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THE crisis at our universities is 
rapidly escalating.  A dangerous 
cycle of  destruction and violence is 
developing. Cool heads are needed, 
on all sides, to break this cycle and 
move the country forward.

This is not a time for cheap slo-
gans and post-truth politics. 

This is a time for serious thought 
and engagement on a very serious 
matter. Hard truths must be faced 
by all sides. Here are 10 of  them.

● As Potsherd Motsepe from 
Equal Education has pointed out, 
university vice-chancellors cannot 
deliver free education or any kind 
of  structural reform to education 
funding. Only the government can 
do this. For this reason protests 
must be aimed at the government. 
Students need to take this seriously.

●  As Malegapuru Makgoba 
has noted, we spend around 0.71% 
of  our GDP on higher education 
while Cuba, a much poorer coun-
try, spends around 4.47%. The gov-
ernment has failed to prioritise 
higher education and this needs to 
change, and quickly. Again, this is 
something student activists, some  
ANC-aligned, need to take on board. 
Max Price and Adam Habib have no 
role in deciding how we allocate our 
budget.

● As Nico Cloete has shown, 
free education for all amounts to a 
subsidy for the rich. This is because 
the crisis in our public schooling 
system means most people who get 
to university come from well-off  
families. The call for free education 
across the board is therefore ser-
iously misguided. Education should 
be free for the poor, there should be 
modest fees for the middle class 
and the rich should pay at a much 
higher rate. All actors in this de-
bate need to ensure their proposals 
are backed by solid research. This 
must include a careful comparative 
examination of  how different poli-

cies have worked in other countries.
● As Nomalanga Mkhize has 

argued, while universities cannot 
be held accountable for the failure 
of  the state to invest in higher edu-
cation, they must be held account-
able for the failure 
to transform some 
institutions (UCT, 
Stellenbosch and 
Rhodes in particu-
lar), the corrup-
tion in the system 
(recently reported 
at Zululand but a 
reality elsewhere 
too) and the drive 
towards a more 
commodified and 
bureaucratised sys-
tem. Universities 
need to be honest 
about their failings.

● As Jane Duncan has pointed 
out calling the police and private 
security to deal with protest escal-
ates the situation rather than de-
fusing or resolving it. Every effort 
must be made to choose negotiation 
over violence. Most violence has 
come from the police. But a worker 
at Wits may have died as a result of  
student action. If  this is the case it 
is disgraceful.

Students also need to take 
responsibility for moving their 
struggle to non-violent strategies.

● As many commentators have 
argued, the most urgent crisis in 
our education system is in our 
schools. Universities cannot fix this, 
or make up for it. The national focus 
on universities is a welcome de-
velopment, but our schools require 

the same attention. Equal Educa-
tion should get the same media 
attention as student politics.

● As a few writers have noted, 
the conflict that has emerged in our 
universities is an expression of  a 

deeper economic 
crisis. Universities 
cannot be expected 
to somehow com-
pensate for a declin-
ing economy that 
continues to shed 
jobs. The ruling 
party doesn’t seem 
to have a plan to get 
our economy work-
ing. This needs to 
change, and very fast 
too. If  we don’t get 
our economy work-
ing, the crisis in the 
universities could 

spread to other parts of  society.
● The students have failed to link 

their struggles to trade unions and 
social movements off  campus. This 
is a serious political failing and has 
reduced possibilities for solidarity 
and for building a broad movement 
for progressive change.

● If  students want to win wider 
support they need to confront and 
deal with the authoritarian ele-
ments in their struggle. The stab-
bing of  the SRC president at Zulu-
land, the threats to the media and 
the harassment of  other students 
and staff  is unacceptable. It is also 
not strategic as this is not the way 
to win friends and influence people.

● There needs to be much great-
er theoretical clarity on the ques-
tion of  a new curriculum. Many ac-

tivists use the terms "Afrocentric" 
and "decolonised" interchangeably. 
Afrocentricism is a right-wing 
movement that emerged in the 
United States and is mostly closely 
associated with the conservative in-
tellectual Molefe Asante. 

