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negotiations failed, students lobbied their former liberation allies, including 

political organisations, civil society organisations and non-governmental 

organisations, without any success. Moreover, there was a distinctive change in 

the conception of students as political actors. Students were no longer seen as 

‘catalysts’, ‘shock-troops of the South African revolution’, ‘energy driver of 

change at UWC’ but as a ‘bunch of fee dodgers’, ‘irrational students who want 

free education’, ‘cell phone-toting youth who belabour their poverty in order to 

lead a porch lifestyle on campuses’. The response that students received was that 

they should pay their fees. Having exhausted all possible Type 1 options, students 

opted for Type 2 collective non-normative student action, the 1998 student 

activism. The intention was to put more pressure on the university management in 

the hope that it would budge from its original position. Eventually the university 

management and the SRC reopened negotiations while student activism 

continued. This resulted in a compromise and financial agreement.  

 

Conceptually, the analysis of the 1998 UWC student activism has highlighted a 

few points. First, it has enhanced our understanding of the relationship between 

Type 1 student action and Type 2 student action, in particular the fact that 

students combine and use these actions in a complementary manner. Another 

important dimension is that Type 1 and Type 2 action were used in parallel or 

sequentially. They were not mutually exclusive.  

 

Second, it reflects the importance of the relationship between the student body 

and student leadership in collective student action. The SRC sought a mandate 

from the student body from beginning to end. This included the decision to 

embark on protest and eventually a mandate to accept and sign the final agreement 

with the university management. The bulk of the student body supported the SRC, 

even when some students were arrested by the police for defying the university’s 

instruction to leave the campus.   

 

The 1998 UWC conflict was also important in other ways. It was institution-

focused student activism, i.e. a sub-type proposed in Chapter Three, aimed at 
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ensuring that the university did not exclude students financially. More than half of 

the students (about 4 000 out of 7 000) facing exclusions were reportedly saved 

from exclusion and could re-register. The remaining 3 000 students, however, 

could not be accounted for, at least from the students’ perspective. Possible 

explanations given of their whereabouts included that some of the affected 

students could have given up and be sitting at home, thus accepting their 

disadvantaged position, while others may have been ‘misled’, as the UWC SRC 

claimed. Lack of institutional records makes it difficult to express an informed 

view on the matter. Based on what the UWC SRC reported, I can conclude that 

the 1998 UWC institution-focused student activism helped most, although not all, 

students in addressing their problem of unmet financial need with respect to 

gaining formal access to the institution.  

 

The 1998 UWC conflict exposes the paradoxes of the post-1994 democracy in 

general and higher education policy in particular. Both the national government 

and UWC supported the expansion of access, especially to poor students, but they 

did not match their support with adequate financial assistance. Rather, poor 

students were expected to make a contribution to the costs of their study. In 

consequence some students had to embark on student activism to be re-registered 

and thus missed valuable time for learning. Other students did not even return to 

campus, probably because of inability to settle outstanding fees. The action of 

these students can be described as non-action in terms of my conceptual 

framework.  

 

A conclusion can be made based on this non-action of students. This is that the 

dreams and aspirations of a black and poor child to access higher education may 

be shattered before entering or after entering a higher education institution as long 

as such a child is unable to contribute to the cost of his or her study. This is 

notwithstanding collective student action, which may take place.  

 

The 1998 UWC conflict challenged student leaders to choose whether to ‘toe the 

line’ of the national political leadership (in the form of government) and in the 
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process risk ‘abjectly surrendering’ or to fight against potential injustice as a 

result of financial exclusion. Students chose to fight, defied authorities and 

embarked on student activism. Government took a very harsh stance towards 

student action. Among others, government issued a strong warning and brought 

the police to campus as part of crushing student activism. This type of government 

response was similar to what had been reported in most African states (Altbach, 

2004, Alidou; Caffentzis and Federici, 2008; Byaruhanga, 2006). This point may 

highlight a limitation in the conceptual framework for this study in that it does not 

capture the transition from one type of student activism to another. For instance, 

while UWC students primarily targeted the university, the intervention of national 

government brought the state into campus, which then created a situation in which 

students fought against the police, but most importantly defied the national 

government order against embarking on student activism.  

