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Those of you who have spent some time with English poetry of the fifteenth and sixteenth 

centuries will recognize in my title an echo of a standard trope of that literature.  The Lover’s 

Complaint was a poem in which the author gave voice to his sadness at his unrequited passion.  

Characteristically, the poem celebrated his beloved’s virtues, both spiritual and physical, while 

lamenting her inability or unwillingness to fulfill his desires. 

When I came to South Africa for the first time, in the early months of 1986, to lecture for six 

weeks in the Wits Philosophy Department on the thought of Karl Marx, I immediately fell 

hopelessly, irremediably in love.  In part I was responding simply to the beauty of South Africa, 

which entranced me as I traveled from Johannesburg to Durban, Gazankulu, Lebowa, and 

Bophuthatswana, as I hiked on the high veldt, took a Midlands ramble, and eventually visited the 

game preserves of Kruger.  But in the end, it was not the physical beauty to which I gave my heart. 

After a lifetime of frustrating and disappointing political engagement in the United States, I 

found the political landscape of South Africa exhilarating.  In America, one could know a person for 

years without any clear sense of his or her politics.  In the South Africa of those days, one knew 

immediately whether someone was a comrade or an enemy.  The people I met used a language of 

social analysis and critique that was marginalized and ridiculed in my own country. 

Nowhere was the consonance between my own strongly held views and the accepted 

discourse of progressive South Africans more perfect than in my profession university teaching.  The 

academics I met took seriously the idea that education was an instrument for political liberation. Even 

such radical notions as the blurring of the distinction between handwork and headwork and the 

credentialing of the practical experience of industrial workers, rural healthcare providers, and 

township Civic organizers were treated as mainstream programs for the liberated South Africa of the 
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future. 

I was in a Marxist’s version of hog heaven. 

When I went back to the United States, I involved myself in the anti-apartheid movement, 

filled an embarrassing lacuna in my vita by getting myself arrested at a demonstration, and managed 

to return to South Africa again and again, so that by now, I think of this country as my second home. 

At first, the little scholarship organization I had started to support poor Black South African 

university students worked exclusively at Durban-Westville, but after my old comrade Prem Singh 

retired from UDW, he and I began working at UNISA, UWC, the Qwa Qwa campus of the University 

of the North, and Cape Technikon.  Through my long friendships with Prem, Mala Singh, Sheila 

Tyeku, Jairam Reddy, Enver Motala, Prem Naidoo, Marcus Balintulo, Ben Parker, and a number of 

other players in the South African higher education scene, I managed to learn a good deal about the 

segmented system of higher education that had grown up in apartheid South Africa.  Indeed, I even 

plumbed the depths and probed the dark recesses of the matric system, and just last year, finally got 

a satisfactory explanation of the mysterious phrase, “full university exemption”. 

A good deal of what I found on my travels was familiar, of course.  The Republic, Capital, 

Hamlet, and the arcana of Paul Samuelson’s economics text are the same in any language and on 

any continent.  The people I came to know seemed to read the same journals of opinion and 

scholarship as did I The New York Review, New German Critique, The Journal of Philosophy.  We 

dropped the same names, and made the same rhetorical or ideological moves when condemning the 

international reach of finance capital.  I had never visited Cuba, though at the very beginning of my 

academic career I had led a protest at Harvard against my country’s attempted overthrow of Fidel 

Castro, but it seemed that everyone I met in South Africa had been to Havana. 

In my own career, I had started as a student at one Ivy League university, and had risen to a 

tenured full professorship at another Ivy League university, before the political upheavals of the late 

Sixties made a life of pampered privilege too uncomfortable for me to bear.  So I had moved to a big 

second-rank state university in Western Massachusetts, where I have taught now for thirty-two years. 

This life trajectory made me suspicious of South Africa’s elite institutions, with the result that I felt 

much more comfortable at UDW or UWC than at Wits or Cape Town.  Since I am, as my friends 

know, a natural and rather enthusiastic optimist, I very quickly concluded that the future of South 
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African higher education lay on the historically Black campuses, and when I was asked to deliver a 

commencement address at Durban-Westville, I exuberantly declared it to be the South African 

university of the future. 

It was not hard to see that much needed to be changed in South Africa’s tertiary sector, but I 

allowed myself to believe that the energy, the commitment, and the progressive political ideology of 

the men and women I met on those campuses would soon bring about dramatic changes - 

transformations, as the South African buzz word had it - that would vault the HBUs into the world 

forefront of radical educational experimentation. 

Alas, like the Metaphysical Poets of Shakespeare’s time, I have been a disappointed lover, 

and so I come today to sing my complaint. Would that I could make it rhyme!   

