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    Preface


    WE are a haunted executive at Wits University – haunted by the fear that we will not rise to the strategic challenge of our era. We do not have the ideological comfort of those at the barricades where there is a certainty in the critique. Neither do we have the emotional serenity of the mainstream corporate executive who is comfortable with the world as it is. Instead, we occupy a lonely nether world where we recognise that things can and must change, yet know that we have to operate within the financial and political constraints of the present. Our strategic task is to craft a bridge between the limits of the present and the possibilities of the future, a bridge we can only build by striking an appropriate balance between our competing institutional priorities.


    Long before any of us arrived at Wits, the university adopted a vision of being research intensive. In a sense, it was this vision that attracted us to the job. Part of this may have to do with the academic vanity of leading an institution that has significant research output and postgraduate throughput. But it also has to do with our collective commitment to addressing inequality within the global academy. If we truly believe in an egalitarian world, then we need to work towards a global academy of commons. Such an academy requires South Africa to have its own cohort of research-intensive universities. Otherwise, research and scientific production will remain concentrated in the North; in the context of a globalised, knowledge-based economy, the inequality within our world will continue to prevail.


    But our responsibility as Wits executives is also to address the inequality in our national context. Universities can only successfully contribute to addressing inequality if, on the one hand, they produce enough professional graduates that these skills do not command a premium in the market and, on the other, they enable access for students from poor communities. These two goals require universities of sufficient quality to enable throughput – but that are either priced appropriately or have sufficient financial aid to allow poor students to access them.


    Both of these competing priorities have to be addressed simultaneously in a financially sustainable way. There are, of course, some who believe that our financial fiduciary responsibilities can easily be traded in favour of our academic and social ones. But we need to think through the wisdom of this strategy, in particular because it is premised on a widespread assumption among the far left that the state would be compelled to bail universities out were they to get into a financial crisis. Yet this strategy has been tried before, with devastating consequences. In the late 1990s, what was then the University of Transkei effectively embarked on a strategy to address its historical infrastructural disparities by deliberately pursuing a financial deficit. Within years, the institution was on the brink of insolvency; while the state did eventually bail it out, it did not do so at the levels required or within the timeframes necessary. The net effect was the academic destruction of what was then one of the country’s strongest historically black universities: the financial crisis prompted the departure of top academics and students. The university has never truly recovered.


    The tragedy of this strategy is not that it is likely to fail, but rather that it repeats past failures simply because it is dislocated from any understanding of the history of the transformation of the higher education system in this country. It reminds me of a lesson that noted educationist and political activist Neville Alexander once taught me and some of my colleagues. He often remarked that, while he may have been a noted Marxist theoretician and scholar, his socialism only developed political relevance when ANC notable Walter Sisulu taught him African history while they were imprisoned on Robben Island. It is this nationally responsive and contextually relevant Marxism that lies at the core of Neville’s magnum opus, One Azania, One Nation, written soon after his release from Robben Island. This is the lesson that the advocates of fiscal complacency need to learn: if we do not understand our history, and the relevance of our context, we risk repeating the failures of our past.


    The strategic imperative of our time is to strike the balance between equally compelling priorities. When I concluded my installation address at Wits University in the Great Hall on 24 August 2013, I underscored the importance of balance in executive decision-making at universities. Reflecting on the experiences and writings of great activists and organic intellectuals – Kahlil Gibran, Antonio Gramsci and Steve Biko – I stressed that striking the balance between competing priorities is a prerequisite for human progress. This lesson continues to apply to contemporary South Africa. Whether we are speaking of growth and redistribution in the economy, or service delivery and transformation in the state, or national responsiveness and global competitiveness in universities, balancing competing priorities is the precondition for breaking out of our structural impasse and achieving progressive outcomes.


    It is this struggle for balance that has governed the practice of Wits’s executive management in recent years. In driving research, we appointed top professors and created incentives for the general academic to publish. Our recruitment of top students targeted those at the apex of the schooling system as well as those in quintile 1 and 2 schools through the Vice-Chancellor’s Scholarships and the Vice-Chancellor’s Equality Scholarships respectively. Student recruitment in our Faculty of Health Sciences similarly underscored merit by prioritising students with the best results, yet simultaneously reserved 20 per cent of seats each for top students from rural schools and from urban quintile 1 and 2 schools. The overall goal in our student recruitment was to achieve a strategic balance between demographic representativeness and cosmopolitan orientation.


    This strategic approach to managing the institution has had some success. Wits is one of the most demographically representative of South Africa’s research-intensive universities, yet we remain cosmopolitan by attracting students across the race, class, cultural and national divides. Our research output has increased by 56 per cent in the past four years, and 86 per cent of our journal articles published in 2017 were in high-quality international journals. Our throughput of both undergraduate and postgraduate students has also increased steadily. Our postgraduate numbers are now at just under 14 000 in a total student cohort of 37 000. It should also be noted that, although I remain sceptical of the methodologies and assessments of university ranking systems, Wits has steadily improved in many of the global rankings, and is ranked as either first or second on the continent.


    Yet despite these successes, serious challenges remain and came to the fore most dramatically in two sets of events: the #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall protests. Collectively, these became the largest student social movement since the dawn of South Africa’s democracy in 1994. The protests emanated from two major challenges facing higher education: alienation and access. The #RhodesMustFall movement, in which students at the University of Cape Town (UCT) demanded the removal of the statue of Cecil John Rhodes, captured the alienation of the largely black student population at UCT and reflected valid concerns about institutional racism and/or the slow pace of transformation at all of our universities. Transformation movements developed at all of the historically white universities. While they focused on specific institutional challenges, all questioned the identity of the university and what it meant to be an African institution in the 21st century. The #FeesMustFall movement began at Wits and spread across the country, culminating in student marches to Parliament and the Union Buildings. Its high point was when President Zuma, after negotiating with student leaders and vice-chancellors at the Union Buildings, conceded that the state would cover the student fee increase for 2016. In that moment, the students achieved in a matter of ten days what vice-chancellors had been advocating for at least ten years: bringing down the costs of higher education. The #FeesMustFall movement, whose principal concern was access for poor black students to affordable, quality education, gave notice that Zuma’s fee concession was merely the first step in a broader struggle for free education.


    The students’ discontents were undeniably legitimate. It was unacceptable for black students not to feel at home at South Africa’s public universities. Neither was it acceptable for talented students from poor communities to be denied access to higher education. All stakeholders needed to address both challenges urgently – including university management, academics, students and government. Addressing these challenges was not only positive for the students, but was also necessary for enabling the agenda of inclusive economic development and helping to challenge the high levels of inequality in our society.