 

Collective student action after 2000 

There are two distinctive features of UWC collective student actions between 

2000 and 2005. First is the absence or non-use of student activism in addressing 

the problem of unmet financial need. Second, the relationship between the SRC 

and student body necessary for any collective student action was weak or non-

existent. The SRC struggled to convene student mass meetings where they could 

have received a mandate to guide their negotiations with the university 

management. Consequently, the SRC defined its own terms and conditions of 

negotiations and subsequent settlement with the university management. The SRC 

tried as much as it could to ensure that poor students accessed the university; 

however, some students were excluded because of poor academic performance, 

while others allegedly did not return after their initial attempts to register failed. 

The SRC argued that these students would not have approached the SRC offices 

for assistance. Although I was unable to obtain the necessary documentation on 

financial exclusions from the SRC or university management to verify the SRC’s 

claims, it is possible that some of the affected students would still have been 

excluded, even if they had come to the SRC, for various unknown reasons 

including poor academic performance. 
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Individual student actions  

A third prominent feature of the post-2000 period is the prevalence of both, 

normative and non-normative individual student actions in addressing their unmet 

financial needs. This is not to say that there were no individual student actions 

prior to that period; rather, it appears that in the combination of different types of 

student actions, individual student actions became a much more significant feature 

after the experience of 1998 and the establishment of NSFAS and SCM. To 

illustrate this point, I presented the stories of a number of individual students that 

I gathered during interviews. These individual student stories bring to light what 

Jansen described as “unseen pains of transition” (2004: 118). The stories reveal 

different kinds of normative action that students used as individuals to address 

their ‘unmet financial need’. First, it was individual negotiations with the 

university authorities. Some individual stories showed that students had to endure 

some harsh, painful and ‘almost dehumanising’ conditions. Some students had to 

wait for almost two months before they could be registered, while they went to 

class and then visited SCM to negotiate their situations after standing in endless 

queues. Potentially, this could have affected students psychologically and 

academically.  

 

Second, there was self-initiated support. Students showed a great sense of 

commitment to their studies by seeking financial assistance from many different 

sources. Students sought part-time jobs both within and outside the university. 

Some of these part-time jobs came in the form of participating in the university’s 

work-study programme where a certain percentage (60%) of their stipends went 

into repaying student debts. Students tutored, worked in libraries, performed basic 

administrative functions in university offices, drove SRC cars, and so forth. 

Students also volunteered their services to community-oriented projects such as 

the Bra Wam Sis Wam and HIV/AIDS projects of the university. Other students 

related their experience of doing menial jobs such as cleaning the dining hall or 

washing dishes at the residence canteen. Again, whatever they earned contributed 

to settling debts.  
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Third, student-family networks consisting of the immediate family, family 

relatives, friends and neighbours were sought for assistance. Students approached 

their parents for help, which came in different forms. Some parents borrowed 

from immediate and even extended family members or ‘networks’ to support their 

children. Others tried to save from their meagre salaries. While these savings 

played an important role in supporting students, they were often inadequate; hence 

students applied for NSFAS assistance and sought part-time jobs.  

 

Student solidarity played an important role as both normative and non-normative 

action. In some instances student solidarity constituted a form of non-normative 

action, which involved, for example, illegally sharing university accommodation, 

i.e. ‘squatting’. This could have resulted in the students being expelled from 

campus residences. Nevertheless these students went ahead and helped each 

another. Students shared their pain and suffering. In some instances student 

solidarity constituted a form of normative action, which involved students 

supporting one another through sharing study materials, clothes (such as 

laboratory coats) and food. 

 

Student solidarity has highlighted a limitation in the conceptual framework for 

this study. In particular, the conceptual framework did not anticipate that one 

student action can assume both normative and non-normative forms: the question 

is: whose norms apply? This emphasises a need for a more careful 

conceptualisation of the framework in future studies, as well as flexibility and 

elasticity in characterising student action types, which may be represented through 

dotted rather than rigid connecting lines.  

