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ABSTRACT 

Against the backdrop of continuing racism ‒ both overt and subtle – in South Africa’s classrooms, 

this article describes one lecturer’s attempt at facilitating conversations around race relations in 

South Africa with nine pre-service student educators. Using Bamberg’s (2012) positioning analysis 

to analyse how students constructed stories of difference, belonging and identity it transpired that 

students tended to position themselves first and foremost along racial lines, revealing their 

experiences of continuing academic and social segregation. Although students expressed a desire 

to overcome these divides, they struggled to visualise a world where black and white students 

could engage beyond their comfort zones, moving beyond the narratives with which they grow up. 

Lugones’ (1987) concept of world-travelling and her suggestion that world travelling might be more 

difficult for those who are at most ease in their lives, was useful to unpack and understand the 

different roles students performed. Students’ stories also showed the importance of destabilising 

dominant understandings of subjectivity, by allowing the emergence of fragmented narratives in 

difficult conversations. Recommendations of how to use narratives to facilitate students’ world 

travelling include the emphasis on intersectionality, fluidity and complexity in students’ stories but 

also discuss the challenges when facilitating such a process and the importance of self-reflexivity 

on the part of the facilitator. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Since 1994, South African Higher Education (HE) has undergone major transformations, driven 

by the twin imperatives of racial transformation and pressures for efficiency (Department of 

Education 1997; 2001). However, research into the progress of transformation, such as the 2008 

Ministerial Committee into Transformation and Social Cohesion in Higher Education (Soudien 

et al. 2008), draws a dire picture of the state of South African HE, confirming the pervasiveness 

of race and racism in the lives of educators and students. The ongoing student protests started 

in 2015 at the University of Cape Town around the removal of the Rhodes statue – a symbol of 

colonial oppression, the legacy of apartheid and lack of transformation – are a powerful 

reminder of the discontent and alienation that black students and staff continue to experience 

(Hodes 2015).  

In the literature, one of the reasons given for the continuation of open and subtle racism 

in the classroom is learners’ lack of social engagement across difference, and the resulting deep-

seated, unquestioned assumptions and beliefs that we have about the “Other”1 (Boler and 

Zembylas 2003; Jansen 2009; Bozalek 2011). The 2012 South African reconciliation barometer 

survey showed that youth’s primary association is still language, followed by ethnicity and race. 

Forty-four per cent of young South Africans rarely or never speak to someone of another race 

(Lefko-Everett 2012). Socio-economic background is a key determinant of social interaction 

across racial lines: income is perceived as the strongest divider in this country today. Studies 

show that even in racially integrated classrooms, students tend to identify strongly with their 

racial background and actively construct identities in opposition to each other (Pattman 2010; 

Rohleder et al. 2008; Bozalek 2011; Swartz et al. 2009).  

Jansen (2009) calls these ‒ often unconscious ‒ assumptions and beliefs about others, 

“indirect knowledge”, passed on from one generation to the next. This knowledge not only 

impacts on our choice and negotiations of social engagements: it is also “troubled”, as it is 

steeped in discourses of power and privilege and draws out the “worst racial stereotypes, 

prejudices and aggressions among students” (Jansen 2004, 121). It is knowledge that makes it 

possible for five white students to racially insult and assault a black woman outside a 

Capetonian night club, or for a raging white swimming coach to attack a black woman because 

he assumed she was a “prostitute”, for another student to urinate on the head of a black taxi 

driver from the balcony of night club in Cape Town’s Southern Suburbs (Thamm 2014).  

Authors concerned with social justice in education, such as Jansen (2009) and Zembylas 
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(2008; 2013) emphasise the importance for educators to develop pedagogical interventions that 

would allow a recognition and disruption of this troubled knowledge. Zembylas (2013), for 

example, notes that there is an urgent need for pedagogical interventions that address this 

knowledge, which, as he argues, is not only troubled but also deeply defensive and can evoke 

strong emotions in students, such as guilt, defensiveness and anger. He suggests that these 

interventions should be characterised by recognition of mutual vulnerability and unequal power 

relationships, and a critical look at the emotions that accompany these engagements. In the 

context of South Africa, this would mean starting an honest and candid engagement with the 

legacies of apartheid. This must go beyond Nelson Mandela’s attempt at nation building 

through a rainbow nation discourse, focusing on sameness and avoiding potentially 

uncomfortable conversations around issues of race, privilege and systemic oppression 

(Gachago and Ngoasheng 2016).  

This article draws from a larger study, which aimed to explore the potential of digital 

storytelling as a tool to transform students’ engagement across difference, by sharing personal 

stories but also creating a space for such difficult conversations. We have reflected on the 

potential and limitations of digital storytelling – both as a process and a product ‒ as a socially 

just pedagogy elsewhere (see for example Gachago 2016; Gachago et al. 2015; Gachago 2015). 

