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ABSTRACT  
This study sought to (a) delink dominant articulations of institutional 
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI), often conceptualized 
prescriptively from North Atlantic and Eurocentric epistemologies, 
and (b)describe efforts to engage in solidarity and advocacy from 
institutional equity spaces at a South African University. To that end, 
we anchored our research in postcolonial African communication 
and conducted an ethnographic study that spanned over 12 
months (virtually) and 1 month (in site) with the Equity Lab 
Collective (ELC), an institutional equity entity at a South African 
University. Our findings revealed that the ELC engaged in advocacy 
and solidarity in two ways. First, the Collective followed a convivial 
approach, fostering an environment of openness, incompleteness, 
and complex care for others. Second, they prioritized co-presencial 
commitments, building relationships sustained by ancestral 
knowledge, intersectional awareness, and a commitment to 
challenging the status quo, without being afraid of tension. We 
present theoretical expansions and provocations.
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Due to its socio-historical roots, research on institutional diversity, equity, and inclusion 
(DEI) has primarily focused on organizational practices in the United States and Europe 
(e.g., Tatli, 2011). Therefore, our knowledge on the subject is limited to rigid configur
ations of DEI where functionalist ideas are overrepresented in the literature (Nkomo 
et al., 2019). This focus has hindered efforts to consider alternative onto-epistemological 
frameworks to understand institutional DEI practices (Mutua et al., 2022) and rethink 
DEI beyond simply reifying the dominant, mainstream narrative (Broadfoot & 
Munshi, 2007).

Furthermore, globalization has propagated neoliberal ideologies that originate in 
North Atlantic and European contexts and prioritize government deregulation, individu
alism, and profit-driven logics (Mbembe, 2016). Although not totalitarian, neoliberal 
ideologies do facilitate colonialist social orders and tend to infiltrate global geographies 
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without much consideration of political, economic, and cultural realities in local contexts 
(Mohanty, 2013; Quijano, 2000). As such, much knowledge and praxis on DEI has been 
built around rationality/modernity paradigms and has neglected alternative cosmologies 
from regions that face their own forms of oppression, likely directly linked to colonial 
ideologies (Appiah, 1992; Mbembe, 2016; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2018) but that also circulate 
other forms of knowing, relating, and doing (Quijano, 2000). Moreover, institutional DEI 
initiatives that are transplanted from Western contexts do not capture local intersectional 
relationships between individual identities and broader systems of oppression that per
petuate marginalization (Rodriguez et al., 2016).

By contrast, decolonial African communication studies has foregrounded African 
thought (Alaoui, 2021), alternative organizing (Cruz, 2017), alternative views to multi
cultural media (Moyo, 2020) and philosophical stances among others (Milton & 
Mano, 2021; Mutua & Chirindo, 2024) as entry points to theorize about African com
munication. This scholarship has counteracted the epistemic violence eclipsing African 
ancestral ways of knowing and relating (Mutua et al., 2022). Scholarship must then inter
rogate taken-for-granted assumptions about singular stories (Maingi Ngwu, 2022), resist 
transactional logics (Nkomo, 2011), orient the field toward holistic, collective, and 
situational understandings of African communication (Cruz, 2015b), and consider con
viviality – understood as interdependence, coexistence, and incompleteness – as a trans
formational heuristic tool (Milton & Mano, 2021). Ultimately, African communication 
scholarship has committed to privileging ancestral knowledge to illuminate current com
municative relationships (Mutua et al., 2022).

Our ethnographic study aims to delink knowledge about South African institutional 
equity from Eurocentric and North Atlantic impositions. We propose a situated 
configuration of what it means for a university’s office (the Equity Lab Collective, 
ELC) to engage in solidarity and advocacy efforts within an institutional context that, 
like many others, is usually riddled with bureaucratic commitments and threatened by 
neoliberal logics. Our analysis identified that the ELC engaged in two pathways for soli
darity and advocacy. First, the Collective adopts a convivial orientation to their work that 
invites openness, incompleteness, and complex care. Second, they uphold co-presencial 
commitments through ancestrally sustained, intersectionally situated, and chafing- 
imbued relationships. Our study contributes to the literature on decolonial studies on 
DEI and African organizational communication by centering convivial and co-presen
cial, therefore relational, ways of engaging in institutional equity work. In the following 
sections, we consider articulations of DEI about the Global South and connect those dis
cussions to African communication theorizing.

Literature review

Dominant approaches to DEI in the Global South have broadly followed two streams. 
First, a functionalist approach, mostly focused on how to manage diversity in cross-cul
tural contexts (Vaara et al., 2021). In most research from this perspective, DEI work is 
configured as a set of constructs that largely involve accounting for different demo
graphics to internationalize management (Fernando, 2021). This research centers on 
organizational models that are void of geopolitical awareness (Villamil et al., 2023). 
Further, cross-cultural relationships in DEI are configured asymmetrically, with the 
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U.S. and European contexts assuming gravitational epistemological force over meanings 
of equity, inclusion, and diversity (Broadfoot & Munshi, 2007).

