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Research justification 
The manuscript was conceived out of the need to centre African epistemologies 
deliberately and unapologetically into scholarship. It is among the numerous 
contributions that respond to the marginalisation of indigenous knowledges in the 
curricula. What sets it apart from previous contributions is its demonstration of how 
African epistemologies could feature in both scholarship and the curriculum. It draws 
from indigenous languages and indigenous cultural practices to make a case for 
human and social sciences that draw from the socio-cultural context of the land. 
African knowledge is yet to make a full contribution in spaces of learning because 
of  the disciplinary boundaries founded on Western separatist logic. From an 
African  epistemology, knowledge is interconnected because of the cosmological 
understanding that the universe is one entity. Bringing African knowledge into the 
academy requires a concerted effort to bring it of its own accord. There have been 
commendable efforts by scholars in South Africa to bring African knowledge into 
higher education in ways that do not alter or re-shape this knowledge to suit the 
dominant Euro-American script, and the aim of this book is to showcase such efforts. 

This book presents a corpus of original work. Each chapter explores the authors’ 
organic ideas, exploring ideas that have not been advanced before. Instead of 
focusing on decolonisation as a form of resistance, the authors illustrate the concept 
of decolonial praxis, showcasing how decolonisation is done in specific disciplines 
within the social sciences. 

This book will contribute in the fields of decolonisation and re-Africanisation 
discourses. It does not only provide a critique of colonial philosophies in various 
disciplines in human sciences, but it also provides African philosophies. This is a 
major stride in the development of decolonial and Africanised curricula. It provides 
clear direction on how disciplines such as psychology, sociology, anthropology and 
the arts could be viewed from African ontological and epistemological standpoints. 
Furthermore, the book also addresses issues of decolonial pedagogy, meaning 
what it means to teach and learn from an African perspective. 

The chapters in this book applied both conceptual and empirical methodological 
frameworks. Conceptual chapters draw from an African worldview to bring forth 
African epistemologies, while the empirical chapters use qualitative research design 
to explore perspectives about various aspects of education and the marginalisation 
of African voices and experiences. 

We confirm that Chapters 2, 4 and 8 represent more than 50% substantial 
reworking of the awarded MA and PhD studies from which they draw. We would like 
to declare that this manuscript represents the authors’ original ideas. Any idea 
taken from an external source is properly referenced. Appropriate permission has 
been sought and granted for works that appear in previous publications. 

This book is designed for an academic audience. It comprises scholarly texts 
that are both multi- and transdisciplinary in nature. Scholars from various fields of 
human and social sciences will find the book useful. The specific areas of focus are 
education, sociology, psychology, anthropology, languages and the arts.

Zethu Cakata, Department of Psychology, Faculty of Human Sciences, University of 
South Africa, Pretoria, South Africa.
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Preface
Mogobe B Ramose

Department of Clinical Psychology,
Faculty of Health Sciences, Sefako Makgatho Health Sciences University,

Pretoria, South Africa

The reader might be struck by the fact that the title of the book makes use 
of a rather unusual language. Why is the title in English not sufficient? 
Surely it is routinely accepted that the title may be in English, French, 
Portuguese or Spanish? Why the deviation from this apparently unshakeable 
norm? The puzzle becomes even more complex when one observes that 
the sequence in the book title is the unusual language first, followed by 
English. 

The questions posed here and the sequence in the book title already 
describe and define both the character and the intention of the book. The 
table of contents reveals that the majority of the contributors of chapters 
to the book either have names justifying the assumption that the authors 
are of ‘African’ origin, indigenous to the continent from time immemorial, 
or are the descendants of slaves uprooted forcibly out of ‘Africa’ during the 
ethically unjustifiable trans-Atlantic slave trade. Such is the description of 
the contributors of chapters to this book. The description also applies to 
the editors of the book.

The unusual language appearing in the book’s title is isiZulu, one of the 
vernaculars of the indigenous peoples of ‘Africa’ from time immemorial. It 
is the language spoken by the AmaZulu. The language is classified as 
belonging to the Nguni groups, under the broad umbrella of the Bantu 
languages of ‘Africa’. It appears first in the sequence of the title of the book 
because the majority of the contributors appear to be ‘African’ when one 
sees them in person. Although appearances sometimes deceive, in this 
case, there is only very little room for deception concerning the identity of 
the majority contributors as ‘African’ or being the descendants of slaves 
forced out of ‘Africa’ during the ethically unjustifiable trans-Atlantic slave 
trade.

The language is unusual only for those who imagine that the indigenous 
peoples of ‘Africa’ have no languages of their own. Such an imagination is 
either an unconscious or deliberate denial of the right of the peoples of 
‘Africa’ to exist and to reason. Actually, precision demands, at the risk of 
being clumsy in English, the deletion of ‘and’, stating that the indigenous 
peoples of ‘Africa’ have, from time immemorial, also had a complete, equal 
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and perfect right to exist-reason. Body language and the spoken and 
written word are the different ways in which this right manifests itself. So, 
it is an ontological delusion to imagine that the indigenous peoples of 
‘Africa’ from time immemorial have no languages of their own.

Through her voice much better than John Keats’ poem ‘Ode to a 
Nightingale’ (1819), Miriam Makeba, a black female artist hailing from 
‘Xhosaland’, introduced isiXhosa to international audiences through her 
songs. IsiXhosa, then, is a usual global language not only to the ears but 
also the eyes of those who care to study it even outside of Makeba’s country 
of origin. The struggle for the retention, continuation and use of one’s own 
language is well-known globally. In South Africa, it is exemplified by the 
Afrikaanse Taalmonument (‘Afrikaans Language Monument’), erected in 
1975 on the Paarl mountain in the Winelands district of the Western Cape 
province in South Africa in memory of the successful Afrikaner struggle for 
linguistic equality between Afrikaans, Dutch and English.

Azibuye is a concept that belongs to the Nguni language group. It has a 
distinct tone of command, defiance, protest, resistance and affirmation. 
For this reason, it must be written with an exclamation mark: Azibuye! It 
means ‘Let them return! We want them back!’. One does not demand the 
return of that which one never owned. To concede this is to understand 
that Azibuye! is the assertion of the demand for the restoration of that 
which was lost unfairly. Attention must be given to the suffix [-buye], the 
jussive mood of ukubuyisa [to return] and the link between Azibuye! and 
Mayi-buye Afrika! The former is plural, referring to many things that ought 
to be returned. The latter is singular and specific. It is the ethical demand 
for the return of ‘Africa’ to its rightful, original owners, its indigenous 
peoples from time immemorial.

The conceptual convergence of the two [buyes] is, at the same time, the 
coincidence of the historical experience of losing – without ethical 
justification – that which belongs to one in the collective sense. It is thus an 
ethical demand for the return of the land – unencumbered sovereign title 
to territory, not ‘land reform’ – to its original rightful owners from time 
immemorial. Given the indigenous ‘African’ people’s right to exist-reason, 
the demand extends to the recovery and reaffirmation of their ways of 
knowing and doing, their epistemologies. Hence, the title in English: 
Reclaiming our space and centring our knowledge. But to whom is this 
ethical demand addressed?

The addressee is the Romans who occupied the Northern region of 
what  they called ‘Africa’ for more than 600 years. In calling this region 
‘Africa’, the Romans arrogated unilaterally unto themselves the power to 
give a name to the region. I have used the name ‘Africa’ in quotation marks 
up to this point in order to suggest that it is an ethical imperative to 
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challenge the putative right of the Romans to unilaterally give the name to 
that region. Scholars such as Ali A Mazrui of Kenya have done so. He 
concluded his challenge by stating that he would use the name ‘Africa’ 
‘under protest’, and so do I. The authors and editors will henceforth use it 
without quotation marks. 

Following the Romans, the addressee in 1455 is also Romanus Pontifex, 
the papal bull of Pope Nicholas V. This papal bull, Dum Diversas, was issued 
to King Alfonso V of Portugal on 18 June 1452. It gave King Alfonso V of 
Portugal ownership of and lordship over Africa, on the premise that such a 
divine gift of land required neither the prior knowledge nor the consent of 
the indigenous peoples, the original rightful owners of the land from time 
immemorial. The papal bull is an integral part of the context within which 
the voyages of both the Portuguese navigators Bartolomeu Dias (also 
called Bartholomew Diaz) and Vasco da Gama were undertaken. In late 
December 1497, Vasco da Gama named the anchored region ‘Natal’, called 
by the same name to date in South Africa. By the time the Dutch navigator 
and colonial administrator of the Dutch East India Company, Jan van 
Riebeeck, settled in the ‘Cape of Good Hope’ in early 1652, injustice was 
already committed on and in Africa.

With its sanction of the ethically unjustifiable violence of colonisation, 
Romanus Pontifex complemented the initial injustice committed by the 
Romans on and in Africa. Aside from the decolonisation of Africa being 
accompanied only by political independence, the injustice on and against 
Africa persists in the dual aspects of material and intellectual poverty. This 
is the established order constructed by the Western colonial conqueror’s 
exercise of the ethically questionable ‘right of conquest’. The chapters in 
this book may be construed as a challenge to this persisting injustice. They 
are arguments for epistemic and social justice because of the indigenous 
peoples in South Africa who were conquered in the unjust wars of 
colonisation.

The chapters are multiple and varied in their perspectives. It is hoped 
that both the strengths and weaknesses of each chapter will advance the 
cause of epistemic and social justice precisely by inviting either 
commendation or censure. It is left to fellow scholarly readers to evaluate 
each of them.





1

Overview
This chapter begins with an excerpt from the poem ‘I want to speak to my 
children’ by Vangile Vangi Gantsho as a way of expressing the multiple 
sources of the mandate to make pedagogic changes. This is intended to 
set the tone for what the book aims to do and the meaning of African 
epistemologies. In this chapter, the intention of various chapters is 
interwoven to explain the bigger call of decolonising the curriculum to 
demonstrate that African knowledges are indeed knowledges of scholarship. 
Furthermore, the chapter delves into the meaning of the main title, Azibuye 
emasisweni, to further buttress the importance of doing education anew in 
the African context.

Gantsho’s poem is among the prominent calls made to learning spaces 
in South Africa over the past decade to make meaningful changes to the 
curricula. In this poem, Gantsho echoes the ancient voices of our ancestors 
who said, ‘if the village wise do not teach the children, the village idiots will 
certainly do’. These echoes are imploring us to take up our position as 
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parents and guardians and take charge of what our children consume as 
knowledge (Gantsho 2012): 

You, little Anathi’s and Adewale’s
Need to be told of the Nubian truth
of how the Kush decorated our homes
filled them with art and knowledge and architecture
and walls that were books
You need to know that you come from a people who spoke with stars
long before they were sold astrology (n.p.)

In the quoted stanza from the poem (lines 20–26), Vangile Gantsho fully 
captures the demand for African epistemologies. She is calling people of 
African ancestry to take charge of their young. In this stanza, Gantsho is 
pointing the reader to the ways of knowing and archiving knowledge of 
African people. When Gantsho speaks of homes that were decorated with 
art, knowledge and architecture and walls that were books, she is explaining 
how knowledge is a way of life to African people. How it is embedded in 
daily practices and communicated in symbols that are accessible to 
everyone. This is the clue to important archives of African epistemologies. 
That the symbols around us, in our homes, communities and the environment 
communicate important messages about how we know. The powerful 
assertion about art and architecture beautifully aligns with Chapter 8’s 
chronicles of black artists’ struggles in the white-dominated arts university 
curriculum. Mkhonza speaks in solidarity with Gantsho when he states that 
black artists’ deliberate displacement in the field is not justified.

I consider the last line of the stanza to be the most direct about African 
epistemologies: ‘You need to know that you come from a people who spoke 
with stars long before they were sold astrology’ (Gantsho 2012, n.p.). It is 
calling those who are entrusted to teach to remind the children that they 
come from a lineage of knowers and that knowledge has always been a 
part of who they are. The assertion that Africans spoke with stars, whose 
interpretation is that Africans come from deep knowledge, finds expression 
in Chapters 4–6, where they explore an indigenous understanding of the 
concepts of research, counselling psychology, sociology and anthropology. 
These chapters draw from indigenous languages to explain how knowledge 
truly carries its people’s knowledge and way of life, as asserted by Wa 
Thiong’o (1986). This is a way of healing the epistemic wounds inflicted 
during the imposition of Western education, where African children were 
emptied of their substance and filled with a glorified version of Western 
knowledge (Biko 2004). The emptying of substance from indigenous 
children’s brains and replacing it with a glorified version of Western 
knowledge is made explicit in Chapter 3, where the erasure of people of 
African ancestry from their knowledge production is explored. In this 
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chapter, Wade Nobles and Zetha Nobles highlight the dangers of the 
Western archive and how it is a reservoir of distorted versions of history. 
This book takes heed of Gantsho’s call to take the children back to their 
homes and community, to remind them of their long lineage of knowledge-
making and archiving; Chapter 7 of this book serves as that needed 
reminder. Ndlovu, in Chapter 7, decries the Western ways of knowledge 
production that follow a separatist logic by calling us to an indigenous 
understanding of the mind and body as interconnected entities.

Above all, the authors in this book understand that they are entrusted 
with the responsibility of restoring and healing, ensuring that African 
students whose communities sent to spaces of learning will leave knowing 
that they too come from communities of knowledge.

Azibuye emasisweni: Metaphors to us
The book is aptly titled Azibuye emasisweni to communicate our deliberate 
aim to reclaim knowledge, as clearly articulated by Gantsho in the poem 
excerpt. Azibuye emasisweni could be interpreted as the need to return to 
one’s culture. In the context of spaces of learning, it is associated with the 
return of Africans to their knowledges that the Western education system 
has marginalised. This is an isiZulu proverb which could be perceived as a 
call to be ethical. The ethical connection derives from the literal 
understanding of the concept of ‘ukusisa’. This concept draws from the 
welfare system of abantu, where neighbourhoods are ethically bound to be 
of assistance to one another in times of need. It entails lending a neighbour 
in need a milking cow to help them rebuild their livelihood. The expectation 
is to act responsibly with the milking cow because it is not yours. In this 
welfare concept of ukusisa, we see how the metaphoric expression helps us 
understand the embedded ethics. It is a caution to be ethical with the 
welfare of those around you. That is how people of African ancestry keep 
humanity going. Metaphors are a reflection of a thinking culture and people. 
They are a way to preserve wisdom. Metaphors reveal what we were looking 
at during the time of their conception (the literal) and what we were going 
through (experiential). From this proverb, we can deduce that the people 
were looking at a society that was self-reliant and governed by ubuntu, 
where people were of help to those around them. Self-reliance is evident in 
the reference to cattle as an integral aspect of a people’s livelihood. It also 
points to the access to land, which gave their welfare practices expression. 
Furthermore, metaphors communicate an experience of epistemic 
freedom where people are able to theorise from their interaction with the 
environment and use figurative language to store their theoretical work. 
Azibuye emasisweni is among the many theorisations of African people, 
and the ensuing section explains its applicability to the current project.
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Azibuye emasisweni, as a title, is an ethical act of reclaiming what is due to 
Africans. Ramose (2002) advises us to treat the absence of African 
knowledges in the South African education system as a breach of ethics. 
The current reclamation of these knowledges in the curriculum is, therefore, 
an ethical move; a move to redress epistemic violence, the impact of which 
many African communities are still reeling from. Their pain is made audible 
in Chapter 2 through the voices of Amabomvana, the communities who 
have first-hand experience of the imposition of Western education robbing 
them of their self-reliance. In Chapter 2, Lieketseng Ned depicts the 
experiences of this in the community of the Eastern Cape province, South 
Africa, as a story of both pain and triumph because, despite the trauma, the 
people still have their indigenous knowledges.

The chapters in the book provide an interrogation of current South 
African education from various disciplinary persuasions. These chapters 
comprise a critical analysis ranging from the broader education system, 
curricula and disciplines to specific concepts. Furthermore, the book 
transcends merely being a critique of the current education system by 
providing solutions that give the reader a clear image of what a re-Africanised 
education would look like in South Africa. The multidisciplinary nature of 
this book allows the reader to weave interconnections between various 
disciplines of human and social sciences. Such disciplines include education, 
sociology, psychology, anthropology and fine arts. The book usefully 
projects decolonisation as a praxis. The depiction of decolonisation as a 
praxis also draws from the practical experiences of authors during the 
process of crafting the transformed curriculum in various institutions across 
the country.

The decolonised curriculum and 
African humanity

There have been commendable efforts by scholars in South Africa to bring 
African knowledge into higher education in ways that do not alter or 
re-shape this knowledge to suit the dominant Euro-American script, and 
this book aims to showcase such efforts. The content produced in this book 
will ensure that there is literature that will anchor the noble efforts to build 
African universities that deliberately centre African ways of knowing. This 
book is a recollection of some of the endeavours to ensure that the 
curriculum is a reflection of where the university is.

To decide what should go into the curriculum is a daunting undertaking. 
It demands that we take seriously the society that our graduates will serve. 
We are obligated to study our society and ensure that we have trained 
professionals who are better equipped to add value. To return to the source 
means to employ African understanding in what we do. In African terms, 
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an educator is someone who is called to live for others. We are not made 
to enjoy the fruits we bear, and this is the case for all living organisms. Trees 
bear fruit they do not consume. They provide shade they cannot bask in. 
They are shelter for other creatures. We are, therefore, alive to be of service 
to others. In this book, the authors articulate various ways in which African 
students could learn to be of service to the community. This we do by 
treating the human in human sciences with the divinity it means. 

This body of work builds on a long tradition of African people who 
took a stand against Western epistemic domination. It is a response to the 
long-standing demands to bring forth knowledge that has been 
disregarded by the Western system. The current generation of scholars 
carries a centuries-old mandate of being the vanguard of re-Africanisation 
of the curriculum. In the history of the fight against imposed colonial 
education, there has never been a riper moment for the practicalisation of 
the decolonised curriculum than the present. This was made possible by 
those who came before us. It is the culmination of centuries of struggle. 
This book is therefore a dedication to the named and unnamed who stood 
up for their ethical right to teach their young. As we ignite the memory of 
this greatest love and sacrifice, we would like to acknowledge the 
ancestors who were first to encounter the invaders’ disruption of African 
episteme. The memory of the first Western school to stand erect on South 
African soil should always remind us of the gallant fight our ancestors put 
up. The fightback of our ancestors who refused Western education is 
something to behold. This work also teaches us to take to heart the efforts 
of those who succumbed to Western education. To heed the lessons 
communicated by their dissonant spirit as a reminder of what it took to 
have indigenous knowledge trampled upon. 

The knowledge gap addressed in this book pertains to the practical 
exposition and application of African knowledge. Previous works have 
largely dealt with a question relating to the politics of power in knowledge 
production and engaging the meaning of transformation and decolonisation 
of higher education curricula. In this book, the authors illustrate what a 
transformed curriculum that draws from African epistemologies looks like.

Book outline 
This book is comprised of nine chapters. Chapters 2 and 3 focus on 
the  contrasting pedagogic practices between Western and African 
education systems. Both these chapters expose the shortcomings of 
Western education teaching methods to African children and advocate for 
African methods that are known and lived by people of African ancestry in 
their communities. In Chapter 2, titled ‘What good is the South African 
education system for indigenous people?’, the author applies the case of 
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the indigenous people of Elliotdale in the Eastern Cape province of South 
Africa to demonstrate how indigenous people view the school education 
system. Findings reveal that with the current education system, you may 
receive education, but the system swallows, exploits and deeply alienates 
you from your being, thus forcing you to rely on the system to survive. If 
you resist and choose not to participate in the education system, your 
suffering is exacerbated, as the system excludes you, leaving you to endure 
the consequent hardships. Within the same theme of pedagogy, Chapter 3, 
titled ‘Nsaka Sunsum [“touching the spirit”]: A pedagogy and process of 
black educational excellence’, advocates for a pedagogy that is congruent 
with the students’ cultures. This is because, in a society defined by white 
supremacy, educational systems grounded in racial objectification would 
by definition and design be incapable of educating those considered 
racially inferior. In this chapter, the authors make the call for people of 
African ancestry to take charge of what their children learn. 

The book proceeds to the discussion about African epistemologies in 
specific fields of human sciences. This section commences with an 
exploration of the sociological concept of impucuko, which is drawn from 
the isiXhosa language (which is one of isiNguni languages of South Africa). 
Chapter 4, titled ‘Reconstructing African concepts: Socially constructed 
meanings of impucuko’, challenges the hegemony assumed by Western 
conceptual tools and the English language. In this chapter, the author 
shows an innovative method for developing critical conceptual tools that 
centre African perspectives. This is followed by a disposition of African 
Anthropology in Chapter 5, titled ‘African anthropology in practice’. The 
author in this chapter brings the assertion that exploring is not a Western 
phenomenon. All societies explored and learnt from other societies, and 
this process was informed by their epistemologies. This chapter brings 
forth African anthropology to showcase another way of studying and 
learning from different societies. 

Following Chapter 5 is the exploration of the field of psychology from an 
African perspective. In Chapter 6, titled ‘Colonial template in decolonial 
efforts: A case example of psychology’, the author draws from isiXhosa 
language to illustrate how knowledge in general and psychological 
knowledge in particular are culturally embedded in people of African 
ancestry. This is done to argue against merely plastering indigenous 
knowledge into the colonial template of knowledge production without 
taking into account the fundamental ontological and epistemological 
differences. 

Chapter 7, titled ‘The African mind: An anti-Cartesian approach to 
teaching and learning’, is another critique of the Western disposition 
toward the understanding of human behaviour. In this chapter, the author 
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argues for an anti-Cartesian approach to the discourse of learning and 
pedagogy – an approach that seriously considers the unique experiences 
of people in different parts of the world at varying times, particularly the 
indigenous peoples of Africa. Chapter 8, titled ‘Envisioning the precarious 
legacy of black imagination: Re-imagining the art curriculum and revisiting 
the exclusion and misrepresentation of black South African artists’, explores 
the depictions of black artists in the arts curriculum. In this chapter, the 
author uses theories of decoloniality and Afrocentricity in its calls for a 
rethinking of an arts curriculum from major university art collections in 
South Africa. Chapter 9, titled ‘Azibuye emasisweni: A way of concluding’, 
then follows to consolidate the arguments made in the book. 

Conclusion
This chapter serves to introduce the key tenets of the book. A stanza 
from Vangile Vangi Gantsho’s poem titled ‘I want to speak to my children’ 
was used to explain the call for curriculum transformation. That curriculum 
ought to respect the humanity of all those who come to spaces of learning 
to learn. Furthermore, this chapter provided an elucidation to the title of 
the book in order to show the importance of treating metaphoric 
expressions as crucial tools for education. A case in point is the metaphor 
azibuye emasisweni, an ethical call to demand what belongs to Africa in 
the context of knowledge. Examples from various chapters of the book 
are provided to demonstrate how this ethical call is embraced and how it 
can benefit higher education in South Africa.





9

Introduction1

There are several writings on race, poverty and education which highlight 
their inequities and the need to Africanise and indigenise education if we 
are to address the quality thereof, among other related educational 
challenges confronting South Africa, particularly for the rural populace 
who constitute a significant portion of the country’s population. Analysts 
of the education system, who are primarily located in urban areas and 
outsiders to indigeneity, underestimate the indigenous, black and rural 
perspectives on the current education system. This is evidenced in the 

1. This chapter represents a more than 50% reworking of the author’s PhD thesis (Ned 2019), entitled 
‘Reconnecting with indigenous knowledge in education: Exploring possibilities for health and well-being 
in Xhora, South Africa’, as a PhD candidate in Health Science Rehabilitation, with supervisors Gubela Mji, 
Elelwani Ramugondo and Patrick Devlieger, Stellenbosch University, Stellenbosch, South Africa.
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prevailing narratives that find expression in literature and commentary. 
These privileged ‘other’ thinkers subjugate rural, indigenous thinkers who 
ultimately receive this education. In this chapter, I write from the vantage 
point of AmaBomvane to voice their perspectives, which demonstrate a 
paradoxical picture to what is presented by the current Western education 
system.

Recent highlights about the 
education system

The crisis of education in South Africa, especially the education received 
by the majority poor population, paints a complex picture associated with 
these labels: ‘poor children doomed in early grades’ (Govender 2016), 
‘South African education: the poorest choice’ (Van der Berg & Spaull 
2017) and ‘South Africa has one of the world’s worst education systems’ 
(The Economist 2017). Govender’s article highlights the gap between the 
haves and those with limited means, contending that it is entrenched 
from primary schooling. The implication of which is the sabotaging of 
children’s chances of achieving good results in matric and career 
prospects. Spaull (2015, p. 34) contends that beyond the impediments to 
career prospects, the low quality of education becomes a poverty trap 
defined by ‘an intergenerational cycle of poverty where children inherit 
the social standing of their parents or caregivers, irrespective of their own 
abilities or effort’. In their article, Van der Berg and Spaull (2017) pose a 
concern about the state of education in South Africa, which appears to be 
in crisis, with children (particularly the poor) not learning to read, count 
or calculate – the fundamental skills upon which the higher grades rest. 
The indication is that good quality education is not available to the poor. 
Indeed, these fundamental skills coincide with the revised Curriculum and 
Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) for Grades R–12 (Department of 
Basic Education [DBE] 2002), which accorded high priority to a safe 
school environment for teaching and learning, especially bordering on 
creative and critical thinking for every child. The latter cites South Africa 
as occupying the bottom rankings, with learners reported to be behind 
those in poorer African countries with far less access and opportunities 
(Spaull 2011, 2012). South Africa has one of the most unequal school 
systems in the world, which is a consequence of the apartheid era 
(Amnesty International 2020). At the core of this unequal system is the 
reproduction of inequities of knowledge which, in turn, destroy people’s 
living conditions and experiences. This is particularly the case in indigenous 
communities where knowledge is formed, shared, recognised and 
negotiated from the daily experiences of members of these communities 
(Shizha 2006).
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In addition to the Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKSs) Policy of 2004, 
South Africa has several education policies aimed at protecting and 
promoting indigenous knowledge. These include the current CAPS 
curriculum (DBE 2018). Nevertheless, the increasing research interest in 
indigenous knowledge and education reveals that IKSs remain isolated, 
subjugated, paid lip-service to and are used as a token within formal 
education in the different versions of the curricula (Breidlid 2009; Gumbo 
2016; Higgs 2016; Msila 2016; Ntuli 2002; Shava 2016). For instance, although 
the CAPS curriculum undergirds IKSs at the policy level, it is also seen as 
showing no commitment to embedding indigenous knowledge, as evident 
in expressions used such as ‘where applicable’ (which perpetuates the 
downplaying of indigenous knowledge by saying teachers must choose 
whether they want to plan for it in their lesson or not) or ‘have used’ (which 
perpetuates the notion that indigenous knowledge belongs to the past and 
is static) (Gumbo 2016; Maluleka, Wilkinson & Gumbo 2006) in its 
implementation. The former expression is demonstrated in a study by 
Ramatlapana and Makonye (2012) which found that the prescriptive, 
restricting nature of CAPS is an inhibitor of teacher autonomy in effecting 
integration, thus also downplaying the opportunities presented by the 
policy. The situation is worse in cases like South Africa where adequate 
educator training on how to integrate IKS content and pedagogy is lacking. 
There remains a subjugation of othered knowledges. 

Foucault (1980) argued that subjugated knowledge is that which has 
been deemed inadequate, lacking scientific content and arguments and 
subsequently disqualified as a valid body of knowledge. This involves the 
othering of other knowledges, which shapes who can speak, who is heard, 
who does or does not produce knowledge and which knowledge is 
considered relevant and useful (Rudolph 2017). South African education 
policies have not given priority to IKSs – there remains a reverence for 
scientific knowledge which is implicitly a preservation of colonisation 
(coloniality of power and knowledge). Additionally, rural communities are 
often denied opportunities to contribute to the kind of education they 
want and need. This is evident in the various curricula since 1994, where 
indigenous knowledges and related ways of life continue to play a marginal 
role (Breidlid 2003, 2004). As a result, our formal school curricula at all 
levels are dominated by Western ways of knowing. This is a stern reluctance 
to make visible our IKSs and ways of knowing (Gumbo 2016; Higgs 2016; 
Msila 2016; Ned 2019; Shava 2016). 

Despite the direction that has been taken, South African education is 
still in such crisis. Is it possible to suggest, then, that South African education 
creates an extremely troubling and complex picture? If so, then evidently, 
focusing only on these key fundamentals as causal factors of the crisis 
would seem rather superficial and limiting. The need for a holistic 



What good is the South African education system for indigenous people?

12

engagement with this issue is to disprove positions and theories that 
dismiss indigenous education as mere oral methodologies and exchanges. 
Here, the learning and literacy skills acquired through indigenous education 
are seen as lesser than those impacted through Western education (Ned 
2019). This rhetoric stems from and supports the notion of which knowledge 
is important and valid within the global matrix of power. This means that in 
our discourse of knowledge, people who have not undergone formal 
Western education are relegated. All forms of indigenous knowledges 
impacted by the family or the larger community are invalidated (Kaya & 
Seleti 2013; Ned 2019).

A critical question to ask and explore would be: ‘Could there be more 
causal factors of these classified learning deficits that seem to impede the 
dreams of a majority of the poor rural children?’ This is a significant 
question, as the state of South Africa’s education cannot be conceived in 
isolation. It must be understood as a historical residual that continues to 
hold severe implications for black peoples’ present and future. Some of 
these historical residuals are implicit in several acts from the time of the 
apartheid regime. For example, the Bantu Education Act of 1953 was 
formulated to ensure that the education given to black people was inferior 
to that received by their white counterparts; black people were positioned 
to receive education to make them the ‘hewers of wood and drawers of 
water’ (McAteer & Wood 2018). Black people were recipients of less funding 
compared to white people and were taught minimal mathematics and 
science (Kallaway 2002; Masemula 2013). 

At the dawn of democracy in 1994, there was a shift from an education in 
South Africa constructed by race to an education founded on wealth. This 
shift was meant to provide more funding for rural schools (Ned 2019). However, 
those who attended schools in urban areas had to pay fees. Interestingly, these 
urban and richer schools could enrol learners of parents who are unable to 
afford their fees or who are unemployed, but the socio-economic implications 
of an educational system founded on wealth are that these richer schools 
symbolise hubs of privilege (Ned 2019). The South African education system 
essentially comprises sub-systems: a wealthy and functional system and a 
poor and dysfunctional system. The former consists of schools that were 
historically for white and Indian learners – they serve upper- and middle-class 
learners of all races today, many of whom make it to university level. The latter 
comprises rural schools allocated for black learners; they are barely resourced 
and hugely dysfunctional – many learners from these schools do not make it 
to university level (Fleisch 2008; Spaull 2012).

The latter system is not interactive and continues to fail to prepare 
young  people for self-reliance in later life. It also treats those taught as 
empty depositories who must consume ideas imposed on them by others – 
these ideas and concepts are far-fetched from the realities of these 
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learners  (Freire  2016). It fails to ameliorate the social ills in indigenous 
communities and beyond, such as lack of access, unemployment and 
inequalities. In essence, this problematic education system creates conditions 
for indigenous people that often lead to a replication of the social problems 
(e.g. poverty and privileges) faced by indigenous communities without any 
empowerment to solve them (Van der Berg & Spaull 2017). 

The aforementioned creates a ‘paradoxical picture’ in thinking of the 
relationships between indigenous culture, language education and 
measures to improve the South African education system (Breidlid 2003). 
The actions of the African National Congress (ANC)-led government since 
1994 suggest that, despite rhetoric to the contrary, there was no serious 
intention to include the indigenous knowledges and cultures of South 
Africa into the education system and curricula. This should be implemented 
urgently and a purposeful education system must be drawn for the people 
and be attuned to their experiences (Jansen 2009; Kaya & Seleti 2013; Mji 
2012; Ned 2019). It is striking that, though much has been written about the 
crisis in education in South Africa, the question of how indigenous people 
perceive this education to be playing out in their everyday experiences still 
receives limited attention in the dominant narratives. 

There are several grand implications for the lack of indigenous 
knowledges in our education system, including the struggles faced by 
black students within the system. These implications cannot be engaged 
unless there is an intention to confront the oppression and marginalisation 
within the system (Ned 2019; Semali & Kincheloe 1999). The experiences 
and perceptions of students within the system are conditioned by Western 
epistemologies that enwrap it. Until indigenous knowledge is prioritised in 
the system, we might never be able to imagine or conceptualise the 
marginalisation that students are subjected to (Ned 2019). 

The core of education debates is generally conducted by outsiders who 
are, in general, educated and part of contemporary global society. They 
commonly tend to talk about and on behalf of indigenous people but may 
engage less with them. This argument is also expressed by Maserumule 
(2015), who contends that African scholars are largely ‘alienated from their 
own immediate society’ owing to being cut from the cloth of Western 
education. There is a paucity of evidence on how indigenous people 
perceive the education they do or do not receive, using methodologies 
that are respectful to and aligned with indigenous ways of being.

This chapter seeks to address this gap by reporting on my participatory 
engagements with a group of AmaBomvane2 elders who identify strongly 

2. AmaBomvane (Bomvane: singular) – indigenous people who are pastoralists and agriculturists in 
Ellitodale in the Eastern Cape province of South Africa speaking Nguni-Xhosa.
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with what they perceive to be an indigenous African way of being. I bring 
forth their voice as indigenous people in the broader communities of the 
town of Elliotdale in the Eastern Cape province, South Africa, to demonstrate 
how they view the formal Western education system. Furthermore, I unpack 
their engagements with the said education system to showcase a 
paradoxical picture regarding the failure of education to recognise 
indigenous education as a significant aspect of improving educational 
provision for indigenous children.

Background to the study
The term ‘indigenous’ remains a contested concept (Stewart 2017) – it is a 
term that the people referred to as being indigenous did not initiate. Rather, 
it stems from the modernity-coloniality logic as part of the imperial 
paradigm of difference which implies existing outside the modern time. In 
this chapter, we will investigate and discuss indigenous people within the 
context of their relationship with the colonisers and European invaders of 
their land, including current attempts at restructuring economic, cultural 
and political structures (Ned 2019; Smith 2012). I conceptualise ‘indigenous’ 
as a dynamic construct that refers to those whose lands and cultures were 
invaded by the Europeans, and those whose collective and cultural ideas 
are not ordered by the implications of these invasions (colonisation) (Durie 
2004; Ned 2019; Semali & Kincheloe 1999; Smith 2012). One such implication 
is that indigenous people struggle to live out their practices and choices, 
but the invasion (colonisation) and its socio-economic disadvantage are 
not the biggest features of indigeneity. However, the alienation from 
the environment is the biggest feature that is implicit in this remark: ‘People 
are the land, land is the people’ (Durie 2004).

As indigenous research is about relationships and reciprocity (Brayboy & 
Deyhle 2000; Chilisa 2012; Maiter et al. 2008; Smith 2012; Wilson 2001), 
I built relationships with the community members very early so as to further 
understand and ground their concerns. This process ensured that the 
community was involved throughout the research process, that the research 
is defined by and with the community and that it is respectful and responsive 
to the needs of the community (Chilisa 2012). This study was founded on 
the work of Mji (2012) on indigenous health care knowledge (IHK) in 
response to minor health ailments in Elliotdale (a rural area in the Eastern 
Cape province, South Africa), but which also highlighted the struggles 
indigenous people confront when engaging with the education system, 
among other aspects of their rural existence. One of the outcomes of Mji’s 
(2012) study was that AmaBomvane perceived Western formal education 
as having brought some diseases to their indigenous communities. Mji 
(2012) found that people in Elliotdale believed that Western formal 
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education, far from being helpful in people’s lives, undermines the traditions 
and rituals of their people. Consequently, this education undermines key 
indicators of well-being embedded in the traditions and ritual practices 
within which their knowledge is constructed. Given this finding, 
AmaBomvane and I were interested in exploring the extent to which 
Western formal education could: (1) build on the existing knowledges 
produced and taught to children within the home rather than undermining 
these knowledges; and (2) prepare these children for their village lives to 
contribute to their well-being and social responsibility.

As a first step in this inquiry, I explored how AmaBomvane experienced 
their interactions with Western formal education and how this spoke to 
their understanding of education. This chapter reports on this first step’s 
findings.

Study site
The study setting is KwaBomvane in Elliotdale (also referred to as Xhora), 
located between Mbashe and stretching north up to Umtata (also known 
as Mthatha) in South Africa’s Eastern Cape province. Elliotdale is part of 
the Amathole district, a category C municipality3. Elliotdale is under the 
jurisdiction of the Mbhashe local municipality – it is 50 km south of Umtata 
and 22 km south-east of Mqanduli. The community members of Elliotdale 
are referred to as AmaBomvane and speak isiXhosa. Elliotdale has about 
20 schools – primary and high schools, and one technical and vocational 
education and training (TVET) college in Madwaleni (Ned 2019). Xhora has 
eight village clusters – Elliotdale, Soga, Melitafa, Bomvana, Madwaleni, 
Mqhele, Hobeni and Nkanya. There is a clinic in each of these clusters; the 
clinics are named after the clusters. This study focuses on only four clusters: 
Xhora, Madwaleni, Nkanya and Hobeni. Each of these was identified as a 
representation of each section of Elliotdale, because these villages are 
positioned to provide rich data and highlight the diversity within Elliotdale 
(Ned 2019). 