This article specifically focuses on difficult conversations that happened during the process of 

creating a digital story. We were particularly interested in the small stories that students told 

each other in facilitated conversations during the workshop, and what we could learn from 

students’ construction of identity, belonging and engagement with “Others” in this process. 

Framed by Lugones’ concept of world travelling (1987) and theories of intersectionality 

(Yuval-Davis 2006; hooks 1994; 2000) this article explores what an analysis of these stories 

can tell us about students’ understanding of race and privilege, the on-going challenges that we 

face when addressing race and privilege in the classroom, but also how some of their stories 

could be used as bridges into each others’ worlds. The chapter thus contributes to an emerging 

field of research on pedagogical interventions that engage students in difficult conversations to 

create more socially just classrooms. 

 

CONTEXT: PERSONAL STORYTELLING, TEACHER EDUCATION AND 
FACILITATING DIFFICULT CONVERSATIONS 
One way of encountering and learning about the “Other” is through sharing personal stories. 

Storytelling has been long used as a pedagogical tool that allows diverse learners in the 

classroom to unearth lived experiences and to allow a more nuanced understanding of 
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difference (Aveling 2001). The act of a sharing one’s story not only leads to a better 

understanding of oneself, but also allows for connections to be established across difference 

through the sharing of one’s vulnerability. Sharing personal stories may also help revealing the 

“narrative unconscious” (Freeman 2010), the indirect knowledge we grow up with. 

The context of the chapter is the Faculty of Education and Social Sciences at a large 

university of technology in the Western Cape and is drawn from a larger study investigating 

digital stories in diverse classrooms (Gachago 2015). The digital storytelling project the larger 

study explored was introduced into the pre-service teacher training in order to allow students 

to reflect on their diverse backgrounds and to develop a heightened understanding of their own 

and their peers’ social positioning vis-à-vis personal, institutional and systemic structures. The 

participants of the study volunteered as peer facilitators and attended a five-day, train-the-

trainer digital storytelling workshop in August 2013, in which they were guided in the 

development of their digital stories (see Table 1). Each of these peer facilitators later supported 

a group of peers in the development of their digital stories. As students volunteered to be part 

of this study, we did not have any influence in the demographic make-up of the group. As can 

be seen in Table 1, students for example are predominantly African or White, with only one 

Coloured student. Also, they are predominantly female with English or IsiXhosa as their home 

language. In terms of religion, there is only one student from a Muslim background. As such 

the student sample is not representative of the class. This limitation will be discussed later in 

the article.  

Daniela facilitated this train-the-trainer workshop but was only involved as observer in 

the course itself. Furthermore, she was not involved in any marking of the digital stories. It is 

important to reflect on her positionality in her interactions with the study participants as a white, 

middle class European woman. While her status as outsider allowed her to ask questions and 

address topics that insiders might feel uncomfortable to tackle, she also had to repeatedly 

recognise her limits in understanding her students’ stories and acknowledge that her reading of 

the participants’ stories would be impacted by Eurocentric thought and structures (Chaudry 

2009). Frequent participant checks and the co-authoring of articles with a diverse group of 

colleagues were some of the measures put in place to mitigate against these risks. 

Ethics clearance was sought and granted from the institution. Workshop participants gave 

informed consent to be part of this study. All names apart from Noni and Lauren’s were changed 

to grant participants confidentiality. Lauren’s and Noni’s names remained unchanged with their 

permission – as their stories were analysed in more depth for the larger study including their 

digital stories and total anonymity was not possible in these cases. However, the implications 
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of this were discussed repeatedly with the two participants including their right to withdraw 

from the study at any time. 

 
Table 1: Study participants 
 
Student name Gender Race Year of birth Home language Religion 
Full research participants 
Noni Female African 1988 isiXhosa Christian 
Vuyelwa Female African 1984 isiXhosa Christian 
Beatrice Female White 1967 English Christian 
Lauren Female White 1991 English Christian 
Nazma Female Coloured 1991 English Muslim 
Michael Male White 1987 English Christian 
Siyabonga Male African 1985 isiXhosa Christian 
George Male African 1980 isiXhosa Christian 
Rachel Female White 1991 English Christian 

 

Following other authors (Benmayor 2008; Coventry 2008; Oppermann 2008) who have 

expanded the typical three-day standard workshop process developed by the StoryCentre 

(Lambert 2013), various elements were added to this digital storytelling workshop to deepen 

students’ stories. Students were for example encouraged to engage with critical readings around 

issues of difference such as race, gender, class in their own time beyond the workshop in an 

attempt to break the usual silence around these topics (Mazzei 2008). Authors such as 

Benmayor (2008), Bozalek et al. (2010) and Aveling (2006) argue that critical readings can – 

beyond triggering memories and emotions – help students theorize their own stories against 

these readings: “personal experience becomes theorized, situated” (Benmayor 2008, 159). 