Through time, DEI research has advanced the notion that inclusion is both a symptom 
and outcome of psychological and interpersonal processes (Roberson et al., 2017). As 
such, much of this research has focused on interventions and training to decrease bias 
or cultivate stronger climates (Reinwald et al., 2018). While this line of research has pro
moted more nuanced understandings of DEI, it does not fully address larger systems at 
play, and it is often proposed as a narrow option to engage with DEI work (Prasad et al., 
2011). Organizations continue to use this orientation to DEI to advance profitability, and, 
because of the global socio-political and economic positioning of the U.S., this capitalistic 
view of DEI has expanded to reach other geographies where economic, political, and cul
tural contexts do not resemble the U.S. (Hennekam et al., 2017; Nkomo, 2019; Vaara 
et al., 2021).

Decolonial notions of DEI

A second stream of research on DEI in the Global South is critical scholarship that 
centers power imbalances in any theorizing of DEI. For example, Nkomo et al. (2019) 
call for more examinations of the ontology of diversity. They argue that critical 
inquiry about DEI should abandon surface configurations of difference that often end 
up tied to identity categories like gender, race, ethnicity, etc. Instead, they argue that 
we should expand our singular views of the “subjects of diversity” and account for 
how power is distributed among those subjects. The need for more expansive under
standings of DEI is even more relevant when it involves imposing the dominant ways 
of knowing of DEI upon geographies where members, organizational structures, and his
torical contexts continue to actively resist these colonizing notions (Hennekam et al., 
2017). In such geographies, issues related to diversity and inclusion are articulated 
through other ontological assumptions linked to ancestral knowledges that predate mod
ernist, functionalist approaches (Nkomo, 2011).

Greedharry et al. (2020) argue that even when critical understandings of DEI focus on 
power relations, scholars often fail to examine the relevance of historical and cultural 
contexts. Greedharry et al. demonstrate that both functionalist and critical approaches 
acknowledge and accept colonialist premises of DEI regarding “how diversity should 
be governed rather than whether it should be governable in the first place” (pp. 1–2). 
The authors call for closer examinations of how difference and other constitutive con
cepts of DEI are produced and how this production can erase the colonialist contexts 
in which they have existed. For example, treating globalization narratives as “new” or 
“contemporary” reifies a colonialist logic of knowledge production. It is not enough to 
focus on power relations in DEI; a postcolonial approach calls for an examination of 
how power is produced, reified, or challenged through colonialist structures of knowl
edge (Pal, 2024).

Nkomo (2011) argues that in the context of the African continent, it is not only crucial 
to disrupt binaries and dualistic comparisons about representations of Africa and the 
West (Nyamnjoh, 2017), but it is equally important to reject essentialist and generalizing 
readings of DEI concepts in African contexts. Instead, to examine how power is 
embedded in structures of knowledge in the quest for African epistemic freedom 
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(Mutua & Chirindo, 2024), scholars must generate descriptions that attend to the 
context-specific, relational, and incomplete aspects of how DEI is configured in 
African sites. Therefore, we must turn to African communication scholarship to 
further navigate the quest.

Postcolonial African communication

African scholars have been questioning the role of communication in society for decades 
(Moyo & Mutsvairo, 2018; Obonyo, 2011). This scholarship has endeavored to resist 
monocultural interpretations of communication phenomena in and about African con
texts (Alaoui, 2021; Cruz, 2015b, 2017; Moyo & Mutsvairo, 2018; Mutua et al., 2022, 
among others). A crucial goal of this orientation is to configure communication detached 
from Cartesian, Western-centric readings and instead attend to the “nuanced experiences 
and understandings of ways communication is structured and used by African people in 
a diverse and dynamic African context” (Mutua et al., 2022, p. 77). Doing so offers a way 
to remain committed to African cosmologies and ways of knowing (Alaoui, 2021) and to 
cultivate relational accountability, which is possible through conviviality and openness 
(Milton & Mano, 2022; 2025).

African communication inquiry has reimagined feminist organizing. For example, 
Cruz (2015a) introduced the principles of holism, collectivity, and situationality to 
explicate how feminist scholarship in African societies prioritizes context-specific 
concerns, gender imbalances, power, and survival. Later, Cruz (2015b; 2017) expanded 
these notions by contesting the meanings of dirty work as either “positive” or “nega
tive” among Liberian market women. She argues that meanings are assigned based 
on the contexts in which women were positioned in relation to place and time. Relat
edly, Maingi Ngwu (2022) argues that African feminist inquiry should historicize 
beyond key figures and instead take meaning from actors at the margins of every 
narrative that might offer new logics and ways of knowing. As such, Cruz and 
Sodeke (2020) have theorized about liquidity as a postcolonial way to engage margin
alities through motion, solvency, and permeability in African societies, but also in other 
contexts in the Global South.

African communication inquiry has also discussed ontologically oriented concepts to 
engage practices in health communication. For example, Ngondo and Klyueva (2022) 
amplify the Zulu/Xhosa concept of Ubuntu, which roughly translates as “a person is a 
person through other people” (p. 27) to argue for values of care, compassion, transpar
ency, and consensus-building in health communication practices. Davidson Mhonde and 
Hingle (2021) also lean on Ubuntu to argue for more recovery and safe spaces within aca
demia where ongoing reflexivity leads to transformative action. Moyo (2020) challenges 
colonial inscriptions of multicultural media studies and proposes an epistemic dialogue 
based on cultures and histories from the Global South.

