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The South African higher education system has historically been marked by racial, class, and
gender inequities. Many of these are the heritage of the discriminatory policies of the apartheid
era that divided institutions of higher education along ethno-linguistic lines. Racial classification
assumed a pivotal role in the distribution of educational opportunities, effectively impeding the
academic progress of many Black students while advancing that of their White1 counterparts.
Since the democratic election of the African National Congress-led government in 1994, there has
been a concerted effort to transform the system of higher education from one marred with racial,
gender, and class inequities to one that is more equitable.
This article provides some insight into one aspect of the realities that a transformation program
has to address. In what follows, the attitudes and perceptions of African, Coloured, and White
students at two historically White South African universities regarding the racial climate on their
university campuses are explored and interpreted. The increasing enrollment of Black students
at historically White universities makes important a systematic study of how racial attitudes are
changing and how the attitudes of the past continue to influence student experiences in an
academic environment that is struggling to rid itself of its apartheid legacy. Equipped with the
insights from such a study, universities would be able to .respond better to the needs of their
diversifying student constituency, designing and implementing policies that will not be
interpreted as antagonistic to the traditional constituents of these institutions, while
accommodating the new students. Further, while there have been efforts to explore
structural changes that are taking place within higher education, there has not been a focus on
how the major participants (referred to as stakeholders in the South African context), such as
students, have been affected by the process of change and their perceptions of this process.

It is important to note that the South African system of higher education is undergoing rapid and
radical transformation. The research on which this article is based represents a snapshot of a
particular moment in this continuum of transformation, and at that a snapshot in a particular part
of South Africa. A number of major developments occurred in the first five years under the
governance of the democratically-elected African National Congress government. The second

democratic elections were held in June 1999, and the African National Congress was voted into a
second five-year term in office, so the developments are likely to continue. On the higher
education front, the National Commission on Higher Education (NCHE) released a
comprehensive report that evaluated the condition of higher education and offered policy
recommendations for its transformation. The Green and White papers in higher education
emerged from the NCHE recommendations and subsequently the Higher Education Act was
passed in 1997. One of the key structural changes arising from the recommendations of the
NCHE is the establishment of institutional forums, which are comprised of representatives of the
various stakeholders—students, faculty, administrators, and nonacademic staff members, and in
some cases alumni and community groups. The councils and academic senates of the universities
have also been restructured on a more widely representative basis. The institutional forums must
be consulted on proposals for institutional change and have certain powers designed to ensure that
the transformation process is carried out with integrity and to good effect. In addition, the Labor
Relations Act (1995) and the Employment Equity Bill (1998) address issues of equity in
employment.

The controlled admission of African, Coloured, and Indian (collectively referred to as Black)
students to universities designated White was legalized by the enactment of the Universities
Amendment Act in 1983. These institutions responded with varying interest and enthusiasm to
this legislation. Some universities embarked on aggressive measures to recruit and admit Black
students; others were resistant and did not actively seek to diversify their student body. Eighteen
years later, the Universities of Cape Town and Stellenbosch, like other historically White
universities, have been charged with the responsibility of transforming themselves into more
inclusive institutions where the academic goals of Black students will be supported and
actualized. As these universities undertake and attempt to steer this process of substantial change,
it is critical for them to understand how race continues to influence students' perceptions of their
universities' efforts to address the needs of the increasingly diverse student population.

It is important to note that the historically Black South African universities are faced with similar
challenges to transform. However, the discussion in this article is restricted to an examination of
transformation at historically White institutions. For example, the University of Western Cape
(UWC), a historically Black university located withina 30-mile radius of the two universities that
are the focus of this study, has undergone transformation and continues to change. However, it
differs from the historically White universities in an important way: UWC, like other historically

