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ABSTRACT 

There are 8 number of Important cui· 
tUfal barriers between black and 
white South African women. These 
Include language, nonverbal com
munication, world view, thought pat
terns and stereotypes. In an attempt 
10 Investigate aome 01 the cunural 
barriers this exploratory study f~ 
cuses on the opinions of 20 black 
South African women and 20 white 
South African women. A conveni
ence sample was used and the r~ 
spondents were undergraduate stu
dents at the UnlversHy of South Af
rica. Personal semi-structured Inter
views were conducted with the re
spondents. Open-ended questions 
were used allowing each respon
dent 10 provide her own perspective 
or point of view. 

INTRODUCTION 
The purpose 01 this paper is 001 so 
much 10 provide an Indepth discussion 
01 culture and communication or 01 in. 
tercuhural and InterraCial communica· 
tion. The locus 01 this paper is rather to 
examine on the one hand what black 
South N(1Can women have to say reo 
garding some ol tha main cuhural bar· 
riers in their communication with white 
women. On the other hand this paper 
also examines white South Alrican 
women's opinions with regard to cultu· 
ral barriers in their communicalion with 
black women. 

Although many of the questions di· 
rected at the respondents in the per-
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was reao at the 12th Biennial Interna· 
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fican Communication Association at 
the Human Sciences Reseafch Coun
cil on 28 Ju¥ 1993. 

sonal interviewing process could have 
been applied to both men and women 
it was decided to pre~ a women's 
perspective. Black and white females 
comprise a sizable proporlion of the 
population in the Republic 01 South Af· 
rica (which at presM! includes the self· 
governing states of Gazankulu. Kang. 
wane, KwaNdebele, KwaZulu, l ebowa 
and Owaqwa). (d. Van der Kooy 
1988:3) . According to the 1991 popula· 
lion census there are 10.781 ,538 b lack 
females and 10,864,932 black maleS in 
Ihe Republic of South Africa. Conver· 
sely there are 2,548,278 white females 
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and 2,519,833 white males in the Re
public of South Africa. (Central Statisti
cal Service 1991). Because of the brev
ity of this paper this exploratory study 
looks only at black and white women's 
opinions on cultural barriers and does 
not take cognisance of coloured or 
Asian women's views. 

CULTURE AND COMMUNICATION 

There are numerous definitions, 
meanings and interpretations attached 
to the notion of culture. For instance, it 
may be viewed from an historical per
spective where the emphasis is on cul
ture as the product of human activities, 
traditions and SOCial learning. The so
ciological perspective emphasizes CUl
tural patterns and organisations while 
the psychological perspective focuses 
among others on learning, develop
ment and habits. Culture can also be 
considered from a normative perspec
tive where the emphasis is on values, 
norms and human behaviour (cf. Van 
Aswegen 1983:41-47). 

Singer (1987:34) offers an apposite de
finition of culture and defines it as, a 
pattern of learned, group-related per
ceptions - including both verbal and 
nonverbal language, attitudes, values, 
belief systems, disbelief systems, and 
behaviors - that is accepted and ex
pected by an identity group 

Similarly the term communication 
covers a multitude of meanings, ran
ging from, for example Shannon and 
Weaver's (1949) linear model of com
munication depicting the recipient as 
passively accepting the message to 
Cherry's (1957) view that communica
tion is not merely the response but es
sentially the relationship determined by 
the transmission of stimuli and the evo
cation of responses. For Berelson and 
Steiner (1964) communication is the 
act or process of transmission of infor
mation, ideas and skills by use of sym
bols. 
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WHAT IS 
INTERCULTURAl/INTERRACIAL 
COMMUNICATION? 
According to Kim (1984:15) 

the crux of intercultural com
munication ... is the relatively 
high degree of difference in the 
experiential backgrounds of the 
communicators due to cultural 
differences 

Casmir & Asuncion-Lande (1989:283) 
agree that the participants in intercultu
ral communication usually " do not 
share norms, beliefs, values, and even 
patterns of thinking and behavior". Al
though intercultural communication fo
cuses on the dissimilitude of partici
pants in the intercultural process there 
is an assumption "that a degree of ho
mogeneity must be present in order for 
communication to be initiated" (Casmir 
& Asuncion-Lande 1989:283). 

Intercultural and interracial communi
cation are not necessarily mutually ex
clusive. They are often interrelated and 
in some cases even overlap (ct. Rich 
1974; Hagendoorn 1993). What is im
portant is that both intercultural and in
terracial communication are based on 
negotiating cultural barriers, such as 
language, nonverbal communication, 
patterns of thought and stereotypes. 
The study of intercultural/interracial 
communication is mainly the study of 
encounters between people of different 
cultures or racial groups. For the pur
poses of this paper intercultural and in
terracial communication are discussed 
as complementary and interdependent 
components. 

