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Introduction

The death of Maria Lis Lange is a huge loss—not just to her family, 
friends, comrades and colleagues but to the South African higher 
education sector more generally. Colleague and friend Mala Singh 
observes that her death diminishes something important in our 
lives: solidarity, friendship and conversations on serious political and 
theoretical questions as well as on our mundane daily struggles. In 
this tribute I express my appreciation of Lis as an intellectual, scholar, 
policymaker and leader in higher education. To appreciate someone is 
to recognise, value and admire their qualities; to express approbation 
and gratitude for their contributions, actions and the example they set; 
to hold them in high esteem, to rate them highly. Drawing on personal 
experience, I share some of Lis’s critical insights, dispositions and 
skills. I show how over time she organically transitioned to new sites 
and posts, mastered their requirements and challenges, and brought to 
bear on them her imagination, knowledge, expertise, resourcefulness 
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and capacity for hard work. Indeed, ‘in each setting she excelled at the 
post as defined and then re-defined the post, broadening its reach, 
strengthening its foundations, and tuning it to the larger setting’.1 
While she was diligently focused on the responsibilities at hand, she 
was also always attentive to broader issues such as the wider political 
economy and social structures and conjunctures. At different moments 
she researched, monitored, evaluated, reviewed, recommended and 
reported with great professionalism and technical competence and she 
could be extremely severe with muddled thinking, incompetence and 
those she considered slackers. She ‘would sometimes let loose with 
a well-placed “f*ck” and the church aunties and oomies would reach 
for their smelling salts’ (Jansen 2025). She could be abrasive, even if, 
overall, she was sensitive and caring.2 In light of all this and because 
she would scorn hagiography in remembrance of her, the appreciation 
that follows is much more than mere adulation. 

My appreciation begins by recognising, first, that Lis’s contribution 
over more than half of her life and for thirty-four years of her adult 
life in South Africa as a permanent resident was a practical expression 
of social and political commitment, solidarity and internationalism by 
an Argentinian who had known authoritarianism and repression in 
her own birth country. Arriving in South Africa in 1991 at age thirty, 
Lis embraced the profound and formidable challenges that a society 
in a negotiated transition from authoritarian apartheid to democracy 
faced: sustainable economic and social development, social equity and 
the extension and deepening of democracy in a unipolar world in which 
a hegemonic USA had become a rogue state that posed a significant 
threat to global justice. For her, the initial seven years in South Africa, 
reading for a PhD and working, ‘involved an emotional as well as 
intellectual transition’. For her, ‘thinking and writing in English and 
learning to live in a different cultural setting’ was a great challenge 

1	 My thanks to the two peer reviewers of this tribute for their careful reading, pertinent comments 
and very useful suggestions. I quote here the pithy summation of her role, based on my 
comments, by one of the reviewers.

2	 The latter part of this opening first paragraph and its phrasing was suggested by one of the 
reviewers.     
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and she had to rely on ‘friends full of sympathy, sense of humour and 
patience’ (Lange 1998: v). She dedicated herself to helping build a new 
society in South Africa and came to do so admirably on diverse fronts: 
educational, cultural, social and political. 

Lis was born on 22 May 1961 in Argentina. After receiving a BA 
Honours in History from the University of Buenos Aires (1984) and 
a MA in African Studies from the El Colegio de Mexico (1988), she 
taught the history of Africa at the University of Buenos Aires. In 1991, 
she registered for a PhD in History at the University of Witwatersrand 
supported by various scholarships and institutions. Her supervisor 
was Charles van Onselen, who she writes ‘lived up to his reputation 
as a person of intractability, intellectual obsession, acerbic humour 
and high standards’ (Lange 1998: v). She credited her becoming 
a historian to van Onselen’s ‘guidance, his often-brutal criticism 
and, in particular, his patience’ as well as ‘his trust in the value’ of 
her research. She benefitted ‘greatly from [van Onselen’s] talent as 
a writer and his genius as historian craftsman’ and from him ‘never 
lowering his intellectual demands on [her] despite [her] status as a 
foreign language speaker’ (Lange 1998: v). Lis makes two important 
points here that are pertinent to contemporary higher education: first, 
about the challenges faced by non-English language speakers reading 
for postgraduate degrees, and second, about intellectual demands not 
being lowered because of language. Friends and colleagues contributed 
generously to helping her write in English and editing her work. 

