Declaration by the University of the Free State

Prof. Teuns Verschoor, Vice-Rector: Academic Operations

I was asked to come and say something at the Inauguration of Prof. Jonathan D Jansen about the University’s recent past. I also though it appropriate to say something about the University’s remote past, thereby indicating that history often repeats itself. What follows, is therefore something from the first 20 years of the history of the UFS, and something from the last 20 years. 

According to the centenary book From Grey to Gold, this university had its humble beginnings as the Grey University College on the hot summer’s morning of 28 January 1904, when the first six students represented themselves and were registered for the only course that was offered, the BA degree. The six students were all white males who, to a greater or lesser extent, had experienced the heartache, doubts and indignities of the Anglo-Boer War. They had never before been exposed to any tertiary instruction. They were mostly farm boys who had been involved in the Anglo Boer War a few months earlier.

In 1909 the Grey University College temporarily had to move – for a period of 18 months – to a site in the so-called Tin Town, where the Technical High School Louis Botha is currently situated. The 50 or so students and their lecturers were moved to buildings of wood and corrugated iron.

The following 11 years were challenging and difficult times for all those involved with the Grey University College. The young university was without a Rector (from 1908 to 1920 there were only Acting Rectors), a young university without identity, traditions and with no past. Because the classes were conducted in English, most students with a Dutch/Afrikaans background also struggled to master the new lifestyle and radical changes.

The appointment of the second Rector of this University on 1 October 1920, the Rev. J.D. Kestell, must be seen in the light of the position in which the Grey University College found itself at that stage: poor, struggling, and without a Rector to ensure order, smooth running and, in particular, growth. Since its establishment in 1903, student numbers had remained low, and in 1920 there were still only about 130 students. With such a small student contingent, even the staunchest Free Staters hesitated to send their children to Grey University College for their tertiary tuition.

In the eyes of the decision-makers, the College Council, the time was ripe for a respected, beloved, but above all, competent Rector. He would have to reflect the image of the GUC so that the institution could become a fully fledged university, with student numbers increasing fast and finances displaying healthy growth.

Some 85-90 years after its foundation the first black undergraduate students were allowed to register at the University of the Free State. They also had never before been exposed to tertiary instruction. They were mostly young people from the townships, who had witnessed the ugly sides of the struggle, scenes of police brutality and the neck-lacing of impimpis.

Because the classes were conducted in Afrikaans, most students with English-medium language of school instruction struggled to master the new lifestyle and radical changes. The introduction of parallel-medium instruction alleviated these problems, but in many other ways, especially with the integration of residences, the University was naïve and made many mistakes. This was a challenging and difficult time for all those involved with the University of the Free State; the Reitz issue being sound proof of us not having successfully dealt with the intricacies and challenges of mending the divisions and wrongs of the past – that in a certain sense we had failed our students in not educating them sufficiently in the areas of human compassion and respect for the dignity of fellow human beings.

The appointment of Prof. Jonathan Jansen as the thirteenth Rector and Vice-Chancellor of the University marks a new beginning. For most of its history this university has critically followed the dominant political policies of the day. At its inception under British colonial rule, the university operated in English only and excluded many people on the basis of their race as well as their language. Next, the university underwent a process of change from English and Dutch to Afrikaans. During this era, the University of the Free State not only followed, but actively promoted the apartheid policy.  It is regrettable that the university, even until today, never gained an identity of being critical and independent.
Our transformation process is therefore a struggle to address the effects of colonialism and apartheid, especially the exclusion and the separation of all our peoples from one another. In the recent past, all members of the university were engaged in a campus-wide dialogue called a Social Contract Process. Members of the university community agreed that we all had to bury our past and build a new future for all our peoples. 
However, during the last meeting of our University Council, all members of the  Council unanimously agreed that our past was behind us and that the future belonged to all of us. Today we call on all sectors of our communities to join us as we create this future for all our people in their diversity.

The appointment of the thirteenth Rector and Vice-Chancellor of the University must be seen in the light of the position in which the University of the Free State finds itself at this stage: A university with more than 27 000 students, with pockets of excellence, but also a University without a rector, struggling with integration, with an unacceptably low through-put rate and with a public image that has been tainted to such extent that even the staunchest Free Staters hesitate to send their children to the University of the Free State for their higher education.

In the eyes of the decision-makers, the University Council, the time is ripe for a respected, beloved, but above all a Rector competent to deal with the challenges facing the University. As was the case with the Prof. J.D. Kestell, Prof. J.D. Jansen would have to reflect the image of the UFS, in our times as such that this institution could become internationally recognized, with a proven ability to deal successfully with diversity, embedding in its students a humaneness and respect for the dignity of others, as well as an institution with an increasing through-put rate and with research outputs displaying excellence at international level.

We think we have found the person.

I thank you.

