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Universities in Crisis:

Professor Mamdani delivered the annual D. C.S 

Oosthuizen Memorial Lecture on May 24, 1993.

Mr Chairman, Mr Vice-Chancellor, the President of the SRC, 
Colleagues, Students, Friends:

I am grateful to the University and the SRC for giving me this 
opportunity to reflect on a topic which is both timely and important. 
When I received your invitation to give the annual lecture on 
“academic freedom”, I was mulling over the situation at the 
University of Addis Ababa in Ethiopia. The script seemed familiar.

ne
by Professor Mahmood Mamdani; Director,
Centre fo r  Basic Research (Kampala, Uganda)
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A student demonstration was confronted by aimed soldiers; seven- the
teen students were killed Forty-two professors and lecturers tha
protested; they were dismissed for signing a petition asking for a for
public inquiry into the killing of students. And then the rest of stall' of
was asked to reapply for their posts - so those successful may be CVt
reemployed on two-year contracts! An extreme situation in a small 
far-away African country, some may say. I didn’t think so. The fra 
events in Addis set me thinking about the contents of this paper. In als*
another week, 1 found myself witness to a number of meetings and wh
actions at UDW, the university I am currently visiting, called to l0 t
protest the military and police occupation of the University of cor
Bophuthatswana. You may still say: ah, it doesn’t concern us, t o  
is just a “homeland” university, closer to "Africa” than to us.

The surest way to stop learning is to exceptionalize phenomena
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1 know that there is a strong undercurrent of 
South African intelleginLsia, white and black, 
left and nght. But I also know that at times 
like these, tunes of transition, established 
truths are often open to question. Thus my 
decision to bring to you some of our experi­
ences and to explore their relevance to your 
situation.

1 have been asked to reflect on these 
issues on two previous occasions: once at 
the IJDUSA National Conference in 1992, 
and the other time at the University of Fort 
Here, this January. Both times I didso in light 
of the experience of African universities, 
particularly those where I have spent most of 
my teaching life, Makerere University and 
the University of Dar-es-Salaam I believed 
then, and still do, that there are no absolute 
and universal answers to these dilemmas, 
that they must be resolved contextually. Is it 
possible to speak of university autonomy 
and academic freedom without considering 
the demand that uitellectuals be account­
able? Or underline the quest for quality and 
excellence without winch university life loses 
much of its significance, without heeding the 
call that university activity be relevant to the 
needs of the society whose resources nour­
ish it ? Being a newcomer to South Africa, I 
then hesitated to explore the resonance that 
our experience may have for you I suppose 
I believed in the old maxim of Mao Tse -Tung: 
No investigation, no nght to speak." To­

day, however, i intend to combine my reflec­
tions on our experience with my observa­
tions on your situation Having been in the 
country three times, almost tive months this 
time, ! believe you would expect no less of 
me.

The point of contextualizing discussion 
needs to be made over and again After all, 
(he most interesting and controversial issues 
in rights theory arise less so when a nght is 
being fbrmuaited in the abstract, more so 
when i t is asserted in practice. Does the fact 
that we support the nght to divorce mean 
that we should support every application 
for divorce? Does our support for the nght 
of fr ee speech mean that we must support 
ev ery exercise of that nght? Even if that 
free speech is racist, or sexist? Is not 
freedom from racist and sexist harassment 
also a nght? When two nghts conflict, 
which should prevail? It would be foolish 
to try and answer these questions outside of 
context

Autonomy and Accountability

Let me illustrate the point by an example

from the actual history of African universi­
ties. And let me preface that example with a 
bnef histoncal sketch. In equitonal Africa, 
that land mass between the Sahara and the 
Limpopo, universities were a rare phenom­
enon inlhecolomal period. Take the example 
of Nigena, a country tn which live a quarter of 
the population of this continent. At the end 
of the colonial period, there was one univer­
sity in Nigena with a thousand students, the 
University of Ibadan By 1990, Nigena had 
31 universities with 141,000 students. And 
Nigena is not an exccpUon. The whole of 
East Africa had a single university at inde­
pendence Makercre Urn versity in Kampala 
When I last counted, there were fifteen 
universities m East Africa