African communication scholars have also engaged with philosophical questions 
about communication. To begin, Milton and Mano (2021; 2022) introduce Afrokology 
as a decolonial heuristic tool to rethink African communication. They identify intercon
nectedness, incompleteness, and conviviality as key values to access “insights otherwise 
not accessible” (2022, p. 5). Further, Mutua and Chirindo (2024) offer the Sawubona 
Philosophy of African Communication (SPAC) to further theorizing of African contexts. 

4 A. M. VILLAMIL ET AL.



Sawubona is a common greeting from the isiZulu language in South Africa. It means “we 
see you” and it foregrounds relational, collective consciousness in African cultures. The 
authors argue that SPAC accounts for physical and metaphysical realms in communi
cation. This means that SPAC is attuned to ancestral knowledge, temporalities, 
human, and more-than-human relations. SPAC positions communication as convivial 
(Nyamnjoh, 2017), meaning that it avoids desires for discreteness and individuality 
and instead embraces incompleteness, openness, reciprocity, and plurivocality, among 
other communicative elements. Chirindo and Mutua (2024) identify four central 
axioms of SPAC. First, African communication theory must be decolonial, meaning 
that it should always interrogate knowledge structures. Second, it should be grounded 
in relational ontology; as such, meaning is contextual and non-linear, accounting for 
shared human and other-than-human experiences. Third, there is an ethical obligation 
to see others through convivial efforts. Fourth, SPAC follows a relational epistemology, 
meaning that through SPAC, communication is not an isolated phenomenon, but it must 
account for the multiple dimensions of being.

In the context of institutional DEI, postcolonial African communication can inform 
research and praxis by foregrounding the contextual, descriptive, and incomplete 
nature of DEI’s dynamics, practices, processes, and relations. This approach can help 
us replace linguistic frames that are rendered obsolete (i.e., diversity, inclusion, equity) 
and reinscribe them through context-specific codes (Nkomo, 2011). Ultimately, to 
avoid perpetuating colonialist logics through institutional DEI research, a concern that 
Ahmed (2012) and others have raised, we must steer away from claims about similitude 
and transferability and remain skeptical about the knowledge structures that have been 
normalized in DEI inquiry (Greedharry et al., 2020). Our research continues this line of 
inquiry by addressing the following research question: 

RQ: How does ELC configure solidarity and advocacy within institutional equity work?

Methodology

Research context

This article is born from an ethnographic collaboration between the authors and staff of 
Equity Lab Collective (ELC) at the University of the Southern Hemisphere (pseudonym; 
USH henceforth) in South Africa. From its beginnings, USH has connected its mission to 
resisting oppression, segregation, and discrimination, as it was one of the universities 
originally established during apartheid to serve Black and Coloured students under the 
Extension of University Education Act No. 45 in 1959 (O’Malley, 1959). To date, USH 
remains committed to continuing this work while also facing pressures – economic, 
social, and otherwise that threaten its mission. Despite these struggles, USH has inte
grated institutional efforts to amplify intersectional identities to include LGBTQI, dis
ability, socio-economic levels, gender, and race through the Equity Lab Collective, an 
institutional entity that has engaged in equity efforts for more than 30 years.

According to the National Commission on Higher Education’s framework (1996), 
South African universities should be committed to equitable distribution of resources 
and opportunities, redressing historical inequities, and democratic, representative, and 
participatory governance, to name a few principles. However, South Africa, through 

JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL AND INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION 5



globalization, has embraced neoliberal ideologies that have reinforced economic precar
ity and inequality in all sectors of the country, including higher education. In response to 
these trends, student activists organized the #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall move
ments in 2015 to protest white colonizer and Eurocentric influence on SA higher edu
cation and the continued student precarity from increased privatization (Nyamnjoh, 
2021). In 2020, the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) developed 
a strategic plan focused on increasing both teaching and learning resources and youth 
participation in the economy. However, Heleta and Dilraj (2024) explain that the 
DHET strategic plan prioritizes neoliberal ideals by promoting skill and knowledge train
ing that is “relevant to needs of employers” (p. 7), while relegating and footnoting any 
discussion of decolonizing the curriculum or institutional practices. Concurrently, 
South African universities have also developed programs to promote equity and 
inclusion in their educational mission.

Fieldwork
In efforts to disrupt Western methodological paradigms, we drew on decolonial and 

convivial ethnographic practices to engage in epistemological grounding where knowl
edge is contextual, situated, and always partial. As Owen et al. (2024) note, the pro
duction of knowledge must be convivial and grounded in the local, relational, 
embodied, and situatedness of ordinary encounter. A decolonial approach is not a com
plete rejection of Western methodology, but recognizes the power and privilege 
embedded in these practices (Ndimande, 2012). Moreover, a decolonial approach 
requires attending to the ways neoliberal Western research practices are steeped in pro
ductivity logics that constrain efforts to build trust, connection, and authentic collabor
ations. In adopting a decolonial approach, we engaged in convivial ethnography where 
fieldwork is a “thick co-construction” of knowledge that disrupts categorical differences 
embedded in traditional observational configurations that tend to reinforce epistemo
logical power imbalances (researcher → research subjects). At its core, convivial ethno
graphy, in line with decolonial and post qualitative methodologies, disrupts Eurocentric 
understandings of “data,” “method,” or “observation” (Mushonga, 2024) by attuning to 
relational and embodied ways of being (Mease & Branton, 2024; Owen et al., 2024). Both 
decolonizing and conviviality invite us to attend to the ordinariness of encounter and not 
only disrupt, but take care of being with, being in between, and becoming with (Ozka
zanc-Pan, 2012).