 

Conclusion 

The main purpose of this chapter was to address the research question by 

investigating different actions that students took to address their problem of unmet 

financial need. I applied four ideal types of student action and subtypes of 

conceptual framework to analyse and interpret data. This has provided a way of 

 

 

 

 



168 

 

understanding some of the dynamics involved in the manner in which students 

addressed or sought to address their problem of financial need.  

  

As indicated in Chapter Three, the relationships between four ideal types of 

student action (Type1, Type 2, Type 3 and Type 4) should be understood as 

complex and characterised by interrelatedness and interdependency. The analysis 

of the 1998 UWC conflict revealed interrelatedness and interdependency of 

student actions. UWC students combined and used Type 1 and Type 2 to address 

their problem of unmet financial need in a complementary manner. Type 1 

included negotiations with the university management. Type 2 included 

institution-focused student activism protest, defiance, sit-ins, marches, placard 

demonstrations and mass meetings. The elaboration of Type 2, especially student 

activism, into three sub-types (state-focused, institution-focused and student-

focused) can be considered as another contribution of this study.   

 

Type 3 and Type 4 were helpful in analysing and interpreting individual student 

stories related to how students sought to address their problem of unmet financial 

need. Some of the Type 3 student actions included negotiations with SCM and the 

financial aid office, solidarity networks involving sharing of study materials, 

laboratory coats and food, student family networks consisting of friends, relatives 

and community members and self-initiated support consisting of part-jobs on and 

off campus, work-study programmes, participation in extracurricular activities and 

similar activities. Type 4 student actions included solidarity networks, especially 

sharing of accommodation without official permission or ‘squatting’. 

 

However, the conceptual framework showed a limitation related to its inability to 

accommodate student solidarity behaviour, which could be categorised as both 

normative and non-normative. In an attempt to address this weakness, I had to 

reconfigure and connect the different ideal types of the framework, using dotted 

lines instead of the original rigid connecting lines. This was done in order to 

ensure the flexibility and elasticity of the student action types.  
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Having analysed individual students, I have recognised the possibility of further 

elaborating Type 3 and Type 4 in terms of whether students were using internal 

(within a university) or external (outside the university) sources or means to 

address their unmet financial need. As such, four types of individual student 

actions were identified: Type 1 internal-directed individual normative student 

action; sub-type 2: external-directed individual normative student action; Type 3: 

internal-directed individual non-normative student action; and Type 4: external 

individual non-normative student action.  
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION  
 

Introduction 

This study has examined various ways in which UWC confronted the paradoxical 

post-apartheid higher education policy of expansion of access and limited funding 

and in which UWC students addressed the resulting problem of unmet financial 

need between 1995 and 2005. It was set within the broader context of political and 

social change and higher education transformation between 1995 and 2005. It has 

been argued that the pursuit of transformation in higher education led to a post-

apartheid higher education policy that represented a paradoxical simultaneous 

pursuit of (1) a massive expansion of higher education for black students (which 

in effect meant creating opportunities of access to higher education for historically 

disadvantaged students who came mostly from working class and poor 

backgrounds), and (2) a self-imposed commitment to fiscal 'austerity' reflected in 

the rejection of free higher education provision and provision of limited financial 

assistance and the adoption of cost-sharing, which required that students, 

including the working class and poor, pay a significant share of the costs of study. 

The implementation of this paradoxical policy further deepened and compounded 

challenges that already persisted at UWC in the mid-1990s. The paradox was 

most severely experienced by poor students whose constrained ability to pay a 

portion of their cost of study could not be mitigated by institutional resources or 

funds from family and relatives.  

 

By 1995, UWC had already a long-standing challenge of balancing financial 

sustainability and student affordability. This partly originated from the 

university’s historic decision to ‘democratise’ access to its educational 

programmes in order to increase the number of African students in the late 1980s. 

The opening of access to all racial groups by some higher education institutions 

such as UWC was an antithesis to the policy of academic segregation at the time. 

The apartheid regime responded to this development by introducing changes in 

the higher education funding formula, in particular the addition of a success 
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factor, the implication of which was that those institutions with a low pass rate 

would receive a reduced state subsidy. UWC was one of these institutions.  

 

The key research questions of this study were: 

 

a) How did UWC respond to the paradoxical post-apartheid higher education 

policy of expansion of access and limited funding?  

b) How did UWC students address their problem of unmet financial need? 

