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ABSTRACT

AN INQUIRY INTO THE EMERGENCE OF TRANSFORMATIVE

LEADERSHIP IN HIGHER EDUCATION IN SOUTH AFRICA: A

PHENOMENOGRAPHIC STUDY

MAY 2001

DAVID I. BELL, B.A., UNIVERSITY OF PORT ELIZABETH

B.A. HONOURS, UNIVERSITY OF PORT ELIZABETH

M.Ed., RHODES UNIVERSITY, GRAHAMSTOWN

Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS, AMHERST

Directed by: Professor Gretchen B. Rossman

During the colonial and apartheid eras, higher education played an historically

strategic role in shaping South African society. As higher education continues to play a

significant role as an agent of the state in shaping the social transformation process

toward a new democracy, the leadership of higher education in the form of university

Vice-Chancellors, continue to play a critical role in this process.

The new democratic government policy relating to education reform and

institutional restructuring highlights the social accountability of institutions and

emphasizes transformation. In political and social spheres, transformation has become a

rhetorical term for all change and democracy. Transformation has emerged as the

mantra of all change in preference to the term reform.
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Understanding the phenomena of transformation and the role of leadership in

higher education is critical to understanding higher educations’ future role in the

national, social change process.

This study applies phenomenological phenomenographic methodology and in-

depth interviews to explore the conceptions of the Vice-Chancellors of Historically

Black Universities in South Africa. The research focuses on the phenomena of

transformation, leadership and social change. The assumption is that synergistically,

Vice-Chancellors’ tacit conceptions will frame an African notion of Transformative

Leadership in higher education.

The research findings are that although Vice-Chancellors shared an interesting

and diverse range of conceptions of leadership and transformation, the conceptions were

not sufficiently congruent to define a singular, homogeneous African mode of

Transformative Leadership. A further finding was that although higher education is

conceptually located within a process of social transformation, the research proceeded

from a skewed assumption that the common mode of leadership of transformation

would be transformational. Lastly, it emerged that conceptions of a single, explicit

mode of African leadership was not possible, or desirable to define.

The role ofVC in HBU’s is enormously complex and challenging and the new

Ministry may need to re-conceptualize the role and function of the Vice-chancellor in

Higher Education in South Africa.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION AND STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Social transformation in South Africa

Africa needs change to ensure its development. Reform in education

must be the starting point towards meaningful social change, not just for

the sake of change, but in order to improve the quality of human life.

Julius Nyerere, 1974

Nyerere’s (1974) words capture an important facet of the process of

decolonization that swept through Africa in the later half of the 20
th

century. This

process resulted in the political independence of most African countries, South Africa

being one of the last to regain its sovereignty from Euro-centric control in 1994.

Nyerere’ s words also succinctly assert Africa’s conception of the role that education has

played, and the role that education should continue to play in the social change process

in the post-colonial era. Sadly however, most African countries continue to struggle

with the legacies of colonialism that pervade the structures and systems of society.

These legacies are often most evident in the educational systems that remain as relics of

the colonizing countries systems of education. Education reform is therefore imperative

and central to the post-colonial social and economic revival of Africa, but the process of

change needs to be determined for Africans, by Africans.

Nelson Mandela’s release from incarceration in February of 1990 and his

subsequent inauguration as the first democratically elected president in 1 994, captures

1



one of the most significant periods in South Africa’s history and his legacy stands an

icon of the process of liberation and emancipation of Africa. It also symbolizes a larger

international trend, driven by the West, toward globalization and democratization of

societies. These processes of democracy that have swept through many nations

previously under oppressive systems of governance, have in most cases, resulted in

indigenous processes of re-conceptualizing and restructuring society toward the

principles of democracy.

The recent democratic shift in South Africa has heralded in a significant new

social change process that promises both social and political empowerment for all.

Since the first free and fair elections in 1994, the country has experienced dramatic

political and social change that has invoked optimism for the majority of South Africans

previously disenfranchised through colonialism and apartheid. The democratic process

has also brought about renewed interest in the process of social change and specifically

in the role of education in the social change process. This process of democratic

participation in the social change project has also induced a critical scrutiny of the

actions of prominent political figures and leaders of the change process, including

prominent educational leaders.