Benmayor suggests that putting personal narratives in dialogue with critical readings enhances 

students’ understandings of what it means to theorise their own identities “from the flesh”, by 

combining experiential, emotional learning with an intellectual analysis based on the reading 

of critical texts. Our hope was that by engaging with carefully selected articles students would 

be able to frame and set their stories in a larger socio-cultural and historical context, and further 

interrogate their own assumptions and beliefs (Bozalek and Carolissen 2012). For a list of the 

selected readings provided in the course see Gachago (2015). 

 

METHODOLOGY 
In this article we focus on the many stories students told alongside the development of their 

digital story, what Bamberg calls “small stories”, feeding into the final digital story they create, 

the output of the digital storytelling process. In recent years, narrative inquiry’s interest in the 

underlying structures of narratives has increased. Bamberg (2006) and Georgakopoulou 
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(2006a), for example, argue that there has been too much emphasis on the content within 

narrative inquiry, and not enough on form and structure. They claim that, in general, narratives 

are used more or less as unmediated and transparent representations to establish how storytellers 

make sense of themselves in light of past events (Bamberg and Georgakopoulou 2008). By 

focusing on the “small stories” constructed in everyday, mundane situations, they offer an 

alternative to what they deem “idealizing and essentializing accounts that have tended to see 

narratives as authentic and uncontaminated accounts of self” (Georgakopoulou 2006b, 128). 

These stories are small both metaphorically and in the literal sense of being brief. They tend to 

“focus on the micro-, fleeting aspects of lived experience” (Bamberg and Georgakopoulou 

2008, 378). 

Bamberg and Georgakopoulou explore how identities are constructed in interaction, 

which is why some authors call this approach “narratives-in-interaction” (Bamberg 2006; 

Bamberg and Georgakopoulou 2008). Thus, the narrative is no longer just a means to an end, 

but the focus of analysis and the end in itself. Emphasizing the performative does not 

necessarily mean that identities are inauthentic but rather, as Kohler Riessman (2008) points 

out, “... that identities are situated and accomplished with an audience in mind”.  

An important framing concept for the analysis of small stories, is “positioning”. There are 

three levels of positioning in the analysis of small stories (Barkhuizen 2009): 

 

1. Level 1 asks questions on the content of the story and the characters, and how these 

characters relate to each other.  

2. Level 2 asks questions on performative/interactional aspects of the story, on how the 

storyteller positions him or herself towards his or her audience  

3. Level 3 looks at how the story is positioned vis-à-vis master narratives or hegemonic 

discourses (the context of the story). 

 

For this study, we looked closely at the stories that students told during one check-in session at 

the beginning of day four of the workshop. In the session this study focuses on we discussed 

Sisonke Msimang’s (2013) article on “The unfinished business of race and reconciliation in 

South Africa”.2 While this conversation was loosely facilitated – i.e. Daniela initiated the check-

in and asked for feedback on the article – it took on a life on its own and became a turning point 

in the workshop. Students resorted to telling personal stories to make their points clear or to 

convey their experiences to their peers in response to each others’ stories. The conversations 

were video recorded and transcribed. As part of the analysis process these small stories were 
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extracted from the transcriptions and “polished” (Kohler Riessman 2008), to make them flow 

more easily, without losing the content of the stories. For this chapter we are most interested in 

level 2 positioning in the analysis of these small stories, i.e. how students constructed stories in 

response to each others’ stories and how they positioned themselves in relation to each other in 

these stories.  

 

STORIES OF IDENTITY, BELONGING AND DIFFERENCE 
It is day four of the workshop. Students have shared their stories in story circles and are busy 

finalising their scripts and starting on collecting images and movie editing. It has been an 

emotionally tasking week, difficult topics have been approached, and painful stories have been 

shared. Students have grown closer. The atmosphere in the group is one of excitement, passion 

about their stories, but of the usual frustration at the slow pace of the movie making and fear 

that they won’t be finished by day five for the final screening of the stories. The homework task 

for today was to read Sisonke Msimang’s 2013 article on “Our unfinished business: race and 

reconciliation in South Africa”, aimed at challenging students into a debate beyond the usual 

careful politeness or outright silence that characterises conversations around race relations in 

South Africa.  

The first person to respond to the facilitator’s prompt to reflect on the article, is Beatrice, 

a white, mature student, who lived through Apartheid. She tells a story about her unconscious 

social engagements, about power relations, employing black people, but not inviting them to 

her house socially, but also about the need to step out of her comfort zones, about the possibility 

of change. 

 

Story 1: Beatrice  
 
“The article speaks about blacks and whites still gathering only in their groups and not really 
visiting each other.  

We claim to be friends with each other and yet we don’t visit each other at home. (looking at 
Vuyelwa and Noni) 

I actually reflected on that for quite a long time and I asked myself: when last did I ever entertain 
my black friends at home?  

