IN CONVERSATION WITH VASU REDDY

For humanity’s sake
let’s restore the humanities

In conversation with
Vasu Reddy about
the HSRC's role in
fulfilling its mandate
to promote research
in the field of human
sciences to improve
an understanding of
social conditions, and
the process of social
change.
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In 2011, twm repets on the decline of the humanitics and sodal sciences i South Afics
appeaced sithin 2 month of cach other, pointing to & crinin in this fiedd of sy wath smdent
mumbers in these subjects deoppang at 2n alarmang rare namely the Academy of Saence of
South Afoca (ASSAR report and the Charter for the Humanition and Social Sciences (CHOD).

The ASSAFE eeport expressed concern about the ‘micllocrual stignation’ i the humanitics over
thie lanr 15 years, posng the single muost important theeie to the growth of intelleceually vitreant
scholarship in the humanities, whereas the CHCT report noted “extremely worrying signs of
decline that need to be arrested and reversed an s matter of urgency given the important role the
humanitics have to phay in our socicty”.

Why are the humanities important?

The humanities mirroe and reflect society and culture. |f we look at the eady writings of Wally
Serote, Sipho Sepamls, Mafiks Ganals, they remind us not ouly about the experiences under
spartheid, but also how, as writers, they mobilised audiences and drove the momenmum for

In eomsidering Mazisi Kunene, we remember not just the wreiter of great epies such a3 Eaprer
Shaka the Grrat and Asthem of the Dicader, but onc who was able to be cosmopolitan, national and
socially relevant beyond the period in which he wrote

tngeid Jomker, an Afrikaane poet who died in the sixtics, was cited by President Mandels in her
chassic pocm “Ihe Child', written in the wake of Sharpeville to rommd w about her inaghe
o South African township life, 35 well 22 sbout our tak to msal 2 common humanity that
transcends violence. This-also helps un to see our challenges snd problems in' creative and
enitical ways and should compel us 1o 2sk questions sbout ourselves vimally, musically and
through perfirmiance s holistic way.

So, why are the humanities-on the declina?

Since the ninctics universities have tended m emphasise vocations, which implies the training

of ‘experrs foculed on the wie st pummse of dlls, such & enpinees, chirtered acoountants,
the medics] profession, and others. This in iselfl & not bad, but the emphasis became strangly
aligned to application in & narrow wiy

The gloteal financal ceisis had @ impact on fanding; competition for resourees han meressed;

and there is & perception that training in the humanities does not guirsnies jobe

Theee is abses a belief that methods to conduct rescarch in the humanities are Gme conmmng
atd restilts are peroeivedd to lack an evidence base becawne they do nor provide smttsses and
rumbers that quannfy facts. The qualintive narre of humanitics methods i scen by some 33
ineffectuil i the face of ‘hard soience’ rosenrch.

Ann resuly, policy makers aro pomenmes rofuctant 10 scocp cutcamies of guilititive rodeanch i
‘muthonmove’ snd thercfore chom that it o insubetannal,

Bur conrary 1o popular porcepnon, the misjority of huimanittios grachiates are indeed employod
because the muning they receive is braad cnough to enable them it speak, write, and think
Exterally, making them ideally suited for and sdaprable to most jobs




The funding formuls i higher education
tendy to favour science amd tochnology
sabpocts over humanition, which partially
expising the dochine, This formuli ihould

be changed. While science and technology
sulnects dove economsc developmient, the
humasitics in mem take up the problems that
science and techoology thome ot us. Poor
workmp conditions, poverty and miequalitien,
commumicable disesser, women's and
worken" nghts, population growth, changmig
strucure of famalies aee ssues oddressed by
pocial scientos-and humanines dhar feed inm
pcial pobcies 38 wedl,

What are the recommendations to
reéstore the humanities?

There are mauny proposals, bue the mot
concrete proposils mchude 2 couneil with
staritory staniling to tdvive government o
hirw tor improve the states of the humanites;
and doing o review of grivemment Fnding
allocaticena i humanites The aress eoijuiring
specil attention sre African lnguages,
creative and performing acts, philosophy, and
hintory; and betrer and MTHIBET TR
of the humanities it government policy
into bertary reaching, poficy making and
resenrch in humanities

Phiv cepairts sl propoie o dedicated
nanoiil fond fier Wmanities sescarch; the
establishinent of centres of cxcellence amd
rescarcher chairs to build cspacity for furure
hirmanities schalars, At the public level,

the value of the humanites sequires o
coverage through major awards, televised
leciures, snd 2 aattonal medal for bumanities
All of these are great ideas but regptee
resrrees, active oollaborstion and leadenthip
ar sevenl levels

How does the HSRC respond 1o
thesea two studies since our core
function is social s¢iences and
humanities research?

The HERE dhould lead pnd deive the
humanities. e belbeve the fremation of
muther inatitute for the humanities implies
duplication of what we already do. The
HISREC has a natiomal randate to play a
leaddership mole fn respoct of setnvigrmating
the humanitits in longitudina projects with
s stromg interchsciphinary focus, & well an
public mgagement in natonsl conversations

We have ntrodiiced 3 sories of loctures thar
by high -cilibre scholaes, pabicy makers,
business and activin leaders, wnters and

Ther origial avtwork of ihiz Bustration iwes e by Jihe Valekowe witer! b was sevien Jwirs olf, Th wss awarisd 8

P Wondeefid, Colortal Works anfesfin 3001, He s currandly #) Fés ssoond yaie, sfihing fowss 8 Sachiners

artists (0 spealk on topics of releovance i the
arts anil humanites The serits rocopmines

a broad and specualised sudience 1o share
eemmpedling perspectives, experictices and
ileas that show ntersections seeem the hard
anid soft dciences to bighliphe mtellectial
enjjlsiry, erediner expression and free debare,

Wi e these Forume ty ask speakiess m
stimulste debate on pertinent togics that

wr a3 eounall sheudd also engage i owe
rescarch. We aie exploring ideas on research
gt in the hiohanites sl socisl scienees
within the instinution. Wi are focusing on
miseality and issues of healing and restinition
in the comtext of ot divide histores acroms
race ind heritage. We are also beginning
work that explores the value and meaning
of artand sochl jusnce in South Afnca, For
cxample, we are asking what e art has
played post 1994 10 hesling the wounds of
the past end possneting secial jstice and
national srenaformation. We stk hew act has
contrbruted 1o ancisl justice: sl we 20k what
the building blocks of our nation are, 2nd
what fncilieates and whar eestricts anie nation
burilcing attempes

Amswens to these questions may help
o eestone the homan dimension of oo
expeninco in Solth’ Africans

Profise bl Raddy ir ile detwry coswese dirnsw of
e | e md Ficaid' Dewiztapenr Hrmpryd Prgprame,
VB

It plie prizs in fhe cotegory kr Grades K 1. 2ty the Ceap
dgreo for Sl Art sl e Unarsty of Calfrrie, fnme LSA
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