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Address Delivered by Professor Michael Gibbons, Secretary General of the Association of Commonwealth Universities, to Commonwealth Vice Chancellors at the General Conference Dinner, Queen’s University, Belfast, 3rd September 2003

Citation for Professor Michael Kelly S.J., for the Symons Medal 2003

The Symons Medal was set up in 1973 by Professor Tom Symons, founding President of Trent University in Canada, to be presented annually to a person or persons who have given outstanding service to the Association (of Commonwealth Universities) and/or the universities of the Commonwealth. This year the award will be presented to Michael Kelly, Professor Emeritus at the University of Zambia. Professor Kelly is a priest of the Jesuit Order and was ordained in 1961.

Ignatius Loyola, the founder of the Jesuit Order, was, as many of you may know, intent on a career in the military. As with many soldiers, he was by nature a very practical man and this is reflected not only in the ordinances of the Order he established but also in the projects to which its members, over the centuries, have devoted their lives. The practicality of Ignatius is reflected in the advice he gave to new recruits to the Order who, as is so often the case with young people at all times, pestered him as to what they should do. Typically, Ignatius used to respond, “Go where you see a need.”

And so it was that Francis Xavier went to India in 1542. (Interestingly, when in May last year ACU organised a couple of seminars on engagement as a core value for universities and mainstreaming HIV/AIDS in university policies and practices, we were able to visit the chapel named after him in Goa.)

And so it was that in 1603 Matteo Ricci, whose life was immortalised by A. J. Cronin in his book The Wise Man from the West, went to China to share with the Emperor the new knowledge of the Renaissance that was then flourishing in Western Europe.

And so it was, nearer to our own time, that the scientist Teilhard de Chardin, went to the Gobi Desert to reflect upon the meaning of the theory of evolution for the Phenomenon of Man.

And so it was that in 1955, Michael Kelly went to Zambia as a student teacher, there to adopt the country as his own and to devote the better part of his life to the field of education. What particular need he perceived there we cannot know, but if he was true to his formation as a Jesuit, we can be fairly sure that there was one.

After twenty years as a teacher in, and latterly as Headmaster of, Canisius College he moved to the University of Zambia. In 1975, he was appointed Senior Lecturer in the University’s School of Education and began to make his way in the University carrying out both teaching and research. As with so many of us, he was soon drawn into university administration, becoming first Dean and then Deputy Vice Chancellor in 1979.

In 1987, he became Professor of Education in the School of Education and, as befits a true academic, he is the author of many books, articles and monographs in his chosen specialism. But it is not for his academic contributions to the discipline of education that we wish to honour him here tonight.

Somewhere during the 1980s, the Igntian imperative to “go where there is a need” must again have made its presence felt in the mind and heart of Professor Kelly because by the early 1990s we find that he has become deeply involved in HIV/AIDS advocacy, applying his considerable intellect and energies to research, writing and lecturing in fields relating on the one hand to HIV/AIDS and education and on the other hand to the challenges that are presented by the growing number of AIDS orphans. Into these areas he brought his training and expertise in child psychology, educational planning, education and development, and education policy formulation and analysis.

He has for many years, now, served as facilitator, speaker or participant at HIV/AIDS-related workshops in Africa and elsewhere in the world. And he is one of the originals members of the Mobile Task Team – a virtual team of HIV/AIDS and education workers from Southern Africa who provide technical assistance to education ministries in adapting their systems to the epidemic. In this capacity, he has worked with education ministries in Malawi, South Africa and Zambia and stimulated developments in Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda and Uganda.

He has undertaken HIV/AIDS-related consultancies for UNESCO (in Africa, Asia and the Caribbean), UNICEF, the World Bank, various bilateral agencies, the Economic Commission for Africa, the Association for the Development of Education in Africa, and recently, I am delighted to report, for the Association of Commonwealth Universities where he has generously assisted us in working towards the development of an HIV/AIDS strategy for Commonwealth universities.

Though much of his work has been aimed at primary and secondary education, his name is widely known in the tertiary sector for the vision, the sensitivity and the wholly practical approach with which he has not only raised the debate about the issue but also provided possible strategies. He has strenuously urged that universities not isolate themselves from addressing the impact of HIV/AIDS if they expect to continue functioning and serving society in the many parts of the Commonwealth in which the disease is rampant; and it is here that his work connects so closely with the ACU’s work in engagement, gender equality, and the socio-economic impact of HIV/AIDS on higher education.

Whether looking at the supply and demand relationship which exists between universities and society (not least in providing the qualified manpower to meet societal needs); or at the need for cross-disciplinary research to address the broad range of ethical and social as well as clinical implications of the disease; or at the university’s responsibility to provide leadership to its community in facing up to the pandemic, creative solutions are required—as well as a great deal of energy and commitment.

Retirement does not appear in any way to have lessened Professor Kelly’s creative energy or commitment. He is as engaged now as much as ever he was in pushing forward the boundaries of knowledge and in persuading others to become so engaged.

