the respansibility of english universities

Like all institutions subsisting from public
funds or from student fees or both, univers-
ities have certain basic responsibilities to-
wards the country in which they are situated,
towards the various publics which they serve,
and also towards the world of learning of
which they form a part. Whether the university
is in South Africa or any other country, and
whether the language medium of the univers-
ity is English or any other language, these
basic responsibilities are the same. In addi-
tion, however, there is no doubt that a uni-
versity in South Africa has responsibilities
which derive from the nature of our country.
Further still, there are particular responsibil-
ities devolving upon certain of our univers-
ities which happen to teach through the me-
dium of English, but before commenting on
these special responsibilities, it is necessary
to consider the other and more general res-
ponsibilities.

Many universities in the Western world like
to regard themselves as the traditional places
of learning, composed of a community of
scholars, both teachers and students, en-
gaged in the mutual exchange of knowledge
and the pursuit of the truth. They look upon
this as an ideal state, to be approached as
closely as possible, bearing in mind such
complicating factors as the essential neces-
sity for educating and training professional
graduates in medicine, engineering, law den-
tistry, architecture, education and the like,
the physical and financial limitations under
which they operate, the material attractions
of life outside the university, the limitations
imposed by the schooling received by the
students, the pressing social and economic
problems of the day, and many others.

No modern university can hope to achieve
the ideal state because of these constraints,
and because in the ultimate ideal state the
university would become non-productive in
the public sense and would revert to the kind
of monastic centre of learning of the dark
ages where the world's knowledge was stored
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out of reach, or might even consume all its
intellect in seeking out the answers to intel-
lectually stimulating but relatively unimport-
ant questions. The modern term for this as-
pect of the university would be its relevance
in the society or community and the modern
university must not only be relevant — it
must also provide a service.

The search for the truth nevertheless is an in-
tegral and absolutely indispensible function
of the university, and it means that the uni-
versity must engage in research, either to
discover new truths, or else to establish the
validity or otherwise of accepted so-called
truths. The search for new knowledge is most
clearly seen in the pure and applied sciences.
In physics one seeks the truth about the
structure of matter, the origins of the uni-
verse, the behaviour of materials. In medicine
one seeks the true causes of disease, of ab-
normalities, of good health, and today vir-
tually all the pure sciences are banding to-
gether to try and discover the very nature of
life itself. The social sciences set out to
understand the behaviour of people and to
track down the factors that cause this be-
haviour. The engineers and architects look
for more knowledge about the earth, ma-
terials, people and the needs of people.
The attempts to test the validity of “accepted”
truths permeates he whole of research in the
sciences, but is perhaps best typified by re-
search in the humanities, typically in history,
where even recorded history is utterly depen-
dent upon the knowledge and veracity of the
recorder. How much more necessary it be-
comes to seek out the truth when the history
has not been formally recorded but resides
only in the memories and impressions of
people. Even the sciences enter this area,
when they attempt to record the history of the
earth or of homo sapiens from the scanty
geological and anthropological fossils that
are found from time to time.

Not only are universities responsible for con-
ducting research of this kind, but it also is
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their duty to store their finds, record their
findings and make all of these known to the
world at large. Conversely, it also falls upon
them to be continually aware of the discover-
ies, theories, statements and research plans
that others are responsible for — in other
words, the interchange of knowledge is not
confined to those within a university, but
must take place between all universities as
well. It is important to remember that al-
though the catch phrase “publish or perish”
is applied in a derogatory way to the pres-
sure on academics to expect promotion in
terms of the number of publications they can
muster, nevertheless the need to publish the
results of research in universities is para-
mount, and merits the serious concern of all
universities.

Following upon research is the modern in-
junction placed upon universities and other
similar institutions to be relevant to the era
and area. It is symptomatic of a troubled
world to seek solutions quickly and close at
hand to the many sociological, psychological,
material and economic problems that sur-
round us, The call for relevance swept
through the United States of America in the
1960’s and resulted in many courses of study
being scrapped or thoroughly revised in an
effort to meet the problems of the day. There
is no doubt that universities find it difficult
to throw out courses or parts of courses
which have become an established part of a
curriculum. A continual sifting is essential,
yet great care must be exercised to retain
one of the most important properties of a
university course, and that is that it must be
based upon and derived from fundamental
knowledge. The problem that faces those who
draw up a course is the fact that fundamental
knowledge continues to develop as a result
of research, while the areas of applicability
of a course continue to expand at the other
end — an increasingly greater range requires
to be covered as each year goes by. It is only
by developing quicker and more efficient
methods of imparting or gaining knowledge
that the need can be met. Coupled with all
this is the limitation imposed by the sum total
of intellectual knowledge and understanding
that can be absorbed successfully by a stu-
dent in a fixed period of time.

