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Programme Director,

Chancellor of the University of Limpopo, the Honourable Dr Nkosazana Dlamini Zuma,
Vice-Chancellor and Principal, Dr J.M. Mabelebele,

Members of Council and Senate,

Distinguished academics and staff,

Proud parents, guardians, and families,

And most importantly — the honours graduating class of 2026,

Good morning.



This is my first official engagement with the University of Limpopo since Dr Mabelebele
assumed the Vice-Chancellorship, and | want to mark that directly. A new Vice-
Chancellor at a university like this one carries more than an administrative
responsibility. He carries an institutional conscience and the expectations of a
community that has waited a long time for this university to receive what it is owed. |
look forward to a productive, honest, and constructive working relationship. The

Ministry is committed to being a genuine partner to this institution.

But | cannot welcome Dr Mabelebele without first pausing to honour the man he

succeeds.

Professor Mahlo Mokgalong first came to this university as a student. He stayed for
fifty-four years. He rose from junior researcher to lecturer, to senior lecturer, to Deputy
Dean, to Executive Dean, and finally to Vice-Chancellor and Principal, a position he
held for twenty-two years. Under his stewardship, this university produced 605
doctoral graduates and more than 5000 Masters graduates. He established the
School of Medicine as a flagship of health sciences in Limpopo. He left the institution

with clean, unqualified audit opinions and no findings in both 2023 and 2024.

| say this not only to pay tribute, but because Professor Mokgalong’s life is itself an
argument. An argument against every assumption this university was built to confirm.
A man who arrived here as a Black student from Limpopo and left as the architect of
one of the most stable, productive periods in its history. On behalf of the Ministry and

the Government of South Africa — thank you, Professor Mokgalong.

| also want to acknowledge the presence of our Chancellor, Dr Nkosazana Dlamini
Zuma. A former Minister of Health, Foreign Affairs, Home Affairs, and Co-operative
Governance. Chairperson of the African Union Commission. A figure whose life’s work

has been the transformation of this continent. Her presence as Chancellor of this



university is not ceremonial. It is a statement of what this institution represents, and

what it aspires to become.

This Is Not an Ordinary Graduation

To the graduating class: you are not receiving ordinary qualifications today. You are
receiving honours degrees from a university whose very existence was, for a long time,

an act of political containment dressed up as education.

Let me say that plainly.

This university previously called the University of the North, Turfloop was established
in 1959 by a government that had decided, with clinical precision, that Black people
would receive education. But they would receive it separately, on less, in institutions
designed to produce professionals who would serve separate homelands not

graduates who would challenge the structure of the society that had confined them.

Turfloop was not alone. Fort Hare. Zululand at Ongoye. Venda. The Western Cape.
The University of the Transkei. The University of Bophuthatswana. These institutions
were built on the same logic: contain the aspiration of the Black child; channel it into
something useful but harmless; produce functionaries for a system they were never

meant to question.

The architects of that system understood, correctly, that they could not deny education
to everyone. A modern economy needs teachers, doctors, lawyers, social workers,
clerks. So they gave those institutions buildings and syllabi, but withheld the
resources, the infrastructure, the funding parity, the academic freedom, and above all,
the expectation of greatness.



What they did not anticipate and catastrophically miscalculated, was what happens
when you bring young, brilliant, politically conscious people together in one place, give

them books, and call it education.

They produced Onkgopotse Tiro.

They produced a generation of activists, thinkers, organisers, and writers who refused

to accept the limits imposed on them.

And today, three decades into our democracy, these institutions your institution stand
as something different. They do not stand as relics of apartheid’s social engineering.

They stand as proof of its failure.

Professor Mokgalong’s fifty-four years here are proof of that failure. Your presence in

this hall is proof of that failure.

The Demand That This University Must Meet

Our post-school system has achieved something remarkable in three decades. Black
African students now constitute nearly 80% of university enrolments. Women the
majority of them Black women make up more than 60% of graduates. Access has been

genuinely transformed.

But there is a particular demand placed on universities like this one that goes beyond
the national aggregate. It is the demand of the Black child from a rural school in
Limpopo, from a township in Polokwane, from a village in Vhembe or Sekhukhune,
who arrives here with a matric, with potential, with hunger and who needs this

university to be genuinely excellent.



Not excellent by the standard of what a historically Black institution can be. Excellent,

full stop.

Because here is the cruelty of the situation we have not yet fully resolved: the Black
child who graduates from this university will be judged in the same labour market, will
compete for the same positions, will be held to the same standard as graduates from
institutions that received fifty years of preferential investment. That asymmetry is not
the fault of this university. But it is the university’s and the government’s collective

responsibility to close it.

The quality of the qualifications from this university is not a matter of institutional pride

only. It is a matter of social justice.

Every time a graduate of Turfloop walks into an interview and is taken seriously, the
project of transformation advances. Every time the brand of this university commands
respect, an injustice is corrected. Every time we allow standards to slip, governance
to fail, or resources to be misused, it is not the institution that pays the price. It is the

student.

| am committed, as Minister, to investing in and reinvesting in institutions like this one.
To fighting for equitable funding. To holding institutions to account not to embarrass

them, but to protect the graduate who depends on their integrity.

The Humanities and the Battle for the Narrative

| am speaking this morning to a particular cohort: humanities graduates. And | want to
push back against any voice inside or outside this hall that has ever suggested to you

that what you studied was peripheral, impractical, or second-order.