INTERCULTURAl/INTERRACIAL 
COMMUNICATION: THEORETICAL 
CONSIDERATIONS 
Various approaches consisting of 
numerous theories on intercultural/ in
terracial communication have been ad
vanced over time. These range from a 
positivist approach which includes 'un
certainty reduction theory' and 'com-
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munication accommodation in intercul
tural encounters' to a humanist ap
proach which embraces the 'coordi
nated management of meaning theory' 
and the 'constructivist theory'. Further
more the systems approach to intercul
tural/ interracial communication in
cludes the 'network theory' and the 
'convergence theory' (cf. Gudykunst 
1988:123-156; Gallois et al 1988:157-
185; Cronen et al 1988:66-98; Apple
gate & Sypher 1988:41-65; Yum 
1988:239-258; Kincaid 1988:280-298). 

The theories of intercultural/interracial 
communication are as varied as the 
concept itself. Each theory is a means 
of looking at the phenomenon in a par
ticu�ar way. This paper adopts the hu
manist approach to intercultural/inter
racial communication in its emphasis 
on "synthetic-holistic-ideographic-con
textual methodology" (Kim 1988:17) 
and the description of the unfolding of 
the nature of the phenomenon. The hu
manist approach therefore does not at
tempt to control the phenomenon but 
emphasises individual freedom and an 
understanding of the actions taken by 
individuals. The basic tenets of the hu
manistic approach is the under
standing of the self and other people 
and treating them as thinking and reac
ting people. This focus on the indivi
dual nature of the communication pro
cess is heuristic and although it allows 
for expression and quality of interac
tion critics of the humanist approach 
question its reliability and logical base 
(cf. Stacks et al 1991:150-152; Edel
stein et aI1989:137-138). 

CULTURAL BARRIERS TO 
INTERCULTURAL./INTERRACIAL 
COMMUNICATION 

There are a number of cultural barriers 
in intercultural/ interracial communica
tion among black and white South Afri
can women, some· of which are lan
guage; nonverbal communication; 
world view; thought patterns; and 

stereotypes (d. Asuncion-Lande 
1990:213-216). 

Language 

As Dodd (1987:46) points out "lan
guage is another element of culture". 
The relationship between language 
and culture is important because 
people "gather, give and receive infor
mation" and consequently meaning 
through language (Asuncion-Lande 
1990:213). In South Africa the linguistic 
division is apparent if one considers 
that although at present English and 
Afrikaans are the two official languages 
there are at least 24 other sizable home 
languages, for instance black lan
guages include Zulu, Xhosa, Tswana, 
Northern Sotho and Southern Sotho 
(cf. Human Sciences Research Coun
ciI1987:34-35). 

Nonverbal communication 

Nonverbal communication includes 
categories, such as kinesics (facial ex
pression, gestures, eye contact and 
body posture); proxemics (the use of 
personal space); chronemics (the use 
of time); haptics (the use of touch) and 
paralinguistics (tone of vOice, volume 
and silence) (cf. Dodd 1987:172-196). 
Because the study of nonverbal com
munication is multi-faceted this paper 
focuses on the following aspects of 
nonverbal communication: kinesics; 
(eye contact) proxemics; (use of per
sonal space) chronemics; (use of time) 
haptics; (use of touch) and paralin
guistics; (vocal quality). 

World view 

There are three general world views 
linked to intercultural/ interracial com
munication namely, Eurocentric, 
Afrocentric and Asiocentric world 
views. 

For the purposes of this paper the 
focus is on the Eurocentric and 
Afrocentric world views. The Eurocen
tric or westernised world view is indi
vidualistic, materialistic, rational and 
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goal-oriented in nature. Conversely the 
Afrocentric world view could be de
scribed as personalistic, intuitive, col
lective, based on experience and more 
traditional in nature (cf. Asante 
1980:405-409). 

It should be noted that the Afrocentric 
world view could be considered within 
the context of Hall's (1976) high and 
low cultures. Although many black 
South Africans live in urban areas and 
may belong to the low context culture 
group, one may particularly refer to 
rural black South Africans as part of 
the high context culture group (cf. 
Groenewald 1988234-236). 

Thought patterns 

Thought patterns are concerned with 
"the way a cultural group views such 
things as decision making: the kind of 
logical system practiced, the nature of 
the truth and cognitive pathways of 
thought" (Dodd 1987:49). In other 
words thought patterning involves how 
people "form fundamental concepts, 
organize ideas and define sources of 
knowledge" (Asuncion-Lande 
1990:215). 

For instance, individuals who follow a 
Eurocentric world view are known to 
rely on analytical thought patterns in 
order to form a well-grounded or ob
vious conclusion. Conversely individ
uals who follow an Afrocentric world 
view are known to adopt intuitive 
thought patterning which is often 
based on a random, and qualitative 
process (cf. Asuncion-Lande 
1990:215-216). 

