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RReefflleeccttiioonnss::    PPrrooff  NNJJAABBUULLOO  NNDDEEBBEELLEE  
 

Prof Ndebele is Vice-Chancellor of the University of Cape Town.  He was previously the 
Vice-Chancellor at the University of the North and is well known and respected as a 
writer and literary critic.  
 

 
This is an edited version of an interview conducted by Richard Fehnel in the course of 

research for the book 
TRANSFORMATION IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

Global Pressures and Local Realities in South Africa 
 

 
On Being Vice Chancellor at an Historically Black Institution: 
 
From the specific vantage point of having been at the University of the North, I already 
had certain ideas about how the University of the North should position itself.  For 
example, the University of the North was located in an area of great social need, in the 
Northern Province.  I saw the university as a key agent for social change in the region, 
never mind the history of its origins.  Furthermore, the university was geo-politically well 
positioned with Mozambique in the East, Botswana in the West, and Zimbabwe in the 
North. Such factors around the location of the university would be among other key 
considerations in how the university determined its future directions. 
 
I was also very conscious of the position of the University of the North in the political 
imagination of black South Africans. The university was one of the major sites of 
struggle against apartheid. For a number of years, soldiers of the South African Defence 
Force occupied the campus. Such conditions produced many leaders of national stature 
who were to play significant leadership roles in the historic political transformation of our 
country, which formally occurred in April 1994. There were threats and opportunities in 
this entire situation.  
 
One threat was that the enormous possibilities of the university could be negatively 
locked into the politics of race and be constrained in perpetuity by a popular view that 
the university deserved, not respect, but sympathy. The university in turn would consider 
that the world owed it everything. 
 
On the other hand, it seemed to me that there were enormous opportunities to be 
derived from working hard to disengage the university from the constrictions of racialised 
expectations.  There was no doubt in my mind that the University of the North of the 
future was going to require a lot of assistance, primarily from the State, but also from 
international donor agencies.  The reason for this had less to do with colour of the 
people that went to that university than with the fact of its location in a particular place in 
the country and with the social conditions which prevail there. This is a context that 
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would allow the university to develop an intellectual project that would win it respect and 
assistance. Such a project would develop from a primary understanding that the 
University of the North was an institution that could play an enormous role in facilitating 
social transformation in the region. That would be the primary reason why it needed to 
be supported 
 
This is the broad understanding I would have wanted the campus and government to 
have had. It was crucial to me that the interventions in higher education of a new 
transformative government would be informed by this kind of understanding. Indeed, the 
inability of the University of the North to escape from its racialised history could easily 
become the primary condition for its under-development. 

Redress: 
 
When the issue of redress came up, therefore, I saw it from this perspective.  The last 
thing to happen would be for the government to throw money at a problem. A pre-
condition for redress funding would be an institutional plan designed around a defined 
intellectual project. I was clear about this. The problem was: did we have the capacity 
and the enabling environmental conditions on campus that would allow us to undertake 
the intellectual work necessary to chart a new course? I’m afraid such conditions were 
not there. The university was still overwhelmingly subject to political rather than 
intellectual currents. 
 
I believed that we had a small window of opportunity of not more than five to six years 
during which to develop a new intellectual project and get massive funding to turn it into 
reality. We didn’t have a lot of time. I mentioned this repeatedly on campus whenever a 
relevant opportunity presented itself. Obvious possibilities stared us in the face: the 
health sciences, agriculture, information and communications technology, the 
humanities and social sciences. We had a good Science Faculty, arguably one of the 
best among the historically black institutions, to provide solid disciplinary support for the 
health sciences and agriculture. There were other areas of excellence for which the 
University of the North and other HDIs have not received the necessary recognition. 
 
Overall, we did not succeed as Historically Disadvantaged Institutions to frame a robust 
position on redress. We saw the conditions on our campuses, knew that we needed 
massive assistance, but were unable to accept that we did not fire the national 
imagination with radical intellectual projects such as could compete with the massive 
needs in housing, health, primary and secondary schooling, reforming the criminal 
justice system, etc.  
 