In South Africa, the term transformation appears to have become synonymous

with the process of democratic change and it has emerged as the popular mantra for

most social change processes. However, the term has been used to define and validate a

vast range of social and political change processes and as a result, is fast becoming

rhetorical, and its semantic essence is vague. In its positive sense, transformation is

used as a sweeping descriptor of positive democratic change and an affirming descriptor
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of those committed to the struggle for democracy. In its antithetical form, it is asserted

as highly politicized juxtaposition to change and a typology of those who are perceived

to be unwilling to change. Not transforming or being perceived as not transformative is

touted as an indicator of resistance to the democratic change process and the popular

assumption is that there is either transformation or there is capitulation to a previous era

of social oppression. The term has a sweeping social application but has no congruent

semantic definition and no neutral position, and this is clearly problematic for

understanding the various processes of transformation.

Although transformation is a popular and magnanimous term both in South

Africa and globally, in its application in South Africa, it needs to regain a grounded,

popular semantic form that will have legitimacy and relevance to the process of social

change. Educational institution leaders continue to play a strategic role in the larger

social change process and their conceptions of the phenomena should provide a critical

perspective to this process. The conceptions of these significant African leaders should

therefore be central to re-conceptualizing the tenets of transformation, and the

appropriate place to begin the process of conceptualizing and defining the concept of

transformation is within the system of higher education.

Education and social change

In Africa, education is a social and a political act, and conversely, politics and

national governance are rooted in the enactment of education (Morrow, 1 994). Since

the first European colonists arrived in South Africa in 1 652, the country suffered a long
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and turbid history of racial oppression, exploitation and ethnic conflict. Education

played a principal role in this invasive social process. Previous political dispensations

were perpetuated by the systemic nature of their state-decreed and racially segregated

education systems that gerrymandered society in pursuit of their political ideologies of

discrimination and exploitation. These legacies of the colonial and apartheid eras are

still palpably evident today in the skewed social and economic structure of society, in

the inequitable distribution of resources, and in the racially discriminate and class-

segregated lives of the majority of the citizens (Mamdani, 1996).

White, euro-centric education has played a significant role in creating and

perpetuating these inequities and the associated conflict necessary for apartheid’s racial

stratification repression of society. Under apartheid, children of different racial and

ethnic classifications were schooled separately and inequitably. White learners received

an education that aimed to prepare them for positions of privilege and power in society.

Conversely, Black learners endured an education system that aimed at maintaining their

subservience and servitude. This ultimately led to the economic exploitation and

political oppression of the majority of the populace and specifically Black Africans.

Social and personal oppression took place primarily through the apartheid

regime’s separatist and exclusionary social policies and segregated systems of education

(Mamdani, 1996). Colonial and apartheid education was explicitly designed to serve

the interests of the colonists and to oppress Africans as the means to this end (Memmi,

1965). The British education system that prevailed during the 19
th
and early 20

th

centuries served to suppress the emerging Afrikaner nation while exploiting the labor,

social compassion and cultural humanity of Africans (Curie, 1973). The Afrikaner in
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turn can be credited with the process of legislating this discrimination under the

philosophical mantle of apartheid. This process of social oppression and exploitation

through education culminated in the social atrocities of the apartheid era, the legacies of

which the leaders of the modem democratic South Africa struggle to redress today.

Generations of social and educational oppression reached an inevitable

denouement with the 1976 student protests in Soweto that resulted in the brutal killing

of many innocent, Black school pupils who were challenging the Afrikanerization of

Bantu education. This momentous incident is widely acknowledged as the watershed of

the struggle for liberation of the people of South Africa, both Black and White. It is

significant that this incident highlights one of the ironies of the liberation struggle.

Education was both the vehicle of social oppression and one of the major thrusts of the

struggle for liberation (People’s Education), and education continues to be one of the

major arenas of contestation in the current democratic social transformation process.

The legacies of these prior systems of education and governance however

continue to confound efforts to transform the many facets of society, not the least,

education. Mandela (1990), speaking at a conference held in his honor shortly after his

release from prison, stated that education under apartheid was a crime against humanity

and warned that the educational crisis in South Africa was a crisis in politics. Mungazi

and Walker (1997) echoing the sentiments of Nyerere (1974) claim that South Africa, in

its entirety has been a victim of oppression, and social transformation through education

is fundamental to the process of building a new democracy.

Historically, education and politics have been inextricably linked and this is no

less the case today where educational transformation efforts are driven by the realities
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and needs of the social transformation process and these in turn pose significant

challenges to the educational leaders in the new democracy.