The decolonial movement is a 
radical movement that emerged in 
Latin America and is most closely 
associated with progressive intel-
lectuals like Walter Mignolo and 
Enrique Dussell.

The discussions that need to 
be had exceed these 10 points. But 
these 10 points are all important 
and each one needs to be taken  
seriously.

Our universities are major na-
tional assets. They need to be nur-
tured and to grow and develop into 
engines of  social progress. We can-
not afford to avoid the hard ques-
tions and the rigorous discussions 
required for us to move forward in a 
rational and informed way. 

Those who use intimidation, in-
sult and character assassination are 
not radicals. The authentic radical 
project is rooted in democratic val-
ues and a commitment to rational 
discussion. There is no place for 
thuggery in our society – whether 
it comes from the police or students. 
What we need is serious discussion 
on the way forward.

 ● Buccus is senior research 

associate at ASRI, research 

fellow in the School of  Social 

Sciences at UKZN and academic 

director of  a university study 

abroad programme on political 

transformation.

The crisis at universities is escalating
This is a time for serious thought and 
engagement on a very serious matter. 
Hard truths must be faced by all sides 

TELL THE EDITOR These pages are a forum for debate. Send your opinions in the form of 
letters, faxes, e-mails, SMSes, tweets or Facebook posts. Write to, The Editor, PO Box 47549, 
Greyville, 4023; fax 031 308 2715, e-mail mercletter@inl.co.za; SMS 33258 using the tag 
word ‘Merctalk’ followed by the comments; tweet @TheMercurySA; or write on our wall at 
facebook.com/themercurysa. Please include your name, address and telephone number. The 
right to edit, or publish submissions, which should be no longer than 200 words, 
is reserved. Pseudonyms will be published only in exceptional circumstances.

Your 
views

THE recent social media campaign 
highlighting the exorbitant prices 
consumers pay for data in South Af-
rica needs to be acknowledged.

The prices for data in SA rate 
among the highest in the world. 
This is a total rip-off  and goes 
beyond an example of  rampant 
capitalism. This can be viewed as 
economic sabotage. Broadband con-
nectivity and affordable data are 
drivers of  economic growth.

Parliament has got involved, or-
dering all network providers to re-
duce the cost of  data.

Data prices in South Africa re-
main very high when compared to 
other countries on the continent 
and in the world. 

In India, 1GB of  data costs R11, 
R22 in Nigeria and R32 in Namibia, 
while South Africans are paying 
R150.

Judging from the scenario above, 
I wonder in which other facet of  
spending consumers are being 
milked and ripped off  of  their hard-
earned cash?

It’s a travesty when capital-
ist companies use their power to 
charge prices that cannot be justi-
fied. 

Parliament is asking the net-
work providers to drop the prices by 
November. This will definitely be a 
reprieve for all customers. A recent 
study highlighted the point that 
South Africans spend almost 25% 
of  their salary on internet use.

It must be noted that the #Data-
MustFall campaign has exposed the 
varying costs of  data on the contin-
ent and across the world. 

Data prices must  
fall – its a rip-off

ALCOHOL is still, and by far, the 
most leading and mind-altering 
drug in our society. It is responsible 
for most acts of  family violence that 
can end in death or physical and 
mental injuries for life. 

It can also adversely affect chil-
dren who often witness acts of  
physical violence by one parent on 
another. Alcohol is responsible for 
many acts of  speeding that result 
in accidents, deaths and injuries on 
our roads. And alcohol can contrib-
ute to depressive illness and suicide.

Imagine the amount of  money 
governments and communities 
have spent on anti-drink-driving 
campaigns, drug and alcohol pro-
grammes, anti-suicide and pre-
vention of  domestic violence. The 
government has spend millions 
on campaigns to deal with the im-
pact of  alcohol abuse but won’t act 
against its promotion. If  it is good 
enough to ban the advertising of  
tobacco products, surely if  the com-
munity is serious about family vio-
lence, the road toll, our crime rate, it 
is time to ban the promotion of  alco-
hol. Let’s start the campaign today.