Stereotypes 

The term stereotype is derived from the 
Greek word (prefix) stereo which 
means solid and unyielding (cf. Drever 
1963:282). Walter Lippmann 
(1956:116) refers to stereotypes as 
"images already in our minds". Stereo
types are a compilation of precon
ceived ideas built into a specific culture 
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and learned according to the socio
cultural system of that culture. If stereo
types are learned in both the home and 
the formal schooling system then one 
is forced to consider Allport's 
(1954:282) view that "the first six years 
of life are important for the develop
ment of all social attitudes". In other 
words a child's prejudice is developed 
by adopting the stereotypes conveyed 
by his or her family and socio-cultural 
environment. Individuals or groups 
who believe in absolute stereotypes, 
such as all white women are intole
rant or all black women are untrust
worthy will experience extreme diffi
culty in forging meaningful intercultu
ral/interracial relationships with other 
cultures. 

METHOD 

Sample 

The sample was one of convenience, 
selected from black and white South 
African undergraduate women stu
dents at the University of South Africa 
(cf. Smith 1988: 85). Twenty black 
women and twenty white women were 
involved in this exploratory study. The 
aim was to elicit their opinions on the 
above five cultural barriers. Two addi
tional questions were added, one re
garding social contact, the other on 
suggestions as to how to improve in
tercultural/interracial communication. 

A personal interviewing technique was 
selected for collecting data because as 
Smith (1988:230) points out "interper
sonal interviews are often preferred for 
relatively small samples". The semi
structured interview using open-ended 
questions was employed which 
allowed a wide scope for the respon
dent to define her views from her own 
perspective. The respondents were 
also encouraged to elaborate on their 
responses and to provide additional in
formation. 
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The interviews were conducted be
tween 12 May and 7 June 1993. Each 
interview lasted between 15 and 20 
minutes and was tape recorded with 
the respondents permission. Each re
spondent was interviewed individually. 
The average age of the black respon
dents was 25 years and of the white re
spondents 28 years. Of the 20 black 
women 8 had Northern Sotho as their 
home language, 5 Tswana, 4 Zulu, 2 
Southern Sotho, and 1 Northern 
Ndebele. Of the 20 white women 16 
had English as their home language 
and 4 Afrikaans. All the interviews were 
conducted in English. All respondents 
interviewed lived in urban areas, such 
as the cities of Pretoria and Johannes
burg and the townships of Mamelodi 
and Soweto. 

Because the University of South Africa 
is a distance education university and 
caters mainly for the part-time student 
15 of the black respondents were 
either fully employed or employed on a 
part-time basis, while 5 had bursaries 
and were full-time students. All 20 
white respondents were either fully em
ployed or employed on a part-time 
basis. Of the black respondents 11 
were first year BA students, 2 were 
second year BA students, 3 were sec
ond year BA (Social Work) students, 2 
were third year BA (Social Work) stu
dents and 2 were second year BComm 
students. Of the white respondents 4 
were first year BA students, 1 was a 
first year BA (Fine Art) student, 6 were 
second year BA students, 3 were third 
year BA students, 1 was a first year 
BSc student, 2 were third year BSc stu
dents and 3 were first year BComm 
students. 

The nature of the interviews 

The following represent the questions 
raised during the interviews: 

Is language a cultural/communi
cation barrier between black and 

white South African women? If so 
why? If not why not? 

2 How does nonverbal communica
tion differ between black/white 
South African women? 

(a) In terms of kinesics (eye 
contact) 

(b) In terms of proxemics (use 
of personal space) 

(c) In terms of chronemics 
(time) 

(d) In terms of haptics (use of 
touch) 

(e) In terms of paralinguistics 
(vocal quality) 

3 Do you adhere to a Eurocentric or 
an Afrocentric world view? Which 
world view do you follow and 
why? 

4 As regards thought patterns do 
you rely on analytical or intuitive 
thinking? Why is your choice of 
thought pattern more acceptable 
to you? 

5 Do you have stereotypes of 
black/white South African women. 
If so what are they? 

6 Do you have any social contact 
with black/white South African 
women? If so to what degree? 

7 What suggestions do you have to 
improve intercultural! interracial 
contact between black/white 
South African women? 

FINDINGS 

As this was an exploratory study and 
essentially of a qualitative nature it is 
limited from a representative sampling 
point of view, and precludes a claim of 
providing a complete picture of the 
opinions of black and white South Afri
can women on cultural barriers. An 
overview of the findings are as follows: 
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Views of black respondents 

Language as a cultural barier 

17 black respondents (85 percent) felt 
that language was a barrier in their 
ability to communicate with white 
women. Responses ranged from: 

(i) Yes, language is definitely a prob
lem. I speak English in order to 
communicate and also Afrikaans 
to a degree, but white women do 
not speak Northern Sotho and I 
prefer to speak my own language. 
White women should learn a 
black language. 

