
Academics Support Student Struggle in South Africa: Democratise 
Higher Education Now 

 
A collective statement from academics at South African institutions of higher education. 
This is an unprecendented show of support for student struggle and for the principle of 

democratised education. We have at present approximately 400 signatories. 
  
As academics in South African institutions of higher education, we stand with students in their fight for 
the democratisation of our universities. The current student protests that have erupted across the 
country are historic. They demonstrate a younger generation willing to take up the struggle against 
inequality, and to insist on the principle of education for all. Our students are leading the national debate 
on education, and we insist that they deserve our respect and attention. 
  
We have witnessed students act with extraordinary discipline, tactical skill and moral purpose. This 
commitment and self-control has gone unseen by many university managers, government leaders and 
the media who have misrepresented students as uninformed, irresponsible or irrational. Protesting 
students have faced and overcome potentially divisive tensions within their ranks, and have shown 
maturity in their intellectual arguments and political interventions. Above all, they have required us to 
confront a grievous national problem: the persistent exclusion of those who are black and poor from 
higher education, and from the opportunities that higher education makes possible. 
  
We strongly object to the manner in which university managements have criminalised student protest. 
We strongly object to the continued use of repressive force to harm and intimidate students and to 
belittle their demands and experiences. Any viable leadership of higher education should be listening to 
and amplifying student voices. Instead we are in the midst of a leadership crisis where Vice-Chancellors 
and government ministers pass the buck back and forth and no-one is willing to take responsibility for 
changing the untenable conditions of higher education. Current student protest is a direct consequence 
of the manner in which university governance has underestimated proper consultation and work with 
students and other constituencies of our universities. 
  
Students are insisting that a frank national debate be opened on both the funding and orientation of 
higher education. We reiterate the urgency of this debate, and call on our Vice-Chancellors, the 
Department of Higher Education and Training and National Treasury to understand that creative 
alternatives are now both urgent and essential. We cannot continue as usual. We are no longer in a 
moment in which we can quibble over percentages. We watch, year on year, as public funding of higher 
education is diminished, effectively turning our universities into semi-private institutions. We can no 
longer in good faith call them public universities, as student fees escalate, along with student debt, as 
workers are outsourced to private companies, large bonuses are paid to senior administrators, and 
academic life is increasingly corporatised. 
  
South Africa is one of the most unequal societies in the world. It is no longer tenable that the burden of 
balancing the university ledger be placed on the backs of the poorest students and the worst-paid 
workers who have the least capacity to bear it. The current system of funding students is dysfunctional 
and ineffective. Unequal access to higher education can only be addressed in one way: to make our 
universities fully publicly funded by government. We argue that the value of democratic, independent 
universities to the public good cannot be underestimated and that solutions to the funding crisis, such as 
a national wealth tax and/or graduate tax, are necessary. 
  
We salute our students in their principled call for fully-funded transformative education, we call for a 
radical reinvestment in public universities by all who manage, work and study in them, and we commit 
ourselves and our work to the creation of a society in which all can thrive. 
  



  
To add your name in support, please go to http://www.amandla.mobi/student_struggle 
For media enquiries please contact  
Kelly Gillespie – Kelly. Gillespie@wits.ac.za 
Shireen Ally – Shireen.Ally@wits.ac.za 
Prishani Naidoo – Prishani.Naidoo@wits.ac.za 
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