My daughter has plenty and she goes to a lot of them socially but I don’t. (looking at the facilitator) 

Mind you, I don’t even have a lot of white friends either.  

So for me it’s now to decide whether I could include my friends from a different race. 

Not that I exclude them, it’s just that (pause) I just never think about just opening your home ... 

I employ black people and they are in my home.  
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But I don’t ever think of visiting with them. (looking at the facilitator) 

And it means then that I need to know that I need to step out of my little circle, my little comfort 
zone, and I need to reach out and invite my friends home and have a good visit.  

I don’t know if I am just preoccupied ‘coz I like my solitude.  

But it’s definitely something that I need to work on, that I can work on because I am not against 
having black friends. 

It’s just that I never thought to just open my space, I don’t open my space to a lot of people in my 
home. (looking at Vuyelwa and Noni) 

I am in my home because that’s my place of safety and that’s where I like to be. 

But I definitely can do something about it.” 

 
Lauren, another white, though much younger student, adds to Beatrice’s story. She as well, 

refers to her “colour-blindness”, to her being different, evoking her black friend, but also to the 

limits of this friendship, confined geographically to Johannesburg, and the lack of diversity in 

her life in Cape Town, the unconscious ease that makes her gravitate towards people who look 

like her. She talks about the fear of the unknown, in her case referring to cultural barriers when 

engaging with a person of a different race.  

 

Story 2: Lauren  
 

“I was saying to Rachel in the car this morning, (turning towards Rachel) ‘one of my really good 
friends is black, she lives in Joburg. She comes to stay with me in the holidays you know. I don’t 
see that she’s black you know, we have been friends for so long. She’s just like any of my other 
friends.’  

But then Rachel said to me: ‘how many other black friends do you have?’  

And I sort of thought ‒ she is kind of my only black friend. So it’s not that I have like a wall up 
and I am thinking I don’t wanna be friends with black people, because of that I don’t even I 
suppose you know that side of it. But I just think automatically our brains are in tune with white 
people: let’s go sit with them, white people, lets invite them over. And we are almost scared to 
break that cultural barrier of inviting another race into our home, of entertaining and letting them 
in, because we feel subconsciously this difference. And I think it’s about getting through that and 
that’s what the reconciliation is all about: (Beatrice nodding) it’s not just about saying you are 
black and I am white. We can sit together and have a chat. It’s about emotionally opening ourselves 
up and saying: ‘we do have different backgrounds and different cultures but we can still get along’. 
Just like I get along with a white person and be just as close you know, that’s just what the article 
sort of spoke to me about.” 

 
Next to speak is Vuyelwa, who is trying to make her peers understand the difficulties of having 

friendships with “Others”, pointing as well to the comfort of the known, shared experiences, a 

shared language, a shared accent. However, her story also points to the power dynamics ruling 

the classroom, the hegemonic standards of the English language, the importance of assimilating 

to the dominant culture, if one wants to fit in. 
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Story 3: Vuyelwa  
 

“If I want to be friends like with Beatrice, most of the time I have to try to act the way she’s acting 
and speak the way she’s speaking, because most of the times she’s gonna say: ‘Whoooo Vuyelwa, 
some of your words are sooo ... you can’t pronounce some of the words like this.’ 

When I was at the college, there was one word that I used. I said: ‘I must go and make my affidavit’ 
and everyone was laughing at me (everyone laughing) you can’t say that affidavit and I say like 
what? What am I supposed to say: affidavit (everyone laughing)? and I would say: ‘nooo you want 
me to adapt to your way of speaking. This is my kind of way of speaking. I am a Xhosa, so am 
proud of it. So if I pronounce this word like this ‒ that is my own kind of a way. So if you guys 
believe that am saying it wrongly, you can’t judge me’.”  

 
Siyabonga, a black male student reinforces this point by relating a story from his past, also 

highlighting the hegemonic standards of beauty, the continuous aspirational power of whiteness 

that he experiences when travelling home.  

 

Story 4: Siyabonga  
 

“I remember when we were kids, if you just had had a haircut, then people would say: ‘you look 
nice, you look like you know umlungu’, which means you look like a white person, yeahh so there 
is still that thing on our minds that a white person is better. 

I was home in January and then my nephew is 13. He said: ‘Yo, you know what,’ he called me 
buti, ‘you know what, buti, I want to go to school like you and I want to be rich like a white 
person’. 
Like what is it with white people? Why do you want to be like white people?” 

 
In this exchange the atmosphere in the room turns – playfulness and camaraderie turns into 

something more sober, uncomfortable and tense. Noni, another black female student tries to 

diffuse the tension, by moving from the personal to the systemic, to a broader socio-cultural 

and historical perspective of inequality in South Africa. She tells a story about a racist incident 

she experiences with a friend ‒ trying to make her white peers understand that racism is not 

necessarily a “bad” personal trait, but an inherent consequence of growing up in a deeply unjust 

system, in this case the legacy of Bantu education during the years of Apartheid, transferred 

from one generation to the next. 