(ii) I can speak English to white 
women but it is very difficult for 
me to make myself understood. I 
do not understand English all that 
well. If I could study at Unisa in 
my home language which is Zulu 
there will be no problem. 

(iii) My home language is Northern 
Ndebele and my English is not 
very good, but I think it is better 
for us to speak English because 
everyone understands it. If I 
speak Ndebele white women will 
not understand me but I feel they 
must learn a black language, like 
Zulu or Tswana. 

(iv) Language is a barrier because as 
a black woman I find it difficult to 
speak both English and Afrikaans 
and white women do not want to 
learn a black language. White 
women must learn a black lan
guage. There are many black lan
guages and my language is 
Northern Sotho, and I think white 
women should learn Zulu and 
Northern Sotho because they are 
the most popular in South Africa. 

(v) Yes, language is a problem. I 
speak both English and Afrikaans 
but not very well. My home lan
guage is Tswana and I think white 
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women must also learn to speak 
Tswana. 

(vi) I have difficulty in speaking Eng
lish. I speak no Afrikaans. White 
women must learn at least one 
black language. 

Only 3 of the 20 black respondents (15 
percent) said that language was not a 
cultural or communication barrier in 
conversing with white South African 
women. Responses ranged from: 

(i) No, language is not a barrier 
when I speak to white women. I 
can express myself clearly in Eng
lish and I also enjoy speaking Afri
kaans. I do not think that white 
women must speak a black lan
guage, but I would appreciate it if 
they could. 

(ii) I do not want to speak Zulu to 
white women. I feel they are not 
obliged to learn Zulu or a black 
language. I think English is a 
common language for the future 
so that we can all understand 
each other. I speak English and 
we must all learn English as it is 
an international language. 

Nonverbal communication 

Kinesics (eye contact) 

18 of the 20 respondents (90 percent) 
maintained that eye contact was very 
important. Responses ranged from: 

(i) Yes it is important because it is 
easy to understand the message 
and the metamessages if you 
look at the woman in her eyes. 

(ii) Eye contact with a white woman 
is important because you can't 
speak to her looking down you 
must look her in the face. 

(iii) Yes it is important because if we 
look at each other we can con
centrate on what we are discuss
ing. 
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(iv) Yes it is important I want to see 
her face and explain what I mean, 

(v) It is important because you can 
read a person from her eyes, 

The 2 respondents (10 percent) who 
felt that eye contact was not important 
said: 

(i) I think eye contact for white 
women is important but in our Af
rican culture we do not look at 
people straight in the eye but with 
white women I've come to accept 
it. 

(ii) I do not like to look at white 
women in the eye it is not part of 
my African culture, 

Proxemics (use of personal space) 

All 20 respondents (100 percent) rated 
the use of personal space (standing 
between eighteen inches to four feet) 
from the person as important. Re
sponses ranged from: 

(i) I prefer to stand close to a white 
woman when I am speaking to 
her so that I can understand what 
she is saying, 

(ii) To stand close is better because 
we should respect each other 

(iii) I would rather stand close to a 
white woman because if I stand 
far from her I am afraid she might 
be my enemy, We must stand 
close in order to understand each 
other. 

Chronemics (use of time) 

12 respondents (60 percent) rated time 
as not being important. Responses 
ranged from: 

(i) We black women don't respect 
time. We might be ten or twenty 
minutes late for a meeting, to be 
honest time is not our first priority. 

(ii) Time is not so important most 
black women are not always on 
time. 

8 respondents (40 percent) rated time 
as important. Responses ranged from: 

(i) It is important to be on time for a 
lecture at Unisa otherwise I will 
miss what the lecturer says. 

(ii) al must be on time to get my train 
to work otherwise my employer 
will be angry. 

Haptics (use of tOUCh) 
19 (95 percent) of the respondents 
said that the use of touch was import
ant. Responses ranged from: 

(i) I like to touch it conveys under
standing and empathy. 

(ii) If I touch a white woman on the 
hand or arm it means that we can 
be friendly and develop better 
communication. 

(iii) It is better to touch a white woman 
on my level so that we can have' 
good communication. 

1 respondent (5 percent) responded 
by saying: 

(i) I am afraid to touch a white 
woman in case she thinks I am in
ferior to her. 

Paralingulstics (vocal quality) 
20 respondents (100 percent) felt that 
white women were restrained in terms 
of vocal quality. Responses ranged 
from: 

(i) White women speak so quietly, 
they do not show their true feel
ings. 

(ii) White women are worried what 
men will think that is why they 
speak softly. 

(iii) White women do not show their 
emotions when they speak. per
haps they are afraid. 