The people of AmaBomvane call themselves amasiko nezithethe 
[traditions and customs]. Every person [bomvane] follows these traditions 
and customs thoroughly at every stage of their lives. They believe that their 
ancestors are their superior guardians throughout life (Ned 2019). The 
Bomvane are pastoralists and agriculturists. The name AmaBomvane 
translates to ‘the red ones’ or ‘abantu ababomvu’ and stems from the fact 
that they smeared [ukuqaba] the red ochre on their faces. The great 

3. As per the South African Constitution Act 108 of 1996, this is a ‘municipality that has municipal executive 
and legislature authority in an area that includes more than one municipality’ (Republic of South Africa 
[RSA] 1996).
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grandparent [ukhokho] who gave rise to the AmaBomvane was known as 
‘Bomvu’, and naming the area they occupy ‘Bomvane’ was done to honour 
him as Bomvu’s descendants (Ned 2019). However, it is worth noting that 
while these terms are widely used now, they hold colonial connotations 
which do not originate from the people. Their economy is built on the 
intersection of their socioreligious practices. It is essential that a person owns 
a portion of land and cattle before they can participate in the community’s 
social and religious life. Goats and cows are customarily used for ritual 
purposes. However, they own other animals such as pigs, sheep, horses and 
donkeys. Horses and donkeys are used as means of transportation (Ned 
2019). The animals mentioned play several roles in the economic structure – 
the cattle are used for tilling the soil and the donkey is used for transporting 
water from one point to another. They are an integral part of the economy. 

Methodology: A case of narratives
The last 30 years have witnessed a revolutionary shift away from positivist 
approaches in research – positivist research has been considered to perpetuate 
the ontological and epistemological marginalisation of indigenous people 
because the locus of power in the research is vested in the researcher and not 
the people (Chilisa 2012; Lincoln & Guba 1985; Mertens 2010; Ned 2019; Smith 
2012). A case of narratives with the use of storytelling and participatory 
methods within the integrative indigenous knowledge paradigm was the 
chosen methodology for this study. This allowed the participants to be 
bounded as cases yet situated within their specific and interwoven contexts 
(historical, political and economic) (Stake 1998, 2008; Yin 2003). A case study 
aligned with the paradigm of this study as it allowed for intentional cultural 
sensitivity and responsiveness. Again, this kind of qualitative inquiry (case 
study) allowed for a nuisance understanding of the experiences of 
AmaBomvane with the formal education system (Yin 2003). 

The case study was conceptualised as the ‘object of study’ (Stake 2008), 
with emphasis not being placed on how it was studied. For an additional 
lens in the collection and analysis of the data, a narrative inquiry was 
employed which unpacks the real-life experiences and perspectives of a 
group of people through storytelling – in this case, the AmaBomvane 
people (Polkinghorne 1995). Storytelling, as central to indigenous research, 
was used in the form of ‘talking circles’ (Chilisa 2012), which was the main 
method of interacting with the elders of Xhora on how they perceived the 
Western formal education system. Elders were selected through purposive 
and snowballing strategies, as guided by the villages’ leadership structures. 
For indigenous people, the older people (elders) are the custodians of 
indigenous knowledge; hence, they were chosen as key first data sources. 
This included both males and females in leadership structures within the 
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villages, those not holding leadership positions, those who had attended 
formal schooling and those who had not. This narrative lens uncovered the 
stories which revealed the subject matter the study aimed to reveal. In 
indigenous communities’ stories constitute a sizeable portion of how 
knowledge is passed; communication is initiated and instrumental in the 
socialisation process (Chilisa 2012). Hence, storytelling was considered 
appropriate and adequate for interrogating the marginalisation among the 
AmaBomvane indigenous people who remain and must remain in control 
of their narrative (Bishop 1996; Ned 2019). 

The methodological framework of the case study and narrative inquiry 
formed a powerful integration in understanding how AmaBomvane 
experience Western formal education from the multiple perspectives 
gathered from the elders and members of the community (Ned 2019). An 
appreciative, respectful and sagacious approach was used for this case of 
narratives and was thus an appropriate integrative design which best 
lived the theoretical and conceptual stance of the study (knowledge and 
beings as contextual, situated and relational) (Chilisa 2012; Foucault 1970). 
I worked with a co-researcher – a community member who acted as a 
cultural consultant and ensured that the study was respectful and valuable 
to the community and its members (Khupe & Keane 2017). In this way, the 
community was represented throughout the study, as the co-researcher 
was nominated by the community. For this research, permission was 
obtained from the village chiefs and Stellenbosch University’s ethics 
committee (reference number: S16/04/069).

What do the indigenous people of 
Elliotdale say?

One of the things that stood out for me in my interactions with the older 
AmaBomvane is how they expansively distinguished between those who 
had formal schooling [Amagqobhoka] and those who did not [Amaqaba] – 
a dividing and classist characteristic which has been imposed by the 
Western-dominated formal schooling on everyday doing and living of 
AmaBomvane (Ned 2019). The labels ‘Amagqobhoka’ and ‘Amaqaba’ come 
from their practice of smearing [ukuqaba] the red ochre on their faces – 
the difference in the quality of life between these groups is obvious. 
However, they are derogatory descriptions founded on the European and 
missionary invasions. Amagqobhoka was used to describe those who 
converted to Christianity and forwent their previously held AmaBomvane 
values and beliefs (Ned 2019). Amaqaba signifies those who resisted the 
missionaries’ beliefs and Western schooling – they were condemned as 
unenlightened and un-Westernised. Neither of these terms is respectful or 
progressive. The Amagqobhoka are loathed for replacing their cultural 
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values with those of the West; the Amaqaba are criticised for being 
backward and refusing formal schooling (Ned 2019). The interaction of 
AmaBomvane with this education system has maintained these divisive 
stances. These two stances have birthed a third group which constitutes 
people who are attempting to straddle both binary stances. The creation of 
this third category of difference has further exacerbated the current 
divisions existing within the communities.

Against this complex background, from my informants’ discussions, 
I  identified three types of divisive groups in contemporary Elliotdale: 
(1) The contemporary Amaqaba, (2) the contemporary Amagqobhoka and 
(3) the drop-outs group – the uncomfortable in-between (Ned 2019).

Group 1: The contemporary Amaqaba
This is the group of those who did not undergo formal Western schooling. 
They either refused this schooling or had their parents or guardians refuse 
on their behalf. They are usually not gainfully employed and have moved to 
urban areas, constituting a cheap labour force in these places. The elders 
shared that those in this group, after a while, would lose their jobs in the 
cities and return home with no real finances and weakened health from the 
poor working conditions they were subjected to in the cities. Hence, they 
fail to support their family and cannot find decent jobs within the 
competitive global economy (Booth 1996; Mazibuko 2000; Ned 2019). 

The females in this group also leave to seek cheap labour in the cities as 
domestic workers. Family members like grandparents who remain behind 
are overburdened with several responsibilities and little or no human or 
monetary support. This has an implication for how the children in this group 
develop and their performance at school (they tend to do quite poorly). 
Within this experience, the AmaBomvane do not conceive formal schooling 
as liberating or providing tools to change their lowly realities. They think of 
it as a constructed barrier to keep them intentionally poor and form a 
sector of cheap human labour (Ned 2019). 

Group 2: The contemporary Amagqobhoka
This group is cut off from their communities, not just because they had 
formal schooling but because the status their education gives to them 
prompts migration to the cities in a bid to occupy top jobs in the growing 
urbanisation (Mji 2012; Mushangayi 2015; Ned 2019). Their educational 
skills  do not serve their communities, and though they climb into the 
growing black middle-class in South Africa, older members of the 
Elliotdale  community perceive them as sustaining slavery (Ned 2019). 
The Amagqhobhoka usually do not fit into their community – many of them 
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undermine their fellow community members. The older AmaBomvane with 
family members in this group deal with some complexity.

Firstly, with this formal Western education, their children risk being 
alienated from the community and subsequently losing their roots. 
Secondly, they feel this education and the government’s support of it is 
undermining and manipulating their relationship with their children. Thirdly, 
they are frustrated by how occult they are to the education given to their 
children and even the world of work for which this education prepares 
them. Lastly, they live in the experience of the rejection of their values and 
communities by their children once they complete formal education – they 
opt for urban migration. This state contributes to further deepening the 
plight of the villages (Mji 2012). This rejection, above everything, is 
profoundly personal and psychological – the older AmaBomvane feel like 
they lose their children after their schooling, seeing them become something 
unrecognisable. This is a profound form of alienation – a disruption of a 
sense of an ongoing cultural, familial and personal lineage – which leads to 
a severe identity crisis (Ned 2019), as observed by Tsitsi Dangarembga 
(1988) within the Zimbabwean context and Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o (2005) 
within the Kenyan context. 

Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2013) highlights this complexity here. Ndlovu-
Gatsheni argues that our schools have a way of re-socialising our children 
to demean their roots, hate themselves and cast aspersion on their 
ancestors, who they largely consider to be demons. The school teaches 
learners to dismiss their previous knowledges as barbaric, superstitious 
and mere folklore. These lessons are aligned with the modern paradigm of 
difference; hence, indigenous knowledge was viewed as existing outside 
the modern.

Group 3: The drop-outs group – the 
uncomfortable in-between

These are people who may have dropped out of school. This group is 
common, as the education system is problematic and incompatible with 
the community (Mji 2012). Another factor is the disconnection between the 
school’s curriculum and the learner’s daily experiences (Aikenhead 1996; 
Keane 2005; Keane & Malcolm 2003). These factors impact how the 
learners perform in the class and their general interest in formal education 
(Fensham 2006). Also, this disconnection and conflict between the home 
and formal schooling could lead to more learners dropping out of school 
(Malcom 2007). The drop-outs face the complex problem of being misfits 
within the school systems and being unaccepted in the community and 
homes as a result of the identity simultaneously imposed and denied by 
the formal Western (hegemonic) schooling. 
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This complex struggle is best explained by Fanon (2008) in theorising 
about blackness. Fanon speaks about a black person who is not given 
space to self-construct an image of the self but is subject to pre-destined 
ideas because of the social uniform or of blackness. This leads to a clash 
between the person’s customs and a ‘civilisation’ that is external and 
imposed – here, the black person does not have any ontological resistance 
as they enter a realm where identity is lost – a limbo of some sort where 
they are neither fully black nor fully white (Fanon 2008). Consequently, the 
person loses identity and nurtures a poor self-image, or what Steve Bantu 
Biko (1987) terms ‘imposed inferiority complexes’.

Older AmaBomvane people portray the in-between group as ‘confused’ 
about their identity and their place both within the school and in their 
villages. They conceive of them as going through the most severe form of 
identity crisis, that is, being in-between the colonial categories of ‘ubuqaba’ 
and ‘ubugqobhoka’. The consequences are seen in their unruly state and 
engagement in various risky behaviours which undermine everyday living 
and doing in the villages. One such example of risky behaviour is increased 
alcoholism (Ned 2019), which results in violent actions like fighting, 
stabbing, rape, robbery and even death. These children are perceived as 
being neither here nor there and are completely de-rooted from their 
everyday ways of being, doing and living. They do not fully participate in 
the community in spaces that allow for their age or gender. The grand 
feeling in the community is that this is a consequence of an education that 
does not prioritise their context and indigenous ways of knowing.

In all the above typologies, the argument of Fanon (2008) is reignited – 
that indigeneity is not recognised in formal Western education, which 
alienates indigenous people who encounter it. Following Fanon, the 
question is asked: ‘How can AmaBomvane truly be themselves when the 
hegemonic education has actively desocialised them from their culture, 
language, values, spiritualities and ways of being, doing and knowing?’ 
AmaBomvane’s children struggle with two integrated fashions: beyond 
dealing with an identity imposed on them through colonisation and losing 
the autonomy to order their lives, they struggle with perceiving themselves 
outside of their unsolicited construction as indigenous people. These 
constructions are often grounded upon deficit because of their indigenous 
social status. This demonstrates how these constructions serve as a form of 
control to administer indigenous peoples’ bodies and beings.

What is clear is that this is a consequence of two opposing and 
incompatible education systems that operate within the modern superior 
and inferior logic, where knowledges from formal schooling are seen as 
superior while seeing those from indigenous people as backward and 
primitive. Decolonial scholars refer to this as the coloniality of power and 
knowledge which is perpetuated through the schooling system 
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(Grosfoguel 2011; Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2018). This modern Western logic is used 
as justification for  the destruction of local traditions, indigenous learning 
structures and knowledge constructs while imposing those of the coloniser 
in the name of enlightenment and modernity (Shizha 2006). This is to say, 
while AmaBomvane desire to preserve their cultural identity and inclusivity 
under the label of being called ‘Amaqaba’ [the unconverted], the formal 
schooling system facilitates desocialisation as a dominant hegemonic source 
outside of their own cultural perspective to convert indigenous people to 
the civilisation of modernity [ubugqobhoka] (Ned 2019). The latter is 
primarily coming through the schooling system, and later from ‘Amagqobhoka’ 
themselves as administrators of this civilisation post-conversion and via the 
hegemonic media and other agencies of socialisation.

Because of cultural dislocation, the tensions resulting here influence 
unhealthy behaviours that are considered culturally inappropriate within 
these villages, including a breakdown of relationships, conflict, violence 
and lack of participation in key village activities. Key examples of unhealthy 
behaviour include increased alcoholism across all generations in the 
communities of Bomvanaland, which all the elders seem to be most 
concerned about. Also, there is the unruliness and conflicting behaviours 
among villagers, as well as young people showing disinterest in any cultural 
activities to carry forward the AmaBomvane existence.

These behaviours result in a lost social fabric within the villages of 
AmaBomvane, a concern raised by AmaBomvane elders, where a sense of 
caring for each other and being socially responsible towards each other’s 
growth is disappearing because of a different socialisation imposed by 
the hegemony of formal schooling. Additionally, a connection with culture 
and environment is lost as children refuse to participate in key village 
activities aligned to their ages and stages (Ned 2019). These behaviours 
cause a complex disintegration of the AmaBomvane way of living. In this 
study, formal schooling emerges as a disrupting element in the cultural 
identity of AmaBomvane, which promotes health risk behaviours. 
AmaBomvane elders are of the perception that any disruption to their 
cultural identity impacts negatively on health-related behaviours. Mji’s 
(2012) study maintains that the health of the community is poorly 
impacted by hegemonic education. The social vices identified, such as 
robbery, alcohol abuse and rape, among others, are noticeable acts which 
are unhealthy, both physically and otherwise. These are direct results of 
social disruptions and are common in contexts of dispossession and 
dislocation (Ned 2019). 

Du Bois (1903) diagnosed what AmaBomvane are experiencing as ‘double 
consciousness’, which is manifested as an identity crisis in colonised people. 
The colonised people thus identify with an external self [igqobhoka] while 
rejecting their initial self (colonially referred to as ‘ubuqaba’ – signifying 



What good is the South African education system for indigenous people?

22

primitiveness and backwardness, as per Western or modern logic) (Ned 2019). 
In this identity crisis, another crisis (alienation) appears, which is the group 
of the uncomfortable in-between. 

How do AmaBomvane envision an 
education system?

Considering that formal education has been thriving on a desocialisation 
that is akin to colonial education, Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2018) asserts that 
education should now be a re-socialisation activity. Such an assertion is 
evident in the imaginations of AmaBomvane. In their vision for what they 
would like from a formal education system, AmaBomvane relate education 
to cultural sustainability and everyday living and doing (participation). The 
community has always desired an education that is culturally responsive 
and sustainable. For example, it is beneficial to them if their children learn 
food production in a sustainable manner. This means the learners will treat 
food production as part of cultural norms and relational respect for the 
social and natural ecology (Ned 2019). The AmaBomvane seek an education 
that makes their existence, values and knowledges visible, a holistic 
education that values the healthy and dialogical relationship they have 
with nature (rivers, forests, etc.). These nature sites are usually places for 
indigenous education. 

An education and epistemology (knowledges) that see their land beyond 
an inhabitable space, but one that should be respected, nurture and 
recognise a space for knowledge production and practice. It is clear that 
AmaBomvane advocate for an education that is representative of their 
lives and one that enables the construction and control of knowledge by 
the people themselves, both in formal and informal learning situations. 
What is highlighted here is the importance of the community and their 
natural environment as classrooms, the land as the mother of the people 
and mothers as teachers, with each adult in the village responsible for 
children’s learning of everyday living and doing. This envisioning supports 
some of the important issues raised by Ngũgĩ wa Thiongo (2005) in the 
search for relevant education and learning. These issues include the need 
for a base upon which education is centred, a philosophy which the 
education system follows and the nature of the learners who should emerge 
from such an education system. AmaBomvane have been clear about 
learners who are active and socially responsible members of society. 

Amabomvane’s aspiration for a sustainable education is a transition 
from a pedagogy that is culturally responsive to a practice that is culturally 
sustaining (Paris 2012). Here, the emphasis is not on acquiring skills for 
labour and excellence, but the positioning of education as a space for the 
preservation of cultural and indigenous knowledges that are becoming 
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extinct, where there is a collaboration with those identified as first educators 
of indigenous knowledges: the family. In this space, males teach about male 
activities and females teach about female activities. Children are given 
real-life situations to learn from and knowledge is imparted via oral 
tradition (Maurial 1999). This education is founded on the fundamentals of 
indigenous education: relationships that are reciprocal and intergenerational 
(Semali 1999). The implication is that the land is seen as a medium of 
education and that the first educators are perceived as key role players in 
formal education. This is a form of education that has worked in indigenous 
education with the aim of forming a holistic and integrated individual who 
is cultured, sensitive, respectful and responsive to the promptings of the 
community and the family (Nikiema 2009; Omolewa 2007). 

Implications
The three groups (Amagqobhoka, Amaqaba and the uncomfortable 
in-between) represent the educational legacy of colonialism and apartheid, 
and their implication for the entire existence of rural people – economic, 
personal, occupational and even health implications, including habits that 
are healthy and unhealthy. Sartre (2001) captures the core issue like this:

Nothing demonstrates better the increasing rigor of the colonial system: you 
begin by occupying the country, then you take the land and exploit the former 
owners at starvation rates. Then, with mechanization, this cheap labour is still 
too expensive. You finish up taking from the natives their very right to work. All 
that is left for the [natives] to do, in their own land, at a time of great prosperity, 
is to die of starvation. (p. 39)

The AmaBomvane elders shared that hegemonic Western education is not 
encompassing. It tends to swallow, exploit and alienate the individual from 
their being and make them dependent on its education system for survival 
(Ned 2019). Those who resist this system suffer and are excluded (Ned 
2019). The older people witness their children being unable to contribute 
to local societal needs once they have been impacted by this education 
system, which raises doubts about the true purpose of the colonisers’ 
education.

The education system does not sufficiently relate to the tasks which 
have to be carried out in their villages. It gives a promise of waged 
employment after schooling, but this does not materialise. It creates an 
image of a better way of life after schooling, but, for many, once one 
becomes urbanised this image never materialises. The education does not 
prepare children for their real cultural and indigenous realities (Ned 2019); 
hence, even when they are at home, they are at risk of becoming part of 
what is referred to as the confused group – neither here nor there – they 
are not contributing, active village citizens. 
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AmaBomvane’s children are caught in a complex situation of how the 
hegemonic dominating Western ways dictate their reality – an imposed 
reality and one in which they have no autonomy to reconstruct from the 
indigenous conceptualisation instituted by the colonisers (Ned 2019). These 
constructions are often defined by deficit as they are rooted in Western 
constructs of indigeneity and social status. Like Fanon’s (2008) assertions, 
Biko (1987) conveys how indigenous people are subjected to two forces. The 
first force is the external world oppression through structures and systems 
such as, for the AmaBomvane in the context of this study, poor colonial 
education and the difficult living conditions which they seem to have no 
control over. The second and most significant force is the developed state of 
alienation that enables indigenous people to completely forego their 
community while ascribing every good thing to whiteness. The dehumanising 
effect of colonial education contributes to the conception of indigenous 
people (and cultures) as primitive [ubuqaba] and whiteness as desirable 
(Fanon 2008; Memmi 1990).

In this context, for AmaBomvane elders, it is understood that formal 
education is non-liberating. The older people of Elliotdale affirm that even 
though their children are educated, they are typically cut off from their 
identity as AmaBomvane and its cultural niceties, forcing them to look 
down on their cultural values (Ned 2019). Although South Africa is in a 
postcolonial democracy, these communities still perceive formal education 
as chains because of the negative impacts on their cultures. They think of 
formal education as a form of continued slavery and they essentially doubt 
the purpose of this education – they are convinced that it is non-liberating 
and does not instil self-reliance. The education system denies them from 
seeing the world through their own lens or making their own personal 
attempt to integrate it with other worldviews (Ned 2019). Moreover, this 
education system has become difficult to resist because it carries the 
needed identity for survival in our current world structure and systems. 

Indigenous people remained confused and manipulated about the best 
decision to take in this new realm cast upon them by colonisation: having 
to decide between receiving a formal education, resisting it or staying 
in-between – all of which carry grave existential consequences, both 
individually and collectively (Ned 2019). Nyerere (1967) emphasises that 
colonial education was only designed to instil colonial values into the 
individual and not prepare them for their community or culture. This was 
expressed by Kepe and Ntsebeza (eds. 2011), who contend that the 
proletarianisation of the Mpondo people was fundamentally aimed at their 
de-agrarianisation and desocialisation from their rural life and being in 
Mpondoland (Eastern Cape province, South Africa). Nyerere (1967) is 
echoed in the cries of the older females of Elliotdale villages, with children 
leaving for the cities and failing to serve their own communities because 
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the system does not prepare them to ground themselves locally. The 
hierarchy of the educated against the uneducated and in-between creates 
the positionality of the superior and the inferior, which reflects an alien, 
formal Western education imposed on these indigenous people. 

AmaBomvane, most of whom are not formally educated, know and 
speak deeply and personally of something which can easily be spoken of 
lightly by those who commonly comment on this issue. They know, and 
they tell me, that they are profoundly affected by a system that turns 
African people into inferior victims by disregarding African people’s dignity, 
their knowledges and ways of being. Fanon (1990) and Nandy (1989) (cited 
in Smith 2012) claimed that the education presented through imperialism 
and colonialism disordered the colonised, removed them from their 
landscapes, histories, epistemologies, languages, social systems, social 
thinking, and how they feel with and about the world.

To put it simply, Smith (2012) describes this as a process of systematic 
fragmentation with consequences which are still visible in many indigenous 
rural areas, such as Elliotdale, and how these places portray themselves. 
Consequently, indigenous rural areas are confronted by many socio-
economic problems and injustices (e.g. poverty, violence and broken 
families) which impact accessing avenues for health and well-being. This 
fragmentation of their everyday lives is a result of imperialism and the 
devastation it wrought.

Conclusion
Since 1994, with the democratic changes in South Africa as introduced by the 
ANC-led government, there has not been any comprehensive strategy that 
implements and builds on the knowledges of rural indigenous people. The 
South African education system does not start from where the majority of 
African South Africans originate and where they are in their day-to-day lives. 

This case of the narrative of the Elliotdale communities shows that the 
continued failure to centre IKSs is historical and interwoven in the complexity 
(inclusive stance and struggle) of prices needed for a democratic South Africa – 
a democracy which is founded on the centring of Western education and 
values. This inclusive stance is being challenged by the current calls for 
decoloniality as expressed in rising popular struggles led by students within 
secondary and higher education (Mahlatsi 2020; Maserumule 2015). It is this 
inclusive stance that has served to keep the subjugated status quo and is the 
reason the struggle with Western formal education continues. To engage with 
Western formal education, my informants contend that they must abandon 
where they are. When Mji (2012) says, ‘the formal school system has brought 
ill-health to our communities’, the author raises profound questions about the 
role schools are playing in rural communities in South Africa. 
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Furthermore, the typologies outlined in this case of narratives suggest a far 
more complex impact of education on the health of indigenous people 
operating within the intersecting colonial matrices of power. There is no 
easy solution to this problem, and I do not pretend to provide one. However, 
I suggest that a key missing piece in the puzzle of how to change education 
in South Africa is to listen to the voices of those whose voices have been 
silenced through contemporary education systems which perpetuate the 
alienation, confusion and disavowal of the past. Arundhati Roy (2004) 
profoundly asserts that ‘there’s really no such thing as the “voiceless”. 
There are only the deliberately silenced, or the preferably unheard’ – a 
statement that is undoubtedly applicable to the context of the indigenous 
peoples of South Africa, as it pertains to their contributions to the education 
system. This chapter represents a small first step to opening the debate. 
The decolonisation struggle of AmaBomvane is not one of mere inclusion, 
but of a need for structural disruption and a reconstruction process. This 
process includes transforming mindsets and resisting the urge to want to 
rescue and save indigenous people from their own values, cultures and 
knowledges as though these are primitive.
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Introduction4

Hamilton Naki
Hamilton Naki was a laborer who became a self-taught surgeon of such 
skill that Dr Christiaan Barnard chose him to assist in the world’s first human 
heart transplant in 1967, but whose contribution was kept secret for three 

4. This chapter represents a substantial reworking and amalgamation of two existing publications by the 
authors Nobles and Nobles (2011, n.d.).
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decades because he was a black man in apartheid-era South Africa. 
Mister Naki, who left school when he was fourteen years old and had no 
formal medical training, spent five decades working at the University of 
Cape Town (UCT) in Cape Town, South Africa. Originally hired as a gardener 
there in about 1940, he acquired his formidable surgical skills through years 
of silent observation and covert practice at the university’s medical school. 
Mister Naki died on 29 May 2005 in his home in Langa, near Cape Town. He 
was believed to have been 78 years old at the time of his death.

Vivian Thomas
Vivian Thomas, who with no medical degree and essentially being 
self-taught, became the teacher of world-class surgeons at Johns Hopkins 
University, partner in practice to Blalock (head of surgery at Johns Hopkins 
University) and pioneered the blue-baby surgery techniques. Later, he 
was given an honorary degree and recognized as a member of the medical 
faculty at Johns Hopkins University. The movie Something the Lord Made 
(2004) chronicles the story of Vivian Thomas.

Ben Carson 
Ben Carson is perhaps the greatest neurosurgeon in history. Carson was 
formerly considered to be “mentally slow”. Yet, he was the first to perform 
surgery to separate conjoined Siamese twins at the brain successfully. His 
story is told in the book Gifted Hands: The Ben Carson Story (Carson & 
Murphey 1996).

Hamilton Naki, Vivian Thomas and Ben Carson are not aberrations or 
anomalies. They were and are without question exemplars of excellence. 
These men are special but not exceptional. They are typical of the millions 
of black youth in both pre- and post-apartheid South Africa and pre- and 
post-segregation United States of America (USA). Most assuredly, their 
quest for excellence was marred by white supremacy, racial discrimination 
and African dehumanization. It is highly probable that they had to confront 
low expectations, erroneous assumptions about their learning potential 
and inferior learning environments. Yet how do you explain their being and 
becoming relative to the question of educational excellence? It is with this 
question, the question of being and becoming, that we wish to shift the 
discussion of black education away from socio-economic factors, class 
divisions and even racial classification (as defined in a racialized society). 
The crisis in black education is not that black children are failing to achieve 
comparable to white children, nor is it that the educational system, as 
currently constructed, is failing black children. In fact, in terms of both 
these regards, the educational system is doing exactly what it is designed 
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to do and is doing it quite well. Black children are supposed to be 
academically inferior to white children and the system is not designed to 
educate black children. 

Cultural antimony: The root of the problem
Obviously, the “problem” is deeper (or found in a different place) than 
current discussions of black academic underachievement, intellectual 
inferiority, achievement gap reduction, school reform, charter schools or 
privatization. Would segregation, integration, open enrollment, bussing, 
vouchers, etc., have changed the experiences of Hamilton, Vivian or Ben? I 
think not. The Hamiltons, Vivians and Bens of the black world have been 
bussed, integrated, segregated, vouchered, disenfranchised, chartered and 
privatized while the overall educational experiences of black people have 
remained constant. The crisis in black education – or, more accurately, the 
paradox in black education – is evidenced by the simultaneous overall 
failure of black children and the routine exceptional achievement of black 
children, that is, the Bens, Vivians and Hamiltons. The Bens, Vivians and 
Hamiltons are evidence that the so-called crisis in black education is 
certainly not because of the socio-economic factors, class distinctions or 
racial classifications. In 1890 and 1891, the leading white educators, 
missionaries, philanthropists and politicians, including Rutherford B Hayes, 
former president of the USA, participated in the “Mohonk Conference on 
the Negro Question” (ed. Barrows 1969). Starting with the premise of 
African savagery and that slavery was a step up on the ladder of civilization, 
America’s learned elite adopted an educational platform or strategy which 
aimed to complete the Negroes’ ascent to civilization by supplying teachers 
and preachers who would be anointed as “leaders of the Negro race. They 
would be educated in common English studies and in the English Bible” 
(ed. Barrows 1969, p. 109). Carruthers (1995) notes in this regard that the 
resulting system of Negro education controlled by whites and driven by a 
curriculum of white supremacy is the basis of the current crisis in education 
in the USA. Parenthetically, the Bush administration’s, “faith-based initiative” 
(note the targeting of the black church and control of schools) may be a 
more modern version of the Mohonk plan and a furthering of the so-called 
crisis or paradox in black education.

A closer examination, however, of this paradox suggests that the real 
crisis in black education is a crisis of culture. It is a crisis of culture because 
culture, as the medium wherein life is defined and developed, is where 
the  meaning of being human is found. Culture, though multifaceted, is 
where human beings give fundamental expression to their meaning, 
possibility and potential. Hence, the crisis in black education is found in the 
organized structure and process of education that has absolutely no regard 
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for the African meaning of being human nor respect for educational 
requisites of reproducing and refining African possibilities and potentials. 
In a society defined by white supremacy, educational systems grounded in 
racial objectification would, by definition and design, be incapable of 
educating those considered racially inferior. It is obvious to us that 
psychology has been instrumental in the success of education not educating 
black children. Psychology is pivotal to the project of education, and it is 
not surprising that the way in which psychology defines and explicates the 
issues of normality, intelligence, achievement, motivation and so forth 
almost predetermines the process of education. Psychological issues, 
topics and conceptualizations are vital to the workings of education. The 
mid-19th-century philosopher and psychologist Johann Friedrich Herbart 
(1776–1841) is considered by many to be the first voice of the modern era 
of psycho-educational thought. An empiricist, dedicated to observational 
methods and mathematical psychology, he promoted teaching by means 
of a logical progression of learning consistent with the laws of psychology. 
In many ways, he paved the way for James, Hall, Dewey and Thorndike, the 
undisputed paternity of educational psychology. In fact, one need not look 
too far afield to recognize, for instance, the pragmatism and functionalism 
found in William James’ books The Principles of Psychology (1890) or Talks 
to Teachers on Psychology and to Students on Some of Life’s Ideals (1899) 
to see their fundamental application in American education. William James, 
his student G Stanley Hall, and Hall’s student, John Dewey, all agreed that 
psychology had to take a major interest in education and that psychology 
was destined to be the master science of pedagogy. While given the 
accolade of being the grandfathers and grand-uncles of educational 
psychology (Berliner 2005), each of these men also reflected and 
represented the rabid and vulgar racism and classism of their time. In this 
regard, G Stanley Hall, in particular, is of special importance in the formation 
of psychology’s relation to education and the grounding of educational 
psychology in racial objectification. G Stanley Hall received the first PhD in 
psychology in America at Harvard University under William James and 
Henry P Bowditch in 1878. He began as a professor of “psychology and 
pedagogics” at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, Maryland, USA, in 
1882. When Clark University opened in 1889 in Worcester, Massachusetts, 
USA, Hall was appointed as the president and remained there until his 
death in 1924.

Hall had a remarkable and singular impact on the development of 
American psychology. By 1893, he had supervised and shaped eleven of 
the fourteen American PhDs in psychology. By 1898, 30 of 54 American 
PhDs in psychology were trained by him. His students included notable 
psychologists such as Arnold Gesell, Lewis Terman and four future 
American Psychological Association (APA) presidents: James McKeen 
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Cattell, John  Dewey, Joseph Jastrow and Edmund C Sanford. Hall’s 
interests centered around child development and evolutionary theory. He 
was considered “the great teacher of graduate students during the first 
decades of American psychology” (Hothersall 1984, p. 296). It is important, 
however, to also share his beliefs about African people. Hall was deeply 
influenced by the “Malthusian doctrine”. His philosophy reflected the 
essence of the Machiavellian theory, which also deals with the dichotomy 
of white and black. Hall believed, for example, that “what is true and good 
for one (i.e. the Caucasian and the African) is often false and bad for the 
other”. If we are allowed to reflect back on the period in history in which 
Hall was born, we would see, however, that he had reached adulthood 
before the American system of slavery was abolished. With this in mind, 
we realize that Hall had internalized the myths and propaganda about 
racial inferiority, stupidity and laziness regarding those of African ancestry. 
In fact, in a blatant justification for slavery, and possibly in counter-position 
to the writing of a young black sociologist named WEB DuBois, G Stanley 
Hall published a treatise on The Negro in Africa and America in 1905 at the 
University of Virginia, USA. In this work, Hall (1905) states that: 

[a]mong tribes of Dahomey […] and in the Fan, Felup Wolop, Kru, and other 
stirps [...] sometimes resort to cannibalism, use an agglutinative speech, believe 
profoundly in witchcraft, are lazy, improvident, imitative, fitful, passionate, 
affectionate, faithful, are devoted to music and rhythm and have always practised 
slavery amongst themselves. (n.p.)

He goes on to state as fact that (Hall 1905):

Polygamy is universal, fecundity is high, and mortality great. Strong sex instincts 
are necessary to preserve the race. As soon as the child can go it alone, it begins 
to shift for itself. Stealing is universal and is a game and falsehoods are clever 
accomplishments. (n.p.)

This the most influential maker of American psychologists goes on to say 
(Hall 1905):

Our slaves came from the long narrow belt, not many miles from the sea [...] It 
is surprising to see how few of his aboriginal traits the Negro has lost, although 
many of them are modified. (p. 350) 

Hall’s racism was, however, not limited to only black people. It also extended 
to include Indians and Chinese in the group he classified as “adolescent 
races” (Hall 1905). Hall fervently believed that no two races differed more 
in their physical and psychological traits than did the Caucasian and the 
African. In relation to his “recapitulation theory”, he accordingly considered 
black people to be in a stage of incomplete growth. He also believed that 
heredity was the dominant factor determining educational capacity. While 
discussing the historical role and responsibility of individual key shapers of 
Western psychology, like G Stanley Hall, one should not reduce the problem 
to the personality flaws or conventions of persons of a by-gone error. 
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Hall is iconic and his thinking is typical of Western thought. The problem, 
therefore, is not grounded in personalities but in the cultural grounding 
from which they stand (and think). In another context, I noted that it was 
indeed unfortunate that the development of the discipline of psychology 
paralleled (and may have in fact assisted in) the establishment of 
Eurocentrism and white supremacy as a world order.

As a consequence of this co-terminal development, I also noted that the 
question of what authentic culture is and how to understand and assess 
the human experience of other people have undergone continuous 
confusion, debate and criticism. What has been lost in this confusion is the 
fact that when the cultural substance or deep structure between two or 
more cultures stands in contradistinction from each other, what results is 
the failure to see the contradiction in their respective meanings of reality. 
This contradiction of meaning results in a state of “cultural antimony”. 
Implicit in the notion of cultural antimony is the paradox (a statement or 
tenet which is discordant with what is held to be established belief) of 
black education. The Euro-American belief (now presented as objective 
scientific findings) about African and African American “inferiority” stands 
in contradistinction with the belief about African “superiority” which is also 
found in European historical consciousness. Because the intellectual 
atmosphere of negation and nullification supported by Western psychology 
has been so pervasive, it has been difficult to separate its culturally 
grounded conceptualizations, data and findings of black inferiority from 
the contrary evidence, opinion and belief. The fact that the white community 
set about to develop scientific theories about black inferiority does not 
change the state of antimony.

Western psychology as the master science of education has resulted in 
a state of cultural antimony wherein the question of educational excellence 
for black children is perceived as a contradiction to white supremacy. The 
fundamental problem of educational excellence for black children is found 
in the specific cultural antimony (i.e. contradiction in law or between two 
laws) in the assumed white superiority. Recognizing this alone, however, 
will not achieve educational excellence. What we, as African (black) 
psychologists and educators must do is to boldly, without apology or 
explanation, develop models of pedagogy and practice that stand on our 
own cultural ground.