Black universities, was created in the 1960s specifically to serve Blacks (Coloureds in particular);
therefore, although the proportion of African students at UWC has increased substantially during
the 1990s, the student population has always been predominantly Black. In contrast, the
historically White universities were legally prevented from admitting Black students until the
enactment of the Universities Amendment Act. The admission of Blacks to these institutions at a
politically volatile period (1980s to early 1990s) presented a challenge to the entering students
and the institutions as well. The racial dynamics embedded in this shift in the demographic
composition of the student intake at the historically White universities are of particular interest
here, especially given their relationship with the former National Party government, and the
policies that they espoused as a result of this relationship. This article starts with an overview of
the political and philosophical environment within which each respective university emerged.
This institutional overview is followed by a discussion of the methods and procedures that
were employed to collect the data for this study. The remainder of the article examines attitudes
and perceptions of students at the University of Cape Town and the University of Stellenbosch
regarding their institution's racial environment. The University of Stellenbosch, an Afrikaanslanguage institution, and the University of Cape Town (UCT), an English-language university,
had distinctive relationships with the former Nationalist Party government—relationships that
some scholars contend influenced the type of educational policies that they implemented,
particularly with respect to the education of Black students.

AFRIKAANS-LANGUAGE UNIVERSITIES
The former Nationalist Party government played a significant role not only by creating the ethnolinguistic universities but also by ensuring they propagated certain political agendas. There were
six universities that were identified as Afrikaans-language institutions: the universities of
Stellenbosch, Pretoria, the Orange Free State, and Port Elizabeth; the Potchefstroom University
for Christian Higher Education; and the Rand Afrikaans university (Muller, 1991). The
University of Stellenbosch, which traces its origins to 1866, is the oldest Afrikaans university.
Like other Afrikaans universities, Stellenbosch was historically identified with the system of
apartheid, and had a special place in the forming of Afrikaner nationalism.
According to Booysen (1989), Afrikaans universities were used as instruments of political
socialization, where Afrikaner youth were indoctrinated with beliefs of Afrikaner racial
superiority. He argues that the political consciousness of Afrikaner youth was characterized by
their unquestioning support of the state. Although there were some voices of dissent, these were

frequently muted by the compliant masses. Unlike Black university students who were involved
in active resistance to repressive government legislation, Afrikaner youth were largely insulated
from the political struggle and encouraged to leave such matters to their elders. Even in the
1980s, when the political environment was particularly volatile and offered Afrikaner youth the
opportunity to challenge their ideological orientation, Booysen notes that "it is the very nature of
Afrikaner political culture, with its toleration of state control and trust. . . [that] precluded these
[political] events from impinging on students' political consciousness" (p. 7).

Afrikaans universities were supported well by the state and they boasted some of the best
academic facilities in the country. In keepi

This means Black students were given access to libraries, laboratories, and other academic
facilities but social contact with their White classmates was severely curtailed, particularly since
Blacks could not even reside in the university residence halls. The policy at the Witwatersrand
was informed by existing government legislation, which severely curtailed interaction across
racial boundaries.
There is no argument that English-language universities did admit Black students, sometimes in
defiance of apartheid legislation, and sometimes as consciously seeking to broaden the student
base. However, an examination of enrollment figures before the passage of the Extension of
Universities Act (1959)—which prohibited White universities from admitting blacks—indicates
that the enrollment of Blacks never exceeded 6% of the total student body (Murray, 1990). This
small enrollment of Black students was partly a result of the inadequate academic preparation
many received in their secondary school education, which made them ineligible for
postsecondary studies. Additionally, these enrollment statistics reflect the passive approach at
some open universities to recruit and admit those Black students who did qualify for admission. It
should be noted that there have been appreciable changes in enrollment patterns at both Englishlanguage and Afrikaans universities since the late 1980s. For example, in 1996 Black students
comprised 22% of the Rand Afrikaans University's 21,000 students, 30% of the students at the
University of the Free State (Dlamini, 1996), and 13% at the University of Stellenbosch
(Mabokela, 1998). At the English-language universities, which have a longer history of admitting
Black students, the proportion of Black students was about 45% at the University of Cape Town
in 1996 (Mabokela, 1998). Emerging from this racially polarized history, how would race
relations manifest on historically White campuses? The discussion that follows provides a brief
overview of the concept of institutional racial climate as it is conceptualized in this article.

