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What a night. I thought it might be somewhat crowded 'but we seem to have filled 

the place, said Art Garfunkel on the occasion of the Simon and Garfunkel Central 

Park Concert?  

 

550 scholar activists? Something must be troubling you all. 

 

Thank you for inviting me here.  What an enormous privilege and pleasure to be 

here at this celebration – the 25th anniversary of the establishment of the Netter 

Center, the iconic university engagement centre for the action and scholarship of 

university engagement. 

 

The South African university system is experiencing its most serious crisis since 

1994, when democracy was ushered in on the basis of one of the most interesting 

struggles for human rights and social justice. While universities – both black and 

white – were part of the apartheid infrastructure and an engine for apartheid’s 

political, social and economic architecture, they were also powerful engines for the 

galvanising of young and talented minds in the creation of an anti-apartheid 

imagination, a postcolonial imagination, an imagination of hope and humanity.  

Names leap to mind: Oliver Reginald Tambo, Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela, Yusuf 

Dadoo, Rick Turner, Strini Moodley and above all the magical, the indomitable 
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Stephen Bantu Biko. Universities were sites of great contestation – they educated 

engineers and physicists and they educated social and political activists very often 

in the same person. It was not unusual to see students grappling with the ideas of 

Marx, Fanon, Gandhi, Nkrumah and Paolo Freire – and also of South African 

scholars Harold Wolpe, Moses Kotane, Govan Mbeki and others.  

 

The interesting detail of course was that almost all of the learning about the big 

ideas was happening outside the formal classroom, it was happening in constructed 

sites of engagement – what we might think of as Higher Education-Community 

Partnerships for Democracy and Social Change. Partnerships between left scholars 

and the trade unions, students and community-based organisations. These became 

dynamic interfaces between the universities and the broad struggle to redefine and 

reconstruct the idea of humanity in apartheid South Africa. They became the 

source of great innovation and mobilisation.  

 

We are in the midst of new waves of complex, exciting, devastating student 

uprisings. They represent powerful forces of engagement throwing both the 

universities and the national state into chaos. The key issues raised by the students 

are deceptively simple in construction. They raise key issues of access and social 

mobility on the one hand and for quality, decolonised higher education on the 

other hand.  Except for sporadic and scattered support for the student campaigns 

by individual scholars, this ongoing student campaign pits itself against the national 

state on the one hand and against the universities on the other. There is much re-

reading of Fanon and Biko and a vibrant resurgence of black consciousness 

thinking. It is important to listen to what students are saying, students who have 
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grown up in the post-apartheid era, who see the imagination of the 1994 

democratic transition as constraining if not antithetical to the creation of a society 

that is more humane, more equal, more engaged in the life of its citizens. 

 

The demand for decolonised education is interesting. It is about the knowledge 

project of South African universities. Clichéd though it may be, the students ask: 

are the 26 public universities in South Africa, South African universities and how 

would we know. This is really about the knowledge project of the South African 

higher education system.  

 

Thinking about the 25th anniversary of the Netter Center, I think about the 

evolution of university-community partnerships and how they grew and then went 

into decline. During the years of the struggle some of the universities allowed the 

intellectual space for experimentation with engagement between scholars and 

communities but had little resolve to fund them in any serious, sustainable fashion 

even though they had such a large influence on the nature of the universities. These 

projects were therefore dependent on external, soft funding from the foundations 

and international development agencies. When change came and as donor funding 

dried up, the projects folded. There was little, if any, institutional defence of them.  

 

So here is what I would like to explore in the rest of this talk. The question “what is 

a South African university” is in my view completely tied to the question “what is 

nature of the knowledge project of these 26 institutions?” And I will argue, I hope, 

that this in turn is tied to the issue of universities and engagement.  
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We face unprecedented global challenges – the unmitigated ravages of rising 

human consumption and their impact on climate change and global warming, the 

devastation of infectious and lifestyle diseases. The ease with which we create ‘the 

other’ and the rise of political violence. We witness massive global migrations and 

violent poverty accompanied by growing inequality.  

 

And frighteningly we observe a growing erosion of democracy as elites establish 

and reestablish their hegemony over the economy, accompanied by a slide towards 

anti-intellectualism. And we witness the violence that flows from the degradation 

of ethical society. These are simultaneously intensely local and intensely global. 

 

Universities can’t solve these problems by themselves but they can’t possibly sit on 

the sidelines either. They are social institutions with enormous resources human 

capacity and they are highly influential.  

 

Even so universities around the world face challenges of legitimacy from time to 

time. They are often described as elite, as being unresponsive to societal 

challenges, as being focused on the needs of political and economic elites, and so 

on. Very rarely are universities seen to be allies in the struggles for sustainable 

development. They are seen by many as having being created by elites and to serve 

the purpose of those elites.     

