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Introduction 
South Africa has recently emerged from its colonial and apartheid past where each person’s racial identity was legally prescribed based on who they were recognized to be using physical and social signifiers (Posel 2001).  As South African society struggles to shake off this past, individuals and communities respond in different ways “both within themselves and in relation to other communities with which they share physical and discursive spaces, spaces for living and of identity” (Distiller and Steyn 2004).  This is the context within which I am exploring what it means to be an academic teacher at a South Africa university.

Our social identity is constructed by “who we are seen to be” (Jenkins 2008, 3), in part, through attention to differences and similarities (Jenkins 2002).  In South Africa the dominant representation of similarity and difference continues to be through the use of racial constructs.  For the majority of South Africans, “how people categorise themselves … accords closely with how other people see them” in terms of the apartheid era racial classifications (Seekings 2009, p. 6).  The term “black” has inherited complex and multiple meanings. It is used to refer to one of the “designated groups” defined in the Employment Equity Act of 1998, namely, persons of indigenous African descent and this is how most of my interviewees used the term.  It is also used to refer to all persons who were excluded from the political process under apartheid, namely, those previously classified coloured, Indian or African, and this is how I choose to use it. I use the term “white” to refer to persons who would previously have been classified as such.  

Higher Education as a racialised space
In South Africa there is no escape from the overwhelming dominance of race in the public discourse, an ever-present reminder of the expectations and disappointments that have accompanied the transition to democracy in the 1990’s.  South African higher education developed as a space in which academic work “was strongly affected by the racist, patriarchal and authoritarian apartheid social order” (Badat 2009, p. 457).   Sixteen years after the first democratic elections it continues to be a space “of intense sociological complexity” in which there is much that resembles the “everyday experience of race … as teaching and learning takes place” (Soudien 2008, p 674).  

A very public aspect of this racialisation of higher education arises from efforts to redress historical inequalities.  Student and staff applicants to universities are required to classify themselves in terms of the legislated racial categories to enable the implementation of admissions and employment equity policies seeking to address historical imbalances in enrolments and employment practice.  While black student enrolments have increased dramatically at universities for persons previously classified white, the change in the racial profile of academics has been slow, with white males continuing to dominate academic positions.  It has been argued that this “predominance of white academics … means that the experiences and knowledge of one racial group are anchoring the sector as a whole” (Thaver 2003, p. 144).
Further evidence of the racialised nature of higher education in South Africa is found in a recent report on continuing racial discrimination at universities in South Africa, which cited examples involving academic language, assessment practices, and “uncompromising institutional cultures which favour white experiences and marginalise black ones” (Department of Education 2008, p. 117).   This privileging of “white experience” is encapsulated in the concept of “whiteness”, a term used to present “structural and experiential positions within the artificial construct ‘race’” (Distiller & Steyn 2004, p 5).  It highlights how the white experience is regarded as the norm and dominates discourse and identity positions.    
Despite the fact that South Africans use racial categories to talk about and make sense of their world, there is very little research that explicitly addresses the way in which the racial context of South African higher education impacts on academic practice.  Articles in recent South African education journals, with a few exceptions (Erasmus, 2006; Ismail, 2007; Raditlhalo, 2007; Soudien, 2008), reflect a lack of engagement with the concept of race in relation to higher education development
.  
Critical race theorists suggest that reason for this silence is the the ‘colourblindness’ evident in most analysis of education arises out of a liberal discourse which accepts the notion of whiteness as normal (Dixon & Rousseau, 2005, p.16). They argue for the need to understand the “workings of ‘Whiteness’ as a fundamental driver of social policy” (Gillborn, 2008).  Soudien (2008) suggests that the experience of race at post-apartheid South African universities has taken on a “sublimated form” working in conjunction with other social factors such as class and gender and as such it is “hard to recognize and name” (p. 664).  