Higher education and social change

In the last century, institutions of higher learning in particular have played a

strategic role in perpetuating the social and political ideologies and policies of the

colonial and apartheid governments. Among these were the institutional admission

policies that restricted the access of Black South Africans to a narrow range of courses

and programs of study. Universities and colleges were segregated on the basis of

language and the imposed racial classification of individuals and institutions.

Ultimately, this social engineering and controlled access to institutions of learning,

condemned Blacks to a narrow range of vocational choice in accordance with the

apartheid government’s strategic policy of controlling labor and restricting the social

and personal development of Black people. Whites conversely, were afforded the

supreme and unjust privilege of vocational and institutional choice.

The legacy of educational discrimination is still strikingly evident in the human

capital demographics ofmodem South African society where the history of inequitable

education systems and biased privilege continues to be perpetuated through the

predominance of White males in positions of leadership and management in many

institutions of higher learning and in most large private companies. This legacy of

perpetuated inequity continues to plague the current cadre of political leaders and

educators alike. Attempts to transform this social phenomenon toward a more equitable
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social system have taken the form of Affirmative Action processes and legislative policy

including the Equity Act. Higher Education continues to be one of the most strategic

and pivotal tools that the state has for shaping society, and higher education is therefore

both a strategic agent of social transformation and a target of the same process.

Higher education leadership and social change

Professor Makgoba (1997), a distinguished African scholar and voice of the new

political era, argued recently that higher education institutions are the only major sectors

within South African society that have not given evidence before the Truth and

Reconciliation Commission and that they have much to answer for (Makgoba, 1997, p

1 7). The previous cadre of higher education leaders and administrators played a critical

role in perpetuating apartheid political ideology through meticulously implementing

discriminatory and repressive state policy. The current cadre of higher education

leaders therefore have a significant reparatory role to play in the transformation of South

African society. However, higher education is itself in need of fundamental

transformation.

The range of processes and policies directed at restructuring higher education

and specifically the most recent policy document entitled, Towards a New Higher

Education Landscape: Meeting the Equity. Quality and Social Development Imperatives

of South Africa in the 21
st
Century (July 2000) indicate the new Ministry of Educations’

intent to transform and rationalize higher education institutions in harmony with the

national process of social transformation. This process poses a renewed challenge and

7



an ambiguous tension for higher education and in particular, for the leadership of higher

education. While the concept of transformation is explicitly at the heart of the

movement toward a new social democracy, higher education, and in particular higher

education’s leaders are a fundamental component of the process of conceptualizing and

steering the process of both social and institutional transformation.

Expectations of a democratic society evoke hope for a better future in the minds

of many South Africans, however the specific goals and parameters of social

transformation are at times informed by personal political agendas and are therefore

highly politicized and socially contested. The legacies of the previous political era also

continue to frustrate even the noblest intent of transformers and leaders of

transformation and their actions are often clouded in suspicion. In order to better

understand transformation and the role of higher education in the process of leading

change in South Africa, three critical questions arise:

1 . How do the leaders of transformation conceptualize the phenomenon of

transformation?

2. How do the leaders of transformation conceptualize the phenomenon of

leadership of this critical social process?

3. What role should higher education institutions and their leadership play in the

current social transformation process?
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Underlying assumptions of the study

A number of assumptions are implicit in these questions and play a role in

defining and informing this research. They are:

• All higher education institutions in South Africa are, by their legislative mandate,

public institutions and assets of the state. By implication, the leadership of these

institutions are employees and agents of the state. They are also important social,

academic and political leaders. This sets up tenuous relationship between the tacit

and explicit goals of the state, and the personal and professional conceptions and

actions of institutional leaders as high profile members of society. It is therefore

imperative to the democratic transformation process to understand their conceptions

of critical social phenomena as institutional leaders and as influential social figures.

• The country as a whole is in a process of fundamental social change and

understandings of the change process are best constructed through researching the

actual, expressed conceptions of the leaders of the change process.

• The leaders of higher education institutions have played a historically significant

role in the process of shaping South African society under colonial and apartheid

rule, and they continue to do so within the current democratic process. It is

therefore imperative to enable the new generation of institutional leaders to make

public their intent in and conceptions of the social change process.
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Focus of the study

Vice-Chancellors at Historically Black Universities (HBU’s) face the daunting

challenges of interpreting and enacting new policy; leading institutional transformation;

administering their institutions as fiscally competitive, academically rigorous and

socially responsive learning institutions; and, also remaining accountable for supporting

the democratic social change process. They are simultaneously agents of

transformation, leaders of transformation and targets of transformation.