The question of educational excellence and 
the role of African (black) psychology

The “Hallian” shaping of American psychology and its 100-year molding of 
educational psychology has been a “sojourn of sadness” for black people 
and the education of our children. In fact, American education, driven by 
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the master science of Western psychology, has resulted in black educational 
outcomes wherein educated Africans are, at best, in both fact and function 
nothing more than vulgar careerists, or what Fanon called “obscene 
caricatures of Europe and pathetic imitators of their oppressors”. In 
addition to the nature of white supremacy that infects Western psychology, 
there is also the related problem of intellectual hegemony and the 
colonization of the meaning of being human. 

Hence, it seems to me that the role of African (black) psychologists 
relative to the question of black educational excellence is (1) to expose the 
history and disconnect from the legacy of white psychology and (2) to 
offer an independent African (black) psychology that illuminates the 
human spirit of the African child and gives the psychology for the 
foundation  of educational excellence with African children. It is our 
responsibility to define the contours, contexts and content of being, 
becoming (and belonging) African and human and the associated meaning 
of human normality, naturalness and functionality. In effect, we African 
(black) psychologists must, in my opinion, achieve the following: (1) change 
the discursive space where ideas about the meaning of being human are 
debated and emerge; (2) deconstruct and de-legitimize the hegemonic 
European framework and paradigm for knowing things African; and (3) 
reclaim and re-invent African-centered philosophy, practice and praxis 
relative to educational excellence with African American children. Clarifying 
the African (black) meaning of being human and guiding the construction 
of educational pedagogy and process aligned with that meaning is the 
critical role and responsibility of African (black) psychologists. There is still 
debate in the field relative to the definition of the term “black psychology”. 
Afrocentric psychology, African-centered psychology and African (black) 
psychology have all had some currency in the field and, in many ways, are 
interchangeable. In my own work, I have moved to the term “Sakhu Sheti”, 
which I defined as the deep, profound and penetrating search, study, 
understanding and mastery of the process of the illumination of the human 
spirit. However, for this discussion, I am very comfortable with the term 
African (black) psychology, which, by agreement, the Association of Black 
Psychologists (ABPsi) (n.d.) defined as the following: 

African-centered psychology (Africentric psychology) is a dynamic 
manifestation of unifying African principles, values, and traditions. It is the self-
conscious “centering” of psychological analyses and applications in African 
reality, culture, and epistemology. African-centered psychology examines the 
process that allows for the illumination and liberation of the Spirit. Relying on 
the principles of harmony within the universe as a natural order of existence, 
African-centered psychology recognizes: the Spirit that permeates everything 
that is; the notion that everything in the universe is interconnected; the value 
that the collective is the most salient element of existence; and the idea that 
communal self-knowledge is the key to mental health. African psychology is 
ultimately concerned with understanding the systems of meaning of human 



Nsaka Sunsum [“touching the spirit”]: A pedagogy and process of black educational excellence

34

beingness, the features of human functioning, and the restoration of normal/
natural order to human development. As such, it is used to resolve personal and 
social problems and to promote optimal functioning. (n.p.)

Hence, the question of educational excellence should, I believe, be informed 
by and congruent with an independent construction of African (black) 
human functioning reflective of a deep, profound and penetrating search, 
study, understanding and mastery of the process of the illumination of the 
human spirit. 

In the following discussion, I will provide a, albeit limited and preliminary, 
review of one attempt to reclaim and re-invent an African-centered 
pedagogy and process of black educational excellence consistent with this 
calling, ergo the Nsaka Sunsum. 

Culture is to humans as water is to fish
A people’s indigenous culture anchors them to reality and must be the 
starting point for all learning. Education, as a human activity, is cultural. The 
role and purpose of education is to allow each generation in society to 
rationally guide and systematically guarantee that it reproduces and refines 
the best of itself and, by so doing, pass on to the next generation its 
accumulated wisdom and the knowledge and skills necessary to develop, 
maintain and participate in the society of the future. By determining the 
general design for living and patterns for interpreting reality, culture 
naturally identifies what is considered wisdom and knowledge and what 
should be reproduced and refined. The role of culture in education means 
that education must be consciously guided by an awareness, understanding 
and utilization of the historical conditions and cultural experiences that 
shape and give meaning to each child’s reality. Educational excellence 
means that the goal of the educational process is to have every child’s 
performance match maximal educational attainment. Placing children or 
centring them within the context of familiar cultural and social references 
from their own historical settings is key to fostering better students who 
are more disciplined and who have greater motivation for schoolwork. 
Culture gives meaning to reality. It is as essential to education as it is to 
psychology. In education, as in psychology, culture is essential. Culture 
gives meaning to reality. As such, culture has the power to compel behavior 
and the capacity to reinforce ideas and beliefs about human functioning, 
including educational achievement and motivation (Nobles 1979). Culture 
is the invisible medium that encompasses all human existence. It is important 
to note that nothing human happens independently of culture. Culture is to 
humans as water is to fish. It is our total environment. 

It is recognized that African Americans, as a group, are culturally 
complex. Despite the tremendous variety that exists among them, most 
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African Americans continue to share elements of a common culture. These 
characteristics are grounded both in African culture(s) and in the 
experiences that African Americans have had in North America. For 
educators, developing an understanding that the culture of African 
Americans is rooted in and influenced by African culture(s) provides a 
context for recognizing new opportunities to foster educational excellence, 
as well as for analyzing and responding to factors that do not resonate with 
our culture or learning style. Sadly, the driving force for most of our 
educational history, relative to culture, has been the erroneous belief in the 
homogeneity of American culture and the disdain and inability to recognize 
and respect the culture of African American students. The culture of the 
school, for the most part, exemplifies a lack of understanding of the learning 
styles and life experiences of African American students (Nobles & Goddard 
1992). Teacher training programmes, most curriculum designs and 
instructional materials are Eurocentric. As such, they reflect middle-class 
Anglo experiences, perspectives and value priorities (Gay 1989). When 
children have been socialized in ways that are inconsistent with school 
expectations and patterns, they have to make a difficult daily adjustment to 
the culture of the school and their teachers (Guild 1994). However, this is a 
problem that we are aware of, so who is expected to change: the schools or 
the kids? It does not serve the purpose of the educational system to change 
or accept the culture of the students. The students do not know the culture 
of the school; therefore, we have a cultural mismatch. The role of culture in 
education means that education must be consciously guided by an 
awareness, understanding and utilization of the historical conditions and 
cultural experiences that shape and give meaning to each child’s reality. 
Educational excellence means that the goal of the educational process is to 
have every learner’s performance match maximal educational attainment. 
Placing learners or centring them within the context of familiar cultural and 
social references from their own historical settings is key to fostering better 
students who are more disciplined and who have greater motivation 
for  schoolwork. This does not mean incorporating stereotypical or 
superficial cultural aspects of familiarity into the educational framework. 
Clearly, it is possible to maximize the educational attainment of African 
American children by incorporating and applying the set of cultural 
knowledge, skills, abilities, attitudes, character and behaviors essential to 
achieving mastery of all aspects of human functioning. The culture of 
African American people defines and determines educational excellence 
for African American children. In effect, culture should be understood as a 
significant intellectual and pedagogical tool that directly influences 
teaching and learning. Hence, every aspect of the educational process for 
African American children (i.e. curriculum, classroom management, site 
leadership, learning styles, instructional techniques, etc.) will benefit from 
the infusion and application of the students’ culture. Again this does not 
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mean incorporating stereotypical or superficial amounts of culture. An 
important question is, “How do we use culture – the spirit and energy of a 
people – to bring about educational excellence?” In utilizing culture in the 
service of educational excellence with African American children, a 
culturally consistent educational process would reflect: 

1.	 the belief that every African American child can learn everything and 
anything 

2.	 a process wherein knowing and knowledge are connected directly to 
the child

3.	 instructional techniques which are characterized by cooperation and 
mutuality

4.	 the blending of individual achievement with collective advancement
5.	 the desire to continually guide each child to the next higher level of 

functioning
6.	 the underlying goal of personally contributing to one’s own as well as to 

everyone’s fulfilment
7.	 teaching and learning that are linked to the students’ and the community’s 

well-being and welfare
8.	 a process wherein cooperative effort is utilized to continually raise the 

standard of educational excellence.

The Nsaka Sunsum [“touching the spirit”]
In the indigenous culture of traditional African and African American 
communities, the “Ontological Principle of Consubstantiation”, that is, we 
are of the same spirit or essence, is the paramount idea that influences our 
values, beliefs, behaviors, rituals, customs and practices. This principle 
translates to the notion of the “oneness of being/unity of all things”. It 
means that all things in the universe, whether animate or inanimate, have 
the same essence (i.e. spirit). In effect, all things, all matter, are merely 
different manifestations of the same spirit. Spirit is everywhere and in 
everything. Hence, there is a constant communion between the visible 
(tangible) and the invisible (intangible), between feminine and masculine, 
between teaching and learning, and between the natural (human) and the 
supernatural (God) (Nobles 1997): 

Spirit is the lifeforce or energy which comes from God. It is the totality of being, 
becoming and belonging to God. Spirit is the Divine spark which gives human beings 
their “(be)ingness”. It is the essence of which “becoming” is an ongoing expression. 
Spirit is the evidence that humans “belong” to a Divinely governed natural order. It 
is that which enlivens the body and lives on after the body dies. (p. 203)

Clearly, the notion of spirit or spiritness (Nobles 1997) should be essential 
to the project of black education. The Nsaka Sunsum Educational Pedagogy 
and Process for Educational Excellence with African American Children 
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(Nobles 1999) is, in part, based on applying specific cultural ideas and 
techniques designed to establish a teaching and learning environment 
wherein a teaching or learning process is created to help the teacher to 
connect deeply with the spirit (essence) of the child so as to animate, 
arouse, affect and influence the student’s exalted feelings, thoughts or 
actions in the service of learning. The Nsaka Sunsum educational pedagogy 
and process views teaching and learning as a “divine dance” between life’s 
purpose and mission for both the teacher and the student. It is believed 
that each and every one of us comes from Heaven to “learn” a particular set 
of lessons, which are required for us to become “better” human beings, 
while at the same time, each of us comes from Heaven with a particular set 
of “gifts” to be given to the world in order to make living better for us all. 
The lessons to be learned as life’s purpose are expressions of wisdom and 
the gifts to be given as life’s mission are expressions of love. For both the 
student and the teacher, every teaching moment is an opportunity to learn 
a lesson or to give a gift. In this divine dance, it is expected that the teacher 
will have greater insight and consciously express both wisdom and love by 
continually exploring the student’s purpose and mission while uncovering 
the lessons to be learned and gifts to be given by them. The spark that 
ignites this divine dance and always determines its rhythm is “spirit”. It is 
important, therefore, to recognize that in “touching the spirit” of the 
student, the teacher is able to tap into the human instinct or desire to 
become better. Every child is endowed with this instinct or desire. Allow us 
to restate this point: the teacher is able to tap into the human instinct or 
desire to become better because every child comes “wired” with the desire 
to be excellent. The proposition is straightforward. If we understand the 
pervasive influence and power of spirit in human life, then it becomes clear 
and evident as to why “touching the spirit” must be the “starting point for 
all learning”, as well as the corrective for all educational underachievement 
and the impetus for learning acceleration and teacher professional 
development. Technically, education is both the formal and informal process 
wherein a people rationally guide and systematically guarantee the 
reproduction and refinement of the best of themselves. Education 
fundamentally consists of process, pedagogy and product. Hence, the 
ultimate question becomes, how do we educate (reproduce and refine) 
African children to become authentic human beings? True and powerful 
education is caught in that instant that becomes a moment that turns into 
a path of perfection. It is when the teacher “touches the spirit” of the 
student and opens up the passion for knowledge and inspires the student 
to love learning. In reproducing and refining the best of ourselves, both the 
intent and content of the educational process must be captured in a 
pedagogy that inspires (in spirits) excellence and results in an authentic 
sense of personhood, an affirmed sense of purpose and an assured sense 
of power. It is this central idea about true and powerful education that has 
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driven our reclaiming and re-inventing the African-centered pedagogy and 
process for educational excellence with African American children that we 
are calling the Nsaka Sunsum [“touching the spirit”].

The language and logic of Nsaka Sunsum 
If one examines those educational instances, efforts or results (i.e. the 
Hamilton Nakis, Vivian Thomases and Ben Carsons of the black world), one 
would find, I believe, that the binding or common core feature is touching 
the spirit. Educational excellence in every form is the direct and indirect 
result of a teacher touching the spirit of a child and, in so doing, inspiring 
them to go beyond the perceived limit to achieve a higher level of functioning. 
What is needed, however, is the binding language and logic that denotes 
black educational excellence and allows and assists in the recognition and 
replication of the process. The esoteric logic of the Nsaka Sunsum [“touching 
the spirit”] educational pedagogy and process is captured in the 
interdependent meshing of African intuition (the voice of the spirit), 
consciousness (the voice of the ancestors) and information (the voice of 
experience). The idea of the “voice of the spirit”, as part of the logic of 
education, is difficult for most people to acknowledge openly. However, its 
components – “imagination” or personal creativity and “sensitivity” or 
emotional connectivity – are fundamental to the learning process. Similarly, 
viewing consciousness as the voice of the ancestors is especially difficult. 
However, in African traditions, dreams and impressions are viewed as 
messages by which the ancestors are constantly guiding and protecting us. 
Is there not a critical role in moving from the unknown to the known or 
inventing a new idea or thought in the educational process? Where do these 
inventive ideas come from? What is the source of a child “dreaming” of 
becoming something great or achieving high honor, especially in a society of 
degradation and denigration? Could it be the guiding voice of the ancestors? 
Finally, information as the voice of experience is a fundamental part of the 
logic of Nsaka Sunsum. Complete experience is, however, not just the 
experience of current events but includes a comprehension of our historical 
past and future occasions. The voice of experience also includes our ancestral 
memory as an apperceptive mass and psychogenetic linking of information 
and universal vibrations as all our sensory and extra-sensory perceptions. 
Hence, the formal principles of the Nsaka Sunsum, and I would argue every 
other example of black educational excellence, are spirit-driven intuition, 
consciousness and information. Operationally, the combining of these 
esoteric notions expresses themselves as three legs or pedagogical ideas.

The three key Nsaka Sunsum pedagogical ideas are:

1.	 Love: The undeniable desire of one’s spirit to connect, merge, extend 
and to expand into a greater oneness with another (spirit).
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2.	 Culture: The critical milieu, without which human life cannot develop or 
exist. It is represented as the vast structure of behaviors, ideas, attitudes, 
values, habits, beliefs, customs, language, rituals ceremonies and 
practices “peculiar to a particular group of people and which provides 
them with a general design for living and patterns for interpreting 
reality”.

3.	 Education: The process whereby humans both formally and informally 
reproduce and refine the best of themselves by guiding the student to 
human mastery, perfectibility and excellence.

One cannot attain true and powerful education with African American 
children without allowing or even demanding that one’s own spirit merge, 
extend into and expand with the spirit of the child. Nor can one educate 
black children if the teaching and learning process is not guided by our 
design for living and patterns for interpreting our reality and the overall 
process does not consciously recognize and reflect the goal of reproducing 
and refining the essential being of black children. The language 
associated with the tested process, intent and method of the Nsaka Sunsum 
[“touching the spirit”] educational pedagogy and process are as follows 
(Figure 3.1–3.3): 

In the language of the Nsaka Sunsum intent, there is exact intentionality 
on the part of the teacher to engage in majesty, mastery, memory and 
meaning. With “majesty”, the teacher’s educational intent is to establish 
dignity, authority, connection, power and splendor between the teacher 

Source: Authors’ own work.

FIGURE 3.1: The four Ms of intent.
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Source: Authors’ own work.

FIGURE 3.2: The five Rs of the teaching method.
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and the student. Classroom teachers’ engagement in majesty in the 
classroom must be a resolute behavior. It is a resolute behavior because the 
teachers must first see majesty within themselves. In a fundamental sense, 
majesty is having an intrinsic power, authority and worth or value. It is best 
seen as dignity or being dignified. One can actually identify teachers who 

Source: Authors’ own work.

FIGURE 3.3: The six supportive practices.

Igniting the 
inner fenius

Expressive 
personhood

Divine 
dancing

Sensory
(auditory)
learning

enhancement

Learning 
gumbo

Rhythmic 
reinforcement



Chapter 3

41

know they have “majesty”. What many do not consciously know is that by 
touching the spirit, they can intentionally transfer their majesty to their 
students. Once teachers know that their majesty is transferable, it becomes 
important that they see it in their students. Majesty is, therefore, the desire 
of teachers to inspire in their students all that is great in them at all times. 
The purpose of education is to reproduce and refine all that is the best of 
society. In many ways, majesty occurs when the teacher believes that the 
greatness that is within them by virtue of being a teacher must be reproduced 
and refined in each and every student. As a teacher, one must connect 
oneself to each child, in part, through the demonstration of one’s own 
dignity, authority, connection, power and splendor. This connection is 
evident in the classroom by the teacher upholding a high level of 
professionalism and excellence in their attitude, dress and mannerisms; a 
high level of respect for each child and their cultural capital; a high level of 
expectation that every child can achieve success in the same or 
greater fashion than the teacher themselves and the staunch belief that the 
teacher is an important role model that is to be reproduced and refined. The 
teacher, therefore, must be of good character to be replicated and emulated. 

Administrators, school boards, teachers’ unions, parents and community 
leaders (presumably of good character) must hold teachers accountable 
for their sense of excellence and character. A teacher of questionable 
character should not be offered the gift of being able to influence, direct 
and guide any child’s life. A teacher of questionable character is one who 
takes no responsibility for their own teaching and the learning of students. 
They blame the students, their parents, their culture or any other viable 
scapegoat to rationalize their failure to be committed to relentlessly 
working on the behalf of children. This can be witnessed in the teacher’s 
lounge, on the playground or in the back of the classroom where some 
African American child ultimately will be sitting as punishment for the 
teacher’s lack of preparation or inability to purposefully challenge that 
child to maximize their greatness.

With “mastery”, the teacher’s educational intent is to assist the student 
to continually seek to possess and attain a higher level of skill, knowledge, 
technique and proficiency regarding a subject. Teaching is happening … 
learning is not! What is the disconnection? On any given day a person can 
walk through a school and witness teachers doing something called 
teaching. The teacher is usually in front of a classroom teaching the 
curriculum provided by the district. According to some district guidelines, 
teachers in many schools should be on approximately the same page of 
their teachers’ guides at the same time. Furthermore, teachers in many 
schools must give assessments to students on Fridays after the lessons 
have been taught during the week. On Friday, many students nationwide 
fail the assessments. A teacher of questionable character might say 



Nsaka Sunsum [“touching the spirit”]: A pedagogy and process of black educational excellence

42

“I taught it” and move on to the next week’s assessment preparation in the 
name of lesson plans. Is teaching really happening here? Mastery must be 
the goal and the only indication of teaching in a classroom. Teaching is not 
synonymous with learning. Simply teaching the skill, knowledge or 
technique is not good enough. Teachers have been allowed through district 
mandates to continue with the curriculum guides and the district pacing 
schedules while the children are continuously allowed to fail. The proof of 
excellence in teaching is detected in the success of the performance of 
students. Teachers must remember that teaching and learning are bound 
together as a divine dance. Excellent teaching is evident in classrooms 
where the teacher can discern between what works and what does not and 
has no resistance to changing the plans or the methods of instruction to 
better benefit the learning style of the child. Mastery occurs when the 
teacher takes ownership of each child’s repertoire of knowledge and 
defines and enhances it by any means necessary. Mastery as the teacher’s 
educational intent must be as rigorous and as serious as the process of 
electing the pope. Several cardinals are selected to elect the pope. They 
enter in a conclave where they will remain until a new pope is selected. 
Once the new pope has been chosen, white smoke is sent up a chimney to 
alert the world that a new pope has been chosen. The cardinals’ intent is to 
carefully and wisely choose who the next pope will be. The Catholic view in 
this vein is that they do not leave until the smoke is white. Teachers must 
have the same vision in their intent to teach children for mastery. In other 
words, teachers do not leave until the smoke is white or teachers should 
not stop until the student has proven that they have achieved mastery.

Administrators have a considerable role in the responsibility for students’ 
lack of mastery of skills and knowledge. Administrators must hold teachers 
accountable when students do not master a subject. However, district and 
school administrators must first examine the role that they play in creating 
policies that allow ineffective teachers to remain in the classroom. When 
analyzing the test scores and outcomes of the various high-stakes 
assessments, the variables examined are typically the race, gender and 
socio-economic status of the child. The most glaring data are that African 
American males fail more than any other group. African American males 
are also suspended more than any other group, drop out of school more 
than any other race and are imprisoned at a greater rate than any other 
group. Administrators should be remiss for not including a comparative 
analysis of the race, gender, educational preparedness and years of 
experience of the teachers in their results diagrams. The results of the 
teachers’ race, gender, educational preparedness and years of teaching 
should be weighed in as factors that often prevent students from achieving 
mastery of skills and knowledge. A critical concern or question should be 
what type of teacher is better able to “touch the spirit” of black male 
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students? One example of accountability in this regard could be as follows: 
Each year the success rate of the teacher should be critically examined. If 
50% of the students in a classroom achieve below average on the 
standardized test variety of the year or week, the teacher should be given 
a well-publicized score of 50% or a grade of an “F”. If the teacher teaches 
to mastery 70% of the students in their class, they should receive a grade 
of 70%, equal to a “C”. If the teacher achieves mastery in 100% of her 
students, she receives a grade of an “A” and she receives a raise in her 
teacher salary. High-stakes testing should be based upon the success and 
performance of the teacher and the student in the classroom and not on 
over-assessing students. Imagine the effort and innovation that would be 
developed in the field of education if the ability of teachers to achieve a 
high level of mastery in their students was rewarded in the same fashion as 
successful doctors and lawyers. Teachers must be held accountable, as well 
as students, who remain victimized by a system of educational practices 
and policies that continue to perpetuate failure. Never should students 
who have shown ample evidence of low performance on assessments be 
assessed more, unless we can invent an assessment process or instrument 
that in itself “touches the spirit” of the student and thereby assists in 
the achievement of mastery. The intervention for students must include the 
Nsaka Sunsum pedagogical ideas of love, culture and education – not more 
assessments. When teachers are found to be deficient in their ability to 
facilitate mastery of skills and knowledge in their students, the teachers’ 
ability to perform must be reconsidered and their contract must either be 
remanded to a probationary status pending Nsaka Sunsum training or 
the teacher must be immediately terminated from the teaching profession. 
The seriousness of the failure of school systems across the country to 
achieve educational excellence with black children demands no less.

With “memory”, the teacher’s educational intent is symbolically 
connecting learning to the heart. The educational intent is to blend the 
knower with both knowledge and the process of knowing. To “learn by 
heart” is to connect the student and the learning into one organic being. 
Memory can be observed in the classroom when teachers make students 
understand their connection to what they learn. An excellent example of 
memory is when teachers have their students perform on stage or in front 
of their classmates. The teacher will give their students lines to learn and 
memorize. But it is more than simple memorization. Through memory, the 
intent is for the child to become one with the subject matter or learning 
task. It takes a truly gifted teacher to see the value of these types of 
assignments, to understand the importance and to put forth the effort to 
complete the task. The students, with the help of their teacher, or their 
family, or their friends will spend an enormous amount of time rehearsing 
the lines and committing them to memory. Within this task, many skills are 
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developed and mastered and the symbolism of learning to the heart is 
outlined. Through this one assignment, the student learns to respect himself 
and others as he understands the effort required on everyone’s part to 
complete the task. Shyness is often eliminated, while courage, confidence 
and competence are developed and strengthened. Others encourage 
fellow classmates when they might have previously been teased in other 
venues. The student becomes one with the assignment and anticipates 
with pride its completion.

This task of memorization for a performance has touched issues of 
respect, courage, pride, collectivism, effort and hard work. Certainly, other 
issues will be explored during the completion of the assignment. This 
example of a school performance is valuable in highlighting factors relating 
to learning to the heart. The issues explored during this assignment are 
characteristics that must be developed in the citizens in our society. These 
characteristics and others can be developed in school performances 
through memorization connection to learning. Other academic areas 
benefit from the development of mnemonic devices that aid in memory 
including studying, class work and the ability of the brain to retain 
information. The assignment of an activity such as a school play can be 
supported by the administration of the school by a requirement that all 
grades will participate in the school play or memorization performance. 
For example, with the educational intent to connect learning to the heart, 
students who have been prepared by their teachers can host morning or 
weekly assemblies. These students have taken ownership and pride in their 
role in the successful orchestration of the morning or weekly assembly. 
Memory as the educational intent can also be seen in schools where 
administration and staff have developed school songs, rally calls or 
inspirational learning chants that serve to unify students and develop pride 
in themselves or the school. Students have great abilities that are often 
stifled or never showcased because some teachers do not look for the 
greatness in the student. Many schools have assemblies where the students 
are required to memorize their parts and perform in front of large audiences. 
This assignment of memorization for public performance has changed in 
many ways. Often the teachers have no control of their classroom and 
would not dare to endeavor on such an arduous task and their students are 
never given an opportunity to relate learning to the heart. In an effort to 
conform to the idea that schools should have students perform for whatever 
reason or season, many schools allow students to perform using notes on 
paper or have their parts posted in different places through the audience. 
Performance without memorization (or simply learning lines) does not 
meet the educational intent of memory, which is to develop a connection 
to the student and the learning and connect the student and learning into 
one organic whole, that is, to blend the student (knower) to the subject 
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(knowledge) and to the process of learning (knowing). And finally, with 
“meaning”, the teacher’s educational intent is to assist the student in being 
able to uncover or discover the deeper significance, importance and 
relevance of the information and ideas representing learning. The teacher’s 
role is to guide students through a series of topic-related questions 
especially concerning the colonization of ideas. The questions probe the 
multi-layered nature of reality. This is especially important in the context of 
the falsification or omission of our contributions to every area of human 
endeavor. Such a procedure helps students to respond by making 
connections on personal, textual and worldly levels. As a result of this 
“divine dance”, students are able to identify with the content matter. 
Through this process, students and teachers realize that there is a deeper 
meaning underlying everything. For example, in teaching a unit on 
archeoastronomy, meaning would guide the teacher to further interrogate 
the subject by exploring why some information (African contributions) is 
never discussed or is distorted. Meaning compels the teacher to guide the 
students’ knowing to a deeper level, that is, not only why the astronomical 
history of the Dogon gets left out of the text but also how did the Dogon 
know about certain astronomical configurations without the aid of a 
modern telescope.

In the language of the Nsaka Sunsum method, ritual is a teaching method 
that involves the whole person (thinking, feeling and doing) in development 
and transformation. Stress is placed on performance (doing) and affirmation 
(recognition). Rhythm is a teaching method that is vitalistic (requires action, 
movement, sound and speech) and locates knowledge, knowing and knower 
as a “divine dance” between the teacher and the student. Recitation is a 
teaching method that utilizes the recognition of the spoken word and sound 
patterns to assist in the internalization of learning. Stress is placed on oral 
and aural virtuosity. Repetition is a teaching method that utilizes the 
“dramatic pulse” found in progress and progression as tempo. Stress is 
placed on movement and meter as a stimulus for achievement. Repetition of 
pattern enhances meaning and learning. Relationship is a teaching method 
that utilizes the recognition of connections. Based on the recognition of the 
simultaneous connection between the being, belonging and becoming of 
the student and teacher, the primary source of learner–teacher relationship 
is love and respect. Stress is placed on making connections between the 
learners’ multiple worlds (home, school, church, community, etc.) and the 
usefulness of learning. In the language of the Nsaka Sunsum process, one is 
required to develop teaching strategies or practices that are consciously 
designed to “touch the spirit”. There are no set approved techniques. The 
only requirement is that the technique touches the spirit. The following are, 
however, examples that have been used in the professional development 
training of teachers for the last decade. 
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Igniting the inner genius
With this practice, the teacher affirms that their students are the “greatest”, 
can master anything and complete any task or assignment at the level of 
excellence. High praise is continually used to prepare or “prime” the 
student’s readiness. In so doing, there is continual touching of the spirit and 
reminding the student of their personal ownership of the spirit of excellence. 
In my own classroom and in those of teachers who worked well with our 
children, this was achieved by the teacher’s first understanding that they 
possess the power to create the climate of the classroom. The teacher 
reminds the student of their success and continuously raises the standard. 
The teacher creates an atmosphere for success by helping students to 
become fearless. The teacher shows the students that taking risks is 
acceptable. The gifted teacher begins to “hand off responsibility for the 
learning to the students”. The students are able to articulate what is 
expected of them, and the expectations are known, stated and can be 
repeated by the students. The students take possession of their learning 
and become resources for each other in different subjects and on different 
projects. 

Divine dancing
With this practice, the teacher moves (dances) among students, creates 
active physical harmony, a lively, exciting and stimulating environment, and 
encourages active participatory learning. A learning relationship is the 
constant and expected relationship between the teacher’s spirit and the 
student’s spirit. Evidence that the teaching process reflects and incorporates 
divine dancing in the classroom is seen in the pace of instruction. Instruction 
should be quick, spirited and lively. The teacher moves among the students 
and creates active physical harmony in an intense and stimulating 
environment. The students rise to the challenge of the intense pace with 
excitement and confidence because it has been created in the lively and 
congenial interactions between the teacher and the students.

Learning gumbo
With this practice, the student’s spirit is “touched” by the teacher, reinforcing 
in each classroom a passion for learning and a desire to know. The teacher 
“mixes” strong praise, high expectations and continuous challenges. In 
classrooms where teachers are successful with African American students, 
there is a mutual respect evident in the classroom discourse and in non-
verbal indicators. The teacher and the students routinely make connections 
between and among the physical, emotional, spiritual and cultural realms of 
their lives and why they are learning and what they are learning. Stress is 
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placed on making connections or relations between the students’ multiple 
worlds of home, school, church, family community, etc., and the usefulness 
of learning. The teacher introduces the lesson with an explanation of the 
whole idea and then develops the parts.

Expressive personhood 
With this practice, the teacher consciously integrates the student’s personal 
feelings, thoughts and actions. The teacher openly encourages, which in 
most cases is discouraged or eliminated, the unique and distinctive learning 
styles and language (ebonics) of the student. This practice of expressive 
personhood can be achieved in the classroom by stressing oral, aural, 
visual, tactile and movement virtuosity. The students are encouraged to 
speak and express themselves confidently. The teacher has refined and 
developed her relationships with the student so that they know significant 
attributes that are unique to each other. The students know and understand 
why the teacher has high expectations of them and what the expectations 
are. The classroom décor reflects the culture, race and ethnicity of all of the 
students in the room. The unique learning modalities and attributes of each 
learner are not only encouraged, but the teacher uses and honors the 
students’ learning modalities and attributes to inform instruction. 

Rhythmic reinforcement
The teacher continuously affirms that the student already knows many 
things and, in most instances, comes to school with a first language. 
Rhyming helps to stimulate the spirit in learning as well as internalizing the 
reinforcement that the student’s nature is to be a knower. In classrooms, 
teachers use rhythm and rhyming through music or sounds to reinforce 
what is being learned. Common uses of rhythm reinforcement are the 
clapping of hands to indicate syllable breaks in words, or teachers creating 
songs that reinforce or remind students of the lessons they have learned. 
Repetition is also a method used widely in classrooms. The rhythm of the 
repetition of skills or facts helps to reinforce what is known. 

Sensory (auditory) learning enhancement
With this practice, the teacher intentionally creates an active and noisy 
learning environment. That is, the teacher should create a learning 
environment that is multi-sensory (sound, sight, touch and movement) and 
surrounds or encapsulates the process of learning. The use of background 
ambiance (sound, especially music) is desirable. Background music is often 
played to create an ambiance where the rhythm is ever-present. Effective 
and dedicated teachers have taken popular songs or rhythms of current 
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popular music and recreated lyrics that represent a new song to the sound 
of the popular music. This practice can even be assigned to students as a 
class activity that would aid in the internalizing of a theme or the 
memorization of a literary piece.

In effect, the Nsaka Sunsum [“touching the spirit”] is a revolutionary 
educational process that realigns the educational intent, method, practices 
and cultural applications in the service of maximizing the student’s 
educational potential. It boldly utilizes the best of African and African 
American culture in the achievement of educational excellence with African 
American students. It also provides black education with a language and 
logic that substantiates and legitimizes black educational excellence on 
and within our own cultural grounding.

African (black) psychology: Implications 
for pedagogical practice via the Nsaka 
Sunsum 

The final point we wish to draw attention to in this discussion is the nexus 
between African (black) psychology, the Nsaka Sunsum and African-
centered pedagogical practice. Generally, the educational experiences or 
objectives for teachers of African American learners should support the 
overall development and transformation of the child. Specifically, African-
centered instruction should focus on the development of the African spirit, 
mind and being and the intellectual and cultural maturation of the child. 
The ultimate test of African-centered education is the extent to which the 
teaching and learning experience reflects and fosters African and African 
American cultural worldviews, precepts and values. The purpose of the 
educational experience should be to respect and reinforce the spiritual 
evolution and cultural maturation of children in harmony with their own 
existence, family and community. The content of the educational experience 
should reflect the image, interest and development of African American 
children. The core or essential aspect of the ABPsi definition of African-
centered psychology is the “illumination and liberation of the spirit in the 
service of promoting optimal human functioning”. Accordingly, the 
application of African-centered psychology to black educational excellence 
requires the recognition that:

1.	 Spirit permeates everything.
2.	 Everything in the universe is interconnected. 
3.	 Collectivity is the most salient element of existence.
4.	 Communal self-knowledge is key to mental health.

Given this nexus between African (black) psychology and black educational 
excellence, the essential conditions necessary for effective instruction for 
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African American learners can be stated in the form of four “Nsaka Sunsum” 
postulates: 

1.	 Nsaka Sunsum Postulate I: “Every child not only can learn but can learn 
anything and everything” (spirit permeates everything). 

2.	 Nsaka Sunsum Postulate II: “Knowledge, knowing and knower are 
interconnected and must always be connected for optimal learning 
acquisition to occur” (everything in the universe is interconnected). 

3.	 Nsaka Sunsum Postulate III: “The value of individual achievement is 
directly related to one’s ability to contribute to the well-being and 
welfare of one’s community and the human family” (collectivity is the 
most salient element of existence). 

4.	 Nsaka Sunsum Postulate IV: “Education must inextricably link the 
student’s and community’s well-being and welfare and by so doing 
provide the student with the attitude, ability and willingness to contribute 
to their own as well as other human fulfillment” (communal self-
knowledge is key to mental health).

Nsaka Sunsum curricular components
A curriculum is generally thought of as a set of activities, courses and 
instruction bound by an area of specialization. Its essential components 
are (1) objectives, (2) content, (3) intent, (4) process and (5) outcomes. 
Technically speaking, the Nsaka Sunsum curriculum would therefore be a 
course of study whose purpose is to (1) systematically guide the 
transmission of information and knowledge; (2) reinforce the desire 
(passion) to learn or  know; and (3) encourage the internalization of 
behavior and attitudes consistent with educational excellence, human 
mastery and the development of character as defined by African people 
over the centuries (Nobles 1991a, 1991b). 

Curricular objectives
In its objectives, the Nsaka Sunsum curriculum supports the development 
of a sense of consciousness, confidence, competence, commitment and 
character in the student. Accordingly, the overall objective is to guide the 
development of a well-rounded human being who has the ability, skills and 
attitude to become a contributing asset to self, family, community and 
society. The curriculum for African American students should guide 
educational activities designed to excite the students, provide them 
opportunities to acquire new skills, knowledge and practices, and enable 
them to intellectually believe as well as experientially feel that there 
are things that they can do well. In doing these things, they can benefit 
themselves, family, community and society. The educational objectives 
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associated with this curriculum are also guided by the conscious attempt 
to incorporate and utilize methods and practices consistent with African 
cultural retentions, orientations and precepts (e.g. real-world applications, 
responsibility for traditions, harmony with nature, cooperation and synergy) 
to stimulate educational excellence. 

Curricular content
The Nsaka Sunsum curriculum is guided by the conscious attempt to 
include African and African American contributions to human civilization in 
every subject area while utilizing and integrating subject-specific concepts 
and skills, critical thinking and problem-solving. It should be designed to 
enable youths to perceive and understand principles such as reciprocity, 
responsibility, restraint and respect. The content of the programme should 
serve to develop a consciousness of the interconnectedness between man, 
nature and the supernatural. It should systematically guide the transmission 
of information and knowledge while simultaneously reinforcing the desire 
to learn. 