It was really a question of strategy.  I think all of us recognised that the cards were 
heavily stacked against us. The questions before us, I thought, were: “How do you 
articulate the difficulty, and what choices are there to be made?” I was in the very small 
camp that de-emphasised race as a primary tool of analysis. This was not to say it was 
irrelevant. It was to suggest that de-emphasising race also makes it possible for you to 
open up partnerships that would not have been possible before.  I mean, long before all 
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these collaborations that we are talking about today, the University of the North signed a 
co-operative agreement with the University of Pretoria. I was prepared to take the risk 
that this entailed.  

On the Strategies used by Different Interest Groups: 
 
  RRiicchhaarrdd  FFeehhnneell::  OOnnee  ooff  tthhee  tthhiinnggss  tthhaatt  wwee  sseeeemm  ttoo  bbee  ffiinnddiinngg  oouutt  iiss  tthhaatt  tthhee  ssttrraatteeggyy  ooff  tthhee  HHBBIIss  wwaass,,  

iinn  eesssseennccee,,  ttoo  uuttiilliissee  ppoolliittiiccaall  aacccceessss  --  ttoo  tthhee  MMiinniisstteerr  aanndd  tthhee  DDiirreeccttoorr  GGeenneerraall,,  ttwwoo  ffoorrmmeerr  VViiccee  

CChhaanncceelllloorrss  ooff  HHDDIIss  --  aanndd  iinn  ffaacctt  tthhaatt  wwaass  tthhee  mmeettaa--ssttrraatteeggyy,,  wwiitthhiinn  wwhhiicchh  tthheerree  wwaass  aa  cchhooiiccee  ooff  wwhhaatt  

yyoouu  hhaavvee  aarrttiiccuullaatteedd..    TThhee  ssttrraatteeggyy  ooff  tthhee  HHiissttoorriiccaallllyy  AAddvvaannttaaggeedd  EEnngglliisshh--ssppeeaakkiinngg  iinnssttiittuuttiioonnss  wwaass  ttoo  

llooccaattee  ppeeooppllee  iinn  tthhee  ppoolliiccyy  pprroocceessss,,  aass  aaddvviissoorrss  ttoo  ppoolliiccyy  ddeecciissiioonn--mmaakkeerrss..    SSoo  yyoouu  hhaavvee  vvaarriioouuss  ppeeooppllee  

ccoommiinngg  oouutt  ooff  ddiiffffeerreenntt  iinnssttiittuuttiioonnss  wwhhoo  wwiinndd  uupp  iinn  ssiiggnniiffiiccaanntt  ppoossiittiioonnss,,  hheellppiinngg  ttoo  mmaakkee  cchhooiicceess..    AAnndd  

tthhee  ssttrraatteeggyy  ooff  tthhee  AAffrriikkaaaannss  iinnssttiittuuttiioonnss  wwaass  ttoo  aassssuummee  tthhaatt  tthheerree  wwaass  ggooiinngg  ttoo  bbee  aa  rreeddrreessss  ffuunndd,,  bbuutt  

ssiinnccee  mmoonneeyy  wwaassnn’’tt  lliikkeellyy  ttoo  bbee  ffoorrtthhccoommiinngg  ffrroomm  tthhee  SSttaattee,,  tthheeyy  aaccttuuaallllyy  bbeelliieevveedd  tthhaatt  ssoommee  ooff  tthheeiirr  

aasssseettss  iinn  tthhee  ffoorrmm  ooff  eennddoowwmmeennttss  wweerree  ggooiinngg  ttoo  bbee  ttaappppeedd  iinnttoo,,  eexxpprroopprriiaatteedd  iinn  ssoommee  wwaayy..    AAnndd  tthheeyy  