Let me illustrate Professor Kelly’s approach by one very simple example. The ACU seminar on mainstreaming HIV/AIDS, which was held in Goa last year, was attended by 23 Vice Chancellors and other senior officers of the universities. The audience consisted of both men and women. Professor Kelly began his presentation with the following words: HIV/AIDS is a man’s disease, the consequences of which are borne by women and children.

You see in this phrase a succinct statement not only of the origins and site of responsibility for the spread of the pandemic but also of the potentially destructive effects of male behaviour on the structures of the family and on social relations more generally. Here, we find not only a diagnosis of the problem but also an indication of why, in a complex tangle of interrelated issues, Professor Kelly has determined to increase awareness of the problems raised for society of an exponential increase in the number of orphans. As his writings so clearly show, this growing number of orphans undermines not only the process of the socialisation of children but also limits the economic contribution that they and their family units are able to make to the stability and well-being of society.

Throughout his work Professor Kelly has not sought to allocate blame, but rather to invoke personal responsibility based upon a sound understanding of the links between actions and consequences. In moving the nomination of Professor Michael Kelly for the Symons Award, a member of the Council wrote: “In addition to his research and academic distinctions Professor Kelly has shown an abiding love for his fellow human beings through his work, lectures and writing”. Another member wrote that “the world needs more Michael Kellys”. What higher accolades could one human being pay to another!

Therefore, on behalf of the Council of the ACU, I would like to invite Professor Michael Kelly—teacher, scholar, humanitarian, Commonwealth citizen and fellow traveller of Ignatius Loyola—to accept the Symons Award for 2003, with grateful thanks for all that he has done not only to raise our awareness of the catastrophic consequences for the world of the HIV/AIDS pandemic but also to stir our consciences that we each have a responsibility not merely to think but to do something. Indeed, what better way could we thank him than to follow in his footsteps and, each in our turn, “go where we see a need”.

The Presentation

Professor Gibbons called on Professor Kelly to come forward to receive the award which was formally presented by Professor Sir George Bain, President of the ACU and Vice-Chancellor, Queen’s University Belfast.

The invited guests (approximately 250 Vice-Chancellors and those accompanying them) rose to give a prolonged standing ovation.

Words of Response

Following the receipt of the award Professor Kelly replied as follows:

Secretary General, Vice-Chancellor, Distinguished Ladies and Gentlemen:

You have heard Professor Michael Gibbons’ gracious and generous words. Now you see the reality! I apologise that there is such a discrepancy between the two! Indeed, if I were to bring these words back to my Jesuit brothers in Lusaka, they would very likely ask Michael, in the words of the Percy French song that we enjoyed so much last night, “Are you right there, Michael, are you right?” But then they would realise that since the words were uttered in Ireland they show clearly that Michael must have kissed the Blarney Stone!

Secretary General, Distinguished Guests, in accepting this award so graciously established by Professor Symons, I feel greatly honoured and greatly humbled: honoured that the ACU should have recognised my limited contributions in this way, humbled that I should have been singled out from the growing number of university women and men, both academics and administrators, who are dedicating themselves so wholeheartedly to efforts to stem the HIV/AIDS epidemic and mitigate its worst impacts.

This is a horrendous disease. It is incurable. The prospects for an effective universally available vaccine remain bleak. For the majority of those infected it remains life-threatening, notwithstanding the more widespread availability of anti-retroviral therapy.

Sadly, it is not a democratic disease but one that seems maliciously programmed to strike hardest at the least advantaged in society, the young, women and the poor.

Further, what it does to the human body, it can also do to institutions, undermining the very institutions established to protect us. Educational institutions that are so person-intensive are particularly vulnerable. This means that universities are at risk, in their students, their academic staff and their many layers of support staff.

It is in this context that the ACU has come forward to provide significant leadership in mobilising affected universities of the Commonwealth, especially those in Africa and South Asia., to fight against HIV/AIDS and to develop a strategy for responding to the epidemic and its impacts. In this way, and in terms of the theme of this Conference, the ACU has been quintessentially involved in promoting a close and rich engagement of affected universities with their equally affected communities. And in the circumstances of HIV/AIDS, this engagement is certainly life-enhancing and may even be life-saving.

Although much has been accomplished, the task is still only in its initial stages. It is my sincere hope that, by making this award tonight, the ACU has signalled its intention of continuing in its efforts to stimulate universities throughout the Commonwealth to recognise HIV/AIDS for the threat and horror that it is, and to take appropriate action for their own self-preservation and for the good of the communities they serve.

Once again, I thank you for the honour of this award. In accepting it, I remember so many good university friends—fellow lecturers, students, administrators, technicians and office staff—who have been taken by the disease. In their name also I thank you, and in their name I urge you to use all your wisdom and expertise to make your institutions, the Universities of the Commonwealth, beacons of hope in the world-wide and local struggle against HIV/AIDS.

Thank you and may God bless you.