Lis dedicated her PhD thesis to her parents Erik and Amelia Lange. 
In it, she observes that her ‘parents and brothers encouraged and 
supported [her] work in innumerable ways’ and ‘repeatedly reaffirmed 
their trust and their respect for [her] as a person. She writes that ‘much 
of the courage and sense of freedom’ associated with her work and 
life emanated ‘directly from [her] family’ (Lange 1998: vi). Lis’s thesis 
looks at ‘the economic, social and political processes that shaped the 
lives of Johannesburg’s white working class’ between 1890 and the 
1922 Rand Revolt (Lange 1998). It investigates ‘white working class 
families, working class accommodation, the constitution of social 
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networks and the problem of unemployment’ and argues that the 
‘white working class experience in Johannesburg had an important 
role in fostering a sense of community between English and Afrikaner 
workers and their families’ and that this was the basis of ‘English 
and Afrikaner workers solidarity and organisation during the 1922 
Rand Revolt’ (Lange 1998: i). While Lis obtained her PhD in 1998, 
she had already in 1993 taken up a lecturing post at Khanya College 
in Johannesburg, a radical experiment in equitable access and 
opportunity to universities established in 1986 by the South African 
Committee of Higher Education (SACHED) under the leadership 
of John Samuel. With its progressive and non-racial staff, Khanya 
innovated a liberatory curriculum that also prepared talented Black 
students for access to historically white universities. The Khanya 
enterprise sought to act as a model for transforming universities. 

In 1997 Lis joined the Centre for Science Development (CSD) of the 
Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) as its liaison officer from 
where she moved on to become manager at the National Research 
Foundation (NRF) until 2000. I met Lis in 1998, when she was at the 
CSD. Her work there exposed her to the world of newly emerging national 
science and research policy and of forging equity-oriented programmes 
to promote research and strengthen research-capacity development in a 
way that would not compromise quality and the intellectual, social and 
economic development needs of South Africa. As the first chief executive 
of the Council on Higher Education (CHE), the policy advisory body to 
the minister of education, I was attracted by Lis’s PhD in History, her 
Khanya pedigree and her intellect, commitment and energy. In 2001 
I  headhunted her for the position of CHE project manager. She was 
a godsend. Her commitment to social justice, innovative and incisive 
thinking, thoughtfulness, her principled and engaged approach, 
scholarship, accomplished administration, energy and capacity for hard 
work combined with a caring humanism enriched my life academically 
and intellectually and eased the burdens of the leadership challenges I 
faced as a mid-career scholar tasked with building the CHE. And that is 
my second great appreciation of her. These qualities would win her the 
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respect of scholars, administrators, students and specialists nationally 
and internationally. Jonathan Jansen has observed that ‘she was not 
everybody’s cup of tea, to put it politely’ (Jansen 2025). Formidable 
intellect and committed scholar and activist that she was, Lis did not 
suffer foolish thinking and conduct and said it as it was, often with wit. I 
found her great honesty and straight talking most endearing—which is 
my third reason for appreciating her. She was, as Jansen says, ‘a tough, 
forthright woman with an extraordinary capacity for “crap detection”’ 
(Jansen 2025). These same qualities would lead her to the CHE.  

