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Prof. Barney Pityana (Founding member of the Black Consciousness movement, Ex VC of UNISA and current rector college of transfiguration):

Never have our institutions had (the) freedom to imagine as well as to determine our futures and in such variegated forms. This has to be seen as an opportunity…where our institutions…are not curtailed by historical inevitabilities but are invited to assume new, more powerful identities shaped by existing and potential strengths within the institution, as well as by the contexts within which each must operate.

I have been asked to comment on Dr Badat’s reflections and, rather than commenting on all aspects of his talk, something I couldn’t possibly do here, I would like to focus on what I take to be the central ideas which form the backbone of his talk. I take the relevant thoughts to be central given that most other concerns seem to flow from them.  And I take it that at least some of the central ideas are expressed in the following passage:
Notwithstanding our slogan ‘Where leaders Learn’ and the motto, ‘Truth, Virtue and Strength’ it is doubtful that we are producing graduates who have the capacity ‘for critical examination of oneself and one’s traditions’, and have ‘the capacity to reason logically, to test what one reads or says for consistency of reasoning, correctness of fact, and accuracy of judgement.’
 It is also improbable that our graduates possess ‘the ability to think what it might be like to be in the shoes of a person different from oneself, to be an intelligent reader of that person’s story, and to understand the emotions and wishes and desires that someone so placed might have.’
 It is also debatable whether we are cultivating in our graduates the understanding that we are ‘as human beings bound to all other human beings by ties of recognition and concern’ – which necessitates knowledge and understanding of different cultures and ‘of differences of gender, race, and sexuality.’
 Whether, and to what extent, we wish to ensure that the development of graduates at Rhodes is simultaneously an exercise in the cultivation of humanity is an issue that we must confront and settle. 

I think the idea of cultivating humanity, to use Nussbaum’s phrase, is central here and my talk could be seen as an all too brief defence of the idea that the guiding aims of the tertiary sector ought to be the cultivation of humanity. 

Leaving the issues of research and community engagement aside for the moment, I wish to address the following question: What basic qualities do we want of those students who graduate from Rhodes? I think starting to address this question will give us sense of what values should be informing our practice. And I take it that the question of values is the central one that has gathered us here today. I take it that our fundamental task is to ask ourselves what values, as an institution, we wish to embody. And I take it that asking ourselves about the qualities that we want our graduates to embody will help us grasp the basic values we think our institution should embody.
Although I am generally no fan of slogans, primarily because they tend falsely to give the impression of being informative when in fact they rarely are, it is worth noting that ‘Where Leaders Learn’ and ‘Truth, Virtue and Strength’ are—even if extremely thinly—expressions of value. Generally, institutions—not just academic ones—are formed wittingly or unwittingly in order to promote certain values which are deemed, in an intersubjective or objective sense, to be good (this is a controversial claim which we can discuss if there is time). Indeed, the legitimacy of institutions is ultimately measured against the values it fosters and this is in part because the values in question are supposed to be constitutive of these institutions. When we criticize the value of our existing democracy or the performance of our politicians, or when we assess the value of a given academic institution, we do so in relation to values that we think ought to be shared and basic. And, crucially, in relation to values that we think are defining features of institutions such as universities and the state. And acceptable defenses of concrete institutions are made in terms of reasons which are meant to convince all those who are willing and able to follow a good argument that the institutions in question properly embody their defining values, which is further evidence in favour of the claim made above that the values that we think institutions ought to embody are deemed to be good, intersubjectively or objectively.  
One possible way of starting to understand what an ideal graduate from Rhodes should be like is to ask ourselves what sorts of values we are currently fostering in our graduates. I am not solely or even primarily concerned with what we explicitly teach, but rather in the first instance with the hidden curriculum. We must also bear in mind that many of the relevant values also flow from the fact that universities are embedded in societies and how individual members of societies think is significantly determined by the place they occupy in society. This is as true for the academic community as it is for everyone else.  

Some of the social values widely fostered today are selfish, consumerist, shallow, place a high premium on power, appearances, and are generally anti-social. Indeed, they do quite the opposite of cultivating humanity. Deeply unsavoury characters such as sushi eaters Kenny Kunene and Khanyi Mbau prototypically embody these values, albeit extremely. But to what extent is the contemporary South African university not fostering values that either endorse the behaviour of these empty shells of humanity or at least don’t unambiguously censure such behaviour. Here is what I have in mind:
The contemporary South African university is to a large extent a place where individuals come to get degrees that will allow them to have access to the resources available only to the upper crust. Far too often students come to university not so much to learn, but to gain access to the goods available at the top. Sure, many students reject the values such as those informing naked sushi eating practices explicitly, but their revolt against human emptiness is treated by the tertiary sector as a whole as supererogatory—beyond the call of duty—rather than something that is central to tertiary education. That a student may end his career thinking that naked sushi eating practices are good is not for the most part seen as a failure on our part as educators. 