Curricular intent
The intent of the Nsaka Sunsum curriculum is to openly assist children in 
(1) achieving mastery of all aspects of human functioning, (2) reproducing 
and defining themselves within the objective world and (3) explicitly 
making their personality and character. By providing the student with 
opportunities to experience success and to see their own image and 
interest in the educational experience, the curriculum is intentionally 
orchestrated to develop a sense of competence, confidence and 
consciousness in the student. The intention of the curriculum is guided by 
the conscious attempt to incorporate and utilize cultural retentions, 
orientations and precepts of African American people (e.g. high spiritual or 
ethical concerns, veneration of the ancestors, sociology of selfhood or 
communalism, unity of being, centrality of community or collectivism, 
consubstantiation and transformation) to stimulate educational excellence. 

Teaching process
The educator is “the bridge”. It is the teacher’s job to make the curriculum 
come alive. The teacher must carry the complex and technical information 
supporting human growth and development to the life and mind of the 
student. The teacher must be able to translate or exchange the information 
and the curricular content to meanings, experiences and applications that the 
student can use and understand. The educational process for African American 
students utilizing the Nsaka Sunsum curriculum would also be guided by 
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the  conscious attempt to incorporate and utilize methods and practices 
consistent with cultural retentions, orientations and precepts (e.g. performance 
demonstration, dramatization, verve or emotional vitality, harmony, movement, 
affect, expressive individualism, orality, interdependence or interrelatedness 
and direct experience) to stimulate educational excellence.

Curricular outcomes
While each subject area will identify the specific outcomes associated with 
the course of study (i.e. what students should know), the overall outcome 
for African American students utilizing the Nsaka Sunsum [“touching the 
spirit”] curriculum should be the reproduction and refinement of a 
competent, confident and conscious human being. 

The teacher-Jegnoch
Several years ago I introduced the notion of Jenoch (plural of Jegna) to the 
African-centered discourse (Nobles 2002). At that time, I offered jegna as 
a better and more appropriate model for youth advising than the Greek 
notion of mentor. It is clearer to me now that the characteristics of a Jegna 
are, indeed, essentially the qualities we see in our best teachers. Jegnoch 
are those special people who have (1) been tested in struggle or battle, 
(2)  demonstrated extraordinary and unusual fearlessness, (3) shown 
determination and courage in protecting their people, land and culture, (4) 
shown diligence and dedication to our people, (5) produced exceptionally 
high-quality work, and (6) dedicated themselves to the protection, defence, 
nurturance and development of our young by advancing our people, place 
and culture. The teachers who are successful in guiding black children to 
achieve educational excellence are also those teachers who oppose the 
systems of black negation and mediocrity (tested in struggle or battle). 
They are the ones who work beyond their contract or class period (diligence 
and dedication to our people). They fight for – sometimes against – parents 
and principals to ensure their students’ success (dedicate themselves to 
the protection, defence, nurturance and development of our young). They 
produce children who perform at the highest level (produce exceptionally 
high-quality work). Nsaka Sunsum teachers or spirit teachers do more than 
just teach subject matter competencies. They build and inspire the character 
of excellence wherein our children have the confidence to meet the 
challenges of mastery. Our best teachers are Jegnoch. 

Conclusion
Educational practice should be both an art and a science with African 
(black) psychology providing the logical formulation of its process. Given 
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the cultural grounding of all educational programming, African (black) 
psychology should serve black education by dissecting the inadequate and 
useless ineptness of most Western models of education and explicating in 
great detail the appropriate African-centered cultural formulations for 
black educational excellence. In recognition, for instance, that the axiom, 
“nothing human happens outside of culture” and its corollary, “culture is 
the medium in which all human functioning occurs”, African (black) 
psychology should be charged with the task of providing the critical 
analyses of both black educational failure and success. Similarly, because it 
is recognized that in relation to human functioning, culture performs a 
“symbolic function” wherein it provides the set or sets of signs, symbols, 
beliefs, rituals and rites which give meaning to human phenomena and the 
logical relations between and among phenomena as well as a “demand 
function” having the power to compel behaviors and the capacity to 
reinforce ideas and beliefs about human activity, African (black) psychology 
and psychologists are or should be essential in furthering our understanding 
of the complex symbolic and demand function of culture in relation to 
black education and excellence. In a straightforward way, the charge and 
challenge for African (black) psychology and psychologists is to relocate 
the discourse on black human functioning and to engage in the process of 
defining the meaning of being human for all African people. The charge 
and challenge for African (black) psychology will serve to (1) “clarify” our 
definition, meaning and resolute position and purpose in the world; (2) 
“analyze and describe” the concrete human conditions which affect and 
influence our collective human development; (3) “prescribe and excite” 
solutions and actions which will free African people from both material and 
spiritual degradation; and (4) reclaim and re-invent methods and models 
of African-centered habilitation and rehabilitation in the real world. Similarly, 
the charge and challenge of the classroom teacher is to blend the art and 
science of African-centered teaching where teaching is inextricably married 
to educational excellence. In many ways, we classroom teachers should be 
the catalyst that prescribes and excites educational excellence with black 
children. Our role and responsibility is to be the jegnoch. Our children and 
ancestors expect us, African (black) classroom teachers to define and 
understand the magnitude of the role that we play in shaping the lives of 
children and therefore, be of an exalted character to serve as a role model 
for students, parents and the community. Realize that via your role as a 
teacher, it is your responsibility to heal the community through educational 
excellence. Be willing and prepared to fight racism, white supremacy and 
African dehumanization by questioning, analyzing, refuting, refusing or 
rewriting any policy or practice that does not have the best interest of the 
black child in mind as if that child was of your own flesh. Understand that 
your love for the spirit of the human being in your classroom will be one of 
the most important guiding forces in that child’s life. The role of a black 
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classroom teacher is vastly different from that of any other. As a result of 
racism, white supremacy and African dehumanization, the African American 
child has been saddled with the legacy of an educational system that was 
created to perpetuate their failure. It is then the role, right and responsibility 
of the African classroom teacher to protect black children by destroying 
the system that has no regard for the African meaning of being human. The 
legacies of excellence of Hamilton Naki, Vivian Thomas and Ben Carson will 
only become commonplace when the structure and process of education 
will be organized to include love, culture and the reproduction and 
refinement of the best of our being so that high regard for black people 
and our culture permeates through the educational system and a deep 
respect for the potential of excellence in black children is developed. 
African communities both in Africa and the Diaspora (including the USA), 
it seems to me, require and expect us, African (black) psychologists to 
firstly ignite our own cultural sense of spiritness and to continue to think, 
conceptualize and produce ideas, thoughts, programmes and projects that 
liberate and illuminate the spirit of African people worldwide. Accordingly, 
we must dare “to be African” and create conditions and circumstances 
where we reclaim, re-invent, test and replicate models that reflect as well 
as ignite the best possibility and potential of African people. In a very real 
sense, the Nsaka Sunsum pedagogy and process for educational excellence 
with African American children is but one attempt to harness our own 
culture so as to utilize the notion of spiritness as the key to explicating 
the  logical relationship between teacher and student that compels 
achievement, reinforces the student’s belief in their own unlimited capacity 
and results in educational excellence. The ultimate charge for African 
(black) psychology and psychologists is to engage every area (religion, 
economics, entertainment, family, etc.) of black life in the same manner. 
Finally, in the spirit of spiritness, the charge and challenge of African (black) 
psychologists is to fulfill our destiny. The key is to know who we are and 
whose we are. Our children (including those yet-to-be-born) and the 
ancestors (whose unfulfilled possibilities we are) should expect no less 
than that we who are the seekers of the illumination (black psychologists) 
and who are given custody of black children’s learning (black teachers) 
develop and insist upon an educational practice that will “touch the spirit” 
of excellence and elegance in black children. In doing Nsaka Sunsum, we 
can ignite and re-instill in all of us the commitment to continue the tradition 
of black excellence, mastery and building for eternity.
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Introduction
African social science scholars have been deconstructing, rethinking and 
reconstructing knowledge practices to develop critical perspectives that 
reflect African experiences (Adesina 2002; Alexander 2013; Mafeje 1991). 
They have attempted to develop conceptual tools to grapple with the 
issues facing the African continent by using the social worlds and 
experiences of Africans as a source to contribute to the project of 
decolonisation. A common strand of sociology that makes it a significant 
field of social inquiry is its compulsion to uncover the hidden, to explore 
the underlying generative mechanisms for social behaviour, to remove the 
many layers of distortions and to discern the many different layers of 
meaning (Hendricks 2006). It is therefore undeniable that sociology and 
the social sciences possess the appropriate tools to facilitate sophisticated 
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social inquiry. However, the sociological analysis in Africa has relied 
dominantly on Western concepts and theories. This is a consequence of 
the neglect and the despotic transformation of African knowledge systems 
because of imperialism and colonisation. 

We have inherited an academy constructed within a historical framework 
that purports that we cannot think about (modern) knowledge, particularly 
in the social sciences, without linking it to modernity and that we cannot 
think about modernity without linking it with Europe. Consequently, the 
social sciences canon has historically existed as deeply idiographic in its 
origin and discourse, even though it has been applied nomothetically in 
societies outside of Europe. The history of colonial conquest in Africa 
did  not just include physical subjugation, but it also included the 
imposition  of knowledge structures (Osha 2005). Through education, 
particularly founded upon Western ways of knowing informed by European 
experiences and perceptions, Africans were meant to take instruction from 
their colonial conquerors and purge their traditional knowledge and belief 
systems. Part of the mission for contemporary thinkers, which various 
African thinkers have engaged with, is to re-connect with African modes of 
knowledge, which were changed, and others destroyed by the colonial 
encounter. The ultimate goal is to recover and recentre African knowledge, 
to enrich the academy. Furthermore, recovering and recentring and the 
development of situated theories involves rethinking and reconstructing 
concepts: the building blocks for theories. 

Raymond Williams (1983) argues that meanings – particularly for socially, 
economically and politically charged concepts – are contextual and 
influenced by the socio-cultural experiences of individuals who participate 
in meaning-making. Hence, the meanings of concepts, particularly in the 
humanities and social sciences, are socially constructed. Unfortunately, 
the  concepts that we use and those that frame theories have been 
disproportionately constructed from a European or Western perspective. 

My Master of Arts (MA) thesis posited a way to tackle this challenge by 
carrying out an inquiry into the socially constructed meanings of the 
sociologically relevant isiXhosa term impucuko – and associated terms 
ukhanyo/ukanyo, uphuhliso and inkqubela-phambili – as its meanings have 
been constructed by isiXhosa-speaking intellectuals at the turn of the 20th 
century and at the turn of the 21st century. The thesis was a pragmatic way 
of recentring African communities in the process of concept development, 
recovery or reconstruction in academic work. In addition, the inquiry 
examined the relationship between socio-cultural experiences or context 
and meaning construction. This chapter reflects on the insights gained from 
the dissertation in regard to concepts emerging from African communities, 
their development and their place in academia. The chapter does this by 
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diving into a discussion about the socially constructed nature of concepts 
and conceptualisation in African languages. The chapter then moves into a 
discussion of the socially constructed meanings of impucuko that came up 
from the research. It then includes a discussion of the emerging  insights 
from the inquiry, followed by a conclusion.

Socially constructed nature of concepts
It is undeniable that concepts in social sciences have been sourced from 
Western scholarship, which emerged from a different socio-cultural context, 
and the concepts continue to be applied nonetheless to understand social 
change in Africa. In a way, this does not take into account the socially 
constructed nature of meaning; this is an error that can create challenges 
which I will discuss shortly. There are terms which we consider with different 
values and valuations based on our experiences. There are different kinds 
of formations and distributions of energy and interest that contribute to 
the meaning construction of these terms, which can result in them being 
understood and used differently by different groups and societies. Raymond 
Williams (1986) refers to this as critical encounters where, consciously or 
unconsciously, in the development of language, in certain words, meanings 
are offered, felt for, tested, confirmed, asserted, qualified, rejected and 
changed. These critical encounters are influenced by changes or continuities 
in social experiences which in turn have implications for the development 
of meaning; this is more so the case in certain social and political terms. 
Language is at the heart of these critical encounters, and some of the 
important social and historical processes occur within language in ways 
which indicate how integral culture and group relationships influence the 
construction of meaning. Important concepts expressed in the English 
language have also developed key meanings in languages other than 
English or went through a complicated and interactive development that 
speaks to particular experiences which may be similar to, independent of 
or in opposition to the Western framework.

Engaging with socially, economically and politically charged terms in 
indigenous languages such as isiXhosa to understand the socially 
constructed meanings of terms as they emerge from socio-linguistic 
communities is important. This exercise requires that we make ourselves 
the objects of critical scholarly engagement. Jimi Adesina (2010) argues 
that intellectual communities become canonical by engaging with their 
ideas, events and people. For African communities to be recognised as 
important intellectually, beyond just as sources for case studies, African 
scholars need to take themselves and their locales seriously. The dissecting 
and chewing up of concepts in vernacular languages as they are constructed 
within communities can contribute to the development and scholarly 
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banking of concepts in indigenous African languages – concepts that can 
form part of academic disciplines that can be tools to help us understand 
social or sociological phenomena occurring in African societies in a more 
authentic way.

The use of concepts uncritically to understand social phenomena does 
an injustice to social inquiry and gives rise to various issues. The first 
challenge among the challenges I will discuss while drawing from the work 
of Bongani Nyoka is the superimposing of preconceived theories, models 
or meanings on local data. To illustrate this point, Nyoka (2013) explores 
usapho [family]. He argues that the construction of the family according to 
the Western conception of nuclear families led to the development of the 
concept of extended family to describe family structures in South Africa 
because they go against the ‘normal’ family structure (Nyoka 2013). Among 
AmaXhosa, for example, usapho [family] is not limited to one’s immediate 
biological relations (parents and siblings), people who live in the same 
household and those with blood ties (Nyoka 2013). Usapho includes 
grandparents, aunts and uncles, as well as people who share an isiduko 
[clan name]. In South African cultures, the concept of a cousin or an uncle 
on the paternal side of the family is non-existent. Your father’s brothers are 
not your uncles but your fathers. Your father’s younger brother is 
utat’omncinci, which translates to ‘younger father’, and your father’s older 
brother is utat’omdala, which translates to ‘older father’. Similarly, their 
children are not your cousins but abant’akwenu, your siblings. ‘Therefore, 
“uncles” and “cousins” – to use familiar terminology – do not belong to an 
“extended family” or “household” but are members of the family tout court’ 
(Nyoka 2013, p. 12). To an outsider, this may not make sense, but one who 
has immersed themselves in the context understands.

The second challenge is how the failure of practitioners to ‘take their 
objects of inquiry on their terms’ can create misunderstandings (Nyoka 
2013). To illustrate this, Nyoka (2013) uses the concept of umuthi. Umuthi, 
as understood in the Nguni languages, means ‘medicine’; however, in 
South African public discourse, and by extension the academy, the term 
is associated with witchcraft. Consequently, the use of umuthi by 
individuals is labelled as the practising of witchcraft. Yet, the Nguni 
translation for ‘medicine’ such as cough syrup or aspirin is umuthi, and 
umuthi refers to precisely that: medicine (Nyoka 2013). Unfortunately, 
from colonial history, African herbalists and traditional healers came to be 
labelled as witchdoctors; thus, the umuthi is associated with witchcraft. 
The misunderstanding of umuthi has led to assumptions about the 
practices and the way of life of black people, resulting in erasure and 
reduction (Nyoka 2013). A clear example of this can be seen in the labelling 
of murders characterised by the removal of body parts as ‘muthi killings’ 
by analysts, the media (journalists) and academics (Nyoka 2013). 
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The continual association of umuthi with witchcraft in public discourse is 
from the lack of desire or inability to transcend the epistemological 
othering upon which the theoretical scheme used to understand African 
society is founded (Nyoka 2013). These challenges are negations which 
indicate a failure to adequately understand the lives of black people, and 
they reflect a failure on the part of sociologists to root themselves in the 
local context, not just intellectually but culturally and existentially. What 
has arisen is omissions and failure to analyse and represent the lives of 
black people adequately.

Kwasi Wiredu, a Ghanaian philosopher whose impressive intellectual 
stature stems from his seminal work that he terms ‘conceptual decolonisation’, 
offers a proposal for decolonisation (Osha 2005). At the core of conceptual 
decolonisation is the unravelling of the conceptual entanglement between 
Western and African concepts, ideas and structures in contemporary 
scholarship and thinking (Wiredu 2002). Through conceptual decolonisation, 
Wiredu aims to address how foreign concepts and ways of thinking were 
often uncritically assimilated into African thought and conceptual schemes. 
Although Wiredu’s project of conceptual decolonisation is a purely 
philosophical exploit, his writings are relevant in providing ways to think 
about tackling the issue of how to decolonise knowledge. Wiredu’s conceptual 
decolonisation offers a guide to inform the pursuit of a re-interpretation, 
re-imagination or re-conceptualisation of concepts whose meanings have 
been inclined towards Western socio-cultural experiences. Subsequently, 
the intellectual, moral and political infrastructure that is contained in the 
work of African intellectuals such as Rubusana, Gqoba, Mqhayi, Mgqwetho 
and Jordan is an avenue to explore the conceptual entanglement between 
African and Western concepts. It is through the reflective practice of the 
involuntary intermixing of African and Western intellectual thought and the 
imposition of Western thought on the African intellectual legacy that we can 
construct a sociology that is suited to address present-day social phenomena 
in African spaces. 

Critics of conceptual decolonisation argue that the concept is opposed 
to the principles and tenets of globalisation, where the world is integrated 
and interdependent such that there is a convergence about issues like 
development, education and poverty, even across cultural and linguistic 
boundaries (Okolisah 2020). In this context, Wiredu’s conceptual 
decolonisation has been labelled as impractical and epistemologically 
irrelevant (Okolisah 2020). However, Wiredu’s project remains viable for 
tackling the challenge of decolonising African sociology or sociology in 
Africa. This is because we must have African concepts that are not merely 
understood as, for example, an English language conceptualisation 
translated into isiXhosa, as Western concepts should not be a measure for 
anything except Western experience that is not universal.
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The socially constructed meanings of 
impucuko

Impucuko is the nominalisation of the verbs ukuphucuka, ukuphucula and 
ukuphuculwa, as well as the adjectives uphucukile, baphucukile, ziphucukile 
and iphucukile. In linguistics, nominalisation is the process of producing a 
noun from another part of speech, such as a verb (hereafter labelled as ‘v’), 
adjective or adverb. These groups of words have the same core meanings but 
are different parts of speech. Ukuphucuka (v) is the act of becoming better 
or advanced, ukuphucula (v) is the act of making something or someone 
better or civilised, and ukuphuculwa (v) is the act of being made better or 
improved. The words ukukhanyiseleka, ukukhanyiselwa, ezikanyiselweyo, 
inkqubela-phambili, inkqubela and uphuhliso are conceptually associated 
with impucuko and contribute to the meaning of the concept.

Documentary sources in the form of newspaper articles and books were 
used in conjunction with data obtained from the interviews. The sources 
are drawn from two different periods: at the turn of the 20th century and 
contemporary newspapers from the current century.

The texts from the beginning of the 20th century include the isiXhosa 
poetry collection, Zemk’ Inkomo Magwalandini [‘There goes your heritage, 
you cowards’] (2003) edited by Mpilo Walter Benson Rubusana, with 
sections contributed by William Wellington Gqoba; Ityala Lamawele [‘The 
Lawsuit of the Twins’] (1914) and Abantu Besizwe: Historical and Biographical 
Writings, 1902–1944 (2009) by Samuel Edward Krune Mqhayi; and 
Ingqumbo Yeminyanya [‘The Wrath of the Ancestors’] (2008) by Archibald 
Campbell Mzolisa Jordan. Although Abantu Besizwe: Historical and 
Biographical Writings, 1902–1944 was published in 2009, the collection of 
work in the text was written by Mqhayi between 1902 and 1944. Documentary 
sources in the form of articles printed in native newspapers, such as the 
monthly newspapers, Isigidimi SamaXhosa (1870–1888) and Imvo 
Zabantsundu (1884–1912), were used in conjunction with data obtained 
from the interviews.

Contemporary articles were sampled from two daily newspapers, 
I’solezwe lesiXhosa and Independent Online (IOL). I’solezwe lesiXhosa 
is  published in both print and electronic formats, and IOL is an online 
news source service that occasionally publishes isiXhosa articles. These 
two newspapers complemented the interviews of isiXhosa-speaking 
professionals, which are discussed later in this chapter. Together, the 
newspapers and interviews provide insight into the contemporary 
meanings of impucuko for comparative purposes. In addition, five key 
informants from Engcobo in the Eastern Cape province, South Africa, 
were included in the study. Although their insights are not representative, 
they provided a sense of the contemporary meanings of impucuko as 
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understood by isiXhosa-speaking professionals alongside the newspapers, 
which was critical for comparative purposes.

In a dictionary by Kropf (1915), the following record can be found about 
the meaning of impucuko: ‘civilisation’. One hundred years later, the same 
entry is found in the dictionary by Reynolds and Zotwana (2014). The 
dictionaries have no illustration of the meaning of impucuko; they simply 
provide the isiXhosa-English equivalent terms. As a result, there is no 
comprehensive record of meanings for the term in isiXhosa, just the 
meaning of ‘civilisation’. The dictionary is therefore limited in that, with a 
lack of a comprehensive record of the meaning of impucuko; it records 
impucuko merely as the isiXhosa translation for the term ‘civilisation’. In 
addition, dictionary accounts are limited in their value because dictionary 
meanings emphasise range and variation rather than connection and 
interaction. They do not account for the invaluable contribution of 
considering the socio-historical and socio-cultural in showing the different 
facets of meaning for a single term and the rich meanings that have been 
socially constructed over time. Furthermore, dictionary words do not 
consider developments in meanings that take place in everyday speech 
well before they are recorded. 

The inquiry into the evolution of the socially constructed meanings of 
impucuko draws on a particular voice that of isiXhosa-speaking professionals. 
This social grouping is important because the earliest recorded isiXhosa 
writings by Southern African intellectuals came from a professional class of 
intellectuals whose work offered critical commentary on the social, political 
and economic aspects of a colonial South Africa. The positionality of an 
African professional class offers compelling insights by virtue of their 
historical exposure to different worlds. The meanings of impucuko shown 
here have been used by the isiXhosa-speaking professionals and the 
construction of meaning happens in constant relationship with their socio-
cultural experiences. Thus, the meanings are constructed in relation to their 
upward mobility, class, race and cultural background.

The socially constructed meanings of impucuko are addressed in two 
parts. Firstly, the focus is on the meanings of impucuko as they were socially 
constructed through the experiences of isiXhosa-speaking professionals, 
known as abantu basesikolweni5 [school people], at the turn of the 20th 
century. Secondly, the contemporary meanings are socially constructed by 
selected isiXhosa-speaking professionals. Meanings of impucuko and 

5. Abantu basesikolweni acquired formal mission school education, embraced Christianity, participated in 
the colonial cash economy and were generally more receptive to Western socio-cultural influences than the 
abantu ababomvu (Davis 1979). Abantu ababomvu tended to resist Christianity and Western socio-cultural 
influences that undermined their social, economic and political independence and traditional worldview 
(Davis 1979; De Wet 2018).
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related concepts were delineated and analysed, and these meanings 
revealed different perspectives about the nature of impucuko. These 
perspectives about impucuko are not intended to be rigid or inflexible. 
They are not regarded as expressing the universal meanings of impucuko 
within the isiXhosa socio-linguistic group as they are biased towards a 
single class of people’s experiences. The meanings of impucuko emerge as:

•• enlightening knowledge
•• inkqubela-phambili [progress]
•• detachment from inkcubeko [cultural heritage]
•• a re-imagined system for development that uplifts.

Looking at the meanings of impucuko with an awareness of the socio-
cultural context shows that the meanings of impucuko, over time, were 
influenced by social experiences. Because of this, attention is drawn to the 
relationship between meaning construction and social experience as well 
as the evolution of the concept under investigation. This is valuable because, 
firstly, it contributes to us seeing how the socio-cultural context can 

TABLE 4.1: Summary of the meanings of impucuko 100 years apart.

Types of impucuko Meanings of impucuko at the turn of 
20th century

Meanings of impucuko at the turn 
of 21st century

Impucuko as 
enlightening 
knowledge

Enlightening knowledge gained 
from Christianity and missionary 
education. It is understood through 
the Enlightenment ideology which is 
distinctively European.

Enlightening knowledge understood 
beyond European connotations as all 
knowledge that drives improvement 
and well-being. Existed prior to colonial 
conquest.

Impucuko as 
inkqubela-phambili 
[progress]

A new, emerging meaning of 
progress based on Western notions 
of modernity with distinct symbols 
or hallmarks, for example, Western 
industrial technology, behaviour, 
clothing or fashion, values, status 
and fluency in English

• �Continued meaning of impucuko 
as infrastructural and technological 
advancement as well as improvement 
of the standard of living as progress, 
attributed to Westernisation

• �Understanding of progress represented 
by an individual’s and society’s ability 
to acquire goods that indicate a 
materialistically ‘sophisticated’ lifestyle

Impucuko as 
detachment from 
inkcubeko [cultural 
heritage]

Impucuko is understood as the 
villainising and neglect of amasiko 
nezithethe [African traditions and 
customs]

Retained meanings of neglect of amasiko 
nezithethe [traditional rituals and 
customs]. Includes the neglect of African 
language, traditional values and social 
behaviour.

Impucuko re-
imagined or 
reclaimed

Re-imagining impucuko or progress 
driven by new hybrid imperatives 
and forms of African nationalism 
(and Pan-Africanism) that engage 
and selectively re-appropriate certain 
African traditions and Western 
notions of modernity that genuinely 
contribute in new ways to well-being

An understanding of impucuko as the 
impact of values drawn from inkcubeko 
of isiXhosa communities throughout 
history. Impucuko is understood as the 
mobilisation of physical, intellectual, 
financial, technological and moral 
resources for upliftment. Arising from the 
critique of European imposed impucuko, 
regardless of its positive contributions. 
Given as a pre-colonial understanding of 
impucuko.

Source: Author’s own work.
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influence and shape how we make sense of the world around us and our 
identities. Secondly, having concepts that are rooted in the context can 
help with developing theoretical and conceptual tools to get a nuanced 
understanding of a particular society.

The similarities and differences in the socio-cultural experiences of 
isiXhosa-speaking professionals a century apart show how context has 
influenced the construction of meanings of impucuko. Furthermore, the 
meanings of impucuko show the influence of a Western perspective and a 
perspective rooted in the professional class’s indigenous communities, 
both of which influence their identity. This can be seen in the co-existence 
in the socio-linguistic group of a Western bias in the meanings of impucuko 
and the re-imagining of impucuko from an African perspective. As such, 
the meanings that emerge show the co-existence of multiple and even 
contradictory meanings. The socially constructed meaning of impucuko as 
enlightening knowledge shows that the meanings of impucuko have 
changed from merely being associated with knowledge that is distinctively 
European, informed by primarily Western education and Christianity, to a 
contemporary understanding of impucuko as useful knowledge that exists 
even outside of the Western framework of enlightenment. Knowledge is 
understood as driving the process of enlightenment in a way that inspires 
and influences improvement and well-being. 

At the turn of the 20th century, abantu basesikolweni, by virtue of their 
exposure to missionary education and European (English) culture, went 
through a process of (re)socialisation that initially led them to view 
Europeans as bearers of superior knowledge compared to Africans. 
Gradually, abantu basesikolweni came to recognise that superior knowledge 
was not synonymous with Europeans. For example, in Mqhayi’s reflection 
about ukanyo [enlightenment], he argues that even though ukanyo was 
associated with the influence of the Western attributes and therefore 
interpreted as beneficial for social cohesion and order, he proposes an 
understanding of ukanyo beyond a Western construction. He argues that 
inkcubeko [cultural heritage] inspired or influenced the evolution of modern 
understanding, insight and knowledge (Mqhayi 2009). This shows how 
alongside the growing influence of Western ideals, there was a recognition 
of the important role that African culture plays in ways of knowing and of 
being, and this challenges the idea that Western knowledge is superior.

In the contemporary period, this recognition seems to have grown 
among isiXhosa-speaking professionals who understand the important 
role of learning about and sharing indigenous knowledge and culture to 
inform social, political and economic institutions. The recognition has, 
however, been uneven; some professionals interviewed – especially those 
influenced by charismatic or Pentecostal Christian denominations – embrace 
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conservative Western Christian worldviews and lifestyles that reject 
traditional African cultural values and practices because they contradict 
their Western Christian worldview. Other isiXhosa-speaking professionals 
are critical of Eurocentrism. Influenced by African renaissance thinking, 
they selectively integrate modern and traditional understandings of 
impucuko. Pato (1989) illustrates this with the common African Christian 
practice of unveiling tombstones which integrates traditional African and 
Christian rituals associated with burial, remembrance and memorialising 
the deceased, as well as interpretations of life after death. Various 
(sometimes competing) discourses linked to impucuko as enlightenment 
co-exist within this socio-linguistic grouping.

From the turn of the 20th century, the professionals’ understanding of 
impucuko as inkqubela-phambili has included multiple discourses, both on 
an observable level and on an ideological level. Impucuko as inkqubela-
phambili [progress or advancement] – understood as material development 
of infrastructure, technologies and lifestyle improvements – has remained 
relatively similar in both periods. The physically observable changes are 
attributed to Westernisation and linked to an economic influence. In both 
periods under consideration, inkqubela-phambili is evident in the 
professionals’ own upward mobility, infrastructural development, 
technological advancement and increase in the standard of living. There is 
evidence among isiXhosa-speaking professionals at the turn of the 21st 
century that a consumerist perspective was increasingly shaping the 
socially constructed meanings of impucuko as inkqubela-phambili; wealth 
accumulation has become a disproportionately important marker for black 
middle-class in society. The understanding of impucuko as inkqubela-
phambili has become framed and skewed by a capitalistic perspective and 
is often reduced to personal financial gain. 

At the turn of the 20th century, there are debates about inkqubela-
phambili, especially its meaning in relation to Western notions of modernity. 
An impact of colonial imposition was how the missionary ideology 
introduced European modernity (and modernisation of society) tied to 
Christianity as superior and necessary for the progress of societies. This 
peddled Western Europe: its history, culture and people as superior to all 
other peoples and societies across the globe. Tiyo Soga, in the mid-1800s, 
represented abantu basesikolweni who were ambivalent about modernity. 
Faced with racial prejudice and limited upward mobility at the hands of 
Dutch and British settlers and the colonial government, many became 
disillusioned with Eurocentric understandings of modernity and began to 
re-interpret its meaning in more critical ways (Masilela 2014). Competing 
discourses on modernity and progress emerged within this social grouping 
and they are most notable in the competing views of Jabavu and Rubusana. 
Jabavu supported white governance, which was evident in his support for 



Chapter 4

65

the formation of an electoral pact with the Afrikaner Bond in 1898 and the 
Land Act of 1913, which angered many African nationalist thinkers at the 
time (Mangcu 2013; Mills n.d.). This indicated his implicit support for 
European-led modernity and progress. Rubusana, however, identified with 
the view that the progressive improvement of black people and society at 
large needed to be achieved through an inclusive process based on 
principles of multiracialism, equality and equity (Mills n.d.). He advocated 
for black self-representation in government. Rubusana was part of the 
growing number of the black elite at the turn of the 20th century that 
supported and contributed to an African nationalist discourse. African 
nationalism promoted multiracialism (later non-racialism), democracy and 
national self-determination (Mills n.d.). Missionary education led to upward 
mobility in colonial society – albeit with limits – but the vision abantu 
basesikolweni had about the possibilities this offered differed from that of 
missionary and colonial society. The emergence of African nationalism as 
early as the late 19th century contributed to the conceptualisation by 
abantu basesikolweni of an African modernity or modernities that were 
free from European bias and domination (Masilela 2014).

The disillusionment with Eurocentric modernity and the attempt to 
reimagine it was important within the African professional class because 
the process was tied to their social identity or collective sense of self as 
modern and upwardly mobile Africans. Historically, there has been a tension 
between being modern and African and having an African cultural heritage. 
This is evident in the understanding of impucuko as detachment from 
inkcubeko [cultural heritage]. Inkcubeko encompasses amasiko [traditional 
rituals], izithethe [customs], value systems, indigenous language(s), social 
habits and behaviour. The detachment from inkcubeko at the turn of the 
20th century was marked by an initial rejection of the practice of amasiko 
nezithethe [traditional rituals and customs] because of the influence of 
missionary ideals and their views about African traditions at that time. As a 
result, alongside the emergence of a political consciousness in the form of 
African nationalism, abantu basesikolweni went through a self-initiated 
cultural conscientisation in the form of what Masilela (2014) refers to as an 
isiXhosa renaissance. This was an intentional seeking out of African history 
to try to preserve their cultural identity which was under threat alongside 
their modern identity. The threat posed by colonialism could potentially 
lead not only to the suppression of political rights but also to the possible 
disintegration of the cultural environment and loss of self-respect and 
African standards (Mangcu 2013). Therefore, it was important for abantu 
basesikolweni to engage in a historical project of engaging with possibilities 
for an African modernity (Masilela 2014).

At the turn of the 20th century, African professionals promoted an 
emerging African renaissance understood as being modern, progressive 
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and advanced in relation to Westernisation. In addition, they encouraged 
ways to articulate impucuko according to an African perspective or 
understanding. This was opposed to those who were more conservative 
and anti-African tradition. At the turn of the 21st century, professionals 
grappled with indigenous ideas of advancement and progress that exist in 
rural communities to give rise to meanings of impucuko that indicate it is 
an endogenously driven process and state that is influenced by culture and 
history. It is recognised as endogenous because impucuko, in this regard, is 
associated with what is referred to as the principles of ubuntu, such as 
respect, compassion, human dignity, solidarity and consensus. This is a 
continuation of some African nationalist thinking and views on the 
importance of self-determination. For example, on the re-imagination of 
the meaning of impucuko, Mqhayi reflects that for progress or advancement 
to be effective, it should be guided endogenously and not imposed 
externally.

As a continuation, at the turn of the 21st century, impucuko is understood 
as multiple and contextual, and there is a recollection of history, similar to 
what Mqhayi does, to show the endogenous emergence of impucuko in 
isiXhosa-speaking communities in pre-colonial times. The re-imagination 
of the meaning of impucuko, although less overt and conscious, indicates a 
continuity of the intellectual ideas of abantu basesikolweni such as Mqhayi, 
Rubusana, Gqoba and Jordan, who raised the importance of not rejecting 
or neglecting the influence of inkcubeko as people adopt a Western 
worldview. Furthermore, this shows that even with increasing Westernisation 
and the appeal of urban experiences, modern professionals still negotiate 
ways to affirm their African identity and culture, and it is essential to their 
humanness. In both contexts, the re-imagination of the meaning of 
impucuko therefore has a significant relationship with consolidating the 
class of African professionals’ identity as modern and upwardly mobile 
Africans.

Emerging insights from the inquiry for 
decolonisation and decoloniality

There are two takeaways that the inquiry into the socially constructed 
meanings of impucuko gives. The first one is that the meanings constructed 
do, in fact, indicate or confirm that foreign concepts and ways of thinking 
have been assimilated into African thought. This is indicated by some of 
the meanings at the turn of the 20th century: the meanings of impucuko 
that were dominant were understood from a Western perspective by the 
black educated class. The black people educated, influenced and 
conditioned through the colonial education system and Christianity could 
initially not conceive of impucuko among the black indigenous people 
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because, according to European discourse, Africans were living in a state 
of darkness and backwardness until the arrival of European settlers. From 
that time, ideas of progress, advancement and civility have been largely 
associated with European influence. This conditioning still exists in the 
present day; the meanings show the survival of this way of thinking in the 
contemporary period, with certain markers of progress in society being 
associated with Westernisation. We can see that even though the concept 
may be in African languages, the ideas expressed in the English language 
have, to an extent, permeated through the African languages, causing the 
conceptual entanglements between African and English concepts that 
Wiredu (2002) speaks about. 

An important factor that facilitated this in South Africa, particularly in 
the Eastern Cape province, where the most isiXhosa-speaking communities 
reside, is that the colonisers learnt the languages spoken in the communities 
and used them, transferring European ways of knowing. The missionaries, 
in particular, learnt about and rooted themselves in the local cultures and 
languages and attempted to make them vain from the inside (Shakib 2011). 
In a way, African languages were appropriated to fulfil the colonial mission, 
thereby entangling Western thought with African thought, even in African 
languages. The socially constructed meanings of impucuko, where 
impucuko is understood as distinctively African, indicate that influence or 
process of appropriation.

