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A B S T R A C T
In I his article the universality and in particular also the particularity o f  the university are 
dealt with. The author points out the indissoluble link between the university and the 
community, and also stresses that the university m a y  not remain at a distance or be cold 
about the society in which it finds itself. Developing communities in Africa have held 
unrealistic expectations about xvhat education (and the universities) would be able to do 
within their societies. These expectations, however, did not materialize. The university 
in a developing community, therefore, today has a ja r  greater task than its peer in any 
other community: the former is not only w ith in  the community, but is  part o f  it. i'or 
that reason this university should also take the lead with regard to the solution o f  present 
problems in the community; it has an educational objective, has to piovide guidance and 
has to counsel the community in time regarding problems that w ill still be encountered.

When we refer to a “ university” we normally think of an educational 
institution designer! for I lie instruction and /or examination o f students in all 
or many of the more important branches of advanced learning; as an 
institution conferring rlegrecs in various faculties; an institution which 
vibrates with student activities, etc.
Originally the word university meant a group o f individuals inspired by a 
common purpose. In this case it referred to a guild o f learners, both teachers 
and students, analogous to craft guilds with their masters and apprentices 
(Wallbank a.o., 1978).
In more modern terms a university can best be described as a com m unity ol 
scholars (academic stall) and students (as learners) concerned with the pursuit 
of knowledge, and dedicated to the nurturing of leaders for ih c  universilatis. A 
university plays the role of innovator as well as conservator. As innovator it 
crcatcs the setting for cultivating the questing habit of mind and bringing 
about changes, bringing forth new knowledge, and is therefore not only
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co nc erned  w ithj/u/ic know ledge b u t especially w ith  dynamic knowledge. T h e  
un ivers i ty  also has the role ol conservator, th a t  is, o f  p reserv ing  the  t rad it io na l  
cu l tu re  a n d  values o f  the past in respect o f  thesoc ie ty  it serves (cl. Behr, n .d., 
p. 1).

T h e  la t te r  reference im m edia te ly  calls for a closer scru tiny  o f  the role an d  
functions o f  a university.

T H E  R O L E  A N D  F U N C T I O N  O F  A U N I V E R S I T Y

T h e  m o d e rn  university  as an  ins t i tu t ion  in the  W estern  W orld  can  be t raced  
back to 842 A.D. w hen  the  first Univenilas (referring to the  universality  of 
studies) was founded  in P av ia  by C h ar les  the  G rea t ,  E m p e ro r  o f  the  R o m a n  
E m pire .  It was followed by the  es tab l ishm en t  o f  the  U niversi ty  of Bologna in 
a b o u t  1076. F ro m  the 12th c e n tu ry  o n w a rd s  c am e  the g rea t  universities o f  
Paris, O xford , C a m b r id g e ,  A m s te rdam , L eiden, H a rv a rd ,  etc., to m en tion  
bu t a  few (cf. Behr, n .d.). F ro m  these ins ti tu tions em erged , in the  course of 
the  years, n u m e rou s  l ea rn ed  a n d  illustrious m en  a n d  w om en  in all speheres 
o f  life, [laving the  way for th e  ach iev em en ts  a n d  inven tions  of  m o de rn  
society.

It is, however, well to re m e m b e r  tha t  these early  universities were not the 
priv ilege o f  all. It was only a  sm all section of  the  pop u la t ion  w \\o could a t te n d  
(and  a l lo rd  to a t te n d )  these ins ti tu tions  w here  the  pursu i t  o f  know ledge  and  
sh a p in g  the  m inds  o f  the ir  scholars were the  daily  activities. No w o nd er  tha t  
these ins ti tu tions la te r  on  becam e  know n  as “ ivory tow ers” , ins titu tions far 
r em ote  from the activities a n d  well-being o f  the  o rd ina ry  citizens.