This may be an example of what Morely (2010) refers to as the “silences and exclusions” resulting from the “North/South power imbalance”, with articles and studies from the “North” determining what constitutes legitimate research and knowledge in higher education.  The dominance of the North in educational research discourse globally strengthens the “workings of ‘Whiteness’” and undermines the emergence of alternative voices.  Scheurich and Young (1997) refer to the silence in the literature in response to claims by “scholars of color” that the epistemologies used in education research represent “racially biased ways of knowing”, or “epistemological racism” (p.4).   In a similar vein it could be argued that the epistemologies underpinning teaching represent similar “racially biased ways of knowing” resulting in race-based teaching practices. 
Researching race and academic teaching practice

One of the methodological challenges of researching race is accounting for the social identities of those who form part of the research.  I am researching a field of which I am a member. As a middle-aged white male academic I occupy a position at a historically white university in South Africa that is associated with past and present privilege.  I also belong to an informal network of academics who support and promote the transformation agenda in South African higher education.  As an academic staff development practitioner I work with my colleagues to understand the effects on our teaching of existing dominant Discourses (Gee 1996). As academics in South Africa we are challenged to undertake research that contributes meaningfully to ending the glaring social inequalities without reinforcing the racial stereotypes that underpinned the previous apartheid order.  All of the above forms part of my research habitus and serves to filter my research gaze.
I have focused my research on understanding how race impacts on the teaching practice of academics in South Africa.  In a previous study, I drew on critical race theory and critical discourse analysis to explore the narratives of two black academics at an historically white university in South Africa (Jawitz under review).  Their stories reflected a positioning of their teaching practice in opposition to that of their white colleagues.  Drawing on very different experiences, both viewed the assessment practices of their white colleagues as detrimental to the success of black students.  The one told of how his white colleagues marked their black students more strictly than their white students, while the other observed his white colleagues being more “gentle” when marking black students.  
As a follow up to this study I decided to explore how white academics engage with the challenges they encounter in teaching in this racialised space.  I interviewed four white male academics who had successfully completed my Masters-level course on Teaching. As part of this course they had developed the ability to reflect critically on their experience of teaching and I wished to draw on this expertise.  Furthermore working with white academics with strong educator identities would provide me with the opportunity to listen to voices that were not embedded in the dominant research perspective of the institution.  

Bourdieu argues that

A field consists of a set of objective, historical relations between positions anchored in certain forms of power …, a relational configuration …which it imposes on all the objects and agents which enter in it. (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, 16-17) 
The focus of this paper is on understanding how the interviewees expressed their sense of racial identity and the way they positioned themselves in relation to the other actors in the higher education field at UCT.
The interviews began with a request for them to describe their most significant experiences involving teaching at a South African university.  For the remainder of the interviews I facilitated the unfolding of the stories that were told.  The interviewees spoke easily and at length with little need for prompting.  In three of the interviews, the conversation continued after the formal interview had ended and the recorder had been switched off. Then with permission, I turned on the recorder. In one interview this occurred twice.  

Rob, Melvin, Carl and Ian
 are members of departments in Science, Medicine and Engineering at the University of Cape Town (UCT).  Rob and Melvin both arrived at UCT with significant high school teaching experience and, in Rob’s case, experience of teaching at neighbouring universities.  In contrast, Carl and Ian began lecturing at UCT without any teaching experience after completing their professional training.  
All four have strong teacher identities with three having chosen to make teaching the focus of their research.  Carl and Ian have a PhD and a Masters Degree in education respectively and were amongst the first academics at UCT to be promoted primarily on the basis of their expertise and contribution to teaching.   Rob is registered for a PhD in Education.   In contrast Melvin’s commitment to teaching and his resistance to doing research makes him question his academic identity.  
“I’m a teacher …I haven’t produced any research … I don’t know if I can even call myself an academic” (Melvin)
Race descriptors and identity
In my analysis I looked for explicit and implicit references to race within each interview. I noted how each interviewee used racial descriptors and what reference they made to their own racial identity if at all.