 

Story 5: Noni  
 

“One of these days, I was with a friend of mine. (looking at Nazma and Lauren). This other lady 
who works at campus at library at night, we were going to a Saint Peter’s mall in Observatory. I 
don’t know, what she did, but she was driving, and then this white man came up on the window 
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and said: ‘Ohhh you people can’t think ... what’s wrong with you? why did you do that what not 
what not’. 

And I thought: ‘Wait, why can’t she think?’ I mean, yes, she, it’s her brain and stuff, but why can’t 
she think? Her parents got an education that discouraged thinking and her parents raised her! 
Whose fault is that? Is it really nobody’s faults, is it really not YOUR fault it’s not your fault. 
(addressing Lauren) Yes you know it’s not our fault right here? But its someone’s fault and it’s 
not my people’s fault, because someone forced laws and what not on them, so that they be like 
this.  
And today when I can’t think in class, when I can’t raise my hand up and respond to whatever or 
participate in class, you are thinking, ‘why can’t they think’? Forgetting that I am being raised by 
the same person, who was taught not to think. And then I thought how we as South Africans are 
running away from the truth. (addressing Rachel). This is our truth in South Africa, there is like a 
huge wall between us. There are extremely privileged people and those people are white people 
most of the times, yes they’re rich black people look ... but look at that: we are running away from 
talking about issues like this (pointing at images of life in informal settlements on the screen), 
where we, yes like Lauren was saying, we do mix, we do become friends with other races like, do 
we make meaningful relationships? We are running away from the fact the best schools in South 
Africa are still white schools. And then I thought: ‘I don’t want to tell this story, because I don’t 
want to make people to feel uncomfortable’. But then we are talking about uncomfortable spaces 
the whole week, (Rachel nodding) and I am thinking: ‘why should I run away from it’? (addressing 
Beatrice and Lauren). From the moment Beatrice opened the mouth, everybody was saying the 
same thing. How we all are brushing over this race issue of one race being privileged and the other 
race being less privileged.” 

 

Noni’s story makes George, a usually quiet, mature, black male student speak out for the first 

time in this conversation. He challenges her notion of privilege based purely on race and adds 

class to the conversation: 

 

Story 6: George  
 

“I think the way you were brought up coming from a white family, coming from a black family 
.... The way you were brought up. Seeing other people who were more suffering than you and 
seeing that I get these clothes, it doesn’t matter if they are like labels and stuff ... I am wearing 
these shoes .... This person doesn’t have shoes, she goes to school on a bare foot, I think that is 
privilege to me. Eating three times a day and maybe that person eats once a day, I think that is also 
privilege.”  

 
Rachel, a white young female, takes George’s story as an opportunity to speak out. During the 

workshop, Rachel was usually quiet but supportive of what students said. However, at this point 

in our conversations, she suddenly loses her composure and lashes at the facilitator, showing 

her anger and frustration at being misunderstood, unfairly treated, positioned within a space of 

privilege based on race which she can’t relate to. She accepts her privilege, but links it to her 

upbringing in a caring, loving house, and not to her race:  
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Story 7: Rachel 
 
“And it’s just that since Monday, we have been throwing the word privilege around and you made 
it seem like white people’s privilege. (looking at facilitator). You are reading my story and you 
said: ‘Ohhhh you are not bringing through that you are a white privileged person’ and I said to 
you: ‘Well not all white people [are privileged] ...’. My privilege was having love and praise and 
supportive parents. I am not privileged because I am white and not only white people are loved. 
So I wasn’t privileged because I had a lot of money in my life ... That’s not privilege. I was talking 
about it in my story. I was privileged because I had food, I had love, George was saying: ‘I have 
clothes to wear every day’. So I think we have to define the term privilege that we are talking 
about here.”  

 
This makes Vuyelwa step in in order to tell a very personal story about her upbringing, which 

again changes the atmosphere in the circle. Her story weaves the many themes brought up in 

the stories together: the hegemonic standards favouring whiteness in this country, the complex 

power relationships between “Madams and maids” in South Africa, her own understanding of 

privilege. 

 
Story 8: Vuyelwa  
 

“When I grew up with my grandmother, she used to work for a white person. (directed at 
facilitator, hands folded in front of chest). What fascinated me was, every time she comes back 
from work, she would come back with a bag in her hand. Having like breakfast and lunch and 
supper. (hands opening up). We felt privileged that we had to eat the white man’s food. The type 
of food that wasn’t there, we don’t normally have it. We felt like: Ok. I am better ... in my house, 
we eat better than other person, because my grandmother brings this and that. But while she was 
sitting down, she will say: ‘Yohhh I work my butt off, because this week the person who owns me 
said, I must wash all the windows and then next week I must do it again, and the following week 
I must do it again.’ 