Eurocentric/Afrocentrlc world view 
16 respondents (SO percent) said that 
they adhered solely to an Afrocentric 
world view. Responses ranged from: 
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(i) I follow the African culture be
cause I'm black. I prefer the Afri
can culture and will not follow the 
European culture because I was 
not born a European. 

(ii) I like the African culture because I 
am an African. I don't know the 
European culture. 

(iii) I am not interested in the Euro
pean culture. I live in South Africa 
and the African culture is number 
one here. 

(iv) I prefer the African culture be
cause I am black. The European 
culture is not part of Africa. 

4 respondents (20 percent) said that 
they followed a combination of 
Afrocentric and E urocentric world 
views. Responses ranged from: 

(i) Although I am African I want to 
understand the European culture. 
We cannot just have one culture 
in South Africa. 

(ii) My first priority is the African cUl
ture but I'm interested in the Euro
pean culture. We live with Euro
peans and must get to know 
them. 

(iii) I mix the Afrocentric and Eurocen
tric cultures. I maintain my culture 
but I accommodate the European 
culture because these days we 
are socialised into the European 
culture. At home we are encou
raged to keep our African culture. 
I practise both. 

Tho~ght patterns 
19 of the respondents (95 percent) fa
voured intuitive thinking as opposed to 
analytical thinking. 1 respondent (5 
percent) said that both intuitive and 
analytical thought patterns were im
portant. Responses ranged from: 

(i) Definitely intuitive thinking be
cause that is the only way to un-
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derstand how the white woman is 
thinking. 

(ii) It must be intuitive thinking be
cause you cannot live by analy
sing everything. 

(iii) Intuitive thinking is more import
ant it is the only way tore ally com
municate with a white woman or 
anybody for that matter. 

The 1 respondent (5 percent) who fa
voured both analytical and intuitive 
thinking said: 

(i) Both analytical and intuitive think
ing are important. Sometimes we 
do need to analyse things. 

Stereotypes 

14 respondents (70 percent) said that 
they had stereotypes of white women. 
6 respondents (30 percent) said they 
had no stereotypes of white women. 
Responses ranged from: 

(i) I see white women as being hon
est towards black women. Black 
women are not as honest as white 
women. 

(ii) White women do not show favou
ritism and they treat me well at 
work and also the women lec
turers at Unisa take an interest in 
me. 

(iii) I think white women differ. Some 
are friendly to me, some are cruel 
perhaps they don't like me. I think 
they treat me better than black 
women treat me. 

(iv) White women are very inde
pendent, I think most of them are 
feminists, they believe in them
selves. They believe they can do 
anything they wish without any
one's help. They believe in them
selves more than black women 
do. 
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Social contact 
19 respondents (95 percent) had no 
social contact with white women. Re
sponses ranged from: 

(i) I have no white women friends but 
I would like to have one. 

(ii) I work with white women and we 
have a good working relationship 
but I can't call them friends. They 
never invite me to their homes. I 
would like to have them as 
friends. 

(iii) I have no white women friends but 
I would not mind having them as 
friends. 

1 respondent (5 percent) said: 

(i) I have one white woman friend I 
met at work. I visit her and she 
telephones me on a regular basis .. 

Suggestions on how to improve 
contact between black and white 
women 

All 20 respondents (100 percent) pro
vided suggestions on how to improve 
contact between black and white 
women. Responses ranged from: 

(i) Black and white women must 
come together as South African 
women, we must organise groups 
and clubs and share ideas 
together. 

(ii) Unity is the best. For example, we 
should attend the same churches 
and at Unisa where we are stu
dents black women must get to 
know white women. We do not 
know white women and the way 
they think. 

(iii) We must organise sports acti
vities together and then share our 
views. 

(iv) We must communicate at Unisa 
where we are studying and let 
white women study with us and 
share ideas and problems. 

(v) Black and white women must 
meet and teach each other our 
cultures. There must not only be 
political meetings where we can 
meet but we must make contact 
at work and at Unisa. 

(vi) It must begin at school level 
where black and white children 
can meet and get to know each 
other. Also at discussion classes 
at Unisa the white and black 
women don't really mix. It would 
be better if I could say hello I'm 
Francina what is your name. But 
often the white women are in such 
a hurry to get home. 

(vi) I think we must hold workshops 
throughout South Africa and 
black and white women must ex
press their cultural experiences to 
understand one another. Also 
there must be more women's or
ganisations which include both 
black and white women. I think if 
we can understand each others 
backgrounds there will not be a 
colour problem, except perhaps 
for those women who have had 
bad experiences with people of 
the other racial group. 

Views of white respondents 

Language as a cultural barrier 

19 respondents (95 percent) felt that 
language was a barrier in their com
munication with black women. Re
sponses ranged from: 

(i) Language is definitely a com
munication barrier when I con
verse with black women. I speak 
English and Afrikaans but no 
black language and I find that 
black women do not really under
stand what I'm saying. 