    Yet despite the legitimacy of the students’ demands, their struggles had to play out in ways that did not undermine the university as a safe and free space for ideas. Moreover, the decisions that university executives made in response to these demands could not compromise universities’ long-term sustainability: this would simply compromise the educational prospects of future generations of poor South Africans. Achieving a strategic balance between allowing this legitimate social movement to evolve and maintaining the free, safe space and the long-term financial sustainability of the university became the principal task of the Wits executive in managing the student protests. We recognised that the students’ social and political awakening created opportunities for opening up the systemic and institutional constraints on finances and spending priorities – opportunities we could use effectively to progress towards the intellectually vibrant and humane university that we collectively envisioned. Yet we were also aware that, if this did not unfold in a measured and thoughtful way, it could engender academic flight and a financial crisis. We recognised that striking this strategic balance was not the responsibility of any other internal stakeholders – students, academics, professional and administrative staff – but ours, supported by our Council. Ours was the responsibility for making hard choices and deliberating on trade-offs, of crafting second-best solutions in the existing world rather than a world we wished existed.


    We knew we would be pilloried and attacked by many who were not responsible for crafting this strategic balance; criticised by some for being too hard, and by others for being too soft; accused by some of being neoliberal, and by others of being fiscally irresponsible. As an executive team, we were not always of one mind on all issues, and had to reach strategic consensus in the cauldron of protest. We knew that public support would not always be forthcoming, even though we could always rely on some very special individuals to provide counsel. As the events unfolded, we as an executive came to rely far more on one another, and on the counsel of a small number of Council members and academics – Randall Carolissen (chair of Council), Brian Bruce (former deputy chair of Council), Isaac Shongwe (current deputy chair of Council), Theunie Lategan, Cas Coovadia, Rob Hamer, Len Sizani, Barney Pityana, Mavuso Msimang, Dikgang Moseneke, Mary Scholes, Shireen Hassim, Cathi Albertyn, Sharon Fonn and Achille Mbembe. Of course, we did not always agree, and our disagreements were spirited, but every one of us was directed by a desire to ensure that Wits University continued on its path of transformation, yet remained an intellectually vibrant institution serving South Africa and the world. I also came to rely far more on my fellow vice-chancellors, all of whom confronted similar challenges.


    This is the story I tell in the pages that follow. When Ester Levinrad of Jonathan Ball Publishers first approached me to write this book, I was sceptical: I recognised that I could not be dispassionate, being a prominent participant in the protest events. I have written extensively on the protests, particularly in the Daily Maverick (and have borrowed liberally from these writings for this book), but wrote to advocate non-violence and, as a participant, to correct misconceptions. I imagined that a book had to be so much more – dispassionate, comprehensive and analytical. But as Kanina Foss, my then chief of staff, and I discussed it further, the idea grew on us. Why could this not be a book about a participant in the events, detailing why we made our choices and how we think the system can be fixed? Such a book could be a corrective to the crude caricatures of bipolarity between conservative university executives and revolutionary protesters that sometimes animate the public discourse and even the pages of books that were hurriedly produced in the protests’ wake. This book could contribute to the corpus of reflections on the student protests, and serve as one of the sources for the more dispassionate analytical studies that would emerge in the years to come.


    Ester concurred that it would be a participant’s account. But another problem emerged: how to find the time to write it? Kanina and I agreed that the best way to do this would be for me to get away from the office for a couple of months – impossible, given the challenges we confronted and their urgent need for institutional and systemic solutions. And then fortune struck. I was coming to the end of my first term as vice-chancellor and had just been offered a second term. The Council agreed to give me a six-month sabbatical between the two terms to write this book. Sarah Nuttall facilitated a link with Skip Gates, whose Hutchins Center at Harvard University agreed to host me and provide an intellectually stimulating space; the Ford Foundation, and Nicolette Naylor in particular, agreed to sponsor my sojourn in the United States.


    A final challenge emerged in the writing of the book – whom to name and whom to anonymise. This was especially important, given that I would be serving another executive term. After giving due consideration to the issue, I followed some general rules. First, I have retained the names of all those who have put themselves out into the public domain, reflected and critically engaged on the issues. Second, where matters might be sensitive to individual colleagues, I have only mentioned their names with their explicit consent. Finally, I have anonymised individuals in cases where correspondence was directed for my personal attention, and when individual students are not known and could be irreparably harmed as a result of specific conduct or incidents. These general rules, I believe, enable the telling of a story that needs to be told, yet allow me to do so respectfully and responsibly.


    I offer this book as one contribution among many to enable an understanding of the student protests, their structural and immediate causes, their character and implications, and the potential solutions and trade-offs confronting us as South Africans. I recognise that I have a particular window into the student protests, and that as a result I do not represent a full or comprehensive picture of the events. But I offer the book as one among a plurality of accounts, precisely to enable a comprehensive understanding of events. I also reflect on the lessons to be learnt from the universities’ challenges. These are lessons about the leadership of our government, the management of our public institutions, and the mobilisation of our people – lessons that all of us need to learn if we are to heal the divides of our past and build the society that our Constitution envisions. If this book contributes in some small way to that end, then the difficult events upon which it reflects, and the sacrifices that have been made, would truly have been worth enduring.


    Adam Habib


    December 2018
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    The night on the concourse


    FRIDAY the 16th in October 2015 was a hot and humid evening, made even more so by the throngs of students who occupied the multi-storey concourse in the middle of Wits University’s main admin block. Hundreds of students hung over the balconies that overlooked the ground floor, surveying us and the events below. The ground floor was also bursting with students, and some staff. We were seated at the chairs and tables on the south end of the concourse, with our backs to the lifts. There were some students behind us as well.


    The heady atmosphere was made all the more intoxicating by the sounds of ‘Iyho Solomon’, the haunting song that commemorates the life of Solomon Kalushi Mahlangu, a young Umkhonto weSizwe militant executed by the apartheid state in 1979 at the tender age of 22. I had heard the song echo all day, and for many days before. But it seemed to have an even more poignant effect on this humid evening, with the press of students and the cameras. I wondered for a while at the relevance of the song. After all, Solomon Mahlangu was not linked in any way to university struggles. But he was a young man when he was executed, about the same age as many of the students who now sang about him. He too was involved in a noble cause; it is said that, before he was led to the gallows, he uttered to his mother the final words: ‘My blood will nourish the tree that will bear the fruits of freedom. Tell my people that I love them. They must continue the struggle.’ Given this mythology, and his age, it is not surprising that Solomon Mahlangu became the mythological mascot of South Africa’s #FeesMustFall protest.