Before going on her sabbatical, Mala asked me to speak to you “for an hour on an outside 

view of restructuring and transformation in South African higher education”. If I were to confine 

myself to what has, from my perspective, been accomplished along these lines, it would be 

impossible to go on for an entire hour, for despite the expenditure of great amounts of time and 

energy, very little of real substance has happened, and virtually no progress has been made in 

realizing the extraordinary radical vision that so captured my heart.  So I fear that these remarks will 

truly be a lover’s complaint. 

In order to organize my lament in something resembling academic discourse, let me group 

my observations under three headings: First, pedagogy, or changes in the classroom; second, 

bureaucracy, or the institutional management of the higher educational process; and third, ideology, 

or unfulfilled dreams.   

I. The Process of Education in the Classroom 

I begin with pedagogy because the experiences of students in the classroom, the laboratory, 

and the library are the heart and soul of education.  If those experiences do not change, then genuine 

transformation cannot be said to have occurred, no matter what is promulgated at the level of Vice-

Chancellors, Councils, and Ministers. 

Very early in my love affair with South Africa, I came across a reference to Fundamental 

Pedagogics, and because it seemed, from a distance, to have philosophical pretensions, I did my best 

to learn something about it.  I quickly discovered that it was an ugly bit of racist ideology tricked out 
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in bad Husserlian phenomenology. It clearly did not need or deserve serious philosophical 

examination as a theory of education.  But it was apparently the reigning dogma in the Teacher’s 

Colleges and other venues dedicated to training the teachers who in turn were responsible for the 

education of five-sixths of South Africa’s school children.  The celebration of rote learning and rigid 

hierarchical classroom discipline was patently incompatible either with genuine education or with the 

preparation of young people for eventual participation in the democratic processes of civil society.  

And yet, when I brought up the subject of Fundamental Pedagogics in conversations with the radical 

academics who were my hosts or friends here, I encountered silence, or ignorance, or a complete lack 

of interest. 

I met the same lack of any evident concern among this group about the processes of 

education in university classrooms. Everyone wanted to talk about transformation, about redress, 

about restructuring, but almost no one evinced much interest in what actually went on in the 

classrooms even on their own campuses.  The one shining exception to this generalization was my 

old friend and comrade, now sadly departed, Prem Singh.  Each time I came to Durban, he would 

meet me at the airport, and before we had even made our way back to the campus, he would be 

talking excitedly about the latest techniques he had devised to reach his students and engage them 

actively in the materials of his courses.  On one visit, it was articles selected from newspapers and 

reproduced in course packs; on another, it was slide shows of photographs he had taken in townships 

and elsewhere.  When we reached his office on the UDW campus, Prem would pull stacks of papers 

from his desk and press them on me, asking me to read the wonderful things his students had 

written.  His excitement and enthusiasm for the give and take of classroom teaching was infectious, 

and I had not the slightest doubt that he was dramatically successful in helping his students to 

develop their minds and build their intellectual confidence, while enabling them to master the 

materials of the syllabus. 

But Prem was the exception - so much so, that in a series of visits that now stretches back 

sixteen years, I cannot think of another South African academic who exhibited the same genuine 

enthusiasm for the activity of teaching itself. 

Instead, what I heard a great deal about was MAINTAINING STANDARDS.  Many of the 

university lecturers I met, even those who had spent time in jail or exile for their convictions, seemed 
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obsessed with reproducing the antiquated educational experiences of their own student days, under 

the bizarre misapprehension that excellence consisted in slavish imitation of their oppressors.  Again 

and again, it was explained to me that the principal obstacle to first-rate university education was the 

miserable inadequacy of the preparation of the African students.  Just beneath the surface of this 

complaint lay the unexpressed suggestion that the African students were not really very intelligent, 

since they were manifestly unsuccessful in reproducing the particular modes of academic discourse 

that their instructors had been taught to value. 

The evidence of the inadequacy of the students, I was told - and at the same time, of the 

excellence of their instructors - was the failure rate, which in many courses of study exceeded fifty 

percent.  Since so few students passed, the people to whom I spoke seemed to believe, the students 

must be woefully inadequate, and the education they were being offered must be truly outstanding.  

When I suggested, a bit tentatively, that a hospital would probably not trumpet its excellence if half 

of its patients died, I was met with looks of utter incomprehension.  I think the nadir along these lines 

was reached one year when I interviewed the Chair of the UDW Economics Department.  Drawing 

on some data I had managed to winkle out of the statistics office, I pointed out to this apparently nice 

young White man that in the basic Economics I course the previous year, only 13% of the students 

had passed.  “What makes you think that you are engaged in education?” I asked him.  He was 

mystified, not merely by the hostility of my question but by its import.  He and his colleagues were 

clearly doing a first-rate job, since they had successfully maintained standards.  If 87% of their 

students weren’t up to the challenge, that was surely not the fault of their instructors! 