Even though some of the meanings indicate that there has been a 
historical appropriation of African languages for colonialism and imperialism, 
there are meanings that emerge that point to the possible achievement of 
epistemic justice. This brings me to the second takeaway. There are meanings 
for impucuko that indicate how indigenous people have conceived and still 
conceive their social world both today and in the past without the pollution 
of Western thought. Just as there is an understanding of impucuko as 
distinctively European, impucuko is also understood outside of Western 
influence; this meaning shows up at the turn of the 20th century and survives 
in contemporary meanings with more conviction. The isiXhosa-speaking 
intelligentsia’s attempt to unthink the West at the turn of the 20th century 
came from a critique of the negative influence of impucuko, as distinctively 
European, on the cultures and languages of African people as well as their 
economic and political rights. An important mission for them was rethinking 
and remaking impucuko into a state and process that could benefit them 
in  a  modernising society that they were increasingly becoming excluded 
from by virtue of their African identity and class. The realities of living in a 
colonial society forced them to ask questions about themselves, their 
society and their history in a way that they had not before. In the process, 
the likes of Mqhayi, but not limited to him, dug into their past, reinterpreted 
their resources and formed responses for the colonial cultural legacy 
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(Pieterse & Parekh 1995). Their responses were an attempt to subvert 
European lessons about their history and culture. In contemporary meanings, 
the understanding or idea of impucuko as age-old enlightening knowledge 
that is possessed by all societies and impucuko as rooted in inkcubeko is an 
indication of elaborate work being done, consciously or unconsciously, to 
bring to the fore how, prior to colonisation, indigenous people conceptualised 
impucuko. The existence of these meanings has survived through the years 
and sites such as rural communities and role players such as abantu 
ababomvu,6 who have previously and continue to be marginalised when it 
comes to intellectual knowledge, have been instrumental in conserving and 
transferring the knowledge from generation to generation. These meanings 
among the educated continue to survive because of the connection to their 
culture and practices, and to their homes which have played an important 
role in sustaining a sense of African and ethnic identity in them.

Moving forward, it is important in the process of concept development 
or retrieval to be cognisant of the fact that part of the colonial project was 
to infiltrate African cultures and turn them upside down from within, and 
one of the tools used for this was our very own languages. In the process 
of appropriating African languages, colonisers attempted to create isiXhosa 
equivalents of their ideas, thinking and concepts so that Western ideas and 
knowledge would be universal. This means that even if a concept is in 
isiXhosa and the meaning is communicated in isiXhosa, it might be that the 
meaning does not authentically or solely carry ideas about the way 
indigenous people have conceived and continue to conceive of their social 
reality. This is especially the case with globalisation and being in a world 
where mainstream ideas about the economy, politics and education have 
been disproportionately influenced by the West and its constructions. It is 
therefore important to distinguish whether the concept relays distinctively 
Western or African ideas, and the distinction can be established by 
understanding the socio-cultural experiences and context from which the 
meanings have been constructed by social actors. The social, cultural, 
political and historical influences and markers within the context are the 
first step to help establish the entanglements in thought and meanings. 

Equally, we need to move away from the traditional academic 
understanding of what an archive is. There is also a need to debunk the 
idea that useful knowledge dominantly comes from historical documents 
housed in institutions such as libraries and from those who have gone 
through the formal education system. African rural areas, the elderly and 
abantu ababomvu in particular are living archives that are important in 

6. Abantu ababomvu tended to resist Christianity and Western socio-cultural influences that undermined 
their social, economic and political independence and traditional worldview (Davis 1979; De Wet 2018).
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bringing indigenous knowledge and understanding rooted in the different 
cultures and languages of indigenous people. The research I reflect on here 
dominantly relied on abantu basesikolweni or modern intellectuals as 
sources. The meanings indicate how their proximity to the West and the 
modern lifestyle has affected their social construction of meaning, which is 
why Western ideas come through as strongly as they do. It will be important 
in future research for me to explore how more marginalised voices like rural 
folk and abantu ababomvu can contribute to the conversation of re-
imagining, rethinking and reconstructing African concepts for them to take 
their rightful place in legitimate inquiry into social phenomena.

Ultimately, even with the entanglement of African and Western thought 
in the concepts, the practice of looking into the socially constructed 
meanings of concepts in African languages that are relevant to the social 
sciences is in itself a contribution to decolonisation because it is an 
endogenous exercise depending on indigenous people as the main source 
of the scholarly content. This is one of the ways that African scholars can 
make themselves the objects of study and root themselves in context, even 
with the external influences – from the intermixing of cultures that define 
the world we live in presently – that have an impact on the content of 
outputs produced. The re-imagined meanings of impucuko are influenced 
by the competing identities of the professional class rooted in their context-
bound, socio-cultural experiences. The interpenetrative-ness and mutual 
embeddedness allow us to understand that lived experience is multi-
layered, contradictory and situated in context (Adesina 2002). In terms of 
identity, we are not either/or; instead, we are many things embedded in one 
(Adesina 2002). Multiple identity negotiation is part of navigating the 
socio-cultural context; it is something that is part of everyday living. When 
the negotiation involves contradictory identities, it becomes a noticeable 
phenomenon, making it seem like a profound and rare occurrence, whereas 
identity negotiation is part of the socially constructed and evolving culture 
or context (Adesina 2002).

The constructed meanings of impucuko are influenced by the attempt 
to go through the process of identity negotiation. Implicitly, the professionals 
perform multiple identity negotiations as they navigate their socio-cultural 
context. The constructed meanings of impucuko are influenced by their 
identities that have been constructed because of their socio-cultural 
experiences. There is identification with Western-influenced understandings 
of impucuko because they have experienced it through education and 
Christianity and an African-influenced one because it has been part of their 
identity, experience and their history. The re-imagined meanings are hybrid 
with multiple origins that are not exclusively Western or African but 
somewhere in-between, incorporating selectively elements of both 
worldview orientations. Although the meanings are not distinctively African 
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or do not indicate a complete unthinking of the West, they are rooted in the 
African context and experiences.

Conclusion
The intellectual project towards a decolonised academy in South Africa is 
an important one, not only for the academy but also for the development 
of society as a whole. There is a need for social thinkers to search for 
meaningful understanding of the world and themselves through innovative 
ways of developing or reconstructing an African scholarship, centring 
the voices and experiences of the previously neglected. This is because we 
need to develop a type of scholarship that is relevant to our own society, 
one that empowers us to respond to our own challenges in a quest to forge 
a way to craft a better future.
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Introduction
This chapter focuses on African anthropology as a theory that is informed 
by the proverb: Induku enhle igawulwa ezizweni [a beautiful stick is cut 
from faraway lands]. This is the premise that informs how we should learn 
from others, which is the main role of anthropology. To explain this theory, 
the chapter begins by discussing the historical role of anthropology in 
Africa, which was tied to colonialism. It then moves on to define African 
anthropology and the contributions that this theory can make. The 
contributions are derived from the themes of African anthropology that 
can also play an important role in the future of anthropology. This chapter 
presents new knowledge in anthropology that draws from an African 
perspective to understand societies anew. This is fundamentally different 
from Western anthropology centred on the discourse of ‘Sameness’. Even 
though African anthropology has not been granted the status of being a 
theory, it nonetheless provides possibilities to broaden the scope of 
producing knowledge that is inclusive of all societies.
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The background of anthropology
Anthropology has received a lot of backlash because of its association with 
colonialism. However, anthropology is not the only discipline that is 
entangled within the colonial project. It is important, therefore, to historicise 
anthropology so that it is understood in context. The German philosopher 
Immanuel Kant ([1781] 1978), who is regarded as the father of anthropology, 
believed in moral philosophy – as a guiding principle in understanding 
societies – that is founded on objectivity and rationality. However, not 
everyone could have this morality, only a ‘Western7 man’. This has to be 
understood in context, where the then newly formed Europe was on 
the  quest to define who humanity is while expanding their empire 
(Trouillot 1995). The ‘Western man’ was then used as a standard to measure 
the humanity of those who were studied – the ‘Other’. It is within this 
context that early anthropologists such as Tylor argued that ‘the civilized 
man [white man] is not only wiser and more capable than the savage, but 
also better and happier, and that the barbarian stands between’ (Tylor 1874, 
p. 31). This then justified the civilisation project, which was presented as a 
humanising project because, ordinarily, the ‘Other’ was not quite human. 
Anthropology was therefore occupied with showing how the ‘Other’ was 
different from or similar to the ‘Western man’, as he was a measure of what 
it means to be human. This is the process through which the ‘Other’ was 
created.

According to Mignolo (2013), to create the ‘Other’:

[…] it [was] necessary to be in a position of managing the discourse (verbal, 
visual, audial) by which you name and describe an entity (the anthropos or the 
‘Other’) and succeed in making [everyone] believe that it exists. (p. 134) 

This means that the ‘Western man’, such as Tylor (1874), had to take 
charge of the discourse to create the ‘Other’. This was not an unconscious 
exercise, but intentional. For Magubane (2008, p. 102.3), the ‘Western man’ 
used ‘the notion of projection, whereby the darkest impulses of the 
European self are repudiated by attributing them to the Other’. Supporting 
Mignolo and Magubane, Ndlovu (2019) argues that the ‘Other’:

[…] emerged as a colonial construct with a purpose of giving credence to 
the colonial idea of radical difference between the qualities of human being 
in colonizer and in the colonized subject – a difference that would justify 
modernity-cum-coloniality project in the eyes of those who wished to raise 
voices of dissent (pp. 2–3).

7. In this chapter, the West/Western is not necessarily geographical. It is a space that ‘was created 
somewhere at the beginning of the 16th century in the midst of a global wave of material and symbolic 
transformation […] through which Europe became the West’ (Trouillot 1995, pp. 74–75). I use it to represent 
a way of thinking and conceptualising the world that comes from this process. It is inclusive of North 
America.
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It is clear that the study of the ‘Other’ was not an innocent one for the 
Westerners, but had a hidden agenda. For this chapter, I want to think of 
anthropology differently – not just as a Western discipline, but as a quest 
to find knowledge. This opens the scope of anthropology to be the study 
of humans, not the ‘Other’. This helps us to find different ways of learning 
from other societies and, more importantly, to find new reasons to learn 
from other societies, which compels us to ask new questions.

Drawing from the isiZulu proverb, induku enhle igawulwa ezizweni 
[a beautiful stick is cut from faraway lands], it becomes clear that societies 
such as AmaZulu – one of the indigenous groups in South Africa – were 
interacting and learning from others. However, the premise of this learning 
was about finding what is worthwhile and beautiful. This point is derived from 
the fact that this proverb is used in the context of marriages when one has 
chosen a spouse outside of their group. Marriages are basic units in building 
families. In an African context, ‘there is a connection between family well-
being and a healthy nation’ (Nzegwu 2006, p. 5). In other words, for Africans, 
a healthy nation draws from the good practices of other nations. This is so 
because the people are an embodiment of their cultures. This demystifies any 
claim for a ‘pure’ society because of the ‘travelling’ nature of different societies. 
In other words, for societies such as African societies, of which AmaZulu are a 
part, the building blocks are an amalgamation of different values found in 
faraway lands. However, the amalgamation is informed by the worldview of 
that particular society, which provides the lens to sift through what is and 
what is not worthwhile for the upliftment of society. 

Understanding the proverb, induku enhle igawulwa ezizweni, correctly, 
it will follow that foreign nations are understood in a positive light. This is 
the ontology8 of AmaZulu, which understands that different does not mean 
unequal; hence, they could draw and learn from those different from them. 
This is derived from an African worldview that moves from an understanding 
of co-existing, because it is believed that everything is within the universe 
and thus interconnected. This is what Graeber observed in the Merina 
kingdom in Madagascar (Graeber 2001): 

The move from understanding [on] how different cultures define the world 
in radically different ways (which anthropologists have always been good at 
describing) to how, at the same time, they define what is beautiful, or worthwhile, 
or important about it. (p. iv)

8. According to Ramose (2005, p. 35), ontology in an African context is one and the same thing with 
epistemology because the understanding is that foundation and the building must be seen as one continuous 
whole-ness rather than independent fragments of reality. So, ontology is the foundation from which reality, 
knowledge and truth are conceptualised (Ramose 2005). It will follow therefore that Africans, just as they 
have the same ontology, will have the same epistemology with variations of knowledges because of their 
different locations. It is in this context that in this chapter I use African epistemology rather than African 
epistemologies to insinuate the generalisability of the knowledge derived from AmaZulu. 
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This means that the focus of this community is similar to the approach of 
AmaZulu, which is able to find what is not just beautiful, but also what is 
worthwhile and important. This approach enables such societies to build 
from what they learn from others. This is the basis of African anthropology, 
which is fundamentally different from colonial anthropology. It is important 
to understand anthropology as twofold: as a conceptual concern with 
ontological discourses and anthropology as ‘a historically defined field of 
study’ (Mafeje 1997, p. 7). The historically defined field is the one that Mafeje 
(2001) defines as rooted in colonial epistemology that produced alterity. 
This requires clarity of concepts so that we do not transport them to other 
societies. Furthermore, the knowledge we bring must be systematic; this 
means it must be deduced from a clear methodological frame – not 
scientific methods. 

What is African anthropology?
It is important that I clarify the fact that there is no theory in anthropology 
defined as African anthropology. It is a new theory that I am conceptualising 
while drawing from the African way of understanding the world. The 
important point to emphasise is that the usage of the prefix ‘African’ does 
not suggest the inferiority of the theory but is for conceptual precision. 
It should be noted that all anthropologies should have a prefix. Mainstream 
anthropology is what Mafeje (2001) defines as colonial anthropology. By 
now, we all know that the colonial is synonymous with the Western, so 
mainstream anthropology is Western anthropology. Taking into account 
the fields in anthropology, we should have, for example, Western medical 
anthropology. This is important to highlight because the knowledge we 
produce is influenced by the worldview of the researcher and where the 
worldview is located.

I centre African anthropology on the critical work of African 
anthropologists, such as Mafeje, Diop, Amadiume and Sithole, who wrote 
extensively on how African societies should be studied. I use the 
epistemology of AmaZulu, who draw from an African epistemology, as a 
point of reference for African anthropology. The reason for using AmaZulu – 
instead of African – is for accuracy and to avoid overgeneralising, because 
African societies are not a homogenous group even though they draw from 
the same worldview. The differences are based on localities and are 
important to pay attention to. I chose to ground this theory on the proverb, 
induku enhle igawulwa ezizweni, to show that, for AmaZulu, other societies 
are not a mirror of themselves – they are not the same as them – as is the 
case for Westerners. As Lévi-Strauss (1967) argues, studying other societies 
is about finding oneself. This is indeed informed by the discourse of 
Sameness. For AmaZulu, there is no assumption of Sameness; hence, they 
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do not ‘find themselves in others’ (Lévi-Strauss 1967) but enhance their 
ways of being using the knowledge acquired in foreign lands.

Anthropology is a discipline that aims to learn from others. It should 
therefore start by recognising and acknowledging those whom it wants 
to learn from them. Among the indigenous people of South Africa, the 
recognition of other people is fundamental in their way of being. This 
can be observed from their greetings. For example, among AmaZulu, 
when one greets they say sanibona, which means ‘we see you’. The 
response to this is yebo, which means ‘yes’. This response is called 
ukuvuma – ‘to agree’. Among the Basotho people, the greeting is dumela. 
In these greetings, we learn that among the indigenous people of South 
Africa, the important thing when having the first contact with the person 
is to recognise or acknowledge them. After the recognition or 
acknowledgement, there must be an agreement. So, you do not just 
bring categories that people have not agreed upon and use them as 
legitimate to understand people. For many African people, this 
knowledge is practised in their everyday life. These are the things we 
have yet to learn as anthropologists. This makes anthropology an 
important discipline as it can uncover knowledges that can enable the 
world to live better, founded on other epistemologies. In this context, 
the African epistemology among the speakers of the Nguni9 languages 
is expressed as ubuntu. 

African anthropology moves beyond anthropology that has occupied 
itself with how other societies should be studied and introduces new 
values that should inform anthropological research. These values open 
up the anthropological canon in a manner that encourages us to study 
all societies, because all societies, without exception, possess knowledge 
that is pertinent in informing an alternative world to the modern world, 
which has created more problems for what it perceives as the ‘Other’ 
than solutions. African anthropology is not entangled with Western 
politics. At the same time, it is understandable why anthropologists such 
as Amadiume (1997) refer to anthropology as a racist discipline and 
suggest that it should change its name. My conceptualisation of African 
anthropology is informed by what anthropology sought to do rather 
than what Western society did. I try to show how other societies learnt 
and developed themselves from others. With this understanding, I am 
not challenging anthropology but rather expanding on its foundations. 
To elaborate on the values that anthropology should endorse as a means 
to maintain its relevancy, I discuss the African principles of learning from 
others.

9. The Nguni group of languages constitutes isiZulu, isiXhosa, isiNdebele and SiSwati. Of these languages, 
the most mutually intelligible are isiXhosa and isiZulu (Maseko 2011).
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Ethics as praxis
Diop (1987) and Amadiume (1997), in their work on Africa, among other 
things, found that African societies were matriarchal. For Amadiume (1997), 
this meant that African societies privileged peace. This shows a 
fundamentally different organisation of African societies. This difference, 
according to Ramose (2002), is derived from the philosophical grounding 
of Africans, which is centred on ubuntu that privileges a person over 
materiality. As such, African societies are not organised by economy but by 
ethics – doing what is right. The ethical premise is fundamentally different 
from the political premise that became African anthropologists’ pursuit. 
This is a continuation of what I argued earlier in the chapter, that the African 
philosophical underpinning is to acknowledge or recognise the next person. 
In addition to this is the fact that the African worldview is inclusive of the 
physical and metaphysical existence because of the understanding of 
interconnectedness. The African worldview therefore dictates that ethics 
should not just be theoretical, but that that is should also be practised in 
the everyday. As such, ethical existence is incorporated into all aspects of 
life, including belief systems.

The belief system of abaphansi [the departed] emphasises the 
connection with the ancestors because the disconnection is a fragmentation 
of the self, which leads to unhappiness. This enforces ethical behaviour 
because the connection with one’s ancestors is maintained by practising 
ubuntu, which Sithole (2009, p. 9) defines as ‘a philosophy of life which 
suggests that people have a moral obligation to enhance each other’s 
welfare as well as their social environment’. The understanding of the 
interconnectedness of life means that abaphansi are ever-present. The 
practice of ubuntu is therefore a continuous practice, which is an expression 
of the connectedness with abaphansi that is sustained through ethical 
behaviour. With this understanding, African anthropology does not strive 
for rationality but respects the belief systems of those whom they study. As 
such, this theory views these systems as a legitimate source of knowledge 
because it does not shy away from the fact that all knowledge is rooted in 
belief systems – contrary to the claim of rationality and pure reason.

African anthropology therefore studies people in a holistic manner to 
find out how other societies live well. This living well is not assumed but is 
understood from the societal frame that is being studied. In other words, 
African anthropology focuses on a human – not the Western human – in 
understanding how other societies are organised to ensure that the human 
is able to live well. In addition, the concepts that we were made to believe 
as being universal are not taken for granted in African anthropology, but 
societies are studied using their own concepts. For example, a concept 
such as progress cannot be assumed as universal, but societies must be 
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understood by how they conceptualise what they deem functional for their 
society rather than trying to find their conception of progress. Malinowski 
cautions us about bringing concepts to the communities that we study, as 
he writes that ‘nothing is so misleading in ethnographic accounts as the 
description of facts of native civilisations in terms of our own’ (Malinowski 
1922, p. 176). In essence, African anthropology is not the translation of 
Western mannerisms of understanding societies but is rather the 
understanding of societies in their own accord (Mafeje 1998), as I will show 
in the next section, ‘The concept of ukukhonza’.

The concept of ukukhonza
Among AmaZulu, there is a concept of ukukhonza that speaks to the 
integration of foreign people in a society. In other words, to be umZulu 
(AmaZulu in singular) is not based on purist logic but is open to people 
becoming AmaZulu. Ukukhonza is a process of becoming umZulu. It is 
important to highlight here that to become umZulu is not permanent, as a 
person can also decide to leave AmaZulu. I hope this point will become 
clearer in the subsequent discussion. To understand ukukhonza in today’s 
context, I highlight one of the missionaries’ diaries about their contact with 
AmaZulu. Hale (ed. 1997), using the Norwegian missionaries’ diaries, writes: 

[I]t should be emphasized, however, that this wave of construction and influx of 
missionary personnel did not signal a dramatic rise in the number of conversions 
amongst the Zulus […] [B]aptism remained sporadic during 1860s and 1870s. 
Not until after the conclusions of the Anglo-Zulu war in 1879 which effectively 
crushed indigenous resistance to British imperialism in the region. (p. 22)

I bring this narration to link the understanding of ukukhonza in the modern-
day context. Today, ukukhonza means going to church or to worship God. 
This is evident from the narration above that, for AmaZulu, the current 
situation is a result of being defeated. This is about abiding by the rules of 
the conqueror. This is about ensuring that they belong in the current system 
and do not become permanent ‘strangers or visitors’ [izihambi].

Understanding isihambi [a stranger or visitor in the singular, literally 
meaning a person on the go] is important because it signifies the importance 
of belonging in understanding societies. Isihambi, among AmaZulu, is given 
special treatment because the person is understood to be leaving soon. This 
special treatment of isihambi can be understood by drawing from the belief 
that unyawo alunampumulo [translated as ‘a foot has no rest’ in isiZulu and 
as ‘a foot does not have a noise’ in isiXhosa] and izandla ziyagezana [directly 
translated as ‘one hand washes the other’]. The special treatment of the 
isihambi initiated the proverb, induku enhle igawulwa ezizweni, because 
AmaZulu understand that when they are travelling, people will show the 
good side of their everyday existence. In a way, it is difficult to get a full 
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understanding of a particular society when you are a stranger. To understand 
any society, one needs to go beyond being strangers and be one with the 
community. To achieve this from isiZulu (the language of AmaZulu), one 
must first become isikhonzi – the one who practices ukukhonza.

As already posited, African anthropology is centred on learning from 
other societies. This means that African anthropology does not aim to know 
other societies because African cosmology teaches people that there are 
things that cannot be known, and people should be content with that. What 
African anthropology is interested in is learning from others in order to 
develop the society we live in. This understanding should not be superficial 
but should be informed by a deep understanding of the society under study. 
This can be achieved through listening. Most African societies are known for 
being oral societies. Key to this orality is listening. The members of the society 
are equipped with listening skills because ‘listening is an indispensable first 
step to proper and sound learning’ (Ramose 2005, p. 34). This is of the 
utmost importance in gaining access to some of the knowledge of the people 
who are being studied. While we learn ways that assist us in being integrated 
into the communities we study, we also do this with an understanding that 
we are not trying to understand all the knowledge of that particular society, 
but rather the knowledge that we will use in our societies. More saliently, the 
knowledge will be given to us because we do not coerce communities into 
giving us information. This should happen in negotiating with that particular 
society, as the starting point is to recognise the society.

It is important to point out that African anthropology is not a response 
to Western anthropology. It is a new anthropology from societies that 
anthropology presented as without culture, without knowledge, without 
development, without democracy and without a voice. This finding of what 
is good in others is not about responding to these anthropological findings 
and therefore representing the communities we study. African anthropology 
brings new values from which we should study all communities. This could 
be expressed as turning the gaze. Anthropology has provided us with much 
information about the Other, but there is very little that is known about the 
so-called civilised and complex societies from an anthropological point of 
view. If anthropology has provided useful information about the societies it 
has studied, then surely it will produce more useful information if it studies 
all societies. It is equally important to understand the society that gave 
birth to the people who created the modern world.

Interconnectedness of knowledge
The African worldview is centred on the interconnectedness of life, which 
is observable in all aspects of African ways of life. Ani (2013) points out that 
in African epistemology, knowledge is communal – the researcher thinks 
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from and for the community. In addition to this, Ani (2013) argues that 
knowledge is experiential. As such, knowledge production is about different 
components of life and people who are attached together. In other words, 
one cannot understand one component without understanding the other, 
and this means one needs to understand the whole. However, it is not 
possible to understand the whole while inside it; as such, one can only 
understand a part of it. This is important to point out because it speaks to 
the impossibility of understanding the whole. Consequently, from this 
interconnectedness, we learn that the knowledge we get from the 
communities we study will always be partial, especially because even the 
invisible is part of the systems of knowledge. 

The fact that the invisible is part of the systems of knowledge is 
supported by Nyamnjoh (2004, p. 166), who argues that ‘the real is not 
only what is observable or what makes cognitive sense; it is also the 
invisible, the emotional, the sentimental or the inexplicable’. This means 
that in the quest to find knowledge, we need to take into account other 
senses and not confine our understanding to objectivity and rationality. 
This points to the fact that a researcher’s worldview informs what they can 
observe because of their ontological orientation. It is important, therefore, 
that we acknowledge the fact that we would be oblivious to some of the 
things because of our orientation.

Taking the complexity of understanding a different society, African 
anthropology is not about what people say, but it is about using other 
senses as an important part of the research process to make connections 
with what we heard, seen, tasted, smelled and felt. This kind of research 
cannot then bring nonsensical knowledges and justify them by what people 
said, because we have removed ourselves from the research. The 
prerequisite for studying other societies is to also take seriously what 
we do not see, but feel. As such, all our senses matter; we do not separate 
the body from the mind but use our bodies as well. For example, when 
we are uneasy with particular information, that feeling is legitimate and 
should be explored. We must always connect the information we get with 
the knowledge we already have about that particular society. 

Themes in African anthropology
African anthropologists such as Mafeje (1971), Diop (1987) and Amadiume 
(1997) have helped us in thinking differently about studying Africans in 
anthropology, that anthropologists must study Africans in their own 
epistemologies, and that we pay attention to history. I take this further: 
anthropology is not about studying Africans but about learning from those 
who are different from us. This means that any society can be studied 
because each society is different from the others. As such, we must use 
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different lenses, and an African lens is also a legitimate tool for analysis. 
African epistemology is the basis of African anthropology. So, in African 
anthropology, we pay attention to languages. We also pay attention to 
cultural practice and everyday practices, because what we normally accept 
as mundane is oftentimes deeply rooted in belief systems that have passed 
as a natural state of being. In this anthropology, we do not take that for 
granted. In other words, in African anthropology, we read societies outside 
the Western texts that privilege what is observable and written. 

Language as data
Language plays a very important role in African anthropology because it is 
a carrier of knowledge. According to Fanon (1967, p. 18), ‘a man who has a 
language consequently possesses the world expressed and implied by that 
language’. This means that language is an expression of how different 
societies experience the world. This is pertinent to knowledge because 
knowledge is derived from how people experience the world. Language 
therefore becomes important in an attempt to understand the 
conceptualisation of the world from different settings. The importance of 
language is about understanding the community that is being studied 
because, according to Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o (1994):

Language, any language, has a dual character: it is both a means of communication 
and a carrier of culture […] Language as culture is the collective memory bank of 
a people’s experience in history. (pp. 13, 15)

This means that in African anthropology, a researcher will have to unpack 
the language and how the language is being used in the community that is 
being studied.

The understanding that language is the carrier of knowledge makes it an 
integral part of knowledge production. African anthropology pays attention 
to this context; hence, language is viewed as data on its own. This means 
that in a language alone, without interviewing people, you can deduce a 
way of knowing a particular group. This requires a number of competencies, 
such as competency in that language, having lived with that particular 
society and having the ability to listen to all the senses. This is possible 
because languages express the philosophy of a particular society. To 
emphasise this point, Oyěwùmí (1997) asserts that: 

Language is pre-eminently a social institution, and as such it constitutes and is 
constituted by culture. Because of the pervasiveness of language, it is legitimate 
to ask what a particular language tells us about the culture from which it derives. 
Language carries cultural values within it (p. 40). 

Language, thus, is not just about accessing the community but helps us to 
understand the philosophical groundings of the community that is 
being studied. In this way, a community is understood in context – not just 
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as a product of circumstances, but as involved in a thinking process. 
Studying communities from this perspective allows communities to not 
just be providers of raw data that get processed using Western concepts, 
but communities also provide data with tools to analyse that data. In using 
African anthropology, we bring knowledge to the academy; we do not 
produce knowledge in the academy. Our task becomes the ability to 
understand the knowledge that we get from communities and present it in 
the academy as an alternative to responding to modern-day challenges.

Rethinking the study of culture
According to Wa Thiong’o (1994, pp. 14–15), ‘culture embodies those moral, 
ethical and aesthetic values, the set of spiritual eyeglasses, through which 
they come to view themselves and their place in the universe’. It is not 
surprising, therefore, that cultures were the point of entry for colonisation, 
as the corrupted culture would give people a sense of self-hatred, which 
becomes fertile ground for colonisation. Ndlovu (2019) elaborates on this 
fact as he writes:

[W ]hen the colonizers sought to discredit the human qualities of the colonized 
subjects, they misrepresented their culture. Thus, it was through culture that 
the colonizers could begin to question the biological aspect of their victims, 
a development that may well explain why cultural racism preceded scientific 
racism. (p. 4)

The first attack on the colonised was the attack on their cultures, which 
was about disfiguring how the colonised viewed or conceptualised the 
image of themselves. As such (Wa Thiong’o 1994):

[C]ultural bomb is to annihilate a people’s belief in their names, in their languages, 
in their environment, in their heritage, in their unity, in their capacities and 
ultimately in themselves. (p. 3)

The expression of how people view themselves is through cultural practices; 
as such, they provide nuances of ways of beings of different cultures. 

Anthropology, as a discipline that studies culture, has studied cultural 
practices extensively. In a way, this is not a new field in anthropology. What 
is new, though, is that I bring new tools to study cultural practices. This 
universalisation of some cultural practices deprives us of a wealth of 
information because some cultural practices are not seen as cultural 
practices but as a symbol of progress. This is observable even in the 
universities, graduation ceremonies and courts, where the lawyers and 
judges even put on white hair wigs to mimic old white men – all these 
activities are cultural, and they are historical. When we look at African 
anthropology, we are then able to use a different value system to read 
these cultural practices, such that we learn about their role in contemporary 
society.
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As in Western anthropology, cultural practices are critical in making sense 
of some of the peculiar behaviours in our societies. For example, Western 
weddings, as practised today, are within the capitalist system that is about 
profit. Unpacking such practices and historicising them can help understand 
the connection between the capitalist nature in them and the culture from 
which they originated. Such knowledges are important in a world that tries 
to convert everything into profit. Presenting practices that have been sold 
as just a way of life while in actual fact being cultural is important because 
that exposes the hidden continuities of colonialism. When such practices 
are understood as culture that means they can change, but when they are 
understood as natural, it means they should be accepted as they are 
because they cannot change.

One of the contributions that anthropology has made, among other 
things, is to show that context is important in making sense of people’s 
behaviour, even though it reduced the behaviour of those it studied to 
culture, implying that Westerners did not have culture. This is a fallacy 
because we know that all societies have cultures, as I pointed out in the 
earlier section titled ‘The background of anthropology’. African anthropology, 
on the other hand, believes that all behaviours are associated with culture, 
even among Westerners. Modernity is founded on Western culture and uses 
Western values. This then means that all the developments we see in the 
modern world are within a particular culture, which is Western. With this 
understanding, it becomes clear that all behaviours are cultural. It is for this 
reason that in African anthropology, no society is immune from being 
researched. All societies present us with an opportunity to learn from them.

Rituals in the everyday practices
Second to language as a carrier of knowledge are the everyday rituals such 
as greetings, as I have shown in the earlier section titled ‘Rethinking the 
study of culture’. Turner (1979) defines ritual as:

[A] stereotyped sequence of activities involving gestures, words, and objects, 
performed in a sequestered place, and designed to influence preternatural 
entities or forces on behalf of the actors’ goals and interests. (p. 183)

This definition enables us to find rituals in the most mundane activities that 
we often view as normal. Seeing these activities as rituals is important, 
because we are then able to draw from the belief system in which they are 
rooted. In this instance, we can argue that greeting in an African setting is 
a ritual exercise because it is repetitive. When paid attention to, it reveals a 
deeper epistemological understanding of negotiating the terms of 
engagement among the African people as already argued.

Another example of ritualised everyday practices among the indigenous 
people of South Africa is the culture of slaughtering certain animals, which 



Chapter 5

83

is about communicating with abaphansi and connecting with the 
environment. Slaughtering, for many indigenous South Africans, has 
become ritualised in a sense that every holiday, those who still hold their 
traditional values slaughter depending on their affordability and traditions; 
it could be a cow, goat, sheep or chicken. This has been normalised, but 
when unpacked, it provides a window through which to understand the 
indigenous people of South Africa and their belief systems and continued 
efforts to remain connected to abaphansi and life in general.

Understanding different societies from an African perspective requires 
one to take into account that cultures evolve to respond to present-day 
challenges. For example, in the absence of izibaya (enclosure for livestock, 
especially cows) AmaZulu build a hut called kwagogo10 [grandmother’s 
house]. In the urban areas, they have what they call umsamo [a place 
created to communicate with the ancestors in the house] as a way to ensure 
the continued exercise of their belief system. This is a response to the 
current challenges where people find themselves in places where they 
cannot perform some of the rituals and connect with life in its totality. 
When some South Africans make demands to reclaim their land, it should 
be understood as a demand to have homes that will allow them to connect 
with nature and abaphansi. In the meanwhile, people do not wait to get the 
land but find new ways to make these connections because they are 
important in ensuring a balanced life. These new practices should not be 
confused with coping mechanisms that do not draw from societies’ 
epistemologies but are informed purely by external factors. Making this 
distinction is critical because failure to make this distinction risks presenting 
pathologies as cultural practices.

Future of African anthropology
Anthropology has faced demise many times because of its history of 
dehumanising nature that uses Western man as the standard of humanity. 
The future of anthropological research should be rooted in a liberation 
discourse that Ndlovu (2019, p. 2) defines as ‘a discourse that highlights 
behavioural tendencies among the oppressed, that can lead to an 
amelioration of the condition of the oppressed instead of aggravating the 
colonial wound’. This means that we do not remain in the position where 
we keep on pointing at what the West has done to those it colonised, but 
should move on to show other ways of knowing. In this chapter, I bring a 
theoretical framework that is restorative to humanity as a response to 
Mafeje’s (2000, p. 67) call that ‘if what we say and do has relevance for our 
humanity, its international relevance is guaranteed’. This is moving away 

10. It should be noted that abaphansi are referred to as ogogo [‘grandmother’ in plural]. These huts are 
places where the communication with abaphansi takes place.
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from the historical anthropology rooted in colonial epistemology that 
produced alterity (Mafeje 2000). 

African anthropology is concerned with ontological discourses and does 
not move from a defined humanity but finds humanity in those who are 
being studied. In other words, the anthropology that is concerned with 
ontological discourses asks different questions from the one that is rooted 
in colonial (Western) anthropology. This requires clarity of concepts so 
that we do not transport them to other societies. The knowledge derived 
from African anthropology must be systematic; it must be deduced from a 
clear methodological frame – not scientific methods. It is important to 
point this out because the scientific methods that privilege empirical 
evidence exclude other components in knowledge production, such as 
belief systems. The main contribution of African anthropology is offering a 
different ontological discourse from colonial (Western) anthropology.

Anthropology is the study of culture. Studying culture must be 
understood as being twofold: (1) as restorative and (2) as learning. For 
Africans, studying culture is about reconciling the disrupted cultures while 
at the same time bringing forth African knowledges that can address 
modern-day challenges. For Westerners, studying other societies should 
be about learning the good from others for themselves, not preaching 
what they have learnt to the rest of the world. In essence, culture informs 
our relationship with the universe and how we see ourselves in the bigger 
scheme of things. A properly conceptualised culture teaches people that, 
in fact, life is bigger than the human. This understanding is important in 
ensuring a harmonious existence. This is what other societies still have to 
learn. As Comaroff (2010) posited, the discipline of anthropology is here to 
stay because it uses culture as its unit of analysis.

