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ABSTRACT Utilising a qualitative case study and the methodology of portraiture, this paper set out to explore
how the institutional culture at EquityRes, a university student resident in South Africa, promoted interaction of
culturally diverse students. Data capture included a mix of semi-structured interviews, field notes and a researcher
journal. Data was analysed by means of the content analysis method. Theoretical moorings of this study were
embedded in critical race theory and cosmopolitanism. Findings reveal that the design of living spaces, the
consultative participatory management style and inclusive cultural and social activities at EquityRes, promoted
equality and interaction of diverse students. The paper concludes by recognising that the transformation policies
developed by EquityRes, not only recognised the significance of the construct of race, but were intent on curbing
racial and cultural discrimination and embracing diversity. These polices were enacted in the lived experiences of
diverse resident students and created opportunities for intercultural contact and meaningful interaction.
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INTRODUCTION

The complexity of managing diversity is pres-
ently one of the most significant challenges
faced by higher education institutions. The chal-
lenge lies in creating institutional cultures that
genuinely respect and appreciate differences and
diversity (HESA 2014). The literature reveals that
universities are globally in a crisis. According to
Bridgman and Murdoch (2008: 258), “The Uni-
versity is in a crisis over its crises”. Dissatisfac-
tion with universities is not unique to South
Africa. A research project that was undertaken
by 25 researchers from 15 countries, including
South Africa, revealed the extent of dissatisfac-
tion regarding the lack of transformation at uni-
versities (Brennan et al. 2004:7). Butler-Adams’
(2015) aptly captures this sentiment in his study
titled, “Is the decline and fall of South African
universities looming?”

South African universities are still reeling
from the effect of protest movements that gained
momentum since October 2015 and continued

into 2016. It is apparent that these protests have
forever changed the landscape of tertiary edu-
cation in South Africa. Protests were launched
under the banner of the ‘Fees Must Fall’ cam-
paign and represent the largest student move-
ment since the 1976 Soweto riots (Lukhele 2015:
72).  It is more than twenty years since the ad-
vent of democracy in South Africa and yet, no
solution is evident for the plethora of challeng-
es faced by the higher education sector in South
Africa.

The recent protests were initially sparked by
the University of the Witwatersrand announc-
ing a 10.5 percent fee increase for 2016. By mid-
October 2015 the protest that begun at the Uni-
versity of the Witwatersrand had spread to the
University of Cape Town and Rhodes Universi-
ty. The ‘Fees Must Fall’ protest spread rapidly
across the country and on 23 October 2015, ten
thousand students gathered in Pretoria to make
it clear that they were outraged that tertiary ed-
ucation was excluding the poor. “High tuition
fees would effectively create a new kind of apart-
heid, forever separating the haves and have-
nots” (Lukhele 2015: 69).

Although it seems as if students were pro-
testing about issues such as language and fees,
the underlying causes run much deeper. In 1985,
Bot (1985: 12) argued that repressive action by
universities against protests would not be likely
to quell protest while apartheid policies contin-
ue to apply both to education and the wider
socio-political environment. In 2015, Jansen was
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convinced that the current protests were not
about fees (Tswanya 2015). He argued that peo-
ple should pay attention to, amongst other
things, that at the core of the student protests is
genuine progressive concerns about inequality
and a lack of transformation and access to ter-
tiary education. Lukhele (2015: 68) argues that
South Africa’s student uprising signals wider
social upheaval and that although it seems as if
the one million university students won the bat-
tle against an immediate increase in education
fees, the larger war against economic inequality
is far from over. Baloyi and Isaacs (2015) agree
with the afore-mentioned authors that the pro-
tests are about more than tuition costs; they are
also about the decolonization and transforma-
tion of higher education institutions as well as
white dominance, patterns of thinking and the
style and content of teaching.

South African universities with diverse stu-
dent populations are microcosms of South Afri-
can society. Universities thus have the poten-
tial to provide an environment that is welcoming
to culturally diverse students; to share rich ex-
periences brought from their diverse ethnic and
cultural backgrounds (McLean 2000), and to cre-
ate platforms for issues of tolerance, inclusion,
access and structural inequalities to be ad-
dressed (Cross 2004). This implies that institu-
tions have to create opportunities that will help
students experience genuine racial integration
and also encourage them to interact in meaning-
ful ways (Gurin et al. 2004).  It is thus important
for institutions to go beyond the enrolment in-
crements of particularly previously disadvan-
taged groups, because the achievement of sim-
ple numerical diversity does not guarantee in-
teraction between diverse groups staying on the
same campus (Gurin et al. 2004; Jansen 2015).
This study focused on one student residence,
namely, EquityRes at Urban University (UU).