That felt to me like ok, they are doing this to my grandmother ... who are they? The white people. 
So I felt like: Ok these people, how come they do not see that she’s an old lady, whereby she works 
hard to get just a little sum of money? Just to have food on our table. Even though our parents are, 
my mother was scattered around and my half sister was on the other side of the house, and we had 
to sit there as grandchildren and cousins and all that stuff. But we shared that food ‒ we felt like 
ok they are privileged ... Like they had nice food and all those stuff. So I think I am being privileged 
is a big word, it is a big word. Because there are some of things that we experienced, that are not 
the same as them. And some of things that white people did experience, are not the same as ours. 
The experience is not the same.  

They might feel: Ok, I feel they might like, I feel less privileged, because I didn’t get that and that 
and that. But the black person didn’t get the opportunity to experience life like this and that and 
that. 
But on our side we feel like: Ok, they get much privilege, because my mother was looking after 
her, and then at night she got tired at home and she won’t have time to spend with me. Most of my 
time that she was supposed to be spent with me, she spent it with them. But when she, when she 
got home, she couldn’t do my homework, she couldn’t, she couldn’t cook for us or maybe if she 
did, she look tired while she was doing it. So I think being privileged is a very big word. (Noni: 
yes, mmm ...).” 
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Her story leaves the group in a deeply touched, thoughtful, less defensive mode. We wrap the 

session up quickly, at a loss of what to add to her story and students continue working on their 

individual stories.  

 

DISCUSSION OF STUDENTS’ STORIES – ON EASE, DISCOMFORT, 
PLAYFULNESS AND THE COMPLEX BUSINESS OF TRAVELLING  
INTO EACH OTHERS’ WORLDS 
Georgakopoulou (2006b, 4) argues that “small stories’ interactional features were both 

constituted by and constituting [participants’] sites of engagement as culturally shaped (and in 

this case, gendered and constraining) liminal spaces”. The stories told in the conversation and 

represented in this article could be read as similarly shaped and constrained by race, but also 

by gender, age and class.  

The first group association that students consistently pointed out was the one of race. 

Although the article that was used as trigger for this conversation, engaged and challenged the 

status of race relations in South Africa, the ease and comfort students used words such as white, 

black and coloured, to identify themselves and each other, their acceptance of the arguments in 

the article, points to the normative nature of this association and the continuing power of race 

to position people in South Africa. Both public spaces, such as their classrooms, and private 

spaces, such as their homes, were perceived as distinctly segregated along racial lines.  

As a collective, these stories students painted an all-too-familiar picture of South African 

society today. Dominant narratives emerged, such as social segregation, white privilege, 

internal oppression and hegemonic standards. Well known roles were taken: on one hand we 

had black students pointing out injustices, trying to make their white peers understand what 

intergenerational oppression and privilege means, a sometimes playful, sometimes harrowing 

consciousness-raising to help their white peers understand their experience. On the other hand 

we found white students’ discomfort around the topic of race (Mazzei 2008), reacting 

defensively, refusing to take on complicity or responsibility for past injustices. The anger 

displayed by Rachel shows the difficulties of young white South Africans to engage with the 

complex emotions passed on from the past when it comes to the issue of privilege. While her 

anger and frustration seemed to resonate in her peers, failure to acknowledge continued 

systemic oppression and our complicity in it, is dangerous as it denies black people their pain. 

Describing this non-acknowledged privilege by white students, Tronto (1993) defines 

“privileged irresponsibility” as the ways the dominant group fails to acknowledge the benefits 

they directly or indirectly still continue to derive, thus maintaining their taken-for-granted 
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positions of privilege (Zembylas, Bozalek, and Shefer 2014). DiAngelo (2011) would frame 

white students’ responses as “white fragility”; Zembylas (2013, 511) would identify this as 

sentimentality, a form of self-victimization, which he defines as 
 
“... emotional resistance of those students who feel they are victims themselves (e.g., students who 
are marginalized at various degrees) and entails feelings of indignation, self-pity, and resentment 
for paying attention to others’ suffering.” 

 

Lugones’ (1987) “world-travelling” is a useful concept when thinking about engaging students 

across difference and allows us a more nuanced view of students’ interactions in these 

conversations, beyond the binaries of white fragility and black pain. Lugones writes from an 

experience of an outsider, a black Latino woman among a White/Anglo organisation of life in 

the US. Emphasising a lack of connection and denial of our entanglement with the “Other”, 

which leaves us “incomplete and unreal” (1987, 8), she suggests that for us to become whole 

again we must move beyond our independence of, our indifference towards our “Other”. We 

need to rediscover our entanglements, our interconnectedness, our love for this “Other”, as she 

explains: “travelling to each other’s ‘worlds’ would enable us to be through loving each other” 

(1987, 8). This world travelling becomes a wilful exercise that constitutes cross-cultural and 

cross-racial loving. She defines world travelling as “skillful, creative, rich, enriching and, given 

certain circumstances, as a loving way of being and living” (1978, 3). Seeing with loving eyes 

would mean travelling into somebody else’s world, experiencing somebody else’s world, not 

in her place, but with or next to her. This is crucial, rather than the common-place notion of 

stepping into somebody else’s shoes, we acknowledge that we will never be the same and we 

can never fully understand the “Other”, we will be always differently positioned from the 

“Other”.  