Conclusion
This chapter presented a new theory in anthropology. I argue that African 
anthropology draws from an African epistemology, which is captured in 
African cultures. African anthropology opens up the anthropological canon 
by emphasising the need to study all societies in order to broaden our 
knowledge. In quoting the proverb, induku enhle igawulwa ezizweni, I show 
how to ask new questions such that we understand the world anew. This is 
not an attempt to integrate the opposing epistemologies of Africa and the 
West. I am bringing the African epistemology to show another way to 
conceptualise disciplines such as anthropology. More importantly, to 
demystify the belief that the West colonised everything, this chapter 
provides ways in which we can retrieve knowledges outside of Western 
epistemology.
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Introduction
It was early morning on 01 January 2016, and we were at a local clinic in the 
Eastern Cape province of South Africa. As we waited our turn for care, in 
came a middle-aged couple. It was clear that the wife had brought her 
injured husband for medical attention. Before they could even settle on 
their spots on the waiting room benches, the wife started detailing the 
experience of how her husband was injured. She did this without being 
asked. The people in the waiting room joined in the conversation, prompting 
for more information, and expressing sighs of support and gratitude that 
his life was spared. This chapter is an attempt to make sense of numerous 
instances like the said encounter at my local clinic and what such encounters 
tell us about the psychology of African people. What could such instances 
be telling us about bringing that psychology to the Euro-[North] American 
university or universities on African soil that insist on existing as universities 
in the Western world? 
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The chapter will therefore explore the cultural embeddedness of African 
psychological knowledge and how that is in contrast to the Western 
approach  to psychology that is embedded in institutionalisation and 
professionalisation. Professionalisation is a Western process of knowledge 
and skills compartmentalisation. Through this process, knowledge is 
segmented into distinct fields and individuals are imparted with requisite 
information and ways of application that make them professionals in those 
fields. The stablemate of professionalisation is institutionalisation, which 
entails the creation of institutions where trained professionals will apply 
their  knowledge and skills. Professionalisation and institutionalisation are 
capitalistic mechanisms that result in the hierarchisation of knowledge and 
skills into different societal classes of people. It is the making of the elite 
class which is the breeding ground for exploitation of human beings. It breeds 
exploitation because the hierarchies allow the possession of variations of 
power. In psychology, professionalisation requires specific skills and 
knowledge drawn from a central place. In this case, the knowledge foundation 
is Eurocentric, and so are its techniques. The knowledge foundations 
espoused by Western education are often traceable to individuals, meaning 
that their production is individualistic. Both professionalisation and 
institutionalisation of knowledge are in contrast to how Africans engage 
with knowledge. Knowledge in numerous cultural contexts in Africa is 
communally produced and communally applied. The first site of knowledge 
application is the family, where the lineage ways of being are practicalised 
and passed down generationally. This is where most psychological knowledge 
is housed. For example, stages of development are observed within the 
family home, starting from birth through to the burial of the person.

Necessary rituals and rites of passage are important markers of child 
development. Psychological issues that may arise, such as bed-wetting, are 
resolved based on the cultural prescripts of the lineage. Community is 
another important site of indigenous knowledge in most African societies. 
Communities are founded on the importance of being of help to those 
around you. This is informed by the foundational philosophy of ubuntu, 
which centres the human over everything (Ramose 2005). Unlike popular 
scholarship on indigenous knowledges, which tends to equate African 
healing with the Euro-American practice of psychology, in this chapter I 
argue that healing by the divine is considered only when complex issues 
that the family and the community are unable to address are engaged. 
Under normal circumstances, families should be able to respond to 
challenges that befall their households. This is notwithstanding the damage 
colonial invasions caused, which stripped families of the crucial lineage 
healing bundles. It is also important to note that African knowledges are 
multifaceted. There are commonplace knowledges that are shared and 
practised by all, and there are also knowledges considered sacred which 
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are practised in secluded spaces. For example, AmaXhosa believe that 
sacred knowledge is the knowledge entrusted to specific people within the 
family by the ancestors, and some is earned through the wisdom age 
accords. Those entrusted with sacred knowledge lead its application. 
For example, burial rituals are often not known by all family members in 
some families. As indicated earlier, some sacred knowledges require 
seclusion. Secluded learning spaces are in line with being one with the 
natural environment. The secluded sites allow nature to be an integral part 
of the learning process. The natural materials used to build secluded sites 
often carry deeper spiritual meaning and are part of the facilitation of the 
connection with the spiritual realm. 

By this I am trying to depict that psychology to African people is an 
obligation grounded on the philosophy of ubuntu, which demands ethics 
from each individual. African cultures, in their particularities, require an 
existence earned by being ethically useful in the community. This is in stark 
contrast to the Euro-American way of life which puts emphasis on reliance on 
self and an individualistic way of being. This understanding of the contrasting 
ways of knowing is useful in grasping my opposition to the hybridity of 
knowledge and the call for the African voice in the knowledge space. 

This chapter explores how efforts for change could end up being the 
repetition of the old if the template is still colonial. This will be done by 
looking into the ways in which concepts of counselling and research 
become problematic if they are reformed instead of being transformed. 
Professor Siphamandla Zondi, in a seminar presentation delivered at the 
University of South Africa (Unisa) in Pretoria, South Africa, in May 2021, 
made a distinction between reformation and transformation, stating that 
reformation is the modification of what is there while transformation is the 
transcendence of existing knowledge. The latter leads to a product that 
moves beyond what is known. Grosfoguel (2007) refers to this as 
epistemological transcendence from the Western canon, where the newly 
produced knowledge is not a modification of colonial knowledge. 

Operationalising psychology
It is important to contextualise the usage of the term ‘psychology’ for the 
ensuing discussion to make sense to the reader. The disposition of psychology 
as defined in Western literature is provided, and then the direction the chapter 
takes in relation to that definition is given. Beginning with a definition of 
psychology is a way of trying to clarify what I shall be exploring in this chapter. 
Psychology as we know it today is loosely defined as the study of the human 
mind and behaviour. From this definition, it is important to note the split of the 
mind and behaviour. Furthermore, an in-depth gaze into the term allows us a 
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more rooted understanding. The term ‘psychology’ is made up of two words: 
‘psyche’ and ‘logia’. The early definition states that psyche was viewed as 
‘breath, soul or spirit’, while ‘logia’ means ‘a study of something’. ‘Psyche’ is 
further explained as the Greek word. This is already quite telling. Like many 
academic subjects, psychology did not originate from the colonial world. As 
Nobles (2006) posits, anything of Greek origins could be traced back to Africa. 
According to Nobles (2006), the Greeks appropriated the concept of the 
psyche from the ancient African concept of sakhu, which means ‘spirit 
illumination’. Sakhu involves the process of perceiving life beyond the physical. 
It takes into account both the seen and the unseen aspects of reality as integral 
parts of being human. While it is important to acknowledge the African roots 
of what is known as psychology, I heed the caution by Nobles (2006) for 
Africans to deliberately distance themselves from what the West has 
appropriated because they have cleansed it of its African essence. Another 
striking aspect about the definition of psychology is that it only starts to be 
defined as the study of the mind once it lands in Western Europe with a 
definition in 1748 by a German scholar named Christian Wolff (whose first 
writings could be traced to a decade earlier). Hence, Nobles (2006) resonates 
because the term no longer carried the same meaning and principles of 
application when it reached the classroom as a discipline. It is for this reason 
that I argue that psychology as known in academia emerges from a Western 
ontological and epistemological grounding. Such a grounding divides human 
behaviour into compartments (cognitive, social, emotional, etc.). In this 
chapter, I return the word psyche to its initial meaning (which centres spiritness) 
and treat psychology as meaning the totality of human functioning.

This understanding of psychology that encompasses the totality of human 
functioning births the argument that everybody or every living organism is 
born with an instinct to function optimally in their environment. For African 
people, optimal functioning is not fragmented but perceived in oneness of 
life, which means that an individual is born out of and into the interrelation 
of various aspects of beingness. This, therefore, means that psychology 
cannot be contrived to academic definitions but should be appreciated as it 
flows within and between people, their communities and the various realms 
of life. African psychology is among those knowledge forms that cannot be 
said to have a beginning point. It is the knowledge of human existence. 
Human beings are born with the need to be well and the intuition to ensure 
their own wellness. Their psychology, therefore, is borne out of this need. 

Thinking within the colonial design 
and parameters

Even though the framework that guided curriculum transformation at Unisa 
called for the recentreing of African knowledge, there appeared to be many 
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contestations when it came to the actual development of the study material. 
The epistemic change stood on three competing positions: curriculum 
reform, curriculum nuanced on oppression and the curriculum founded on 
African philosophies and values. Curriculum reform meant building onto 
colonial-apartheid education and ensuring that colonial knowledge is made 
palatable to the South African context. The second notion was premised 
on the view that the new knowledge needs to centre the political condition 
and work on improving the socio-economic conditions of the oppressed. 
The custodians of this belief leaned heavily on the advancement of liberation 
psychology. The third notion was grounded on the belief that the epistemic 
exercise should draw from existing African philosophies and practices. 
Curriculum reform did not gain much traction as it was easily dismissed as 
something that has been tried and did not prove to be successful. The 
efforts to reform the curriculum by building onto the already existing 
systems led to African knowledge being accommodated and pushed into 
the back pages of learning material. Furthermore, African experience was 
subjected to the Western gaze. This left curriculum deliberations with two 
options which included the curriculum borne out of struggle and a 
curriculum emerging from African epistemologies, as known and 
practised by indigenous people. Going forward, I will discuss what these 
two approaches mean.

The political angle has been a useful approach in casting aspersions on 
psychology and rightfully depicting it as an oppressive tool in South Africa. 
The work of Chabani Manganyi, among others, is the disposition of the 
meaning of being black in a politically hostile colonial context and the 
psychological impact thereof (Manganyi 1973). Other works that detail 
colonial-apartheid atrocities towards African people have also provided 
useful insights into the nature of scientific racism and the complicit role of 
the discipline of psychology in such inhumane acts (see Foster 1991; Louw 
1986). Scientific racism means the abuse of science to justify racial 
oppression. Today, very few people with an interest in the discipline of 
psychology are unfamiliar with its sordid past and how this past has 
matured to take a subtle existence in the neo-colonial present. These 
important endeavours that define African existence in political terms fall 
into the branch of psychology known as liberation psychology. 

The origins of ‘liberation psychology’ are traced to Latin America; 
however, according to Burton and Guzzo (2020), the first theoretical 
utilisation of this term in psychology in the context of oppression was in 
1986 by Ignacio Martín-Baró. By centring oppression, liberation psychology 
aims to highlight and interrogate the continued colonial realities that 
maintain the state of domination and exploitation meted out by Western 
Europe in colonised lands. For the very reason that central to its project 
is the issue of oppression, liberation psychology cannot be seen as an end 
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in itself but should rather be viewed as a tool to break loose from the 
colonial and slavery imaginations of black or African existence. Liberation 
psychology helps in problematising African or black existence as it 
emerges from colonial conquest and barbaric enslavement projects. 
I  argue that it is a vehicle towards the real, broader practicalisation of 
African psychology, which is foregrounded in African ontology, not in 
reconfigurations of colonial imagination of what it means to be African. 
What makes it more difficult to consider liberation psychology as an end 
in itself is the tendency to return to the colonial template of existence 
when it comes to bringing forth solutions. Meaning that the psychology 
or human functioning that emerges out of this approach is still heavily 
steeped in better and more inclusive ways of doing Western psychology 
for the benefit of African or black people. It is founded on a political 
identity rather than the ontological understanding of the people. It is 
heavily reliant upon conceptualisation emerging from political conditions, 
not on how people perceive their sense of being in the world outside of 
the colonial imaginations. Because it follows in the tracks of Western 
psychology, human existence, in this view, gets to be perceived in material 
terms. The majority of African or black people are spoken of as a material 
class, the economically disadvantaged. The aim of this psychology is 
therefore to uplift the material conditions of the disadvantaged class in 
order to restore their dignity. Thus, human dignity hinges on material 
worth. As Myers and Speight (1994) point out, being human to people 
of  African descent is not defined in materiality but rather in optimal 
existence that draws from the cosmos. Psychological practice is often 
thought of within the parameters of Euro-American professionalisation 
and institutionalisation of psychology. It is based on the idea of therapy 
and counselling as central healing techniques for the distressed. 
The psychology of the oppressed tends to seek to reform these techniques 
so they can be accommodative to African or black people and their real-
life experiences. Similarly, with research, the knowledge production ethos 
of psychological knowledge tends to follow the Euro-American template 
of treating African or black communities as sites of problems and researchers 
as saviours. In the ensuing section, I illustrate how this understanding of both 
therapy or counselling and research stand in contrast to the African 
understanding of human functioning and knowledge production. At the end 
I  envisage  that  the reader would appreciate my call for a psychology 
curriculum that not only problematises oppression but also looks into African 
epistemologies for theorisations about what it means to be human to people 
of various contexts on the African continent.

While I am in no way casting aspersions on the useful critique of the 
conditions of the oppressed which liberation psychology offers, I reject the 
reformist approach it tends to undertake in its articulation of solutions to 
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improve such conditions. I am therefore arguing for the psychology 
explicated by Nobles (2006), which is: 

Psychology which is more than the psychology of the so-called underpriviledged 
people, more than the experience of living in the ghettoes  and more than the 
genocidal atrocity into dehumanising conditions of slavery. (p. 5)

For Nobles (2006), African psychology emanates from positive features of 
basic African philosophy. In the cultural embeddedness of African 
psychology section, I illustrate some of these positive features to paint a 
picture of the psychology that Nobles envisions. 

Cultural embeddedness of African 
psychology

I began this chapter with an encounter at my local clinic as an illustration 
of the cultural entrenchment of African psychology. The woman who 
entered and poured her soul into a waiting room full of community members 
was seeking counsel, and the community provided it. The woman had 
brought her injured husband to the clinic. It was evident that she was 
experiencing distress from the way she painted the picture of how she got 
to learn about the incident. This distress is referred to by AmaXhosa as 
umvandedwa. This can be translated as the internal distress one would feel 
when their soul is troubled. AmaXhosa believe the remedy to umvandedwa 
is talking about that which is troubling the soul. This is another indication 
that seeking counsel (psychological wellness) is something encouraged in 
various African cultures. Looking into the literal meaning of the words is a 
window to the epistemologies they are communicating. At a literal level, 
umvandedwa means an individual experience of unsettling emotions. By 
naming it this way, AmaXhosa emphasise the importance of not allowing 
emotions to be kept inside. They believe that healing is in the sharing of 
feelings. This is the meaning of the cultural embeddedness of a phenomenon, 
and when a philosophy finds practicalisation in the daily lives of the people, 
and not something external to everyday life. This phenomenon could be 
described as a moment when your experience finds space in the hearts of 
many. This shows that wellness is interwoven into the culture or put 
differently, healing is encapsulated in cultural practices. It is not something 
out there. This is captured in Ramose’s (2005) perception of the oneness 
and wholeness of ubuntu where he argues that reality and knowledge 
are  a  part of one whole. This phenomenon is different from the other 
conceptualisation of cultural embeddedness in psychology that simply call 
for the consideration of culture in making sense of human behaviour 
occurring outside of Western societies.

Furthermore, cultural embeddedness in this chapter is also not conceived 
in the same way as found in cultural and multicultural psychology where 
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psychologies of non-Western societies are grouped together as an 
appendage of Euro-American psychology. I argue that all societies’ 
psychologies are cultural psychologies, including Euro-American 
psychology, deserving of respect in the ecology of knowledges. Therefore, 
this chapter argues against the incorporation of sprinkles of African 
psychology in Euro-American psychology. Here I am saying psychology is 
not externally determined; it is part and parcel of the way of being. Every 
life form can develop psychological tools for survival. For people in African 
societies such as South Africa, these psychological tools are embedded in 
their way of life.

The call to transform the curriculum through processes of decolonisation 
and re-Africanisation is often coupled with the word ‘reimagine’, which 
demands a rethinking of education. It is against this line of thinking that I 
argue that an African psychology cannot be re-imagined because it has 
always been there in real life, practised by its people on a daily basis. African 
people did not stop offering counsel to each other because of colonialism. 
Processes of rethinking and re-imagining phenomena often result in the 
accommodation of marginalised phenomena into the imposed and 
mainstreamed knowledge. 

African phenomena have stood on their own outside of institutions of 
learning. African communities are a theatre of daily enactment of African 
philosophy. This finds expression in numerous culturally embedded theories 
of existence, such as African greetings. In isiXhosa, the concept of uzivanjani 
[How are you feeling?] or unjani [How are you?] is a culturally embedded 
counselling technique practicalised daily (Cakata 2020). The isiZulu 
greeting sanibona is another case in point, as this greeting insists on people 
seeing one another. When you see the next person, you recognise their 
humanity. The woman who entered the clinic felt seen by those she found 
waiting for service. If we explore this within Ramose’s (2005) theorisation, 
we would argue that this way of being communicates an understanding of 
the oneness of phenomenon. In a community such as the one I come from, 
the psychological distress that led to the woman pouring her heart out is 
not perceived as not belonging to the hearts of ordinary people. Thus, 
psychology is not professionalised. Unwellness is not compartmentalised 
but rather seen as belonging to the community. Ramose (2005) posits that 
Africans believe in the oneness of phenomenon. People’s ways of being in 
the world and their ways of knowing are all inter-related. 

The concept of wellness-seeking behaviour among people of African 
descent has been explored widely (Peterson & Lund 2011; Ruane 2010; 
Schierenbeck et al. 2013), with almost a singular conclusion that counselling 
and therapy are taboo to African people. This is the case because these 
studies explore amenability to Euro-American techniques, something rarely 
found in communities populated by people of African descent. These often 
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lead to recommendations of accommodative approaches that take into 
account the languages people residing in African communities speak. This 
ignores the fundamental issue, which is that people of African descent 
have their own ways of emotionally treating. In the following section, 
I explain why these academically conceived knowledge searches cannot be 
treated as universally effective strategies for knowledge production. 

Accessing culturally embedded knowledge
The psychology displayed in the clinic waiting room, as ordinary as it appears, 
has not been easily accessible to the academy because of the nature of 
Western academic research techniques that tend to look for its world of 
origin in African phenomena. Western research methodologies have always 
assumed applicability in African communities, despite the different ways of 
knowing and doing in these communities. For example, I doubt that the 
woman who found an embrace from the community members at the clinic 
would label her behaviour as psychology. If asked where she goes for 
emotional help, sharing her emotional burden with the community in the 
waiting room would not be among the answers. This is the case because 
lived knowledges are not often afforded a lament by their people. Psychology 
is not something external to daily life. The woman knows the human beings 
around her as trusted providers of counsel. It is her way of being. In her 
community, it is important to spill one’s burden for one’s wellness.

Western research has a wide range of studies on the underutilisation 
of psychological services in African communities (Peterson & Lund 2011; 
Ruane 2010; Schierenbeck et al. 2013). The scholars of these works are 
interested in modifying psychological services to suit the needs of African 
communities. A case in point is in the findings of Ruane’s (2010) study, 
where it was highlighted that the race of the therapist or counsellor was 
among the problems. Where clients felt a black therapist is better equipped 
to engage their issues than a white therapist or counsellor. Furthermore, 
Raune (2010) reports that cultural factors such as the expectation that 
family should help individuals deal with issues they are facing and the lack 
of understanding of mental health were among the key barriers to seeking 
psychological services. This study is a clear depiction of the discrepancy 
between African and Western ways of knowing. The participants seem to 
be locating their healing in their communities and portraying a different 
understanding of unwellness. The researcher, in this instance, erred in 
concluding that the participants displayed a lack of understanding of 
mental health. There was, instead, a discrepancy in the understanding of 
unwellness between the researcher and the participants. The issue here is 
the labelling of unwellness according to one’s epistemological confines and 
expecting such an understanding to be universal. As the works of Mkhize 
(2020) and Baloyi and Makobe-Rabothata (2014) depict, Africans have 
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their context-bound understanding of unwellness and related treatment 
methods. Western research conclusions are drawn because of the kind 
of  questions posed about the utilisation of psychological services. 
Psychological services are often not prefixed ‘Western’ and are thus 
presented as universally applicable.

Research projects seeking to understand the wellness of African 
communities need to explore ways of treating psychological distress in 
communities. It is known that most African healing techniques are family- 
and community-centred. It would make more sense to explore the impact of 
colonial disruptions on those techniques because colonialism negatively 
impacted the structure and functioning of human families and communities. 
Contrary to the concerns of Western research that African people are under-
utilising Western psychological services, as an African psychologist, my 
interest is in exploring factors that prevent families and communities from 
providing healing to one another in times of distress. What broke the chain 
that connected families and communities as healing vices of its members? 
Rather than trying to modify Western methods, reinstate the strength that 
kept families and communities in a circle. As we have seen with the example 
I have used, not so much is broken in the African community. We see evidence 
of people using culturally based healing methods to ease the burden of 
psychological ill-health. As shown in the 2011 South African Census, a huge 
percentage of Africans in South Africa rely more on their own traditional 
healing methods than Western medicine. The recommendations that are 
drawn from the mentioned Western research findings often treat African 
understandings of wellness as if they require transference into a Euro-
American counselling philosophy or therapy. 

Eurocentric research does not allow people to find answers outside of 
the Western script. It only serves to affirm the assumptions about the 
‘Other’ and to infantalise them by acting as agents of what is right for 
them, how to heal and who should heal them. This type of research does 
not provide any answers to issues faced by the African community. 
Furthermore, Eurocentric research does not have the ethical standing to 
provide healing to the people who have as the root of their problems the 
system from whence the research in question stems. 

Ukuphuma iphulo: An isiXhosa 
research strategy

The insistence of Western researchers to study and, in turn, speak for the 
African community serves to embolden the colonial myth that African 
people emerge from a position of lack. Here, I argue that the African way is 
enough on its own and much more effective in its original sites of practice, 
which are the African home and community. Knowledge searches are 
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known problem-solving strategies for the black community. Just like 
African psychology, African research is also embedded in the way of life of 
the people. The tools of knowledge searching are incorporated into the 
culture in ways similar to the notion of health-seeking demonstrated in the 
‘Accessing culturally embedded knowledge’ section. African communities 
were and continue to be one another’s knowledge feeders, without the 
university as the middle person. 

Ukuphuma iphulo [going out in search of knowledge] is the articulation 
of research endeavours by the speakers of the isiXhosa language. 
Communities and nations learn and draw wisdom from one another. This 
also communicates an embrace of difference and co-existence that is 
ethically grounded. The act of going out to learn from others means that 
you acknowledge others as having something that can be of healing to 
you. Ukuphuma iphulo assumes that you are in search of that which you do 
not know or which you cannot resolve on your own. This contrasts the 
Western concept of research in black communities, which always aims at 
proving what is already assumed about Africaness or blackness. Africans 
go to other communities in search of help, not to dehumanise them based 
on their dissimilarity. Not knowing allows one to assume a stance of humility 
and allows teachability of spirit. The aim is to feed one’s soul with the 
necessary knowledge whose absence had unsettled them out of their 
homes. This brings us to the meaning of knowledge to Africans. In his 
dispute of the Euro-American concept of intelligence, Wilson (1978) posits 
that to be intelligent is to acquire skills, knowledge and wisdom to practically 
manoeuvre through the daily demands of the environment. It is the ability 
to be self-reliant. Maseko (2017) concurs with this view by demonstrating 
that early colonial writings about AmaXhosa, in what is today known as the 
Eastern Cape province of South Africa, attested to the fact that they found 
that among isiXhosa-speaking communities, knowledge was not reserved 
for specific classes of society. Everyone had a good grasp of various 
knowledge forms, especially the concept of justice. This is exactly what 
cultural embeddedness of knowledge means: it is accessed by and for the 
benefit of all. 

The relational nature of African 
epistemology

While ukuphuma iphulo is a technique more suited to tangible phenomena, 
it is important to be cognisant of the phenomena that are beyond tangible 
comprehension. African phenomena are largely intangible and relational. 
Meaning that knowledge, to African people, draws from the interconnection 
of both physical and the spiritual aspects of life. In this case, I use dreams 
as an example of an intangible phenomenon. Dreams are an integral part of 
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meaning-making among African people. They are an example of embodied 
knowledge. The body is known as the instinctual site of African knowledge. 
In the same way, some scholars say Africans embody the traumas of the 
past; I argue that they also embody the knowledge of themselves as a 
thriving people. African people are known to embody knowledge in varying 
ways. The entire body and its various senses are perceived as reliable sites 
of meaning-making. African people’s relational epistemology means that 
the body is always in concert with the spiritual realm in this meaning-
making process. Dreams are one of the ways in which the spiritual realm 
accesses the physical world to provide guidance by communicating 
necessary information. This information is meant to be practicalised by 
those in the physical realm to ensure balance and harmony. 

Dreams are endogenous techniques for accessing deep knowledge. As 
Mndende and Sakela (2013) explain, dreams among isiXhosa speakers are 
messages from one’s ancestors. They carry messages about one’s family. 
These types of dreams are known as amathongo [messages from the 
ancestors]. Amathongo are distinguishable from ordinary dreams that are 
part of the natural process of dreaming, which often involves the people 
outside one’s family, ordinary events of one’s day, etc. (Mndende & Sakela 
2013). One key distinguishing factor between amathongo and ordinary 
dreams is that amathongo carry important messages and they tend to be 
recurring until a person responds to them, while ordinary dreams are often 
once-off (Mndende & Sakela 2013).

Amathongo, according to Mndende and Sakela (2013), are analysed by 
the dreamer’s family. Families are equipped with skills to decipher the 
wisdom of the ancestors communicated through dreams. It is only when 
the matter proves to be too complicated that the family will seek the 
wisdom of other knowers. In the case of amathongo, the wisdom of diviners 
is sought to help families analyse complicated dreams (Mndende & Sakela 
2013). This process of dream analysis emphasises the point made earlier, 
that everyone is supposed to be a knowledge holder in isiXhosa-speaking 
communities. Homes and communities serve as crucial knowledge sites. 
The limitation of African families today is that, because of colonial 
interruptions, some families do not have the necessary wisdom and 
connection to analyse dreams. Such cases warrant the invocation of the 
concept of ukuphuma iphulo, where families will seek assistance from 
wisdom holders outside of their homes. 

Being in communion with the departed through dreams means that the 
departed are in a position to provide counsel on issues people are 
experiencing on the physical plane. Responding to the audience at a 
seminar held in Gqeberha (previously known as Port Elizabeth), South 
Africa, in July 2021, about the inhumane burials resulting from the dangers 
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of coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19), Ms Gxothiwe (a wisdom holder of 
isiXhosa cultural practices) cautioned against rushing into finding answers. 
She advised rather waiting on the words of the departed who come to the 
people through ithongo. This, as argued in the beginning of this section, 
positions ithongo as an important site of knowledge. This knowledge site 
cannot be accessed through Euro-American research methods. In fact, it 
makes these methods inapplicable to African phenomena. African societies 
do not rush into finding answers. Ithongo has its time frame. This assertion 
by Gxothiwe also illustrates what was alluded to earlier, that African 
knowledge is relational. As Gxothiwe’s statement shows, those in the 
spiritual realm are an integral part of the answers sought in the physical 
realm. 

Prevalent misconceptions about African 
phenomena 

Curriculum transformation endeavours that centre decolonisation and 
re-Africanisation of knowledge are invitations to give African knowledge 
its due place. However, because of the manner in which African knowledge 
has been portrayed in Euro-American literature as an add-on which 
represents isolated experiences of the ‘Other’, often referred to only as 
cultural knowledge, it is important to clarify certain myths about African 
knowledge in the present day. There is a tendency in institutions of learning 
to treat African philosophies as something that is stored in the archives of 
the pre-colonial era. African philosophies are seen as outdated and in need 
of modification to suit the society as we know it in the present day. To 
counter this, I use Ndlovu (2019) to argue that epistemicide as a colonial 
strategy affected Africa differently from other colonised lands around the 
world, in that African knowledges could not be completely obliterated. 
Even though some knowledges were altered to accommodate the colonial 
religion, they still found refuge in people’s languages and cultural practices. 
That means most knowledges thrive parallel to colonial knowledges. 
The  philosophy of ubuntu is among such thriving philosophies. Other 
philosophical practices such as dream analysis and human development 
philosophies embedded in the rites of passage, to mention a few, still enjoy 
their due place in numerous rural communities.

The misconceptions about African phenomena could stifle the 
endeavours for a re-Africanised curriculum. Efforts to steer the curriculum 
in the African direction are often coupled with cautions against assuming 
that curriculum transformation meant indigenising or ‘ethnonising’ the 
curriculum. For example, anecdotal evidence about the transformation of 
psychology in South Africa points to fears that the centring of African 
knowledges will de-psychologise psychology. We can call this a cry for 
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maintaining the Western purity of the discipline. As Mkhize (2020) alludes, 
there seems to be a view that there is a universal psychology that is value-
free and not attached to any culture, and then there are appendages to this 
universal psychology. African psychology that centres African people’s 
epistemologies seems to be thought of as one of the appendages. More 
pointed cautions about the new curriculum were against the usage of 
conservative concepts that no longer have a place in what is deemed 
contemporary space. 

These cautions should not be ignored, especially in discussions about 
psychological knowledge. Given that those leading the charge in these 
cautions are mainly people of African descent, it is important to interrogate 
their display of discomfort. The discomfort with seeing oneself at the centre 
in a space where one has always been perceived as having no contribution 
should not be divorced from the psychological warfare meted out during 
what Wa Thiong’o (1986) refers to as the war of chalk and blackboard, 
which is the brutal imposition of Western education. This education did not 
only impose Western ways of knowing, but it also dismissed the ways of 
knowing of the people of the land. The result was self-loathing which 
induces shame toward one’s knowledge and culture. The discomfort with 
indigenous knowledges could emanate from doubting one’s knowledge as 
valid after centuries of being fed how not to be who you are. This shows 
that psychology, long before its introduction as an academic subject of 
study, was a useful tool to inferorise African mannerisms of knowing in 
African people. While I do not dispute that some of what is known as 
African knowledges and cultures carries a lot of colonial teachings, the 
assumption that those who engage with scholarship would not know that 
is startling. Furthermore, the cautions seem to assume that everything 
drawn from African ways is problematic. As alluded to in the beginning of 
this section, African epistemologies are not arrested in the pre-colonial era. 
They have moved with people through their languages. Furthermore, 
African societies move with the understanding of knowledge fluidity and 
they never treat knowledge as static. 

Conclusion
To have an ontology upon which a people’s life is grounded is to have a 
template of living. All societies possess their own ontological grounding 
upon which their knowledge practices are rooted. A psychology or a theory 
of wellness is one such knowledge practice. If the psychology draws from 
African experiences of life, then the ontological lens of navigation is that of 
African people. In this chapter, I used liberation psychology to show the 
importance of providing a critical eye to African people’s experience of 
oppression as well as to caution about the danger of grounding the solution 
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on the Western template. I also illustrated that it is possible to base the 
musings about African psychology on the African understanding of 
the world. 

Wilson (1978) clearly articulates the importance of gazing at the world 
from one’s template when he casts aspersions on the Euro-American 
conception of intelligence and posits that, in African societies, intelligence 
is practicalised in daily activities, supporting the argument made in this 
chapter that psychological knowledge is culturally entrenched in African 
societies. The aim of this chapter was to argue that a new decolonial 
education system will birth itself from people allowing themselves to be 
and reflecting on how they know themselves in the content they produce. 
Decolonial theory speaks of the possibility of an ecology of knowledges 
and requires the university to disabuse itself of the notion that it shall be 
the central point of answers. Answers to societal realities are located at 
numerous sites of knowing.
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Introduction
One of the most outstanding questions in the field of education today is 
the question of whether psychological theories of learning and pedagogy 
that are produced mainly by theorists from the West can apply universally 
across different socio-cultural contexts under which learning takes place 
without disadvantaging those learners whose pre-existing socio-historical 
experiences can be characterised as ‘African’ or non-Western in the making. 
This question arises out of an understanding that the hegemonic influence 
of Western modernity, constitutive of a darker side popularly referred to as 
‘coloniality’, in the non-Western world did not succeed in producing a 
singular homogenous historical experience of being human – a development 
that would have made it appropriate to develop universally acceptable 
theories of learning and pedagogy. With specific reference to the cultural 
experiences of the people of Africa, where some of the long-standing pre-
colonial traditions have survived the devestating effect of colonial 
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domination, the idea of a universal psychological theory of learning or 
pedagogy is an epistemic blindness to the unique experience of an African 
mind. In this chapter I, therefore, argue for an anti-Cartesian approach to 
the discourse of learning and pedagogy – an approach that takes seriously 
the unique experiences of the people in different parts of the world at 
varying times, particularly the indigenous peoples of Africa. 

The chapter is divided into five sections which seek to answer the 
following questions: Where is the mind? Can we explain learning by 
reference to biology? Can a psychological theory apply universally? Is there 
a distinctive African mind? Is there an indigenous African learning style? 
These sections are:

1.	 Making sense of the Cartesian idea of the mind.
2.	 The anti-Cartesian meditations of the non-Western subject.
3.	 The Cartesian thinking in theories of learning and pedagogy.
4.	 Perspectives on the possibility of an African mind.
5.	 Indigenous sites of pedagogic discourse.

The question of whether any psychological theory of learning can apply 
universally cannot be answered outside of answering whether the mind 
and body of human beings exist as separate entities or constitute one and 
the same entity. Thus, ever since the advent of the psychological theories 
of learning and pedagogy, the debate about the appropriate model of 
learning and teaching has pitted theorists who view learning as the exclusive 
domain of the mind against those who view it as primarily the domain of 
the bodily experiences of human beings in their environments. Yet, others 
view the mind and the body as constitutive of what it means to be a human 
being, hence envisaging no binary contrast between the two. 

In this chapter, I argue that the mind and the body do not constitute 
different entities within a human being, and as such, both the experience 
within a particular context and the biological qualities of a human being 
need to be taken into account during the development and application of 
psychological theories of learning and pedagogy. Thus, for instance, the 
experience of racialised bodies of black African subjects within an 
environment of colonial domination, together with their biological qualities 
that are generic to all human nature (common genetic code), requires us to 
develop psychological theories of learning and pedagogy that are suitable 
for a distinctive African mind that has been conditioned by the environment 
within which these subjects exist. 

The question of the location of the mind within a human being as an 
organism is one of the most problematic questions in the field of psychology 
of education today. Thus, ever since the advent of the Cartesian philosophy 
by René Descartes in the 17th century, the question of the location of the 
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mind has been a subject of contestation among philosophers and 
psychologists with an interest in knowledge production at large and 
theories of learning and teaching in particular. In the field of the psychology 
of learning and pedagogy, the dualistic notion of what Heinämaa (2003) 
described as the ‘mind-body compound’ has pitted those psychological 
theorists who are generally classified as ‘innatists’, such as Montessori (1912, 
1914), who view learning as a prerogative of an isolated mind against those 
classified as ‘empiricists’, such as Skinner (1974), who conceive of learning 
as primarily the domain of bodily experiences. In general, it needs to be 
mentioned that the major problem with a number of the psychological 
theories of learning and pedagogy premised on the Cartesian and anti-
Cartesian logics is not only that they treat the mind and the body as 
oppositional rather than constitutive, but also that the mind and the body 
are treated as exclusive alternatives during the search for an appropriate 
learning theory or pedagogic discourse.

By and large, the challenges brought about by the Cartesian dualism of 
the mind and the body to the discourse of learning and pedagogy cannot 
be fully understood without examining what Descartes expressed in his 
second meditation in which he considered himself to be nothing beyond a 
‘thinking thing’ (Descartes 1986, p. 18) – an expression that can be 
interpreted in terms of being more of a mind instead of a mind and body 
together. This expression by Descartes, who is considered to be the father 
of Western philosophy, captures in summary what is generally referred to 
as the ‘ego cogito’, which translates to ‘I think, therefore, I am’, a philosophical 
notion that is widely thought to have inaugurated ‘a new era of 
epistemological thinking, wherein everything is thought to be determined 
or made intelligible by the workings of the mind’ (Burns 1982, p. 63, cited 
in Ndlovu 2017, p. 243). This, however, does not mean that what Descartes 
expressed has merely been accepted as the only basis on which we can 
understand the nature of a human being as a living organism. His statement 
of conflated being and the working of some kind of an essential object that 
he referred to as the ‘mind’ has been challenged, particularly by those 
philosophers and psychologists who view bodily experiences as constitutive 
of what constitutes a human being.

Perhaps, the most important question that needs to be answered is 
what, exactly, did Descartes mean by his Cartesian philosophy of ‘I think, 
therefore I am’? Scholars such as Phillips (1995) have argued that 
Descartes was establishing a form of secular foundationalism in which 
an unmediated mind can speak reliable truth outside of human 
experience, culture and context. This, therefore, reduced the significance 
of experience in matters of thought and knowledge production in that 
the ‘mind object’ became what Philips described as the ‘perverse theorist 
of the body’ (Phillips 1995, p. 230). The broader implication of this 
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theorisation of the mind and the body in dualistic terms is that the body 
simply becomes a quantity and the mind becomes the real substance of 
being human (see Dussel 2008 on the substantiality of the soul). This 
not only dismisses contexts as useless in determining what is true or 
false to a particular people, but it also dismisses feelings as unreliable 
enemies of truth. What is enabled by the privileging of the mind over 
the body are universal theories that do not respect context, time and 
spatiality – a development that closes genuine intercultural dialogue in 
matters of knowledge production, thereby leading to a phenomenon of 
epistemic solipsism.

Descartes’ Cartesian philosophy has so far been criticised by scholars 
from Europe as well as those from Africa, Latin America and Asia. Among 
the scholars in Europe who have mounted fierce criticism against the 
Cartesian dualism of the mind and body are John Locke and David Hume, 
who argued that experience plays a primary role ‘in all human understanding 
and knowledge’ (Sedgwick 2001, p. 12). In his essay, entitled ‘An essay 
concerning human understanding’, Locke (1689) emphasises that our ideas 
are derived from our experiences, ‘which mean that ideas are a result of the 
qualities of our bodies as they sense the world within which we exist’ 
(Ndlovu 2017, p. 244). That Locke was an empiricist can be seen in his 
metaphor when he compared a human mind to an ‘empty cabinet’ to stress 
that human beings are not born with any ideas or knowledge already 
present within their minds. Thus, to him, ideas originate from the senses or 
bodily experiences of conscious beings. As will be seen later in this chapter, 
the idea of an ‘empty cabinet’ is synonymous with that of ‘black box 
psychology’, which has often led to a situation where learners are treated 
as people without knowledge.