Rob used racial descriptors frequently in his interview although he felt that class and the presence of “international black students” made it difficult to generalize about race. While he often separated out black students for mention he acknowledged feeling ambivalent about doing so.  He felt that this hesitancy to “distinguish the black kids from the rest” was an obstacle to addressing some of the underlying problems they face at UCT.
I haven’t really … got to grips with being able to teach at UCT. And I wonder if … part of it is also the sense that we don’t want to distinguish the black kids from the other kids. We … don’t want them to feel like stigmatized. And in a way I feel that … that maybe prevents us from really getting to grips with the kind of systemic problems that these students are inheriting.” (Rob)
He revealed a strong awareness of his white identity but wished to distance himself from the “conservatism” of his colleagues and the “racist” university system as a whole.  On two occasions he used a colloquial township term “whitey” revealing an awareness of how he might be viewed by members of the black community.  
I feel uncomfortable … that the black kids will think that … I’m part of the UCT system that’s sort of trying to put them down and in their place. That’s kind of how I feel uncomfortable about it. I’m the whitey you know. (Rob)

On the second occasion he explained how in the way he related to black students he wished to help them understand that “these whiteys aren’t all like that”. 

Melvin frequently used the descriptor “black” but seldom used “white”.  While he made no reference to himself as a white male his awareness of his white identity is captured in his description of the challenge that he faced when he arrived at UCT.  He had previously only taught at an “all white school”.  
For the first time I was teaching black students - and a lot of them … initially I did not know how to approach them.  I did not know at what level to speak to them and I was very self-conscious. (Melvin)
However this initial anxiety quickly “dissipated” as he “became very relaxed in the company [of] the students that I deal with who are vast majority black or coloured.”  He had found black students to be an “incredibly diverse” group in terms of “languages” and “cultures”  and felt that “to lump them all into one group as like ‘black’”  belonged in the “apartheid era”.  Central to Melvin’s narrative is the experience of warmth in relation to his work with black students.   

I get wonderful feedback from the students…. I’m a warm person and … I got the warmth back. And it’s what keeps me going. (Melvin)
Ian was also comfortable using the descriptors “white” and “black” when describing his students. In a direct reference to the link between race and academic practice, he described how he realized that his teaching style was linked to his white male identity. 
[Humour] used to be … one of my tools … and then I realized that … the things that I thought were funny, weren’t funny for this growing group of black students. … I couldn’t identify with the … cultures … from where those students were coming.  I had a different sense of humour.  I had a different way of doing things… of thinking about things… it was an ageing thing and it was being a white male.  (Ian)
Ian voiced concern at the “generalizations being made about black students” particularly in relation to them being “academically disadvantaged”.   He had seen increasing numbers of “talented black students coming into the [Faculty]” and he wondered how they felt when they heard these generalisations being made about them.

I don’t think that being black means anything anymore. One needs to find out a lot more about these individuals. (Ian)
In his interview, Carl immediately drew the link between his academic practice and his own identity as someone “coming from a very privileged background” compared to some of his students.   He described an incident that had been a “big wake up moment” for him. He had required students to develop a computer simulation of the mechanisms of a tip up garage door, on the assumption that all students would be able to relate to the everyday experience of opening a garage door.  He discovered that many of his black students had had no such experience.  He realized that there were “students in the class with different backgrounds [and] different access to resources” and that this impacted on “their ability to be successful.”    

It’s more than just educational background…. Prior access to resources seems to allow a ... particular world view. ... It comes down to particular discourses the students come into university with. (Carl)
Carl made limited use of race descriptors preferring to refer to “students with different backgrounds” and his own “privileged background”.   He repeatedly stressed his anxiety with what he called his tendency to “pigeon-hole” people “based on their colour” and worried that he might be perceived as being racist by his black colleagues for this practice.  He felt that talking about race involved “showing something about who you are.”  He confessed that even while in the very “safe supportive environment” of my course “it was very difficult to talk honestly about these issues … [because] I don’t want to be perceived as somebody that is …prejudicial.”