Mv example is from Makerere University, 
the university I come from At independence, 
the academic staff of Makerere was sharply 
divided, between a senior expatnate staff and 
a junior local stall. The expatnates called for 
the university to be autonomous, free from 
direct state interference The local staff was 
just as firm that, as a national asset, the state 
had a responsibility to give the university a 
national character The expatnates stood m 
defence of academic freedom, the locals 
wanted the state to override senior expatriate 
staff and appoint locals to leading positions 
in the university, and generally to facilitate 
and oversee the implementation of a vigorous 
affirmative action programme at the 
university,

Wc the locals prevailed, at least in the 
short run. The state, we said, is the custodian 
of the development process and the univer­
sity an institution that must tram human 
resources tor development. It then seemed 
natural to us that the state play a key role in 
managing the university That was easily 
achieved. The university staff was 
Africamsed in a matter of a few years In 
another few, the civil service was also 
Africanized. Henceforth, a student could 
no longer be guaranteed a government job, a 
car loan and a bungalow upon graduation, 
lecturers were confronted with a govern­
ment-appointed Vice Chancellor, govern­
ment-appointed Deans and government- 
appointed Heads of Departments. We were 
now ready to discover the importance of 
rights, o f university autonomy, and to 
question the logic of development, the logic 
that universities must be managed as if they 
are apparatuses of the state.

What is the lesson of the story? The 
expatnates lost the battle because their no­
tion of rights was so exclusive that it ran 
counter to any notion of justice for those who

had been historically excluded on racial 
grounds We were nght to see that banner 
of rights as no more than a fig-leaf defending 
racial privilege, at best an expression of crass 
professionalism But we were short-sighted 
in not seeing beyond that immediate context, 
in confusing university interests with the 
interests of its immediate occupants, in not 
recognising that the language of nghts does 
not have to be a minonty language, it can 
also be a vehicle for defending majority inter­
ests.

Before I came to South Africa, I had long 
forgotten these events and the passions that 
propelled them But once here, I recalled 
them, as I moved from one university to 
another, giving sem inars or meeting 
colleagues, from LJWC to Cape Town to Fort 
Hare to Wits to Natal, and as I taught for 
several months at UDW 1 gradually came to 
see a deep institutional divide, between what 
are called historically white and histoneally 
black universities, between historically privi­
leged and historically deprived institutions 
Both sides seem keenly aware of an impend­
ing transition to a new political order, and 
both seem to be preparing to defend their 
separate and even opposed lastitutional in­
terests in a post-appartheid state, one in the 
language of university autonomy, the other 
in the language of redress One urging the 
state to leave universities alone, for while 
they may have historically been white they 
are the current "centres of excellence", the 
other hoping for a democratic state to redress 
the balance between rcsource-rich and 
resouce-poor universities, an imbalance his­
torically justified on one single ground, that 
the former were white and the latter black. I 
wondered to what extent the essence of the 
post-independence conflict at Makerere w as 
being replayed, this lime not within 
individual universities but between 
universities, not between expatriates and 
locals, but between two groups of locals: 
those historically privileged and those 
histoneally deprived And I wondered to 
what extent the combined call to defend 
“centres of excellence" and university 
autonomy displayed an insensitivilty to 
historical injustice at best and a narrow 
preoccupation with defending institutional 
privilege at worst But I also wondered to 
what extent the expectation of strong state 
intervention was shaped by considerations 
of short-run institutional advantage which 
would leave the same institutions open to 
state control in the medium run Above all, 
I have often wondered Are you condemned 
to suffer a replay of the old Africa scri pt or are 
you in a position to learn from our experi­
ence? I shall return to this question after a
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fuller reflection on our experience.