 

The study proceeded at different levels. I approached the research problem by 

developing a conceptual-analytical framework with four ideal types of student 

actions relevant to student funding problems. This was further enhanced by the 

conceptualisation of student activism in various sub-types, which represents one 

of the ideal types of student action. This framework was applied in an empirical 

case study exploring how students sought to address their problem of unmet 

financial need at UWC between 1995 and 2005. The case study has provided a 

rich tapestry of student responses – in the form of collective and individual 

actions embedded in their ‘lived experience’ of unmet financial need - to the 

dissonance between their demands and national and institutional policy responses. 

The empirical findings of this study presented in Chapters Five and Six constitute 

in my view the main contribution to knowledge of this thesis and thus advance 

this particular field of research.  

 

This concluding chapter summarises the earlier chapters, reflects on the findings 

and recommends areas for further investigation. 

 

Summary of chapters 

Chapter One presented the general introduction and context of the case study. It 

identified the research problem, purpose and research question and provided the 

rationale and methodological framework for a case study. The chapter outlines 

were also presented.  
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Chapter Two presented a literature review focusing on cost-sharing, student 

activism, student participation in higher education governance and access. The 

literature review of cost-sharing clarified the notion that students (and parents) 

should share in the burden of the costs of study and outlined related policies of 

financial assistance, such as loans schemes. The literature review highlighted that 

cost-sharing is premised on the notion that higher education has both public and 

private benefits, thus suggesting that any public funding policy needs to entail 

both, a state subsidy as the public contribution and tuition fees as the private share 

of the burden of financing higher education. Cost-sharing takes different forms 

whose acceptability varies from one country to another.  

 

The literature review showed that some African countries voluntarily accepted 

and promoted cost-sharing as a funding policy. In most African countries, 

however, cost-sharing was imposed as part of SAP conditionalities driven largely 

by the World Bank. South Africa is one of the few African countries with a long 

history of cost-sharing, which predates the advent of the concept itself, and which 

was (unexpectedly for some) continued in the post-apartheid era. The literature 

review further noted that cost-sharing continues to experience implementation 

challenges, especially in developing countries. As the literature shows, students in 

numerous African countries have undertaken various forms of collective action 

against different forms of cost-sharing. The dominant form of collective student 

action against cost-sharing has tended to be non-normative, especially forms of 

student activism.   

 

The literature review on student activism noted differences in terms of the impact 

of student activism in developing countries compared to developed countries. It 

highlighted the catalytic role that student activism played in the social and 

political transformation of various countries, including the overthrow of 

oppressive regimes and resistance to them before and after independence. 

However, in the course of time, the meaning of 'student' was transformed from 

students as the ‘hope’ or ‘future’ of a nation or 'shock-troops of the revolution' to 
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being ‘menaces’ on the established body politic and eventually to become seen as 

mere ‘consumers’ or ‘clients’ of higher education.  

 

Given the interface between access and the problem of unmet financial need, I 

reviewed selected literature on access. The main outcome was the identification of 

three dimensions of access, namely formal access, epistemological access, and the 

importance of linking access to success in order to achieve equity. Funding 

constraints inhibit student access in more than formal terms. As the case study 

eventually showed, funding issue delayed formal access, which exacerbated 

existing constraints to epistemological access, and would become in these and 

other respects a major factor for the success of disadvantaged students in higher 

education.  

 

The literature review concluded with the identification of the gaps in the existing 

literature. These gaps included, firstly, that literature on student activism in Africa 

is limited. It tends to collapse student activism into youth activism. Inherently, 

there is nothing wrong with this given the fact that students constitute a critical 

segment of the youth and in some instances the boundaries become blurred in the 

‘actual course of struggle’, as happened during the national liberation struggle 

against apartheid. However, the weakness of this approach manifests itself in 

many ways. There is generally a lack of conceptual clarity on the notion of 

students. The role of students as an autonomous force is not considered critically. 

And student involvement in national politics tends to be overemphasised while 

their contribution to higher education politics is frequently overlooked. 