    I sat with my executive team and members of the university’s Council. Beatrys Lacquet, Deputy Vice-Chancellor: Knowledge and Information Management, Infrastructure and Operations sat to my left, while the Chair of Council, Randall Carolissen, was to my right. Andrew Crouch, Deputy Vice-Chancellor: Academic was also nearby, as was Pamela Dube, Dean of Students. All three executive members had been with me the entire day. Carol Crosley, our registrar, was also there, but had come in with some of the other Council members in the evening. Randall had come in slightly earlier. When he called earlier and volunteered to join me, I warned him that he would be obliged to stay for hours. Yet he did not hesitate.


    The other members of Council came after hastily convening a Council meeting. The students had wanted me to overturn the fee increase that had been decided at Council a week earlier. I had refused, informing them that I could not overturn a Council decision. They had then insisted that the Council convene in the concourse, in front of them, and rescind the decision. This did not happen, but members of the Council did meet on the 11th floor above the concourse. Then, after they were engaged and invited down by some of the student leaders, some Council members decided to join us on the concourse. Again, I warned them that, if they decided to come down, they would be with us for hours. And yet they came. Cathi Albertyn, Rob Hamer, Len Sizani, Cas Coovadia, Conrad Mueller and Adele Underhay, all very different individuals with diverse experience and histories, came down and spent the night on the concourse. Some saw this as a way of demeaning the Council. It may well have been, but I could not have been prouder to be sitting beside these individuals. Collectively, we sat that evening, uncowed. Each of us explained – individually, patiently, repeatedly – that the fee increase decision could not be rescinded. If any party were to make a concession, it would have to be the state, whose decision to lower our subsidies continuously was the root cause of the fee increase.


    I was tired by this time, of course. It had been a long day. I had woken up at 03h30 that Friday in Durban to make a 05h30 flight to Johannesburg. The protest had begun early on Wednesday morning, when students had stood in front of the university gates and refused to let vehicles leave the premises. They lay down in front of the gates and challenged vehicles to drive over them if they wanted to leave. It was an ingenious strategy, which paralysed the university; it was accompanied, of course, by protesters shutting down classes.


    There had been a curtain-raiser earlier in the week – on Tuesday evening, at our Management campus in Parktown – when students had protested against the expansion of the Wits Business School and the closure of a residence, despite a commitment to source alternative accommodation and ensure that there would be no reduction in the number of beds available to students. They had insisted that I collect a memorandum, which I did, but the evening classes at the Business School had been significantly impacted. The next morning, the students had moved to the campus in Braamfontein; the demand became to rescind the fee increase that had been decided a week earlier at the Council meeting. 


    Throughout Wednesday, we had tried to negotiate with the protesting students about the fees issue and to allow free vehicle mobility on and off campus. But this was to no avail. We called the police in, but asked them to maintain a discreet presence at the gates so as not to inflame the situation. We managed, eventually, to get all vehicles off the campus by opening additional exits surreptitiously. But there had been massive disruptions not only to our academic programmes, but also to people’s personal lives. Parents had been prevented from picking up their children from school. A staff member who had a serious medical condition had been prevented from seeing his doctor. There were countless other infractions against both staff and students.


    Towards the end of Wednesday evening, another challenge emerged. I was meant to be in Durban on Thursday and Friday for a ministerial conference on transformation in universities, but how could I leave under these conditions? The executive team insisted that I should go, however, and that they would manage the protests and get the academic programme back on track. And so I left for Durban on Wednesday evening, but I might as well not have gone. For all of Thursday at the conference I remained glued to the phone, keeping track of developments on campus. Students at the conference also read a memorandum from the leaders of the protesting Wits students, demanding that the conference take a position against the fee increase. While this obviously did not happen, developments at Wits continued to overshadow the conference. By Thursday evening, confronting another challenge of staff and students having to leave the campus, the executive team decided to send in the police to disperse the student protesters. But just as the police were to move in, the student leaders petitioned the executive to ask me to return so that they could engage me directly. I agreed, and took the first morning flight to Johannesburg. After a brief stop at Savernake, the vice-chancellor’s official residence, where I quickly freshened up, I went to the campus first for a short briefing with the executive team. By 08h00 we were collectively ready to engage with the protesting students, but waited for Pamela Dube to give us the signal that they were ready to receive us.


    Just before 09h00, Pamela indicated that the students were ready for us, but wanted to meet at the Yale/Empire Road entrance. I agreed to this and Andrew Crouch, Pamela and I proceeded to walk across campus to the students. We were accompanied by Protection Services officers; as we approached the entrance, protesting students started singing and chanting. Initially, the protesters simply surrounded us, making it hard to get any engagement going with student leadership. Eventually, we collectively agreed to move to the gate itself, where there was an elevated structure on which we could stand and address the students. I was not expected to speak. The student leaders – Nompendulo Mkhatshwa and Shaeera Kalla – wanted to be the only ones speaking, and I was simply to hear them out. For a while, with the crowd’s approval, I even held aloft the loud hailer for Nompendulo. The message, of course, was the same. ‘The students cannot afford the increase,’ Nompendulo said. ‘The fee increase must be rescinded.’


    This went on for about an hour, before another group of singing protesters arrived, led by two other student leaders, Mcebo Dlamini and Vuyani Pambo. At that point, Shaeera turned to me and recommended that I leave. But I demurred. After a short period of speeches, chants and toyi-toying, Vuyani turned to me and complained about the heat. He asked whether what was then known as Senate House, now Solomon Mahlangu House, could be opened so that the students could get out of the sun. I agreed to instruct security to open the building. As the protesters turned to march there, Pamela once again recommended that we leave. We were right next to the Yale/Empire Road entrance, with security, and a car was available to whisk us away. But again, I did not heed the advice. It was time to see this matter through, so I decided that we should go with the students.


    On arriving at the concourse, I was offered a chair. But I deliberately decided to sit on the floor as I had done on multiple other occasions, the most recent having been earlier that week at the Tuesday evening protest on the Management campus. This would become a matter of controversy in the days ahead. What had been a perfectly innocent act was blown out of all proportion by the Saturday Star, which alleged in its headlines that I had been forced to sit on the floor. Not only was this blatantly untrue, but it also provided factions of the student movement with ideas. And so, on Monday the following week, when the protests spread to UCT, some student leaders forced the deputy vice-chancellors to kneel and sit as an act of humiliation. Vuyani, a leader in the Wits Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF) Student Command who had a penchant for spectacle, would also try it a few days later on Gwede Mantashe in a student march to Luthuli House (ANC headquarters). Vuyani was deliberately and publicly rebuffed by the secretary-general, who saw it as an act of humiliation. Vuyani’s attempt exposed divisions within the student leadership, with the other three Wits leaders at the march objecting, all of whom were organisationally associated with the ANC – an organisational tension that would continue to haunt the #FeesMustFall movement.