Vuyelwa’s story shows our entanglement, our interconnectedness beautifully: because her 

grandmother and mother had to work for white people, she felt deprived of the care and 

attention she should have gotten herself from her mother. This is a great example of how 

personal and structural responsibility are linked (Young 2011). While her mother did not look 

after Lauren or Rachel, it is likely that Lauren and Rachel were looked after by a mother with 

a similar story to the one Vuyelwa told. We are all entangled and it is only through this 

entanglement that we can understand our shared responsibility for personal and structural 

injustices ‒ in Lugones’ words, the act of telling this story of entanglement was an act of love 

on the part of Vuyelwa. 

There are many worlds that we inhabit and we are more or less comfortable or at ease in 
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these worlds. Lugones links ease and comfort in a world to: being a fluent speaker in a “world”, 

knowing all the words and moves, and being confident; being normatively happy, agreeing with 

all norms; being humanly bonded and being with those one loves; and having a shared daily 

history. She also suggests that such world travelling might be more difficult for those who are 

most at ease and comfortable in their lives, their worlds. She attributes an unconscious 

arrogance to these people that are at “maximum ease” in their world. It is important to note that 

while world travelling might be difficult for those feeling too comfortable in their lives, for 

outsiders to the mainstream practicing world-travelling is a necessity. This echoes to DuBois’ 

(1903) concept of “black double consciousness”: the necessity of seeing oneself through the 

eyes of “Other” as a survival technique long practiced by oppressed groups. 

World-travelling needs what Lugones calls “playfulness”, which involves being open to 

being surprised, taking risks, allowing oneself to be a fool, allowing oneself to re-imagine new 

worlds, without fear of uncertainties or an absence of rules. Ford (2004, 341) interprets such 

playfulness as necessary “... to unsettle [...] a hegemonic desire for frames of reference about a 

common world”. This playfulness is only accessible to us, if we feel comfortable or at ease in 

at least one of the worlds we inhabit and world travelling will be easier if we start from a world 

where we feel at ease (unless as discussed above we feel at maximum ease – not uncomfortable 

in any of the worlds we inhabit).  

In some of the student stories, such as Vuyelwas’ account of her peers’ teasing her English 

pronunciation, challenging hegemonic values and discourses, this playfulness is evident. Also 

Noni’s attempt to make her white peers understand, that she was not “pointing fingers”, not 

trying to find “who is responsible”, but simply asking for a recognition and awareness of white 

privilege and the systemic inequalities that still haunt South Africa, can be seen as a bridge 

building activity – an attempt to invite her peers into her world. Following Lugones’ argument 

this could mean that both Vuyelwa and Noni, although they ‒ as their narratives show ‒ often 

inhabit worlds they don’t feel at ease in, were able to open up their own worlds and invite others 

in through their stories in both playful and world bridging ways in the context of the workshop. 

Through their stories they force their peers out of the unconscious “arrogant perception” 

(Lugones 1987, 4) that comes with being at ease and usually as Lugones argues, ignore, render 

invisible, stereotype and leave untouched, the others upon whom their perceptions of the world 

does not depend. Noni and Vuyelwa’s stories force us to at least take a glance into their worlds. 

Beatrice’s story is interesting in this context. Contrary to Rachel and Lauren, she did not 

immediately reject responsibility for her lack of diverse social engagements, but listening to her 

peers’ stories and engaging with the critical reading seemed to have started a self-reflective 
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process, that led to raised awareness of her need to break out of comfort zones, although her 

story was still fraught with self-justifications and apologies for her (non)actions. In this study, 

based in a South African Higher Education undergraduate classroom, Lugones’ normative 

world would favour white, male, middle-class, heterosexual, christian and young students ‒ 

would make these students feel most at ease. Returning to Beatrice, one could argue, that her 

position as a mature student, slightly on the margins of the normative space of this classroom, 

made it easier for her to accept responsibility, to open herself up for other stories and other 

worlds, a prerequisite for world-travelling.  

Would it help to disrupt more wilfully students’ understanding of hegemonic norms and 

standards? What is the role of the facilitator in these spaces? If ease and comfort is attributed 

to those who are positioned within normative standards, how could one make this space less 

comfortable for them? Would this ease and comfort be challenged when norms and standards 

are challenged? Ivits (2009) reminds us of the importance to destabilise dominant 

understandings of subjectivity, to disrupt an understanding of an autonomous, coherent subject, 

by allowing the emergence of fragmented narratives in uncomfortable conversations. What 

could be observed in this workshop is that when students opened up, made themselves 

vulnerable, when they took risks and shifted the lens from race to other social identifiers such 

as gender, age and class, interesting ruptures happened and new connections were formed.  