[I am] uncomfortable about … putting myself out there to be labeled.… I see them as legitimate struggles within myself which I’m sort of working with and grappling with and trying to understand … developing a position … But I don’t want to be labeled by putting myself out there and talking about it. …It’s a recognition of where I’ve come from and how it all happened that I am like I am, and recognizing that that’s not right. (Carl)
Significantly the first point in the interview where Carl used a racial descriptor was with reference to himself.  He explained how when he began teaching he had thought that he would be able to relate well to all his students because he was a “similar sort of age” to them.  While doing my course he had begun to recognize the “limitations” of “being a white male” and having grown up in a “privileged community”.  He realized that he had “no idea” what black students might be experiencing.  
While all four narratives provide evidence of the significance of being white as an academic in South Africa, Carl and Rob, and to a lesser extent Ian, reveal their experience of the limitations of their whiteness in the context of teaching at UCT.    
The narratives provide insights into how higher education functions as a field with players who position themselves and are positioned in relation to each other.   There is evidence of the interviewees positioning themselves in relation to three groups of actors in the field, namely black students, white students and their academic colleagues.  It is this positioning that I turn my attention to in the rest to this paper.
Position in relation to black students
Despite the concerns they expressed about “categorising people”, all four participants described black students as the major group in the field. Both Melvin and Rob positioned themselves as support agents in relation to this group and made repeated reference to UCT as an “intimidating and alienating” environment for black students.  
Melvin argued that “race is important” and that “black and coloured students are not given enough support in their learning”.   As the convenor of a course specifically for black students from disadvantaged backgrounds he was committed to helping them succeed.  He described how the experience of the UCT’s institutional culture differed significantly for different groups of students.
Black students and coloured students do not have the same sense of legitimacy…they don’t feel as comfortable here as white students do. I think white students still come in feeling very comfortable because they come into an institution which is basically white. Nearly all the lecturers here are white and they come from a background … making them feel confident at university. Whereas black and coloured students, many of them don’t come in with that. (Melvin)
Rob made the same point when he expressed the view that by just “walking down the corridor” one could “understand completely how black kids can perceive this kind of environment. …They feel intimidated”.  Using metaphors of warfare Rob positioned himself as an education activist and explained that the “battle” for him was “fighting what apartheid education entrenched”.  He argued that UCT had “inherited … a racist social structure… which you become part of involuntarily, [even if] you don’t want to be part of it”. He referred repeatedly in the interview to his fear that he would be seen as being part of the racial hierarchy at UCT.  

His previous experience of teaching in “the trenches” had initially made him resistant to “the literature about teaching” on my course as he “feared” it would take him away from the “raw experience” he had had in the school classroom “in the lives of these black students”.   He contrasted the intensity of his interactions with black students in the school context with the distance he experienced between academic staff and students at UCT a notion that he repeated several times in his interview. 

My greatest feeling at UCT is that of distance. I feel very distant from … the students, compared to where I was… [There] I was really in their lives, you know, we were living with one another. It was really very close. 
His frequent use of the word “township” emphasised his experience of distance – this time as separate spaces contrasting UCT, on the white side of town, with the townships, in the black part of town.

The majority of the kids, African black kids coming from the townships – are not particularly strong… I try my best to help them … but I realize that higher education, it’s different because you have to keep your distance. (Rob)
Position in relation to white students

Rob and Melvin positioned themselves in an oppositional relation to white students.  Melvin compared the “warmth” he experienced with his class of black students with his experience of teaching a class that was “90% white”.  He had found the white students in that class to be “obnoxious”, “demanding” and “impatient” and to suffer from a “sense of entitlement”.   
According to Rob “a lot of stuff comes out” during classroom discussions which reveal that “white kids” are unaware of “the kind of hardships that black people face in our country”.   He found that white students often made “broad kinds of statements about black people” such as that “the people in the township are uneducated, they don’t know how to use appliances.” He gave the example of how, during a discussion on the problem of fires in informal settlements, a white student had commented jokingly that they should just “let the fires continue and burn the townships down”.   When that sort of thing happened he felt “black students receding … not willing to talk.”
Carl described how a white male student had complained to him that a black female member of his group was not “contributing” to their aeroplane building project.   He felt that “she was probably quite capable of engaging and doing the work but she probably wasn’t being given the opportunity to do it.”
In a direct acknowledgment of the impact of race on academic practice Ian admitted that he treated white students who performed poorly very differently to black students. He explained that the new admissions policy only allowed a few of the very best white male applicants into his programme.  He confessed that he had become “less tolerant of bad behavior and poor academic performance by… [these] privileged white [male] students”.  He would call them into his office and “confront” them.

