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#FEESMUSTFALL #DECOLONISEDEDUCATION FRONTLINE 
Motlalepule Nathane1 and Linda Harms Smith 
 
“That hope is in short supply… We have to ask ourselves questions about what is 
being defended so vehemently, so violently that our youngest our brightest have to 
be broken, criminalised, demonised, bombarded teargassed, shot thirteen times” 
(Prof Pumla Gqola, 2016)2 
 
“Do you have any idea what it is like to be a teacher responsible for the lives and 
learning of these students and to see such violence brought down upon them, to see 
them in such devastation? It feels like a seismic betrayal” (Prof Kelly Gillespie, 2016, 
Open Letter to Pravin Ghordan3). 
 
Arrests, curfews, shootings, teargas: who would have thought that our campus would 
again be characterised by words, images and sounds of war as in the 1980s’ 
Apartheid State of Emergency? And this time around it is for fulfilment of the 
promises of free education of the Freedom Charter. The battleground that serves as 
a place of hope and liberation through learning, the academy, has descended into a 
space of collective trauma and pain. It feels like a terrible betrayal. 
 
The protests and demands for free and decolonised education unfolded during 2015 
when students from across most South African Universities initiated protests labelled 
#Rhodesmustfall and #feesmustfall. These protests are also representative of deep 
anger about broader inequalities in South Africa, which is still one of the most 
unequal societies in the world (The Guardian, 7 October 2016). Research shows that 
10% of the population own at least 90-95% of all the assets (The Conversation, 6 
October 2016). 
 
The protests have escalated into determined demands and sometimes violent 
actions by students to shut down campuses, while the heavy-handed response from 
University managements has been the militarisation of campuses with violent 
repression of student activity by police and private security companies (Kamanzi, 
2016). This has meant teargas, rubber bullets, stun grenades and beatings (The 
Daily Vox, 19 October 2016).   
  
TRAUMA RELIVED 
 
As an academic, a social work lecturer and social worker, responses to the events 
on campus and beyond, are instinctive and automatic. Hearing the inconsolable cries 
of students, running with hands on their heads in disbelief after shootings, tear gas 
and stun grenades, reawakens Apartheid-era trauma. The collective trauma of black 

                                                           
1 Motlalepule Nathane is a lecturer in the Social Work Department at the University of the Witwatersrand, 
Johannesburg. Linda Harms Smith is a lecturer at Robert Gordon University, Aberdeen, Scotland, having 
previously worked at the University of the Witwatersrand from 2000 -2015 
2 University of the Witwatersrand Professor of African Literature, Prof Pumla Qola, speaking at Constitution Hill 
in Braamfontein, Friday 4th November 2016 For an informal recording see 
https://www.facebook.com/pumla.gqola/posts/10154701091299187  
3 Urgent letter from an academic at Wits University, Kelly Gillespie, Head of Anthropology. Monday, October 
10, 2016 To Ministry of the Treasury, Pravin Ghordan 
https://www.facebook.com/kelly.gillespie.12/posts/10154461734560149  
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pain represented by the often-heard wailings of women during the state of 
emergency seem to be echoed in the current events. Student leaders are arrested, 
curfews imposed, students detained and silenced.  
 
It is in such circumstances that solidarity, resourceful support and crisis-mode 
responses are seen. Workers and academics stand in solidarity with students, some 
form barriers between police and students and some engage in protest action 
(Groundup, 18 October 2016). As Social Work academics, time is spent offering 
trauma-debriefing to students while being tended to in the campus medical clinic. 
Medical students provide emergency medical care all hours on campus when 
ambulances are absent.  
 
The nature of solidarity and support during this new struggle for free and equal 
education is seen as a renewed struggle for liberation. “I have seen solidarity and a 
single-minded focus on that liberation. Students, workers and academics throughout 
the country have set aside petty squabbles and ideological differences in its name. I 
have witnessed the skillful distribution of scant resources – in the name of that 
liberation.” (Disemelo, 2015) 
 
 
MILITARISATION OF CAMPUSES 
 
The militarisation of campus has been a contested issue with deeply divided views. 
When analysing the dialogue of most black people, there is an association of police 
with brutality, which stems from the historical reality of Apartheid-era violent racist 
repression (Ratele and Shefer, 2003). Police have never been associated with 
safety.  
 