It is critical and opportune therefore, to explore the phenomena of

transformation and leadership in higher education from the perspective of those leaders

most centrally positioned in the transformation process namely, the leaders of the

Historically Black Institutions of learning in South Africa. Understanding their

conceptions of the phenomenon of transformation and of the social implications of a

transformed and transformative higher education system; their conceptions of the

phenomenon of leadership of transformation; their conceptions of the intersect between

institutional leadership and the implied leadership roles that they play in the national

social change process; and, making these conceptions explicit, is imperative to

understanding higher education’s future role in the transformation of South African

society.

This study therefore explores the tacit conceptions of the phenomena of

transformation and leadership in higher education as a means of understanding HBU

institutional leaders’ perceptions of the concept transformation and of the process of

leading change. It is assumed that a grounded understanding of the phenomena of
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transformation and leadership will facilitate an integrated understanding and an African

perspective of transformative leadership.

The conceptions of these leaders and advocates of the social change process are

not assumed to represent the perspectives of all South Africans, but they are considered

to be significant indicators of the voices of the majority of Black South Africans All

South African higher education institutions, historically Black and historically White,

are in the process of transformation and by implication, could have been included in the

focus of this study. However the voices of Black Africans have traditionally been

disaffirmed and thereby neglected from the hegemonic higher education debate. This

study also elects to explore the perspectives of Black scholars and leaders as a means of

understanding their perspectives and affirming their voices as legitimate and imperative

to the process of understanding social transformation in South Africa.

Research topic and questions

The rubric of this study is: An inquiry into the emergence of conceptions of

transformative leadership in higher education in South Africa.

The following three broad questions define the goals of the study and they form

the foundation of the interview questions:

• How do Vice-Chancellors at HBU’s conceptualize thesocial phenomenon of

transformation - as a generic, social concept and as an institutional process?

• How do Vice-Chancellors conceptualize the phenomenon of leadership - as a

generic, social concept and as an institutional process?
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• How do Vice-Chancellors conceptualize the intersect between the leadership of their

institutions and the national social change process?

Significance of the study

Seepe (1998), a Black, South African scholar and prominent educational leader,

suggests that the debate concerning the meaning of leadership in the new South Africa

cannot be complete without the authentic participation of African leaders in this

process. He argues that the rationale for this process is to “falsify the myth that Africa

cannot make a meaningful contribution to universal human progress and that this

process should provide a critique of the dominant Western epistemological paradigm

from an authentic, African perspective” (Seepe, 1998, p v).

The focus of this study on leadership and transformation in education, in South

Africa, places this research process and the findings, in a tenuous social and political

relationship, in the light of Seepe’ s argument above. Excluding the voices of Africans

in favor of empirical research of transformative leadership behaviors would be a

capitulation of the Western epistemological research paradigm. Conversely, focusing

exclusively on African voices and denying the existence of the Western perspective

would be similarly skewed. This study attempts to mediate the tension by

acknowledging the Western theory-base traditionally associated with academic research,

and by attempting to remain sensitive to and affirming of the African voice. The

findings of the study are therefore not discussed in comparison to Western theory, but
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are offered as a relevant and alternative African perspective to the field of leadership

and to the understanding of leadership of transformation.

An extensive and largely Western theory-base of leadership and educational

administration exists and its relevance to the study is irrefutable. A recent paradigm in

leadership theory that is relevant to this study is the New Leadership movement of the

late 1980’s and 1990’s (Sims and Lorenzi, 1992). Research into New Leadership

approaches highlighted the growing self-awareness of organizations and organizational

leaders in relation to their social and global missions. Much of the research of this

paradigm focuses on chief executive officers of organizations as examples of leadership

excellence. The work of Plas (1996) on person-centered leadership, Covey (1992) on

principle-centered leadership, Pondy (1978) on indirect leadership and Cotton (1993) on

leadership and empowerment, are all characteristic of this theoretical paradigm and are

all pertinent to this study.