(Ii) Yes language is definitely a bar
rier. I speak English and Afrikaans 
and am attempting to learn North
ern Sotho. What I say to black 
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women is not necessarily what 
they're hearing. 

(iii) Language is often a barrier be
tween black and white women. 
With educated black women who 
speak a good English I have no 
problem, I speak a little Afrikaans 
and no black language. 

(iv) Language is a great communica
tion barrier for me. I speak English 
and some Afrikaans but no black 
language. I find that black women 
who cannot speak a good English 
just do not understand me. It is a 
pity we did not learn a black lan
guage at school. 

(v) I speak Afrikaans and English 
fluently and a few words of Zulu. I 
find that black women cannot 
speak Afrikaans which is my 
home language. I speak English 
to black women but still experi
ence difficulty in communicating 
with them. 

1 respondent (5 percent) answered: 

(i) 

Although I do not speak a black lang
uage I speak both English and Afri
kaans and have never experienced a 
language problem with black women. I 
find that the women I come into con
tact with either speak a reasonable 
English or Afrikaans. 

Nonverbal communication 
Kinesics (eye contact) 

All 20 respondents (100 percent) said 
that eye contact was important in face
to face communication with black 
women. However 4 respondents (20 
percent) qualified their responses by 
saying that they felt it was not impor
tant for black women. Responses 
ranged from: 

(i) Eye contact with a black woman 
is very important because it repre
sents honesty and sincerity. 
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(ii) In my experience black women 
make as much eye contact with 
me as white women. 

(iii) Eye contact is important. I have 
never had any difficultyin experi
encing eye contact with black 
women, it is as though it brings a 
certain warmth to the communica
tion. 

(iv) Although eye contact is important 
for me I find many black women 
look away when I speak to them, 
it is as though they consider 
themselves on a lower level. 

(v) Many black women behave in a 
subservient way and look down 
they do not look me in the eye in 
interpersonal contact 

Proxemics (use of personal space) 

15 respondents (75 percent) said they 
found it easier to stand close to a black 
woman than to a white woman. 5 re
spondents (25 percent) said they 
would not stand close to anyone be
cause of their need for personal space. 
Responses ranged from: 

(i) I feel that black women have less 
of a personal space than white 
women. They are more inclined to 
move into .my personal space. I 
would stand closer to a black 
woman than to a white woman. 

(ii) It is easier to stand close to a 
black woman than to a white 
woman. In my experience black 
women are more comfortable 
than white women with being 
close. 

(iii) Yes it is important to stand close 
to a black woman when talking so 
that I can understand what she is 
saying. 

(iv) Although I need my space my ex
perience with black women is that 
they like to stand close to one so 
it does not bother me. I think 
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closeness is important for black 
women. 

(v) I need a large personal space. I 
cannot bear it if a woman black or 
white invades my space. 

(vi) I do not like to stand close to any
one. I find that black women have 
no sense of keep out of my 
space. They insist on standing 
close to me. 

Chronemlcs (use of time) 

19 respondents (95 percent) said that 
time was of the utmost importance. 

Responses ranged from: 

(i) Time is most important. I'm ex
tremely punctual and expect other 
people to be as well. 

(ii) Of Course time is important. I do 
not like to be late for a social en
gagement and one must be punc
tual for work. 

(iii) Time is important because time is 
money. 

(iv) Time is of the utmost importance. 
Our whole life revolves around 
time and schedules. It is impera
tive to be on time for an appoint
ment. 

1 respondent (5 percent) did not feel 
that time was of the utmost import
ance.Sheresponded: 

(i) For me time is only important in 
the city. When I taught in Namibia 
I accepted a totally different time 
structure. I became used to Afri
can time where sometimes black 
people were between 20 and 30 
minutes late for an appointment. 
This other concept of time is so 
wonderful in Africa. Western time 
gives us stress and ulcers. 

Haptics (use of tOUCh) 

12 respondents (60 percent) did not 
like the use of touch when engaging in 
a conversation. 8 respondents (40 per-

cent) felt that the use of touch was es
sential. Responses ranged from: 

(i) I do not wish a black or white 
woman to touch me at all when 
we are conversing. 

(ii) Nobody must touch me unless I 
am involved in an intimate rela
tionship with the person .. 

(iii) I think our Western culture is 
mainly derived from the British 
who I find cold and distant. Unfor
tunately it has rubbed off on me 
and I do not like black or white 
women to touch me when in con
versation. 

(iv) People whether women or men 
must keep their distance from me. 

(v) I don't like people to touch me. 
Only when I know the person it's 
natural in conversation. 

(vi) Touch is important when I speak 
to a black woman. I am a contact 
person. 

(vi) I don't touch other women but I 
have seen that black women 
touch me easily in conversation. It 
is wonderful as a communication 
medium. 

