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The UKZN Griot
of Phones and Slaves

Sudoku

I’ll external for you if you will external for me
KEYAN G TOMASELLI

W ho’s going to answer 
the phones?’ was the 
plaintiff cry of a senior 

professor as the realities of the 
school reconfiguration kicked in 
early in the year. Nowhere have 
I seen a calculation on the cost-
benefit of UKZN’s restructuring.

One known rationale was that 
academics would be relieved of 
the burden of distracting, time- 
and research-killing adminis-
tration. This was to be effected, 
ironically, by the termination of 
all departmental administration 
posts. Some administrators were 
elevated to School posts. So now 
academics at disciplinary level 
are doing ever more administra-
tion, not less. This reversal of 
the claimed intention is a varia-
tion of Sloan’s Organisational 
Syndrome. To paraphrase: ‘since 
no-one can prove where efficien-
cies lie in an organisation there is 
no objective basis for the alloca-
tion of new investment’. (Sloan 
was President and CEO of Gen-
eral Motors, so he should know.) 
This leads to Reich’s Law of Hi-
erarchical Reality that is far too 
pertinent for me to repeat here. It 
might get me fired.

The cry about who now 
answers the (departmental/
cluster/programme/disciplinary/ 
whatever) phones reminded me 
of a similar frustration uttered in 
exasperation by the editor of a 
premier French academic journal 

with whom I was working in the 
mid-1980s on an issue of African 
cinema: ‘Why do you Africans 
always blame the West for your 
woes, just do answer the mail and 
the West will respond positively!’ 
When Brenda Gourley was 
principal she regularly sent 
out exhortations to staff that 
telephonic etiquette was needed, 
and that answering the phones 
was also a brand-building issue. 
Voicemail was at that time a 
new service that staff mostly 
used to shield themselves from 
incessant incoming calls when 
administrators hours were 
summarily cut in half. In the 
early 1990s, no-one answered 
the phone at Luthuli House, and 
ANC came to stand for ‘Answer 
No Calls’. This joke was told me 
by a senior ANC cadre. Home 
Affairs is still not answering its 
phones. And, we all know how 
irritating and costly that is.

What are the consequences 
of not answering the phone or 
replying to e-mail? CCMS has 
attracted top students, visiting 
professors and resources from all 
over the world precisely because 
our administrator answered the 
phone and replied to emails. 
I have been told this time and 
again by students who registered 
at CCMS because no other 
departments to which they had 
applied anywhere had answered 
their inquiries. When our 
graduates move to other cities and 

want to continue their studies at 
institutions there, they complain 
that their communications are 
ignored. So they sometimes end 
up back at CCMS. But CCMS 
no longer has anyone to answer 
the phone. Answering the phone 
and replying to e-mail is a key 
recruitment strategy – especially 
at graduate levels.

On another front, we aca-
demics offer ourselves as slave 
labourers when we agree to 
examining. All the challenging 
years studying towards PhDs 
to qualify for underpaid over-
stressed academic posts in one of 
the most competitive global sectors 
counts for little. Examining is little 
more than a medieval bartering 
arrangement – ‘I’ll external for 
you if you external for me.’ How 
else will we persuade each other 
to do this awful time-consuming 
work? And, we squander our 
special leave allotment when we 
have to go to other campuses to 
examine. Research is now an 
office activity. Doing real research 
in the real world is impeded by 
overly restrictive leave categories. 
It’s a Catch 22. Is anybody in HR 
listening?

The paperwork required to 
get paid by some institutions 
is hardly worth the effort. The 
endless forms sometimes require 
duplicated information, and 
furthermore want certified docu-
ments of bank accounts, ID, proof 
of residence, tax status, wife’s/

partner’s ID documents, details 
of dependents, proof of life, and 
I am sure that if the bookkeepers 
could get away with it, the date 
of birth of our grannies’ cats. 
(OK, I exaggerate slightly). For 
30 years it seems that someone 
else in another city had taken 
over my tax number, which I 
dutifully entered onto all my own 
claim forms. This error made 
not one iota of difference to my 
or his tax status. The Receiver 
was nonplussed. No-one had ever 
checked, and it did not matter in 
the end. One university wanted 
my marriage certificate, and all 
SA forms impertinently inquire 
as to my ‘race’. Since I have not 
done a DNA test, and there is 
no official definition of who is 
what – other than like apartheid 
how we look to the bureaucrats 
making the determination – I 
have no idea what I am. My 
African American colleagues and 
Africans in the diaspora tell me 
that I share with them ‘the black 
mind’, yet in South Africa I am 
told that I am ‘white’. The rest 
of Africa doesn’t care. I refuse 
to play the game even if only for 
‘statistical’ purposes, statistical 
being the politically correct 
euphemism written on the forms. 
Getting all this data takes more 
time and effort than actually 
doing the work. It’s almost as if 
exams offices never eliminate 
the redundant documents that 
accumulate over the years. 

Unthinking staffers simply reprint 
all of these and stuff them into 
envelopes to send to examiners 
already hard-pressed with time, 
multitasking and other often 
pointless form filling exercises. 
One pack of exam forms from 
one university actually ran to 14 
pages! Thus do our productivity 
units decline in the face of all this 
paperwork.

I guess that what recon-
figuration means, especially in the 
early period, is best articulated 
in The Fitzhurgh Phenomenon:  
‘Everybody is somewhat re-
sponsible for everything and 
nobody is completely responsible 
for anything.  So there’s no 
way of assuming authority, or 
accountability … [employees]  
spend all their time coordinating 
with each other and shuffling 
paper (now e-mails) back and 
forth, and that’s what causes all 
the red tape and big staffs … 
nobody can do anything without 
checking with seven other people’.

So, who is going to answer the 
phones?

Keyan G Tomaselli is Director 
of The Centre for Communication, 
Media and Society. He rarely uses his 
cellphone, even if he can find it.  Write 
him a letter and he will answer it.

Disclaimer: The views ex-
pressed in this column are 
the author’s own.
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With the aim of encouraging 
UKZN students, especially first 
years, to know their HIV status, 
the HIV/AIDS programme at 
the University launched the 
First Things First mass voluntary 
HIV Counselling and Testing 
Campaign at Westville and 
Pietermaritzburg campuses on 
March 8 and 9. This national 
initiative aims to test   35 000 
students at the campuses 
of South Africa’s 23 public 
higher education institutions 
by the end of the year. The 
initiative will also reach out to 
other members of the higher 
education community, including 
academics, administration and 
service staff

SITHEMBILE SHABANGU

First Things First campaign rolls out at UKZN

Students Ms Nokukhanya Gumede, Mr Sifiso Gumede, Mr Sanele 
Majola and Ms Nokukhanya Mkhabela at the launch of the First Things 
First Campaign at Westville Campus.       PHOTO: SITHEMBILE SHABANGU


