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When | was teaching first year students the introduction to international relations in July 2023, the
coup in Niger took place. Seven coups have happened since August 2020 in west and central Africa.
| tell the first years that it is not farfetched to imagine that one day they might come out of class to
broadcasts by figures in the South African National Defence Force that they have taken over the
country.

| deliberately call the course the “personal is the international” to make clear that, for better or
worse, the students’ dreams and gifts are defined by “the international”. Making this point is easier
standing in front of a group of students whose lives have been radically redefined by a global
pandemic that began in another continent.

As | write this think piece about trust, 6000 bombs have been dropped in the homes, schools,
hospitals and universities in Gaza. As of 13 November 2023, about 1063 academics, including the
Rhodes University Vice-Chancellor, Professor Sizwe Mabizela, have signed an open letter to
Universities South Africa (USAF) and the Academy of Science of South Africa that calls on USAF to
“issue a statement that unambiguously expresses solidarity with the universities in Gaza and the
occupied territories and mourns the deaths of academics and students who have been killed during
the Israeli onslaught”. Among other important demands made by these academics, includes the call
for an academic and cultural boycott and the severing of ties with Israeli institutions.

What does it mean to think about higher education and trust at a moment of deepening
political, social, economic and psychological crisis in South Africa and the world?

My own discipline of international relations emerged formally as an academic discipline in
1919, as a response to the devastation of the first world war. As J Ann Tickner explains, the focus of
the discipline was ‘marked by a passionate desire to prevent another war’ (1992: 9). To think about
trust in higher education at this moment requires us to reflect on the extent to which universities are
able to speak honestly and bravely about the urgency of our current global radical entanglement.

By this | refer to the reality that the project of Western modernity, based on colonial conquest
and the capitalist plunder of the planet, places us at the real risk of a climate-driven extinction.
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For Janine Jones (2022), this real possibility of an apocalyptic disaster presents us with an
opportunity to think of our radical entanglement for social change. This means acknowledging this
‘life-death inter-dependency’ which means that ‘your life depends on mine as much as mine
depends on yours'. This requires that ‘we work together so that we live and you and yours live — and
live well, not just survive’' (Jones, 2022: 42).

As it stands, we are dealing with record high failure rates across faculties while universities are
complicit in selling the lie to students that a university education will guarantee them economic
mobility that will help them and their communities to address structural legacies of colonialism and
apartheid. Instead of making clear as Sylvia Wynter does that

as long as we continue to all want to be good men and women of the Western-bourgeois
kind, wherever we are in the world, we will destroy the world. We'll destroy the planetary
environment, and therefore our only possible habitat as a species! (in Thomas, 2006)

While universities and academics have to survive in the midst of crisis, my view is that trust is
possible, only if we use this moment to illuminate the extent of the crisis and to have the courage to
think about what is required to save the planet. All disciplines have this moral obligation. All life
depends on this.

Trust as tragicomic hope

This kind of courageous reflection requires tragicomic hope. Cornel West explains that ‘the
tragicomic is the ability to laugh and retain a sense of life’s joy—preserve hope even while staring in
the face of hate and hypocrisy—as against falling into the nihilism of paralyzing despair’ (2004: 16).
West defines the tragicomic as a ‘blues sensibility-a black interpretation of tragicomic hope open to
people of all colors’ (2004: 19).

Neil Kramm and Sioux McKenna argue that ‘a Aighereducation is about transformation as
students take on the powerful knowledge of the field or fields’ (2023: 2176, emphasis original). They
explain that ‘as students are transformed in how they understand their field of study and even the
world at large, they come to understand their responsibilities as critical citizens’ (Kramm & McKenna,
2023: 2176). Powerful knowledges reflect the realities, the joys, hate and hypocrisy of people over
time.

Questions about the purpose of the university at this time reflect the extent to which our
teaching and research is alive to the nature, urgency and the agency that emerges from a global
entanglement in destruction.

Powerful knowledges have ignited revolutionary change across time. The task of the university
is no less significant right now. It means that the student is not only entangled in the destruction in
and of the world but profoundly affected by our responses to this. They will look upon their lecturer
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and their vice-chancellor to be outraged at genocide livestreamed for the global community to
watch.

Trust means that we must have the courage to say, “not on our watch!”. Trust means that
students will see by our actions and reactions how to use their knowledge to bring about the change
we all need.
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