This 12-month ethnographic study is part of a larger ongoing collaboration with the 
Equity Lab Collective team that started in August of 2023. The first and second authors 
met periodically for the first nine months with the third and fourth authors and the ELC 
team to build rapport, understand positionalities, share ideas, and develop goals for this 
collaboration. For us, the 12 months represented a decolonizing process of trust building 
or what Owen et al. (2024) describe as “stepping with and, at times misstepping” with our 
collaborators (p. 2157). For example, our views about the project’s “goal” evolved as we 
interrogated our biases toward time, structure, and “what we thought we wanted to 
know” (p. 2157). The first and second authors then spent 1 month (approximately 
124 h) at USH in July of 2024, where they followed and worked with ELC collaborators 
during the ELC’s month-long preparation for their August programming, their busiest 
month of the year. Following this visit, we continued data collection remotely through 
monthly virtual gatherings with staff, students, and other key USH community members.
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Reflexivity and positionalities

We arrived at this project with multiple dimensions of reflexivity and positionality 
(Hattery et al., 2022). Our collaborative research team embodies an array of intersectional 
standpoints and social constructions of race (i.e., Black, Black African, Coloured, Indi
genous, Latine), gender (i.e., cisgender women and men) and sexuality (i.e., heterosexual, 
lesbian, queer). We are four scholars employed by institutions in both the Global South 
and Global North. From the outset, we aimed to cultivate a meaningful collaboration 
rooted in conviviality to document and witness the multiplicity of voices, resonance, 
stories, and standpoints around complex processes embedded in organizing around 
equity and inclusion. At the same time, the first and second authors, as pre-tenured scho
lars in the Global North, felt the weight of neoliberal discourses of speed and efficiency 
constraining their efforts to obtain ethics board approval, funding, and a “tenure worthy” 
product. For the third and fourth authors and the ELC, collaborative work is “unhur
ried,” as relationship building takes time. However, they still face pressures to meet 
research productivity due to recent institutional restructuring. As such, we realized con
viviality requires embracing the tensions in collaborating across three different insti
tutions on two different continents, amidst multiple temporalities (Milton & Mano, 
2021). Most importantly, as faculty at institutions in the Global North, the first and 
second authors acknowledge that learning and unlearning is an ongoing and mutual 
process (de Sousa Santos, 2024). For instance, we had to reflect on our Eurocentric 
biases and understandings of what research should look like. Before arriving in South 
Africa, the first and second author thought they were prepared, but their preparedness 
was rooted in a colonialist mindset that privileged structure, detail, chronos, and ideal
ized deadlines. However, bureaucracy forced them to pivot from their methodological 
plans. Instead, the first and second authors engaged in meaningful relationship building 
with the third and fourth authors and the ELC and let dialogical engagement in the field 
shape theoretical findings (Hill Collins, 2019; Milton & Mano, 2021).

Analysis

Our research began to explore how the ELC configures solidarity and advocacy within 
institutional equity work. Our analysis describes two features of these practices that 
both propel and regulate the ELC’s institutional positioning and the pressures that 
come with it. First, the Collective followed a convivial approach, fostering an environ
ment of openness, incompleteness, and complex care for others. Second, they prioritized 
co-presencial commitments, building relationships sustained by ancestral knowledge, 
intersectional awareness, and a commitment to challenging the status quo, without 
being afraid of tension. We unpack our analysis below.

Convivial encounters

For the ELC, the pursuit of advocacy and solidarity for women and other marginalized 
groups is anchored in African feminist logics of being and becoming with the other, with 
difference (Cruz, 2015a, 2015b). While the lab’s efforts to recognize difference began with 
a focus on policy and awareness of gender discrimination and oppression, their work, in a 
post-apartheid state, centers on promoting social justice, facilitating education and 
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awareness, activism, research, community and capacity building. We, first and second 
authors, as scholars from the Global North, understand recognition of difference as a 
constitutive feature of equity work that is too often steeped in capitalist logics and indu
cing what Christensen and Muhr (2018) call, “Lacanian lack.” However, the ELC’s advo
cacy and solidarity are not desired states of permanence, but a convivial, reconfiguring of 
complex power relations. More notably, we argue that the ELC disavows Eurocentric 
approaches of recognizing difference in favor of convivial world making. Here, advocat
ing for, and engaging with, difference allows for the emergence of new relational possi
bilities (Mushonga, 2024). Through conviviality, the ELC imagines difference as 
incompleteness, other-oriented encounter, and complexity of care.

Incompleteness
To configure advocacy and solidarity as convivial, the ELC foregrounds the notion of 
incompleteness as the “normal order of things” in their everyday work (Nyamnjoh, 
2017, p. 11). As the underpinning of conviviality, all beings (e.g., human, non-human, 
more than human, ancestral) and aspects of reality exist in a state of becoming, or incom
pleteness. In this way, incompleteness does not signify an absence or desire for comple
teness but illustrates the possibilities that arise when we “attend to and care for all the 
relations that comprise the other’s being” (Mutua & Chirindo, 2024, p. 199). The ELC 
foregrounded incompleteness in many of their daily encounters, especially during train
ing workshops and interventions with university and community publics. The first and 
second authors experienced the first ELC and HR training workshop in their more than 
30 years of existence. The following vignette, from the second author’s experience, shows 
how the ELC acknowledges incompleteness in the encounter with HR: 