 

Secondly, the literature tends to use concepts of student activism, student strikes, 

student politics, student boycotts and student riots interchangeably and without 

sufficient clarification. This has been highlighted even though it was not the 

purpose of this study to address this weakness in the literature. Thirdly, although 

the literature does provide some account of student activism in Africa against 

tuition fees, abolishment of student allowances, poor living and accommodation 

conditions (whether as part of fighting against cost-sharing or SAPs and their 
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effects), which resulted in some instances in student arrests, killings and 

expulsions from campuses, references to student funding seem nevertheless 

mostly coincidental, partly because the interest tends to be more in the role of 

students in dealing with big social and political concerns (such as repressive 

regimes, SAPs) as mentioned above.  

 

Finally, the literature rarely describes students’ individual experiences or gives 

detailed accounts of intra-student body politics, the roles of SRCs, student guilds 

or student unions, and their relation to the student body. This is even more so the 

case in relation to specific topics like how students – individually or collectively - 

address the problem of sharing the burden of study costs. Hence I noted that 

students generally remain treated at a student body level, thus limiting access to 

intra-student dynamics such as the relationship between the leadership and the 

rank and file.  

 

Chapter Three developed a conceptual framework for the study to analyse and 

interpret data. The framework served as a guide to data collection, analysis and 

interpretation. It was inspired by Wright et al.’s framework (1990) and sought to 

conceptualise student actions as the possible behaviours of disadvantaged group 

members in terms of different ideal types. On the basis of this, I developed a 

matrix consisting of horizontal and vertical continuums. The horizontal continuum 

consists of collective and individual elements at the end of each extreme. The 

vertical continuum consists of normative and non-normative elements at the end 

of each extreme. I examined and found the relationship between the continuums 

to be complex and characterised by interrelatedness and interdependency. 

Theoretically, four ideal types of student actions emerged from the matrix, namely 

(1) collective normative student action; (2) collective non-normative student 

action; (3) individual normative student action; and (4) individual non-normative 

student action. Furthermore, I magnified the typology by developing sub-types of 

student activism, which provide a more detailed perspective on collective non-

normative student action. For this purpose, I refined Koen et al.’s (2006) typology 

of student activism and constructed three ideal sub-types, namely, (a) state-
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focused student activism; (b) institution-focused student activism; and (c) student-

leadership-focused student activism. The framework was applied empirically in 

the case of UWC and the results were presented and discussed in Chapter Six.  

 

Chapter Four presented the methodological framework for the study. I adopted a 

qualitative case study approach, selecting UWC as a case for various reasons. I 

described my use of a variety of data collection methods (such as interviews, 

documentation and observation) and rationale for this, and my choice of 

respondents at the university. Interviewees included persons who were directly 

involved in the key concerns of the study, in particular UWC management, staff 

and students (both leaders and ordinary students). I interviewed diverse students 

in terms of origin, race, gender and study fields and levels of qualification. The 

interviewees included former student leaders in order to ascertain the historical 

student perspective on the pre-1994 era. Staff interviews targeted mainly those 

members who were directly involved with student financial issues or who were 

responsible for making student funding decisions. I recorded and transcribed the 

interview material, and stored it in a safe place.  

 

Observation and documentation played an important role as sources of data, both 

as sources of information in their own respects and for the purpose of 

triangulation. In the case of observation, having been a staff member at the 

institution, I managed to observe various student activities on campus, including 

student meetings and workshops where they discussed student funding concerns. 

In the case of existing documents, I collected different types of official 

documents, including UWC SRC annual reports, minutes, discussion documents, 

the university annual reports, financial statements and similar documents.  

 

As mentioned, by using multiple data collection methods I was able to carry out 

methodological and source triangulation, which is an important way of ensuring 

the ‘trustworthiness’ of a case study report. In addition, I took extensive notes 

during observations and interviews as part of ensuring the trustworthiness of the 

study. I also had good rapport with students and university management, given my 
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role as researcher and activist on campus during my tenure between 2000 and 

2005. This rapport facilitated access to all kinds of data that I needed.  

 

The limitations in terms of data are, however, related to the availability of 

historical data on student funding and governance issues. UWC could not provide 

data related to fee increases, student debt and financial exclusions prior to 2000. I 

needed the data to quantify the extent of the problem of unmet financial need. 