University management has responded to the student actions by bringing in police 
and private security guards to exercise military-style control. This should be seen in 
the context of the framing by the state of the current wave of protests as a ‘threat’ 
rather than a “potentially constructive element of an education system that by all 
reasonable accounts has been flailing and struggling” (Kamanzi, 2016).  
 
FUNDING OF HIGHER EDUCATION4 
 
“Yet when we demand free education they say there is no money. We know there is 
money. We are not fools. We will not surrender. #FeesMustFall” (Shaeera Kalla, 
2016)5 
 

                                                           
4 University of the Witwatersrand 2016 Report of the University Panel on Funding Model(s) for higher 

education in South Africa. 30 June 2016 https://www.wits.ac.za/media/wits-university/news-and-
events/images/documents/Higher%20Education%20Funding%20Panel_30%20June%202016.pdf 
 
5 Responding to a Mail and Guardian report exposing billions of irregular expenditure by government (Mail and 
Guardian, 2016) Tweet by Shaeera Kalla Also see video of her address at the event on ‘A Call to Action Against 
Police brutality’ at Constitution Hill, Braamfontein 4th November 2016  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lq8WQhByo8Q 
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The demand stems from the stance that education is a public good and not a 
commodity. At present, with education as a commodity, it is only accessible to those 
who can afford it. In a South Africa with its history of 350 years of marginalisation of 
the majority, education cannot be a commodity (Hlatswayo, Marawu, Motala, Naidoo 
and Vally, 2016). The situation where fees are increasing and government subsidies 
for students are decreasing, is not sustainable. That had to be disrupted. South 
Africa is currently spending less than one percent of its GDP on education.    
 
The expectation of attaining free higher education for all had been created during the 
era of the Freedom Charter, but more recently, the 2013 ANC National Conference 
resolution stated that the policy for free higher education for the poor and working-
class would be finalised and implementation phased-in from 2014. This was based 
on a 2012 report which argued that free higher education covering students from 
poor and low income families was feasible (Essop, 2016).  
  
However, in spite of these commitments, higher education in South Africa is funded 
below that of the countries of the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development) and other African country levels, as a proportion of GDP. 
“Currently, the South African government spends just 4.7% of revenue, or 0.75% of 
GDP, on the post-school education and training sector… The OECD on average 
spends 1.59% of GDP on higher education” (Wits University, 2016). 
 
STUDENT EMPOWERMENT 
 
For the majority of young black people, education is seen as the only way out of 
poverty. In a South Africa of poverty and inequality, this demand must be taken 
seriously.  These students are calling for education for everyone, not just for 
themselves. Social work students are particularly active. They participate and are 
involved in leadership roles, such as in the Pan-Africanist Students Movement 
(PASM) and the Progressive Youth Alliance (PYA).  
 
It is interesting to see how the social work students demonstrate their critical 
awareness and knowledge. They use theoretical frameworks to analyse unfolding 
events and processes. In meetings they can be heard to discuss Paulo Freire (1970) 
and the role of the oppressed; they analyse protest actions as social action; they 
speak of structural disadvantage; they quote Sankara (1988) and Biko (1970).  
 
In an atmosphere of fear and repeated traumatisation, students are organised and 
resilient. From various disciplines such as social work, law, economics, politics, they 
have formed task teams to do action research into models for funding of higher 
education. Young women activists have formed groups in their Residences to offer 
debriefing sessions; medical and nursing students offer help. Evening meetings are 
held to process the events of the day. Gender activists act as motivators and 
supporters for female students to participate and make their voices heard to 
challenge patriarchy. 
 