In her contribution to this Festschrift, Mala Singh conveys well our 
understanding of the CHE’s task in the founding years of 1999–2006, 
namely to ‘translate progressive values and principles into enabling 
systems and implementable strategies, programmes and projects for 
higher education transformation’. This assumed the form of building 
a new institution from scratch, forging its intellectual, institutional 
and organisational capacities to effectively and efficiently undertake 
its extensive and important mandate, winning recognition from 
universities, the state and other stakeholders and ensuring its 
institutional reproduction and financial support and sustainability. 
Lis thrived in and contributed to the CHE’s radical, committed, 
critical, democratic, enabling, informal and frugal culture and soon 
(2003) became its pioneering first director of Policy Monitoring 
and Evaluation. Her seminal policy research and coordination work 
included producing the discussion document ‘Towards a Framework 
for the Monitoring and Evaluation of South African Higher Education’ 
and helped to develop the 2002 ‘New Academic Policy’. Her work 
and oversight extended to publications on access and throughput, 
postgraduate studies, community engagement, the state of private 
higher education, the state of MBA provision, students with disabilities, 
as well as the seminal ‘Governance in South African Higher Education’ 
and ‘The Governance of Merger in South African Higher Education’.3 
Supporters of her CHE projects included the Carnegie Corporation, the 

3	 See the Council on Higher Education website, https://www.che.ac.za/ 

https://www.che.ac.za/
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Ford Foundation, the Fulbright Program and the Dutch organisation 
Nuffic.

Lis’s great versatility and hands-on-deck approach meant that, 
alongside Mala Singh, she played a significant role in building the Higher 
Education Quality Committee (HEQC) of the CHE and theorising and 
building a national quality assurance system for university education. 
The complex design and oversight of the programme-accreditation, 
digital-portal interface between universities and the CHE was almost 
entirely her work. She was extremely resistant to the idea that the 
interface could be designed and overseen by corporate consultants and 
volunteered to lead and direct its design, something which saved the 
CHE millions of rands in consultancy fees. Lis had great institutional 
loyalty, albeit of a critical nature that did not compromise honesty 
and truth. Her commitment, readiness to take on institution-building 
work and work outputs constantly went beyond the call of duty. There 
were, as a matter of policy, no performance bonuses or travel and 
other perks for CHE managers, which Lis approved. She was simply 
not motivated by material benefits. And that is my fourth reason for 
appreciating her. It is a matter of great satisfaction for me that the 
largely successful creation and institutionalisation of the HEQC and 
national quality assurance and development were undertaken by a 
historian-philosopher and sensitive and critical humanists as opposed 
to engineers and management specialists.   

As Singh points out, Lis’s research-intensive work in preparing 
institutional profiles for the HEQC’s institutional audits, her 
analysis of institutional self-evaluation reports and preparation of 
HEQC audit reports gave her unparalleled insight into teaching, 
research and management at universities. Not always in the public 
eye, Lis was an indispensable member of the team that led and built 
the CHE in its formative years. She was a key back-room dynamo 
within the organisation, undertaking thoughtful, creative and 
pioneering initiatives and making valuable contributions in a range 
of areas, from policy advice, monitoring and evaluation to quality 
assurance, promotion and development and internal systems and 
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staff development. In 2006, she rightly succeeded Singh as Executive 
Director of the HEQC and between 2007 and 2008 briefly served as 
Acting Chief Executive of the CHE. 

My fifth appreciation of Lis is that, while the original leadership 
team moved on from the CHE in 2006, she remained behind to 
ensure continuity and to help consolidate the CHE and HEQC. Her 
new responsibilities involved closely interacting and engaging with 
diverse national and international universities, higher education 
organisations and colleagues, dealing intellectually and practically 
with critical academic and policy questions, and leading and shaping 
discourse and practice locally and internationally. The CHE years gave 
Lis a rare vantage point from where she could observe universities 
and how they performed their core activities and equipped her to 
subsequently transition to various universities where she assumed 
management and leadership positions. 