llaauunncchheedd  aa  ssttrraatteeggyy  ooff  aacccceessssiinngg  AAffrriikkaanneerr  ccaappiittaall  ttoo  llaauunncchh  nneeww  ffoorrmmss  ooff  iinnccoommee  ggeenneerraattiioonn,,  bbeeccaauussee  

tthheeyy  bbeelliieevveedd  tthhaatt,,  wwiitthh  tthhee  nneeww  sshhuuffffllee  ooff  tthhee  ddeecckk,,  tthheeyy  wwoouulldd  bbee  oonn  tthhee  sshhoorrtt  eenndd  ooff  ffuunnddiinngg  aanndd  tthheeyy  

wwoouulldd  hhaavvee  ttoo  mmaakkee  iitt  uupp  iinn  ssoommee  wwaayy..    SSoo  tthheeyy  aacccceesssseedd  AAffrriikkaanneerr  ccaappiittaall  ttoo  bbee  aabbllee  ttoo  ssttaarrtt  

pprrooggrraammmmeess  tthhaatt  wwoouulldd  ccrreeaattee  aa  bbuuffffeerr  aaggaaiinnsstt  tthhee  SSttaattee..    UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPoorrtt  EElliizzaabbeetthh,,  RRaanndd  AAffrriikkaaaannss  

UUnniivveerrssiittyy,,  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPoottcchheeffssttrroooomm  aanndd  PPrreettoorriiaa  aallll  llaauunncchheedd  tthhiiss  mmaassssiivvee  rreeccrruuiittmmeenntt  ooff  bbllaacckk  

ssttuuddeennttss  tthhrroouugghh  ddiissttaannccee  eedduuccaattiioonn  pprrooggrraammmmeess..    TThheeyy  ssaaww  tthhaatt  aass  aa  bbuuffffeerr..    SSoo  tthhaatt  iiss  tthhee  oovveerraallll  

ppiiccttuurree  tthhaatt  wwee  aarree  ggeettttiinngg..    HHDDIIss,,  uussiinngg  ppoolliittiiccaall  aacccceessss  aanndd  nnoott  rreeaalliissiinngg  ((oorr  ppeerrhhaappss  rreeaalliissiinngg  ttoooo  llaattee))  

tthhaatt,,  iinn  ffaacctt,,  tthhaatt  wwaassnn’’tt  ggooiinngg  ttoo  wwoorrkk  bbeeccaauussee  tthhee  MMiinniissttrryy  ooff  FFiinnaannccee  wwaass  ssaayyiinngg  ““nnoo  wwaayy””;;    tthhee  

EEnngglliisshh  iinnssttiittuuttiioonnss  ppuuttttiinngg  tthheeiirr  ppeeooppllee  iinn  aanndd  tthheenn  uussiinngg  tthhee  iinnffoorrmmaattiioonn  tthhaatt  wwaass  ccoommiinngg  bbaacckk  ((oonnee  

ooff  tthhee  UUCCTT  DDeeppuuttyy  VViiccee  CChhaanncceelllloorrss  wwaass  aa  kkeeyy  ppeerrssoonn  iinn  tthhee  pprroocceessss  ooff  tthhee  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt  ooff  tthhee  nnaattiioonnaall  

qquuaalliiffiiccaattiioonn  ffrraammeewwoorrkk  aanndd  wwaass  oonn  ttwwoo  ooff  tthhee  ttaasskk  tteeaammss  tthhaatt  wwaass  iinnffoorrmmiinngg  tthhee  NNaattiioonnaall  CCoommmmiissssiioonn  

oonn  HHiigghheerr  EEdduuccaattiioonn))  aanndd  tthhee  AAffrriikkaaaannss  iinnssttiittuuttiioonnss  ddeevveellooppiinngg  aalltteerrnnaattiivvee  iinnccoommee  ssoouurrcceess..    DDooeess  tthhaatt  

mmaakkee  aannyy  sseennssee  ttoo  yyoouu??    