I was more than a trifle suspicious of the explanations for the high failure rate.  Although my 

grasp of the matric system was still rudimentary, I did understand that the students I saw on the 

UDW campus were selected from the tiny fraction of their age cohort who had managed to secure a 

University Exemption.  No matter how chaotic the administration of the matriculation examinations 

by the Bantu Education Minister and the Homeland Education Departments, the fact remained that 

these students were the survivors, the successful, those who had, one way or another, been able to 

make their way successfully through the secondary school system.  How could these same young 

men and women be so completely incapable of benefitting from a tertiary education? 

My scepticism was compounded by a fact of my own biography.  Like most Americans, I 
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am, to put it mildly, linguistically challenged when it comes to the mastery of foreign languages.  I 

flatter myself that I am fluent in my native tongue, and I have at certain moments in my career 

actually read entire books of philosophy or history in French and German, but no one who has ever 

heard me order a meal in Paris or ask for directions in Frankfort would imagine that I can speak either 

of those languages.  Well, the students I met at UDW seemed to be able to negotiate as many as five 

or six tongues.  I was so impressed by this accomplishment that I formed the habit of asking each 

scholarship recipient I met what languages he or she spoke.  A typical reply was, “English, and Zulu, 

and of course Xhosa, and some Southern Sotho and Tswana”.  In the United States, these students 

would be considered marvels.  In South Africa, they were treated by their instructors as sub-normal. 

One of my earliest trips to South Africa took place during the time when students were 

taking final examinations, and everyone in the UDW Philosophy and Politics Departments had 

large piles of scripts in the process of being graded.  Having been told that 50% was the passing 

grade, I asked to see half a dozen Philosophy 1 exams that had been scored in the high forties 

failing, but not by much.  I sat down in Mala’s office and read through them.  She was astonished 

when I told her that every single one of them would have received a clear passing grade in a first-

year course at my home university.  Mala herself was troubled by this observation, but most of 

the members of her department seemed unconcerned by the high failure rate, and rather pleased 

with themselves for, as they liked to think of it, having such high standards.  From my interviews 

with my scholarship students, I had gained some sense of the extraordinary sacrifices made not 

merely by families but by entire communities to send each of these young people to university.  I 

considered it a scandal that supposedly progressive academics were so mindless of the debris of 

crushed dreams and ruined hopes that were left in the wake of their “high standards” 

The as-yet untransformed brutality of the pedagogy of the traditional classroom scene 

was brought home to me just nine months ago, during my most recent visit.  I was talking 

privately with a group of Cape Technikon African students who had received bursaries from my 

organization.  They told me that in their classes, it often happened that a student would ask a 

question in Afrikaans, which these Eastern Cape students did not speak. The instructor, like as 

not, would answer in Afrikaans, without troubling to explain to the rest of the students either the 

question or his answer, and then would continue to lecture in Afrikaans until the end of the hour. 
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 A few delicate questions to the senior Administration made it clear that they were completely 

unaware that this was going on. Despite a good deal of brave talk about transformation, redress, 

and social justice, the conduct of education in the classroom all too often continues to express 

the repressive and dismissive attitude toward Black students that characterized the old regime.  

When I bring these sorts of matters up in conversation, I encounter wry expressions of 

disapproval, but nothing approaching the outrage they deserve.  That emotion is reserved for 

Ministerial restructuring proposals. 

The resistance to genuine pedagogical change that I have encountered among South African 

academics is hardly unusual, of course.  Let me tell one story on myself to indicate that I am 

sympathetic with the tendency of lecturers to reproduce for their own students the experiences of 

their undergraduate years.  Half a century ago, in my last semester as an undergraduate at Harvard, in 

the Spring of 1953, I took a famous course on Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, given by a 

very distinguished philosopher, Clarence Irving Lewis, who was then approaching retirement at an 

unimaginably advanced age.  He was, I believe, fully as old as I am now.  Lewis used a brutally 

difficult but effective technique, which consisted of requiring each of us each week to prepare a six or 

seven page summary of 40 or 50 pages of the Critique.  The Kant Summary cost roughly twenty 

hours of hard work, but it was a brilliantly successful way of forcing us to master the arcana of 

Kant’s epistemology.  Seven years later, I had the opportunity to teach that very same course, on the 

same podium from which Lewis had lectured.  Naturally, I used his system of weekly summaries, 

and I wrote a note to him in California, where he was living in retirement, telling him that I was using 

his system.  He wrote back that it was not his system, but in fact was the system that had been used 

by his professor when he studied Kant at Harvard.  Thus, by the time I adopted the system of Kant 

Summaries, it was at least half a century old.  I have used it all my life, on the many occasions on 

which I have taught the Critique. At this point, the system is therefore at least a century old.  So here 

I am, teaching a major work of philosophy by means of a pedagogical device that is one hundred 

years old, and proud of it, to boot! As I say, I do have some sympathy for the South African 

academics who try to make their students dance to the same tune they mastered when they were 

students. 

