
 

 

 

Report on Speak Out 7 of 17 May 2017 

Speak Out Seminar: "Student Protest in Higher Education”. 

On Wednesday at 6.15 the Edu-HRight Research Unit within the Faculty of Education 
Sciences hosted the 7th Speak Out seminar under the theme of Student Protest in Higher 
Education Curriculum. The panel consisted of Dr Talkmore Saurome (Education, NWU, MC), 
Prof Nyna Amin (Education, UKZN) and Prof Karin Brodie (Education, Wits) with Prof Elda 
de Waal (Research Professor: Edu-HRight) who acted as facilitator. 
 
The two hour event was attended by 20 people mostly academics with a few students also 
present. The seminar concluded with a question and answer session, during which more 
perspectives from the audience were added to complete the picture. 
 
Prof Nyna Amin: our complicity in the Student “Fallist” Movement: how does one read 

discontent? First, students have demanded a cleansing of legacies of Eurocentrism, second 

a resistance to academic authority, thirdly students are challenging the content of the 

curriculum and how knowledge has been produced. Finally, they have challenged the 

outcomes and intentions of universities. And, of course, there has been a persistent concern 

with fees as a means of excluding students’ participation. The protests have taken a 

predictable South African form; damage to property, people and infrastructure. Kristeva says 

that academics have a responsibility to teach students how to revolt and change the 

curriculum. It suggests that we have not done enough to teach our students how engage 

and represent dissent through other forms (such as art, writing). The level and depth of 

anger has been misrecognized. 

Secondly the notion of democracy in SA is premised on two ideas of freedom and 

peace. Yet all our freedoms are limited; democracy does also provide freedom to revolt and 

disagree. In SA, there is an idea that these ideas should not be contested. Schools’ 

leadership need to develop ideas of democracy as an ideal in the face of a reality of past 

legacies that were very damaging. One of our difficulties is that educational spaces in 

schooling are highly autocratic and student representation or participation in these spaces, is 

notional; learners are very much the objects of the education space. Similarly, communities 

do not really participate in an equal way in schools development and roles. The notion of 

democracy is an empty signifier (Laclau) which is placeholder for meanings imposed on it. 

Academics and teachers have not taken ownership of debates and arguments about 

democracy is. Is protest a reaction to not being listened to. Democracy is not only about ‘the 

vote’. 

Thirdly dispossession and aspiration feature in uneasy relation to each other in 

student protests. Students expect that their lives should have been better than the previous 

generation. Student disappointment is to some extent also a reaction to their current 

prospects (in terms of employment, in terms of integration and quality of life). How do we 

think about the foreground (instead of background in terms of past identifiers: race, gender, 

disadvantage). Who are disposable persons?: those that the State does not have a will to 

provide something better for them. These groups have a choice to accept an empty future, 

or to own the future and rescue their futures from the State. The failure of systemic tinkering 

needs to be replaced by revisioning in higher education that depends on visionary 



leadership at all levels (the State and its agencies, HEIs. students representative bodies, 

community stakeholders). 

 

Dr Talkmore Saurombe: protest at higher education has occasioned an untenable situation 

insofar it has captured the sector and occupied it, and its institutions. Students were also 

protesting against the commodification of higher education. Not all students understood the 

decolonization dimension but the protests captured a moment in the national imagination in 

which a wide range of student concerns and protests came together. Yet protest is not an 

African phenomenon. Fanon has noted that each generation must discover its mission, fulfill 

or betray it in relative opacity. Imperialism leaves behind it germs of rot that have to be 

cleansed from space as well as mind (refer also to Ngugi’s Decolonising the Mind). Students 

have linked their protests to the past which they see as unresolved; that the legacy of protest 

in the 2015 onwards has led to and also drawn from a reconsideration of what the protests of 

the 1960s meant, and imply for people today. It is important to recognize that student protest 

is a form of power demonstration in the face of institutions in which the use of power by the 

academy and by the State was almost total. 

Secondly, the student protests were not only about student issues, but also about 

employees whose children were excluded from the University (that is, the workers on 

temporary or other forms of contract to which the University had little or no obligation). An 

interesting phenomenon is that it was not only poor students who protesters; there were 

many other groups also aligned themselves with the students (for example, academics who 

expressed solidarity with the plight of the students). The protests quickly took the form of a 

binary between the powerful and the powerless in which the clarity of the separation led to 

antagonism. The outcomes of the protests have been positive from a public policy point of 

view in bringing to the fore issues that were simply not being ‘seen’ before this period; thus 

notions of the missing middle, fee capping and free education were placed back onto the 

table in the context of the perceived drive by the State to commodify education. Furthermore, 

the use of social media to establish and indeed to form the ‘public sphere’ through the 

creation of platforms has led to the intensification of mobilization, leading in turn to the 

evident excellent organisation of the student protest movements despite a leadership 

hierarchy being very flat and seemingly disparate (as seen, for example, in the marches to 

the Union Buildings and various other marches that could not be captured by political 

opportunism. 

 

Prof Karin Brodie: began by articulating her positionality as white middle class South 

African, privileged arising from past legacies or race privileging in South Africa. Prof Brodie 

noted that there is not a strong history of listening, among white and middle class groups, to 

the complex issues of structural inequality. Her discussion was based on a personal history 

and experience of conversations with students throughout the protests (and their iterations) 

over the past two years. It is important to understand that the Education campus is at a 

remove from the centre of authority (the VC and related administrative officers) on the ‘main 

campus’ (Braamfontein). Prof Brodie was appointed in April 2016 as Head of School, and 

protests ensued on 3 April.  

What were the protests about? Students protests in 2016 were about Funza Lushaka 

and also the assessment practices. The Education Students Council was also newly elected 

and immediately took up the issues through a series of demands to suspend the academic 

programme. The VC came to address students a two important mass meetings were 



convened by students with management to set up a process to resolve the issues (services 

to be located on the campus, feeding scheme set up. A second round of protests ensued in 

October following the Minister’s announcement as regards fees. Midst of the interruptions to 

the academic curriculum, it is necessary for academics and leadership also not to 

homogenise students and student voice. By October, the relationship between the students 

and management had shift; there was more anger among students. This anger seemed to 

be about the misrecognition of demands not addressed in April. Negotiations about the 

extension of examinations followed the cessation of protests. It was clear that the gaps 

between leadership and students were deep; students were especially sensitive to what they 

perceived to be the unfair privileging of white or middle class people, and the lack of 

response from the State. 

In early 2017 two students (members of the ESC, but not themselves represented on 

the School’s management structures) attacked staff on the School Executive Committee 

during a meeting and this led to further mistrust between staff and students. At the base of 

the issues in 2017 was the late communication of the NFSAS bursary awards to students (as 

late as March) over which the University has no control. The absence of communication as 

regards these awards from NFSAS and the need for communication also about the new 

features of the NFSASA forms, made for a deepening of student frustration with the result 

that impatience and frustration, with the University and its perceived systems took the form 

of renewed student action. Furthermore, in 2016 the SRC elections and composition was 

very divided, making for difficult management - SRC made for impossible negotiations. How 

protests are read is very important. Some people have read the protests as EFF vs ANC 

politics. There is also politics between the SRC and the ESC. Thus protest has to be read in 

a nuanced way than is allowed for by media representations and perceptions among staff 

who are not close enough to protests, to understand what motivates and provides 

momentum in the various groups involved. Being in leadership has provided a series of 

insights in this regard in relation to the generational gap, notwithstanding the curriculum, 

fees, and other issues that surface in course of protest action. 
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