For the story of the African university, 
even this particular story, does not end 
where I left it off. Bythelate 1970s, the world 
economy was beginning a downturn. As we 
used to say then, if they coughed in London, 
New York or Pans, we would sneeze across 
Africa. And we did. Through the 80s export 
revenues declined; the budgetary crisis of 
the state deepened. Faced with growing 
deficits, one African state after another ca­
pitulated to the harsh regime or 
Structural Adjustment as de­
fined by the International Mon­
etary Fund Soon, the World 
Bank stepped in to restructure 
higher education. At a meeting 
with African Vice Chancellors 
ui Harare in 1986, the World 
Bank argued that higher educa­
tion in Africa was a luxury; that 
most African countries were 
better off closing universities at 
home and training graduates 
overseas. The thrust of the 
Bank’s logic ran as follows: that 
education is an investment like 
any other, foolish to make un­
less the returns are profitable.
Recognizing that its call for a 
closure of universities was po­
litically unsustainable, the Bank 
subsequently modified its 
agenda, calling for universities 
to be trimmed and restructured 
to produce only those skills which the market 
demands Such was its agenda for universi ty 
restructuring in Nigena in the late 80s The 
market logic of the World Bank turned out to 
be even narrower and shorter-run than the 
development logic of the state. But then, in 
the late 80s, that slate was^1 so in the process 
of transormation. With the spread of Struc­
tural Adjustment Programmes, it was rapidly 
changing from being a buffer to globalization 
to being the agent of globalization

For us, the penod of university expansion 
was long over, and the period of university 
crisis had set in. Faced with new pressures, 
this time of both the state and the market, of 
both government and donors, the response 
of academics was to call for academic free­
dom and university autonomy. For the first 
time, academics from across the continent 
rallied together in defense of academic free­
dom. 'Ihat was in November, 1990 at the 
symposium of “academic freedom” in Kam­
pala. Organised by CODESRIA, the Council 
for the Development of Social Research in 
Africa, we came from every ideologicalstnpe, 
from the left to the nght, from staff unions and

student organisations. Faced with a com­
mon dilemma, we had discovered a common 
interest. In return for popular support for 
academic freedom and university autonomy, 
we pledged accountability to popular move­
ments. But who would support us in that 
quest, at such a late hour? Had we not 
ourselves, only yesterday, argued against 
university autonomy as a thin veil cloaking 
privilege and called on the state to remove 
that veil, and redress injustice? But I suspect 
the reasons for popular tndiffemce to our

plea for help, and our pledge for solidarity, 
ran deeper

To understand that reason, we need to 
explore the very nature o f  African 
universities, not only the few established 
bv colonial powers, but also the many set up 
after independence.

Quality and Relevance

There is a popular African-American 
saying: the hardest act to understand is
your own. Understanding our own act took 
some time The participants of the Kampala 
Symposium were battle-hardened. In the 
face of growing authoritarianism and an all- 
embracing market logic, we had fought many 
a battle but we could not remember any we 
had won. Perhaps our only victor)' was that 
we had survived! But that same confronta­
tion was a source of self-knowledge because 
through it we discovered our weaknesses 
and our isolation. We could neither find 
alternative sources of funding to make up for 
shrinking state subsidies, nor effective allies

in the struggle for autonomy.

Driven into a comer, we discovered local 
communities, communities which we had 
hitherto viewed simply as so many natural 
settings. Forced to address these communi­
ties, we were compelled to look at ourselves 
from the standpoint o f these communities. 
We came to realise that universities have 
little relevance to the communities around us. 
To them, we must appear like potted plants in 
green houses - of questionable aesthetic 

value - or mere anthropo­
logical oddities with curi­
ous habits and strange 
dresses, practitioners of 
some modem witchcraft.

To academics accus­
tomed to seeing ourselves 
as leaders-in-waiting or stu­
dents accustomed to be ca­
joled as the leaders of to­
morrow, these were indeed 
harsh realities. We were 
forced to understand the 
question of relevance, not 
simply narrowly from the 
point of view of the devel­
opment logic of the state, or 
the even narrower market 
logic of the IMF and the 
World Bank, but broadly 
from the point of view of the 
needs of surrounding com­
munities. But we had al­

ways resisted any demand for a broad rel­
evance in the name of maintaining quality. 
Faced with popular pressures for democ­
racy in education universities and independ­
ent states were determined, not only to 
preserve intact those universities inherited 
from colonial mentors butr also to reproduce 
replicas several times over to maintain stand­
ards.