But the most cursory glance at the pass rates shows that the old ways are not working.  They 
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may have been good ways I shan’t dispute that, though I have my doubts. But they are failing 

miserably to educate the young Black men and women who are coming to universities and 

technikons today.  I believe that the progressive ideals that inspired and guided the struggle against 

apartheid demand that academics today make the transformation of the classroom experience their 

highest priority.  If I were forced to make a choice, I would rather see an all-White teaching staff 

creatively, imaginatively, and successfully educating generations of Black students than a Black 

teaching staff reproducing the old punitive system of high failure rates and the mindless, destructive 

maintenance of “standards”. But of course no such choice need be made.  With generosity of spirit 

and a willingness to experiment, South African academics can find many ways to reach and truly 

educate their students.  Like doctors, who treat every lost patient as a medical failure, university 

lecturers should treat low pass rates as marks of their own inadequate teaching methodology. 

There is a great deal of exciting research waiting to be done in these areas. Imagine 

conducting a controlled experiment in which mathematics, politics, and literature classes are run for 

one group of students in English, and for a second group of matched students in their native tongue - 

Zulu, or Xhosa, or Sotho.  Is language a genuine bar to successful learning, or is it not in fact a 

significant factor?  In my own university, I run a program that matches incoming Black students with 

doctoral students in our Afro-American Studies Ph. D. program, in one-on-one and small group 

instruction.  The idea is to help these new university students overcome the anonymity and alienation 

of a big, impersonal, underfunded state campus.  I am convinced that the widespread use of 

techniques like this, if they had the backing and support of the faculty, would go far to help students 

pass their courses and earn their degrees, thus increasing what is called at the ministerial level the 

“through-put rate”.  

Another problem that interferes with the academic success of the students is the constant 

anxiety about, and search for, funding.  This is an enormous problem, of course, requiring for its 

complete solution a level of state support that is simply not possible in the current condition of the 

South African economy.  But there are steps that might be taken to ease the problem.  Prem and I 

adopted the practice at UDW of promising students that they would receive small scholarship grants 

next year if they passed their examinations at the end of this year.  The results were startling.  In a 

university whose pass rate hovered below fifty percent, our USSAS scholars passed at a rate of 85% 
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or better.  But money alone was not the key to our success.  I am convinced that the real difference 

was made by Prem’s manifest concern for the students, and his willingness to intercede for them 

with the university staff. 

. Not for one moment d o I imagine that progress will be cheap or easy, but all of us who are in 

any way involved in South African higher education must take the improvement of the classroom 

experience as the principal test of successful transformation. 

 

II.    The Institutional Management of The Higher Education Establishment 

Let me turn now to more familiar issues those involving the management of higher 

educational institutions.  Here some progress has in fact been made, although much less than an 

optimist like me would have expected.  

The most important single challenge to those seeking to transform South African higher 

education is the long entrenched inequity in the distribution of resources among the several 

universities and technikons.  I need not repeat here what all of you know so well.  It is scarcely 

too much to say that the resources available to the historically White and historically Black 

institutions are as grotesquely unequal as the housing resources available to residents of Melville 

or Sandton on the one hand and Soweto or Alexandra on the other. But these inequities are of 

course not at all peculiar to South Africa, nor is it even the case that their racial encoding is 

distinctively South African.  Exactly the same contrast can be found in the United States between 

the resource-rich universities of the Ivy League and the meagerly endowed Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities. 

Nor is it in the least surprising that even in the ostensibly enlightened and politically 

progressive segment of South Africa’s privileged tertiary educational sector, there has been bitter 

resistance to any kind of serious redistribution of resources.  Indeed, a little American history could 

have prepared us all for the spectacle of the widow of a slain Black Consciousness icon protesting the 

fact that her privileged White university was being excluded from a modest USAID distribution 

earmarked for “transformation”. 

With regard to this problem, it is as much the political leadership as the academic community 

that can be blamed for failing to carry out the genuine redistributions called for in the original 
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Freedom Charter.  To an interested outsider, it appears that many of those concerned with higher 

educational policy have been content to settle for the incorporation of the most promising fragment 

of the non-White student cohort into historically privileged White institutions, rather than tackling the 

much more challenging task of strengthening those historically Black universities and technikons that 

had, under the old regime, and against all odds, achieved some measure of success.  I remain 

convinced that South Africa would be better served by a vibrant UDW, UWC, and PenTech than 

merely by a larger number of Black faces on the campuses of Wits, Cape Town, and Natal.