  

 
Somewhat, yes.  What is coming out is that all of us were simply deploying resources 
that were respectively available to us. All that we had going for us as HDIs was our 
political consanguinity with the new political order. In retrospect, this did not help us very 
much. The English speaking institutions on the other hand, possessed enormous 
teaching and research expertise and infrastructure that made them technically useful to 
a new policy making environment. They exercised an almost hegemonic dominance on 
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the South African academic and intellectual environment, particularly aspects of that 
environment that were linked to international currents.   
 
The Afrikaans speaking institutions? I wouldn’t agree entirely.  They felt threatened 
emotionally, but not in their will to challenge the system. For example, with the sunset 
clauses in the Constitution and so on, there was no way the Government would say, 
“We are taking away your resources” and the institutions would say “Fine”. So I would 
doubt it very much that they believed anything material would be taken away from them.  
I think rather that what they brought into the arena was their ability to work with 
government bureaucracy and work the system to their benefit. They honed those skills 
during the apartheid days. They knew they had their reserves: they knew that they could 
take advantage of their cultural consanguinity with Afrikaner capital to build on their 
reserves and consolidate the campus as cultural space; they knew that they could 
attempt legitimation through enhanced black student enrolments and attract subsidy in 
the process. As the result of a combination of such factors, the University of Pretoria can 
display an entrepreneurial disposition that enables it to build a huge surplus in a climate 
of financial stringency. It is an issue that exposes the institution to some serious ethical 
questions: considering that the bulk of the black students are non-resident, can the 
university to demonstrate that such students benefit qualitatively from its financial 
surplus?    
 
On a Single Co-ordinated System: 
 
The expression “a single, co-ordinated system” carried the same declarative and 
mobilising effect as the expressions about South Africa being “non-racial, non-sexist” 
and so on.  In reality, it will be a while before we have such a system. My response to 
your last question demonstrates the extent of the problem. The idea of a “single, co-
ordinated system” is a desirable policy objective. We don’t have such a system now, but 
we might be working towards it. So, while we might have a policy in place, we have to 
turn that policy into sustainable sectoral experience.  The higher education sector has 
yet to develop a new sense of itself as a functioning culture. So there are two aspects to 
this:  one, co-ordination at the level of policy; two, co-ordination at the level of building 
the required human environment.  I think the human environment can be a formidable 
impediment to the desired political outcome and that it may take a while to play itself out.  
But the strength of the National Plan is that it makes a concerted effort to push us in a 
particular direction.  We will have to adjust to that.  
 
Institutional Culture: 
 
It is the culture of the institution that may be a major impediment and the fact that South 
Africans who are adults, of my generation and the generation before me, don’t know one 
another that much, and we are still finding ourselves.  And where are the networks?   I 
often find myself caught in a situation where I am the only black person in a meeting, 
and become aware that decisions can be influenced by any number of behavioural 
intangibles. What goes on in a conversation is not only between people in a room, but a 
lot of other things that are outside of the room but impact on the room. This situation 
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affects trust levels. We have to pay particular attention to the way in which people within 
the community of scholarship find one another as human beings. The challenge, beyond 
policy, is the quality of human engagement. This is what contemporary South Africa is 
about.   
 
It is a slow process.  But it is imperative that we do not, as a result, regard this matter as 
something outside of our day-to-day work. We have to make a conscious effort to attend 
to this matter in the way we conduct meetings, in the issues we are prepared to discuss 
and engage, in the institutional policies (admissions, campus design, residence life, the 
curriculum, etc.) we devise. Institutional culture is tied up with the earlier issue about the 
premises of our strategies. For example, is there a responsibility for an HDI to go out of 
its way to attract white students? In this connection, it is important for blacks not to feel 
and think that others must accommodate them. This is the quintessence of entitlement. 
That challenge is: what do blacks do to accommodate others in a political environment 
that blacks dominate?  There is a danger of blacks behaving like victims even though 
they might be in power. 
 