I’m far more confrontational when it comes to that group than I used to be ... and they nod and they understand and they respond … It’s like a parent talking to a naughty child … Let me tell you it works. ...  The reason I do it is because I feel safe doing it. I could probably not do it with another racial group. … I would be scared that they would say “You’ve crossed a boundary now”.  I’m gentler with [black students].… I don’t address their colour, I don’t address their racial group. With the white students I address the fact that they’re white because I’m white and I think it’s safe. (Ian)
Ian’s narrative provides evidence of how the interaction between academic staff and students might be framed in racial terms.  He acknowledged drawing on an assumed common white discourse in his interaction with his white students.  He felt that white students would accept his talking to them “like a parent” who has their interests at heart.  This strikingly honest reflection provides a glimpse of a deep sense of whiteness that enables certain types of interactions between academic staff and students and prevents others.  His admission that as a white academic he treated his black students more “gently” supports the experience reported by the black academic Zaid in my previous study (Jawitz under review).  
In one of the only references across all four interviews to the academic practice of black academic colleagues Ian suggests that this racialised interaction between academic staff and students might extend to his black colleagues.  He described how at times some of his black students had come to ask him if he knew why they were being call to speak to one of his black colleagues.
And they say, “We’re really scared of these people.” And I’ll say “Why?” And they’ll say “because they’re just are so harsh with us”. … This is just students’ perceptions… but it seems as if a … similar interaction is happening between my black colleagues and some of the black students… I think that they’re [also] less tolerant of bad behaviour from people of the same colour. Why am I whispering? [both laugh]. …  I feel safe doing it for the white students. I don’t do it for the other students, and I have a gut feeling that they may say the same thing. (Ian)
Ian’s speculation regarding the behaviour of his black colleagues is in line with Zaid’s account of his experience as a black student and his own later behaviour as a black academic (Jawitz under review).

Position in relation to academic staff
Across all four interviews no explicit reference was made to white academics or white colleagues.   Both Melvin and Rob positioned themselves in opposition to colleagues in their departments.  Despite not using racial descriptors the context suggests that they are referring to some of their white colleagues.
In contrast to the warmth Melvin described with reference to his black students he revealed a sense of distance from his colleagues and the university environment as a whole, aggravated by his failure to embrace research as part of his academic identity.  He commented that “very few” of his colleagues felt the same way he did and that he felt “very much alone and isolated in this job.”

Rob’s relationship with his colleagues formed a substantial part of his interview and he described his experience of distance from some of his colleagues in very graphic terms. In the one instance his description of the way some “white staff” treated black students did not specify whether he was talking about academic or administrative staff.
I think [black students] feel intimidated by this whole kind of environment. … because of some of the encounters they may have had with white staff. I’ve been there when white staff have been very… denigrating … Like, “Why did you do this?  I told you not to fill in the form that way! Go away and do it again!”  And I’ve said to them, “Do you realize you’re alienating students by doing that?”… It seems that black students tend to bear the brunt of that sort of criticism. Maybe if it was a white student they would do the same …. But I notice the effect it has on those students and I’m concerned that it’s going to alienate those students that already feel alienated whereas we’re supposed to be transforming. (Rob)
But Rob’s most distressing experiences had been in relation to what he described as the “conservatism” in his department.  With great emotion he described the “fear” he experienced in staff meetings. His inability to challenge his colleagues left him feeling that he had become part of the system he wanted to change.
I’m quite afraid of that … conservative system…. I come face-to-face with it in my department.…When staff members make … very conservative kind of comments … I’m afraid … because it’s so difficult to challenge. … I kind of feel that if I challenge it you would … alienate yourself from the whole system that you are trying to help. So you become part of it. …  You kind of get sucked into it. (Rob)

His was also unable to support those colleagues who attempted to challenge “conservative comments”. For example he told of an incident in the departmental tea room when one of the older colleagues had referred to the “good old days”. 
A younger lecturer said, “In those good old days the whites were basically stealing from the blacks, you know.” And this lecturer kind of exploded, “For me they were the good old days, I wasn’t even aware -  I never stole from anyone.”  I hate that kind of stuff! (Rob)
He felt that that kind of confrontation did not help and just “polarized” the department.  He acknowledged that his “problem” was that he chose to “retreat” and “just leave it”. His strategy was to “sit it out and wait” for the older “conservative” colleagues to “leave”. 