DEFINING THE CONCEPT: INSTITUTIONAL RACIAL CLIMATE

Institutional climate is used in this article to refer to the culture, policies, procedures, and
practices manifested in the day-to-day operations of a given institution of higher education.
Harvey (1996) contends that the "degree to which this climate is hospitable determines the
comfort level" (p.355) for people of color on a university campus. Following from this definition,
institutional racial climate refers to the characteristic climate in relations among constituents of
different racial and ethnic backgrounds in an institution.

Relations among students across different racial groups are in many ways a reflection of race
relations in the broader society. South African society is engaged in a process of political, social,
and cultural transformation, from a society renowned for its hyper-segregation policies to one
where racial and gender equity is the goal. While the ANC government envisions a "rainbow
nation" where racial harmony will prevail, deep-seeded racial attitudes, nurtured over four
hundred years of colonization, are proving to be resistant and unshakable.

Institutions of higher education, like other social institutions within South Africa, are similarly
struggling to transform their structures. The preceding discussion offered an account of the
historical context within which race relations were shaped at historically White South African
universities under apartheid. The process of institutional transformation aims to eliminate overt
elements of discrimination, but lessons from institutions in other countries that have undergone
similar experiences suggest caution. Although laws have been passed in many countries to
increase the representation of historically excluded groups, institutions of higher education in
these countries generally continue to be racially stratified and elements of past discrimination are
still significant (Hurtado, 1996). More critically, the experience of historically excluded students
once they are admitted to a predominantly White university is a cause for concern. For example,
Hurtado (1996) notes that in the United States there is considerable "social distance among
students of different racial and ethnic backgrounds," and that students of color experience a
high level of disconnection and alienation. Other researchers (Allen, 1996; Fleming, 1984;
Nettles, 1988) assert that the psychological well-being of students of color at predominantly
White universities is assaulted, a factor that compromises their adjustment and success at these
institutions. Fleming (1984) further argues that students of color at predominantly White
universities experience poor intellectual development as a result of problematic interracial
interactions with their White peers. Allen's (1996) research also suggests that the intellectual
development of students of color is compromised because of an inhospitable racial environment
where their actions are constantly scrutinized. Hurtado (1996) contends that as the proportion of
students of color at predominantly White universities increases, there will be an increase in
discriminatory practice. Further, the attitudes of Whites become increasingly hostile as the
proportion of people of color increases because of the perceived threat to their position of
privilege.

In the South African context, the student body is becoming increasingly Black; at some
historically White universities the percentage of Black students is as high as 60%, but the faculty

and administrators are still overwhelmingly White (Mabokela, 2000). This incongruence raises
some questions about how resources and educational opportunities will be allocated to students
across different racial groups. Due to the implementation of anti-discrimination legislation in
recent years, new forms of discrimination may be subtle. For example, in recent years, there has
been a debate raging at historically White universities about the need to maintain academic
standards. There is a pervasive notion that the increased presence of Black students at these
institutions will lower standards and hamper the ability of these institutions to compete
internationally (Mabokela, 1998; Wolpe & Barends, 1993). The primary focus of this debate has
been on bringing Black students up to standard, without much consideration of how institutional
structures need to change to meet the needs of their changing student population. What is most
disturbing about this debate is that historically White universities have made generous
accommodations to some students in the past. For instance, after World War I, the University of
Cape Town made generous concessions to servicemen without any concerns about lowered
standards (Ramphele, 1993). This recent discussion of standards has manifested itself in racial
terms, where the admission of Black students has been equated with lowering of standards. This
standards debate is clearly complicated by the legacy of apartheid with its well-entrenched
inequities, which many institutions are still struggling to address.
This discussion raises a critical question for historically White South African universities: As the
proportion of Black students increases at these institutions, how will deep-seated racial attitudes
affect the quality of the educational experience of recently admitted Black students?

