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GNI Fellow Uses Games to Explore 
Racial Identity in South Africa

Justine Burns, a senior lecturer at the 
University of Cape Town (UCT) School of 
Economics, was a fellow with the Global 
Network on Inequality (GNI) for six weeks 
this spring. At UCT, she teaches courses 
on microeconomics and institutional and 
behavioral economics. As a visiting fel-
low at Princeton, Burns cotaught “Race, 
Class, and Inequality in Post-Apartheid 
South Africa” with Jeremy Seekings, a UCT 
professor of political studies and sociol -
ogy, and continued her research on the 
impact of ethnic diversity on the provision 
of public goods and on the impact of social 
networks on employment prospects. She 
spoke to PIIRS News about experimental 
economics and using games to look at how 
gender and racial identity affect behavior. 

Would you explain your area of interest?
I’m a behavioral economist, attracted by 
social psychology, and use experimental 
economics to look at poverty, inequality, 
and discrimination. I want to go beyond 
data sets and econometrics and measure 
people’s actual responses to each other. 
Economists hold very dear the notion that 
people are rational and self-interested. 
Games predict what people should do 
based on the economic model and allow 
us to observe how people really do behave. 
There’s quite a lot of difference between 
the two. The question becomes, what drives 
those differences? Trust? Altruism?

What do you hope to accomplish with your 
research?
This is the million-dollar question! I think 
that in a country like South Africa, where 
racial identity has played such an enormous 
role in the past, it’s important to be able to 
monitor the extent to which such identities 
continue to in�uence social interactions 
over time in the post-apartheid society. 
	 Obviously, one’s hope is that the impor-
tance of race diminishes over time, but 
there’s no way to know this unless we try 
to measure these kinds of behavioral re-
sponses. I think it’s also important to try to 
understand the ways in which race interacts 
with class and how people rationalize their 
reliance on racial cues to make judgments 
about people. For example, people often 
make racial statements in response to af -
�rmative action based on their sense that 
they have been the losers in the post-apart-
heid society. This “sense” is not due to 
the fact that the society has become more 
competitive as arti�cial restrictions to the 
labor market have been lifted, but because 
such people believe they have the wrong 
skin color. This is a scary position to be in 
since one feels as if he or she has no con-
trol over his or her own destiny. These are 
important aspects to bring to the surface 
in discussions on race for a society that is 
trying to escape its past racial legacy.

How does your research �t in with the Global 
Network on Inequality program?  
I became involved with GNI through its May 
2007 conference on discrimination. Since 
studies of inequality invariably have to deal 
with issues of racial discrimination, my 
work �ts quite nicely into this framework. 
And I think the rather intuitive appeal of 
experimental economics makes it easier 
for my work to be of interest to a broader 
interdisciplinary audience. 

What will come out of your time here?
Fortunately, there were a number of other 
GNI researchers visiting PIIRS at the same 
time, including Nadya and Antonio Sergio 
Guimarães of Brazil, and that has afforded 
us the opportunity to start working on col-
laborative research proposals that will be 
funded by the GNI program. In particular, we 
hope to undertake a comparative study in 
Brazil and South Africa of the impact of af-
�rmative action in higher education on the 
welfare outcomes of both the participants 
and their future generations. These will be 
fairly large-scale projects that will require 
us to track individuals over time—as they 
enter and exit the university system and 
engage in labor market activities. I have 
also had a number of opportunities to at-
tend interesting seminars, present my own 
work, and talk with other faculty members 
at Princeton, and this has been excellent 
in terms of allowing me to make progress 
in my own research. So I have completed a 
few papers and begun work on some new 
ones.

What’s next?
I return to Cape Town and go back to my 
usual teaching load, but I hope to start a 
number of new experimental projects that 
look further at the impact of racial iden-
tity and class on social interactions. Stay 
tuned!
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As the Program in Translation and Inter-
cultural Communication concludes its first 
year, Director David Bellos is excited about 
its future and pleased with the student 
interest in it. 

	 Bellos, a professor of French  
	 and Italian and comparative literature,  
		  describes the program as a  
		  wide-ranging, demanding education  
		  in the role, function, nature, and  
		  complexity of communication in  
		  the world today. 
	 Grounded in the history and problems 
of linguistic translation, the program en-
ables students to explore a variety of types 
of communication—between cultures, 
media, and epochs—with a sophisticated 
grasp of what is involved and with the ap-
propriate technical language for thinking 
about it. In 2007–08, student participants 
included seniors, juniors, and sophomores, 
who, as members of the Class of 2010, 
will make up the program’s first cohort of 
certificate recipients.
	 In addition to core courses, classes  
in translation practices and issues, and  
independent work, the certificate requires 
a minimum of six weeks of study abroad. 
“Of course, competence in a language  
is also required,” says Bellos. “What  
has been extraordinary is the range of  
languages that a random collection of  
Princeton students possesses.” In its first 
year, 16 different languages were spoken 
by a group of 20-some undergraduates in 
the introductory course, he reports.
	 Funded by PIIRS because of its empha-
sis on the role of ideas, texts, and culture 
in the process of intercultural/international 
contact and transmission across boundar-
ies, the Program in Translation and Inter-

cultural Communication was proposed by 
Sandra Bermann, chair of the Department 
of Comparative Literature, and Michael 
Wood, the Charles Barnwell Straut Class  
		  of 1923 Profes- 
		  sor of English  
		  and Comparative  
		  Literature, with  
		  committee  
		  members from  
		  a variety of  
		  departments  
		  including  
		  computer  
science, religion, politics, and East Asian 
studies.
	 According to PIIRS Director Katherine  
Newman, the Program in Translation and 
Intercultural Communication “is a humani-
ties-based program that is deeply commit-
ted to international and intercultural com-
munication. PIIRS was looking for a way to 
incorporate the humanities more fully than 
had been the case in the past, and this 
new program seemed the perfect vehicle.”
	 With its support for speakers, work-
shops, and seminars, PIIRS funding 
enables the subject of translation to have 
more visibility on campus. 
	 Bellos, who emigrated from the United 
Kingdom, joined the faculty of Princeton 
in 1997. He discovered his facility with 
languages at an early age. He has written 
books in the field of Balzac studies and 
articles on the history of fiction and the 
book market of 19th-century France, and 
also has translated works by the French 
writer Georges Perec as well as many 
novels by the Albanian writer Ismail Kadare. 
In 2007–08, Bellos taught the Program in 
Translation and Intercultural Communica-
tion’s introductory course “Thinking Transla-
tion,” among others, and a graduate-level 
comparative literature course.

P R O G R A M  I N  T R A N S L AT I O N  A N D  I N T E R C U LT U R A L  C O M M U N I C AT I O N

Humanities-based Program Extends  
PIIRS’ Intercultural Commitment

“ [ T H E  P R O G R A M  I N  T R A N S L AT I O N  A N D  
I N T E R C U LT U R A L  C O M M U N I C AT I O N ]  I S  N O T 
A  T R A I N I N G  P R O G R A M  F O R  W O U L D - B E 
T R A N S L AT O R S . ” 
				    —  D AV I D  B E L L O S 