In m o d e rn  times the  role a n d  functions  o f  a university  have  chan ged  
considerab ly .  T h e  V a n  W yk De Vries C om m iss ion  (1974) describes the 
func t ion  o f  the university  for e x a m p le  as: lo a d v a n c e  learn ing ; to ed uc a te  
a n d  to m ould ;  to p rov ide  professional t ra in ing ;  a n d  in ad d i t ion ,  it must instil 
in the  s tu d e n t  c o m m o n  s ta n d a rd s  o f  good  citizenship. T h e  C om m iss ion  thus 
sees the  univers i ty  as h av in g  a b ro ad ly  fo rm al  a n d  form ative  ed uc a t io na l  
func t ion  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  m o u ld in g  the  s tu den t  into a co m p le te  m a tu re  
h u in a n  being. T h e  university  can  thus not dissociate itself from thesocie ty  in 
w hich  it linds itself.

T h e  R o bb in s  C o m m it te e  on H ig h e r  E d u c a t io n  in G re a t  B rita in  (1963) (cf. 
Behr, 1980) de lined  the a im s o f  university  e d u c a t io n  in a som ew hat  d ifferent 
way: (i) to give ins truc t ion  in skills su i tab le  to  play a p a r t  in genera l

46



T h e U n iv e r s ity
division of labour; (ii) to tcach in such a way as to promote the general 
powers of the mind; (iii) to provide, in collaboration with the family, that 
background of culture and social habit upon which a healthy socicty 
depends; and (iv) to advance learning.
According to the Carnegie Commission on Higher Education in the U.S.A. 
(Bchr, 1980) the function of a university is (i) to enhance the personal 
development of the student; (ii) to enhance human capability in society at 
large; (iii) to increase social justice through greater equality of opportunity 

.for individuals to obtain the benefits of an advanced education; (iv) to 
advance learning for its own sake through science, scholarship and the 
creative arts; and (v) to evaluate society for the sake of its own renewal.
The references above should suffice to outline the role and functions o f a 
university. At least one common denominator is clear: a university is enmeshed in 
the society o f  which it is part. As a matter of fact no educaitonal system can 
escape from the society in which it operates; it must rcllcct what the socicty 
wants it to relied . More specifically, says Moulder (1980), education has to 
contcnd with the environment in which it is given: witli the family, the 
community, the media of mass communications, advertising, propaganda: 
in short, with the culturc.
This idea is not new. Alexander Meiklcjohn already argued on similar lines 
in 1932 (Leavis, 1979:15):
“This closeness o f connection between the character of a socicty and the 
character of its education cannot te too strongly stressed. Schools and 
colleges arc not som ething apart from the social order to which they belong. 
They are that order trying to prepare its youth lor participation in its own 
activities. And a socicty can only tcach the hopes, the knowledge, the values, 
the beliefs which il has.”
It will therefore be interesting to trace the development o f education (and 

university education in particular) in developing societies. Before we do so 
we have to look at yet another question.

HO W  U N IV E R SA L IS A U NIVERSITY?
Perhaps one should begin by saying that a university, by its very nature (or 
‘idea’), is universal. Aspects o f this universality o f a university were already 
touched upon in the previous section: to provide opportunities for learning;
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to c o n tr ib u te  tow ards  tbe  d eve lopm en t  ol’ k now ledge  in various fields; to 
p ro m o te  the  personal d eve lopm en t  o f  tbe  s tuden t ;  to aid in the  deve lopm ent
o f  society; etc.

O n  the  o th e r  h a n d  the particularity o f  a university  is also e m bo d ied  in the  said 
references: the  fact tha t  a university  is p a r t  a n d  parcel  o f  the  society in which 
it opera te s  a n d  tha t  it can n o t  escape the  cu l tu re  o f  the people  it serves, makes 
eac h  universi ty  u n iq u e  in character a n d  in its task to c o n t r ib u te  tow ards  the 
b e t te rm e n t  o f  society. T h e  fact tha t  the  U n ivers i ty  o f  M alaw i  oilers a course 
in “ D ev e lo pm e n t  a n d  C h a n g e ” in o rd e r  to m a ke  the  s tu den t  aw are  of 
econom ic , social, t ra d i t io n a l  a n d  o th e r  changes  in M alaw i  (cf. d u  Plessis, 
1972), does not destroy the universali ty  o f  th a t  university , b u t  merely 
em phasizes  its part icu la r i ty .  T h e  fact tha t  H o w a rd  University  in W ash ing 
ton gives active  a t te n t io n  to the  p lace a n d  role o f  the  university  in N egro  life 
in A m e rica  does not m ake it less ‘universa l’ tha n  o th e r  universities.