METHODOLOGY
Data Sources
The data for this study come largely from questionnaires that were administered to undergraduate
students at the universities of Cape Town and Stellenbosch. The University of Cape Town is a
residential university that had a total enrollment of 14,877 students in 1995. Twenty-three percent
of these students were African, 13.49% Coloured, 5.53% Indian/Asian, 57.52% White, and
43.43% women (University of Cape Town, 1996). The University of Stellenbosch had a student
population of 14,955 in 1995, distributed as follows: 2.54% African, 9.77% Coloured, 0.61%
Indian/Asian, 87.06% White, and 43.4% women (University of Stellenbosch, 1995b). The
questionnaire data were supplemented with open-ended interviews with a selected group of
student leaders on each campus. The qualitative data provided some rich explanations for the

patterns that emerged from the survey data. Ten students were interviewed at the University of
Cape Town and 12 at the University of Stellenbosch. Students were identified primarily through
referrals from other students and or faculty members. The students interviewed were identified as
"leaders" by other students or faculty members. While these students did not necessarily hold any
official position, for example, in student government (referred to as the Students' Representative
Council [SRC] in South Africa), they commanded the respect of their peers. At the University of
Cape Town, the ten interviewees consisted of seven African students, two Coloureds, and one
White student. These students varied in institutional experience. Three of the interviewees were
first-year students, five were second- and third-year students, and the remaining two were
"senior" students, that is, they had spent more than four years at the university. The two senior
students had a very complex history with the university in that they had been forced to leave the
institution on a number of occasions because of their political activities. In some ways, they were
seen in the Black student population as "elders" who possessed intricate understanding of and
insights into the political environment at this institution. At the University of Stellenbosch, the
interviewed group was made up of three White students, two of them members of the SRC; two
Coloured students; and seven African students.

(2) evaluation of the racial climate on campus;
(3) assessment of faculty responses to students' academic needs;
(4) evaluation of the broader institutional responses to students academic needs; and
(5) the perceived impact of the role of the current political changes on university transformation.

While these interviews were quite broad in their examination of issues relating to institutional
transformation, this article discusses a small subset that focuses on students' perceptions
of the institutional racial climate. The institutional racial climate is one of four themes (the other
three are not the focus of this article) that emerged out of the analysis of student data obtained
from the student questionnaire. The questionnaire was designed to provide an overall assessment
of attitudes and perceptions of students in the following areas:
(1) institutional racial climate; (2) impact of increased Black enrollments on faculty; (3)
university responsiveness to students' academic needs; and (4) adequacy of university responses
to students' needs. The questionnaire was six pages long, including the cover page, with 132
questions. The questionnaire was adapted from the survey instrument used by Peterson,
Blackburn, Gamson, Arce, Davenport, and Mingle (1978) in their study assessing
the impact of increased Black enrollments at predominantly White colleges and universities in the
United States between 1968 and 1972.

The construct institutional racial climate was measured by 12 variables evaluating the students'
attitudes to and perceptions of the existence of racial conflict on their campus. As presented in
Table 1, the first three variables measured: the existence of racial conflict; open discussion of
racial issues and concerns; and the existence of race-based groups. The next seven indicators of
racial conflict measured the campus atmosphere along a number of dimensions: relaxed/tense;
friendly/hostile; concerned/ indifferent; conservative/open; respectful/disrespectful;
optimistic/pessimistic; and socially integrated/socially separated. The remaining two variables
examined the degree of the students' antagonism/friendliness toward people of other races, and
their belief in racial separatism/ integration, since their enrollment at either UCT or Stellenbosch.

Table 1
Component Questions of the Construct Measuring Institutional Racial Climate
To what extent do you feel the following circumstances are present on your campus?
1 = very little; 5 = very substantial
1. Racial conflict
2. Open discussions of racial issues and concerns
3. The existence of student groups based on racial categories
Usually there is a campus atmosphere that can be described along several scales. Please indicate
the number, on a scale of 1 to 5. which best describes the racial atmosphere at this university.
4.Relaxed(l)/Tense(5)
5.Friendly(l)/Hostile (5)
6. Concerned (1) / Indifferent (5)
7. Conservative (1) / Open (5)
8. Respectful (1) / Disrespectful (5)
9. Optimistic (1) / Pessimistic (5)
10. Socially Integrated (1) / Socially Separated (5)
I am Interested in how your ideas have changed about race and race relations since attending this
university. Which of the following best describe what happened to you?
11. My feelings are:
1 = more antagonistic towards people of other races
2 = somewhat more antagonistic
3 = not changed
4 = somewhat friendlier
5 = friendlier towards people of other races
12. My attitudes about racial separatism and integration reflect:
1 = much stronger belief in separatism
2 = somewhat stronger belief in separatism
3 = no change
4 = somewhat stronger belief in integration
5 = much stronger belief in integration