ANNE CHACHLIN
Durban

Ban alcohol adverts 
to curb family fights 

AS ONE drives around the city one 
sees ever-growing evidence of  a 
lack of  interest by the authorities in 
maintaining infrastructure.

Litter everywhere, street lights 
not working, drains blocked etc. 
Zandile Gumede’s promises are that 
and that alone – promises.

Then one casts one’s eyes north 
and this lack of  maintenance of  
infrastructure is right across the 
African continent.

So one must conclude from this 
that looking after/maintaining/
preserving infrastructure does not 
come naturally to Africa.

I think there is sufficient proof  
of  this.

TONY BALL
Durban

Disrepair, despite 
mayor’s promises

OCTOBER is for swotting, students 
should be reminded! When the jaca-
randas are in bloom, it is high time 
to get stuck into books, notes, etc, to 
make sure the exams will not be a 
nasty surprise but a fair test of  what 
students have learnt during the past 
year. 

Let us hope that all students, pro-
testers included, will now remem-
ber that they have been admitted to 
universities to learn. 

Most people will wish them suc-
cessful exams, which can only hap-
pen if  they postpone planned pro-
tests for now, settle down and swot!

J MATTHEWS
Durban

Jacarandas signal 
swot, don’t protest!

SOUTH Africa has a myr-
iad problems with the 
abuse of alcohol. Crime 
statistics show us that 

many murders, acts of vio-
lence on especially women 
and children and assaults hap-
pen through drunkenness. The 
same is true of our unaccept-
ably high road death toll. 

However, we’re not con-
vinced that the national liquor 
amendment bill, which seeks 
to raise the legal drinking age 
from 18 to 21, citing the pot-
entially harmful effect it can 
have on individuals and com-
munities as a whole, is the an-
swer to this crisis. 

While we accept the con-
cerns of Trade and Industry 
Minister Rob Davies that the 
impact of alcohol abuse is par-
ticularly shocking on young 
people, we wonder if enforce-
ment of the existing laws has 
been strong enough. 

Surely this cannot be the 
case if our death and crime 
statistics show a continuum in 
their causation. 

The draft policy paper, 
which also suggests penalties 
for taverns, clubs, bars and 
other venues where alcohol is 
sold, feels uncomfortably like 
the thrashes of a nanny state 

which has not been able to 
control its citizenry effective-
ly through legislation. Davies 
says criminal sanctions are 
difficult to enforce. We believe 
him, but that’s an issue for the 
government to solve. 

Certainly this is a partner-
ship, a quest after social co-
hesion, but if our law enforcers 
are themselves not above re-
proach, and indeed our presi-
dent and other leaders are not 
above reproach, it is going to 
remain tough to create a trust-
ing nation that wants to do 
the right thing. 

Importantly, too, education 
starts at home. We should, as 
parents and adults, guide chil-
dren on alcohol use, if that is 
what we tolerate. 

We cannot put all the 
responsibility on taverners, 
particularly when there is no 
decent public transport sys-
tem at night and, as we know, 
prohibition carries its own 
dangers in pushing alcohol use 
underground. 

While we want to support 
Davies in creating a better so-
ciety and we too feel strongly 
about the ill effects alcohol 
has had on South Africa, this 
might not be the way to go 
about it. A death knell?

It’s no answer

IT IS a terrible setback that 
the EU has blocked a pro-
posal to give elephants the 

highest level of international 
protection possible at the 
17th Conference of the Par-
ties (CoP17) of the Conven-
tion on International Trade in  
Endangered Species of Wild 
Fauna and Flora (Cites), which 
ends in Johannesburg today. 

The 30 nations that com-
prise the African Elephant Co-
alition, as well as Botswana, 
argued for the urgent need to 
place all elephants on a list of 
the most endangered animals, 
Appendix 1. 

This classification would 
have banned international 
trade in specimens of the spe-
cies, which conservationists 
view as a vital step towards 
ending the current ivory 
poaching crisis. 

However, despite heated 
debate at the conference, the 
lack of support from the EU, a 
crucial voting bloc of 28 mem-
ber states, means elephants 

have not been up-listed. 
Across Africa a dramatic 

surge in killing over the past 
seven years has seen elephant 
populations shrink by a third, 
according to the recently  
published Great Elephant Cen-
sus. 