The anti-Cartesian meditations of the 
non-Western subject

While the adoption of anti-Cartesian meditations involved European 
thinkers such as Locke, Hume, Kant and Merleau-Ponty where Descartes 
was considered to be the father of Western philosophy, what is interesting 
about the anti-Cartesian meditations by theorists from the non-Western 
world is that apart from viewing Cartesianism as distorting what it means 
to be a human being, they also view the problem of ontological dualism 
between the body and the mind in terms of enabling the perpetuation of 
colonial domination of the peoples of the non-Western world and their 
knowledges. This position is not without context that justifies it, but as will 
be seen, this context is justifiable historically, in terms of the genealogy of 
the colonial system and phenomenologically in terms of what is being 
experienced in the present. 
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Historically, the colonial domination of the people of the non-Western 
subject was based on denialism of the humanity of the non-Western ‘Other’, 
thereby making it possible to oppress and exploit them with a clear 
conscience. Thus, for instance, when Christopher Columbus reached the 
Americas in October 1492 – the foundational year in the history of colonial 
domination of the peoples in the non-Western world – he expressed radical 
doubt about the humanity of the indigenous peoples of the ‘New World’ by 
questioning whether these people have souls (Grosfoguel 2013). This 
foundational question inaugurated a discourse of a ‘people without a soul’ – 
a question that has, ever since the 16th century, justified the dehumanising 
processes such as enslavement and colonial domination. In the Christian 
imaginary of the Western subject, it was not seen as a sin to exercise 
dominion and exploitation over non-beings such as animals. Because the 
idea of a ‘soul’ in the Cartesian philosophy of Descartes is the same as the 
‘mind’, ‘a people without a soul’ are a people without a rational mind and, 
therefore, who cannot think. This foundational history of the exclusion of 
the indigenous peoples of the non-Western world from the human family is 
important to our understanding of the nature of the anti-Cartesian 
meditation of the non-Western subject simply because, when Descartes 
proclaimed the cogito ego sum in the 17th century, the colonised peoples 
of the non-Western world were already no longer part of his definition of a 
human being as the question of their humanity was long since settled as 
non-existent in the 16th century. What this, therefore, means is that the 
anti-Cartesian meditation of the non-Western subject can be understood 
within the context of seeking to gain the lost humanity by a people who 
were pushed out of the realm of the human at the very dawn of the re-
definition of what it means to be a human being by the Western ‘imperial’ 
subject. 

The declaration of the non-Western subject as lacking ‘the substantiality 
of the soul’, therefore, as a mere ‘quantity’ that cannot produce reliable 
knowledge or knowledge worthy of universality and objectivity equal to 
that of the imperial being have solicited different responses to anti-
Cartesian nature among the peoples of the non-Western world and those 
who speak from their subject position. Thus, one of the most important 
anti-Cartesian mediations by the people whose knowledges and thinking 
have been de-legitimised by the Cartesian philosophy is the quest to 
legitimate the body as the site of authentic thinking, thereby turning 
Descartes on his head. This anti-Cartesian strategy is evident in Fanon’s 
([1952] 1967) expression: ‘Oh my body, make of me a man who always 
questions!’ – an expression that can be interpreted in terms of seeking to 
privilege the racialised body as the source of consciousness and knowledge 
within the environment of racial and colonial domination. There are, indeed, 
a number of advantages to privileging the bodily experience as an authentic 
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root of thinking among the colonised peoples of Africa and the Global 
South in general. One of them is that by privileging the bodily ‘experience’ 
as the primary source of reliable knowledge, the Western domination in 
knowledge production can be reversed because it will not be justifiable for 
those whose thoughts are produced by a particular experience to 
universalise subjective biases on other socio-historical experiences. 

In general, the anti-Cartesian character cannot be fully grasped without a 
brief history of colonialism as a power structure that informs the operation 
of the modern world system. It is, indeed, important to articulate the history 
of colonialism from as far as the 16th century simply because the ‘episodic’ 
narrative that only focuses on the late colonialism of the 19th and 20th 
centuries reduces the effects of colonialism to mere episodes, events or 
footprints that did not alter our conception of humanity. Yet, the ‘epochal’ 
school reveals the long-term and deep-seated effects of colonialism that 
make us gain a deeper understanding of the non-Western anti-Cartesian 
character. When Christopher Columbus and Vasco da Gama in 1492 and 
1497, respectively, circumvented the world in the 15th century to inaugurate 
the European usurpation of world history, this foundational moment in 
human history preceded a number of dehumanisation processes that ranged 
from slavery to colonialism, imperialism, apartheid and neo-colonialism. 

The genocides that were committed against the peoples of the non-
Western world during the process of European usurpation of world history 
were accompanied by epistemicides on the indigenous knowledges of the 
non-Western subject; hence, the ‘I’ in the ego cogito ‘I think, therefore I am’ 
can be interpreted as representing to the subjugated peoples of the non-
Western world. The colonisation of being while the term ‘think’ represented 
the colonisation of ways of knowing as well as knowledges. Thus, from the 
locus of enunciation of the oppressed indigenous peoples of the non-
Western world within the global power structure of colonial domination, 
the ego cogito of the Cartesian subject must be understood against the 
backdrop of the ego conquiro [‘I conquer, therefore I am’] that led to the 
genocides and epistemicides of the longue duree of the 16th century. These 
genocides and epistemicides of the 16th century that laid the foundation 
for the modern world system were, in general terms, committed against 
the  indigenous peoples of the Americas, the enslaved peoples of Africa, 
women in Europe and the Muslim people in southern Spain (Grosfoguel 
2013). The world system that emerged out of this conquest that preceded 
the ego cogito was a racist/sexist/heteronormative/patriarchal global 
power structure characterised by multiple ‘hierarchies of power’ ranging 
from economic, sexual, racial, gendered, linguistic and religious up to 
epistemic hierarchies, among others (Grosfoguel 2007). This hierarchically 
ordered world system whose foundation was laid as far back as the 16th 
century means that humanity itself came to be divided into those who are 
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at the apex who consider themselves as representing the full state of being 
and those who are at the bottom of the structure whose humanity has 
permanently been subjected to some form of radical doubt. 

To underscore that this hierarchically ordered world system is remaining 
in place in spite of the advent of a ‘postcolonial world order’, Grosfoguel 
(2007) argued that demise of juridical-administrative did not translate into 
absence of colonialism but instead, it led to the emergence of a world 
governed by global coloniality – a form of colonisation that outlives the 
demise of ‘colonialism administrations’ (Grosfoguel 2007, p. 219). The 
implication of this way of understanding the mutations of the colonial 
system is that the anti-Cartesian attitude of the non-Western subject must 
always remain sensitive to colonial domination outside the structures of 
juridical-administrative form of colonialism. This position is amplified by 
the continued dehumanisation or portrayal of the peoples of the non-
Western world as characterised by deficits and lacks. As Grosfoguel (2007, 
p. 214) has emphasised, the peoples of the non-Western world have 
experienced the worst forms of dehumanisation, ranging from portrayal as 
‘people without writing’, ‘people without history’ and ‘people without 
development’ to ‘people without democracy’, among many other 
insinuations of a people who suffer inborn deficits.

In general, the characterisation of the non-Western subject as lacking 
human qualities across a lengthy history of colonial domination meant the 
anti-Cartesian approach by the colonised and sexualised bodies within the 
power structure will always view Cartesian philosophy in terms of colonial 
domination. Thus, even in a situation where Western science projects itself 
as neutral, the non-Western anti-Cartesian meditations are able to see the 
relativism of the scientificity of Western science. Thus, the whole Western 
canon, including what is deemed to be mathematics, is underpinned by a 
logic of cultural relativism with an ‘ego-politics’ (whereby the ego of the 
Western heterosexual male figure is privileged), a ‘geopolitics’ (whereby 
Europe is privileged as the site of authentic thinking), a ‘theo-politics’ 
(whereby secularism and atheism are positions of non-religiousness against 
religion) and a ‘body-politics’ (whereby the views of white male bodies are 
privileged). What this therefore means is that by privileging the bodily 
experiences, the non-Western anti-Cartesian approach seeks to normalise 
the idea that all knowledges are partial as no one can embody all experiences, 
thereby provincialising the Eurocentric theories that masquerade as universal.

The Cartesian thinking in theories of 
learning and pedagogy

The history of psychological theories of learning and pedagogy shows that 
the thinking behind their models of learning and pedagogy is heavily 
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permeated by the Cartesian philosophy of the mind and the body. The first 
and foremost problematic learning theory whose genealogy can be traced 
to  the Cartesian thinking is the classical innatist-learning and pedagogical 
model of the mental discipline movement which seeks to attribute knowledge 
to the spontaneous and innate mind of the learner. This experimentalist 
psychological model of learning and pedagogy associated with theorists 
such as Pestalozzi, Montessori, Plato and Socrates, among others, takes a 
rationalist position that privileges an innate mind over the body, thereby 
disregarding the role of the environment in the process of knowledge 
acquisition by learners. Thus, for instance, the Socratic method deploys the 
method of systematic questioning to induce ‘remembering’ of what are 
supposedly innate ideas that are pre-given by the ‘omni-science of the soul’ 
(Jarvis 2006, p. 91). The Socratic method had an enormous influence on 
educationists such as Maria Montessori whose ‘mechanistic’ method based 
on the ideas of fixed intelligence and pre-determined development can be 
summarised as leading to ‘internalised discipline’ (Montessori 2013). In 
general, the classical innatist school of thinkers, such as Socrates, Montessori, 
Froebel and Pestalozzi, who compared children to plants unfolding from 
within and requiring only a favourable and cultivated environment for their 
growth (Montessori 2013, p. xxvii) were Darwinist in their theorisation of 
learning, which nonetheless privileged the mind over bodily experiences.

The early classical innatist school that sought to privilege the mind over 
the body was later challenged behaviourist models of learning and 
pedagogy, which were influenced by the ‘black box psychology’ of 
educationists such as Watson (1913, 1929) who went as far as postulating 
the idea of the ‘ghost in a machine’, thereby denying the existence of the 
mind, and Skinner (1974), who though accepting the idea of the mind 
denied its significance in the functional analysis of behaviour. Thus, 
according to Skinner (1974), a key theorist in the behavioural school of 
learning theories: 

Many supposed inner causes of behavior, such as attitudes, opinions, traits of 
character, and philosophies, remain almost entirely inferential […] No evidence 
of the inner causes is available except the behavior attributed to them. (p. 159)

What this means is that behaviourism attributes behaviour to the external 
environment; hence, it is not surprising that it is associated with methods 
such as programmed learning, stimulus-response and constant reinforcement 
and feedback, all of which indicate the privileging of the immediate 
environment at the expense of innate qualities of the mind. In general, what 
can be concluded about the behaviourist model of learning is that it repeated 
the extremism of the classical innatist-model which overemphasised the role 
of the innate mind over experience by taking an extreme position on the 
relationship between the bodily experience of an organism and knowledge 
acquisition. 
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The extremism of behaviourism, which de-legitimised the workings of the 
mind as an object of study, was challenged by what became known as 
the  ‘first cognitive revolution’ by theorists such as Chomsky (1959, 1971). 
There were, indeed, a number of theoretical variations within the ‘first 
cognitive revolution’, but what is clear about this cognitive psychology is 
that it was concerned with the ‘information processing’ of the mind – a 
development that one can interpret as having replaced the notion of ‘black 
box psychology’, whose effect was to empty the mind of its substance. Like 
any other psychological model premised on Cartesian thinking about the 
mind and the body compound, the first cognitive revolution encountered 
the problem of privileging innatism over experience, thereby missing a 
holistic picture of how knowledge is acquired by human beings. This 
challenge can be dictated from Bruner (1990), a key theorist in both the 
first and second cognitive revolution, when he stated that:

[…] let me tell you first what I and my friends thought the revolution [first 
cognitive revolution] was about back there in the late 1950s. It was, we thought, 
an all-out effort to establish meaning as the central concept of psychology – not 
stimuli and responses, not overtly observable behavior, not biological drives and 
their transformation, but meaning. It was not a revolution against behaviorism 
with aim of transforming behaviorism into a way of pursuing psychology with 
little mentalism to it. (p. 2)

What one can discern from the statement by Bruner (1990) is that the ‘first 
cognitive revolution’ fell into the trap of the narrow mentalistic psychology 
and presumption of individualism; hence, the ‘second cognitive revolution’ 
was about ‘meaning-making’ because it was realised that social cognitive 
processes were prior to an individual act of thinking (Bruner 1986). In 
general, the second cognitive revolution shared a number of aspects with 
constructivism, which was articulated by theorists such as Piaget and 
Vygotsky.

It needs to be emphasised that even though Piaget and Vygotsky were 
both quintessential figures in constructivism, they nonetheless gave 
different accounts of the mechanisms that are at work during the process 
of knowledge acquisition by the learner. Thus, according to Piaget (1964), 
learners independently construct knowledge in accordance with the 
development of their operational structures that are tied to the process of 
‘embryogenesis’, which means that the internal biological or psychological 
mechanisms within learners enable them to make meaning of external 
reality. It also means that though learning is provoked by external situations 
or experience, development is a spontaneous process that enables the 
learner to ‘assimilate’, ‘equilibrate’ and make meaning out of any given 
reality. In contrast to Piaget, Vygotsky (1978) viewed learning as primarily 
social. Thus, through his idea of a zone of proximal development, Vygotsky 
(1978, p. 184) argued that the distance between actual development as 
determined by independent problem-solving and the level of potential 
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development is determined by collaboration with more capable peers. The 
difference between Piaget and Vygotsky can be characterised in terms of 
their starting points, where Piaget moves ‘inside-out’ and Vygotsky moves 
‘outside-in’. Within the context of the Cartesian dualism of the body and 
mind, Piaget’s developmental psychology privileges the mind over the 
body and Vygotsky can be interpreted as privileging the bodily experiences 
as his point of departure. What this means is that even with constructivism, 
the nature (mind) versus nurture (experience) dispute was still far from 
being resolved. Thus, in spite of the constructivist approaches which sought 
to articulate how learners construct their knowledge, there are still many 
other theoretical propositions about learning which remain heavily 
permeated by the Cartesian dualism of the mind and body. Among these is 
the ‘brain science’ of the 1990s which sought to understand better ‘how 
our neural hardware might run our mental software’ (Bruer 2006, p. 1) – 
a conception of the brain that conflated it with the mind. The brain science 
can be interpreted as a return to narrow mental psychology which overlooks 
context and experience in the process of knowledge acquisition. It has led 
to reductionist theories such as the ‘cognitive load theory’, whose 
preoccupation has been to establish the nature of the working memory of 
human beings instead of seeking to understand how the ‘context’ rather 
than inborn human qualities of the brain influences our remembering and 
forgetting.

Among some of the recent progressive theories of learning and 
pedagogy is the theory of embodied cognition, which recognises that 
embodiment is a necessary condition for psychological activity to take 
place. Thus, in the theory of embodied cognition, the body and the mind 
are reconciled by bringing back the body, which the Cartesian philosophy 
has relegated to a position of insignificance in the process of knowledge 
acquisition. As Christodoulou (2010, p. 331) argues, the body is ‘the locus 
of perception of the understanding of the world and the environment’. This 
means that the mind without the body is incapable of producing context-
specific knowledge, and as such, there is a need for synthesising the body 
and the mind in order to acquire meaningful knowledge. In general, the 
nature-nurture dispute that has been taking place within the psychological 
theories of learning and pedagogy have influenced the debates about the 
applicability of universal theories of learning and pedagogy in specific 
contexts such as that of the indigenous people of Africa. In other words, 
the debate about the relevance of universal psychological theories about 
learning and pedagogy to the African context, particularly whether there is 
anything like an African mind, is just adding flesh to the debate that has 
already started within the mainstream psychological theories of learning 
and pedagogy. What this means is that the question of a unique African 
mind which requires a unique psychological theory of learning is but a 
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question of specificity about the bodies that needs to be taken into account 
by the anti-Cartesian theories of learning and pedagogy. This question can 
be raised in relation to any other body, such as the disabled body, the 
queer body, the sexualised body and many more, depending on the interest 
of the subject that raises the question, but the broader context remains 
that of a Cartesian dualism that created a floating mind instead of an 
embedded one thereby enabling the development of theories that are not 
context-specific. 

Perspectives on the possibility of an 
African mind

The question of whether there is a particular African mind that warrants us 
to think about a psychological theory of learning that is suitable for an 
African learning style requires us to rethink the subject of a universal human 
being. Thus, the relevance of the universal psychological models of learning 
and teaching to an African context is a question of whether being African 
is just about being human or if the African subject experiences their 
humanness differently than other human beings. In general, the question of 
what it means to be African is inseparably interlinked with that of what it 
means to be human. Thus, the question is: Is being human exclusively a 
domain of biology or culture, or both? It is the answers to the question of 
what constitutes being human and being African that determines our view 
of whether the universal psychological models of learning and pedagogy 
are relevant to the bodily experiences of the indigenous peoples of Africa. 

There are a number of different perspectives about what it means to be 
African in relation to the subject of knowledge production at large. Thus, 
there are those scholars such as Hountondji, Evans and Rée (1983, pp. x–xi) 
who have argued that ‘to acknowledge Africans’ freedom of thought, one 
had to get rid of all sorts of essentialist and particularist doctrines born of 
a hundred years of Africanism’. What Hountondji sought to achieve by such 
an argument was the demystification of Africanity by reducing it to a fact 
that is free of all connotations loaded on it by the long anthropological 
tradition (Hountondji et al. 1983, p. 7). Thus, in his view, the mystification of 
Africanity leads not only to an ethnophilosophy of self-exclusion and self-
imprisonment but also falls into the trap of the colonial discourse that 
sought to deny the African subject their ‘pluralism’ or heterogeneity as well 
as co-humanness with those who colonised them on that exclusionary 
basis. The idea that being African is part of a common universal experience 
of being human is shared by Mbembé (2001), albeit with an acknowledgement 
that though Africans are human beings like any other, their multiple 
experiences of being human take place within a unique context. Thus, as 
Mbembé puts it, ‘the African subject is like any other human being: he or 
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she engages in meaningful acts’ (Mbembé 2001, p. 6). By this, Mbembé 
means that the biological make-up of the African subject is like that of any 
other human being in that they are a reflexive subject involved in doing, 
seeing, hearing, tasting, feeling and touching, all of which are meaningful 
human expressions that do not necessarily make sense for everyone in the 
same way. The fact that the meaningfulness of the African subject’s 
behaviour does not make sense to everyone in the same way means that 
being human is itself a product of biology and culture, not biology alone. It 
also means that biology accounts for a universal aspect of being human 
and culture accounts for specific practices of being human.

Thus, in terms of being ‘hard-wired’, the indigenous African subject is 
similar to any other human being, but the African state of mind is determined 
by the environment within which it functions.

Apart from the scholars that have examined the meaning of being 
African from a philosophical point of view, there are also those who have 
engaged this subject from the point of view of psychological models of 
education. One such important scholar is Bame Nsamenang (2005, p. 1), 
who argues that even though human beings share a common biology in 
their genetic code, this biological commonality plays out into ‘a bewildering 
diversity of specific individuality across ecocultures’. Thus, through the 
theory of social ontogenesis which assumes that biology underpins socio-
genesis in the form of individual development, Nsamenang explains how an 
African worldview conceives of the human lifecycle and development 
stages. What this means is that in his articulation of what it means to be an 
African, Nsamenang takes into account the African subject’s common 
biology with other human beings as well as the unique cultural experiences 
that impact upon biology and vice versa. In general, Bame Nsamenang’s 
(2005) developmental psychology of socio-genesis about Africa and being 
African in education is more or less similar to Asante’s (1991) quest for an 
Afrocentric idea in education. Thus, according to Asante (1991, p. 170), 
because ‘education is fundamentally a social phenomenon whose ultimate 
purpose is to socialise the learner’ in that ‘to send a child to school is to 
prepare that child to become part of a social group’, it therefore means 
that African Americans have been educated away from their culture within 
a Eurocentric education system. What Asante meant by his articulation of 
the need for Afrocentricity is that what is commonly projected as the 
universal models in education are, in fact, Eurocentric models of education 
that are specific to European culture and history and masquerade as 
universal models that cater to all historical and cultural experiences. 

There are two environmental aspects that need to be taken into 
consideration when thinking about the possibility of a unique African mind 
that requires a unique psychological theory of learning and pedagogy. 
The first one is the unique indigenous African culture within which the body 
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of the African subject is socialised, and the second one is the collective 
colonial experience that conditions the psyche of an African subject. Thus, 
if we conceive of a learning style as not a property that is ‘hard-wired’ 
within an individual or a collection of individuals but ‘as proclivities of 
people with certain histories of engagement with specific cultural activities’ 
(Gutiérrez & Rogoff 2003, p. 19), then African experiences of their own 
unique indigenous cultures and colonialism must be considered central to 
understanding their learning styles. Thus, learning styles are ‘repertories of 
practice’ that are obtained through culture. According to Chomsky (1971), 
the problem with psychology is that the very study of:

[H]uman psychology has been diverted into side channels by unwillingness 
to pose the problem of how experience is related to knowledge and belief, a 
problem which of course presupposes a logicality prior to investigation of the 
structure of systems of knowledge and belief. (p. 47)

Here Chomsky is decrying the influence of Cartesianism in the psychological 
theory that undermines the role of experience in knowledge acquisition 
and as such, the uniqueness of the African mind can only be realised if we 
bring the body back into the idea of the mind or return the mind into the 
body.

The African indigenous sites of pedagogic 
discourse

The question of whether there is something like a unique African mind that 
makes it problematic to uncritically deploy Western theories of learning in 
Africa requires us to reflect on the idea of uniquely indigenous African sites 
of pedagogic discourse. Thus, the question is: Are there any indigenous 
African sites of pedagogic discourse from which we can, practically, 
experience different ways of teaching and learning than those that are 
reflected in Western theories of learning? This is a question that also speaks 
to what one makes of the impact of colonialism in Africa; a question that 
pitted scholars such as Ali Mazrui and Ade Ajayi along the lines of the 
‘epochal school’ and the ‘episodic school’. Thus, according to the epochal 
school, colonialism was a ‘revolution of epic proportions’, and in the ‘epic 
school’, colonialism was just but a mere ‘episode’ in the making of the 
history of Africa. The difference between the two schools of thought about 
colonialism is that the epochal school views colonialism as having succeeded 
in changing everything about what Africa used to be in terms of its original 
cultural traditions and values, and the episodic school minimises the impact 
of colonialism by making it out to be just a footprint in the unfolding history 
of Africa. 

In general, while the views of each of the above schools of thought 
about colonialism are important for questioning the existence of authentic 
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cultural traditions in Africa in the aftermath of ‘classical colonialism’, it is 
equally important to transcend the binaries of either ‘minor’ or ‘major’ 
through focusing on the resilience of long-standing African traditions. 
Thus, despite the intention of decimating African traditions, the colonial 
system has always faced stiff resistance from long-standing African 
traditions – a resistance that has ensured the existence of a patchwork of 
indigenous African knowledges and ways of knowing up to the present. 
What this therefore means is that the long-standing African traditions have 
just been subalternised and peripherised by the hegemonic Western 
knowledge system; hence, the existence of ‘authentic’ indigenous sites of 
pedagogic discourse alongside the ‘official’ colonial sites of pedagogic 
discourse such as the modern schooling system.

One of the long-standing indigenous sites of pedagogic discourse and 
practice in Africa is the institution of traditional healing. In general, the 
African institution of traditional healing has severely been affected by 
coloniality, particularly the capitalist system that has so far led to the 
commodification of various cultural norms and traditions in Africa; but, even 
so, there are important lessons that we can draw from how teaching and 
learning are conducted within the practice of traditional healing. Through 
the method of participant observation of traditional healing among the 
isiZulu in South Africa, I have observed that knowledge acquisition in the 
practice of traditional healing is mainly conducted through what we can 
characterise as an apprenticeship. In this apprenticeship, the teacher is the 
experienced traditional healer [isangoma] and the learners are trainee 
healers called amathwasa. The method of teaching and learning in the 
pedagogic space of traditional healing is ‘learning by doing’ – a practice that 
makes it difficult to separate theory from practice and vice versa. 

Among other prominent features of the pedagogic discourse of 
traditional healers is the practice of singing during the training of traditional 
healer trainees. There are a number of reasons why music is an important 
pedagogic instrument in training traditional healer trainees, and they 
include boosting morale among learners, emphasising important points 
and increasing the chances of remembering what is learnt. Thus, the songs 
that are selected for teaching are those that have a positive impact on the 
morale of the students, that have important lines about what is taught and 
can easily be followed by learners. All this reveals that in the pedagogic 
discourse and practice of traditional healing, the whole body is involved in 
the process of learning rather than a singular organ in the form of the brain. 

Conclusion
Learning and pedagogy cannot be explained solely by reference to the 
biological being of human beings but also by reference to the social being 
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of human beings. What this means is that while the mentalistic innate 
biological qualities of human beings are quite important for understanding 
human learning, biology alone cannot capture the whole complexity of 
what it means to be a human being and how human beings learn within 
their socio-cultural environments. It is the socio-cultural environment that 
defines the uniqueness of the minds of individuals and social groups, but to 
overemphasise the external environment at the expense of innate ‘hard-
wired’ biological aspects of learning is to replace the mind with the body 
instead of reconciling the dualism. Thus, when I argue for a unique African 
mind that requires the appreciation of a unique indigenous African learning 
style, I do not seek to advance another reductionism that views Africans as 
mere social beings without biological content.
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Introduction11

How does race matter when pursuing an artistic education? When patrons 
award commissions? When artists decide on their subjects and formal 
strategies? When artists seek venues for exhibiting their work? When audiences 

11. Sections of this chapter are largely based on the PhD thesis of Bongani Mkhonza (2019), titled ‘Art 
Acquisition Policy of the University of South Africa (Unisa) Art Gallery During and After Apartheid: A 
Critical Analysis’, with supervisor Dr Lebogang Lancelot Nawa and co-supervisor Professor Bernadette van 
Haute, University of South Africa, Pretoria campus, South Africa (viewed 20 June 2022, at https://uir.unisa.
ac.za/bitstream/handle/10500/26503/thesis_mkhonza_bw.pdf?isAllowed=y&sequence=1).
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view the works chosen for display? When collectors acquire works? When 
works are admitted to the canon? (Camara Dia Holloway 2016, p. 89.)

As universities in South Africa respond to a call for a decolonised 
curriculum, ‘a complex phenomenon of historical exclusion and 
misrepresentation of black South African artists’ from major academic 
galleries is a timely and major concern (Mkhonza 2019, p. 1). During the 
apartheid era, the collecting, exhibiting and ‘archiving of visual artworks 
by black South African artists was the exception rather than the rule’ 
(Mkhonza 2019, p. 1). It can be said that:

[T]rue to the segregatory nature of the apartheid doctrine, which generally 
regarded blacks as secondary citizens through [prohibiting them] from mainstream 
public discourse, black artists were side-lined, ignored, or neglected. (p. 1)

The realm of imagination and the consumption of arts in general and in the 
backdrop of this discourse, especially from the perspective of the fine arts, 
were exclusive. Art collecting practices of art institutions acted according 
to this apartheid ideology. The notion of the university art collection(s) 
discussed in this chapter refers to formerly white academic collections 
that  were conceptualised between the 1950s and the early 1990s. I do 
intermittently make references to a specific university art collection that I 
work for by way of comparison. Making comparisons between university 
art collections in general and a specific university maintains a diversity of 
interpretations and viewpoints.

The existing art ‘inventories still categorise artists based on old apartheid 
race distinctions, like black self-taught artists and township artists’ 
(Mkhonza 2019, pp. 1–2). Sometimes, artists are misstated on the grounds 
of their age and race (Mkhonza 2019). For example, in my thesis, I point out 
that ‘Gerard Sekoto is listed in many archives as a black self-taught artist’ 
(Mkhonza 2019, p. 2). However, research reveals enough data which show 
that ‘Sekoto was trained indirectly at the Diocesan Teacher Training College 
near Polokwane from 1930 to 1934’ (Sidogi 2011, p. 25). I maintain that such 
data result in the misrepresentation of black artists. I also state that in the 
academy, such false registering ‘also leads to a compromise in the 
expectation of academic and artistic qualities of artworks produced by 
such artists’ (Mkhonza 2019, p. 2). Whether by design or omission, the 
academy preserved a system that exclusively privileged ‘works by white 
artists at the expense of their black counterparts’ (Mkhonza 2019, p. 3). 
The promoted artworks ultimately constituted the mainstream content of 
the visual arts curriculum across the system. To date, such artworks still 
decorate several art galleries and register as referral points for South 
African fine arts. The offering employs decolonial (Mignolo 2007, 2010) 
and Afrocentric (Asante 1988, 1993, 2002, 2003, 2015) lenses to theorise 
on issues of absence and presence. The research finds that there have been 
positive moves towards acquiring artworks from diverse cultures. However, 
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most universities still conceive the collecting of works by black artists as 
acts of tolerance to merely fill the gaps in the already existing exceptional 
art archives (Mkhonza 2019). Such assumptions are patronising and 
provocative to previously disadvantaged cultures.

Unearthing the nexus of exclusions 
It has been established that (Mkhonza 2019):

[A]rt critics and academics in the days of apartheid generally trivialised 
or degraded art produced by black artists through labels like ‘township art’, 
‘emerging black art’ or even ‘black crafts’. (p. 2)

When observing the other side of the coin, artworks that were produced by 
‘white artists received glowing labelling in line with international trends’ 
(Mkhonza 2019, p. 2). Over and above that, they received massive backups 
(Mkhonza 2019): 

[…] from the apartheid state through the commissioning and acquisition of 
works that presented idyllic images imposed by Europeans as well as tranquil 
pastoral African landscapes devoid of African people – except in subjective 
undertones. (p. 2) 

A good example of this development was when (Mkhonza 2019): 

Jacobus Hendrik Pierneef (1886–1957), well-known for his unique style of 
painting mostly bright afternoon empty South African landscapes, was 
1929  commissioned by the then-new Johannesburg Railway Station to paint 
32 panels for their interior. (p. 2) 

Consequently, when I was conducting research for my PhD thesis 
(2019, p. 2), I discovered that in 1933, Pierneef was also ‘commissioned to 
paint seven murals for the South African embassy building on Trafalgar 
Square in London’ (Visual Arts Theory Artists 2013). In terms of the 
curriculum, ‘such artists are regarded as referral points for the DNA or the 
mainstream of South African fine arts’ (Mkhonza 2019, p. 3). In most art 
history books and university art collection registers, they are categorised 
as the ‘South African Masters’ (Mkhonza 2019). 

When connecting the dots on what goes into exclusions, 
underrepresentation and misrepresentation of black South African art, 
one of the leading public art collections in the country can be centred as 
a point of reference. The Johannesburg Art Gallery (JAG) is recorded as 
one of the oldest galleries collecting art and artefacts in South Africa. The 
JAG started collecting in 1910. Yet, according to Jillian Carman (ed. 2010, 
p. 22), JAG only started acquiring an artwork created by a black African 
artist in 1940, namely Gerald Sekoto’s Yellow Houses–Sophiatown.12 

12. Gerard Sekoto, 1940, Yellow Houses – Sophiatown, oil on cardboard, 50.8 × 74.5 cm, Johannesburg Art 
Gallery, Johannesburg.
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Jillian Carman (1988, p. 207) reveals that it took another 32 years before 
JAG acquired an artwork by another black African artist (as observed by 
Mkhonza 2019). According to Mkhonza (2019, p. 3), it was confirmed by 
Barbara Lindop (1995, p. 17) that ‘until the 1980s Sekoto’s work remained 
the only painting in the gallery by a black South African artist’. In line with 
this development, I made another observation, that ‘the absence of 
artworks by black artists in the inventory of art collections seems to 
replicate their representation in people that make decisions about their 
welfare’ (Mkhonza 2019, p. 3). For instance, it took JAG 82 years to 
appoint, in 1992, the first black African female artist, Bongi Dhlomo, as a 
member of its art gallery committee (AGC) (ed. Carman 2010, p. 35). 
When traversing this line of thought in my thesis, supporting evidence 
showed that the tendency seems to be the case in many other museums, 
such as the Pretoria Art Museum (PAM), the Iziko South African National 
Gallery (SANG), Oliewenhuis Art Museum (OAM) and the KwaZulu-Natal-
based Durban Arts Gallery (DAG). I also bring to light that, ‘although the 
SANG was established in 1871, it formally exhibited the works of a black 
artist, Moses Tladi (1903–1959) for the first time in 1931 (Jolly 2015)’ 
(Mkhonza 2019, p. 4). Commenting on Tladi’s art exhibition, titled ‘Moses 
Tladi Unearthed’, Lee-Shay Collison (2015) claimed that Tladi was not 
only the first black artist to exhibit at the SANG in 1931, but also the first 
black artist to exhibit formally in South Africa (Mkhonza 2019). Literature 
shows that (Mkhonza 2019):

[W]ith the demise of apartheid in 1994 through the first democratic general 
elections, it was hoped that the situation would change drastically through the 
radical policies of the governing party, the African National Congress (ANC). (p. 5) 

However, in my preliminary investigations, I determined that (Mkhonza 
2019):

[A]lthough some progress has been achieved in the overall transformation 
of society since then, evidence suggests that art museums, especially in the 
academy, have made far too little progress with the collection of artworks by 
black artists. (p. 5) 

I then claim that the slow progress of transformation has a direct impact on 
the challenges with the art curriculum. Thus (Mkhonza 2019): 

[W]hile it is acknowledged that some museums revised their acquisition 
processes after 1994 to embrace the new ethos of cultural inclusivity of 
previously disadvantaged constituents of the society, to a greater degree the 
intervention has not yet moved full circle. (p. 5)

Therefore, in-depth exploration may be probed on whether the new 
museums’ posture queries the epistemologies that continue to privilege 
the collecting of artworks from previously advantaged groups. Jonathan 
Grix (2002, p. 177) defines epistemology as ‘the possible ways of gaining 
knowledge of social reality, whatever it is understood to be […], in short, 
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claims about how what is assumed to exist can be known’. Expanding on 
Grix (2002), my position is informed by a claim that there is no value-free 
social phenomenon. This position which informs the selected theory of 
Afrocentricity brings us to the point that ‘what reality means for one 
individual or group changes depending on their perspective, positionality, 
bias and reflexivity’ (Cameron 2015, p. 1262). Hence, I make arguments to 
attest that museums ‘still seem to conceive the collection of works by black 
South African artists as acts of [inclusion] to the already existing exceptional 
art collections’ (Mkhonza 2019, p. 5). Accordingly, history shows that the 
presupposed exceptional art collections were shaped by Euro-Western 
epistemic orientations.

Interrogating the university art collection 
acquisitions

To commit to the regulations of democratisation, the governance of 
higher education and its institutions requires that they should be 
‘democratic, representative, and participatory; characterised by mutual 
respect, tolerance, and the maintenance of well-ordered and peaceful 
community life’ (Mkhonza 2019, p. 5). University art museums are 
governed by two structural domains, namely the Department of Higher 
Education, Science and Technology (DHEST) and the Department of 
Arts and Culture (DAC). Understanding this context ushers a platform to 
explore the philosophies that inform the acquisitions and the extent to 
which they continue to sustain historical imbalances. My philosophical 
position is aligned with Carman’s (ed. 2011) idea that ‘higher learning 
institutions’ ownership of art collections not only defines their academic 
character and vision but arguably also constitutes an extension of who 
they are aligned with’ (Mkhonza 2019, p. 6). This idea is supported by 
Walter Benjamin (1968, p. 67), with an assertion as summarised in Joseph 
Lewandowski’s (1999, p. 154) essay that there is an intimate relationship 
that an individual or institution can have with objects. To further expand 
on this assertion, Benjamin (1968, p. 67) is quoted as saying: ‘Not that 
they come alive in [the collector]: it is he who lives in them’. In that line 
of thought, Carman (1988, p. 203) agrees that ‘no matter how a particular 
museum may develop, it remains essentially shaped by the policies of its 
founders’. More importantly, coded within policies are philosophies that 
frame what is being collected. Carman’s statement is instructive as it 
echoes my dominant argument that the acquisition of artworks by most 
universities (Mkhonza 2019): 

[…] seems not to respond satisfactorily to the post-1994 national imperatives 
of social transformation underpinned by values of fair and equitable access 
to and distribution of resources and opportunities along – race, age, gender, 
geographic spread, cultural inclusivity, education, and disability. (p. 6) 
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It is worrisome that in some of the university museums, their acquisition 
policies have not transformed over time, while others are changing but at 
a very slow pace. Simmons (2004) captures both sides of this rather 
complex advancement by asserting that: 

A policy is useless if it is outdated, ignored, too complex to be followed, too 
simplistic to be useful, or does not serve the museum’s mission. Good policies 
help the museum achieve its mission and demonstrate its commitment to 
professional standards and best practices. (p. 30)

When considering this background, it is important to explore whether the 
current university art acquisitions are ‘obsolete, ignored, too cumbersome 
for implementation, and; incompatible’ with the institutions’ agenda on 
transformation (Mkhonza 2019, p. 6). The concern then arises (Mkhonza 
2019):

[W]hether it is simply too naïve in relation to national imperatives as contained 
in the Department of Education Education White Paper 3: A Programme for the 
Transformation of Higher Education of 1997 which, in turn, is informed by the 
White Paper on Arts, Culture and Heritage of 1996 (WPACH) as the de facto 
national cultural policy. (p. 7)

Stated differently, it is necessary to investigate the extent to which the 
university art collections respond to post-apartheid curriculum development 
by universities in South Africa. Ultimately, this research is expected to yield 
art curricula that go beyond lip-service paraded under the disguise of 
integration, access, inclusivity, participation, equality, equity, redress, social 
inclusion, social relevance, democratisation, effectiveness, efficiency, and 
public accountability. This can only be achieved by relocating and 
unmasking the thinking behind policymaking from Western liberal, inclusive 
logic to the Afrocentric and decolonial theoretical paradigms.