The variables were measured on a 5-point Likert scale.
The Sample '
The University of Cape Town sample had 552 respondents, all undergraduates, with the
exception of 24 enrolled in the faculty of Law. Fifty-seven percent of the respondents were male
and 43% female. The ratio of male to female respondents was proportional to their distribution
in the university, where females comprised 43.4% of the total student body in 1995. The racial
breakdown of respondents indicated that 39.5% were African, 13.6% Coloured, 5.1%
Indian/Asian, and 41.7% White. The age of the respondents ranged from 19 to 44 years, with the
average age 21 years. The largest proportion of respondents, 42.8%, were first year-students,
17.9% second-year, 19.7% third-year, 14.7% fourth-year, and 4.9% were beyond their fourth year
of study. The University of Stellenbosch sample had 453 undergraduate respondents, of whom
57.6% were male and 43.3% female. The breakdown of students by race showed that 3.4% were

African, 17% Coloured, 1.3% Indian/Asian, and 77% White. The age of respondents ranged from
19 to 40 years, with the average age 20.5 years. The majority of respondents, 51.2%, were firstyear students, 35.8% second-year, 7.5% third-year, 1.5% fourth-year, and 4.0% were beyond the
fourth year of study.

The important difference between the two student samples is that UCT has a significantly higher
proportion of African and Coloured students than Stellenbosch: 23.45% Africans and 13.49%
Coloureds, respectively, compared to Stellenbosch's 2.55% Africans and 9.56% Coloureds. The
respondents at Stellenbosch were overwhelmingly White. This difference in the racial distribution
of students is partly attributable to policies and procedures these two universities implemented
with respect to the admission of Black students (see Mabokela, 1997).

RESULTS
All students at UCT, regardless of racial group, concurred that there was some presence of racial
conflict on their campus. Despite this seeming congruity in the students' responses, there were
statistically significant differences in the mean responses of students across the three racial
groups on the extent of racial conflict, but the differences were subtle. An examination of the
mean responses of African and White students as reported in Table 2 indicates that on the 11
variables where there are statistically significant differences, African students reported some
presence of racial conflict and little discussion of racial issues and concerns.

Table 2

Component Questions

Mean for
African
StudentsN=215

t1

Mean for
Coloured
Students
N= 75

t2

Mean for
White
Students
N= 230

3.05

4.67*

2.41

-3.26**

2.47

2.31

-5.62*

2.85

-1.22

3.04

3.25

-1.54

3.21

-1.58

3.47

3.07
3.21
3.61

6.88*
7.06*
2.83*

2.59
2.45
3.47

3.28**
1.50
1.70

2.12
2.25
3.20

3.31
3.22

-2.58*
2.15*

3.37
2.77

-2.22**
-77

3.71
2.90

3.36

4.36*

2.71

.07

2.72

3.89

2.69*

3.33

-1.23

3.52

Antagonistic(1) /Friendly
(5)

3.84

5.29*

3.88

5.09**

3.17

Racial Separatism (1)/
Racial Integration (5)

3.98

3.59*

3.97

3.29**

3.54

Presence of Racial
conflict on campus
Very little (1)/Substantial
(5)
Open discussions of
racial issues and
concerns
Very Little(1)/Substantial
(5)
Existence of Student
groups based on racial
category
Very Little (1)/Substantial
(5)
Relaxed (1)/Tense (5)
Friendly(1)/Hostile(5)
Concerned(1)/Indifferent
(5)
Conservative (1)/Open(5)
Respectful(1)/Disrespectful
(5)
Optimistic (1)/ Pessimistic
(5)
Socially
Integrated(1)/Socially
Separated (5)