Intervention to integrate residences came in
the late 1990s at UU as a response to the prac-
tice of allocating black and white students to
different residences. Residence traditions at UU
were well established and valued. Resultantly,
black students felt excluded by strong Afrikan-
er-orientated cultural practices and traditions
(CHE 2010). However, UU has since mandated
several changes which led to an improvement in
residence interactions (CHE 2010). It is a require-
ment for every residence to have Black students
among its leadership at UU. Black staff members

were also recruited to occupy vacancies as
heads of residences. UU structured policies that
discouraged and forbade traditions that offend-
ed other cultures. The task team of the Council
of Higher Education acknowledged that chang-
ing residence culture and tradition has signifi-
cantly advanced residence transformation at UU.
In order to celebrate diversity, residence activi-
ties were structured to facilitate greater interac-
tion and understanding (CHE 2010).  Accord-
ingly this study asks: How does the institution-
al culture at EquityRes promote interaction of
culturally diverse students?

Integration of Diverse Students at University
Residences

A review of the voluminous international lit-
erature reveals a lack of integration between stu-
dents of diverse races and cultural backgrounds
at university residences (Antonio 2001; Breaux
2002).  Some studies suggest that living arrange-
ments in several university residences were seen
as a way of segregating diverse students (Ward
and Masgoret 2004; Brown 2009; Peacock and
Harrison 2009; Thornton et al. 2010).  Thornton
et al. (2010) reveal that at certain universities in
the UK and India, the authorities usually allo-
cated international students to specific residenc-
es. The same trend was observed by Koehler
and Skvoretz (2010) at an American university,
where incoming black students were allocated
to residences that already had a high percent-
age of black students. They attributed this lack
of integration to the preferences of black stu-
dents. Similarly, Dunne (2009) found that at an
Irish university local students requested that
their international counterparts lived in sepa-
rate residences; a move which limited interac-
tion between them. The same pattern of segre-
gation was observed in dining halls and other
social settings (Brown 2009).

Various studies show that students segre-
gate themselves according to race and ethnicity
(Lewis 2000; Smith and Moore 2000; Antonio
2001; Villalpando 2003; Li 2008; Stearns et al.
2009; Koehler and Skvoret 2010). Smith and
Moore (2000) found that segregation occurred
even when the opportunity for interracial con-
tact in the form of allocating students to tables
with their housemates in the dining halls had
been created. Some black students perceived
their time in the dining hall as an opportunity to
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bond and interact with other black students. They
thus left their allocated tables and joined the ta-
ble referred to as the black table.  According to
Smith and Moore (2000) black students form their
own social groups to deal with alienation and
hostility from the larger campus community.

In the South African context, apartheid laws
formalised segregation which put some con-
straint on contact between people of different
races (Anderson 2003; Greyling 2007; Finchiles-
cu and Tredoux 2010).  When universities de-
cided to accommodate all students they provid-
ed separate accommodation according to race
(Maylam 2005; Perez and London 2004; Grey-
ling 2007; Kurain 2008; Luescher 2009). The few
black students who secured admission to pre-
dominantly white universities were prohibited
from socialising with their white classmates
(Cross and Johnson 2008; Goga 2008; Luescher
2009), barred from joining student societies and
could not participate in extramural activities
(King 2001).

Resistance to integration of university resi-
dences in post-apartheid South Africa was also
evident (Durrheim et al. 2004; Southern 2008).
Student organisations like the Freedom Front
Plus described desegregation of student resi-
dences as forced integration and equated it with
discrimination (Marais and de Wet 2009; van
der Merwe 2009). Studies showed that some stu-
dents used language and cultural preferences
as excuses to dispute integration (Walker 2005;
Flusk 2008; Southern 2008).  White students
perceived the integration of residences as an
infringement of residence culture that was shared
with their parents and grandparents (De Waal
2011). Jansen (2009) gives a detailed account of
racial tensions at the University of Pretoria (UP).
He argues that living together in the residences
causes more racial tension than learning togeth-
er in the classroom. In what Jansen (2009) calls
“bitter knowledge” some high schools that serve
the white Afrikaans-speaking population indoc-
trinate students with knowledge and ideas that
make it difficult for them to adjust to racial diver-
sity at UP residences. At UP the tension was not
only between black and white students but it
was also between English and Afrikaans-speak-
ing students. Afrikaans-speaking students treat-
ed Black and English students with contempt
and they were provoked when they did not ob-

serve Afrikaans traditions. Even though stu-
dents at UP lived in the same residences some
of the residences had separate living arrange-
ments, separate club houses and separate tele-
vision sets. Some residences still retained the
symbols and statues of Afrikaner pride in their
hallways (Jansen 2009).

The Nature of Institutional Culture

Like most institutions, the character of uni-
versity residences is also hinged on the phe-
nomenon of culture. “Culture is historical and
specific, it is both a product and a process and it
reflects the way social groups are organised in
society” (CHE 2010: 40). Focusing specifically
on institutional culture in places of higher learn-
ing, the White Paper 3 recommends that univer-
sities should place emphasis on the importance
of advancing the cultivation of institutional cul-
tures which represent values and promote be-
haviour which is intended to unify, reconcile, build
respect for difference and also promote the com-
mon good (DoE 1997).  According to CHE (2010,
2016), institutional culture entails sharing of
thoughts, actions and norms by members of a
group. Understanding institutional culture can
assist in explaining why students at universities
do what they do and the way they do it. In this
regard authorities are assisted in approaching
crisis situations as they will be aware of what
motivates and drives their students. South Afri-
can universities should promote a campus envi-
ronment which is responsive to racial and cultur-
al diversity (DoE 1997). This directive emanated
from the fact that the institutional culture at South
African universities was still characterised by
alienating experiences (CHE 2010, 2016).