    A few days later, the head of Journalism at Wits, Anton Harber, would criticise Gwede for not sitting down. He drew a distinction between humility and humiliation and suggested that my decision to sit on the floor was an act of the former, but not the latter. But this was only true so long as it was a voluntary act, not forced on me by anyone else. Once it became an act of compulsion, forced by student leaders, the simple act of sitting on the floor transformed into an act of humiliation. Gwede was perfectly within his rights, then, to refuse to sit. Indeed, I would have done the same in a similar set of circumstances.


    The rest of Friday morning and afternoon was marked by both good-natured interaction and spectacle. Soon after we arrived at the concourse, and while Andrew and I were sitting and talking to Mcebo, Beatrys kindly brought us some nuts and coffee, which we shared with those around us. Yet, a few hours later, Nompendulo would make a spectacle of the fact that I needed to get away from the noise and walk to one of the side corridors to call my wife, Fatima, to inform her that all was well. When it got slightly hot in the concourse, a number of the students and I walked to the courtyard behind the concourse to get some fresh air; later, when I walked to the toilet in the early evening, Nompendulo would again make it a spectacle and pass a disparaging, ageist remark. During the afternoon, when private security decided to come onto the concourse on their own and immediately caused an altercation, a number of students, including Mcebo and Vuyani, surrounded me to ensure I was protected. Yet a few minutes later, Vuyani or Mcebo would make one or other disparaging statement about me to one of the journalists. It was these little acts of personal kindness, coupled with acts of political spectacle, that not only marked the day and night on the concourse, but were also to become a hallmark of the entire #FeesMustFall campaign.


    Throughout the day while we sat together, I informed both Mcebo and Vuyani that, while I recognised the onerous burden of the fee increase, the Wits executive was powerless to do anything else given the continuous annual decline in state subsidies. I had said to both students that, if academic quality was to be maintained, there was no option but to increase fees. And, I indicated, ‘I cannot and will not rescind the fee increase.’ In any case, it was a Council decision which I had no power to reverse. If anything was to be done, the concession would have to come from the state. But I also expressed my reservations about whether the state would come to the party. I indicated that the vice-chancellors had been engaging the ANC government for years on the declining subsidy, to no avail, and expressed scepticism about whether this historical moment would be any different. This firm position not to rescind the fee increase was shared by almost all of Council, and would be the distinguishing feature of our collective response that night.
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    Four student leaders would become the face of the Wits #FeesMustFall movement. At least three of them – Mcebo, Shaeera and Vuyani – I had interacted with, sometimes substantively, prior to the October protests. The other student leader, Nompendulo, had just been elected Student Representative Council (SRC) president for the coming year and was to take office on 1 November 2015, two weeks after the protest got going. In the weeks and months ahead, I would get to know her as well as I knew the others. Each of these students would significantly influence the #FeesMustFall campaign, both at Wits and the national level, and each would in turn be significantly affected by the movement.


    Mcebo’s interaction with me officially began when he was elected and assumed office as SRC president in November 2014. Outgoing SRC leaders had cynically wished me luck when we were informed that he had been elected president, which suggested that he already had quite a reputation. He also had a charge of assault of another student hanging over his head when he stood for and won the SRC office – a problem which we have often contemplated solving by passing a rule that prevents candidates from contesting office when they have a pending charge. But this would prejudice the students, since they must at least be presumed innocent until found guilty. In any case, this issue would come to haunt us when, in February 2015, he was found guilty of the charge by a disciplinary hearing. The SRC constitution requires anyone found guilty of an offence to stand down, and I had an engagement with Mcebo in this regard. Initially, I made a concession that allowed him to remain in office for a further 14 days because he was taking the decision of the disciplinary committee to review. But when the matter began to drag out, I called him in and asked him to step down voluntarily or I would be forced to dismiss him. Three days later, Mcebo publicly made his notorious statement: ‘What I love about Adolf Hitler is his charisma and his capabilities to organise people ... There is an element of Hitler in every white person.’


    I have often wondered whether he made this statement deliberately to make it politically inconvenient for me to dismiss him as SRC president. After all, the charge that would subsequently be levelled against the executive and me by the student activists associated with Mcebo is that we fired him because we were beholden to Zionist interests. But as abhorrent as I found his views on Hitler, our legal advice suggested that his remarks fell within the parameters of the constitutional right to free speech. In any case, pulling the race or ethnic (Zionist) card was not going to dissuade us in any way from removing Mcebo as SRC president. The SRC constitution demanded that he be removed, and it was necessary at a university like Wits to ensure that student leaders were subject to the same policies as the rest of the student body. And so the decision was made, even though we knew it would be heavily contested by student political parties associated with the ANC, EFF, and Black Consciousness and Pan-Africanist traditions.


    For the next few months, Mcebo took to the airwaves to paint himself as a victim of a management insensitive to ‘the black child’, a patronising term that was to become popular among student activists in the university arena. The mainstream media, addicted as it is to sensationalism, partnered in this public spectacle on race and ethnic baiting. Within the university itself, debate raged on our motivation for removing Mcebo and, even after I personally engaged in public debates with the student body in which I demonstrated that the decision to remove him was made prior to his Hitler comments, significant sections of political activists would just not concede. In this world of ‘fake news’, evidence was just not going to be allowed to detract from a preconceived conclusion.


    As matters settled, however uneasily, Mcebo got embroiled in another altercation. The incident took place at the annual electoral debate where candidates for SRC elections are grilled on their experience and suitability for the position. In August 2015, in the midst of a hotly contested election between the ANC-aligned Progressive Youth Alliance (PYA), the EFF and a moderate political alternative under the label Project W, a fight broke out. Video footage clearly showed Mcebo involved in a physical altercation with a student from Project W. In a subsequent preliminary suspension hearing, Mcebo showed no contrition for the incident; as a result, he was one among a number of students who were suspended. The university was subsequently taken to court on the matter by legal representatives who were arranged by the national EFF, and, while the court did not overturn our decision to bar implicated students from participating in the SRC election, it did overturn our decision to suspend these students until their disciplinary hearings. This was motivated on the grounds that the affected students’ right to education would be infringed. While I disagreed with the court decision, believing that the right to education had to be balanced against the constitutional right to safety of all students – which was itself compromised by the altercation’s violent actions – the university abided by the court ruling and decided not to appeal this decision.