When we move past the intractable issue of funding, made immensely more problematic by 

the social costs of the dreadful AIDS epidemic, there are still many reforms and innovations required 

by genuine transformation.  Let me speak only about a few, some of which are indeed being 

addressed in promising fashion, others of which are not. 

Access first. 

The single largest challenge facing the South African higher educational establishment is the 

need dramatically to increase the numbers of secondary school leavers who continue on to 

universities or technikons.  Historically, the two greatest obstacles have been the paucity of financial 

aid and the dreaded matric system.  There is not much to be said about the problem of financial aid.  

South Africa has many needs, a number of which are arguably more pressing than tertiary education. 

 Aside from bringing my little bits of money here each year, I cannot do anything but hope that ways 

will be found to help the poorest young people to defray the costs of further education. 

But about the matric system, there is much to be said.  It never was a wise, efficient, fair, or 

useful way of deciding which young people should be permitted to go to university, and the fact that 

its administration was corrupted and biased by considerations of race only made it worse.  To an 

outsider, reading hysterical newspaper reports about poor matric results, botched exams, and stolen 

answer sheets, it has been obvious that there were many better ways to identify promising young 

students who could benefit from a university education. 

Early in my travels here, I spent a day with some folks from the University of Natal Durban 

who were running a pilot program they called “Teach-Test-Teach”.  But it was rather small, and 

seems not to have been replicated on other campuses.  Far and away the most promising attempt 

with which I am familiar to circumvent the matric system is the UWC program to identify and admit 
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several hundred students each year under the umbrella of the discretionary authority of the Faculty 

Senate.  These so-called “Senate Discretionary Students” lack a University Exemption, but have been 

identified by tests and other methods as capable of making good use of university education.  For 

several years now, this program has run on an experimental basis, and the statistical analysis of the 

academic performance of the students shows that there is no discernible difference in performance 

between those admitted under the traditional rules and those admitted as Discretionary students.  

This experiment demonstrates conclusively that the Matric examination is completely useless as a 

device for deciding who will be permitted to gain a university education.  A major problem has been 

the unwillingness of the Ministry of Education to include these discretionary students in the funding 

formula on the basis of which it provides annual support to tertiary institutions.  My little 

organization has in the past two years given UWC 700,000 Rand to help these students meet their 

tuition bills, and I consider it some of the most rewarding allocations we have made over the past 

thirteen years.  

I have been told that very quietly, on the sly, as it were, other universities have availed 

themselves of this loophole in the regulations, though none I think have done so in as large and 

systematic a way as UWC.  In my judgment, the entire matric system should be scrapped, and I 

gather there are moves in that direction afoot. . There is reason to hope that this warped, punitive, and 

unproductive system is on the way out.  Score one for Transformation! 

Two other serious inadequacies of the old tertiary system are also being addressed, in 

ways that hold out some hope for improvement - I have in mind the rigid lock-step year long 

structure of courses and the impossibility of transferring credits from one institution to another.  

The first of these features created an extraordinarily punitive system in which an entire year of 

credit rested on an end-of-year examination, leaving no way for students to earn partial credit 

toward a degree for work successfully completed during the year.   The second forced students to 

make an entire undergraduate career at a single university or technikon.   

Many students, especially from poor and disadvantaged backgrounds, find it impossible to 

attend university continuously for a three or four year period.  Many more, who began their degrees 

at technikons, have been barred from carrying their credits with them when they want to transfer to 

universities.  The guardians of the old system do a good deal of huffing and puffing about standards 
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and institutional autonomy, but the net effect is to make it ever more difficult for any save the 

comfortably fixed to earn degrees. 

Modularization, as it is called in South Africa, is beginning to break up the rigidities of the 

year-long course.  This allows a student to accumulate credits during the academic year that are not 

lost even if he or she does not pass the final examination.  Such flexibility also permits students to 

leave school after a half year, somehow gather together the funds to continue, and then return to pick 

up where they have left off.  Portability of credits is also beginning to be introduced, as I understand 

it.  Neither of these innovations has been fully instantiated - perhaps in some institutions, barely 

attempted.  But at least those who rule the educational world seem to have accepted the idea that 

they ought to become the norm, and in time perhaps they will. 