This fundamental attitude to tertiary education—understood to a large extent as a personal upliftment project—is obviously learned at home and in society at large, prior even to coming to university for the first time. But what are we doing as academic institution to change these perceptions? Not nearly enough I contend. A very standard view among students and graduate is that: my academic pursuits are mine and what I gain after hard work is in the first instance for me. A degree equals a good salary, a good standard of living, social prestige, etc. These are the perceptions. Whether they are true or not is another matter.
On the whole we do not foster in our students a sense that tertiary education is a privilege and that this privilege comes with certain responsibilities, namely, to make a contribution at some level the betterment of humanity.  
We do not, for instance, encourage our students to have a broad understanding about the function and value of knowledge. A student may get a degree in medicine, engineering, accounting or psychology without having a clear sense of what the point of this knowledge may be. That partly explains why we have so many corrupt and shallow doctors, accountants and lawyers, or why our engineers have little sense of the bigger issues behind their jobs.
In short, universities have become degree factories. And the degree has in many instances become in the first instance a ticket to access a particular sort of lifestyle which is unquestioningly deemed valuable.
Returning to Dr Badat’s and Professor Nussbaum’s words, it seems to me that one of the central things universities are not doing is promoting wisdom (one of the key requirements for true critical citizenry). Indeed, this word—wisdom—seems to have gone out of fashion in our technocratic age, where knowledge is equated with narrow-minded utility.

The wise person is able to have a sense of how his or her specific domain of knowledge fits into a relevant greater whole (which includes individuals, groups and the world at large). The wise person not only has an acute intellect, but also cares about the consequences of his or her work, cares about making an enduring positive contribution, has a sense that his or her life has value insofar as he or she is making a genuinely important contribution to the cultivation of humanity.  To care is to love, in the broad sense of the term. A wise person, as Plato thought, is a lover, someone who is not a diligent yet blind technocrat, but rather someone who has a deeply felt commitment to the reality in which he or she is immersed. 

Wisdom is not a purely intellectual category. Rather, it is a category that pertains to a particular sort of embodied subject whose intellect is in tune with his or her affects and actions. The wise person is, as we say, whole. The wise person, in short, is Nussbuam’s cultivator of humanity. 

It seems to me that this is the sort of subject we should be thinking of when we think about our ideal graduate. I would be happy to think of this subject as a leader in some sense, and certainly as truth seeking, virtuous and strong. 
But someone may contend that wisdom cannot be taught. Ideally, my objector could claim, our graduates should be wise in some sense, but academic institutions can only be responsible for an aspect of a person’s formation. And this is precisely what we do. We teach our students to become competent professionals, narrowly conceived. What they learn beyond this is up to them, or up to luck, or something of this sort, but definitely not up to us. 

This, it seems to me, is the defeatist response. I think it is possible to do a lot more than we currently do to promote wisdom among our graduates, but in order to accomplish this we will need to put our minds together and think creatively about what we are doing and how we could improve on this. Given Rhodes’ small size and our strong tradition of research and face-to-face teaching, I think we are in an ideal position to lead the way.
And it is by thinking about the general features that our ideal graduate should embody, that I suspect we will come to have a better understanding of our own disciplines and about how what we do is related to the aims of justice which our country is still so very far from achieving (even arguably from wanting to achieve). This last concern is, I take it, the key concern of the so called third pillar or function, community engagement.  So, if I am right to think that our aim as academic institutions is to cultivate humanity, then teaching, research and community engagement should be understood as part and parcel of a single pursuit, flowing from and constitutive of wisdom. If we are genuine lovers of wisdom then, it seems to me, our pursuits should be those of lovers rather than technocrats and narrow-minded specialists. There is clearly nothing wrong with having specialties. On the contrary. The problem is with narrow-mindedness, the inability to get a sense of how our specific engagements fit into a greater whole. 
And, finally, if indeed I am right to think that the key aim of academic institutions is the cultivation of humanity, then issues of transformation should also be seen as part and parcel of the academic project rather than a pursuit that is potentially in tension with the alleged proper role of institutions of higher learning.  

 If I were commissioned to produce and alternative slogan for us—something I would not be terribly keen to do—I would make two suggestions under duress: “Home of Wisdom” or “Where Humanity is Cultivated”.
I haven’t spoken here with issues of operazilasation. I have some—vague—ideas, which I am happy to discuss. 
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