The Concept of Diversity

Like other national systems the Ministry of
higher education in South Africa is concerned
with diversity (CHE 2000, 2016). Diversity is de-
fined as “ways in which institutions seek to in-
tegrate and manage those individuals and
groups not fully represented with them” (Thav-
er 2009: 406). According to the CHE report (2000,
2016) institutions of higher education are re-
quired to demonstrate diversity in a variety of
programmes that they offer, in their teaching and
research competencies, in their human and phys-
ical assets, in the credentials of their staff and
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so forth. It is further indicated that institutions
of higher learning in South Africa are mandated
to defend the progression of democracy which
is related to promoting good citizenship (CHE
2000,  2016). In his definition of diversity Thaver
(2009) attests that the process of diversity seeks
to integrate individuals. To this effect some stud-
ies contend that it becomes a problem if the in-
clusion of people in programmes directs them to
their incorporation in ways that subject them to
existing standings (Sayed et al. 2003). Catering
for diverse groups does not mean that institu-
tions of learning should create access without
recognising the differences of the groups in-
cluded (Sayed et al. 2003; CHE 2016). Sayed et
al. (2003) warns against the practice of ‘window
dressing’ during which institutions respond be-
cause there is a need for change without under-
standing the necessity to transform the institu-
tions from within in order to cater for the differ-
ent groups. Institutions that are unresponsive
to managing diversity within their territory tend
to promote assimilation of incoming groups so
that they adapt to existing norms (Sayed et al.
2003; CHE 2016).

Professionals in student affairs have the re-
sponsibility to encourage students to embrace
diversity and accept differences between them
(Bleiberg 2003).  This can be done through en-
suring that the policies of a university are con-
sistent with the diverse nature of the institu-
tion’s population. Students who seek accom-
modation in university residences are from dif-
ferent racial, ethnic and/or religious back-
grounds. Thus it is the responsibility of the uni-
versity to encourage students to form relation-
ships and to learn from each other (Bleiberg 2003;
CHE 2016).  Efforts at embracing diversity in
South African university residences are often
met with intense resistance from students who
are still trapped in extreme racial worlds.  How-
ever, there are instances in which institutions
are managing issues of diversity and inequality
to the extent that it might be possible to change
the institutional culture to reflect a more inclu-
sive paradigm (Nkomo et al. 2009; CHE 2016).  In
light of the above arguments it becomes appar-
ent that institutions that embrace diversity will
observe practices that are consistent with hu-
man rights; ensure equality among their popula-
tion and educate their people to live together
irrespective of differences (Jansen 2009; CHE
2016).

Theoretical Moorings

The conceptualization of this study is in-
grained in critical race theory and cosmopoli-
tanism. Donnor (2003: 233) defines critical race
theory as a “contemporary theoretical framework
that critiques the dominant white hegemonic dis-
course and power, analyses social disparities
between races, and challenges popular construc-
tion and employment of race, racism and pow-
er”.  Yosso (2005) affirms that CRT is a theoreti-
cal and analytical framework that is aimed at dis-
puting how race and racism influence arrange-
ments, traditions and discourse in education.
CRT is considered a significant instrument for
‘reconstruction’, ‘construction’, and ‘decon-
struction’ (Ladson-Billings 1998). It has the po-
tential to advance reconstruction of human agen-
cy, to deconstruct systems of domination and
to construct impartial and power relations that
are fair within the society (Ladson-Billings 1998).
Five tenets are highlighted in the CRT namely,
the centrality of race and racism and intersec-
tionality with other forms of subordination; chal-
lenging dominant ideology; a commitment to
social justice; an emphasis on experiential knowl-
edge, and the importance of interdisciplinary
approaches (Smith-Maddox and Solorzano 2002;
McDowell and Jeris 2004; Yosso 2005; Pascale
2008).

The second theoretical framework is cosmo-
politanism. Proponents of cosmopolitanism as-
sume that this theory has a legal and a moral
stand point (Pogge 1992; Beck and Sznaider
2006).  Legal implications of cosmopolitanism
depart from the notion that all people are citi-
zens of the world and should have comparable
equal rights and duties. Whereas the moral im-
plication of cosmopolitanism maintains that all
individuals stand in certain moral relations to
one another and are therefore required to re-
spect one another (Pogge 1992). Institutional
cosmopolitanism becomes relevant when deal-
ing with ways of managing aspects of diversity
(Yegenoglu 2005; Beck and Sznaider 2006; Hans-
en 2009; Vertovec 2010; Modood 2011). In this
regard an institution is aware that a new form of
political legitimacy has to be constructed, which
will substitute different forms of fundamental-
ism and exclusivism (Kaldor 2003).  Establish-
ments must promote human equality, appreciate
difference and celebrate diversity (Kaldor 2003).
The relevance of cosmopolitanism in this study
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is that it is ingrained in the ideology that there
should be openness to cultural diversity, a prac-
tical relation to a plurality of cultures and a ten-
dency to engage with others (Noble 2009).