Through this lens, Rachel’s story, for example, told from her position as white working 

class background, openly challenging the facilitator, could be also be seen as an act of risk-

taking, of breaking her silence around race and privilege, which disrupted established power 

dynamics in the classroom between teacher and students. George’ story, told from a slightly 

more privileged background than his black peers, could be interpreted as a challenge to 

dominant discourses around race. In both stories an intersectionality of race, gender and class 

was surfaced, potentially allowing for connections between students that a limited view on race 

had previously blocked. Beatrice’s stories, told from the perspective of a mature white woman, 

struggling in a male dominated world, resonated with Vuyelwa, showing the intersectionality 

of race, age and gender. Intersectionality allows for the recognition that social position is based 

on multiple social signifiers such as race, colour, age, social class, ethnicity and culture. Yuval-

Davis (2006) speaks of intersectionality as the idea that social location must be constructed 

along multiple axes of difference, which constitute each other. Intersectionality can help us 

understand differentiated oppression and allows a more nuanced picture in the context of 

Lugones’ world-travelling: comfort and discomfort are based on many different factors beyond 

race, such as gender, class, language, age, sexuality or religion.  
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What is missing from these conversations though, is the coloured voice. The one coloured 

student in the group remained silent throughout this conversation. While a lot has been written 

about white silences in raced conversation (see for example Mazzei 2008), there is a dearth of 

literature around the coloured (non)engagement. Ngoasheng and Gachago (2017) have reflected 

on the challenges of addressing the legacy of differentiated experiences of oppression during 

Apartheid in South African classrooms elsewhere and we would like to note that had there been 

stronger coloured voices in the group, the way the narratives would have been constructed and 

the power dynamics in the group would certainly have been different. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 
This article reflected on the small stories students told as a “by-product” of a digital storytelling 

project and what these stories could tell us about how students positioned themselves and their 

peers in post-Apartheid South Africa. The daily check-in sessions at the beginning of each 

workshop day, in which students reflected on set critical texts, became spaces for students to 

unpack and explore sensitive issues such as race and privilege. Authors such as Freeth (2013) 

or Gobodo-Madikizela (2008) argue that particularly in South Africa these spaces are essential 

to overcome racial divides and challenge some of the indirect knowledge our students bring to 

the classroom. These conversations not only acted as conduits for these narratives to emerge, 

but also created bridges to allow students to travel into each others’ worlds and impacted 

strongly on the final output of this process, students’ digital stories. The conversations also 

highlighted the importance of intersectionality when addressing identity in post-Apartheid 

South Africa. These findings are not necessarily new, but are an important reminder of the 

ongoing need of addressing race and privilege in South African classroom while also showing 

the challenges when doing so. Framing the analysis of students’ stories with Lugones’ concept 

of world travelling gave us a more nuanced understanding of students’ diverse roles in this 

endeavour.  

However, recognising and challenging essentialising social identifiers, foregrounding 

pluralistic subjectivities that are forever changing and shifting, to allow connections to happen 

through the travelling into each other’s worlds, needs a high level of facilitation skills on the 

part of the lecturer. Without careful guidance difficult conversations such as these could easily 

turn into students’ pitching their own pain against each other, reinforcing existing power 

dynamics, beliefs and assumptions in the classroom. As a next step then one would have to look 

at the facilitator’s responses and attempts at holding a space that can both reveal the “narrative 

unconscious”, the assumptions and beliefs emerging in our narratives, and allow students to 
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feel safe enough to be “playful” and take risks in order to travel into each other’s worlds. How 

do we as facilitators of these processes engage and respond to our students’ stories with a loving 

gaze, with wonder and surprise rather than with judgement and contempt while at the same time 

for example calling out white fragility to keep the space safe for people of colour? Ford (2004) 

asks us to take students’ resistance as encouragement to look at our own arrogant perceptions. 

Facilitating the telling of personal narratives, which have the power to both affirm and disrupt 

individual and collective subjectivities, to create a space where world-travelling might be 

slightly more possible, needs facilitation skills, experience and continuous self-reflexivity on 

the part of the facilitator and remains a critical and ongoing project for us as educators 

concerned with social justice in education. 

 

NOTES 
1. We use “Other” in capital letters and inverted comma, to foreground the socially and discursively 

constructed nature of the other – a “distant other” who in this case not only doesn’t look like us but 
to whom we are always in some ways differently positioned in relation to power and privilege. This 
“Other” is always positioned as either more or less privileged than us and our relationship is always 
based on an unequal power distribution. 

2. http://www.dailymaverick.co.za/opinionista/2013-06-12-our-unfinished-business-race-and-
reconciliation/ 
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