These protests, as it has been said, are not simply about free education. They 
represent the cry for social justice, liberation and the decolonisation of education and 
its spaces. It is also about the conscientisation of those that occupy these spaces 
who are in positions of authority and power. The dream of free accessible education, 
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filled with the richness of African and global knowledge systems, is one worth 
struggling for.  
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#FEESMUSTFALL #DECOLONISEDEDUCATION FRONTLINE 
Motlalepule Nathane1 and Linda Harms Smith 
 
“That hope is in short supply… We have to ask ourselves questions about what is 
being defended so vehemently, so violently that our youngest our brightest have to 
be broken, criminalised, demonised, bombarded teargassed, shot thirteen times” 
(Prof Pumla Gqola, 2016)2 
 
“Do you have any idea what it is like to be a teacher responsible for the lives and 
learning of these students and to see such violence brought down upon them, to see 
them in such devastation? It feels like a seismic betrayal” (Prof Kelly Gillespie, 2016, 
Open Letter to Pravin Ghordan3). 
 
Arrests, curfews, shootings, teargas: who would have thought that our campus would 
again be characterised by words, images and sounds of war as in the 1980s’ 
Apartheid State of Emergency? And this time around it is for fulfilment of the 
promises of free education of the Freedom Charter. The battleground that serves as 
a place of hope and liberation through learning, the academy, has descended into a 
space of collective trauma and pain. It feels like a terrible betrayal. 
 
The protests and demands for free and decolonised education unfolded during 2015 
when students from across most South African Universities initiated protests labelled 
#Rhodesmustfall and #feesmustfall. These protests are also representative of deep 
anger about broader inequalities in South Africa, which is still one of the most 
unequal societies in the world (The Guardian, 7 October 2016). Research shows that 
10% of the population own at least 90-95% of all the assets (The Conversation, 6 
October 2016). 
 
The protests have escalated into determined demands and sometimes violent 
actions by students to shut down campuses, while the heavy-handed response from 
University managements has been the militarisation of campuses with violent 
repression of student activity by police and private security companies (Kamanzi, 
2016). This has meant teargas, rubber bullets, stun grenades and beatings (The 
Daily Vox, 19 October 2016).   
  
TRAUMA RELIVED 
 
As an academic, a social work lecturer and social worker, responses to the events 
on campus and beyond, are instinctive and automatic. Hearing the inconsolable cries 
of students, running with hands on their heads in disbelief after shootings, tear gas 
and stun grenades, reawakens Apartheid-era trauma. The collective trauma of black 

                                                           
1 Motlalepule Nathane is a lecturer in the Social Work Department at the University of the Witwatersrand, 
Johannesburg. Linda Harms Smith is a lecturer at Robert Gordon University, Aberdeen, Scotland, having 
previously worked at the University of the Witwatersrand from 2000 -2015 
2 University of the Witwatersrand Professor of African Literature, Prof Pumla Qola, speaking at Constitution Hill 
in Braamfontein, Friday 4th November 2016 For an informal recording see 
https://www.facebook.com/pumla.gqola/posts/10154701091299187  
3 Urgent letter from an academic at Wits University, Kelly Gillespie, Head of Anthropology. Monday, October 
10, 2016 To Ministry of the Treasury, Pravin Ghordan 
https://www.facebook.com/kelly.gillespie.12/posts/10154461734560149  
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pain represented by the often-heard wailings of women during the state of 
emergency seem to be echoed in the current events. Student leaders are arrested, 
curfews imposed, students detained and silenced.  
 
It is in such circumstances that solidarity, resourceful support and crisis-mode 
responses are seen. Workers and academics stand in solidarity with students, some 
form barriers between police and students and some engage in protest action 
(Groundup, 18 October 2016). As Social Work academics, time is spent offering 
trauma-debriefing to students while being tended to in the campus medical clinic. 
Medical students provide emergency medical care all hours on campus when 
ambulances are absent.  
 
The nature of solidarity and support during this new struggle for free and equal 
education is seen as a renewed struggle for liberation. “I have seen solidarity and a 
single-minded focus on that liberation. Students, workers and academics throughout 
the country have set aside petty squabbles and ideological differences in its name. I 
have witnessed the skillful distribution of scant resources – in the name of that 
liberation.” (Disemelo, 2015) 
 
 
MILITARISATION OF CAMPUSES 
 
The militarisation of campus has been a contested issue with deeply divided views. 
When analysing the dialogue of most black people, there is an association of police 
with brutality, which stems from the historical reality of Apartheid-era violent racist 
repression (Ratele and Shefer, 2003). Police have never been associated with 
safety.  
 