T h e  particularity of H o w a rd  U n ivers i ty ’s task a n d  c h a ra c te r  is u n d ou b ted ly  
ca p tu re d  in its P residen t’s ow n words (Du Plessis, 1972:1011):

“ T h e  tota l resources of  this U nivers i ty  will be m obil ized  to en gage  the entire  
sp ec tru m  of social p roblem s which have em erged  as crisis in o u r  n a t io na l  life. 
H e re  we shall seek a n d  find c rea tive  a n d  im ag ina tive  ways to b ring  solutions 
to  th e  p rob lem s o f  the  cities, the  p ro b le m s o f  h u m a n  rela t ions, the  problem s 
o f  e d u c a t io n a l  d isadvan tage ,  the  p rob lem s o f  econom ic  insufficiency, the 
p rob lem s of in a d e q u a te  hea l th  care ,  a n d  to the  p rob lem s re la ted  to 
ove rco m in g  the  lack of  knowledge, u n d e rs ta n d in g  a n d  ap prec ia t io n  of  Black 
A m e r ican  a n d  Black people th ro u g h o u t  the w orld .”

No w o n d e r  tha t  it s truck  D u Plessis (1972) at tha t  t im e how  p ro u d  the  N egro  
professors were of the ir  University.

E a c h  university , w hen  truly  co nc e rned  a b o u t  its task in the  co m m u n ity ,  will 
deve lop  (and  be p ro u d  ol) an  identi ty  o f i l so w n . At the  official open ing  o f  the  
U nivers i ty  o f  the  D u tc h  Antilles in 1979, the  G o vern or ,  Drs B.M. Eeito, 
spoke w ith  p r id e  o f  the  es ta b l ishm en t  o f  an  o w n  universi ty , since " . . .  m et de 
o p r ic h t in g  van  de  U niversiteit  van  de N cd er lan dse  A ntillen , in de goede 
betekenis  m e er  gcsta l te  kan w o rden  gegeven  a a n  onze  eigen  idcntitc it .  Dit 
n ie t  a lleen  d oo r  bet karakteris tieke in l iaa r  opze t  als Universiteit  n a a r  
C a ra ïb isc h  p a t ro o n ,  m a a r  voora l  d o o r  h a a r  p rak t ische  b e t rokkenhe id  bij de 
o m s tan d ig hed en  in bet eigen la n d ”  (Leito, 19110:371).
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F ur th e r :  w hen  p ro m o t in g  the  personal deve lopm en t  o f  each  ind ividual ,  the 
university  is p ro m o t ing  a t  the  same time its universal and p a r t ic u la r  functions, 
since the  ‘im p ro v e d ’ ind iv idual  will have to take u p  a particular function in a 
particular society: “ Zo zijn pcrsoonlikc on tp lo o i ing cn  voot bercid ing  voor ecn 
functic  in de sam en lev ing  twee, zij hct frequen t,  m e t  e lkaar  vervlochtcn  
taken  van  het hogcr ondcrwijs  .. .” (Pais, 197R:16).

Conclusion: cast in genera l term s one m ay  therefore say th a t  the  idea of a 
university  is universal, yet the  ch a ra c te r  and  the task rem ain  particular.

In  the  light o f  this b ack ground  we will now  consider the  position in 
developing societies.

E D U C A  T IO N  F O R  D E V E L O P M E N T  — T H E  A F R IC A N  
E X P E R I E N C E
In a most revea l ing  essay on  the  above  issue, A. J. Vos (1901) considered  the 
role a n d  effect of e d uc a t io n  in some African states. D u r in g  the  fifties a n d  the 
sixties o f  this c en tu ry  leaders in the  newly indep end en t  African states cam e 
to  the  conclusion tha t  form al school educat ion  was the only rou te  tha t  would 
lead the ir  people  to a t ta in  the  riches o f  (heir erstw hile  colonial masters. 
T he re fo re ,  they pressed for com pulso ry  free p r im ary  ed uc a t io n  as a first 
p rio ri ty ,  a n d  s ta ted  as the ir  ideal large-scale expansions o f  the  educa t iona l  
system a t  all levels.