RESEARCH  METHODOLOGY

This study was inspired by the methodolo-
gy of portraiture which is rooted in the assump-
tion that there are stories of goodness in schools
and these stories can also be evident in other
contexts (Lawrence-Lightfoot 1986). As a way
of contributing to stories of goodness portrai-
ture methods are used to study successful insti-
tutions. However these methods do acknowl-
edge that expression of goodness is also taint-
ed by imperfections.  “In the search for good-
ness, it is essential to look within the particular
setting that offers unique constraints, inhibitions
and opportunities for its expression” (Lawrence-
Lightfoot 1986: 14). Portraiture gives the re-
searcher an opportunity to intentionally choose
to explore the strength of the phenomenon un-
der inquiry and the way in which it is approached
and managed (Vandeyar and Jansen 2008).

The research design was qualitative in na-
ture and a case study approach was used.  The
case under study was EquityRes at UU. Equity-
Res is an integrated student residence at Urban
University. This residence was chosen because
of its distinctiveness from other residences with
regard to its balance in racial composition and
unique living program. EquityRes was estab-
lished in 2008 to meet the needs of students in
relation to accommodation. This research site
was selected because it fit the description of an
exemplary constituent. Purposeful sampling was
employed in order to select a sample that could
provide rich data (Maxwell 2008). We sampled a
unit of senior students who in our opinion had
in-depth experience of the phenomenon under
study and had already acquired a wealth of in-
formation about the case. In addition, they had
the ability to effectively express their experienc-
es (Ponterotto and Grieger 2007). This study’s
sample comprised a group of eight female stu-
dents from one unit; four black and four white
females. What was exceptional about this unit
was that three participants were part of the res-
idence management and this provided an op-
portunity to gain a managerial perspective. In-
terviewing the head of the residence as a partic-
ipant in this study also enabled us to elicit infor-

mation on the policies and history of the case
under study (Marshall and Rossmann 2011).

The main method of data collection was semi-
structured interviews. The duration of each in-
terview was approximately 60 minutes. In addi-
tion, documents related to the research site were
analysed, the physical setting of the site was
also observed and field notes were kept. The
study comprised of three phases of semi-struc-
tured interviews namely, interviews with the res-
idence management; interviews with the student
participants and follow-up interviews.  Follow-
up interviews provided the opportunity for mem-
ber checking and adding of information. Data
capture occurred in 2012. Data was analysed
using content analysis methods.

RESULTS

So How Did The Institutional Culture at
EquityRes Promote Interaction of
Culturally Diverse Students?

Design of Living Space at EquityRes

EquityRes which was situated in one of
South Africa’s big cities boasted infrastructures
that were very different from traditional univer-
sity residences. The living spaces at EquityRes
were specifically designed to promote interra-
cial and intercultural interaction. The residence
had ten distinct blocks of four floors each.  Each
floor had two units and each unit had eight bed-
rooms, a communal bathroom, toilet facilities, a
kitchen and a living space. The residence itself
was co-ed but each unit was either occupied by
males or females. Six hundred and forty students
were accommodated at this residence.  Three
hundred and twenty were males and three hun-
dred and twenty were females. Each unit com-
prised of four White and four Black students.
The communal nature of each unit prompted stu-
dents from diverse backgrounds to share living
spaces and facilities.

Students came to EquityRes with varying
preconceived perceptions, yet they began to
relate and depend on each other to a certain
extent.  Initially, the manner in which students
approached social interactions was determined
by their level of exposure to racial others prior to
coming to EquityRes. Mercy (black female) did
not know how to handle her new association
with white people on her arrival at EquityRes.
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Initially she preferred only to interact with black
girls.

... growing up I was never really around
other races except black. Where we lived in
Nokaneng there is a lot of black people. So
then when you are walking around you see one
white person it’s like okay, I don’t really know
how to approach this person, even though they
are just human beings. So when I was able to
drop that and just try and break through my
comfort zone, I found that it was all in my head.

Staying at EquityRes helped Kgadi (black
female) to work through her stereotypes. She
acknowledged that being in close proximity with
white people caused her to begin thinking about
her own prejudices.

I thought that they were all the same. They
were racist. They all think that they are better,
but by engaging with them they have changed
my perception. I don’t think that they are bet-
ter. They are just normal people and I used to
think they all looked at black people as one
thing. They actually see you as an individual.
Like these girls notice when I change my hair,
they always notice. I thought they just see “she
braided”.