Students did not have a proper records management system either. In 

consequence, I could not find UWC SRC AGM reports and minutes. Hence it was 

difficult to fully comprehend some decisions that the SRC took with regard to the 

problem of addressing unmet financial need.  

 

Chapter Five delved into the first part of the case study by analysing the pre-1994 

student demands and expectations for the establishment of independent and 

democratic SRCs, expansion of access, and equitable financial aid, along with a 

discussion of post-apartheid higher education policy responses. I provided a 

historical context to both student policy expectations and policy responses. I 

identified moments of dissonance between student policy expectations and post-

apartheid higher education policy responses in all cases. Finally, I demonstrated 

that the policy response regarding access and funding, seen together, amount to a 

problematic, indeed a paradoxical combination of policies, which, as I show in 

Chapter Six, reproduced or even produced in some respects, a problem of unmet 

financial need and consequently various and changing student actions as ways in 

which students engaged with this problem.  

 

Thus, Chapter Six investigated different actions that students took to address their 

problem of unmet financial need. I provided both the political and institutional 

context in which to locate and understand student action. The first of two main 

aspects of this chapter is the UWC 1998 student activism, spurred by a desire on 

the part of students to protect about 7 000 students with outstanding fees who 

were facing financial exclusion from the university. I examined collective student 

action and the dynamics concerning this. This included focusing on the role of the 
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UWC SRC and its relationship with the student body. I also examined collective 

normative student action, especially student negotiations with the university 

management and officials, the relationship between students and funding 

structures (such as the SCM and Financial Aid Office). Secondly, I presented and 

analysed interviews with individual students who shared their stories of how they 

sought to address their problem of unmet financial need. Some students negotiated 

directly with the university officials regarding their unmet financial need. The 

SCM and Financial Aid Office were the main offices with which students had to 

negotiate individually. Other students had to find ways other than engaging the 

university officials.  

 

Summary of findings 

 

Government’s paradoxical policy  

The post-apartheid higher education policy evolved in the context of an 

unsupportive macro-economic policy, fiscal austerity and belt-tightening driven 

through GEAR, which “imposed fiscal constraints on higher education 

institutions” (Gibbon and Kabaki, 2006: 128). In consequence government’s 

progressive commitments to increasing student enrolment, participation, access 

and equity were hindered (Badat, 2004: 46). The post-apartheid government 

accepted and supported the idea of expanding access targeting historically 

disadvantaged, black and poor working class students as part of the broader 

transformation process to eradicate the historical and social inequalities in higher 

education. Conversely, government rejected the long-standing student call for free 

higher education. Instead, it accepted cost-sharing as one of the key principles of 

post-apartheid higher education policy, which further entrenched the already 

existing practice whereby students (and their parents) and the state share the 

burden of the costs of study. Government subsequently established NSFAS in an 

effort to assist academically deserving poor students financially to access higher 

education. I have argued that NSFAS should be considered and understood within 

the logic of cost-sharing policy. NSFAS managed to assist many students but 

remained inadequate to address all student financial needs (Breier, 2007; HESA, 
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2008; Wangenge-Ouma, 2012). Therefore, I have conceptualised as paradoxical 

the government’s simultaneous pursuit of the expansion of access to historically 

disadvantaged students and limited financial assistance (with cost-sharing being 

promoted as policy solution).  

 

Cost-sharing 

As shown in Chapters Five and Six, the notion of sharing the burden of the costs 

of study was the most contested aspect of the apartheid higher education policy 

and post-apartheid higher education policy and produced conflict and tensions 

between the university management and students at UWC. The university has 

always attracted mainly working class and poor students since its decision to 

‘democratise access’ in the 1980s following high levels of student activism. Some 

of these poor students could not pay, thus increasing institutional student debts, a 

portion of which was declared ‘impaired’. Affordability then became a critical 

concern for students and the institution, although in the case of students 

affordability was conceptualised in terms of their ability to access higher 

education while from the institutional perspective, affordability referred to the 

institutions’ ability to grant access to students with limited capacity to pay and 

thus was a matter of financial sustainability for the institution. The apartheid 

regime had already reduced its state subsidy to institutions committed to granting 

access to disadvantaged students by including a success factor in its revised 

funding formula in addition to student enrolment. Institutions such as UWC, 

which admitted students who were not only poor but also academically 

underprepared, were the most severely affected by this policy, which posed a 

threat to the university’s financial sustainability. The paradoxical post-apartheid 

higher education policy did not resolve but perpetuated UWC’s financial 

challenge of ensuring both financial sustainability and student affordability. 