The new post-independence African 
University was triumphantly universalistic 
and uncompromisingly foreign. We made 
no concession to local culture. None! We 
stood as custodians of standards in outposts 
of civilization. Unlike our counterparts in 
Asia and Latin America, we did not even 
speak the cultural language of the people. 
The language of the university was either 
English, or French or Portuguese. As in the 
affairs of the state, the discourse of univer­
sities also took place in a language that the 
vast majority of working people could not 
even understand. There was a linguistic 
curtain that shut the people out

None of this was an accident All of it
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flowed from a historical process set into 
motion with colonial occupation. Let us 
remember that formal education on this 
continent was a state initiative. Schools 
and universities were never created by 
communities; rather, they were extension 
of the state. While they enrolled children of 
the colonized, their self-declared mission 
was to uproot these children from their com­
munities. They sought not to transmit to 
students a sense of the history of their 
communities, but the erase any trace of that 
history. Against the "backwardness” that 
local communities were said to signify, 
schools and universities claimed to hold the 
torch of “progress”. Liten to the words of 
a peasant woman from nothem Uganda 
whose husband was recruited into one of 
these schools, words immortalized in Okot 
p Bitek's Song o f  Law mo:

Bile bums my inside 
lfeeI like vomiting!

For all our young men 
Were finished in the forest 
Their manhood was finished  
In the classrooms 
Their testicles 
Were smashed 
With laige booksI

Through this educational system were 
trained the cadres of "civilization” who 
came to organise political life in most 
independent A frican states after 
independence Is it surprising that they 
cast as a state agenda what they had been 
taught to accept as the mission of the 
educational system: to bnng “develop­
ment" to “backward" communities, not 
to capitulate to them in the name of 
"democracy”? That some of the most 
militant of them came to believe in the 
notion of “revolution from above”,, a notion 
of radical change that must be forced down 
reluctant community throats? Is it then 
surpnsuig that when it came time to take over 
colonial universities, we deracialized them 
but failed to decolonize them? That we 
changed the personnel of these institutions, 
but not the nature of the institutions them­
selves?

1 do not wish to romanticize communities 
and demonize universities. But I am arguing 
against the reverse tendency, a one-sided 
proposition that glorifies the mission of 
universities as fountains of an enlightened 
universalism and debases communities as 
repositories of an unenlightened parochial­
ism It is a tendency that is entrenched 
across this continent, and if my short expe­
rience here is any guide, more so in litis

country than in any other part of the conti­
nent I am familiar with

It is a proposition which is sanctified by 
a sophisticated notion that science and 
technology' arc essentially apolitical pursuits 
whose objectives mast be set internally, bv 
scientists and teclimcians. That any external 
input in shaping the agenda of scientific 
resear ch is an interference which must nec­
essarily compromise the integrity of scien­
tific work. Ironically, the thesis that the 
objectives of scientific inquiry are internally 
generated, that the demands of rigorous 
scientific work rule out any meaningful 
choice, allows scientists to absolve 
themselves of responsibility for both the 
direction of scientific inquiry and the use 
of its results. Thas scientists can have their 
cake and eat it too, claim autonomy and 
disavow accountability.

The notion of a "Republic of Science”, 
autonomous and unaccountable, had its 
origins m discussions on natural science 
policy in early 1960s in Europe But it is a 
notion largely discredited, for the simple 
reason that nowhere in the world does 
Fundamental Research guide the activity of 
more than a tiny minority of researchers. 
Not only do the resources needed to finance 
scientific work have to be justified in compe­
tition with other resource needs of the soci­
ety at large, it is a fact that most researchers 
are engaged in activities whose objectives 
are economic or social, rather than scientific 
perse If this is true, then the question arises: 
science for what? Who is to set the agenda 
of research? The scientists themselves or 
the communities whose sacrifice represents 
the resources for scientific work? Or some 
combination? The real question we should 
be debating is not whether universities 
should be absolved of accountability, but to 
whom they should be accountable