Melisa (white female) indicated that she did
not have issues with interracial interactions. Her
encounters with black people in secondary school
helped her to be comfortable when exposed to
people from different cultures at EquityRes,

It really doesn’t bother me because I was in
a choir, for uhm... for five years there were some
blacks and Indians as well. So I am used to like
being in a bus, sharing a bathroom or chilling
together and it really doesn’t bother me at all.

The kitchen area provided a favourable plat-
form for social interaction particularly in the eve-
nings when students had to prepare their meals.
They were also afforded the opportunity to talk
about their frustrations and challenges and to
learn about each other’s cultures. Mercy re-
counts one of her memories

One of the white girls was beginning to cook
so I was just looking at what she was cooking
because it was different. I was like “Oh tell me
about this”.  And there was another girl who
was baking. I was like oh… you baking choco-
late cake. Then she is like “Yes, would you like
a piece?” So, ja we just got to exchange.

Joy (white female) also cherished the time
she spent in the kitchen.

Uhm ... I know the thing that I enjoy most is
just when ... I know it happens most in the kitch-
en, when everyone is around in the kitchen and
that kind of thing. We are all talking and laugh-
ing and all joking around. I really enjoy that.
It’s fun. That’s my favourite part of it.

For Elise, (white female) moments spent in
the kitchen provided a homely atmosphere
which was more like ‘a home away from home’.
She described how she valued the opportunity
of interacting with her unit mates.

I do struggle because I don’t get to see my
parents a lot because I live far away from here.
But we interact quite a bit in the kitchen when
we are all cooking supper and stuff. I enjoy
that. You don’t feel like sitting in a room star-
ing at four walls.  Like... you have people of
different experiences and stuff. It’s nice to speak
to everyone at the end of the day, because none
of us is studying the same thing. So it’s like at
home you are not doing the same thing as ev-
eryone during the day.  When you come home
you all have different things to talk about. It’s
nice; it’s like family that way.

Kgadi detailed what she discovered about
her white housemates,

And like you know sitting with them, they
are so interested in even learning about us.
And they will ask you, where are you staying?
Like you know we have a lot of similarities.
Like now we all stay in the suburbs whatever,
but they are interested in like where I used to
stay. They even ask us to plait their hair, how
much does that cost, they are very interested.

Students staying at EquityRes learnt to rec-
ognise and appreciate their differences.

...like we always joke about the hair
thing.”You guys are lucky you don’t have to
plait your hair.”They go like “But I wish I had
black hair so that I can do something else. I am
always doing the same thing. The race thing
only comes up as a joke or something.

The physical setup in the units allowed stu-
dents to have sufficient social interactions.  Par-
ticipants interpreted the environment to be con-
ducive enough to promote a sense of belong-
ing. Most of them indicated that being able to
interact with others made their unit feel like home.
Some of the participants were able to deal with
their prejudices and stereotypes.

Management Style

The operational dynamics of EquityRes was
aimed at creating a residence that functioned
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differently from conventional university resi-
dences. Mr Peter Banda was appointed as the
head of the Residence. Mr Banda was tasked
with implementing a residence program that was
different from other conventional residences. He
fondly reminisced how he and members of the
residence management team ventured to estab-
lish a new management style to create a resi-
dence that looked and operated differently.

So what we said right from the start is that
we will clearly need to understand what is go-
ing to be the underpinning philosophy of the
residence that will drive the human part of the
residence, because we can’t allow it to become
like the traditional residences.

Their first priority was to change the charac-
ter and residence culture at EquityRes. Still work-
ing within the vision of the university in relation
to the new residence they decided that it would
be academically-oriented. It would cater for stu-
dents who are serious about their studies; the
activities will be less structured and students
will live in a communal type of environment.
They solicited the services of the Ethics Depart-
ment at the university to derive a code of con-
duct that emphasised respect for the environ-
ment, no sexism, no racism, no criminality, re-
spect for rules and working towards becoming
well-rounded citizens of South Africa.  The code
of conduct became the sphere of influence which
gave direction to how the students were to live.
Hence, he indicated

And what we then decided is we need to
move from a very rule-driven kind of residence,
to where the code of conduct should be what
directs how we do things at EquityRes. And not
we do things because of the rules, but we do
things because of the code that we live by.

Unlike traditional residences that has a
House Committee; EquityRes was managed by
the Residence Management Committee. The
management composition at EquityRes went
beyond the standard patterns of power that were
determined by unequal quota systems in some
residences. The first student component of the
Residence Management Committee was identi-
fied through interviews. The group that was
chosen comprised multiracial male and female
students who did not receive any privileges be-
cause of the colour of their skin.  Students be-
came part of formulating the vision, the slogan
and the rules within the framework of the uni-
versity. A ‘bottom-up’ rather than ‘top-down’

approach was adopted. Rules and practices that
were introduced by residents were aligned with
the vision, the slogan and the code of conduct
that they had previously developed.  In devel-
oping these rules, students adhered to the prin-
ciple of cosmopolitanism that advocates a per-
son’s responsibility to refrain from violating oth-
er people’s human rights (Pogge 1992). Mr Ban-
da described EquityRes as a place of freedom
that was qualified by responsibility

If you understand the freedom that we al-
low you in this place you will be amazed at
how you can grow and become greater than
you have ever thought. If you however can’t
handle this freedom in a responsible way you
are not welcome here.