As the humanization training session begins, Lerato, who is interning for the ELC, in a 
friendly, yet commanding voice, asks the group, “How do you see gender?” I scan the 
room to see how people are reacting to this question. The silence feels familiar. An HR 
worker with short blonde hair confidently speaks up “I understand sexuality as socially con
structed, but not gender. I think that gender is natural. It’s biological. You’re only a man or 
woman.” She furthers “women are feminine and men are masculine” and that she loves 
being a woman because she gets to be feminine. I can see people nodding along with her 
comment. I am surprised at her honesty because in my experience with training, partici
pants rarely disclose their honest feelings. Yet, this woman, like many during the training, 
felt comfortable. Lerato calmly acknowledges her feelings, and asks “Where did you learn 
how to be feminine?”

In this first vignette, Lerato’s question cultivates a convivial atmosphere by holding space 
for vulnerability and tension. In posing the question, “How do you see gender?” Lerato 
invites the audience to recognize gender as material, embodied, and incomplete. For HR, 
gender is often understood through policy, legality, and compliance. The HR worker’s 
willingness to disclose her feelings so candidly also invites audience members to “nod 
along” in support. Lerato’s question allows for a range of responses that are simul
taneously individual and collective. While the HR worker’s response could be read as 
problematic, Lerato’s, who identifies as queer and nonbinary, embraces tension by 
acknowledging the becomingness in the HR workers’ response. Lerato practices what 
Nnaemeka (2004) calls nego-feminism, the process of relational negotiation and “no- 
ego” feminism. More importantly, Lerato recognizes the HR workers response is not 
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individual, but relationally tethered to gender-based violence, coloniality, racism, culture, 
and family. The notion of incompleteness is maintained in Lerato’s response to make 
visible the relations that comprise the HR workers’ understanding of femininity.

Alongside embracing incompleteness, the ELC demonstrates how recognition of the 
incompleteness of the other makes way for new relations, openness and curiosity. As 
Nyamnjoh (2017) asserts, acknowledging our incompleteness is a tensional and 
power-laden process that requires us to be open and curious in our “claims and articula
tions of identities, being, and belonging”. In the following vignette, the third author 
reflects on how embracing tension and incompleteness can lead to new configurations 
of knowledge in training workshops: 

“We are in praxis.” Feminism informs the ELC’s praxis because when we talk about HR, how 
do we go into spaces becoming aware of our own positionality, how do we create safe spaces? 
Where people feel their voices are heard, not imposing on people, but they become co-crea
tors of new knowledge. They become curious about how they can contribute to this process. 
For example, the one person was saying, and it could have been a very embarrassing 
moment for him. He said, “I’ve never heard of gender aggregated data. What is it?” And 
he just stood up because he wanted to know more. And as you saw, nobody was 
laughing or judging him for not knowing. We recognize it’s not their daily language or 
the part of their daily vocab in their units. For us, we use it every time. It’s like a science 
person speaking to us and it’s not the word that is familiar to us in our everyday life or 
in the Collective.

Here, the third author explains that positionality, as recognition of incompleteness, is 
foundational to convivial encounters with the other, in this case, HR. For her, position
ality is not static but enmeshed in a reconfiguring of institutional relations where training 
workshops are multidimensional points of contact. In her example, awareness of one’s 
incompleteness is both mutual and expected in feminist work. Having never heard of 
gender aggregated data may seem benign, but in this context, there are material conse
quences connected to gender inequity and gender-based violence. By reconstituting 
spaces and attending to positionality, the ELC configures encounters that reject comple
teness (i.e., not imposing on people), but that encourage acceptance of incompleteness, 
which in turn, allows for participants to “become curious”. These configurations are 
always feminist and relational so that the other is empowered to become a “co-creator 
of new knowledge” and “contribute to this process.”

Other-oriented encounters
The ELC’s convivial approach to advocacy and solidarity requires constant attunement of 
(inter) connectedness and collective relationship building through other-oriented 
encounters. For the ELC, other-oriented encounters necessitate making and remaking 
relationships within the university and the broader community. Conviviality emerged 
through acknowledgment and contact with various publics even during times of crisis. 
Gender equity and advocacy extend far beyond the campus community and are deeply 
entangled with local practices, values, and policy. The first and second authors witnessed 
the ELC tethered to a complex set of relations that at times felt overwhelming and laden 
with tension. This notion of other-oriented encounter was particularly salient during a 
planning meeting where the ELC’s, partnerships coordinator, Ayanda, met with 
student workers and RAs to onboard and discuss a new partnership: 
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Ayanda opens the meeting with discussion about an email request from a religious student 
organization asking to host a pad drive in three days with the local primary school. The 
student organization wants help because while condoms are everywhere, hygiene and sani
tary pads are not commonly found throughout the community. Ayanda is concerned about 
the short timeline to reach the 60 pads requested for the drive. She then discusses logistics 
about what time and who needs to do what and mobilizing people to bring pads. Ayanda 
thinks logistics through and through, but what is fascinating about her is that she also 
thinks “big picture,” which is powerful. Ayanda, student volunteers, and research assistants 
are also concerned about fit because the request is very health oriented. She says, “I don’t 
know much about health, but I guess we can talk about it, right?” Ultimately, the ELC’s 
stance was “We don’t know how all this is going to work out, but we don’t want to say 
no. We don’t want to turn down these requests”.