When we look at the administration of institutions of higher learning, we encounter 

certain structural problems at the historically disadvantaged institutions that frustrate even well-

intentioned efforts at reform.  To put it simply and frankly, there is a desperate shortage of 

talented and experienced administrators capable on the ground of carrying out even relatively 

elementary components of the transformation process.  This shortage is itself one of the many 

shameful legacies of apartheid, and it shows no signs of being rectified soon. 

All of us are naturally mesmerized by the movement of high profile men and women in and 

out of the senior administrative positions.  But more serious by far is the shortage of able mid-level 

administrators at the HDIs who can do a good, efficient job of handling the day-to-day operations of 

a university.  I was first made aware of this problem during the time that I was helping UDW to 

secure USAID TELP grants.  Prem and I worked on a number of successful TELP proposals, 

including an ambitious plan to begin the modularization of the UDW curriculum.  When the grant 

was awarded, Jairam Reddy looked around for someone to head it up, and in the end was forced to 

give the job to Prem, even though Prem’s job was as Director of Development, not as manager of 

curriculum reform.  There were only a handful of people at UDW to whom Reddy as Vice-

Chancellor could turn, each of whom was hopelessly overburdened.  This shortage of effective mid-

level administrators and staff personnel does not capture the headlines in the way that the hiring and 

firing of Vice-Chancellors does, but it is in fact much more important.  A well-staffed university can 

do quite well with a succession of incompetent persons at the top - my own university has 
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demonstrated the truth of this proposition over some thirty years now.  But even the best Vice-

Chancellor cannot make a go of a university by himself or himself or herself. 

The problem is exacerbated, of course, by the tendency of government and industry to drain 

the best administrative talent from the historically Black universities.  The situation is totally  different 

at the historically advantaged institutions.  They tend to have considerable numbers of efficient staff 

personnel at the middle levels of management.  I met a good many people at Cape Technikon who 

were quite good at managing their portfolios, even though a number of them were perfectly appalling 

people. 

Finally, let me say just a bit about the topic on so many peoples’ minds: mergers.  For several 

years now, first the idea, then the recommendation, then the threat, then the proposal, and finally the 

resistance to mergers seems to have dominated the consciousness of people in the university and 

technikon world almost to the exclusion of anything else.  The goal of mergers is to rationalize the 

size and shape of higher education - do I have that jargon right?  In fact, mergers are for the most part 

a thoroughgoing waste of time and money.  They generate enormous turf-defending resistance, they 

consume the scarce time and energy of the few able administrators at the HDIs, and when they are 

actually carried out, they save little or no money and do nothing to improve the education provided 

to young people. 

There are many reasons why the merging of several institutions is a bad idea, but two stand 

out.  The first concerns structure, or, as we might more precisely put it, infrastructure.  The second 

concerns personnel. The gross inequities and disproportionalities of the system of tertiary institutions 

are built into the physical plant of the several institutions the lecture halls, laboratories, libraries, 

student residences, and campuses.  These are by their nature immovable, regardless of their legal 

status.  If Cape Technikon and Peninsula Technikon merge, there will be no massive movement of 

equipment and buildings from one campus to the other.  Paper m ergers create impressive flow charts 

of institutional management, but change nothing on the ground, as we say. 

Along with the infrastructure goes the endowment.  This is just money, and is indeed in 

principle movable, but the Government lacks the legal authority, the political muscle, or, perhaps, the 

will to make a frontal assault on the endowments of the historically privileged institutions.  I would 

support such an assault.  What, after all, does liberation mean if the wealth remains in the hands of 
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the defeated oppressors?  But Nelson Mandela and the ANC negotiated from a very weak position 

thirteen years ago, and they were forced to trade any dream of genuine resource and wealth 

reallocation in return for the power of genuine elections.  It is not only the tertiary educational sector 

that suffers today as a consequence of that unavoidable bargain. 

The other obstacle to useful mergers is the entrenched clinging to old habits and procedures 

of the people who would actually have to make a merger work the faculty and staff.  The truth is that 

universities, even when they are hotbeds of revolutionary sentiment, are actually deeply conservative 

institutions.  This is true world -wide, not just in South Africa.  I told you earlier of the way in which I 

have clung to a technique for teaching Kant that is at least a century old.  Can you imagine a 

corporate executive boasting that he does things just as they have been done for a hundred years?  

Would you go to a doctor who assured you cheerily that she would treat your diabetes just as her 

grandfather might have done?  Unless a merger results in genuine changes in the day-to-day conduct 

of instruction and research in the classrooms, laboratories, and libraries, it is an expensive waste of 

time. 