Notes: f, = statistical significance in the difference in means between African and White students
t2= statistical significance in the difference in means between Coloured and White students
a = .05
* = statistically significant difference in means between African and White students
" = statistically significant difference in means between Coloured and White students

In contrast, their White counterparts reported little racial conflict and the presence of some open
discussion of racial issues and concerns. On the rest of the variables measuring institutional
racial climate, the mean responses of African students, though significant, were not remarkably
different from those of their White counterparts. While African students perceived UCT to be
somewhat relaxed, friendly, concerned, and respectful, their White peers viewed the institution as
more relaxed, friendly, concerned, and respectful. Further, African students reported UCT as
somewhat open, pessimistic, and more socially separated. While White students concurred, they
described UCT as more open, less pessimistic, and less socially separated.

Similar response patterns were observed among Coloured and White students. Table 2 indicates
that there were statistically significant differences in the mean responses of Coloured and White
students, in 5 out of the 12 variables. On the five variables that were significantly different,
Coloureds perceived UCT as somewhat relaxed and open, while White students reported a more
relaxed and open atmosphere. All students indicated that they were somewhat friendlier to people
of other races, and reported a stronger belief in racial integration since their attendance at UCT.
Students at the University of Stellenbosch were presented with identical questions to their UCT
counterparts. In general, African and Coloured students perceived the campus racial atmosphere
to be more hostile than their White counterparts did. There were statistically significant
differences in the mean responses of African, Coloured, and White students in 11 out of the 12
variables. The responses of the African and Coloured students were in all cases less optimistic
than the responses reported by White students. As indicated in Table 3, African and Coloured
students reported a fairly substantial presence of racial conflict on their campus, and little
discussion of racial issues and concerns. Their White counterparts, in contrast, reported less racial
conflict and the presence of some discussion of racial issues and concerns. On the remaining
variables measuring racial climate, Africans and Coloureds described the racial atmosphere at
Stellenbosch as somewhat tense, hostile, indifferent, disrespectful, pessimistic, and socially
separated. Their White colleagues offered a different evaluation of the university racial climate.
They reported it to be relaxed, friendly, respectful, and optimistic. Whites agreed with their
Coloured and African counterparts in two areas. With respect to the university's level of
openness, all students reported Stellenbosch to be moderately conservative. Regarding
the level of social integration, all students reported that the university was socially separated, with
White students reporting the highest degree of social separation.
An examination of students' attitudes toward people of other races since their arrival at the
University of Stellenbosch revealed that African students were

Table 3

Component Questions

Degree of racial conflict
in campus
Very little (1)/
Substantial ( 5)
Open Discussions of
racial issues and
concerns
Very little (1)/
Substantial ( 5)
Existence of student
groups based on racial
category
Very little (1)/
Substantial ( 5)
Relaxed (1)/ Tense (5)
Friendly (1)/ Hostile (5)
Concerned
(1)/Indifferent (5)
Conservative(1)/Open
(5)
Respectful(1)/
Disrespectful (5)
Optimistic(1)/Pessimistic
(5)
Socially
Integrated(1)/Socially
Separated (5)
Antagonistic(1)
/Friendly (5)
Racial Separatism (1)/
Racial Integration (5)

Mean for
African
Students
N=20
3.75

t1

7.18*

Mean for
Coloured
students
N=77
3.16

8.42**

2.10

-3.63*

2.38

-4.73**

3.75

3.18*

2.83

.049

3.70
3.80
3.70

9.61*
9.23*
2.61*

2.66
2.64
3.34

7.76**
6.26**
2.42**

2.55

-1.61

2.66

-2.21**

3.85

6.98*

2.64

2.52**

3.25

3.51*

2.79

2.94**

4.45

5.45*

3.36

2.56**

2.95

-2.04*

4.10

4.93**

4.35

4.93*

4.14

4.96**

Notes: f, = statistical significance in the difference in means between African and White students
t2- statistical significance in the difference in means between Coloured and White students
a =.05
* = statistically significant difference in means between African and White students
** = statistically significant difference in means between Coloured and White students