In this vignette, Ayanda demonstrates how the ELC’s work relies on encountering the other 
through relationship building. The request is instantly acknowledged by Ayanda as a 
relationship that is worth cultivating. Ayanda recognizes both the inconvenience of the 
request, the short timeline to garner sanitary pads, and that the event takes place in 
three days at an off-campus location. Moreover, several members mentioned how the 
request was outside the scope of ELC’s practices. Yet, saying “no” to this request would 
be antithetical to the ELC’s framework of conviviality and other-oriented encounters. As 
such, the pad drive materializes as a vital connection and an affective generator for the 
ELC to collectively mobilize others to secure enough pads for the drive. In this way, 
other-oriented encounters manifest as a form of “care” work. Recognizing the other 
requires attending to the relations that have material consequences for the community.

This vignette also speaks to the tension embedded in relationship building. Specifi
cally, there was a tension between recognizing the other/building relationships and over
work, burnout, and the ELC stretching its resources beyond capacity. The student 
organizations’ “last-minute” request materializes during a time when the ELC is engaging 
in a complex set of relational encounters. For instance, the conversation about the pad 
drive happens alongside other obligations such as “couch conversations” at the dorms 
focused on healthy relationships and sexual health, the gender equity policy review 
with student government, the gender based violence forum meeting, planning the next 
HR workshop, connecting with and training student leaders, and Women’s Month pro
gramming that included an annual play, “Taking back our Vs,” conducted by the student 
volunteers. From this vantage point, collective and relational motivations of the ELC 
configure a “complex of care” where caring for the other is laden with tension. This 
was especially salient during this meeting because many of the student workers and 
research assistants had not been onboarded to the ELC.

Co-presencial commitments

Another way the ELC configures advocacy and solidarity is through multidimensional 
co-presence. Here, co-presence signifies interconnectedness, humanity, collective 
sensing/thinking, and united action (Le Grange, 2012). It is a medium for solidarity 
and advocacy because it is both ubiquitous and situated, it does not follow Cartesian 
logics of spatio-temporality or relational hierarchies. It is invitational, decolonial, and 
intersectional. We noticed three co-presencial commitments: ancestral, situated, and 
anticolonial. We described them below:
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Ancestral co-presence
Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2014) describes co-presence as “equating simultaneity 
with contemporaneity, which can only be accomplished if the linear conception of 
time is abandoned” (p. 191). This abandonment of time is also an aperture to invoke 
ancestral relations and disrupt modern linearities. As such, the ELC inhabits tempor
alities and spatialities that are marked by simultaneous relationships from “the before 
and after,” “near and far,” “physical and metaphysical.” The ELC does not move 
through time and space in isolation. They constantly invoke ancestries, sisterhoods, 
movements, and moments that inhabit the unseen (Mutua & Chirindo, 2024) and 
are in co-presence to do the work because their agency, though no longer embodied, 
continues to resonate through the ELC. We offer the following vignette to describe 
this ancestral co-presence: 

Our objective for that day was to meet with Impela (the current ELC director) and Ayanda 
(partnerships coordinator) about writing a proposal for members of the ELC to visit the 
U.S., after the head of HR and the VP for academic affairs had encouraged us to do so. 
However, as it often happened during this fieldwork, we talked about something else. 
Our chat organically oriented us towards the roots and origins of the ELC. We learned 
that since its beginnings in the early 90s, the Collective only has had three directors, and 
one interim. Lara, the first director, had previously been referred to as a revolutionary 
woman at the training the day before by the director of HR. The way that Impela described 
her showed how much respect and deference there was for Lara. Impela reminisced about 
being a young undergraduate student and seeing Lara proselytize about queer Black femin
ism. It instantly drew her in. The lab’s formation was at the epicenter of so much history of 
activism in South Africa, at very crucial times when feminism was not fashionable. Impela 
mentioned that Lara reminded her of Audre Lorde and that she died of cancer, similar to 
Audre. Impela mentioned how reflecting about the ELC’s history, legacy, and her connec
tion to Lara brought back memories of how things have connected through time.

In this vignette, ancestral co-presence emerges through unequivocal recognition of 
ancestry and lineage that overlap and thread ELC’s work. Evoking Lara is a way to 
bead temporalities together and declare them inseparable, ongoing, intelligible. Lara’s 
presence reverberated through the physical and ideological walls of the ELC, not only 
in the moment captured in the vignette but every time her name was invoked, which 
was often. In linking Lara’s presence with Black feminist poet Audre Lorde, Impela tra
versed temporalities and connected them through a struggle articulated in the vignette as 
physical ailment, but also evocative of a transnational sisterhood that professed solidarity 
during the systemic genocide of apartheid in South Africa (Lorde, 2012). Impala also 
implicated herself in this relational co-presence when she acknowledged her partici
pation in continuing the work of the ELC. Impela’s co-presencial gaze both shrinks 
and enlarges chronologies by noticing her proximity to Lara and mapping the relations 
that are yet to come.

Ancestral co-presence emerged once again as Ayanda talked about Amina, the second 
ELC director: 

Amina saw that the ELC was a lateral space for students who were looking for a place to 
belong and be in community. She did not enjoy the commodifying directions that some aca
demic programs at the university were heading. Instead, her vision was to teach through art. 
She imagined the ELC as a space where students would feel safe to share their experiences of 
violence or discrimination but also as a place to be in community with others. Ayanda 
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recounts that this is how the Ludic Theatre programme and the “Taking back our Vs” play 
started. This play has been performed in its multiple iterations for over two decades.

