, Senate Meeting, Appendix A, 14 March, Durban.

__. 2001. Overarching Employment Equity Plan: Employment Equity Strategy Document
2001-2005.

2002. University of Natal, Policy and Strategies for Attracting More Africans to
Academia, 2002 Institutional Forum, Appendix A.
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Notes

On I January , 2004, the University of Natal merged with the University of
Durban-Westville to form the new University of KwaZulu-Natal. Prior to
this, the University of Natal comprised two separate campuses , at
Pietermaritzburg (UNP) and Durban.

The authors recognize that racial categories are social constructions. In order
to track change universities are required to collect the self-identified racial
categorizations of staff and students, which reflect the racial groupings
identified by the Apartheid government. We follow this practice of racial
division in this paper, and thus the term "black" is not used in the black
consciousness sense to include Indian and Coloureds.

The University of Natal underwent a number of Faculty restructuring
processes over the period 1994-2002. Thus while Engineering, for example,
is portrayed as a Faculty in Figure 2, this is not currently the case. The
Information Management Division still collects their data under these
groupings and it is for this reason that the figures are presented as such.
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