My own university has gone through this sort of exercise, with results that confirm my 

apprehensions.  Thirty years ago, five separate public institutions scattered around Massachusetts 

were formally merged into the University of Massachusetts system.  Nothing at all changed on any of 

the five campuses.  But a very expensive President’s Office was created in Boston, which for the past 

three decades has been consuming resources that could have been better allocated to education on 

one or another of the campuses.  A great deal of the time of the Chancellor of my campus is spent 

dealing with the President’s office, and all decisions must filter through yet another layer of 

bureaucracy. 

Well, so much for pedagogy and institutional management.  The record of the past decade is 

not encouraging.  What goes on in the classrooms of South Africas universities today is scarcely 

different from what went on before liberation.  The privileged White universities have scurried 

around skimming the best Black students from the HDI’s.  Natal has taken over from UDW the task 

of educating Indian students as UDW has admitted more and more Africans. A handful of non-

White faces have shown up in the senior management photos of Wits, Cape Town, and Natal. But 

the dreams of a revolutionary pedagogy are no longer even whispered in common rooms or aired at 
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conferences.  There has been no real transformation of South African higher education - or of South 

African elementary and secondary education either, for that matter. 

Lest my complaint descend into piteous whining - always a danger for disappointed lovers - 

let me end by returning to the dreams that drew me here, dreams that could have been fulfilled, and 

perhaps still can be fulfilled, if enough of you will rededicate yourselves to the ideals of your younger 

days. 

 

III.   Unfulfilled Dreams  

I shall speak about only one of my many dreams: The dream of a revolution in educational 

credentialing to overcome the inherited disadvantages that consign so many talented and able men 

and women to dead-end low paying jobs, or to no jobs at all.  This is the dream that goes these days 

by the name “Recognition of Prior Learning’.  The trajectory of my own career brings me to this 

subject by a somewhat unusual path.  Let me say a few words about the American experience, by 

way of introduction to the South African situation. 

The Revolutionary War was not the pivotal American experience of liberation, for despite the 

exaggerated rhetoric of the Declaration of Independence, the British rule in the North American 

colonies was not especially onerous, nor did the forming of the Union transform the lives of most 

Americans.  No, the true American story of liberation is the freeing of four million Black slaves in 

1865, at the end of our Civil War.  The freedmen, as they were called, were for the most part illiterate, 

and their former masters assured the nation that their chattels were unprepared for the world of free 

labor and utterly incapable of participating effectively in the processes of democratic politics.  There 

were, in effect, three views of the matter among Whites, and they continue to the present day: The 

radical view was that the poor benighted former slaves had been so unjustly treated that they had a 

right to compensation for their suffering; the liberal view was that over time, with education and 

guidance from well-meaning Whites, the former slaves and their descendants would be able to take 

their place in a free society; the reactionary view was that the Blacks were savages who needed 

constant supervision if they were not to fall back into a pre-human condition. 

But in fact, as historians are now beginning to demonstrate, all three of these views were 

based on the same false premise.  The four million Black men and women who walked out of slavery 
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in 1865 were actually a skilled labor force who would have been quite capable of functioning in the 

world of free labor if they had been permitted by law and by the practices of Whites to do so.  The 

South before the war had been the richest section of the nation, and the wealth that was everywhere 

evident had been created by the labor of the slaves.  They worked the fields, ran the forges, built the 

great mansions, carved the furniture that graced those stately homes, processed and prepared the 

food, made and repaired buggies, broke horses, spun and wove cloth, and made the clothes that the 

elegant White folks wore.  Indeed, slaves even worked in capitalist factories, alongside free Whites, a 

handful of free Blacks, and indentured Whites.  When the war came, they fought by the scores and 

hundreds of thousands on the Union side, as runaways or contraband, and in the judgment of 

Abraham Lincoln himself made the difference between victory and defeat.  During the twelve year 

period of Reconstruction, before they were abandoned by the federal government and driven back 

into semi-slavery by the brutality of their former masters, the freedmen took an active role in local 

and state government, and sent some of their number to Congress.  In short, despite being unable to 

read or write - since it was in many Southern states against the law before the war to teach a slave to 

read - the slaves had managed to learn a very great deal.   

When I first came to South Africa, I flew into what was then Jan Smuts Airport, and was 

driven along broad, modern six lane highways into the city of Johannesburg.  Since this was 1986, I 

saw few Black men and women in that modern city, save for house servants and road workers in 

orange jump suits. It took me a while to realize that the great wealth I saw all around me, like the 

wealth of the American South, had been created by Black men and women. The roads had been built 

by Black workers, the buildings had been constructed by Black workers, the elegant private homes, 

surrounded by razor wire, were the product of Black work crews.  In a country five-sixths of whom 

were Black, in which so many of the handful of Whites held government sinecures, it was patently 

obvious that almost all of the real productive labor had been done by Black workers. 