Because it was being implemented at institutional level, its negative effects were 

to some extent viewed as the reflection of poor institutional leadership or 

institutional failure to deal with the concerns of poor students. This was evident in 

the manner in which students responded to their unmet financial needs, such as 

during the 1998 conflict, which became what I have described as institution-
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focused student activism according to the conceptual model presented in Chapter 

Three.  

 

Balancing financial sustainability and student affordability  

The analysis in Chapters Five and Six showed that both the university and 

students responded to the challenge of financial sustainability and student 

affordability in different ways. First, from the late 1980s to 1994 the relationship 

between UWC students (and in particular student leaders) and the Rector, Prof. 

Gerwel, was an amicable one, and a catalyst in managing the worst effects of the 

challenges facing the institution. The Rector and students shared similar political 

and ideological perspectives and belonged to the ANC-led liberation movement. 

The Rector’s vision of UWC as the ‘intellectual home of the left’ resonated with 

student leaders. Students viewed their plight as a consequence of apartheid, rather 

than blaming the university. The apartheid regime consequently became the object 

of students’ struggles, anger, frustrations and resentment. The mere fact that 

students identified the apartheid regime as the primary cause of their financial 

problems and the institutional financial crisis was important to the university 

management’s strategy. It provided a basis for compromises in respect of students 

understanding of the need to make minimum payments and this was codified in 

various financial agreements entered into by the UWC management and the SRC. 

Moreover, the university’s long-standing commitment to expand access to poor 

students played an important role in enabling the university management and 

students to reach agreements both before and after 1994.  

 

Prof. Cecil Abrahams succeeded Prof. Gerwel as Rector. There was antagonistic 

relationship between management and students, which resulted in high levels of 

non-normative action, especially student activism. Affordability was a source of 

dispute between the UWC SRC and management. The UWC SRC approached 

‘affordability’ from students’ financial standpoint, arguing whether or not students 

(possibly ‘all those affected’) could ‘afford’ to pay and if so, how much they 

could ‘afford’. The UWC management approached ‘affordability’ from the 

institutional financial standpoint by asking whether the university could ‘afford’ 
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to admit students who could not pay. The UWC management was more concerned 

with ensuring institutional financial sustainability. The failure to reach consensus 

around affordability and resolve tension between affordability and institutional 

financial sustainability led to the 1998 conflict. At the heart of the conflict was 

students' resolve to defend about 7 000 students who were facing financial 

exclusions.  Eventually, 4000 students successfully managed to register again.  

 

 

Notwithstanding the conflict, UWC continued to face the challenge of balancing 

student affordability and institutional financial sustainability. The 2001 university 

five-year financial plan also played a role. This plan was approved by the 

university council in 2001. The five-year financial plan defined and set the 

following key financial drivers and targets: (a) admissions should grow at 

sustainable rates; (b) students should pay their tuition and residence fees; (c) 

employment costs should not exceed 65% of total income; (d) operating costs 

should not exceed 30% of total income (UWC, 2002: 41). Cost-sharing was 

deeply ingrained in the financial plan, which implied that the challenge of student 

affordability would continue to confront students. Coincidentally, the 

implementation of the five-year financial plan happened at the same time that 

students decided against using student activism in conjunction with negotiations, a 

major difference from the pre-2000 era, especially the 1998 student activism, 

which was an institution-focused subtype.  