Paralinguistics (vocal quality) 

20 respondents (100 percent) said that 
they found that black women tended to 
shout. Responses ranged from: 

(i) I find that black women shout 
rather than speak quietly to me. I 
find this very offensive because I 
am not used to it. My culture has 
not taught me to shout when en
gaging in conversation. 

(ii) I find that black women speak 
very loudly in shrill voices. 

(iii) Many black women are extrovert 
and they shout. My Westernup
bringing teaches me that people 
should not shout to each other. 
However I think sound is import-
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ant for black women and that is 
why they shout. I also think black 
women show their emotions more 
easily than white women. 

Eurocentric/Afrocentric world view 

17 respondents (85 percent) said they 
adhered fully to a Eurocentric world 
view. Responses ranged from: 

(i) I don't think in South Africa you 
have any other choice but to fol
Iowa Eurocentric world view. 

(ii) Yes I have been socialised into a 
Eurocentric world view and I do 
not know any other world view. 

(iii) My whole upbringing was Eu
rocentric I do not see how I could 
adopt an Afrocentric world view at 
the age of 30. My priorities are to 
advance in my career and to 
make money. 

(iv) I adhere fully to a Eurocentric 
world view. I am materialistic and 
extremely goal oriented. 

3 respondents (15 percent) said they 
did not adhere fully to a Eurocentric 
world view. Responses ranged from: 

(i) I do not totally follow a Eurocen
tric world view. I was brought up 
on a farm and learnt to know 
black women as a child. I under
stand an Afrocentric world view 
and although I am an individualist 
I am not very materialistic. 

(ii) Until a few years ago I was com
pletely Eurocentric. However now 
I have great respect for an 
Afrocentric world view and would 
say I follow a combination of the 
two world views. My goals are 
more value oriented than materia
listiC. 

(iii) No my world view is only slightly 
Eurocentric. The six years I taught 
in Namibia influenced me to share 
material things. I believe in love 
for your nearest and for me this 
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does not go together with a Eu
rocentric world view. 

Thought patterns 
6 respondents (30 percent) favoured 
only analytical thought, while 2 re
spondents (10 percent) relied wholly 
on intuitive thought. 12 respondents 
(60 percent) favoured a combination of 
both analytical and intuitive thought 
patterns. Responses ranged from: 

(i) I rely totally on analytical thinking. 
I feel that intuitive thinking is most 
unscientific and leads to specula
tion. 

(ii) Definitely analytical thinking, how 
could I as a student of computer 
science rely on intuitive thinking? 

(iii) I rely on intuitive thinking totally. 
My intuition never lets me down. 

(iv) I rely moslly on intuitive thought. I 
know I should favour analytical 
thinking but I only use it as an ad
junct to intuitive thinking. 

(v) I favour both analytical and intui
tive thinking. I think is important to 
be open to intuitive thinking. 

(vi) I mainly follow analytical thought 
processes but sometimes follow 
intuitive thinking depending on 
the situation. 

(vii) I think intuitive thinking is more 
important but in contact with my 
white COlleagues I have to be ana
lytical if I want to prove a point. I 
feel it is more honest to go ac
cording to one's intuition. 

Stereotypes 

19 respondents (95 percent) had 
stereotypical pictures of black women. 
Responses ranged from: 

(i) The only stereotype I have of a 
black woman is that of her as a 
maid or domestiC worker. 

(ii) Because I was brought up by a 
nanny I tend to picture all black 
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women as nannies or domestic 
workers although I've seen black 
women who are university stu
dents, shop assistants and man
agers. 

(iii) I would say that black women are 
more earthy and basic than white 
women. 

(iv) I see black women as being sepa
rated from their families and living 
,in a township like Soweto or Alex
andra, working a long day as a 
domestic worker. I have no con
tact with academic or more af
fluent black women. 

(v) Yes unfortunately I see black 
women as slaves of their tradition. 
I cannot understand why they ac
cept this. As a feminist I see black 
women as wanting numerous 
children and doing anything to 
please their husbands or boy
friends. I feel that black women 
are not in charge of their own des
tiny. 

The 1 respondent (5 percent) who. had 
no stereotypes of black women said: 

(i) I have no stereotypes of black 
women as I do not know any on 
an intimate level. 

Social contact 

18 respondents (90 percent) had no 
social contact with black women. 

Responses ranged from: 

(i) 

(ii) 

I have no social contact with 
black women. I work in the com
mercial world and there is not one 
black woman in our company on 
any level so to speak. They are 
either cleaners or serve the tea. 
I'm a third year computer science 
student at Unisa and would love 
to meet black women with whom I 
can communicate. 

I have no social contact with 
black women. For me there is 

both a language and a cultural 
barrier. I also do not go out of my 
way to make contact with ?'aCk 
women. It is certainly not an Issue 
in terms of colour. It is a language 
and cultural problem. 