Through her historiographic account, Ayanda anchors the current vision of the ELC 
with Amina’s co-presential endeavors. While Amina retired a couple of years ago, her 
presence is contemporaneous and manifests through the many programs the Collec
tive offers. As such, drama and art originated as a way to speak up against violence 
and reimagine temporalities. Thus, Amina and her vision of creating, writing, and 
performing together remain synchronous with ELC’s current configurations of 
their work. Co-presence, as de Sousa Santos (2024) argues, “ceases to be an anachro
nistic manifestation of primitive religion or magic becomes another way of experien
cing contemporaneity” (p. 181). Ultimately, the ELC configures its work toward 
solidarity and advocacy through a serious recognition of the multidimensional, 
understood in Mutua and Chirindo’s (2024) terms as, “multiscalar, and deeply 
respectful of the invisible” (p. 199). This disruptive, yet connective configuration of 
temporality defies linear or sequential logics and opens possibilities for simul
taneously linked efforts for solidarity.

Situated co-presence
Mutua and Chirindo (2024) describe the isiZulu greeting Sawubona as an affirmation 
that “one never walks alone” (p. 199). As such, the ELC commits to walk, organize, 
march, eat, cry, yell, disrupt, and love alongside others. Just like with ancestral co-pres
ence, the ELC also bends Cartesian logics of space and permanence to transcend materi
alities and geographies. They do nothing alone because they understand that solidarity 
and advocacy are not individual or isolated projects. Instead, they show up for the 
causes they passionately believe in, even when there are physical and spatial limitations. 
This was most apparent during a meeting at the Prism Center to talk about a plan of 
coalition for the upcoming International Queer (IQ) conference happening four 
months from July. The Prism Center is an LGBTQ organization that has been around 
for more than 40 years and is located in Obz, a busy area of town where many grassroots 
organizations are also located: 

Starting a meeting and getting people in their right mindset is always so difficult. This 
meeting seemed particularly difficult because it was not only a physical gathering of 
about 20 people, but it was also a hybrid meeting with many others attending online. 
There was intentionality into creating community out of this hybrid happening though. 
They asked us to take our computers out so people online could see our faces. That 
created a meeting where we were all together in this hybrid physical/virtual space. Some
times people tend to stress about how these meetings happen, but this time it didn’t feel 
that way. The organizers were like,“okay, just hey, instead you just come over here and 
we’ll all share together.” It wasn’t an issue with people’s filters either. It felt like people 
didn’t care who was around. They were going to speak their truth and be honest and 
open about things.

In this vignette, situated presence emerges through spatial and organizing motions that 
manifest affectively and materially. The ELC partakes in coalition building, relational 
solidarity, and direct action. Further, Gaztambide-Fernández (2012) defines co-presence 
as recognition that “individual subjects do not enter into relationships, but rather sub
jects are made in and through relationships” (p. 52). Through different relational 
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rhythms and mediums, the motions in this meeting defied any Western “best practices” 
for meetings. There was no call for agendas, approval of minutes, or any need for order
ing bureaucracies. Yet, the meeting ebbed and flowed in recognition of simultaneous 
standpoints and locations, geographical and ideological. Here, solidarity meant coalition 
building, openness, and candidness. It held micro-spaces of care through sociality ges
tures that blurred the restrictions of a multi-modal gathering, but also delineated 
macro-contours for ideas of transnational and intersectional liberation and direct 
action to flow freely, as exemplified in this vignette from the IQ meeting: 

There was tension about centering South Africa. They framed the conversation in terms of 
“access” and “excess.” Issues of exclusivity, issues of solidarity with Palestine, issues of 
affordability. The issue of “centering South Africa” was interesting because it’s the first 
time this conference is happening in South Africa or in the continent of Africa. So in one 
way, it’s important to be centering what is happening on the ground. But they voiced con
cerns about wanting to make sure that IQ is transnational and Pan-African and not just 
something that’s “happening in South Africa.”

In this vignette, both centering and decentering views are held in fugal resonance with 
one another: one view that centers an African country as hosting site of an international 
conference, a gesture that carries geopolitical and material significations. Another view 
that problematizes these significations and relationally attends to the power-laden 
aspects of this event. From their South African positionalities, and in true convivial 
form, ELC and the other organizers looked outward to prioritize international solidar
ity. They inverted the gravitational forces to re-center others who carry the burden of 
marginalization due to anti-queer, transphobic, racist, ableist, and other structural 
oppressions. Foregrounding South African feminisms (Lewis & Baderoon, 2021), this 
form of solidarity prioritizes care for those in localized oppressions.

As a result, co-present solidarity is not without friction. In fact, it necessitates chafing 
to generate force and motion. ELC’s co-presence exercises relational expertise that allows 
for dialogical, tension-laden, and affectively charged encounters. Walters and Butterwick 
(2017) describe relational expertise as ongoing respect for shared knowledge, particularly 
when advocating in matters or social transformation. This relational expertise was 
evident once again at the meeting when disagreement rose: 

The atmosphere during most of the meeting felt tense, even though the mood shifted at the 
end. It felt like “this is serious business.” All the elder Black feminist women were talking 
with so much gravitas and seriousness about the need to disrupt the oppressive aspects 
stemming from the IQ conference. We are so used to looking at tension as this strain. 
We’ve been conditioned to think that tension is bad. For this group, tension is their 
normal baseline. They feel comfortable in it, navigating moments of seriousness and 
tension with ease. At times, tension was followed by a joke, offering some release. We 
were witnessing a community that feels like it was built on and is comfortable with 
tension because there’s also love in community and solidarity.