A further responsibility of a university-at-large
is the duty of opening up new areas of study
and research as the world’s knowledge ad-
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vances, or as man’'s interests and needs
change. This is most likely to happen, and to
succeed, in a centre where the research lead-
ing to this new area has been carried out, or
where the subject itself has the greatest rele-
vance. For example, although research into
tropical medicine might have been carried out
in a university of tremendous prestige in
Europe, it would clearly become important for
courses in tropical medicine to be offered in
a university located in a country where tropi-
cal diseases abound.

All these responsibilities fall squarely into
the laps of the South African universities, and
to a greater or lesser extent, they are recog-
nised and accepted. South African univer-
sities in general, however, do not enjoy finan-
cial and intellectual support to the same
extent as the universities of high prestige in
Europe and America do, and consequently
have to devise special means of meeting all
these responsibilities. In the first Instance, if
they are to push forward the frontiers of
knowledge at an appropriate pace, it is neces-
sary for them to concentrate their efforts
into areas which lend themselves particularly
to research because of their relevance to
South Africa or because of the existence of
resources perculiar to the country. Study and
research in minerals and miming are obvious
ones, and so with leather, agriculture, fisher-
ies and a dozen other topics in applied
science. Sociology and economics are rele-
vant in any country, and South Africa with its
problems of race and poverty has particular
need of persons with not only a good training
in these areas, but persons who are prepared
to devote their careers to finding out more
and more about the local situation, and plan-
ning its future.

South African universities suffer from remote-
ness from the world’s major centres of study
and research and although travel to Europe
and America no longer consumes inordinate
periods of time, such journeys consume a
great deal of money. It is their responsibility
to engage the best possible staffs, as mea-
sured on a world scale, and this proves to be
a very difficult task. One basic reason is the
reluctance of promising and proven young
academics to move away from the centres of
excellence in Europe and America for fear of
losing touch with developments in their sub-
ject, and the other is the absence of obvious
financial advantages in emigrating. Very little
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can be done about the latter by any individual
university since university salaries and finan-
cing in South Africa are a matter of Govern-
ment policy which also has complicating re-
lationships between university salaries,
school teachers’ salaries and civil service
salaries. The question of remoteness can be
partially met by providing very attractive re-
search facilities, and opportunities for travel,
both of which involve money.

South African universities have serious re-
sponsibilities in the matter of relevance and
this applies as much to the sciences as it
does to the humanities. It is tempting to
employ an eminent physicist or engineer who
is one of the world authorities on space flight
and to encourage students to undertake re-
search in this field, but as this field of know-
ledge is not relevant to South Africa, this
would be wasted effort since the graduates
would have to emigrate to America in order
to find employment. The money and effort
would be far better placed for example, in
the study and design of rural areas for agri-
culture and housing for our Black citizens.
The English universities in South Africa
carry all these responsibilities, each having
particular problems of its own, but they also
have to shoulder a number of additional re-
sponsibilities because they happen to be
English language universities in South Africa,
and are peopled predominantly by the sons
and daughters of English-speaking South
Africans.

Their responsibilities in respect of the proper
training for the professions is no different
from those of the Afrikaans-language univer-
sities — modern, well-conducted and relevant
courses with a proper inclusion of fundamen-
tal knowledge, and filled out to a suitable
degree to include application in the profes-
sional world. They carry out appropriate re-
search and their graduates, both with a first
degree or a higher degree, are in great de-
mand. However, their staffing experiences
differ somewhat from those of the Afrikaans
universities, whose staff members are virtually
all Afrikaans-speaking South Africans with a
sprinkling of European and an occasional
American. About one-fifth of the staff of the
English universities are from Great Britain,
North America or Australia and these univer-
sities advertise very widely in those countries
in the hope of attracting new blood with
fresh minds and experience. This is not a
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policy of snobbery, but because Afrikaans-
speaking academies often do notfeel at home
in the English universities and the field from
which to draw new academic staff is pain-
fully limited. Added to this is the fact that
very considerable numbers of English-speak-
ing graduates seek their further education in
universities in Europe and North America,
and since these are usually the best gradu-
ates, they find career opportunities abroad
which are difficult to resist. Very often the
oversea advertisement serves really to entice
South Africans back home again, and it is
my belief that the English universities have
the very real and serious responsibility to do
exactly that. This can only succeed, of
course, if the academic conditions encoun-
tered by returning South Africans are attrac-
tive and satisfying, so that the problem of
providing a good academic climate for its
staff is a more severe one with an English
university. The need for providing travel funds
is so much the greater, and so is the need
for supplying research facilities for students.
Apart from the purely pragmatic matter of
professional education and practical training,
the English universities carry with them the
major responsibility for the English language,
spoken and written, in our country. The
standard of the Departments of English in
the English universities is of fundamental im-