University management has responded to the student actions by bringing in police 
and private security guards to exercise military-style control. This should be seen in 
the context of the framing by the state of the current wave of protests as a ‘threat’ 
rather than a “potentially constructive element of an education system that by all 
reasonable accounts has been flailing and struggling” (Kamanzi, 2016).  
 
FUNDING OF HIGHER EDUCATION4 
 
“Yet when we demand free education they say there is no money. We know there is 
money. We are not fools. We will not surrender. #FeesMustFall” (Shaeera Kalla, 
2016)5 
 

                                                           
4 University of the Witwatersrand 2016 Report of the University Panel on Funding Model(s) for higher 

education in South Africa. 30 June 2016 https://www.wits.ac.za/media/wits-university/news-and-
events/images/documents/Higher%20Education%20Funding%20Panel_30%20June%202016.pdf 
 
5 Responding to a Mail and Guardian report exposing billions of irregular expenditure by government (Mail and 
Guardian, 2016) Tweet by Shaeera Kalla Also see video of her address at the event on ‘A Call to Action Against 
Police brutality’ at Constitution Hill, Braamfontein 4th November 2016  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lq8WQhByo8Q 
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The demand stems from the stance that education is a public good and not a 
commodity. At present, with education as a commodity, it is only accessible to those 
who can afford it. In a South Africa with its history of 350 years of marginalisation of 
the majority, education cannot be a commodity (Hlatswayo, Marawu, Motala, Naidoo 
and Vally, 2016). The situation where fees are increasing and government subsidies 
for students are decreasing, is not sustainable. That had to be disrupted. South 
Africa is currently spending less than one percent of its GDP on education.    
 
The expectation of attaining free higher education for all had been created during the 
era of the Freedom Charter, but more recently, the 2013 ANC National Conference 
resolution stated that the policy for free higher education for the poor and working-
class would be finalised and implementation phased-in from 2014. This was based 
on a 2012 report which argued that free higher education covering students from 
poor and low income families was feasible (Essop, 2016).  
  
However, in spite of these commitments, higher education in South Africa is funded 
below that of the countries of the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development) and other African country levels, as a proportion of GDP. 
“Currently, the South African government spends just 4.7% of revenue, or 0.75% of 
GDP, on the post-school education and training sector… The OECD on average 
spends 1.59% of GDP on higher education” (Wits University, 2016). 
 
STUDENT EMPOWERMENT 
 
For the majority of young black people, education is seen as the only way out of 
poverty. In a South Africa of poverty and inequality, this demand must be taken 
seriously.  These students are calling for education for everyone, not just for 
themselves. Social work students are particularly active. They participate and are 
involved in leadership roles, such as in the Pan-Africanist Students Movement 
(PASM) and the Progressive Youth Alliance (PYA).  
 
It is interesting to see how the social work students demonstrate their critical 
awareness and knowledge. They use theoretical frameworks to analyse unfolding 
events and processes. In meetings they can be heard to discuss Paulo Freire (1970) 
and the role of the oppressed; they analyse protest actions as social action; they 
speak of structural disadvantage; they quote Sankara (1988) and Biko (1970).  
 
In an atmosphere of fear and repeated traumatisation, students are organised and 
resilient. From various disciplines such as social work, law, economics, politics, they 
have formed task teams to do action research into models for funding of higher 
education. Young women activists have formed groups in their Residences to offer 
debriefing sessions; medical and nursing students offer help. Evening meetings are 
held to process the events of the day. Gender activists act as motivators and 
supporters for female students to participate and make their voices heard to 
challenge patriarchy. 
 
These protests, as it has been said, are not simply about free education. They 
represent the cry for social justice, liberation and the decolonisation of education and 
its spaces. It is also about the conscientisation of those that occupy these spaces 
who are in positions of authority and power. The dream of free accessible education, 
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filled with the richness of African and global knowledge systems, is one worth 
struggling for.  
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