For the ELC and the rest of the organizers, tension is a green flag for relational health, 
instead of a symptom of dysfunction, as it has generally been configured under the 
Western gaze. What is more, under the principles of mutuality, affirmation, and collec
tive struggle for liberation, tension is an interdependent entry point that privileges con
versation and relational expertise to navigate when tension and subsequent release are 
needed.

JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL AND INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION 13



Discussion

Our ethnographic study sought to challenge the dominance of Eurocentric and North 
Atlantic frameworks in understanding institutional equity at a South African university. 
We offered a localized perspective on what it meant for the Equity Lab Collective to 
pursue solidarity and advocacy within an institutional environment often burdened by 
bureaucracy and shaped by neoliberal pressures. Our findings revealed that the ELC 
engaged in advocacy and solidarity in two ways. First, the Collective followed a convivial 
approach, fostering an environment of openness, incompleteness, and complex care for 
others. Second, they prioritized co-presencial commitments, building relationships sus
tained by ancestral knowledge, intersectional awareness, and a commitment to challen
ging the status quo, without being afraid of tension. We respond to the call of this special 
issue about where to find the relevance of the Global South by first discussing the theor
etical expansions illuminated by our study, and second, by complicating the notion of 
translatability as it pertains to DEI theory and praxis.

To start, Western configurations of DEI have been advanced from ontological under
pinnings heavily tethered to two domains that our study largely rejects. One, the notion 
that institutional DEI in South African institutions is an individual project that can be 
realized in isolation or as a functional endeavor. Two, the idea that DEI is a completion 
project that involves linear and sequential steps to be fulfilled. That is, Western prescrip
tions of DEI have configured this work as neat and discreet projects, usually also attached 
to “good/bad” dualisms, with an arrival destination (Kenney, 2024). Our study refutes 
those notions of individuality and completion as throughlines of DEI work. Instead, 
we argue that DEI is better configured collectively, through openness, imperfection, 
and an orientation toward reconfiguring one’s humanity about others’ humanity.

As such, we build on Milton and Mano’s (2021) Afrokology heuristic tool and Mutua 
and Chirindo’s (2024) SPAC by sharing a context-specific embodiment of conviviality. 
We argue that conviviality, understood as relational openness and incompleteness, is 
constitutive of African ontologies and therefore informs DEI practices even when 
these are deployed within an institution. In the case of the ELC, there were bureaucratic 
and economic pressures that posed threats to the work of solidarity and advocacy they 
were advancing, but the ELC navigated those constraints with conviviality, knowing 
that the work of equity is incomplete or never finished, and with an other-orientation 
to see humanity above all.

In addition, we build on Moyo’s (2020) decolonial vision and argue that, for the ELC, 
co-presence is inherently multidimensional and deeply rooted in ancestral practices. Co- 
presence involves more than just being together in the same space; it is about active and 
embodied coalition-building (Le Grange, 2012). Co-presence requires time, mutual 
engagement, reciprocity, and the ongoing building of relationships (Mutua & Chirindo, 
2024). These elements, which are fundamentally convivial in nature, are essential for sus
taining genuine and deep connection. Unlike a fleeting transactional encounter, co-pres
ence is an ongoing process, where enactment and embodiment unfold over time, 
continually reinforcing relational bonds and traversing temporalities and spatialities 
(de Sousa Santos, 2024). These findings also echo Cruz (2015a, 2015b) and Cruz and 
Sodeke (2020) reconfigurations of African organizing. We see conviviality and co-pres
ence in dialogical relations with the notions of liquidity, permeability, and situationality 
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explained in their research. In fact, conviviality and co-presence are iterations of these 
notions that allow the ELC to examine the institutional terrains in which they operate 
and propel them to navigate bureaucratic pressures without abandoning their commit
ments to solidarity and advocacy.

Through our study, we grapple with and resist the notion of translatability of knowl
edge flows from South Africa to other contexts, even other Global South geographies. We 
argue that we should be skeptical of translating convivial efforts about DEI for two 
reasons. First, attempting such a translation would risk reasserting connections to the 
Global North, thereby limiting the scope of liberation and decolonial projects that 
seek to break free from the influence of the Global North (Greedharry et al., 2020; 
Nkomo, 2011). Second, we fear that a translation of conviviality and co-presence in 
this context would be co-opted or misrepresented due to individualist ontologies, capi
talist logics, and the very own global positioning of contexts in the Global North, which 
have traversed neoliberal logics from a power-ridden positionality where DEI is some
thing to be prescribed and managed (Greedharry et al., 2020). We argue that, just like 
in languages, there are signifiers that cannot be translated, or their translation will be 
void of the context that provides signification. Thus, as Nkomo (2011) advises, instead 
of proposing a translatable view of DEI from the Global South, our study presented a 
close, context-specific, temporally defying description of ELC’s convivial and co-presen
cial efforts to engage in solidarity and advocacy from an institutional equity space.
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