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The UKZN Griot
Of Posties and Toasties 
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As sociology student at Wits in the late 1960s the only theories to which we were exposed were functionalism 
and normative theory. According to this paradigm the world was a stable place.
WORDS: KEYAN G TOMASELLI

M arxism assumed a 
different kind of positivist 
normativity. Since the 

advent of the Information Age we 
now know that nothing is stable. 
The global economy, bedeviled by 
recurring cycles and crises, has been 
stretched to its limits by the sheer 
greed of top bankers everywhere. 
The fall of the Soviet Union in 1989, 
and then apartheid, was just an 
indicator of things to come: 2011 in 
North Africa and the Middle East 
totally puncture the idea of political 
homeostasis.

For academics these are 
exciting times, the intellectual 
challenges exponential. For 
bankers, well, the plundering 
continues. For me, I often feel that 
the world is coming apart. I read 
the newspapers. The confirmation 
is there for all to see: climate 
change, earthquakes, tsunamis, 
revolutions, nuclear melt-downs, 
oil spills, piracy, crime, political 
stupidity and, according to my 
British colleagues, the very death 
of the university. Maybe, like 
most media students, I’ll just stop 
reading the papers or watching 
TV.

What’s UKZN response 
to these crises? Yet more re-
structuring while simultaneously 
demanding from its now utterly 
exhausted and bewildered aca-
demics a new battery of per-

formance indicators to prescribe 
outputs to validate promotion. 
Hey man, we can either restructure 
or do research. It’s difficult to 
deliver both simultaneously. What 
will that irritating female voice on 
our telephone system tell those on 
hold when our productivity units 
decline because we are mucking 
about in the bureaucratic trenches 
instead of polishing our KPAs? 

We all know that the cur-
rent structure was always un-
workable. That’s what happens 
when restructuring is based on 
political rather than educational 
foundations. Guess we had no 
choice given the mess that faced 
the planners after 1994. So now 
we’ve been told to fix it again. 
Humanities staffers spent an 
afternoon at a largely disused 
station hotel discussing School 
reconfigurations. Some quick 
gambling, a rush of blood, some 
speed dating, some adulterous 
disciplinary affairs, some spurned 
partners, and viola, a new set 
of disciplinary families found 
themselves cohabiting uneasily. 
The quick-fix was found between 
lunch and tea. This was very 
different to 2004 when the long-
negotiated merger resulted in 
problems that had now come 
home to roost.  Come to think of it, 
ever since I’ve been at UKZN, we 
have been in a cycle of perpetual 
restructuring. No wonder we are 

all so dizzy. The posties forget 
that the anti-posties are the ones 
who are still in control.

The Humanities and Social 
Sciences are always the bugbear 
in these kinds of negotiations. 
This is because we study ideology. 
We nitpick over detail and turn 
detail into PhDs. PhDs bring 
in the SAPSE bucks and the 
SAPSE bucks create their own 
micro-economies based on who is 
producing the most publications 
and graduates. Like bankers, we 
lose sight of the broader scheme of 
things while we selfishly nurture 
our personal cost centres.

Whereto from here?  Maybe it 
won’t matter if the Mayan calendar, 
Nostradamus, and Hollywood’s 
blockbuster, 2012, are correct. They 
all predict, as is confirmed by The 
History Channel, that the world 
will end in 2012. Maybe this will be 
the ultimate relief? Academics can 
take a break. Man oh man, do we 
need one. 

Will the managers notice that 
the end is approaching? Will 
KPAs survive the cataclysm to 
come?  What will the new alien 
colonisers make of modernity’s 
bizarre worship of spreadsheets? 
The residues of modernity will 
disappear much sooner than the 
premodern Mayan and Egyptian 
structures of old. This was the 
main message of The History 
Channel’s Life After People series. 

With information now being 
virtual, and degradable steel 
and concrete used for building, 
the aliens will find only the hard 
messages left in rock engravings 
carved by our ancestors.

Now to my point. In April 
I spent ten days with students 
and colleagues documenting 
engravings carved a thousand 
years ago in a remote poort in the 
Northern Cape. The downpours 
and wind trammeled us by night, 
and the sun toasted us by day. 
Roads were washed away. At 
night we desperately clung onto 
our tents on the edge of the rapidly 
rising Orange River. During the 
day we worked with members of 
the ≠Khomani who shared with 
us their interpretations of the 
engravings while they entered 
GPS co-ordinates. Few think 
that the descendants of the First 
People have opinions on such art. 
Paradigms are fought out between 
scholars. The Gods were speaking 
to us, insisted the ≠Khomani, 
both via the engravings and the 
weather and in our interactions.

They despaired at the pro-
fessional researchers slaving 
away under the relentless sun, 
when it was better to sit under a 
shady tree or rock at mid-day. We 
explained that research auditors 
require evidence of output; they 
were coming from Pretoria on 
our last day to check that the site 

existed, that we were working at 
it, and that our budget and leave 
requirements would not stretch 
to extra days on site while we 
waited for the sun to cool. Here 
was very sensible indigenous 
knowledge at work which we 
all elevate to something special 
in these postie post-apartheid 
times, but which is depreciated 
by an instrumentalist system of 
budgeting that cannot afford it 
and monitoring mechanisms that 
cannot accommodate it. Maybe 
we do need to go back to basics?  
Why can’t we just work when it 
feels right?

Ironically, what we were doing 
is post-modern media archaeology. 
The text is not studied for its own 
sake, but additionally from the 
interpretations stemming from 
readings by our ≠Khomani inter-
locutors and wider team. What 
I have learned from our studies 
of indigeneity is that nothing is 
normative, nothing can be taken 
for granted, and that science is 
always up for grabs. Now, that’s 
indigenous knowledge at work.

Keyan G Tomaselli is Director of 
The Centre for Communication, Media 
and Society. He admits to being a 
History Channel fan. 
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Short Story Day at CALS
The Centre for African Literary Studies (CALS) on the Pietermaritzburg campus 
celebrated Short Story Day on June 21 by inviting staff and students to a vibrant 
display of literature at the centre. Short Story Day celebrates the most succinct form 
of fiction on the shortest day of the year in the southern hemisphere. ‘This day is 
celebrated annually in South Africa and is intended to re-ignite a passion in the region 
for this overlooked genre, and in so doing, stimulate new and existing southern African 
writing and publishing,’ said CALS’ Mrs Ashnee Peters – Lunga Memela.