It doesn’t help those people … who are blind. They can’t see what they’re doing. …It’s just a kind of entrenched system they’ve come to grow up in and know. 
But when they leave, I think things will change. (Rob)
Carl credited his experience of my course and his participation in an educational research network with having provided him with opportunities to “engage and think about these things”.   In contrast he felt that most of his colleagues in his department have had no such opportunities and that “what they’ve been doing is talking to people just like them, with the same background as them, about things that ...they probably have no real understanding of.”

Changing perceptions of whiteness

In two of the interviews there were instances where the interviewee had displayed agency in trying to change the perceptions black students and staff might have of white academics.

Rob felt that raising issues of race formally in class “polarized” students.  He preferred to work at the individual level to change what he regarded as the negative perceptions black student have of white people.  

Maybe it sounds a bit kind of fuzzy, but for me, a kind word to one student will actually do a whole lot. It will really change their like, you know, wow! They’re not all alike. All these whiteys aren’t all like that … I try to engage with the students as much as I can in that kind of way. (Rob)
Carl described what had led him to initiate his first conversation with a black colleague on how to address issues of race, after almost ten years of teaching at UCT.  While presenting as a conference some people he knew give him a “friendly heckle” challenging his use of the words ‘black’ and ‘white’ and some of the assumptions he had made.  Afterwards he had initiated a conversation with one of the hecklers, a black South African colleague.

That was a very rewarding and enriching experience. Because I hadn’t openly been able to talk with somebody who was black around this issue before.  And it was… a helluva experience….  In my mind, I hadn’t meant to … be stereotypical in any way. But on discussion, clearly I was. … It was an honest discussion about a very vexed issue. I was trying to be completely honest and open ... It was emotionally very … hard and challenging….

In this conversation he had explained that he had opened himself up in a way that he had never done before.

What I did was to say, this is who I am. … It’s raw emotional stuff hey. This is my belief system, this is where I am in my journey at the moment, and now that it’s out there, without judging, let’s talk. (Carl)

His colleague had been “very open and honest” and he had found the engagement “far more enriching and more useful” than any workshop he had been on.

It was a real discussion about real things between two real people. (Carl)  

He felt that this conversation had also been beneficial to his black colleague and helped her develop a better understanding of the difficulties experienced by white academics, like himself, who wanted to “engage with these issues”.  

Recognizing…that it’s difficult for … people like me… a white male individual from … a privileged background.  We also really want to engage with these issues… not all of us are completely oblivious to the issues.…. I would suspect that they don’t see us … engaging with the issues honestly.  (Carl)

Conclusion
In this paper I have presented an initial analysis of data from interviews with four white male academics aimed at developing a better understanding of how race impacts on academic staff identity formation and academic practice in relation to teaching and learning in higher education.  The four were selected because of their commitment to teaching as the core of their academic identity.

Each provided accounts of the way in which their own academic practice had been shaped by the highly racialised context of higher education in South Africa.  While they shared a common concern for the potential of racial categories to reinforce stereotypes and generalizations they were unable to avoid using them in trying to describe their experience and were conscious of their own white identities. 

I found very little evidence of the normalization of “whiteness” in the stories that they told.  In fact each participant positioned themselves in their own way in an oppositional relationship to what they described as a “conservative” or “racist” white discourse at UCT.   Each of the participants made explicit reference to their perception of difference in the experience of white and black students with a strong positioning of themselves as support agents for black students. In doing so they highlighted the way in which their colleagues’ behaviours reinforce an institutional culture at UCT that alienates black students.

While Rob, Carl and Ian spoke repeatedly about the privileges and opportunities associated with being white, both in relation to white students and themselves as white academic staff, they presented accounts of their experience of the “limitations of being white” in the context of teaching in higher education in South Africa.  Foremost amongst these limitations was the distance from black experience, the dangers of association with the “racist social structure” and the recognition that being white enabled certain interactions, i.e. with white students, and prevented others.
The data suggests that the dominant discourse amongst white academic staff at UCT is one that is not supportive of black students, and that the practices of the majority of white academic staff continue to reinforce an institutional environment that is hostile to black students.  A challenge for further research is to try and access the perceptions of this dominant white academic community and to understand the nature of these practices.
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