Lis was an impressive thinker and practitioner in the domains of 
teaching and learning, curriculum development, academic programme 
accreditation and reviews as well as pedagogy and assessment, in 
addition to which she possessed intimate institutional, national, and 
international knowledge and experience of these issues. Today, teaching 
and learning seem to be considered just another management portfolio, 
as if leadership and transformation in these areas do not have to be 
theoretically informed, critical, imaginative and grounded in empirical 
research and analysis, of which Lis was the living embodiment. Critically, 
and as my sixth appreciation of her, Lis’s scholarship and practice were 
informed by important moral and social imperatives related to equity, 
social justice, democracy, and by nuanced notions of epistemic and 
epistemological transformation, equity, and quality. This stood her in 
good stead when she had to lead efforts in transforming learning and 
teaching in the interests of greater student opportunities and success, 
and ultimately of greater social justice. She was acutely aware that 
questions of access, opportunity and success were not just matters of 
efficiency but that they related to issues of justice and democracy and 
the achievement of constitutional imperatives in South Africa. 
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My seventh appreciation of Lis is that she engaged deeply with 
the critical questions of the purposes and roles of universities and 
higher education as a public good. She held sophisticated ideas on 
questions of ‘race’, class, gender, sexual orientation, their social 
determinations and how they articulated and intersected. She 
thought critically about questions of difference, diversity, and 
inclusion and was acutely sensitive to social and cultural contexts. 
Rather than clinging to trite conventional wisdoms, she thought 
about social equity, quality and development (and their relationship) 
in complex and multi-dimensional ways. Lis understood that at the 
heart of the transformation and decolonisation of universities had 
to be the transformation of curriculum and pedagogy appropriate to 
the mission of a South African university, as opposed to a university 
in South Africa that is an imitation or replica of institutions in the 
colonial metropole. She was well placed to lead such an intellectual 
venture and practical effort, which requires theoretically minded 
and empirically grounded scholar-administrators who can not only 
hold their own in difficult debates and exchanges with deans, other 
scholars, and students, but who can also lead and guide.

Eight, I appreciate that Lis did not abandon research, writing 
and publishing. In 2003, drawing on her PhD thesis, she published a 
monograph titled White Poor and Angry: White Working Class Families 
in Johannesburg (2003/2017) in which she makes ‘ingenious use of 
demographic evidence, church records, and other contemporary 
material to depict working class communities in Johannesburg’ who in 
the early twentieth century ‘were understood in neither class or ethnic 
terms but rather as a social problem’ (Moodie 2004: 453). Focusing 
less on ‘the sphere of production’ as sites of ‘inequality and oppression’ 
and more on ‘the sphere of reproduction’, allowed her to ‘tackle … 
neglected’ issues such as the erosion of ethnic divisions because of 
commonly experienced problems like harsh living conditions, the lack 
of housing, living together as neighbours and intermarriage (Morrell 
2004: 453). In his endorsement of the book Albert Grundlingh notes its 
value for demonstrating ‘that Afrikaners [had] a much more complex 
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social history than the narrow ethnic stereotype often paraded in 
much of the literature’ and as making ‘a significant contribution to 
a fuller understanding of the ambivalent nature of the formation of 
social identity in Afrikaner circles’ while highlighting ‘the multilayered 
nature of ethnicity’. Similarly, Van der Walt (2005: 115) considers the 
book a ‘rarity in African studies: a monograph on the social history 
of white yet working-class South Africans’ and ‘an evocative and 
important contribution to our understanding of South African labour 
and social history’, with the ‘experience of the white working class 
revealed by Lange leading to questioning of Frantz Fanon’s assertion 
in The Wretched of the Earth that colonialism was neatly split between 
native and settler’. 

Lis penned over twenty-five peer-reviewed book chapters and 
journal articles and several newspaper opinion pieces. She delivered 
invited keynote addresses at numerous universities on questions 
of leadership, quality, curriculum and student activism. She was 
an external examiner for several universities and supervised PhD 
students. Her knowledge and expertise resulted in her being invited 
to join the advisory boards of Critical Studies in Teaching & Learning 
and Acta Academica. Lis’s special interests were in the philosophy 
and politics of education. She worked from a critical social theory 
perspective and used an interdisciplinarity approach to conduct 
research in the humanities. She researched change in higher education 
and the meanings and possibilities of transformation, especially at 
curriculum level. At the University of the Free State (UFS) her work 
explored Hannah Arendt’s thinking in the context of higher education. 