It seems to me that, in the South African 
case, the elitism and irresponsibility of 
universities in particular, and the scientific 
community in general, is reinforced by a 
second factor This is the actual objectives 
that have historically guided the 
development o f science, narrowly conceived 
simultaneously to serve the perceived secu­
rity needs of the white minority and the 
needs of state security to suppress the black 
majority In the midst of all the talk of a 
transition to a "new” South Africa. I have 
found the legacy of that history to be very 
much alive and well. I have found research­
ers across the board, with always a few 
notable exceptions, sharing the myopic vi­
sion that South Africa is a member of the

white industrialized world, except with a large 
poor population. In discussions that explore 
a possible future, whether for education or 
the economy, 1 have found constant refer­
ences to Western Europe or North America. 
But, viewed from the point of view of the 
totality of the South African population, 
South Africa is not an industrialized Euro­
pean country, but a developing African coun­
try with a minority whose European living 
standards are at the the expense of a majority 
whose living circumstances are more African 
than anything else. Y es, South Africa is not 
Uganda, but it is certainly more like Algeria 
than Holland or England For those who 
can not do without a European parallel, it 
resembles more Flungary or Czechoslovakia, 
than it does any Western European country

This myopic vision is not just an attitude 
that can be changed at will in a short span of 
time, because it is crystallized m the very' 
nature of institutions that guide education 
and research in this country. Recently, I 
had the opportunity to read a survey of 
institutions o f  science and technology 
prepared by an international mission 
financed by the IDRC of Canada It is 
instructive to reflect on some of their 
findings I shall take as an example the 
leading scientific research institution in this 
country. The Council for Scientific and 
Industrial Research. CSIR. In spite of its 
“modern facilities and a tradition of 
technical competence'" the IDRC team 
found it "least well equipped to deal with 
the problem s o f disadvantaged 
communities .” for the CSIR, in the words of 
the Report, "has no history of experience in 
conducting research whose specific goals 
have emerged from long processes ol 
consultation and discussion with disadvan­
taged communities whose needs are to be j 
met, nor does it have a long tradition ol 
using social science research as a route to the 
interpretation of the complex dynamics ol 
societies which are dramatically different 
from those of its rscarchers."

What does it mean to lack a history o; 
research whose goals are not oriented to thi 
needs of disadvantaged communities? Th# 
record of the Medical Research Council irfj 
illuminating “What.” asks the IDRC Re­
port, "is the public health justification foi 
continued expenditure on research oi 
Biomembranes, on the Cell Biology of Arte 
riosclerosis, on Inherited skeletal disorders 
on Transplantation or on Ecogenetics’ i  
Does not the research agenda of the Nationa 
Accelerator Centre - designed for nuclea 
physics research and medical research re 
lated to proton beam therapy for eertan
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classes ofcancers, but whose 1992-93 budget 
of39.1 millionRandis25°/omorethanthe30.2 
million budgeted for the Foundation for 
Research Development’s core programnme 
for support to university research in the 
natural sciences and engineering - does not 
this combined agenda reflect “an intensely 
political choice"? I could go on quoting 
from the [DRC findings, but 1 think the point 
is made

We also made similar decisions, but on a 
lesser scale, not only because the resources 
at our disposal were modest, 
but 1 suspect also because we 
were not victims of a racism as 
intense as here, one that so 
completely dehumanized and 
debased the needs of the major­
ity in the eyes of a research and 
university establishment drawn 
mainly from the privileged mi­
nority. But when we did make 
similar choices, we also de­
fended them on grounds of 
“pursuing excellence” and 
“standards”. The discourse 
on “excellence" and “stand­
ards” in our case, as I fear in 
yours, had a strong ideological 
dimension. Before 1 explain it, 
let me emphasize that I believed 
then, and still do today, that 
mediocrity is not our quest.
Universities must be centres of 
excellence. And yet, what we 
have come to realize after a long 
and tortuous journey, is that in 
chanting a one-dimensional 
song about excellence and 
standards we fell prey to a right- 
wing tradition. It is a tradition 
that argues that quantity is al­
ways at the expense of quality, that democ­
racy is always at the expense of excellence, 
But, could the opposite be true? Could the 
opposition between quality and quantity, 
between domocracy and excellence, be rela­
tive and conditional, rather than absolute 
and unconditional? Could the demand to 
“maintain quality” be a figleaf for maintain­
ing privilege? Could the call for “defending 
standards” be a demand for conformity? 
And could the combined call by universities 
to “maintain quality” and “defend stand­
ards” be an agenda for continuing to be 
unaccountable to the disadvantaged major­
ity in society?