An orientation programme was developed by
the Residence Management Committee aimed at
creating an inclusive environment and empow-
ering first year students. At EquityRes every
person’s voice counted.  Seniority was not used
to suppress others’ viewpoints.

We also understood that we need to change
the so-called orientation programme for first
years, because in most residences - the tradi-
tional type of residences- the focus is on intim-
idating first years and inducting them into the
tradition of that residence.

A series of workshops were conducted dur-
ing the orientation programme aimed at under-
standing diversity and stereotyping; respect for
the environment and inculcating life skills that
would enable students to work with people from
diverse racial, cultural and language back-
grounds. Mr Banda and his team encouraged
the students to live as a community and to re-
spect each other.

So we started to build and we became stron-
ger and stronger in the establishment of our
culture. For example, the fact that we need to
greet one another is a conscious thing that we
constantly try to communicate to people.

Social and Cultural Activities

Unlike traditional residences, EquityRes did
not participate in traditionally organised sport,
cultural or other formalised activities. Tradition-
al residences at Urban University were steeped
in long-standing traditions that focused on chal-
lenging each other in sport, cultural and social
activities. These activities were fiercely compet-
itive in nature. EquityRes acknowledged not
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only the changing demographics of students
but also addressed the changing needs and social
contexts within which students found themselves

Modern students in general want to be more
independent, they want be part of the residence
environment that allows more independence
and that may be less structured. It is more com-
munal in nature and does not have this exces-
sive focus on competitiveness (Mr Banda).

Activities at EquityRes were initiated and
managed by students. Residents attended so-
cial activities of their own free will.  Social activ-
ities were also seen as an opportunity to devel-
op friendships and to have fun.  Because these
activities were not imposed on students they
tended to have found some enjoyment and vol-
untarily participated in these activities.

The fact is that when the people do plan
something and you participate, it’s really fun.
So in EquityRes if you want to do something or
if you want –to have fun, if you want to meet
people and if you want to socially interact with
people you have to come out by yourself... In-
stead of in other places where they tell you do
this and do that and you kind of resist because
you are being forced sometimes (Kate).

The influence of Mr Banda also made a mark
on how students conducted social events at Eq-
uityRes.  He promoted cultural activities that ad-
vocated racial inclusivity. Measures were put in
place to curb racial or cultural bias at all events.
Opportunities were given to students to initiate
and advertise cultural events.  In order to limit the
possibility of a particular racial group monopolis-
ing social events Mr Banda ensured that the list
of people associated with these events was bal-
anced in terms of black and white participation in
the event. He recounted his reaction to a list of
participants that was racially uneven:

Change your advertisement, if it is not an
inclusive function it is not going happen.  Be-
cause we will not perpetuate stereotypes that
we will have a white function and a black func-
tion. It doesn’t work that way. If we don’t have
an inclusive function we don’t have a function.

In this way cultural hegemony was deterred
at EquityRes. It was important for all racial groups
to be accommodated during social and cultural
events. The music playlist catered for various
genres popular among South African university
students. Mr Banda insisted that the list should
include among others kwaito, boeremusiek, En-
glish pop music, rock music and R n B.

Mercy fondly talked about how the inter-
vention by Mr Banda to incorporate the playlist
improved the students’ approach to the social
events.

... you can see people were gel-ling. Ja they
were gel-ling so it worked out. I think we have
learnt from the past. Like especially Mr Banda
was trying to... this is what he was trying to
instil. He was trying to... like uhm target the
social events because he had noticed differenc-
es. It has, it has worked out.

Similar sentiments were expressed by Kgadi:
In our socials... actually Mr Banda tells us

that “guys you should find ways to accommo-
date everyone”. So the social event that we had
…we opened... we started off playing white
music it was so nice, the vibe was so nice, then
when we started playing house music even the
white people were dancing to house music be-
cause it was so integrated. There was no segre-
gation, just all of us dancing together.

Social events did not only serve to entertain
students, it also helped students to appreciate
diverse cultures. At the beginning of the year
students participated in the dance and playlist
competition. They taught each other how to
dance to different kinds of music. An ordinary
moment like teaching each other moves on the
dance floor enabled some students to cross the
bridge that separated them in terms of their mu-
sic preferences. Mercy recalled her exposure to
Afrikaans music and how she learnt to dance to
the sokkie sokkie.

Like when my friend and I went and they
started playing sokkie sokkie,  so we were like
let’s try it and see and then one of the guys came
and said “let me show you how to do it. It was
fun, it was really fun.

DISCUSSION

Several findings from this study reveal that,
what an institution does in order to provide con-
ditions that promote interactions of diverse stu-
dents, will determine the extent to which stu-
dents will actualize their interactions.