t2

somewhat more antagonistic toward people of other races, Coloureds were somewhat friendlier to
other people, while Whites had not changed their feelings toward others. Regarding their belief in
racial integration or separatism, Africans and Coloureds expressed a somewhat stronger belief in
racial integration, while Whites had not changed their feelings about racial integration or
separation. Although Africans and Coloureds generally concurred in their assessment of the
institutional racial climate, the expression of dissatisfaction by African students is somewhat
stronger than that of their Coloured counterparts.
The responses of Stellenbosch students were distinctly differentiated along racial lines, with
African and Coloured students offering a negative account of the racial climate, and White
students presenting a more positive assessment. At UCT, on the other hand, although there
were statistically significant differences in the responses of students across the three racial
groups, these differences were subtle. Interviews with UCT students identified factors that
perhaps contributed to feelings of alienation and racial tension. The array of reasons offered by
students to explain these existing tensions included: perceptions, especially among White and
Coloured students, of preferential treatment accorded to Black students; concerns among African
students about the Eurocentric focus of the current curriculum; and the lack of Black academics.
Similar concerns were expressed by students at Stellenbosch. However, African students
attributed their alienation at Stellenbosch to a number of additional factors, including the use of
Afrikaans as the language of instruction2; the dominance of Afrikaner culture in all spheres of
their lives, be it academic or social; the unwillingness of faculty to assist Africans; and the
widespread perception among faculty and students that African students were not as competent.

One senior administrator3 at Stellenbosch offered an explanation for the alienation experienced by
African students. He stated, "The culture of the Black students is different from our students. On
weekends they play their music loud and our students are not used to that. These are some of the
things that cause tension." This administrator consistently referred to the White students as "our"
students, as though the African students at Stellenbosch were not their students. This "us" and
"them" approach to addressing student problems is highly problematic. First, it allows for the
treatment of African students as an invasive other. That is, African students were seen as though
they did not belong at this university; the university was merely doing me a favor by admitting
them. Second, since Africans were not seen as an integral part of this institution, the university
did not.feel compelled to adjust its culture to the needs of these students. Another administrator
reported, "Black students are happy here. They don't have to worry about strikes and boycotts...

they can just come here and study." While this statement was perhaps true in a sense, this
administrator failed to understand that Black students were less likely to be academically
successful in an environment they perceived as hostile. Stellenbosch may have been strike-free
but it was not perceived as an environment conducive and committed to the academic excellence
of its African students.

Coloured students shared the concerns of their African counterparts but they perceived their
situation to be "somewhat better" relative to that of Africans. For instance, language was not a
barrier, given that most of the Coloured students use Afrikaans as their home language. Further,
the University of Stellenbosch had recruitment and admission policies that targeted Coloured
students. In some ways, the two Stellenbosch administrators interviewed saw Coloured students
as the buffer between African students, whom one of them characterized as "too radical and
political," and the White students who are the traditional constituency at this university.

DISCUSSION
The racial difference in student distribution is important in that it explains response patterns
observed among students of different races. At UCT, Coloured and White students concurred in
their responses, while Africans frequently provided responses that were in opposition. This
difference in responses is partly due to the fact that until 1992, Coloureds comprised the oldest
and largest proportion (13.7%) of Black students admitted at UCT.

In some ways, Coloured students perceive the rapid increase of African students at UCT since
1993 as an intrusion on territory they shared with White students (Mabokela, 1998). Hence, there
is an alliance of Coloured students with their White counterparts despite the fact that the
academic needs of Coloured students might be closer to those of African students. Further, the
proportion of African students has reached a critical mass and if current recruitment trends that
explicitly target African students continue, Africans will comprise an even larger percentage of
the Black student population at UCT. With this increase in African students, Coloureds may feel
marginalized and less inclined to align themselves with African students (Mabokela, 1998). In the
current political environment, where Coloureds have already expressed concerns about being
engulfed by African culture, especially since the ANC-led government came to power in 1994

(Brummer, 1995), it is not odd that Coloureds would seek alliance with another group—Whites—
they perceive at risk.