The irony about defining quality and 
standards in international and universalistic 
terms, outside of the context we live in, was 
that precisely when universities were under

the greatest threat, we were unable to defend 
our carefully nurtured “centres of excel­
lence”. Not only because the communities 
we lived amongst had so little reason to 
defend us, but also because wre were de­
serted by our own colleagues when the 
going got rough. That desertion rate is 
measured as the "brain drain”. In our 
singlcminded pursuit to create centres of 
learning and research of international stand­
ing, we had nurtured researchers and educa­
tors who had little capacity to work in sur­
rounding communities but who could move

to any institution in any industrialized coun­
try, and serve any privileged community 
around the globe, with comparative ease In 
our failure to contextualize standards and 
excellence to the needs of our own people, 
to ground the veiy process and agenda of 
learning and research in our conditions, 
we ended up creating an intelligentsia with 
little stamina for the very process of devel­
opment whosw vanguard we claimed to be. 
Tike birds who cross oceans when the 
weather turns adverse, we had little depth 
and grounding, but maximum reach and 
mobility So that, when the going got rough, 
we got going - across borders. Faced with 
a growing brain drain, some African govern­
ments turned to the stick, to outright coer­
cion; others, with much prodding by inter­
national donors, turned to the carrot, simul­
taneously trimming universities while up­

ping the pnviliges of those who had survived 
the process. But none questioned the very 
nature of the institutions we had created and 
sustained

Individual Access and Institutional 
Reform

It is not that African universities 
sleepwalked through the morrow' of inde­
pendence Not that there were no reforms; 
there were. The limits ofthat reform were the 

limits of affirmative action. 
For affirmative action meant 
Africanizing or localizingthe 
staff and decision-making 
processes. Bui a change in 
occupants does not neces­
sarily change the institution 
concerned. In fact, the re­
verse happened; through 
affirmative action, colonial- 
type institutions were able 
to get a new lease of life, a 
reinforced legitimacy, and 
fortify themselves against 
pressures for a change in 
orientation and purpose.

Once again, I hear ech­
oes of our experience in the 
South African universities. 
Is it not true that most uni­
versities, faced with a de­
mand for change, are com­
ing up with an agenda for 
improved access, and no 
more? Deracializationisan 
important demand, but we 
must be clear about its lim­
its. Forderacializalionisnot 
the same as decolonisation. 

Without institutional reform, affirmative ac­
tion will be turned into a survival strategy of 
privileged institutions, a last line of defense 
of the old order To be turned into a fust line 
of attack on that older, it has to be joined to 
an agenda of institutional refomi, not only of 
individual institutions, but o f the entire insti­
tutional landscape in higher education.

Let me return to the tension between the 
historically white and the historically black 
universities in this country to address this 
question a little more concretely. In the very 
first month that 1 spent at UDW, although I 
did not know most of the people at the 
university, I felt a great sense of familiarity 
Soon, I realised its source to be the problems 
and obstacles I would ordinarily run into. I 
felt I was back at the Makerere that I knew, a 
colonial-type institution with a legacy of
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heavy-handed administration, summed up 
in an ethos that administrative efficiency 
must be their overriding objective, even if the 
institution they run happens to be academic 
Soon, I came to meet those in charge, whether 
in the Rector’s office, or in the leadership of 
the staff union or the SRC I now felt even 
more familiar, because 1 recognised that the 
colonial legacy was alive and well, just as it 
had been at the Makerere I taught at in the 
1980s All concerned were militantly op­
posed to apartheid and committed to eradi­
cating its legacy, but many continued to 
harbour the kernel o f that legacy as part of 
their militant consciousness, but without 
recognizing it That kernel was the convic­
tion that change must come through a “revo­
lution from above” 1 came to recognise this 
at the other IlBUs I visited. While at one, a 
well-intentioned Rector had actually at­
tempted a “revolution from above”, at an­
other the Rector in question was actually 
being blamed by militants in the staff 
asociation and the SRC for not affecting a 
revolution from above"!