 

It seems important therefore that universities deliberately shape themselves to 

address the creation of intellectual and social meshes between themselves and the 

struggles and aspirations of their communities.  
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The question is how are universities meant to do this?  

 

For this I return to an idea that is eloquently captured in Knowledge for Social 

Change by Benson, Harkavy, et. al., an idea I have bene exploring for a while and I 

quote  

 

“The higher education democratic, civic and community engagement 

movement emphasises that collaboration inside and outside the academy is 

necessary for producing knowledge that solves real-world problems and 

results in positive changes in the human condition.”   

 

End of quote. It is not something good for universities to do. It rests at the very 

heart of the mandate of universities as social institutions, as sites of production of 

knowledge, its application and its dissemination.   

 

The student demand in South Africa for a ‘decolonised’ education has to be 

interpreted in terms how will South African universities enter the global knowledge 

system on their terms rather than on terms defined by the very powerful 

metropoles of scholarship.    

 

An example of this is a project done by Mduduzi Mokoena. [Describe the project]. 

 

What this kind of engagement produces is an unearthing and codifying of systems 

of knowing that are deeply embedded in the histories and experiences of 
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communities and individual community members. This opens the way for the slow 

erosion of the legitimacy deficit. 

 

As far back 1994, Gibbons et.al. in The New Production of Knowledge: The Dynamics 

of Science and Research in Contemporary Societies described the way in which new 

knowledge was being generated in industry-university partnerships in what they 

called Mode2 Knowledge Production. The key elements of this mode of knowledge 

production: 

 

• The project is defined in the context of an application imperative, rather than 

an academic one. 

• The project is described and defined by an interdisciplinary team and the 

team is composed of university scholars and industry experts. 

• The project is usually prosecuted in the field. 

• The outputs are of multiple kinds: reports, journal papers, patents, etc. 

 

Gibbons did actually extend this work to knowledge work in the area of 

engagement. 

 

Before progressing further let’s hark back to the role of public universities. They 

must contribute to the creation of new cohorts of intellectuals who are active 

citizens, individuals with social agency. They must do this through building critical 

thinking and critical awareness, they must be in a position to think systemically in 

the context of the high complexity of modern life. They have to enjoy the skills of 

problem solving and be able to work in diverse teams. They must have the 
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philosophical background to engage in ethical reasoning. This too is a role they 

must play with their students but also with their immediate and complex 

communities. Engagement provides an exciting theory-praxis nexus where these 

skills may be honed, inside an ethos of service and where policy and 

implementation gather traction (positive or negative).  

   

But this all works in the other direction too.  

In a recent New York Times Op-Ed, Bret Stephens reports that Chicago University’s 

President Robert J Zimmer, said to an audience in China that his university’s 

impressive tally of 90 Nobel Prize winners follows from an academic culture that 

held fast to “discourse, argument and lack of deference”. The foundation for this 

approach was established very much at the creation of the University of Chicago 

but it was revitalised in a 2015 faculty report commissioned by Zimmer on Freedom 

of Expression.  

At a time when we sense an acceleration globally of powerful (and frightening) 

strands of anti-intellectualism and irrationality, it is important that universities and 

their internal communities continue to be bastions of free expression, discourse 

and debate that help us to ensure that they continue to drive the unfettered 

production of knowledge and the development of new generations of fearless 

intellectuals. Universities have a role to play in extending the capacity of 

communities to be bastions of free expression, discourse and debate so that the 

capacity of societies. 
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There are other exciting new opportunities for engagement, one of them being the 

growing movement of citizen science where schools and community-based 

organisations may be drawn into the research enterprise. The compilation of a 

complete biome of Ukulinga, the University of KwaZulu-Natal experimental farm, 

was a project completed by biologists at UKZN and Grade 11 students from 3 high 

schools. The students were introduced to a number of instruments and techniques 

and to the ideas of the scientific method.  

If we accept that engagement ought to be seen at the core of a university since it 

contributes at the heart of the knowledge project, we must see it also as a powerful 

mechanism for institutional transformation. Universities must be designed to have 

multiple dynamic interfaces where humanity and its technologies are re-imagined 

by multiple partners on an ongoing basis and porous boundaries that provide for 

the free flow of multiple knowledges and expertise in different directions. And the 

recent exploration of universities as anchor institutions deserves serious 

theoretical investigation for the creation of a new generation of universities. 

We must answer the question: what are the implications of this for the conceptual 

and physical architecture of the 21st century university if we accept that it needs to 

develop new and exciting relationships with its communities – both internal and 

external – as engines for saving the earth and improving the quality of life of all. 

Short anecdote about strategic plan for DUT. 

 

END 

 


