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Wally Morrow

We who live in secular liberal democracies not threatened by imminent war
like to think of ourselves as unencumbered agents acting with reason in the
circumstances within which we find ourselves. One of the virtues of good
Sociology or History is that they reveal the usually unacknowledged non-
personal forces that constrain our vaunted autonomy and common sense
and shape the ways in which we think and act.

At the heart of this book is a sad tale of the attempt to ‘restructure’ the
Jewish community schools in Johannesburg over a two-year period, and the
ways in which this attempt led to the deterioration of the ethos of those
schools, built up over decades, and left them in disarray. But despite some
fleeting indications to the contrary, the real villains of this piece are not
malevolent individuals but powerful historical currents, some global, some
local.

In brief, the tale is as follows. The first Jewish day school in Johannesburg
opened its doors in 1948. Over the next half century more schools were
established, and by 2000 there were eight such schools, known collectively
as ‘King David Schools’ – distributed over three campuses in Johannesburg.
But tensions and strains were beginning to become evident. In 1994 South
Africa itself became the kind of democracy that embraces transparency,
multiculturalism and diversity, and this raises uncomfortable questions
about bounded communities with tendencies towards exclusivity. And
tensions were exacerbated by continuous conflict and lack of settlement in
the Middle East centering on the disputed State of Israel, worrying signs
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of an increase in anti-Semitic sentiment globally, and rumoured terrorist
attacks on Jewish installations. To add further ingredients to this already
potent cocktail, religious divisions and tensions within the Jewish
community itself became more prominent.

But the proximal cause of the crisis, which came to a head towards the
end of 2000, was the increasingly parlous financial situation of the King
David Schools. The South African Board of Jewish Education, which is the
governing body of the schools, decided that a decisive intervention was
needed. In April 2001 it appointed a CEO, with wide powers to put the schools
on a sounder financial footing. For two and a half years the schools, and
everyone associated with them – from pupils and teachers to managers
(principals and vice principals), to parents, and the Johannesburg Jewish
community itself – were subjected to a traumatic roller-coaster ride which
destroyed the traditional ethos of the schools and led to the unravelling of
the threads of trust which had previously held the imagined community
together.

In September 2003, with as little transparency and explanation as had
attended his appointment, the Board suspended the CEO. And that was the
end of the story – but the traumas of this brief period in the history of the
Jewish community schools of Johannesburg have changed them irreversibly.
Chapter Seven concludes with the following admission:

… it is argued in this chapter that there are various global and local
factors that are likely to support the continuation of both the managerial
and the religious restructuring, albeit in more subtle ways. Such is the
work of hegemony. (2006:301)

A chronicle of events is provided in Chapter Two (‘A bird’s-eye view’)
with no pretensions to be more than a description of the events as they
unfolded. This supplies a story line for the minutely detailed case study and
theoretical reflections that comprise the bulk of the book. Towards the end
of this chapter, Dr Herman makes a confession that underlies the style of the
book – its power, discipline and scope:

This extended narrative lays the basis for what will constitute both a
personal account of the change – informed by the emotional challenges
of education change – as well as a broader empirical account of
restructuring at the Johannesburg Jewish community schools and its
theoretical location in the global literature on educational change.
(2006:24)
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This book reports on an inquiry driven by passion – and this is what gives
it its power – but this passion is not in the interest of defending a personal
standpoint or a predetermined position. On the contrary it is a disciplined
passion to understand fully the events that took place, in the light of their
paradoxes, contradictions and ambivalences, and the nuances of the volatile
subjective reactions of the various people involved. Like an honest attorney
(is this an oxymoron?) this author is not in the business of distorting the
facts, but in that of trying to understand them in all their complexity. Unlike
‘facts’ in the ‘natural’ world, the facts of social inquiry include the passions
and emotional reactions (the subjectivity) characteristic of human agents.

Dr Herman was not a detached external observer of the events but a
participant leaning towards one side of the debate. She describes the book
as a ‘personal account of the change’ but this could be very misleading. The
book is not a ‘personal account’ in the sense of ignoring the disciplines of
impartial interpersonal inquiry, nor is it ‘subjective’ if this is thought to imply
prejudice and ignorance of the ‘facts’. This book manages to retain critical
distance while not being disengaged from the ‘emotional challenges of
educational change’ – a difficult act to pull off. The emotional challenges of
educational change are a dimension of change (including transformation)
that usually leads either to a descent into sentimentality or is simply ignored
in debates about these matters.