The apartheid regime, I soon learned, had originally denied all but the most basic 

education to non-Whites, but had been forced by the sheer shortage of skilled workers gradually 

to extend educational opportunities through primary schooling, then to secondary schooling, and 

eventually to the tertiary level.  At the same time, the struggle for liberation in the townships and 

on the factory floors had bred up several generations of men and women with hands-on skills at 
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labor organizing, community management, and negotiation.  Perhaps most important of all, 

thousands of men and women had learned on the ground how to penetrate the fog of ideology in 

order to see the repression and exploitation of racial capitalism for what it truly is. 

Before liberation, radical critics of the old regime talked a good deal about converting this 

huge fund of painfully acquired skill and political understanding into the sorts of official 

educational credentials that could open up job opportunities in a bureaucratized late capitalist 

world. [Even now, I blush to use that old familiar, phrase, “late capitalist”, freighted as it is with 

the disappointed hopes of so many socialist optimists like myself.]   Indeed, this revolutionary 

ideal was actually written into the official White Paper issued by the new post-apartheid 

government.  The idea was simple enough in its outlines.  While some students would be given 

credit in a Public Administration university course of study for reading books about municipal 

management and writing examinations in which they demonstrated that they had learned what 

was in the books, others, who had actually managed a municipality, albeit illegally, would 

received an equivalent measure of credit.  Evidence of successful participation in the struggle to 

win genuine democracy would be allowed to substitute in a Political Science or Philosophy 

course for a satisfactory final examination on the theories of Locke, Rousseau, Bentham, and 

Mill.  Mastery of the skills required for holding a job in a tool and die manufacturing plant, or as a 

designer of fashion clothes, or in a construction firm would stand in for technikon academic 

credits in those areas of work. 

This sort of recognition of learning already accomplished - of “prior learning’ - was not 

conceived as a gift, or a consolation prize, or a feel-good sop to the sensibilities of the down-

trodden.  It was designed formally and bureaucratically to acknowledge a fact that was manifest 

in the physical infrastructure and economic functioning of South Africa - namely, that the great 

majority of the people of the country, over many generations of productive labor, even under the 

most repressive of conditions, had succeeded in acquiring a broad array of the skills and 

understandings that formal education is designed to give to the young.  It was designed also to 

give formal recognition to the political and ideological insights that had been gained on the 

ground by active participants in the liberation struggle.  One of the bitterest ironies of the current 

higher educational scene in South Africa is that university instructors who require their students 
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to read the prison writings of Antonio Gramsci cannot recognize an organic intellectual when 

they encounter one in real life.  They fixate on the symbols on a matriculation examination while 

overlooking manifestly successful mastery of the techniques of ideological critique in men and 

women who both understand and have fought against the exploitation and repression of the state 

apparatus. 

Wide-scale recognition of prior learning would do a great deal to overcome the class 

divisions created by academic credentialing.  It would force employers to give serious 

consideration to job applicants who have already demonstrated the skills and understandings 

supposedly required for positions in industry, government, or the professions.  We might 

usefully compare the formal credentialing of prior learning with the movement now under way in 

South America and elsewhere to give squatters legal title to their shacks, as a way of endowing 

them with capital that can then be pledged as collateral for loans to launch small businesses.  The 

rationale for that experiment is that the squatters are already in de facto possession of their 

homes, and merely need the state formally to recognize that possession by giving them legal title. 

 No transfer of wealth is required, merely the legal acknowledgment of what is already a fact. 

 

Envoi 

I have come to the end of my complaint, but like all true lovers, I cannot take my leave 

without one more plea to my beloved, troubling deaf heaven, in the words of Shakespeare, with my 

bootless cries.  These are terrible times to be an American.  Throughout my long life, I have never 

been an uncritical admirer of my native land - I know entirely too much about our history, our doings 

and undoings, for that.  But having been born shortly after Franklin Delano Roosevelt took office, 

and having lived through the glory days of the Civil Rights Movement and the Viet Nam War 

protests, I have nurtured in my breast a vision, however forlorn, of what America might be.  Now, 

my country has been hi-jacked by a collection of imperious thugs, and I have become ashamed to 

acknowledge my citizenship.  South Africa is, for me, the last hope for a politics of progressive 

principle and enlightened radicalism.  Each morning, as I check the headlines on the Mail and 

Guardian web site, I look for indications that the revolutionary energy that captured my heart 

seventeen years ago has been rekindled.  Let me offer a bargain of desperation.  If you will recall 
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yourselves to the ideals that burned so brightly here only a few short years ago, I will promise to love 

you until death parts us, returning each year with my bits of money, and cheering to the echo every 

small step you take to make real the ideals that I believe we share.   