I was a referee for Lis’s applications for the HEQC Executive 
Director post, the Vice-Rector (VR) post at UFS, the Rector post at 
UFS, and the Deputy Vice-Chancellor (DVC) post at University of Cape 
Town (UCT). My ninth appreciation of her is that Lis only applied for 
posts that she was confident she had the capabilities to succeed in. Her 
CHE and subsequent posts made it easy for her to demonstrate that 
she indeed had the intellectual knowledge, expertise and wisdom as 
well as the practical experience to provide leadership in the different 
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posts. Departing the CHE in 2011, Lis entered university management 
as senior director of the Directorate of Institutional Research and 
Academic Planning at UFS, soon becoming its Vice-Rector: Academic 
(2014). She used her familiarity with university data, policy monitoring 
and planning processes to craft, in Vice-Chancellor Jansen’s words, 
‘a world class institutional research capacity’ and evidence-informed 
academic planning framework (Jansen 2025). As VR she drew on her 
work on access, opportunity and quality to guide academic programme 
and curriculum development and to enhance teaching and learning. 
In 2017, she was unsuccessful in becoming the fourteenth rector 
of the UFS, although she was suitably, indeed supremely qualified. 
As her predecessor Jansen notes, because she was a ‘woman, gay, 
foreigner, non-Christian, straight-talker and standard setter, lesser 
men (papbroeke, in colloquial Afrikaans) could not see her full value 
for higher education’ (Jansen 2025).  

Lis joined the staff of UCT in early 2018 as DVC: Teaching and 
Learning. As one of her referees, I supported her application with 
complete confidence. I observed that it was one of those rare occasions 
where I had no hesitation and could express my unreserved support 
for her application, adding that her curriculum vitae showed that 
she more than met all the necessary requirements. I wrote that 
Lis was ‘a person of rare intellect and great integrity’ and that she 
had ‘a personality and approach that promote mutually respectful 
relations with colleagues and healthy interpersonal dynamics within 
an organisation’. I expressed the belief that, given the opportunity 
and the requisite support, her significant contributions in academic, 
student and institutional matters were still to come, and that UCT 
would do well to provide her with an opportunity to do so. Lis was 
appointed but regrettably her appointment was contested on various 
grounds, some parochial and dubious. UCT, especially in the aftermath 
of #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall, faced critical and urgent 
issues related to teaching and learning, especially around curriculum, 
pedagogy, and institutional-cultural change. They required immediate, 
intellectually informed, theorised, bold and practical responses of 
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the kind that Lis could provide given her intellectual and scholarly 
character, profound commitment to equity and social justice in and 
through higher education, great administrative competence and 
personal qualities.

As DVC: Teaching and Learning, she was responsible for curri-
culum transformation, quality assurance, academic planning as well 
as student and senior academic staff support. She led discussions 
on the decolonisation of the curriculum, diversity and inclusion, 
and epistemological and epistemic transformation. Much to her 
frustration, she was unable to see this work to fruition. Toxic 
institutional conditions at UCT and serious lapses in governance, 
leadership, management and integrity resulted in Lis stepping down 
as DVC. She was subsequently vindicated by the ‘Final Report of the 
Independent Investigation into UCT Governance’ of 11 October 2023. 
Although saddened by the turn of events, she remained committed 
to the tasks at hand until she left UCT. Although the experience took 
its toll on Lis, it did not break her spirit. She was all too aware that 
the failings in governance, leadership, and management were neither 
specific nor limited to UCT. They also existed at other universities 
where they resulted from inadequate leadership and management 
capabilities, weak institutional and organisational capacities, patronage 
and corruption of different kinds, and a lack of accountability that 
accompanied the increasing corporatisation, commercialisation and 
commodification of universities.