But as I got the opportunity to give 
seminars at historically white universities, 
meet lecturers and researchers, and even 
make some friendships, I came to realize a 
paradox: that the relations of domination 
were actually much more transparent at his­
torically black universities lacking in a tradi­
tion of university autonomy and internal 
democracy, but were far more concealed at 
liberal while universities with a tradition of 
university autonomy and internal 
democrqcy For if the historically black 
universities were more obviously state- 
driven, their white institutional counterparts 
were less obviously but just as completely 
capital-driven And yet, as institutions, 
both were equally distant from the needs of 
the disadvantaged majority around them, 
only that researchers at historically black 
universities saw this as the result of a state 
imposition, whereas many at historically white 
universities defended it as a rational choice, 
part of the historical mission of universities 
Not surprisingly, the resistance to institu­
tional reform embedded in the ideology of 
“pursuing excellence" and “maintaining 
standards" was much more pervasive at the 
liberal white universities So that while the 
historically black universities seemed much 
more open to reform, even if less clear about 
what that reform may entail, those at histori­
cally white univ ersities seemed neither open 
nor clear about live nature of a much needed 
reform

At UDW, I was asked to teach an hon­
ours course in philosophy and political sci-
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ence. Many well-intentioned colleagues, 
both within the university and outside it, 
warned my about the lack of preparedness of 
the students, and prepared me to encounter 
lower standards than what I may be used to 
“internationally ” The three months I 
spent with the students began as a tug-of- 
war 1 refused to accept anything less than 
what 1 would anywhere else, but was 
prepared to negotiate the pace and the path 
by which we may come to that goal For 1 
believed 1 had not been brought to UDW as 
a referee whose job was to tag every student 
with the skills the)1 possessed as they came 
into my class, but was really expected to be 
a teacher who would embark on a common 
journey of exploration, discovery and 
learning, who was supposed to leave them 
better than I found them I was pleasantly 
surprised The students were as excellent 
and as uneven as anywhere else I have 
taught, whether in Uganda or Tanzania or 
USA. But you wouldn’t know that if you 
just gave them a performance test at the 
outset. For a test which ignores all 
differences in circumstrance and treats 
everyone as equals is itself highly loaded 
How, after all, do you compare someone 
who runs a mile in six minutes on hilly 
terrain and another who does so in four 
minutes in a manicured stadium?

My point is this. In the apartheid era, the 
lustorically black universities were subject 
to a double restriction they were both 
resource starved and racially cordoned off. 
The result was that while they were always 
starved of financial resources, they were not 
equally starved of human resources For the 
racial cordon applied to both those with 
talent and tenacity, and those with less of it 
fhat, however, will no longer be the case if 
the oncoming reform in higher education is 
limited to deraeialization and improved ac­
cess For if the racial cordon is lifted and 
access to historically white universities im­
proved, and that reform considered reason 
enough to continue their privileged access 
to resources - in other words, if the racial 
cordon is lifted and the differential access to 
financial resources continues - the result will 
be that the resource depnvaUon of histori­
cally balck universities will actually worsen 
Not only will they be starved of financial 
resources as they were in the [vast, they will 
also be in danger of losing the best of their 
human resources which were yesterday 
elosetted because they were black even if 
talented, but are today being looked for like 
needles in a haystack by white university 
scouts precisely because they are black and 
talented, and even better if female Unless 
the entire institutional landscape is reformed.

the other side of improved access to histori­
cally white universities will be a brain drain 
from historically black universities. And 1 
dare say that the situation will be no different 
in other fields, such as housing American 
social historians tell us that Harlem did not 
become a ghetto until the black middle class 
started moving out because of improved 
access to hitherto white suburbs For, until 
then, Harlem was much more of an organi­
cally differentiated and integrated commu­
nity, home to middle class as to poor, to 
professional as to menial If post-apartheid 
South Africa can deliver no more than im­
proved access in housing, Soweto will surely 
go the way of Harlem!

How does one ensure that the post­
apartheid reform does not enrich the 
suburbs of Johannesburg and simultane­
ously ghettoise Soweto further, or, to stick 
to the subject of my talk, privilege liberal 
white universities further? In answering 
tlus question, 1 must necessarily be modest, 
and cut the cloth to suit my experience. I 
cannot put before you a comprehensive 
agenda but I can put before you some 
proposals the essence of which, 1 believe, 
should be a part of that agenda

1 have argued that there must be a radical 
shift in vision, from the notion that South 
Africa is a white industrialized country 
with racial problems, somewhat more acute 
than the United States, to a vision that 
South Africa is actually a developing 
African country. A change m vision is not 
possible without a change in those who 
define that vision. In the case of universities, 
these are Councils. I would argue that, at 
the minimum, there needs to be a 
restructuring of Governing Councils so as to 
give meaningful representation to four dif­
ferent groups one, the academic commu­
nity, of teachers, researchers and students, 
two, disadvantaged communities, three, the 
productive sector, and four, the state.