The research of Bums (1978) and Bass (1985) into Transformational Leadership

emerged as a central strand of the New Leadership paradigm and is epistemologically

and semantically more relevant to this study. The conceptual tenets of Transformational

Leadership, namely transformation and leadership, are clearly related and relevant to the

study, as are the inherent principles of Transformational Leadership namely,

participatory decision-making and empowerment of followers, by leaders (Cotton,

1993). This study explores the conceptions of transformation and leadership, not as an

affirmation or as an alternative to Transformational Leadership, but as a collective

African perspective of the concepts of transformation and leadership that synergistically

merge to form the concept, Transformative Leadership.
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Limitations and delimitations

This study therefore does not explicitly or intentionally attempt to contrast

African notions of transformation and leadership to the hegemonic canon of

Transformational Leadership. It is also does not an attempt to assert an African

archetype of Transformational or Transformative Leadership. Rather, it is primarily an

attempt enact the wish of many Africans (captured in the words of Seepe above), to

describe and thereby authenticate one source of an African perspective of leadership and

transformation, as a means of understanding the process of institutional leadership and

secondarily, as a contribution to the existing theory-base of leadership and specifically

higher education leadership and administration.

The narrow focus presented by the study does not therefore claim to represent

the voices of all Africans, all Black South Africans or the views of all leaders and

administrators in higher education in South Africa. It is specifically contextualized

within historically Black higher education in South Africa, and the findings are

therefore limited to an understanding of one socially significant group’s conceptions of

transformation, leadership and the process of leading transformation.

Conclusion

In order to understand the complexity of the social context within which the

conceptions of the Vice-Chancellors of Historically Black Universities emerged, it is

necessary to explore the historical context of education reform and particularly of higher

education transformation in South Africa. The following chapter attempts to illuminate
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relevant aspects of the social and contextual nature of the study as a means of

highlighting the tensions and challenges inherent in the study. This, it is argued, is the

basis for the selection of phenomenological phenomenography as the appropriate

research paradigm.
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CHAPTER 2

THE SOCIAL AND POLITICAL CONTEXT

Challenges of leadership at Historically Black Universities

Vice-Chancellors of Historically Black Universities (HBU’s) in South Africa

find themselves in a tenuous relationship between enacting higher education policy as

the appointed leaders and administrators of institutions, and enacting their personal,

social visions as independent thinking, social and political beings. As democratically

appointed and politically mandated administrators, Vice-Chancellors assume the

responsibility of enacting and supporting state policy within their institutions but as high

profile social and political individuals, they often tacitly represent the voices of

previously disenfranchised sectors of society who may be in contempt of state policy. In

addition to the traditionally demanding task of Vice-Chancellorship, it is argued that the

current cadre of Vice-Chancellors of HBU’s face an even more diverse and politicized

range of challenges than do their counterparts at Historically White Universities.

Policy challenges

Crouch (1996), researching policy relating to education equity and efficiency in

higher education during the period of political transition in South Africa (1990-1996),

found that per capita and total investment in education that traditionally served Black
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South Africans, continued to be inequitable relative to expenditure on education that

traditionally served White South Africans. These findings are still particularly relevant

in the light of new policy relating to expenditure on higher education where all higher

education institutions continue to be funded equally as opposed to equitably and

affirmatively. In order to redress past inequities, it is necessary to fund historically

privileged and historically disadvantaged institutions differently.

In an attempt to develop policy that has a semblance of democratic fairness,

current national policy for higher education funding continues to inadvertently

discriminate against Black learners (Crouch, 1996, p. 125). Crouch further posits that

popular rhetoric relating to democracy and equality can mislead those involved in the

change process into thinking that truly progressive, reparative policies are being

undertaken (Crouch, 1996, p. 135) whereas equal distribution of funding does not

necessarily equate to equitable support and redress of past inequities.

In pursuit of funding policies that are democratic and fair, emergent policy has

overlooked the need for equitable, needs-based funding which is necessary to redress the

institutional inequities of the past (Crouch, 1996, p 133). HBU Vice-Chancellors bear

the burden of the social implications of these policies as was evident recently in South

Africa. In January of 1999, the Vice-Chancellor of one HBU refused admission to

students who were in arrears with tuition payment. The decision was in full compliance

with current policy requiring all students in higher education to pay for tertiary

education tuition. This decision however resulted in student protests, police action and

the unfortunate death of one student. Ultimately, the Vice-Chancellor earned full

accountability for the entire incident with little public support for the decision from the
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