 

Collective student actions 

This study shows that students used and combined collective normative and 

collective non-normative student actions in a complementary manner between 

1995 and 2000. In particular during the 1998 UWC conflict, students initiated 

Type 1 collective normative student action, especially using negotiations and 

lobbying in order to address their problem of ‘unmet financial needs’. Eventually, 

students decided to shift from Type 1 to Type 2, which is collective non-

normative student action or student activism. The shift did not imply the complete 

abandonment of Type 1. Rather, it was a tactical shift in which students used Type 
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2 to put more pressure on the university to accede to their demands. Students 

therefore combined different types of collective action.  

 

Between 2000 and 2005, UWC students predominantly used collective normative 

student actions. I established in Chapter Three that formal student participation in 

higher education governance presumes the existence of a good working 

relationship between the UWC SRC and student body. The UWC SRC should 

operate on the basis of a representative ‘mandate’ from the student body, which 

would guide its negotiations with the university management. The UWC SRC did 

not have a relationship with the student body of the kind that could give the it an 

explicit mandate in this respect, and therefore negotiated with the university 

management without such mandate. Potentially this could raise legitimacy 

questions at two levels, that is, at the level of the UWC SRC as ‘legitimate student 

voice’ (given the previously established norm of receiving mandates and 

accounting to mass meetings) and at the level of decisions that were taken in 

negotiations with management. The attitude of indifference (or apathy) on the part 

of the student body was not helpful either and may signal changes in the political 

culture of South African youth beyond the confines of this thesis. In any case, the 

new practice did not prevent the UWC SRC from committing students to certain 

agreements with the university management even if its ‘mandate’ only derived 

from having been elected into office. It would also not prevent the university 

management from implementing such decisions.  

 

The 1998 UWC conflict 

The 1998 UWC conflict played an important role in this study. In the main, it 

provided scope to analyse and understand the conditions and nature of students 

actions used to address student funding problems at a particular moment of the 

university’s history, which provides a turning point in student politics at UWC. 

The 1998 UWC conflict happened soon after the elaboration of the post-apartheid 

higher education policy framework, the adoption of the 1997 White Paper on 

Higher Education and the Higher Education Act of 1997. The latter granted 

students legal stakeholder status and a formal role in higher education governance 
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across all institutions. This newly assigned role and status of students as 

stakeholders should at least have resulted in better ‘formal communication lines 

and consultation’ between students and management, the effect of which would 

have been the prevention of the 1998 student activism as some writers seemed to 

suggest (Alence, 1999; Bergan, 2004, Boland, 2005; Luescher-Mamashela, 2011; 

Mathieu, 1996; Munene, 2003; Nkomo, 1984). This clearly did not happen.  

 

The 1998 UWC institution-focused student activism highlighted a number of 

important points. First, students combined collective non-normative action and 

collective normative action in a complementary manner to resolve the problem 

that led to the 1998 institution-focused student activism. Students (led by the 

SRC) initially embarked on collective normative student action, in particular 

negotiations with the university management. The UWC SRC had hoped that it 

would reach an agreement with management on the issue of ‘affordability’ for 

poor students with outstanding fees. However, the negotiations collapsed before 

an agreement could be reached, thus paving the way for collective non-normative 

student action, institution-focused student activism.  

 

Second, the relationship between the student leaders and the student body was 

important. The UWC SRC had to rely on the student body for support, energy and 

direction throughout the student activism and negotiations with the university 

management in the face of a wide-spread public rejection of students’ demands. 

The student body supported the UWC SRC even when the police invaded the 

campus and arrested hundreds of students. Even first-year students ‘volunteered’ 

to be arrested. The student body was the only source of support to the UWC SRC 

after almost all other stakeholders, including the government, publicly 

disapproved of the student action.  

 

Third, and in direct response to the research question posed, the 1998 UWC 

conflict exposed the paradox of post-1994 higher education policy. Both the 

national government and UWC supported the opening of access, especially to 

poor and black students, but this commitment was not matched with adequate 
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go back home or continue their studies. Others continued to stand in the long 

queues in front of the offices, attend their classes so that they would not miss a lot, 

while continuing to hope for a solution to their problem of unmet financial need.   

 

The findings of the study address research questions and thereby contribute 

towards improving understanding of various ways in which UWC confronted the 

paradoxical post-apartheid higher education policy of expansion of access and 

limited funding and in which UWC students addressed the resulting problem of 

unmet financial need between 1995 and 2005.   
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