T his  policy, however, resulted in an  im balance  in the school system: m ore 
ch i ld ren  com ple ted  the ir  p r im a ry  school course th a n  there  were places for in 
the  secondary  schools; the  em phasis  on  p r im ary  educa t ion  necessitated the 
d ou b le  session system, p u t t in g  heavy b u rde ns  011 bo th  teachers and  pupils; 
ctc. F urther:  a depo pu la t ion  o f  the  rura l  areas took place; uncontro lled  
u rb an iza t ion  a n d  unem plo ym e n t  were rife. T his  fu r th e r  resulted in political 
instabili ty, since e d u c a t io n  aw akened  expecta t ion  am ongst  the  popula t ion  
w hich could not be realized. E du ca t ion  thus  ac tua lly  c rea ted  a force which 
u n d e rm in e d  the  political stability.

T h e  need lot highly skilled m a n p o w e r  shifted the  expansion p ro g ra m m e  to 
investm ent in secondary , technica l ,  industrial and  ag ricu ltu ra l  t ra in in g  as 
well as to university  educa t ion . T h e re  was, for exam ple ,  g rea t  en thusiasm  
for the  es tab l ishm en t  o f  universities in the  deve lop ing  countries. T h e  
universities w ere of the  first ins titu tions th a t  d id  not com c u p  to expectations 
since a  university  as such or  university  t ra in ing  in itself. Did not im m ediate ly
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solve the  p rob lem s o f  society. H ig h e r  e d u c a t io n  could  no t m ake poor 
coun tr ies  rich all o f  a  sudden . In  the  indus tr ia l  Held steel mills a n d  large 
m a n u fa c tu r in g  p lants , says Vos (1981), d id  not sudden ly  arise because there  
were skilled people  avai lab le  to o pe ra te  them . C u rr ic u lu m  a d a p ta t io n s  to 
e n h a n c e  the  d ign ity  o f  la b o u r  a n d  to foster a g r icu l tu ra l  d eve lopm en t  were 
no t a success. As a m a t t e r  o f  fact, so m a n y  s tu den ts  deve loped  an  a p a th y  
tow ard  a g r icu l tu re  a n d  m a n u a l  l a b o u r  th a t  m a ny  A frican countr ies  becam e 
im porte rs  o f  p roduc ts  tha t  were formerly exported .

Vos (1981) then  c am e  to  the  conclusion tha t  it is a n  illusion tha t  educat ion , 
in the  n a r ro w  sense o f  school learn ing , can  a n d  will b r ing  a b o u t  the desired 
changes  a n d  s ta n d a rd s  of  living to establish  a  socially a n d  econom ically  
progressive society.

L o u w  (1978) a n d  M o u ld e r  (1980) cam e to sim ilar  conclusions: the re  is no 
t ru th  in the  belie f tha t  fo rm al schooling o r  ed u c a t io n  is an  absolu te  
p re requ is i te  for the  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  a society w here  d eve lo pm en t  m eans  the 
indus tr ia l isa tion  o f  the  co u n try  o r  the  living s tan da rds  o f  all the  peoples. 
E d u c a t io n ,  says M o u ld e r  (1980), is h a rd ly  in a  position  to rem edy  the 
h a n d ic a p s  a n d  the  injustices to socially a n d  econom ically  underpriv ileged  
people. It is naive to expect  an  educ a t io na l  system to develop  intelligent 
h u m a n  beings if all the forces o f  the  cu l tu re  a re  d irec ted , for exam ple ,  
tow ards  deve lop ing  p roducers  a n d  consumers. T h e re  is simply no  reason to 
believe, therefore, th a t  ‘e d u c a t io n ’ is a n  effective m e ans  o f  r em edy ing  social 
a n d  econom ic  inequalities.

At universi ty  level it resu lted  in the  fact th a t  tho usand s  o f  s tuden ts  kept on 
p u rsu in g  university  studies, in m a n y  instances u tte r ly  unsu i tab le  to them , 
a n d  unsu i ta b le  for e q u ip p in g  th e m  to he lp  in a  m e an in g fu l  way w ith  the 
deve lopm en t  o f  the ir  society. “ T o o  m a ny  s tuden ts  a t te n d  school or 
university  in the  belief tha t  a cu l tu ra l  co a t ing  ob ta ine d  from sufficient 
im m ers ion  in classics, sciences, a n d  o th e r  lea rn ed  fluids will som ehow  insure 
the m  against the  d isgrace o f  physical w ork” (Loinv, 1978:78).