    Mcebo thus entered October 2015 with a political score to settle, and the fee protests provided the perfect opportunity. Ironically, our personal relationship remained cordial. In one-to-one interactions, Mcebo was always polite and engaging. He insisted that our political differences were not personal, and he would often send me personal messages to clarify this in the midst of heated political contestation in the public domain. But the ‘public’ Mcebo was a different person, especially if there were cameras around. On television or radio, Mcebo would make the most scurrilous of statements about me or other members of the executive, and would often knowingly articulate completely false stories. He also had an interesting ability to coin a phrase; he once suggested on television that I had ‘an uncircumcised heart’. Until today, I am still unsure whether this was meant as a compliment or an insult. In any case, Mcebo behaved as if he had separate public and private personalities. This was to remain a feature of his engagement throughout the #FeesMustFall campaign.


    The other person who clearly had a score to settle was Vuyani. His relationship with me dated back to the end of late 2013 when, as the convener of the EFF Student Command at Wits, he sought official student club/society status. Initially, he and a number of students undertook a sit-in of my office, demanding recognition as a student club/society. They had been denied access by the SRC, which was largely made up of individuals from both the South African Students Congress (SASCO) and Project W, on the grounds that they had missed the application deadline. I called in the SRC and requested them to consider registering the EFF as a student club/society. The SRC president, Shafee Verachia, petitioned Council expressing concern that I as vice-chancellor was interfering in matters that were the purview of the SRC. My response was that it was inappropriate for the SRC to use an administrative rationale to deny a constitutional obligation, namely the EFF’s right to be recognised as a duly constituted political alternative. It was eventually decided that the EFF would be granted recognition and that this would be formally done through the office of the SRC, which reluctantly agreed to fulfil its governance obligation in this regard. Vuyani, of course, is of the view that the EFF’s formal recognition arose as a result of the sit-in – this not only misrepresents the power of that demonstration, but also fails to recognise that people in authority can sometimes act out of political principle.


    In late 2014 and early 2015, Vuyani was one of the few students who participated in a consultation exercise on the challenge of transformation and how a transformation programme should be thought through in relation to Wits. His ideas were particularly valuable not only because they presented a student perspective, but also because they highlighted both the anger that had emerged from the alienation of certain black students from the institution and the importance of class in understanding their experience. Soon thereafter, though, Vuyani’s engagement became far more belligerent. It coincided with the EFF’s deciding to compete in the SRC elections. The hallmark of the EFF’s strategy seemed to be to demonstrate their radicalism through engaging in spectacle, foul language, and the breaking of institutional and legal rules. The first manifestation of this was when a number of EFF student members broke into a dining hall, assaulted and threatened staff, and basically helped themselves to food on the grounds that no one should be obliged to pay for what is an essential need. All the individuals involved in the incident were subsequently charged. Their campaign in the 2015 elections was incredibly belligerent, and seemed to centre on public statements about university officials that were often replete with expletives. This approach to campaigning culminated in the election debate where the EFF students were in the main guilty of creating circumstances that ultimately led to violence. Almost all of the EFF candidates standing for election were suspended – many, including Vuyani, until their disciplinary hearings.


    Vuyani’s suspension emanated from the fact that video footage depicted his involvement in a physical altercation. When I subsequently interviewed him to hear his side of the events, he simply refused to engage on the grounds that he did not have legal representation present. His suspension and that of others was endorsed by Council, as was the decision to suspend the EFF’s operations at the university until such time as they renounced violence on campus. This prompted the national leadership into action, and Floyd Shivambu, the EFF’s deputy president and a student leader at Wits in previous years, called me early on a Sunday morning in September. The next day, Randall Carolissen, Tawana Kupe (Deputy Vice Chancellor: Advancement, Human Resources and Transformation) and I met the EFF delegation, which comprised Floyd Shivambu (deputy president), Dali Mpofu (national chair), Godrich Gardee (secretary-general), Vuyani and a number of other student leaders. After quite a bit of haggling, the EFF did formally indicate that they did not condone violence, which allowed us to rescind the suspension of their operations. But when they requested us to also rescind the suspension of those who had been violent or acted in a manner that led to violence at the election debate, and allow them to participate in the SRC, we refused on principle. As a result, the meeting ended with Gardee suggesting that we had ‘made an enemy of the government in waiting’, and Floyd indicated that they would ‘meet us on the streets’. Clearly the Student Command’s exhibitionism and bravado had its roots in the parent body.


    As indicated earlier, the courts did overturn the suspension on the students who had been violent or acted in a manner that led to violence at the election debate in August 2015, a decision that truly emboldened the affected students. In the evening after the court arrived at its decision, Lwazi Lushaba, a doctoral student, part-time lecturer and self-proclaimed guru of radical students on campus, came to see me, requesting that I meet the suspended students who had now been reinstated. I agreed to meet a delegation of the students in a meeting room at a particular time, since I had to be at another event across the city soon thereafter. Thirty minutes after the allotted time and just before I had to leave for my other appointment, Lwazi returned, demanding that I receive all of the aggrieved students on the concourse. I refused, not only since I now had to be elsewhere, but also because it went against our earlier agreement. Lwazi responded by suggesting that punctuality was a bourgeois sensibility and that it would be imprudent for me not to meet what he suggested was ‘the revolutionary conscious vanguard of the student body’. I again refused and left, a decision that I am sure did not endear me to this cohort of students, of which Vuyani was an important leader. I am told he took the suspension personally, and his conduct throughout the #FeesMustFall events of the next two years would bear this out.


    The third leader was Shaeera Kalla, who became SRC president after our decision to remove Mcebo. Shaeera had served as Mcebo’s deputy and was responsible for almost all of the engagements with the executive in the early months of the SRC’s tenure. Mcebo, it seemed, was less enamoured by the daily grind of SRC management and therefore delegated this to his able deputy. She, on the other hand, while relatively efficient, did not have a substantive independent political base within the ANC student structures, even if she did have it within the Muslim Students Association. Shaeera was one among a cohort of Muslim student activists, mainly women, who had become radicalised into the broader political struggle both as a result of their solidarity work on Palestine and because of an alliance established with SASCO, the ANC Youth League (ANCYL) and the Young Communist League (YCL) to form the PYA.