What is driving the slaugh-
ter is the value of ivory, which 
can sell for around $1 100 
(R15 000) a kilo in China. 

Last week, delegates at Cites 
endorsed calls for the closure 
of all domestic ivory markets. 

But South Africa, Namibia 
and Zimbabwe have lobbied 
for trade in ivory, arguing 
it can support sustainable 
management of elephant 
herds. 

As Dr Max Graham, founder 
of charity Space for Giants, 
says of the EU decision: “It is 
simply criminal that a small 
group of out-of-touch bureau-
crats in Europe should have 
the ability to dictate the fate 
of Africa’s most charismatic  
species.”

Elephant in the room

Keep smiling, because  
life is a beautiful thing and there’s  

so much to smile about.  
– Marilyn Monroe (1926-1962)

Thought for the day

Second take 

A READER writes: 
“I am in a second 
marriage. My wife 
has no children. I 
have a daughter who 
lives nearby. My cur-
rent wife is very ener-
getic and leads a full 
life.

“The problem I have is this: 
over a weekend she will sudden-
ly be off  with a friend. I am quite 
happy with that.

“Should I, however, suggest 
that I want to have lunch or coffee 
with my daughter, I am told that 
weekends are for us. I am asked 
what is she going to do while I am 
out with my daughter. 

“I feel her argument is self-
ish. She does not see it that way. I 
would like to know your opinion.” 
(Published with minimal edits – 
with permission.)

REQUEST that your 
wife permit you to be 
as free as she is. Given 
that your wife is as 
active and energetic 
as she is, it’s hard to 
imagine that she is 
unable to fill her time 

meaningfully without you. 
Without more information I 

cannot assume elements of  jeal-
ousy or possessiveness, but that is 
how it reads. 

You are an adult: consult, col-
laborate, co-operate – but do not 
be controlled. The more free and 
autonomous you are, the more 
your marriage will stand to be en-
hanced. Wing-trimming is no indi-
cation of  love.

● Smith is a family therapist in 
the US. He can be e-mailed at  
FamilyTherapist@iCloud.com.

Rod  
Smith
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I WAS speaking at a business event 
last week, when a woman started 
chatting to me.

After the usual pleasantries, she 
said: “Your eyes are glazing over. 
You’re obviously not interested in 
what I’m saying.” 

Embarrassed, I reassured her 
that I was. But a few minutes later, 
she said it again, adding with a 
smile: “That’s okay. We can’t all be 
interested in everything, can we?”

Her words left me rattled. I was 
being perfectly polite, so was there 
any need for her to speak her mind 
so frankly – especially when she 
knew I was just about to stand up 
and talk to a room full of  people? 
Was she really being “honest”, as 
she claimed, or was she just being 
plain mean?

Sadly this kind of  incident isn’t 
unusual. It’s known as “speaking 
your truth” and it has become very 
popular among female entrepre-
neurs – however bad for business it 
might seem.

I help small businesses with 
their PR, and barely a day goes by 
without the exchange of  “frank 
words” of  some sort from a fellow 
entrepreneur.

One sent a very long e-mail ex-
plaining, point by point, why my 
free webinar wasn’t “up to scratch” 
(the feedback from the other partici-
pants was positive). Another wrote 
to say she was unsubscribing from 
my newsletter because I’d “gloated” 
about being on a short break in Italy 
and she couldn’t afford to go on holi-
day. 

Uncaring

Then there was the person who 
wrote to tell me that I must be a 
very “uncaring person” because I 
couldn’t give her an earlybird ticket 
for my latest event, despite her 
missing the deadline by days.

While these sentiments are, 
thankfully, outweighed by the 
positive comments, it’s the mean-
spirited remarks that stick in your 
mind. Each of  those correspondents 
took time out of  their day to write 
an unconstructive message that 
might hurt someone’s feelings.

In a way, I don’t blame them. 
After years struggling to get their 
voices heard, women in business 
now have the perfect excuse to have 
their say.