W H A T  S H O U L D  H A V E  H A P P E N E D ?

A cc ord in g  to L ouw  (1978) the  g rea tes t  e r ro r  t h a t  was m a d e  was to assume 
th a t  Education was an  isola ted o r  clo is tered  ins t i tu t ion  w hich  could  be 
i n te rp re te d  by itself, w i thou t  r e g a rd  for the  forces o f  c h a n g e  th a t  were  a n d  
a re  sw eeping  the world. L ouw  then  proceeds to present the  so-called M yrd a l  
m ode l  of econom ic  d eve lo pm en t  w hich  shows clearly  the  position and  
function  of ed u c a t io n  in society (Louw , 1978:76). T h is  m odel show n tha t  the 
location  oi an  indus try  leads
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— to the expansion o f local employment;
— to the increase o f trained industrial labour and more jobs;
— to the attraction o f capital and enterprise;
— to the expansion of service industries and;
— to the expansion of general wealth of the community;
— to the expansion of local government funds through increased local tax 
yields, which only then provides
— a better infrastructure for population and industrial development, and to 
roads, factory sites, public utilities, health an<\ education services, etc.
From this model it is clear that industrialization must precede educational 
services. The need for better schooling and better educated people grew out o f  the 
phenomenal development o f  the technological era. (Compare Tofller (1970) who 
claimed that it was the industrial revolution that brought about mass 
education.) If it takes place the other way round, it is akin to harnessing the 
cart in front of the horses. Although a country’s gross national product and 
its educational level tend to grow together, this is not necessarily so. 
Moulder (1980) quotes the examplcofBraz.il and Japan: Brazil has one o f the 
fastest growing economics in the world, yet its educational level is lower, in 
proportion to the population, than it was before its economic expansion 
began. Japan was on its way to become an industrial world power before the 
introduction of vocational training in the schools in 1894.
In the light of the above one might well ask: Whilst we do have schools and 
universities now in society, what lies the way ahead?
T H E  REALITY O F A U N IV E R SIT Y  IN A DEV ELO PIN G  SO CIETY
Since the university stands father to so many other educational institutions 
in society, only this focal point will now be considered.
The following are some of the realities about the university in a developing 
socicty:
1. The peoples from developing societies must realise that although 
education is a powerful force, in itself it is unable to bring about the desired 
changes for broad national development. Changes in the hearts and minds 
of people do not take place overnight. Those people who therefore claim  
that education is an adequate means ol promoting the economic objectives 
either of an individual or of a nation are guilty of a gross oversimplification 
(c.f. Moulder, 1980).
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2. It is a fu r th e r  rea li ty  tha t  ed uc a t io na l  p ro g ra m m e s  a n d  university  
t r a in in g  which a re  no t co m p le m en ted  by real econom ic anil  social 
o pp ortun i t ie s ,  lead in the long r u n  to  n o th in g  b u t  disillusion, misery an d  
rebellion.

3. A university  in a  deve lop ing  society m ust realise, now  m ore  tha n  ever, 
th a t  it is p a r t  a n d  p arce l  o f  the  society in w hich it finds itself. S uch  a 
univers i ty  m ust play a n  e d u c a t in g  role tow ards  society; it m ust  research  the 
p ro b le m s of  tha t  society a n d  oiler so lutions to these problem s. A lthough  
re ta in in g  its universal ch a rac te r ,  such a  university  m ust be especially 
m a rk e d  by its part icu la r i ty .  A univeris ty  in a  deve lop ing  world, says 
V ilakazi  (1980), c a n n o t  afford to sep a ra te  itself a n d  be a n  ivory lower. T h e  
call o f  this universi ty  is to be d ow n  in the valley, in the  struggle  a n d  sweat o f  
everyday  life, ana lys ing  a n d  i l lum in a t ing  social reality. Leito  (1980:371) 
co ncurs  with this view w here  he says tha t:  “ D e U nivers i te i t  volgens onze 
concep t ie  en behoefte is niet bestem d voor een ivoren toren  hoog in de 
wolken doch  d ien t  te m id d e n  van  d e  dagelijkse w erkelijkhcid  te s taan  en 
m oet het nod ige  doen  om  de  gecstelijke ou t wikkeling van  de  bevolking, in al 
l iaa r  lagen, te b e vo rde re n ” .