Lis moved to Stellenbosch University (SU) in an advisory capacity 
in the hope of putting her intellect and expertise to good use. If UCT 
was beset by governance, leadership and management problems, 
Stellenbosch offered a different institutional space and a very 
different challenge. A leading research university, SU was then as it is 
now characterised by a corporatist, technocratic and entrepreneurial 
culture, limited deracialisation of the staff and student bodies and, 
despite much discourse on the issue, rather modest ideas on academic 
and institutional transformation. These were the structural and 
conjunctural conditions within which she had to act, advise and guide. 
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They could not be wished away; they were a given, a necessary part 
of her life. She did not, however, make a virtue of necessity. It was 
the terrain on which she would have to struggle and win support for 
her ideas. She confessed to being tired and ‘struggling intellectually 
and politically at Stellenbosch’ and needing ‘some help’. The ‘help’ that 
she sought at this difficult moment was leftist critique of decolonial 
discourse in South Africa. It highlights, and this is my tenth and final 
appreciation of Lis, how seriously she took ideas and intellectual work in 
thinking thorough the challenges of transformation and decolonisation, 
in this case at SU.  

Our last face-to-face conversation was in late 2024, after I had 
delivered a keynote address on matters related to transformation 
and accountability at the Stellenbosch University Transformation 
Indaba. Afterwards, Lis and I mused on the antinomies, ambiguities, 
contradictions and antagonisms of transformation at SU and other 
universities, both locally and internationally. We concurred that in 
the face of the rampant commodification, commercialisation and 
corporatism of our universities, increasing nepotism and corruption and 
a complicit there-is-no-alternative discourse that lacked imagination 
or will, or both, one had to retain an optimism of the will and hope. 
We agreed that the neoliberal policies that were corroding higher 
education and universities were not immutable to change and that 
they had to be changed through critique and action. We hoped that the 
contemporary period, which in Gramscian terms could be seen as a ‘war 
of position’, of fighting under adverse conditions for improvements 
and reforms, would give way to a ‘war of movement’ when more radical 
and substantive changes would become possible again. Lis understood 
that while one had to continue to speak truth to power, power tended 
to be deaf and blind, to repress and to domesticate, and that one had to 
confront, erode and overcome power in additional ways.

I have one great regret regarding Lis, and it is that in 2014 I did 
not remain in the race for the University of Western Cape (UWC) vice-
chancellorship following Brian O’ Connell’s retirement. Unfortunately, 
chauvinists who considered UWC a ‘coloured’ university prompted 
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me to take up a position at the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation in 
New York. If I had been appointed at UWC, I would have invited 
Lis to join me there. Crain Soudien, then DVC at UCT, also pledged 
to avail himself to UWC. I imagined it a dream team. Sometimes, I 
wistfully ponder some of the exciting trajectories and achievements 
that were possible at UWC, the impact this could have had on the 
wider university system and the potential innovations in institutional 
leadership and management that could have been introduced working 
alongside intellectuals, scholars and leaders like Lange and Soudien. 

It is a great pity that a similar parochial mindset prevented Lis from 
becoming the vice-chancellor of UFS. For, without doubt, she would 
have made even more innovative and significant contributions to 
higher education and universities as a vice-chancellor.

Many institutional settings and conditions wear down and take a 
toll on those who are committed to social transformation and who 
give their all for that ideal instead of just settling for improvement, 
reconstruction and reform, important as those may be. Lis maintained 
a critical edge in these settings, never entirely despairing or, more 
dangerously, becoming cynical. She understood that the goal of ‘social 
revolution, the transformation of the existing order’ could not be 
counterposed ‘to social reform’ (Luxemburg 1970: 8). Rather, for her, 
‘the daily struggle for reforms, for the amelioration of the conditions 
of [students, academics, workers and others] within the framework 
of the existing social order’ was a means of working towards an 
egalitarian society. This highlights the importance and value of her 
contributions.4 

In How the Steel was Tempered, socialist activist and writer Nikolai 
Ostrovsky (1952: 105) urges us to live ‘so as to feel no torturing regrets 
for wasted years’ and without ‘the burning shame of a mean and petty 
past’ so ‘that, dying, [you] might say: all my life, all my strength were 
given to the finest cause in all the world—the fight for the liberation 
of [humankind]’. Lis Lange did that, making the university, research 

4	 My thanks to one of the peer reviewers for highlighting this.
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and science arenas her particular domains of activism. In Lis, those 
with similar commitments that remain and follow have a spirit and 
example to animate them.   
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