First, UU took cognisance of the change in
its student demographics and conducted re-
search in order to understand how best to deal
with the new situation. This move by the uni-
versity to examine its existing structures con-
curs with the legal implications of cosmopoli-
tanism which views all people as citizens of the
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world who should have comparable equal rights
and duties. It also depicts an attempt by UU to
acknowledge the centrality of race and racism
and its inter-sectionality with other forms of sub-
ordination and was aimed at disputing how race
and racism influence arrangements, traditions
and discourse in education (CHE 2016). Further,
it concurs with the tenets of CRT, which propos-
es that institutions must understand that histor-
ically they were tainted by deficit theorising (Yos-
so 2002). In so doing, UU attempted to “critique
the dominant white hegemonic discourse and
power, analyses social disparities between rac-
es, and challenges popular construction and
employment of race, racism and power” (Don-
nor 2003: 233; HESA 2014).

Emphasis was also placed on experiential
knowledge, which is another tenet of CRT. Gurin
et al. (2004) argue that the manner in which the
institution structures its resources and policies
has to create opportunities that will help stu-
dents experience genuine racial integration
which will encourage students to interact in
meaningful ways (Jansen 2015; CHE 2016). UU’s
acknowledgement and attempt to cater for di-
versity within its residence aligns with the theo-
ry of cosmopolitanism which argues that indi-
viduals intersect with people who may be doing
things differently which require them to cooper-
ate and acknowledge the existence of the other
(Waldron 2000).  Therefore, by listening to the
voices of the current student demographics, the
university was able to gauge the success of its
transformation policies, and whether both black
and white students experience their environment
as equitable, integrated and non-discriminatory
(Durheim et al. 2004; HESA 2014).  This also ech-
oes the argument forwarded by Gurin et al. (2004)
when they indicate that it is important that insti-
tutions go beyond increasing enrolment of pre-
viously disadvantaged groups because numer-
ical diversity does not guarantee interaction be-
tween diverse groups on campus (Baloyi and
Isaacs 2015).

Second, EquityRes offered facilities and prac-
tices that were different from the mainstream res-
idences of the university.  Physical facilities were
structured in such a way that they not only en-
couraged integration of diverse students but
promoted human equality and an appreciation
of difference (Jansen 2015).  It would seem that
the commitment of UU to social justice had the
potential to advance the reconstruction of hu-

man agency, to deconstruct systems of domina-
tion and to construct impartial and power rela-
tions that are fair within the society. In accor-
dance with the tenets of cosmopolitanism the
residence provided a heterogeneous space in
which a group of culturally diverse students had
to learn to navigate their everyday activities
(Yeoh 2004; CHE 2016). Instead of long corridors
that detached the students from each other, Equi-
tyRes boasted a communal arrangement that en-
couraged students to interact and to stand in cer-
tain moral relations to each another. Facilities were
arranged in such a way that they promoted social
interactions among diverse students (Braxton and
McClendon 2002).  Bleiberg (2003) argues that
students who seek accommodation at university
residences are from different racial, ethnic or reli-
gious backgrounds and it is the responsibility of
the university to encourage them to form rela-
tionships and to learn from each other. The de-
sign of the living space at EquityRes adequately
fulfilled this responsibility.

Third, the placement policy determining room
allocation at EquityRes was aimed at establish-
ing racially mixed units where each unit would
comprise four black and four white students.
This equation in the student body at EquityRes
eliminated what CRT refers to as ‘subordinated
position of minority’ (Ladson-Billings and Tate
1995). By implementing policies that are non-
discriminatory EquityRes created the potential
to reduce racial discrimination and promote in-
tergroup contact (Jansen 2015). It would seem
that this was an intentional attempt to challenge
the predominant white hegemonic culture and
to engage with power relations. CRT indicates
that service providers who are working towards
creating inclusive programmes should start by
acknowledging that race and racism which in-
fluence arrangements, traditions and discourse
in education should be challenged in order to
avoid any form of subordination (Villapando
2004; Quintal 2015).  By explicitly indicating that
student placement was to be confined within
the four/four mix in terms of black and white
students, the institution deterred the possibility
of self-segregation at EquityRes. This act of util-
ising race to determine room allocation was not
only a commitment to social justice efforts but
an indication of the deviation from what CRT
refers to as the colour-blind ideology which pro-
claims all students as the same (Evans 2007). It
represented openness to cultural diversity, a
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practical relation to a plurality of cultures and a
tendency to engage with others.