4. As sen try  a n d  as fo re ru n n e r  in society, this university  should  fulfil, 
a c c o rd in g  to V a n  P eu rsen  (19(>7), to a n  increasing  ex ten t ,  a sort o f  r a d a r  
funct ion  iu a rap idly  c h an g ing  society. It should  a ler t  a n d  ed uc a te  the public  
on  m a tte rs  still to come. In this sense the  university  will then  also fullil its 
function  as inn ov a to r  a n d  conse rvato r  o f  w hat is good a n d  desirable.

5. In m ore  specific terms, the  university  iu a deve lop ing  society m ust

* first d e te rm in e  th ro u g h  its research  p ro g ra m m e s  the  p a r t ic u la r  m a n 
p ow er  needs (even expressed  in n u m b e rs  if possible) am i then  t ra in  s tudents  
to  fill such  positions. T h e  em phas is  m u s t  be on t ra in in g  for specific careers 
since s tu den ts  in a deve lo p in g  society c a n  ill a fford to a t te n d  a university  for 
the sake o f  lea rn ing  only. In this way it might be possible to g u a rd  agains t  the 
p ro b le m  of a surplus in m a n p o w e r  in years to come;

# see to it tha t  these t r a in e d  s tuden ts  a re  p lo ughed  back  in to  society for the  
ed if ication  o f  the ir  ow n people. T h e y  shou ld  be m o t iva ted  to assist in 
b ring ing  ab o u t  an  in f ras truc tu re  tha t  will c rea te  work o pp o rtun i t ie s  for 
o th e r  people  as well. C o n t in u o u s  feedback  be tw een  t ra ine e  a n d  t ra in in g  
cen tre  will therefore  be absolutely  essential;
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* investigate and  try to solve such problem s in society as cu ltu ra l  resistance 
to innovations; econom ic  research  into small farm systems a n d  into crops 
and  techniques  genera lly  a p p ro p r ia te  for use on small farms (typical ol the 
ru ra l  areas), in contras t  to research  geared at large farms; he lping 
deve lop ing  peoples to accep t  a n d  to cope  w ith  new  d e m a n d s  and  
c o n te m p o ra ry  problem s ofl iv ing ; etc. (cf. Vilikazi, 1900). T h e  people m ust 
be p re p a re d  for the p rob lem s a n d  challenges o f  the  new  world. A ccord ing  to 
H a v igh u rs t  & Levine (1979) A m e rican s  a rc  now  m oving  ou t o f  the 
industria l  society into w hat they call the  post-industrial society. M any  
peoples in deve lop ing  societies a rc  no t even fully in teg ra ted  into the 
industrial society; and

* in view o f  the  above, a r ra n g e  for extensive adu l t  educ a t io n  p rogram m es, 
not as a m eans  to im prove  econom ic  prosperity , bu t  essentially to provide 
people  with ideas, m e th od s  an d  hab i ts  o f  m ind  which would en ab le  the m  to 
eva lua te  the ir  society; to a p p re c ia te  every th ing  w hich m akes the ir  lives and  
the lives o f  o thers worth living; a n d  to reject an y th in g  w hich dehum anises 
them  a n d  the o th e r  m em bers  o f  the ir  society (M oulder ,  1980).

C O N C L U S I O N

A university  in a deve lop ing  society is a n  essential reality, m a rked  not only 
by its universali ty  b u t  especially by its part icu lar i ty .  Since it is p a r t  and  
parcel  o f  society, b re a thes  the  a ir  o f  socicty, knows the needs as well as the  
asp ira t ions  o f  the  m em bers ,  it renders  a  service to society by t ry ing  to solve 
existing p rob lem s an d  at the  sam e t im e m ak ing  society aw are  o f  p rob lem s to 
come.

Should  such a university  be open  to all in the  S ou th  African sense o f  the 
word? Seen from its universal angle, the answ er is yes, but never to such an 
ex tent  tha t  this openness affects its ch a rac te r ;  never  to the  extent tha t  the 
par t icu lar i ty  o f  its existence is threa tened .
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