On Being Vice-chancellor at an Historically White Institution: 
 
When I was at Turfloop (University of the North) I was confronted with universal need – 
wherever you turned, there was a need.  I came to UCT with this experience and 
immediately found being here quite disorientating. From my perspective, everything is 
here: the labs are functioning, there are A-rated scientists, students have access to 
computers, everyone has an electronic identity, and the administrative systems are 
working.  So one of my traumas was the need to find an existential, not political, answer 
to the question: “What am I doing here?  What am I supposed to be doing?” 
 
So I had to get acclimatised to the fact that here, at an historically white institution, one 
is likely to find that the fundamentals are in place, and that one now has to work at a 
different conceptual and existential level.  There is a new level of complexity. I have 
found, for example, that the University of Cape Town is a lot more connected as an 
institution than the one I had come from: with industry, Government, donors, alumni, and 
so on. These connections are deeply embedded in institutional practice. They are very 
tight.  Not having had the opportunity to work in that kind of environment, I needed to 
acquire the skills required of me to be effective in my new place of work. But it is 
important not be overwhelmed by this sort of experience. Concerns about administrative 
skills can divert important attention away from the need to situate the institution within a 
long-term visionary framework. Once this is in place, you have a more realistic sense of 
perspective about what you really need to learn and what you must leave to others. At 
that point, you become a “normal” Vice Chancellor, not a black person who has worked 
previously at an HDI.  
 
I have also found that it is easier working here in that people have internalised the 
culture of decision-making. When a decision is finally made, things get done.  There is 
more acceptance of the authority of the Vice Chancellor to make a decision in areas that 
are in his/her mandate. The task of taking a decision is often made easier by well-
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considered choices that are presented in advance by officers who have expertise in the 
areas of their work. At an HDI the position of Vice Chancellor can often be experienced 
as one with authority but no power.  A Vice Chancellor has to consult with someone on 
almost everything. The fact that you may have been appointed through a rigorous and 
demanding appointment process, does not earn you trust. No one seems to believe that 
you have the ability to manage the institution. Everyone feels they can manage the 
institution, and then blame you when it does not work. Transformation seems to refer to 
the institutional power to declare a vision and then make sure that the Vice Chancellor is 
dis-empowered from enabling the institution to work towards it. It is about the capacity of 
an institution to declare itself a collective without the power of agency. 
 
By contrast, settled institutions may have an intellectual commitment to change but lack 
the experience of living the consequences of change. It is one thing to express oneself 
committed to meeting equity objectives; it is another to face the prospect that there will 
be real black people working in the department as colleagues. This is what I meant 
earlier when I said such things must be worked through in a self-conscious way.   
 
Entrepreneurialism: 
 
There is an aspect of the changing policy environment that I’m uncomfortable with. I 
think there is insufficient government recognition of goodwill among South African 
institutions of higher learning, to change. What the institutions need is greater 
understanding not government suspicion. Often, the policy objective for enhancing 
systemic efficiency comes across as a threat: “If you don’t collaborate, then  ….” – there 
is that connotation to it.  I think it should go with, “If you collaborate, here are the benefits 
for you.” 
 
What is crucial is that it is Government’s obligation to prevent a chaotic rush of foreign 
institutions. So there have got to be controls.  But I think that the system of control will 
enable us to sift foreign/private institutions that have a short-term profit-making interest 
from those that have a long-term commitment to South Africa.  Those that have a long-
term interest should also be prepared to suffer with us.  They shouldn’t just come in and 
want everything to work.  We also have problems and I think they should have the 
attitude of joining in with us to look for solutions, rather than thinking that because they 
are coming from outside, they should have a free ride.  I feel that they are a positive 
force, they keep us on our toes. If we encourage foreign companies and banks to come 
in here to compete with our companies, I don’t see why we can’t allow other universities 
to come in and compete. 
 

Interview conducted by Richard Fehnel, May 2001 
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