In contrast to UCT, Coloureds and Africans at Stellenbosch concurred in their responses while
their White counterparts often responded in the opposite part of the scale. This pattern of
responses may be explained by the fact that Coloureds and Africans comprise a substantially
smaller proportion (less than 15%) of the Stellenbosch student population. The alliance
between Africans and Coloureds is not an active one; it emerged from their similar condition as
marginalized groups at this university. Coloureds and Africans have not reached a critical mass
where their presence will influence university policies in a meaningful way. Although
Stellenbosch admitted the first Coloured student in 1977, they had always represented a small
part of the student body. Africans were more recent arrivals, most of them admitted since 1993. If
current recruitment patterns continue, the proportion of African students will increase at a slow
rate because Stellenbosch has a recruitment policy that clearly targets Coloured students.

The response patterns observed among the students suggest the persistence of racial identity in
informing students' perceptions and attitudes about the racial climate on their university
campuses. The responses of African students at UCT raise important questions about the
academic culture of this university. UCT has consistently portrayed itself as an institution that is
committed to racial diversity and equality, as evidenced by its history of admitting Black students
prior to thel983 legislation legalizing such admissions at universities designated for other racial
groups. Given this history, and the fact that African students constitute the largest proportion of
Blacks at UCT, one would expect African students at this university to offer a more positive
assessment of their university. Hochschild (1985) contends that racial hostility often increases
after desegregation because of unequal power relations and status between Black and Whites;
however, when power and status are equal, respect across racial lines increases. Although the
proportion of Black students has increased significantly at UCT, they evidently still feel
marginalized because of perceived unequal status and power between themselves and their White
peers.

The race-linked differences in student perceptions is disturbing, particularly in an education
system that is trying to rid itself of its racist past. It is critical to acknowledge and address
vestiges of past discrimination; this needs to be done in a way that involves all student groups.
White students at UCT and Stellenbosch need to be systematically sensitized to the changing

environments of their universities, and to the need for that change. The burden of adjustment
should not be placed solely on the shoulders of the incoming Black students, who are made to
feel—intentionally or unintentionally— that they do not belong at these universities.

A review of the literature suggests that response patterns of students at UCT and Stellenbosch are
not unlike those observed among students at other historically White universities. U.S. literature
points to similar responses among students at predominantly White colleges and universities,
where minorities frequently experience alienation (Davis, 1991; Fleming, 1984; Nettles, 1988).
Similarly, Bird (1996), in his study of Black students in higher education in the United Kingdom,
concurs that their experiences are often difficult and represented by isolation and discrimination
from their peers, faculty, and administrators. While valuable lessons may be drawn from these
international experiences, Black South Africans, unlike their counterparts in the United States and
the United Kingdom, will soon comprise the majority of the student body at most historically
White universities. In some cases, they already do so. UCT, for example, projected that Blacks
would comprise the majority of the student body by 1997/98. Clearly, such institutions cannot
afford to have half their student population feeling alienated. They face the challenge of changing
their institutional structures, and not merely assimilating a majority group into a minority culture.

The institutional culture will have to change so that adaptation will not be a one-way process,
with Black students expected to adjust while academics, administrators, and other students are
not required to undergo such change. In conclusion, these findings on student perceptions of
racial attitudes and relationships highlight a persistent challenge to historically White universities;
that is, these universities need to focus their attention on providing an environment where
meaningful interaction across color lines can flourish. Such an exchange is not only important
for Black students but it is equally critical for White students to see their Black counterparts
functioning and succeeding in capacities other than the stereotypical laborer roles. The vision of a
non-racial South Africa espoused by the new government of national unity cannot be attained
unless institutions of higher education systematically challenge vestiges of past discrimination
that are so deeply entrenched in the minds of people and in institutional cultures and practices.
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1. Racial classification categories in South Africa are very contentious. The terms as used in this paper do
not represent the author's position but are rather used to facilitate a clear and concise discussion. While
these terms are familiar and not unique, their usage in the South African context carries specific
historical undertones. African refers to people of indigenous African ancestry; Coloured refers to people of
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