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The UKZN Griot
Of Grumps and Chumps 
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‘I just read your piece in UKZNDABA (Nov 2010), which I enjoyed thoroughly. Someone needs to speak for all 
of us. I like your humour, wit and seriousness in your articles.’ This response from Radhamany Sooryamoorthy 
(Sociology) followed my ex-colleague’s response to my article on old grumpy white men.
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First Things First campaign

UKZN launched the “First Things First” campaign on the Howard College and Westville campuses from March 15-17. The 
Campaign which is in line with the Department of Health (DoH)’s HIV/AIDs Strategic Plan, aims to help South African 
students be responsible and get tested for HIV. Targeted primarily at first year students, the campaign aims to counsel 
and test 15 million young South Africans by June 2011

E ric Louw, an arch grump with 
a sense of humour now at 
Queensland, suggested a 

whole new area of study. Modules 
could explore: a) why old people are 
grumpy with today’s world; b) why 
white South Africans are grumpy; 
and c) why men are grumpy in 
general. 

Then the lecturer could examine 
why: a) young people (varsity 
students) are grumpy with old 
people (old academics); b) black 
people are grumpy with white 
people; and  c) chauvinists  are 
grumpy with everyone. From this 
might emerge a new sub-genre of 
popular culture called “Grumpy 
Studies”. This postmodern 
nonsense could complement 
electives like “Paris Hilton and 
Celebrity Culture”. Guess which 
one would get the Humanities 
students? Lazy lecturers may not 
want to teach such modules – just 
more SAMIS data to enter. As a 
retired professor from Stellenbosch 
com-mented on my Managers and 
Forms column, ‘Even though I have 
very deliberately and consciously 
distanced myself from academic 
life, I was still both amused and 
depressed by your account – 
laughing through the tears, as it 
were.’ A Johannesburg Monash 
lecturer commented, ‘The article 
was awesome because it summed 
everything up precisely.’

Academics get grumpy with 
students when they produce 
howlers like: ‘Despite the election 
promise of the ANC of a better 
life for all, the number of South 
Africans leaving in poverty is 
growing.’ Unfortunately”, as 
Malcolm Draper observes, ‘this 
cannot be true since poor South 
Africans have nowhere to go 
except to jail or to their death. 
Our neighbours are even more 
poor and come here to try and 
escape poverty.’

In response to my previous 
engagement of science and 
souls, Andrew Stengel, wrote: 
‘never doubt the value of your 
objectivity to the field of science 
and engineering. I particularly 
enjoyed your article about 
Managers and Forms … Here 
you have the tip and the boot of 
electrical engineering taking an 
interest in the humanities, proof 
I trust that what you have to say 
is very pertinent to all.’ A recent 
UKZN PhD graduate, Ige Segun, 
wrote me a heartfelt (but not 
grumpy) letter about academics 
(chumps) who ‘position themselves 
as permanently unavailable’ to 
students.

Well, these and other 
comments not reproduced here, 
all point to the fact that columns 
actually do work to constitute and 
engage reader communities, no 
matter the discipline. Universities 

are supposed to function as 
scholarly communities, and it 
is this function that draws us 
together in common endeavours, 
no matter what obstructions 
managers are perceived to throw 
at academics or that we accuse 
them of. We’re all in this together, 
though when I hear comments 
like ‘turkeys don’t get to choose 
at Christmas’, I get the chills. 
This was a response to a staffer 
who had queried restructuring 
from above. This is a reversal of 
the Kantian imperative which 
states that individuals are ends 
in themselves, and should  not 
be means to others people’s ends. 
‘She who must be obeyed’, as 
the famous British TV lawyer 
Rumpole of The Bailey comes 
to mind when employees are the 
recipient of such directives. But 
Rumpole was referring to his 
wife, not a senior court executive. 
For those of us who have spouses 
in management, like me, I feel a 
bit like Rumpole.

The grid of permitted responses 
globally is closing all the time 
in our constantly corporatising 
Institution. Maybe this column 
still has a role to play in contesting 
the narrowing grid, though I 
sometimes wonder whether upper 
management (apart of course 
from my publisher at Corporate 
Relations) is paying any attention. 
What must be must be. Consensus 

will be manufactured and debates 
of principle are wrapped up in 
plastic bags and put out into the 
discursive trash, where they will 
drain away with the theoretical 
detritus that once defined the 
raison d’être of the academy. What’s 
left are output indicators, spread-
sheets and auditing software. 

“African values” and ubuntu 
are recurring exhortations in 
the post-apartheid era, as is the 
idea of indigenous knowledge 
systems (IKS). These discourses 
assume the collective as the basis 
for decision-making, repository 
of knowledge, and social 
interaction. Similarly, the value 
of collegiality promotes university 
government by the collective, 
for the collective and of the 
collective. The idea of collegiality 
certainly recognises the collective 
characteristics of IKS and the 
integration of community and 
individual. Why is it then that 
the practice of collegiality/
ubuntu is in such short supply at 
UKZN? Blessing Karumbidza 
last year identified this condition 
as soulless in character. Decisions 
are now made for the collective, 
which is the last constituency to 
learn about them. Are we really 
turkeys? Collective slaughter 
perhaps is the most efficient way 
of getting the product (sausages) 
to the consumer. Is the UKZN 
factory just too big to function 

otherwise?  But the lack of insti-
tutional soul does not excuse 
individual (mis)behaviour. We all 
need to treat each other better.

Politeness would seem to be 
of a by-gone age. Respect also. 
I hear many stories of bullying, 
disrespectful and grumpy be-
haviour, and threat by proxy. 
Collegiality is often substituted by 
leveraged relations: what can you 
do for me, rather than what can we 
do for each other. Reciprocation 
and exchange in some quarters 
is considered a sign of weakness. 
These are not behaviours caused 
by structure or policy. They 
are enacted by individuals who 
use the Institution for their own 
personal benefit. Are we really 
our own worst enemies/chumps? 
Can’t blame management for 
that.

Keyan G Tomaselli is Director of 
the Centre for Communication, Media 
and Society. Known to occasionally be 
an old grump, he really is a likeable 
fellow. “Another day, another form”, is 
his motto.