The case study itself is presented in Chapters Four to Seven. It consists
of an immensely detailed account based on minutes and reports of meetings,
communiqués from the CEO, quotations from detailed interviews with a wide
range of those involved, all neatly wrapped in an historical account of the
origins of the Jewish community in South Africa and the founding of the
schools, contextualised in the history of South Africa during this period.
And if this was not enough to take on board all at once, the complex
interweaving of the competing streams of Jewish religious beliefs is added
to the mix. The case study is a veritable tour de force of scholarly work. And
throughout, despite the author being one of the participants in these events,
with a particular point of view, the case study remains admirably even-
handed. The author emerges as a conscientious investigator demonstrating
the confusing complexities of educational change.

However, the overwhelming mass of detail provided in the case study
itself risks becoming confusing. Dr Herman manages to retain a narrative line
that generally holds it together in an unfolding story, but this narrative line
sometimes falters. These chapters sometimes become ‘somewhat repetitive
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and ponderous’1 and require hard concentration from the reader. Although
one can understand the author’s determination to demonstrate clearly that
her involvement in the events does not undermine the impartiality of the
story she tells, it is as if her scholarly assiduity makes her less aware of her
readers.

The theoretical framework for this book is based on a contrast between
managerialism and communitarianism. Chapter Three sets out to ‘develop a
conceptual argument’ to provide an underlying framework for the case
study.

This conceptual analysis is based on both a re-description and
reinterpretation of the literature on globalisation, marketisation and
managerialism, contrasted with the communitarian approach to school
governance (2006:27).

The ‘contrast’ involved here can be understood not so much as a contrast
between two concepts but between two ‘discourses’ each of which gathers
together a team of concepts that hunt together – shaping the perception and
interpretation of whole ranges of actions and events. Concepts such as
globalisation, marketisation, neo-liberalism, managerialism, individualism,
competition, innovation, accountability, etc, characterise one of these
discourses; concepts such as trust, community, professionalism, autonomy,
commitment, consent, etc, characterise the other. Despite Dr Herman’s
clearly favouring one of the rivals in this dispute, her discussions – both in
this chapter and elsewhere – show that she understands the power, appeal
and logical structure of both of these discourses.

One of the problems in trying to discuss these things theoretically, is that
the teams of concepts that characterise these discourses do not remain
where they ‘belong’. Each of these discourses, in the struggle between them,
attempts to colonise key concepts from the other, and this is slippery
territory. For instance, Dr Herman wants to use ‘community’ as the key
concept in terms of which to tell her story. With implicit reference to
Anderson’s potent use of this idea, Dr Herman frequently refers to the
‘imagined community’ which supported the ‘Jewish community schools’ in
Johannesburg. She refers also to Tonnies’s famous distinction between
‘gemeinschaft’ and ‘gesellschaft’, and uses those words in the table she
provides on page 78 to contrast ‘the community discourse’ with ‘the
managerialist discourse’. But at a certain point she has to acknowledge that
the managerialist discourse does not simply reject the idea of community,
but it re-interprets it in the light of other concepts in its team. Concepts might
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have their ‘home’ in one or other of these discourses, but they are
vulnerable to kidnap.

She notes that as the events unfolded many of those affected expressed
ambivalence about what was taking place. On one hand many were persuaded
that a strong management intervention was needed to rescue the schools
from the financial straits into which they were drifting. But sometimes the
very same people understood that the deterioration of the commitment and
morale of teachers, on which the very success of the schools as educational
institutions depended, was a consequence of that very intervention. Well-
informed and well-meaning people found themselves pulled in both directions.