    My initial interactions with Shaeera were relatively amiable and, while differences emerged given our respective positions and mandates, these were always addressed in a broadly respectful manner. Others in my executive team, however, and especially our chief financial officer (CFO), Linda Jarvis, found her particularly duplicitous. Linda suggested that, in the fees negotiations, Shaeera would receive all the information required to make a decision, but would often lie to Council and me that it had not been made available. Eventually, I ensured that all e-mails were copied to me so that I could track whether the full set of financial information had been made available to the SRC. In the course of the next two years, the rest of the team, me included, did come to realise that Shaeera could never be trusted to stand by a decision to which she had been a party. Repeatedly, she would enter into an agreement or be informed of a decision, but would not subsequently acknowledge it.


    Shaeera particularly incensed my wife Fatima after an interaction with us in December 2015 in Umhlanga, a seaside resort near Durban. We were on our morning walk when we bumped into her and a group of friends or family members. As we greeted each other and walked on, she turned and said, ‘VC, I just wanted to say that I am sorry. It was never personal.’ I smiled and informed her that it was perfectly okay and that there were no hard feelings. Yet in the year that followed, our relationship did indeed become more strained. Her attacks did seem to become personal, both on Twitter and in the rest of the public domain. This particularly angered Fatima, whom I constantly had to warn not to engage Shaeera if they were ever to come across each other.


    The strained relationship seemed to have been sparked by an incident associated with the planning of Israel Apartheid week. This is an annual event hosted by the Palestinian Solidarity Committee (PSC) at Wits and always turns out to be a tense affair as supporters of the Palestinian struggle and Israeli state confront one another. Although I am particularly supportive of the Palestinian struggle, given the atrocities that the Israeli state has been party to, I am especially mindful of the importance of ensuring that all voices are allowed to be heard on campus. Moreover, since my first year at Wits in 2013 when the PSC disrupted a concert of an Israeli pianist, we have insisted that the events of Israel Apartheid Week must be negotiated by the Dean of Students with all parties, including the PSC, PYA, SRC and the South African Union of Jewish Students. In early 2016, however, Shaeera’s behaviour and that of some of her colleagues was particularly scandalous. After having agreed to a set of events at specific times, they mischievously launched a set of activities a couple of days earlier, largely by duplicitously getting a sports club to reserve the library lawns for what was ostensibly to be a sporting event. The matter created a great deal of consternation; we exchanged particularly sharp words at a hastily convened meeting of all parties concerned. We as the executive were especially disturbed by the event as it compromised the security of the broader university. But the incident pointed to a bigger problem about means and ends. Too often, progressives involved in a noble struggle, but blinded by the righteousness of their cause, lose perspective, violate the rights of others, and adopt strategies and tactics that delegitimise the cause itself. This was a problem that was to recur repeatedly during the months ahead.


    The final leader was Nompendulo, whom I knew least well at the fateful protest of October 2015. She had been elected SRC president just a few weeks earlier and was only to take office on 1 November. But she quickly became one of the most recognisable faces of the #FeesMustFall campaign, appearing on the cover of Destiny magazine and being feted by the media in the weeks that followed. Yet it quickly became apparent that Nompendulo was not emotionally ready for the glare of publicity that was to follow. Soon after coming to the attention of the broader public, she became the subject of media investigations highlighting her working relationship with the ANC. She quickly developed a reputation for being prickly and having an inflated ego, walking off live interviews on television and radio when she felt uncomfortable about the questions she was asked. Nompendulo was also subject to significant criticism from factions within the student movement, sometimes unfairly, because she was seen to have hogged the spotlight and made herself the spokesperson of the #FeesMustFall movement.


    In the months that followed, however, I got to know Nompendulo well. I found her charming and amiable, and I personally got on well with her. She did disappoint me when she publicly defended the burning of the Law Library at the University of KwaZulu-Natal at a student consultation hosted by the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) on the grounds that it had only contained the archives of Roman-Dutch law. But aside from such isolated thoughtless comments, especially when she felt compelled to grandstand in front of the television cameras, Nompendulo was very pleasant and interacted well in face-to-face engagements. On one occasion, she even surprised Council by suddenly voluntarily expressing recognition of the progressive credentials of the vice-chancellor and the executive team, and saying that she was sure that this would be recognised in due course. By the end of her tenure, however, Nompendulo seemed utterly demoralised about the movement and her own experiences within it. This is perhaps why, when asked to comment on the protests at the end of 2016, she replied, ‘I am willing to speak in about six months’ time or a year. Only because [my view] won’t be understood as I want it to be understood.’


    These four student leaders were not the only ones to play a significant role, but they were perhaps the most recognisable faces associated with the #FeesMustFall movement. As such, they not only influenced the evolution of the movement both institutionally and nationally, but were also most dramatically impacted upon by this struggle and its consequences. Some of this was at the most obvious level. Other than Vuyani, almost all of the student leaders’ academic performance was poorer than it should have been. But there were also more subtle impacts. Relationships both among them and with others in the university community changed significantly as a result of their behaviour and choices. Although they often claimed to represent the student community, this could increasingly be questioned as the struggle continued into 2016. And as they came to represent smaller and smaller sections of the student community, they reacted with hostility by either racially or ideologically pigeonholing all those who disagreed with them. The net effect was a self-reinforcing logic in which the leadership became increasingly marginalised from its own base, insisting that its constituency adapt to its choices rather than itself reflecting the views of those it was meant to represent.


    These leaders also tended to separate their private and public personas artificially. While some separation between these two identities was sensible given their emergence into the public arena, such a distinction can become dangerous when it is pushed too far. I and many other executives of higher education have often bemoaned the tendency of student leaders to say one thing privately and hold another view publicly. We have spoken about how amiable individual leaders are in one-to-one interactions, but how scandalous their behaviour can be in a crowd or in front of television cameras. I have personally expressed the concern that ‘some of the prominent leaders among this new generation of activists are displaying behavioural traits that are typical of the most venal of the current politicians’.


    Some of these leaders have often claimed that they were unhappy about what they perceived as my ‘brash responses’ to their commentary in the public domain. Yet what they have not considered is the tenor of their own interactions in the public discourse. This is something that has not received sufficient reflection, even by journalists and scholars who rushed to publish the first books on #FeesMustFall. In an engagement with Rehad Desai, who produced a documentary on #FeesMustFall, I suggested that it was disingenuous for student leaders to complain about brashness when their own populist behaviour in the public domain often violated ethical parameters. I also suggested that politically it was untenable to expect higher education leaders to continue to remain silent in the face of continuous abuse. Sometimes leadership does require drawing a line in the sand by not only challenging the propagation of false information, but also holding those responsible for it accountable. Civility in public engagement was a matter that concerned me greatly, so much so that I was moved to reflect on it in a video communique to the university community at the end of the first semester in 2017. Sensing an increasing discomfort within the university community about personal interactions on a day-to-day basis, I appealed to students in particular, and the university community in general, about the importance of being measured in engagements with those whose views we do not share. I suggested that uncivil engagement only served to fracture the institutional community, the net effect of which would be the weakening of the university itself. ‘Respect’, I held, ‘begets respect’, and it is in our collective interest that we relate to each other ‘as members of a common humanity’. This is an issue, I believe, that continues to require attention, not only in higher education, but more broadly in public discourse and engagement in South Africa.