Fourth, Mr Banda and his team displayed
leadership qualities that were based on trans-
formation and emancipation. Institutional cos-
mopolitanism becomes relevant when dealing
with ways of managing aspects of diversity (CHE
2016). EquityRes shifted from a very rule-driven
system to a voluntary participatory structure.
First, in its commitment to social justice efforts,
the university developed a code of conduct
which was aimed at guiding the students into
becoming well-rounded global citizens. It set out
to advance the reconstruction of human agen-
cy, to deconstruct systems of domination and
to construct impartial and power relations that
are fair within South African society. This at-
tempt is aligned with the moral implications of
cosmopolitanism, which encourages the experi-
ence and practice of world citizenship, where
other people are recognised as fellow human
beings (Pieterse 2006). Second, together with
some of the students, the residence management
decided on the vision of the residence and then
the students developed the slogan. Third, they
tailored the rules that were within the framework
of the university residence rules but were also
aligned with the code of conduct, the slogan and
the vision of EquityRes. These initiatives are sup-
ported by CRT’s call for interdisciplinary ap-
proaches and by Braxton and McCledon (2002)
who argue that managers should apply methods
or approaches that guarantee efficient communi-
cation of rules and regulations, and also enforce
them in a fair manner (Jansen 2015).

Fifth, voices of the participants in this study
revealed that both first-year and senior students
had equal status. Among others this is attribut-
ed to the orientation programme that did not
focus on intimidating first years or discriminat-
ing against them. Emphasising equality is
aligned with the legal and moral standpoints of
cosmopolitanism which advocates that all peo-
ple are citizens of the world and should have
comparable equal rights and duties and all per-
sons are required to respect one another as fel-
low citizens (Pogge 1992; HESA 2014). It is also
aligned with CRT which recognizes multiple lay-
ers of oppression and discrimination (Solorzano
and Bernal 2001) and allows managers at univer-
sities to admit that their initiatives are motivated
by the desire to eliminate all forms of subordina-
tion including racism, classism and sexism in

higher education (Villalpando 2004). The orien-
tation programme at EquityRes was aimed at
empowering young people who were from di-
verse communities to interact with racial others.
The programme included a workshop on under-
standing diversity and stereotypes and served
towards fulfilling the vision and the code of con-
duct informing activities at EquityRes. A similar
position is emphasised by Braxton and Mc-
Cledon (2002) who argue that orientation pro-
grammes should avail opportunities for new stu-
dents to socially interact with their peers. At
EquityRes student orientation as an institution-
al scheme was strengthened by the constant
emphasis on equality and social justice efforts
aimed at deconstructing systems of domination
and constructing impartial and fair power rela-
tions (Butler-Adams 2015).

EquityRes designed demographic inclusions
which introduced a racial character that was dis-
tinct from other residences at UU. The dominant
construct that was used to transform the demo-
graphic character of EquityRes was that of race.
The centrality of race and racism and its inter-
sectionality with other forms of subordination
was aimed at disputing how race and racism in-
fluence arrangements, traditions and discourse
in education. The residence provided living spac-
es where neither race was outnumbered and con-
sequently offered less if no opportunity to re-
create dominant groups. As a multicultural insti-
tution EquityRes belonged equally to its resi-
dents and none of the cultural groups were ex-
pected to forsake their culture or identity (Jans-
en 2016).  All cultural groups felt a sense of be-
longing and feeling at home at EquityRes. An
attempt to combat discrimination and accommo-
date diversity was made by promoting diversity
and inclusion (Kymlicka 2003; Baloyi and Isaacs
2015)) not only in the design of the living space
but also in the management style and cultural
and social activities of EquityRes.

CONCLUSION

It is evident that EquityRes was not like any
of the other residences at UU. EquityRes was
intentionally designed to break the shackles of
apartheid ideology that may have been trans-
mitted through ‘knowledge in the blood’ which
entraps young minds in extreme racial worlds
and continues to perpetuate the vicious cycle
of discrimination. The architects of the physical
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buildings and landscape and the architects of
the residential culture and climate of EquityRes
were acutely aware of the fact that a new form of
political legitimacy had to be constructed, which
substituted different forms of fundamentalism
and exclusivism that were still prevalent in other
residences at UU.  However, this challenge did
not deter them from their personal mission of
attempting to promote human equality, appreci-
ate difference and celebrate diversity. Equity-
Res proactively set out to instil openness to
cultural diversity, endorse a practical relation to
a plurality of cultures and encourage engage-
ment between diverse groups.  In so doing it not
only advocated and advanced the reconstruc-
tion of human agency but, deconstructed and
challenged traditional systems of domination and
attempted to construct power relations that were
just and equitable. Transformation policies that
were developed by EquityRes recognised the
significance of the construct of race and were
intent on curbing racial and cultural discrimina-
tion and embracing diversity. These polices were
enacted in the lived experiences of diverse resi-
dents and created opportunities for intercultur-
al contact and meaningful interaction. Equity-
Res is a proud beacon of hope and social jus-
tice, and a shining example of “Be the change
you want to see”.

RECOMMENDATIONS

This study therefore recommends that uni-
versities strive to create an inclusive environ-
ment that advocates for equality and human
rights; where all students can feel a sense of
belonging and feeling at home and can contrib-
ute, excel and achieve their full potential. In so
doing, students’ desire to interact across race
and culture will be enhanced. Language, culture
and colour should not be used as commodities
to award advantage, but should be seen as as-
sets that can contribute to the global pool of
knowledge and our common humanity.
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