If' you want me to put it m the language 
of affirm alive action and redress, then I am 
arguing that the reform lias to he earned out 
at three levels, not just one as seems to the 
dominant perspective. It should, first of all, 
be an affirmative action within institutions, 
designed to bring in more black and female 
faces, not just in the student body, but also 
in the teaching and research staff’, the admin­
istration and the Governing Councils One 
needs to recognise that, of these, the com­
plexion of the student body is the easiest to 
change and the most difficult to sustain, 
especially if different shades come from dif­
ferent socio-economic backgrounds 1 re-
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University of Fort Hare, with researchers 
mainly black and female, but the facility is still 
oriented to proton beam research for special 
types of cancer, away from the public health 
needs of the people - what will you have 
achieved? I dare say you would then have 
joined the ranks of independent Africa. The 
key issue wall still remain not addressed: who 
should centres of research and learning serve 
and how? This is why I think the real 

challenge for all of 
us, whether south or 
north of the 
Limpopo, whether 
black or brown, yel­
low or white, is to 
begin thinking of 
how to root African 
universities in Afri­
can soil.

search institutions to the needs of the previ­
ously excluded majority. After all, of any 
country on this continent, it is South Africa 
which has the greatest experience in carrying 
out this type of triple redress, only that in the 
past it was carried out not in the interest of the 
black majority, but of what was then a rela­
tively deprived Afrikaner minority. To have 
a sense of history, after all, is to realize that 
there is no experience, no matter how oppres­

sive, which can be dismissed, simply and 
one-sidedly.

One last word- The real point of demo­
cratic reform, what I have been calling insti­
tutional reform, is not just to change the 
complexion of researchers, teachers and stu­
dents, nor just to change the location of 
research and teaching, to be truly meaning- 
fill, reform has to lead to a change in the 
orientation of these activities. Let me take a 
hypothetical example, one where you suc­
ceed in adding more black and female faces 
to the research and leaching establishment 
and even to shifting the location of that 
establishment mainly to historically black 
universities - say your most advanced medi­
cal research facilities come to be located at the

member being a student at Harvard in the late 
60's when two great democratic movements 
came to a head, the civil nghts movement and 
the anti-war movement. Bowing to popular 
pressure, Harvard admitted more and more 
Black students through a combination of 
financial aid andaffirmative action. Butlalso 
remember returning a decade later, in a 
changed environment where the democratic 
movement had demobilized and the economy 
was on a downturn.
Harvard then 
pleaded scarcity of 
resources and 
scaled down its fi­
nancial assistance 
for the disadvan­
taged. The com­
plexion of the stu­
dent body changed 
once again, shifting 
like pendulum, to 
lighter shades

Secondly, af­
firmative action 
needs to involve a 
redress between in­
stitutions so that the 
resource disparity 
between historically 
white and histori­
cally black universi­
ties will not end up 
being reproduced, 
even worsened, un­
der other labels, say 
a distinction be­
tween national and 
regional universi­
ties, or one between 
research-oriented 
and teaching-ori­
ented universities 
In other words, one 
should stop thinking m apartheid terms, of a 
few national universities lavishly endowed, 
and other not, but start thinking of national 
facilities deliberately and evenly spread be­
tween universities, historically white and 
historically black. And it should, thirdly 
involve a redress for the majority but histori­
cally disadvantaged communities whose 
sweat and blood has indirectly built the 
facilities at all universities, and who must 
now be guaranteed a meaningful representa­
tion in defining the needs that should shape 
the agenda of research and teaching at all 
institutions. If we take this seriously, we 
must then speak not only of redefining the 
role of all existing universities, but also of 
building new facilities that specifically aim to 
link the work of higher education and re­