    [image: ]


    These four leaders of the university’s #FeesMustFall movement, then, were the ones who were locked in engagement with us during the night on the concourse, each alternating between rallying the hundreds of students who looked on from every available space on the ground floor and the balconies above, and then appealing to us on an individual level to rescind the fee increase. The executives and Council members present faced an impossible tension between a cause that we knew to be legitimate and a fiduciary responsibility that we could not abdicate.


    Without a doubt, the #FeesMustFall movement has a legitimate complaint about the cost of university education. For more than two decades, ANC leaders and politicians have spoken about free education and its importance for addressing inequality and poverty, yet they have effectively created a set of circumstances and adopted policies that have led to the opposite. Soon after 1994, the ANC adopted a Higher Education Act that had as its core priority the massification of higher education. This was perfectly sensible, given the need to address the historical racial injustices of our past and develop the skills that are required to enable economic growth and inclusion. As a result, the university system expanded from about 420 000 students in 1994 to about 1.1 million in 2014. But there was no concomitant increase in university subsidies. The net effect has been a continuous decline in the per capita subsidy for students for two decades. Universities compensated for this by raising fees, the highest of which were at the research-intensive universities. These inevitably tended to be the historically white universities, which meant that the cost of university education became highly unequal across the higher education system.


    Government did indeed establish the National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS), and subsequently expanded it more than fourfold to enable access to higher education by poorer students. But students could only qualify if their annual family income was less than R122 000. For those with an annual family income of more than R122 000, there were no public scholarships based on need – even though the full cost of study at Wits, inclusive of accommodation and subsistence, exceeded this amount. Students in this category had to rely on student loans from banks and other financial institutions, and their parents and/or families had to put up assets to access such loans. This created much distress, not only among the poor, but also within the working and middle classes. Of course, none of this seemed to dissuade politicians from both the ruling and opposition parties from continuing to parrot the call for free education. ANC party conferences that deliberated on the matter fudged differences, tweaking resolutions by attaching phrases such as ‘for the poor’ to the call for free education. But this did little to change party propaganda and politicians’ rhetoric. Governing politicians were particularly disingenuous, playing to their audiences with calls for free education when they were on party platforms, but talking about realism, fiscal prudence and measuredness in their government capacities. The net effect was a crisis of expectations that began to build across society – and, in particular, among ‘missing middle’ students in the university system.


    Vice-chancellors and higher education executives knew that the system was no longer sustainable and had been complaining for years about declining per capita subsidies. But the challenge had become particularly acute. Not only did the subsidy increase no longer match university expenditure as a result of currency fluctuations and inflationary pressures, but the DHET had also begun increasingly to top-slice an ever-diminishing subsidy grant for special projects. These projects, such as the capacity grant for the historically black universities (HBUs) and funding for the National Institute of Humanities, were important, but the problem was that they were being culled from a diminishing subsidy grant rather than constituting new monies negotiated from Treasury. This state of affairs would create huge tensions between government leaders and vice-chancellors. When the protests fully ignited, the ANC’s Secretary-General Gwede Mantashe, Minister of Higher Education Blade Nzimande and even President Jacob Zuma would try to deflect attention to the vice-chancellors and universities without any sense of reflection on their own complicity in establishing a system of higher education in which there had to be an increasing reliance on higher student fees to maintain quality academic programmes and research projects within the universities. But this time, some of the vice-chancellors, me included, would publicly challenge these government leaders and highlight the systemic deficiencies that forced universities to raise student fees. The result was an uneasy relationship between government and university leaders, with each recognising the necessity of a productive engagement but also refusing to allow the other to deflect attention from their own complicity in enabling the crisis.


    The matter came to a head in 2015. Even before the October protests, there were disruptions at the beginning of the year which suggested that the ground was beginning to shift: general economic difficulties and increasing university costs were beginning to bite into the pockets of students and their families. The protests at Wits at the beginning of 2015 were about admissions, fees and upfront payments. They were particularly strident, although manageable, and saw Mcebo’s first rise to prominence. This was soon followed by protests at UCT that brought Chumani Maxwele to national attention after he threw faeces on the statue of Rhodes. These developments prompted many in university leadership into action through two separate initiatives – the first directed at the big banks, and the second at government. On the former, I initiated separate discussions within both the Wits University Council and the board of what was then Higher Education South Africa (HESA), now Universities South Africa (USAf), on the wisdom of trying to engage the banks in developing a low-interest loan scheme for students to enable access to universities. There were concerns, of course, in both forums about whether the banks would have the appetite to look beyond the narrow bottom line. The scepticism was more pronounced in the engagements of the HESA board, in part because the Wits Council had more bankers on it – including Cas Coovadia, head of the Banking Association of South Africa. But both the Wits Council and the HESA board eventually agreed that an exploration of the idea was warranted, and I wrote to the CEOs of the four largest banks requesting a meeting to discuss the idea.


    All four banks were open to engagement. I personally met the CEOs of Standard Bank and First National Bank (FNB), Sim Tshabalala and Sizwe Nxasana respectively, had a telephone conference call facilitated by Cas Coovadia with Mike Brown, CEO of Nedbank, and met a team of senior Absa executives. The idea that I originally put to all of them was the possibility of providing student loans to students in sought-after professions – doctors, engineers, actuarial scientists and the like – as a means to attract them early as customers, because they were likely to become high-income earners. My hope was that universities could then redirect resources currently dedicated to such students to others who were unable to receive student loans as easily. It was Sim who then broached the idea of banks creating a student loan scheme. While he was open to my idea, he wanted to push me to consider an alternative: convince government to use the NSFAS money, standing at R10 billion per annum, as collateral that the banks could then use to raise money on the open markets. The net effect would be that the banks could raise enough resources to cover the fees of all students in the higher education system. The downside would, of course, be that students would come out of universities with debt; over time, this could balloon into a student debt crisis along the lines of that in the United States. I discussed this idea with Sizwe, who provided further detail on the ratios required to raise money on the open market and the kinds of interest rates required to sustain it. But he, too, was open to exploring the possibility, and was fortuitously appointed as chair of the NSFAS board by Blade Nzimande when he retired as CEO from FNB. When #FeesMustFall exploded onto the scene a few months later, Sizwe would take this idea and develop it into the Ikusasa Student Financial Aid Programme, a mechanism directed towards addressing the resourcing requirements for ‘missing middle’ students in higher education.