South Africa does not have a shortage of engineers and scientists only. It has a

shortage of people who can interpret its complexity.

We are a society shaped by three hundred years of colonial violence, fifty years of
organised racial capitalism, and a negotiated transition that preserved too many of the
old structures. We live with the economic, cultural, and psychological inheritance of all
of it.

You cannot write a formula for that.

What you can do is what you have spent years learning to do. You can read a society,
its silences as much as its proclamations. You can situate the present in the long arc
of history. You can listen across difference, translate across cultures, and produce the
arguments that hold a fractured society together, or expose the contradictions it must

confront.

The decolonial project that universities like this one are part of is not completed by
changing the names on buildings, though that matters. It is completed when the
knowledge produced in our universities begins to reflect the experience, the wisdom,
the epistemology of the majority of South Africa’s people. When African languages
become languages of scholarship, not obstacles to it. When the texts assigned in our
humanities classrooms are as likely to have been written in Sesotho, Tshivenda, or

isiZulu as in English or French.

That work lives in your field. It is the humanities that will determine whether South
Africa’s next generation understands itself, its history, and its obligations to one

another.



Fort Hare produced Nelson Mandela, Oliver Tambo, Seretse Khama, Robert Sobukwe.
Turfloop produced Onkgopotse Tiro, Cyril Ramaphosa, Mosioua Lekota. UWC under
the intellectual leadership of Jakes Gerwel became the intellectual home of the left in
South Africa. These were not technical institutions. They were institutions of ideas.

And the ideas that emerged from them helped dismantle a regime.

Your task is no less serious.

Your Qualification in an Honest Labour Market

| will not romanticise what you are walking into.

Graduate unemployment among South Africans under 35 stands at approximately
24%. Humanities graduates face particular challenges in a labour market that has not

yet learned or chosen, to properly value what you can do.

But let me give you the fuller picture.

Your unemployment risk is still dramatically lower than someone without a degree.
Those with only a matric face unemployment rates above 47%. Without matric, above

51%. Your degree is not a guarantee, but it is a powerful shield.

More than that, with an honours degree, you are among the rare ones. Less than 20%
of South African university graduates proceed to postgraduate study. Only 1% of
young South Africans, one in a hundred hold a postgraduate qualification. You are in
a small, capable cohort. The economy, over time, will feel your absence if you don’t

apply yourselves.



What the labour market needs from you is not only what your certificate says. It needs
your capacity to research, to argue, to write with precision, to understand how
institutions work, how power moves, how people behave. These are skills that are
increasingly scarce in an economy that graduates too many people who cannot read

critically or write persuasively.

And do not limit your imagination to formal employment. The humanities graduate who
builds a publishing house that amplifies African voices creates jobs and changes
culture. The social scientist who designs better community health programmes saves
lives and shifts policy. The historian who documents oral traditions that would

otherwise be lost preserves the identity of a people.

These are not consolation prizes. They are among the most important contributions a

graduate can make to the society that educated them.

What You Now Owe

As we reflect on your responsibilities, it is right to return to this building’s namesake.

In 1972, at a graduation ceremony on this very campus, Onkgopotse Tiro stood at a
podium not unlike this one and told the university community what his education had

taught him that a government had hoped it wouldn'’t. He said:

“We are not prepared to compromise our integrity and human dignity for a few pieces

of silver.”

He was expelled. He was banned. He was killed by a parcel bomb sent by the

apartheid security services in 1974. He was twenty-seven years old.



| do not raise this to romanticise sacrifice. | raise it because Tiro understood something
that every graduate of this institution must understand: that the value of an education

is not only what it does for you. It is what it makes you capable of doing for others.

The South Africa you are graduating into is not the South Africa of 1972. But it is a
South Africa in which too many people are poor, too many young people are
unemployed, and too many communities still wait for the promise of 1994 to reach

them. You have the tools to understand why. And with understanding comes obligation.

Do not become the generation that intellectualises inequality without acting to

dismantle it.

Do not use your education to escape your community. Use it to return, better equipped.

Do not confuse critique, which is necessary, with nihilism. That is the luxury of those

who have nothing at stake. You have everything at stake.

Go and Build

Before you leave this campus today, | want you to carry these things with you.

Carry the knowledge of where this place comes from and the determination to prove
that its detractors were wrong about it. This university was not built to produce

greatness. You are proof that it does anyway.



Carry the understanding that the battle of ideas is never finished, and that the
humanities are not decorative. They are the architecture of a just society. Someone

has to build that architecture. Let it be you.

Carry the responsibility that comes with being among the few. In a country where only
one in a hundred young people holds a postgraduate qualification, you are not

ordinary. Act accordingly.

And carry this: the university that made you needs to go on making others like you. Its
integrity, its quality, the credibility of its qualifications. These are not the
administration’s concern alone. They belong to every graduate who has ever walked
out of here and made something of themselves. Protect this institution. Advocate for
it. Donate to it one day. Send your children to it. Refuse to allow its story to be one of

decline.

You join a cohort that includes Tito Mboweni, Frank Chikane, David Makhura, and

Teboho Moja. You are in good company. Act as if you know it.

South Africa does not need you to be comfortable.
It needs you to be excellent.
It needs you to be purposeful.

It needs you to build.

On behalf of the Government and the people of South Africa, | congratulate you. Your

province is watching.

| thank you.