Such ambivalence served further to undermine the commitment and trust
which had previously characterised the ‘imagined community’ of these
schools. As the events unfolded:

An atmosphere of mistrust and animosity … spread throughout the
school community. Teacher and parent morale was at its lowest ebb. For
all the opposition to the CEO, there was a constant feeling that he was
one step ahead in every negotiation and that he received reports on any
private or public discussion. (2006:19)

In a typically market-driven way, the ideas of competition and
‘accountability’ were emphasised. This led to a growing atmosphere of
threat to the very existence of the schools themselves – the customers (ie
parents) will move their children to schools seen as doing a better job – and
also to all those working in them, especially the teachers, who gradually came
to understand themselves as contracted employees competing with each
other to hang on to their jobs in a threatening environment.The
professionalism of the teachers became one of the major casualties of the
struggle:

… new managerialism comes with a fundamental distrust in teachers.
It aims to reduce the cost of teachers and teaching and therefore requires
teachers to work ‘more for less’. Teachers’ autonomy is taken away,
and there is an attempt to control their labour externally by contracts,
performance criteria, specific outcomes, the setting of clear goals and
other accountability measures. (2006:63)

One might gain the impression that the story being told is one of
unrelieved top-down coercion and manipulation but Dr Herman, in a chapter
called ‘Coercion, consent and contradictions’, undermines that impression;
she shows that consent from many of the stakeholders played as much of
a role as coercion in bringing about the changes that took place.
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Yet it was evident that compliance was achieved not only by threats and
coercion but also by consent and support (2006:275).

It is widely acknowledged that economic and cultural globalisation
have a paradoxical effect. As markets and cultures become homogenised
in the borderless world, a countervailing force emerges – ‘the resurgence
of ethnic and religious communities in search of identity’ (2006:1). And
the playing out of this ‘paradox of globalisation’ is a major theme of this
book, succinctly expressed in its superb title: Prophets and Profits. As
the managerialist solution unfolded it was accompanied by intensification
of the question of the identity of the Jewish community and the hardening
of its boundaries. More liberal religious stances and Zionism (a secular
nationalist movement) gradually lost ground to an increasingly dominating
Ultra Orthodox religious stance:

… the Jewish community schools became the arena wherein two
processes associated with globalisation played themselves out: one
force pulled the schools towards market solutions and managerialism
while the other force intensified the surge for identity and community.
(2006:276)

In the light of Dr Herman’s valorisation of the ‘imagined community’
which was destroyed by the unfolding events, one might have expected that
she would welcome the force towards an intensified sense of community.
But, and this is a prime illustration of the ways in which the two rival
discourses try to capture key concepts from the other, the kind of ‘community’
generated as a by-product of globalisation is an exclusive and closed
community which suppresses individual freedom and demands obedience
to its dictates. Dr Herman refers to the paradoxical synergies between the two
forces (discourses) of globalisation, and comments on what happens to the
notion of community when it is trapped in this nexus:

My argument is that while some tenets in these discourses contradict
each other, synergies also exist. These synergies tend, however, to pull
the discourse of the community towards what has been described as its
‘dark side’. This study will test that thesis. (2006:79)

This book provides a rich and enormously illuminating account of the
hazards of educational change, and the risks involved in using currently
fashionable managerialist solutions to effect such change. Over the past few
decades we have seen a growing penetration of the conviction that educational
institutions should be managed like businesses, and all of us in such
institutions have experienced the effects of this conviction. Dr Herman
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notes that ‘The restructuring of educational institutions based on market
principles has since the 1980s become a common practice worldwide’
(2006:26).

Dr Herman shows that there is no straightforward response to this
challenge, which faces all of us in educational institutions. She begins by
noting that the conviction itself is not transparent:

The notion that schools should be run like a business is, however, open
to a range of interpretations. This notion could mean that education
could provide a profitable business for entrepreneurs or it could mean
that education should be managed like an enterprise or a corporation.
(2006:35)

Then, referring to two leading theorists in the field of education change,
she draws our attention to a central line of disagreement in debate about this
matter:

Fullan argues that schools and businesses are on the same evolutionary
path and that they have much to learn from each other. On the other
hand, Hargeaves argues that business and schools are incompatible. The
main agenda motivating business is to generate profit, while the nature
of education is a social good. (2006:35)

One clear lesson of this book is that while we cannot reject the financial
realities of maintaining educational institutions in an increasingly marketised
world, it is almost impossible to keep the discourses of  the market at the
boundaries of our institutions. As all of us have learnt from bitter experience
as the talk of customers, commodities, marketing, strategic planning, risk
management and other elements of business jargon have seeped insidiously
into our institutions, it begins to strike at the hearts of our institutions,
corrupting their constitutive practices.

Note
1. Jocelyn Hellig ‘Sociological study about change within change’ – review of the

book published in the South African Jewish Report February 17, 2006: 17.