    The second intervention was directed at President Zuma. For months the vice-chancellors had been engaging Minister Nzimande and the DHET about the challenge of the declining subsidy. While the minister and the DHET had acknowledged this, their constant refrain was that the problem lay with Treasury, which was just not open to making more resources available for higher education. When USAf broached the idea of directly engaging and lobbying Treasury and the Presidency, given that the DHET was not being successful in this regard, DHET officials would balk at the idea. Essentially, the DHET had become an obstacle to a more aggressive institutional challenge to the declining subsidy. Eventually, at the September 2015 USAf board meeting, the vice-chancellors decided that this state of affairs could no longer be allowed and that I would make a direct appeal on our collective behalf for a meeting with the president. Minister Nzimande was copied on the letter, but it was not addressed to him so that the DHET could not become an obstacle to the meeting. President Zuma agreed to meet the vice-chancellors on 30 September 2015, just over two weeks before #FeesMustFall erupted. Minister Nzimande was invited to the meeting, but was not thrilled that we had bypassed him. Gwebinkundla (Gwebs) Qonde, the director-general of the DHET, would subsequently grumble about many of us, complaining that we had been unappreciative of the political divides and had essentially given President Zuma the opportunity to go after Minister Nzimande. Yet what Gwebs did not truly appreciate was not only that his department was failing to arrest the decline in subsidy, but that our collective interest was less in the ruling party’s palace intrigues and far more in how to address the challenge of declining subsidies, and therefore increasing fees, at our universities.


    Only the USAf executive came to the meeting on 30 September. President Zuma was accompanied by a few officials and ministers, in particular the director-general in the Presidency, Cassius Lubisi. Our central message on the day was that the declining subsidy and the concomitant fee increases that we had been forced to levy were no longer tenable. I described the challenge as ‘heading for the eye of the storm’, a phrase that President Zuma was to remember some three weeks later when we met again in the midst of the #FeesMustFall crisis. Of course, we had anticipated that the storm would break in January 2016 when a new cohort of students would enter the university system. President Zuma allowed a significant amount of discussion at the meeting and also gave Minister Nzimande the opportunity to speak on the issue. Minister Nzimande’s intervention was largely supportive of our concerns. In the end, it was agreed that a task team would be established with the director-generals of both the Presidency and the DHET, USAf representatives in the persons of me and Mvuyo Tom, vice-chancellor of the University of Fort Hare, and student representatives from the South African Union of Students (SAUS). The task team was to provide a report with recommendations to the president by the end of November 2015. The meeting concluded with a press conference at which President Zuma essentially announced the agreement.


    Two days later, on 2 October, the Wits Council had to turn its attention to the issue of student fees. This was despite the fact that we were aware that the continuous double-digit fee increases were unsustainable. While I had been mandated to try to address the systemic challenge in this regard, the immediate imperatives of running the institution sustainably required us to increase fees. The percentage increase in subsidy for Wits stood at 4 per cent in an inflationary environment close to 6 per cent. The Council on Higher Education (CHE) estimates that higher education inflation (HEI) stands at approximately 2 per cent above normal inflation. This meant that the subsidy increase was 4 per cent below our annual increase in expenditure, which effectively required our student fee increase to be pitched at about 12 per cent. The Wits executive management’s proposal to the Council meeting was an 11 per cent increase, whereas the SRC insisted that it should be below 10 per cent – and preferably 9 per cent. There was no suggestion of there being no increase at this Council meeting. This became a demand only after the protest was launched. In the hope of bringing the SRC on board, the chair of the Finance Committee, Theunie Lategan, proposed that Council agree to a 10.5 per cent increase, and this eventually won the day. The compromise meant that the university would sustain a budget deficit for the year. The SRC, however, voted against the proposal. Only one other party opposed the increase: David Dickinson.


    David represented academics on the Council. His constituency was a separate category from the Senate, which comprises professorial academics, heads of schools and representatives of stakeholder groups. His membership of Council was meant to enable non-professorial academics to have a voice on Council. Dickinson was a former academic union leader at Wits and had been there for some years. His ideological orientation was far left and, like many of us, he believed that universities were seriously underfunded. But unlike most others on the Council, he was willing to sacrifice the principle of financial sustainability in the vain hope that doing so would provoke a systemic crisis and force government to capitulate. As he explained in the academics’ report to Council of 2 October 2015, on why he voted against the fee increases in council:


    It was not an easy decision to make. Voting ‘yes’ to the increase, however uncomfortable, would secure stability, at least in regard to the institution’s finance. Voting ‘no’ would throw budget planning into chaos, and force some difficult decisions to be made as to where the shortfall was to be found. I chose the latter option, on the grounds that double digit student fee increases have to be stopped at some point … Without a fuss, the logic of balancing books, with ever decreasing g overnment support, will likely go on indefinitely but with enormously damaging social consequences. So, there was a fuss.


    I was sceptical, of course, about this strategic approach, having witnessed its consequences at the University of Durban-Westville, where I had worked and been active in the 1990s. My scepticism also emanated from my previous research on the academic collapse of the then University of Transkei, whose management had followed a similar strategic approach. The problem with this approach was that it was devoid of any understanding of the context and history of our higher education system. As a result, it ran the risk of destroying Wits as a research-intensive university.


    David tended to write communiques after each Council meeting. Most Council members were critical of this; the chair had once intervened to prevent it. The concern was not only that it reflected on matters contained in the minutes, which risked creating confusion about Council decisions, but also that he often passed disparaging comments about other Council members obliquely. It seemed, to me, that David regarded himself as the only radical on the Council. In any case, fearing a damaging, polarised debate on academic freedom, I brokered an agreement with another union leader, David Hornsby, to allow David Dickinson to continue with his communiques – but only within strict parameters that did not contradict the minutes and were respectful of others. But David often did not honour the agreement; when he did so, it was only the letter of the agreement, but never its substantive intent. In the months to follow, he would violate the agreement in multiple ways, ultimately forcing the Council to institute an investigation that culminated in a decision at the end of 2016 to withdraw his ability to produce communiques. Piqued at the decision, he resigned, which most Council members appeared, to me, to accept with much relief.
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