With influential females like 
Oprah Winfrey, Arianna Huffington 
and Elizabeth Gilbert touting the 
benefits of  “speaking your truth”, 
it’s hardly surprising female entre-
preneurs are enthralled by the idea.

According to Oprah, speaking 
your truth is about expressing what 
we think and feel in an authentic, 
vulnerable and transparent way. 
Business websites are stuffed with 
articles on the topic.

But does being yourself  mean 
that it’s okay to hurt others?

The author of  Eat Pray Love, 
Elizabeth Gilbert, was recently 
applauded for speaking her truth 
when she announced that she had 
left her husband for her female best 
friend on her Facebook page.

While I respect her right to do so, 
I couldn’t help wondering about the 
people who were hurt by that deci-
sion.

Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for 
women speaking up for themselves. 
Research consistently shows that 
women are generally more reluc-
tant than men to ask for what they 
want, particularly when it comes to 
work.

The problem is that many female 
business owners seem to be confus-
ing speaking your truth with being 
downright rude, and hurting them-
selves in the process. They’re so 
busy speaking their truth, they’re 
forgetting that they’re running a 
business which relies on reputation 
and word of  mouth.

Of  course I’m not saying women 
shouldn’t speak their mind. But as 
the novelist Iris Murdoch put it so 
eloquently: “Civilisation is based 
on not saying what you think.” And 
when you’re in business, knowing 
when to stay quiet can be just as 
important as having your say.  –The 
Independent

● Murray is a journalist and 

PR coach.

They  
have to  
speak  
their  
hurtful  
truth RAPISTS in the classrooms. They 

are raping our children – not some 
scum on the streets, but teachers in 
the classrooms. 

The sex predators don’t teach, 
but prey on vulnerable young 
schoolgirls in their care.

The South African Council for 
Educators has reported a rise in 
rape of  pupils by teachers (The Mer-
cury, October 3). It handled 97 rape 
and sexual abuse cases last year, a 
poor reflection on the dire state of  
our schools.

With a class of  sex kittens all 
purring for his attention, what male 
teacher will be able to control his 
testosterone levels and resist the 
temptation to play sugar daddy to 
his young charges? 

With both teacher and pupils so 
easily distracted, what teaching and 
learning could there be in dysfunc-
tional schools where neither the 
head nor the Education Department 
has any control? 

Last year there was the sex-
for-marks scandal, then news of  a 
northern KZN high school where 
more than 30 girls fell pregnant. 
In August this year there was the  
45-year-old Ekuabangeni High 
School teacher who, apparently, 
brazenly filmed himself  having sex 
with six of  his learners. 

How many cases of  teenage preg-
nancy, rape and sexual abuse go un-
reported? 

In times gone by, the mere whiff  
of  misconduct would get a teacher 
shunted to a remote, rural school. 
There was no hearing, no union rep-
resentation, just a telephone call to 
the department would do the job. 

Now a teacher on a misconduct 
charge has all the legal channels to 
exploit and often gets away with his 
heinous crime.

In the end it all comes down to an 
apathetic society and an ineffective 
education department. Many par-
ents turn a blind eye to their sex-
ually active children. Rather than 
fight this scourge of  teenage pro-
miscuity and promote a life of  chas-
tity among girls like the uThukela 
District mayor’s bursaries for vir-
gins, our government encourages 
sex among the young. It distributes 
condoms at schools and gives child 
grants as an incentive for teenage 
girls to have babies. Not any differ-
ent from sex for marks, I would say.

How about our municipality 
giving the ANC a lifetime achieve-
ment award for turning our public 
schools on their heads?

THYAGARAJ MARKANDAN
Silverglen

School 
sex 
scandals 
reflect 
apathy

Imraan 
Buccus

COMMENT

Cool heads are 
needed, on all 
sides, to break 
this cycle and 
move the country 
forward

Fundamentally, the question that 
needs to be asked is: “What is the 
government doing to protect con-
sumers from high prices?”

Consumers of  data wait in an-
ticipation to hear the announce-
ment of  the decrease in prices of  
data.

VIJAY SURUJPAL
Phoenix

Janet 
Murray

COMMENT


