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The Transformative Roles of Universities  

• Economic: the formation of human capital 

• Political: the creation and sustenance of state and 
civil institutions; the selection and socialization of 
political and social elites 

• Social: the basis of social stratification, the extent 
and mechanisms of mobility for different groups 

• Cultural: the production and dissemination of ideas, 
exerting influence upon and providing critique of 
the above 
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Political Role!  

• Higher Education is recognized as a key to deliver 
the knowledge requirements for political 
development (including Democracy and Human 
Rights)  

 

• Types of Involvement: 
• Reform 
• Transformation 
• Revolution 
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Egyptian revolution 

January 2011 

 



• The 2011 Egyptian revolution took place following a 
popular uprising that began on 25 January 2011.  

 

• The uprising was mainly a campaign of non-violence 
civil resistance. 

 

• A series of demonstrations, marches, acts of civil 
disobedience, and labour strikes.  

 

• Millions of protesters from a variety of socio-economic 
and religious backgrounds. 
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Egyptian Revolution 
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Unique in its nature Why? 

– Made mainly by Youth 

– The majority are University Students 

•  Does this mean that universities had a role in this 

revolution? 

•  Is this role institutional or individual? 

•  What was the main drivers in mobilizing and motivating 

students and youth in general? 

 

 



Status of Egyptian Universities before 
Revolution 

• Rigid students activities’ bylaws  

• Restricted Students activities 

• No Democratic Culture in Universities: 

– Practices 

– Decision making process 

• No political involvement inside the University 

• Absence of political capacity development for students 

• Students devoted most of their time on campus for academic 
studies 

• Intrusion of State Security in Universities 
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Status of Egyptian Universities before 
Revolution (cont) 
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• Violence of students on campus 

• Lack of understanding student’s own rights, roles and 
responsibilities 

• Inactive participation in on-campus elections for students 
unions and representatives 

• Absence of basic knowledge about democratic practices, 
human rights and political system    

 

 
There is a serious need for more understanding  

and practice of Democracy and Human Rights. 



Efforts carried out in Egyptian universities 

• Since 2005: 

– Update Bylaws (still unsatisfactory for students) 

– Allow for more activities (but not political) 

– Introduction of Human Rights and Democracy Courses 

within curricula (but no practice, only theoretical 

background) 
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Role of Social Media in  
Egyptian Revolution 

• New tools (out of control of University administration 
and Society) 

• Students built their Virtual Society 
• Egyptian activist said "We use Face book to schedule the 

protests, Twitter to coordinate, and YouTube to tell the 
world” 

• Objective: Egyptian youth demonstrations were a 
reaction of the prevailing political, social and economic 
environment 

• Development of Events,……..  over taken by the OTHERS 
(Egyptian Revolution) 
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They were also highly 
organized and were 

repeating slogans stressing 
that their demands,  

freedom, dignity, bread, 
and social equality  
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A Major Question: 
 “Higher Education for what?” 
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• Frank Newman wrote in 1985, “the most critical 
demand is to restore to Higher Education its 
original purpose of preparing graduates for a life 
of involved and committed citizenship” 



How can universities make a difference? 

• Within the market language it could be said that 
our primary ‘product’ is the students 

 

• Whether and how Higher Education makes a 
contribution to democratization beyond producing 
the professionals that are necessary for developing 
and sustaining a modern political system 

 

                          unresolved question 
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What could be done? 

• Contribute significantly to developing and 
sustaining democratic institutions, communities 
and societies 

 

• Democratic-minded academics can powerfully help 
Higher Education, return to their core mission – 
effectively educating students to be democratic, 
creative, caring, constructive citizens of a 
democratic society 
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The Role of Universities 1 

• Are universities  a ‘protected space’?  

• Protect from what or for what? 

• Can this protection considered as the incubation for 
political leadership in the wider society? 

•  What are the limits of this protection?  

 

• The role of universities in political change appears 
to be both complex and contradictory 
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The Role of Universities 2 

• It is necessary to distinguish between the stages of 
‘removing the old’ and ‘building the new’ in 
political change 

• Are universities   about ‘reproducing the old’ and 
thus preventing change? 

• Is the universities’ political role largely autonomous 
or dependent?  on what? 

•  The political engagement of individual academics 
may need to be distinguished from the positioning 
of their institutions 
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• Harvard University is fully committed to the free and open 
expression of ideas, and Harvard’s institutional commitment 
to free expression applies with equal force in the context of 
electoral politics. Harvard strongly encourages members of 
the University community — faculty and staff, as well as 
students — to participate actively and earnestly in matters 
relating to the country’s governance at all levels: local, state, 
and federal. However, federal law provides that Harvard may 
not itself “participate in, or intervene in (including the 
publishing or distributing of statements), any political 
campaign on behalf of (or in opposition to) any candidate for 
public office.” 

 17 

Harvard University's Case 



Civic Engagement in Higher Education 

• Few institutions have made the significant, 
sustainable, structural reforms that will result in an 
academic culture that values community 
engagement as a core function of the institution 

 

• “Democratic Engagement” – engagement that has 
significant implications for transforming Higher 
Education such that democratic values are part of 
the leadership of administrators, the scholarly work 
of faculty 
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Steps to be taken 

• First-Order Change: Aim is to improve the 
efficiency and effectiveness of what is done - 
to make what already exists more efficient 
and more effective. 

• Second-Order Change: Aim is to alter the 
fundamental ways in which organizations are 
put together. These changes reflect major 
dissatisfaction with present arrangements. 
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Recommendations 
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• Enhancing student involvement in collective political and 
non-political activities. 

• Enhancing student involvement in making key decisions in 
the university. 

• Enhancing student entrepreneurship. 

• Encouraging Student activists to exchange their views and 
hold union elections in a peaceful manner.  

 

 The university has the potential to be a training 
ground in democracy for the upcoming leadership 
of state and civil society. 

 

 



Keys for Success 

 

 
Dialogues 

 

Involvement 
 

Participation 
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Thank you... 

 Hany Helal 

22 