portance, particularly because of the influ-
ence these departments have upon the
school teachers destined for English-lan-

guage schools who take their degrees at
these universities. It is the responsibility of
the whole university to foster English, no
matter what degree course is concerned,
since the most prevalent language for com-
munication in the world in which South Af-
rica moves is English. The fact that except in
the case of the departments for languages
other than English, the papers and books
published by English university staff are
written exclusively in English and many
appear in journals in Great Britain and North
America.

In the humanities, there are certain areas of
research which need active and vigorous pro-
secution in English universities. | am refer-
ring to history and political science. It is a
matter for regret in South Africa that the fore-
bears of Afrikaans South Africans and those
of English South Africans were at war with
one another on and off for 100 years or more,
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and although modern times have swept away
the greater part of the enmity once felt, the
fact remains that one of the most difficult
tasks facing an intellectual today is the writ-
ing of South African history without bias or
prejudice. | believe it is the responsibility of
the English universities in South Africa to
undertake on a broad front a deep and inti-
mate study of the historical events in our
country and to publish these without pre-
judice and bias.

Political science is an area of study which
for no obvious reason has not been vigor-
ously studied and taught or researched in
English universities until relatively recent
times. English South Africans are frequently
accused of failing to play their part in govern-
ment, and the English electorate are accused
of political apathy. It is possible that the Eng-
lish universities carry a large measure of
responsibility for this situation, which | be-
lieve to be true. English South Africans have
involved themselves largely in professional-
ism, commerce and industry, and left govern-
ment largely in the hands of Afrikaners,
whose universities have always given the art
and science of government a correctly im-
portant place in their academic world. The
English universities owe it to English-speak-
ing South Africans to develop in them in-
terests and skills in government and political
thought, in order that the government of our
country may be shared more widely by its
citizens of various origins.

There is one area, however, which cannot
be described as a science or as a profession
or as one of the humanities, but one
encompasses the whole attitude, but one
which encompasses the whole attitude of a
university towards its functions. | refer to ideal
university and the freedom of the academic.
It is a peculiarity of the English universities
in South Africa that they all see themselves
as aspiring to the ideal of a community of
scholars, exchanging knowledge and seeking
new knowledge, and regarding it as their
right to be able to select their scholars, both
teachers and students, on academic grounds
alone. They consider that legal or other con-
straints placed upon this right, and upon other
rights such as access to books or knowledge
relevant to their studies, constitute a curtail-
ment of the ideal of academic freedom. This
is not to say that Afrikaans universities do not
cherish their academic freedom, but it is my
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understanding that they define this freedom
in a different way, and are prepared to modify
their definition in terms of their loyalties and
sense of national duty. | believe that every
citizen of a country should develop a proper
sense of national duty, academics as well as
everyone else, but it is my conviction that
one’s adherence to an ideal should not be
diverted by that sense. It is perfectly reason-
able and proper to be a loyal citizen while
still regretting the non-attainment of the ideal,
and to continue to strive for the restoration
of those lost rights.

| personally believe strongly in academic
freedom as seen by the English academic,
and since the English universities subscribe
to this ideal, | believe it to be their respons-
ibility to keep alive the principle and to con-
tinue to make every effort to attain it. It is
well known, of course, that there are two
areas of conflict in South Africa, and that
the first of these is the restriction on all uni-
versities against the admission of Black and
Brown students. This is the major area and
is of course in direct conflict with the coun-
try’s policy of apartheid in the universities.
| believe it is the responsibility of the English
universities to press continually for the re-
moval of this restriction.

The second area of conflict is the widespread
effect of severe censorship which denies to
the university not only the censored works,
but all the works of banned persons. Already
there are many areas of study in the socio-
logical and political fields where South Af-
rican scholars cease to be aware of what is
happening elsewhere in the world, and
through this lack of awareness are even ig-
norant of the extent of their ignorance. Uni-
versities, to fill their role adequately, must
know what developments are taking place
elsewhere in the world, but in such critical
areas this ceases to be possible. | believe it is
the responsibility of the English universities
to continue to press for a change in the
censorship procedures to free the universi-
ties from this restriction.

The English universities have not had an easy
time and although their physical needs are
quite well provided for, their responsibilities
in the normal run of university duties are
guite taxing. Adding to these the responsibil-
ities resulting from their particular ideological
situation as | have described it, their task is
formidable indeed.
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