(iii) No I have no social contact with 
black women. I would like to but I 
think that because of the present 
situation in South Africa, the vio
lence and transport problems I 
am afraid to go to the townships 
where most black women live. Al
though I have worked closely with 
black women I do not know them 
socially. 

(iv) I have some social contact with 
black women at work where we 
converse but at home the only 
contact I have with black women 
is with my domestic help. I would 
definitely like to meet black 
women with whom I have some
thing in common. 

Of the 2 respondents (10 percent) who 
had social contact with black women 
the responses were as follows: 

(i) I have three black women friends. 
They often visit me at home .a~
though I must admit I do not VISit 
them as they live in the townships 
and I feel it is too dangerous. I 
met these women in a work situ
ation and we are firm friends. 

(ii) Unfortunately I have no social 
contact with black women in 
South Africa. I think this is due to 
the violence and fear of visiting 
the townships alone as a white 
woman. The structures here are 
so that white and black women 
are strangers in our own country. 
When I worked in Namibia I had 
many black women friends and 
we visited each other. My home 
language is Afrikaans, I also 
speak English fluently but no 
black language and never found 
this a problem as regards social 
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contact with black women in 
Namibia. 

Suggestions on how to improve 
contact between black and white 
women 

All 20 respondents (100 percent) had 
suggestions as to how to improve con
tact between black and white women. 
Responses ranged from: 

(i) White women must accept that 
they live in Africa and not in Eu
rope. Both black and white 
women must realise that they start 
together in a changing South Af
rica. It seems to me that the work 
or the study place is where 
women would be together for 
most of the time and I suggest 
that we start more work/study re
lated groups for black and white 
women. I personally have expe
rienced a racist white woman 
adapting in a work environment, 
when she began to know black 
women as colleagues her fears 
disappeared. 

(ii) I think we must stop worrying 
about the baggage that both the 
English and Afrikaans languages 
carry in terms of the imperialist 
and apartheid eras. I know many 
black women who speak both 
English and Afrikaans but actually 
resent it. Black and white women 
must put language and cultural 
differences aside and iron out 
problems at group meetings and 
women's organisations. 

(iii) The best suggestion I have is that 
we must develop personalfriend
ships via the work situation. 

(iv) More local cultural groups for 
black and white women should be 
formed where we can learn about 
each other, the apartheid system 
has made us strangers. 

(v) Every business gathering I go to 
there are 100 men and 5 women 
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and not one of them is black. I 
find that in the business world it is 
difficult to meet black women. 
Perhaps I should join the Black 
Sash in order to meet black 
women. I have been invited to 
IDASA meetings but have not at
tended due to lack of time. I'm 
sounding like an apathetic white 
South African woman but my time 
is limited. 

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

Patterns emerging from this explora
tory study indicate that black South Af
rican women expect white South Afri
can women to learn at least one black 
language in order to facilitate com
munication. On the other hand al
though not one white South African 
woman interviewed in this study spoke 
a black language they experienced a 
certain degree of difficulty in under
standing or interpreting a black 
woman's English or Afrikaans. 

With regard to nonverbal communica
tion eye contact was equally important 
to both groups; standing close to white 
women during conversation was 
slightly more important to black 
women than to white women; being on 
time was definitely more important to 
white women than to black women; the 
use of touch in conversation more im
portant to black women than to white 
women; and in terms of vocal quality 
100 percent black women found white 
women restrained, while conversely 
100 percent white women found black 
women spoke too loudly and were in
clined to shout. 

In terms of world view 80 percent of 
black women followed an Afrocentric 
world view and 85 percent of white 
women followed a Eurocentric world 
view. 

Apropos thought patterns 95 percent 
of black women favoured intuitive 
thinking and although 60 percent of 
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white women favoured both analytical 
and intuitive thinking 30 percent con
firmed that analytical thinking was the 
only way to think so as to arrive at a 
logical deduction. The question on 
stereotypes pointed to black women 
mainly thinking of white women as in
dependent and on the whole as treat
ing black women kindly. White women 
tended to think of black women chiefly 
as domestic workers or child-minders. 
Given the fact that black and white 
South African women had minimal or 
no social contact with each other one 
might be inclined to take a pessimistic 
view of the cultural barriers between 
the two groups. 

Nevertheless, the suggestions offered 
by both black and white women in this 
qualitative study on how to improve in
tercultural/interracial contact presents a 
more positive scenario. Although Cas
mir & Asuncion-Lande's (1989: 294-
295) notion of a third culture which de
velops through interaction may not 
currently exist between black and white 
South African women on a large scale, 
one should consider the fact that in 
this study the majority of the respon
dents wanted to get to know the other 
woman's culture and way of thinking. 
This can hopefully only lead to a posi
tive outcome. 
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