Questioning the notion of transformation 
I was appointed to curate one of the universities’ art collections in 2009. 
During the thirteen years of my tenure, I progressively became inquisitive 
as to whether the work that I was doing in growing and transforming the 
art collection was responding to the socio-economic and political demands 
of equal access, representation, inclusivity, participation, equality, equity, 
redress, social inclusion, social relevance and democratisation. As I became 
‘confronted with untested evidence at my disposal, I pondered the question 
and began to doubt if indeed the collection was relevant for the current 
dispensation’ (Mkhonza 2019, p. 7). I took advantage of the fact that 
(Mkhonza 2019):

My position presented the opportunity to access works of art around which 
certain discourses emerge informally behind the scenes, and formally in the 
literature, meetings, seminars, conferences, and so forth. (p. 13) 
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My exposure to artworks, files and art history curricula positions me at a 
leading edge of trends in university art museums and their art collection. 
Therefore, in the offering, I draw from these experiences to inform the 
depth of my arguments.

Embarking on the literature review bolstered my subsequent 
investigations. I relied on Carolyn Hamilton (2013, p. 65) when she contends 
that art collections, archives and other ‘preservatory’ forms are artefacts 
with linked practices and processes ‘forged and continually refashioned in 
the crucible of ongoing socio-economic and political life’ of the country 
(Mkhonza 2019, p. 8). Accordingly, Hamilton (2013) argues that art 
collections must be regularly critiqued and tested to be improved. I borrow 
from Hamilton (2013, p. 65) when she further postulates that ‘many archival 
holdings in former colonies suffer from a taint as being the records of the 
time of colonial domination, and in South Africa, also of the apartheid 
system’ (Mkhonza 2019, p. 8). My arguments are also informed by Michael 
McNulty (1995, pp. 10–45) when he adds that archives and art collections 
hosted by different institutions are met with antipathy because of the way 
in which certain records ‘were used historically to effect dispossession, and 
others to buttress the racial sciences’ (Mkhonza 2019, p. 8). I am therefore 
debating that if the policies of university art collections – which were 
mostly conceptualised during the years of separate development and 
subjugation of black people – still contain elements of the apartheid 
ideologies, they are in urgent need of critical revisions. It can also be argued 
that the existing university art collections lack synergy with the source of 
their formulation, the society that they claim to serve. This development 
can allow for a situation whereby parties that are not in favour of new 
reforms may take advantage of the policy environment to resist change. 
They can also use the existing ambiguities to maintain the statuesque or 
even manipulate the state of affairs to suit their agenda. It also allows for a 
situation where some institutions simply ignore the call for decolonisation, 
which might stifle the transformation of the curriculum. Preliminary 
evidence also ‘found that there is no collaborative dialogue between the 
art collection and its local community, and other universities to synchronise 
art collection approaches, resources, and networks’ (Mkhonza 2019, pp. 
8–9). Based on these arguments, the art museums in academia continue to 
display misrepresentations of the previously disadvantaged cultures, and 
that contradicts their purpose and goals, especially as educational 
resources for advancing the curriculum. 

Contained within this ‘complex skein of discriminatory political and 
cultural attitudes, dispositions and orientations’ (Soudien 2010, p. 4) 
are  underlying matrices of antithesis that have sought to stifle and 
undermine the advancement of many of our cultural transformations in 
South Africa since 1994 (Mkhonza 2019, p. 9). I was inspired by Crain 
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Soudien (2010, p. 4) when advancing that ‘when reflecting upon where the 
country currently finds itself, the sheer weight of what apartheid left behind 
must not […] be underestimated’ (Mkhonza 2019, p. 9). The foregoing 
consideration galvanised me to question the notions of underrepresentation 
of black South African artists in most university art collections. 

Afrocentricity and decoloniality paradigms
This section deals with the theoretical frameworks of my arguments. My 
arguments are inspired by three interconnected subjects: (1) the subject of 
art history (theory), (2) acquisition or employment of artworks (practical) 
in education as producers of culture and (3) the centrality of our thinking 
that grounds and locates our thinking (location). The subject of art history 
is (Mkhonza 2019):

[…] not seen as a universal and chronological subject study of art production and 
public exhibition, but rather from the specific perspective of decoding, through 
policy formulation and implementation, the investigation of the socio-economic 
and political undercurrents as enabling or disabling certain arts production and 
preservation processes. (p. 15) 

My point of departure (Mkhonza 2019, p. 15) is sustained by the theory that 
(Nadin & Stead 2008): 

[…] the form and operation of planning systems are embedded in their historical 
context, the socio-economic, political and cultural patterns that have given 
rise to particular forms of government and law […] underlying the contextual 
differences in the social model. (p. 35) 

In this line of thinking, ‘museums and universities are not neutral storehouses 
of objects and source material or monuments to past ideologies that are 
sacrosanct’ but are crucial centres of knowledge production in society 
(Mkhonza 2019, p. 15). Having worked at one of the university museums for 
over thirteen years, it is my conviction that university collections contain 
‘tangible objects that are evidence of human intelligence participating or 
not participating at the time of their acquisition’ (Mkhonza 2019, pp. 15–16). 
Artworks that are acquired over a period of time (Prown 1982):

[R]eflect consciously or unconsciously, aimed or not aimed, the people who 
created them, the institutions that purchased them and used them, and by 
extension, the beliefs of the larger society to which they belong. (pp. 1–2) 

Prown (1982) further explains that: 

Objects created in the past are the only historical occurrences that continue 
to exist in the present […] artefacts may not be important historical events, 
but they are, to the extent that they can be experienced and interpreted as 
evidence, significant. (p. 3)

Prown’s (1982) arguments show us that ‘artefacts and cultural objects are 
collected into art collections consciously or subconsciously to make sense of 
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our history’ (Mkhonza 2019, p. 16). Thus, art collections offer the possibility 
to ‘encounter the past at first hand; [and through collecting and studying 
them] we have a direct sensory experience of surviving historical events’ 
(Gay 1976, p. 3). Such points of view accord me to pursue my arguments 
within a theoretical framework ‘that moves from seeing “art for arts’ sake” to 
viewing art from a socially conscious or sensitive perspective within the 
African context’ (Mkhonza 2019, p. 16). In a published interview with Professor 
Aaron Smith (2020), Molefi Asante describes Afrocentricity as:

[…] a paradigm containing requirements for agency and subject placement for 
African people within the confines of African historical narratives; thus, moving 
Africans from the margins to the center in African discourse. Various Afrocentric 
theories on culture, spirituality, language, history, and psychology have become 
parts of a broad-based critical analysis. (pp. 212–213)

Known internationally as the father of Afrocentricity, Asante proclaims that 
‘understanding the subject means that the scholar knows something of the 
interrelationship of his subject and the world context’ (Asante 2002, p. 78). 
Under these conditions, Asante (2003, p. 78) argues that the scholar 
(Mkhonza 2019): 

[A]pproaches the subject in relationship to the world at large and is able to 
analyze the phenomenon occurring in and around the subject, the parts 
comprising the subjects and the events constituting an Afrocentric focus of 
study. (p. 16) 

As noted by Mkhonza (2019, p. 16), this point of view is also employed by 
the Zimbabwean sculptor Michele Mathison when he adds that ‘without 
context, without history, the objects remain objects’ (Mathison 2016 cited 
in Roberts 2016, p. 19). Within the same breath, he (Roberts 2016) also 
emphasises that:

[T ]he word for the object is just as important as the object and that the meaning 
of the work, all that lies behind it, is vital to the word itself. (p. 19)

This perspective explains concepts around how Afrocentric thinking 
understands objects in relation to their context. It constitutes, in its broad 
scope, the major theoretical leitmotif of the research, which is combined 
with other theories related to cultural studies in general and cultural policy 
in particular.

Employing Afrocentricity, I then argue that not all art produced by artists 
classified as black by the university art collections should be considered to 
be African art. The episteme that drove the art production by the newly 
trained black artists in the Western art canons and art history after the 
democracy of South Africa in 1994 was mainly Eurocentric. Therefore, 
I propose the exploration of epistemologies as a genuine form of resistance 
to pseudo-inclusion without criticism. This is not to propose that there 
were no black artists who produced artworks from an African epistemic 
location. Nor do I say that black artists should only produce art from an 
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Afrocentric perspective. I am highlighting the epistemic challenges that 
emerged from ‘filling the gaps’ and balancing the numbers of black artists 
in university art collections, which took place after 1994. This abovementioned 
quick-fix approach to transformation positions the previously dominant 
cultures at the centre while the previously disadvantaged cultures are 
forced to play a catch-up game. The thinking universalises the previously 
accepted colonial Western canon while locating the rest at the periphery of 
cultural production progress and development. The evidence which 
portrays the proportionate number of black artists collected by some of 
the university art collections does not absolve them from being epistemically 
located in the Eurocentric paradigm. Thus, this contribution puts forward 
that the Afrocentric relocation is key to the meaningful transformation of 
the collecting practices by the university art collections in South Africa. 

It is in part because of this theoretical conviction that new ground in the 
field of art collection in South Africa was broken. Evidence from my 
research (Mkhonza 2019) shows that the contribution is one of the few 
seminal projects in a country that seeks to expand the apprehension of 
‘cultural policy intricacies around the drawing of an art curriculum that is 
rooted in Afrocentricity at the international level, and more importantly, at 
its universities during and after apartheid’ (Mkhonza 2019, p. 17). The 
theoretical frameworks assist in exploring dominant epistemological 
imperatives that must shape the acquisition practices of university 
museums. Theoretically and culturally, and from a global perspective, this 
new canon seeks to contribute to the discourse on ‘decolonising the 
westernised university’ and its museum archives (Grosfoguel 2011; 
Maldonado-Torres 2011; Mbembe 2016; Mignolo 2010; Ndlovu-Gatsheni & 
Zondi 2016) by specifically exploring the epistemologies which inform 
their art acquisitions. I base my discussions upon the assertion that 
malpractice has been maintained by the way Eurocentric epistemologies 
have ‘historically worked to subordinate and negate “other” frames, “other” 
knowledge, and “other” subjects and thinkers’ (Walsh 2007, p. 224). 
Catherine Walsh (2007) professed that:

[T ]o speak of the geo-politics of knowledge and the geopolitical locations of 
critical thought is to recognize the persistence of a Western hegemony that 
positions Eurocentric thought as universal while localizing other forms of 
thought as at best folkloric. (p. 225) 

Hence, I claim that African cultures have commonly been represented by 
art and cultural institutions in this inferior manner for far too long.

Finally, it is anticipated that the debates in this chapter will be of great 
value to university curators, lecturers and art curriculum makers. I also 
hope that the results could influence the formulation of new university 
acquisition policy guidelines. Furthermore, the intention of the contribution 
can help with the effective implementation of the art curriculum. 
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The arguments in the chapter undoubtedly add ‘another sought-after voice 
in the cultural policy community in South Africa’s academic sphere’ 
(Mkhonza 2019, p. 18). 

The state of the art curriculum 
The arguments in the chapter focus on the part of the art history curriculum 
that deals with the artistic traditions, practices and discourses in South 
Africa. I argue that when one engages with the art history curriculum in 
South Africa, it generally follows a linear, chronological structure or format. 
This format normally starts with rock art that was created by the San and 
Batwa people around the Drakensberg for over 400 years. It then moves to 
the so-called colonial art. Colonial art tends to take an anthropological 
format. It is mainly art produced by white South African male artists, 
portraying landscapes and wild animals that they encountered while 
travelling through colonies. It was a documentation of non-European flora, 
fauna, people and landscapes by artists of European descent. The chapter 
that follows is normally mapped from the launch and formation of the 
Union of South Africa on 31 May 1910 to the apartheid era. Most artworks of 
this era depicted empty landscapes and farmlands. It is argued that such 
depiction, predominately by the Dutch-born painters such as JH Pierneef, 
nourished what was to be later conceived as Afrikaner nationalist ideology. 
Later, around the 1930s up to the 1950s, there was a transformation of the 
subject matter. Most Afrikaner artists were influenced by African traditional 
and cultural objects, forms and San-Batwa artefacts. It is important to note 
the total absence of the contribution from other indigenous groups and 
races in these historical records. Many cultures were thriving way before 
the arrival of the English or Dutch settlers into South Africa. They practised 
and produced their artefacts. However, there has been a concerted effort 
to erase their existence and contributions from the art history books. This 
is, however, in line with colonial logic, which claims that former colonies 
had no history, no education and no civilisations. This colonial logic serves 
as an important measure of human development. It is premised on propping 
European imperialism as a colonial gift to the colonised subject. At the 
centre of the primarily Eurocentric cultural discourse was a presupposition 
that, for its visibility to survive, a colonised black subject had to situate or 
station themselves as ‘the unspoken and invisible “other” of itself’ (Hall 
1996, p. 442). Within this reasoning, the native’s sense of being and their 
history, art and subjectivity only come into visibility after the arrival of the 
European other. Consequently, the logic seeks to justify the transmission of 
imperial cultures, art, religion, languages, norms and ways of existence to 
the ‘new worlds’ as development and progress. It is only later that art 
history books admit the existence of what they term ‘emerging black 
artists. To me, the selection and categorisation of this group of artists also 
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raises a lot of compelling philosophical questions. If one critically examines 
the works of two prominent emerging black artists, Gerard Sekoto and 
George Pemba, you ponder intriguing cultural developments. 

Firstly, even though emerging black artists moved away from painting 
landscapes and opted to depict their living environments and lived 
experiences in black townships, their palettes and sensibilities were still 
located in European traditions of painting. From the begrudging gaze of 
those upcoming black artists, their struggle to be visible and be recognised 
and to be acquired by university art collections, they had to assimilate their 
artistic imagination and expressions to mimic those of the ruling culture. 
Hence their later prominence, and it is unquestionable that they became 
highly recognised and included in the dominant historical narrative, which 
was mainly European. In my interpretation, this phenomenon signifies where 
emerging black artists were in effect ontologically located and emerging. On 
one hand, Dutch-born painters can be summoned to contest for including 
African forms into their artworks in their endeavour to forge and cultivate 
their new Afrikaner nationalist identity. On the other hand, the same can be 
said about the emerging black artists who painted their environment while 
using the tools and techniques of their white European counterparts. 
Importantly, one cannot turn a blind eye to the observation that the 
conception of newly forged Afrikaans nationalist identity became centred 
on the geographic space that they occupied as Afrikaans-speaking people, 
while the categorising of emerging black artists was mainly based on who 
they are – their definition of race as black people. I consider the aforementioned 
to be consistent with the intentional omission and dislocation of black people 
from their indigenous lands while using art to shape and legitimise the 
identity of the European other. Under these operational categories, I am 
obliged to expatiate on how blackness can be employed to shape a narrative. 
And that process starts with what prominent scholars say about blackness. 
One of the cultural philosophers, Stuart Hall (1996, p. 442), advanced a claim 
that the word ‘black’ was ‘coined as a way of referencing the common 
experience of racism and marginalisation […] to provide the organising 
category of a new politics of resistance’. Theoretically, one can draw a strong 
connection between Hall’s conception of blackness and what critical 
phenomenologists, including Enrique Dussel (2002), Cecil Foster (2007) 
and Pius Ojara (2006), refer to as ‘the community of victims of globalisation, 
sexism, racism, anti-Semitism, heterosexism, colonialism, and prejudice/
discrimination/oppression on the basis of age, nationality, economic class, 
location, disability, and so on’ (Paradiso-Michau 2008, p. 91). These art 
practices, histories and social developments have created a situation in 
South Africa where identities are highly contested. Race relations are a 
sensitive issue to talk about. Moreover, although they are a mixed community, 
most of the societies remain separated according to their race-divided class 
systems and other cultural repertoires. 
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The last chapter of art history books in South Africa normally examines 
post-apartheid developments and international influences. Before 1994, 
the art produced in South Africa was mainly dominated by Western art 
movements and standards. This warrants that (Mkhonza 2019): 

[T]he socio-political conditions inflicted by apartheid coerced black artists to 
either become resistant and struggle for equality and social justice or to be 
co-opted into the field of the prevailing dominant Eurocentric culture. (p. 115) 

Unfortunately, 29 years after apartheid, the dominant art trends and art 
curricula are still largely influenced by Western standards. I can say that 
there is a glimpse of hope in the recent contemporary art production, but 
little transformation has been achieved. 

Afrofuturism: The idea of African art and 
imagining the future

This part of the chapter deals with the question of African art and what it 
can offer outside of Western visual culture. Having said that, my arguments 
are not intended to present African art ‘as though a unitary vision of art’ 
(Sylla & Bertelsen 1998, p. 51). In pre-colonial talking, African art was part 
of the cultural experience. As part of the culture, African art was not only 
taught formally; however, it was ‘passed on from generation to generation’ 
(Idang 2015, p. 99). It is documented (Kreamer et al. 2007; Ogumor 1993) 
that ‘pre-colonial African societies were governed by such philosophical 
belief systems through which cultural space was ideologically adapted for 
meaningful living’ (Akpang 2013, p. 25). However, it is important to point 
out that after the colonial conquest, African art was appropriated, more 
multi-layered and diverse. As Akpang (2013) expresses: 

[T ]he most common feature of diversified genres of modern African art is 
the phenomenon of appropriation, which involves hybridization of traditional 
African and Western art cultures within the modern practice. (p. 25)

In the quest for authenticity, many African artists risk the danger of trying 
to restage traditional identity by mimicking and appropriating symbols and 
codes with no meaningful ideology or myth. This performative African 
traditional identity was observed by Kreamer et al. (2007), who responded 
by expressing that: 

[…] artworks incorporating inscriptions or ideographs gain greater visual and 
communicative strength because the power of visual form combines with 
the mystical powers graphic symbols manifest to produce a heighten level of 
expressiveness. (p. 7)

I also argue that such appropriation is another colonial mentality appeal for 
recognition to the Euro-West audience. It ignores the fact that colonialism 
brought about irreversible changes and it influenced African art and 
modified it fundamentally. In an interview that was conducted with Molefi 
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Asante, he was also asked about hybridity, and he responded by saying 
(Smith 2020): 

There is Bhabha’s gift to the world of this notion of hybridity as a strategy which 
I reject. The only people who are credited with hybridity are those who are 
powerless; the powerful are always clear in saying that they are indestructible. 
Of course, this cannot be true, but it is their strategy and they are happy to leave 
the rest with third space which I see as a tragic thirdness when in fact there is 
neither, for me, first or second, only human being in all of our contradictions. 
Mimicry is not so much a strategy as a concealment of one’s real emotions. I do 
not seek to imitate my oppressor, and I will not allow it to be foisted upon me, 
and neither would I foist it upon another. (p. 212) 

Asante continues to express that he sees a trap in that logic, especially 
when considering the colonial experience and the fact that ‘we have not 
gone beyond the colonial state in actuality on the continent of Africa’ 
(Smith 2020, p. 212). However, if we examine closely, we will discern that 
not all is lost. Hence, I offer Afrofuturism as the alternative perspective to 
imagine and project a different future for African art. The term was coined 
by black philosophers such as Paul Gilroy, Kodwo Eshun and Mark Dery in 
1994. The idea of Afrofuturism is based on being forward-looking rather 
than being engaged with disentanglement from the colonial project. 
Afrofuturism, then, is (Eshun 2003): 

[C]oncerned with the possibilities for intervention within the dimension of 
the predictive, the projected, the proleptic, the envisioned, the virtual, the 
anticipatory and the future conditional […], [it] is obliged to approach the 
audio-visions of extraterrestriality, futurology, and techno-science fictions with 
patience and seriousness. (p. 293) 

Inspired by the abovementioned principles, Afrofuturism can be employed 
as a strategy to decolonise the art curriculum. The set of principles goes 
against the problematic postcolonial perspectives of African art frozen in 
local or tribal life (Eismann 2019, p. 65). I, therefore, see Afrofuturism as a 
tool for reshaping and affirming the existence and the contribution of 
African art to modernity. More importantly, Afrofuturism can be used as a 
mechanism for deconstructing and destabilising the postcolonial epistemic 
boundaries of African art and inspire the re-imagination of futures that are 
decolonial and Afrocentric. Sonja Eismann (2019) speaks specifically about 
this process of transformation when she says: 

[I]n Afrofuturism’s self-fashioned universe of alternative histories, geographies, 
and identities, members of the African diaspora imagine themselves as utopian 
space travellers with roots in Egyptian mythology as well as in space-age 
mysticism, unbound by the chains of slavery and racism (pp. 67–68). 

Within this thinking, Afrofuturism offers a world where colonised subjects 
are not bound colonial to time and space. Laura Havlin notes in her article 
‘A History of Female Afrofuturist Fashion’ (2015) that time, for an Afrofuturist, 
is a fluid concept, and the terms past, present and future are not necessarily 
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linear (Eismann 2019, p. 68). Just like Afrocentricity, Afrofuturism allows us 
to claim the African classical tradition as a starting point of our intellectual 
foundations. Thus, employing Afrofuturism as a strategy will transform the 
art curriculum to consider Africa well before colonialism, slavery and the 
arrival of Dutch (from 1652) and British (from 1820) settlers. The two 
concepts do work together. When asked what he thinks of Afrofuturism, 
the father of Afrocentricity responded (Smith 2020): 

Yes, it is a point in time, a sticky point […]: I am a participant in this movement 
[…] for pushing the idea that we will not merely be in the future, but we will 
assist in making a large part of it. (p. 214)

Conclusion
The chapter’s contribution opened by examining the historical exclusions 
and under or misrepresentation of black artists from major university art 
collections in South Africa. The notions of exclusion were contextualised as 
historical and structural. It was discovered that no matter how progressive 
art collections may appear to be, they are essentially shaped by the 
philosophies and knowledge(s) of their finders. So, the offering thrives for 
the work that seeks to affect transformation from the epistemic level. 
Afrocentricity was argued to be the key to relocating the epistemic 
frameworks of the acquisition policies. Black artists produced from the 
Eurocentric canon are being collected by university art collections to 
address the historical imbalance. The relentless ramification of this 
occurrence is that African art continues to be acquired and its value 
appreciated through the Eurocentric colonial apparatus of analysis and 
interpretation. The employment of the Eurocentric history of art and its 
philosophy has somewhat universalised these instruments of analysis. The 
notion of art history as a subject that is lectured at countless African 
universities is ‘inspired by a vision of history as a linear evolution, and 
[African art is] conceived of as a way of “catching-up” with [Eurocentric] 
“modernity”’ (Verhelst & Tyndale 2002, pp. 1–2). Employing Pierre 
Bourdieu’s (1990) theory of generative structuralism and other decolonial 
perspectives, it is assuring that over the years, such colonial thinking has 
entrenched itself deeply into the epistemologies of art establishments such 
as the university museums. Thus, Afrofuturism as the alternative perspective 
to imagine and project a different future for African art was offered and 
discussed. 

In exploring the African knowledge(s) that inform art museums in this 
offering, I critically analyse discourses and practices that continue to 
maintain the foundation of the museums as epistemically located in 
Europe as the epicentre and its former colonies on the periphery. The 
notion of hybridity was questioned with reference to Asante and 
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Afrocentricity. On the flip side, it is also evident that such a compounded 
power structure established over the years cannot be simply deserted. 
Such an ambiguous advancement is sure to end in a devaluation of the 
values and attributes that were accorded to African artefacts using 
the universalised Eurocentric tools of analysis. After that consideration, 
African art created in the pre-colonial, colonial and postcolonial periods 
remains reliant on the Eurocentric institutional blueprints and measures 
of aesthetics in terms of its philosophical readings and interpretation. The 
exclusions are no longer physical, no longer in the numbers of artworks 
collected, but epistemic. Hence the call for the rethinking of philosophies 
that informs our cultural institutions and their art collections. The project 
is part of decolonisation towards an Afrocentric paradigm of thought that 
will ultimately inform the art curriculum. 
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Introduction
The efforts to re-Africanise and decolonise the curriculum are often 
overshadowed by the arguments that seem to suggest that colonialism 
colonised everything. These arguments are posed as progressive, to 
suggest that knowledge production is already inclusive because there is 
‘South in the North and North in the South’ (Comaroff & Comaroff 2013). 
However, this is far from the truth, because the education system as we 
know it has remained Western. If there is any inclusion, it is dictated by the 
‘North’ and the ‘South’ is only instructed on what to include. This means 
that all other ways of knowing are still distilled in Western concepts to be 
recognised and accepted in the academy. There is a need, therefore, to 
bring knowledges that are outside the Western system as legitimate 
knowledge to be used in teaching and research. 

This book brings these knowledges as evidence that there are other ways 
of knowing that are not entangled within Western epistemology. It does, 
however, not shy away from pointing out the limitations and continuities of 
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Western epistemology. The main contribution of the book is the 
demystification of the myth that colonialism colonised everything and thus 
has no exteriors. In a way, the book is about taking stock of all the efforts 
that have been made to bring other knowledges to the fore and to continue 
advocating for these knowledges to be included in the education sector by 
providing the framework for transforming the curriculum. The book brings 
content that can be applied to transcend the continuing Western education 
system. It is not questioning the Western system without providing solutions. 

The objective of the book
We find it befitting to reassert this book’s objective in the conclusion as an 
emphasis on its significance is more relevant to demystifying the insinuation 
that colonialism is omnipotent and omnipresent such that it has no exteriors. 
The book responds to claims such as the one made by Comaroff and 
Comaroff (2013) that: 

Capitalist modernity has few, if any, exteriors that its exclusions and its outsides 
are integral to its inner working […] there is much South in the North, much 
North in the South. (p. 20)

Such claims are deceiving because one can assume that the knowledge in 
the academy draws from all societies. This claim, in fact, negates the 
ontological difference of different societies that is observable in the 
knowledge that is produced by different societies. Some postcolonial 
scholars acknowledge the colonial difference by bringing the fluidity of 
knowledge (Bhabha 2013). The problem with such arguments that 
knowledge is and continuously changes is that they deny other societies 
their ontological difference. The fact that knowledge production is informed 
by the worldview of each society is ignored. The knowledges that have 
been argued as ‘in-between’ – using Bhabha’s expression – are knowledges 
produced using Western epistemology or responding to Western 
domination or oppression. As such, these knowledges are, by nature, 
Western. While arguments that point to the impact of colonialism in 
societies raise some important issues and to a certain extent carry some 
truths, the danger is in what Mbembe (2015) points out that:

Whiteness is at its best when it turns into a myth. It is the most corrosive and 
the most lethal when it makes us believe that it is everywhere; that everything 
originates from it and it has no outside […] [I]f we have to put history to rest, 
free ourselves from our own entrapment in white mythologies and open a future 
for all here and now. (p. 3) 

The presentation of knowledge production as fluid and thus inclusive of all 
knowledges is corrosive because it sustains Western epistemology by 
focusing on the integration of knowledge rather than changing the ways of 
producing knowledge by bringing other epistemologies. 
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In the introduction of the book, we categorically stated the aims of the 
book. The point we wish to emphasise here is that the main reason for this 
book is to showcase African knowledge in practice. This is important to 
emphasise because, for the longest time, the knowledges of those who 
were colonised have been argued to be non-existent and always contested. 
While this might be read as challenging the Western system, its danger is 
in overshadowing the possibilities of other ways of knowing. As such, 
Western knowledge remains uncontested because what becomes an 
alternative is something ‘in-between’. 

This book is not just making a claim for other knowledges, but it brings 
forth knowledges and argues that they are critical in the transformation of 
the curriculum. This change must also take into account that the education 
system is multifaceted; as such, the focus must also include other facets, 
such as policies that practicalise the education system which excludes 
other groups (Mkhonza). The call made by Mkhonza is informed by the 
foundation of the academy that, according to Ramose (2005, p. 3), was 
‘founded upon and continues to thrive on the false claim that only one 
segment of humanity has prior superior and exclusive right to reason’. The 
book provides evidence that it is not one segment of humanity that can 
produce knowledge, but all humanity has knowledge. This is so because 
there is no society that can survive without thinking and producing 
knowledge. This is one of the basic tenets for the survival of humans, and 
no group of people can survive without knowledge. More salient is the fact 
that Western knowledge is flawed, as pointed out by Ndlovu in Chapter 7 
and Mkhonza in Chapter 6. The important point that Western epistemology 
is limited by nature is often downplayed, as the main argument is to present 
Western knowledge as relevant beyond space and time while African 
knowledges are localised. With this book, we are positing three things: 

1.	 African epistemology and pedagogies
2.	 Transdisciplinarity in action
3.	 The need for justice in the curriculum.

On African epistemology and pedagogies
In this book, we show that the key to Africanisation is the understanding of 
African epistemology. This has bearing in the pedagogies. The change in 
the content requires a change in methods of teaching as well. In this book, 
Ned and Nobles and Nobles explain how Western education excludes 
African children because of the methods used in teaching. It is important 
to state categorically that Western education is based on Western culture 
and experience. The Western culture is rooted in separatist logic that does 
not take into account the spirituality of people in the teaching processes. 
Nobles and Nobles bring the concept of a Nsaka Sansum pedagogy that is 
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about touching the spirit. This is critical in African cultures because life is 
understood as one whole, which is inclusive of spirituality. Failure to include 
spirituality in the education system dislocates African children because 
they draw from a culture that understands life in totality. An education 
system that does not have spirituality is a fragmented education.

Ned (2023) shows the crudeness of Western education to the indigenous 
people in South Africa and Africans in general as she writes:

[Y ]ou may receive education, but the system swallows, exploits and deeply 
alienates you from your being, thus forcing you to rely on the system to survive. 
If you resist and choose not to participate in the education system, your 
suffering is exacerbated, as the system excludes you, thus leaving you to endure 
the consequent hardships. (p. 6)

The education system as we have it is detrimental to African children. 
Therefore, It is imperative to find other ways of teaching to tap into 
children’s talent to produce excellence. An integrated approach to ways of 
transmitting knowledge is central to curricula transformation and forms a 
major component of this book. As such, this scholarly book is inclusive in 
nature, as its focus is not only on epistemologies but also pedagogies, as 
well as demonstrating African transdisciplinarity within each chapter’s 
approach. This book centres around African cultures as an alternative to 
Western education.

Transdisciplinary in action
The book does not follow the Euro-North American script and provides 
content for curriculum transformation. It is multidisciplinary, as Radebe, 
Cakata and Sigenu are showcasing the disciplinary approach in 
Africanisation. However, because of the interconnectedness of African 
cultures, these chapters transcend disciplines and are thus transdisciplinary. 
These chapters reveal three things: (1) knowledge is embedded in languages, 
(2) societies should be studied using their own concepts (indigeneity) and 
(3) knowledge is not outside of people, which means the production of 
knowledge should be from and for the people. 

The centrality of language in the production of knowledge speaks to the 
fact that language embodies knowledge and ensures that people apply it 
every day as knowledge has functions. It is not for the amusement of the 
theorist but for the people and from the people. This challenges the idea of 
authorship of these knowledges. But, more importantly, it emphasises the 
need to not just change the content but also how we do things. This means 
that a truly transformed curriculum will be unrecognisable to this Western 
establishment. In other words, this will change the foundations of the 
academy. Chapters 4, 5 and 6 by Sigenu, Radebe and Cakata call for 
indigeneity even though they speak from different disciplines, and this is 
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made evident by the use African languages as a source of knowledge. The 
usage of language lapses the differences in disciplines and clearly shows 
that life is interconnected, which is the foundation of African epistemology. 

The book shows how different disciplines are intertwined when looked 
at from an African perspective. In Sigenu’s chapter, the argument is made 
for indigeneity, where societies should be studied from within. The case of 
impucuko reveals the fact that there are concepts developed by indigenous 
communities. This approach connects directly with the argument made by 
Ned, who shows how culture is central in communities as part of knowledge. 
This is further emphasised by Radebe in Chapter 5, who delves into the 
practicality of indigenous knowledges in curriculum transformation. The 
chapters by Cakata and Radebe show how the content that is African-
centred will look, while Ned and Sigenu show how African-centred content 
should be developed. In this book, we do not claim that we have reached 
transdisciplinarity as we still have disciplines as stand-alone. But what this 
book is showing is that when we bring African knowledges to the fore, 
disciplines become transdisciplinary because of the interconnectedness of 
the African epistemology.

It is in this context that Ndlovu calls for the anti-Cartesian approach to 
the discourse of learning and pedagogy that should take seriously the 
unique experiences of the people in different parts of the world in varying 
times, particularly the indigenous peoples of Africa. To achieve a truly 
transformed university, there is a need to develop concepts from 
communities, which is indigeneity (Sigenu). These concepts will provide 
ways to make sense of African knowledges that are currently understood 
using Western concepts (Mkhonza). This is in addition to the knowledges 
that are already there, because colonialism did not colonise everything and 
there are Western exteriors to draw from because knowledges are 
embedded in languages that are still spoken by indigenous people (Cakata). 
As such, the book calls for a process of producing knowledge that is 
inclusive of other ways of knowing outside Western epistemology (Radebe).

The need to transform the Eurocentric system is not just about the 
subjugation it creates and maintains, but it is also based on the fact that 
the system is limited in nature. Ndlovu elaborates on this point as the nature 
of the separate logic from which the Western system is born. The separatist 
logic, among other things, is the one that has created the atrocities because 
it has presented Western knowledge as applicable everywhere. This is 
backed up by the illusion that scientists can maintain objectivity by getting 
out of themselves. In this book, we assert that all societies have produced 
knowledge, and these methods were taken away from them because 
Westerners claimed the monopoly to reason while taking from those that 
they colonised during the European expansion that is sustained by 
coloniality today. With this book, we reclaim our ability to reason by 



Azibuye emasisweni: A way of concluding

138

showcasing how these knowledges are still with the people. In addition to 
this, we bring ways in which these knowledges can be retrieved. By so 
doing, we are demanding change such that all children, especially African 
children, who have been excluded for centuries, can feel at home in the 
classroom. This call is not a negotiation, as it is about justice and cannot be 
postponed. 

Azibuye emasisweni: The conclusion
Azibuye emasisweni comes from the concept of ukusisela, which ‘refers to 
lending the needy neighbour a milky [sic] cow’ (Koenane 2014, p. 181 cited 
in Radebe (2019). According to Radebe (2019):

Ukusisela is an obligation that is followed by the proverb azibuye emasisweni 
[the cows that were borrowed must come back]. Thus, if individuals fail to 
honour their obligations to help others, those who have lent them the ‘cattle’ 
can demand these back. (p. 252)

It is important to emphasise that the proverb azibuye emasisweni is not a 
friendly reminder, but a demand made when a person has failed an 
obligation. With this proverb, we are demanding a space in the academy to 
teach our knowledges. At the same time, the book is taking stock of the 
strides made in the transformation of the curriculum, and it is doing so as 
a response to the continuing subjugation of African knowledges, which is 
unjustified. Ndlovu and Mkhonza, in their chapters, show how the exclusion 
of other knowledges is maintained. Mkhonza focuses on the policies that 
continue to privilege Western knowledges and people with Western 
education thereof. This is the point that Ned eloquently makes, that 
indigenous people are not given a choice as they lose either way. This 
means that there is no option given to African people. Hence, this book 
calls for an overhaul of the education system as we know it. 

Azibuye emasisweni is a clarion call to return what was borrowed in a 
context where kindness is not reciprocated. It is important to emphasise 
that this proverb is confrontational because it is a demand made when a 
person has failed an obligation. Drawing from this proverb, the book is 
a compilation of initiatives that reclaim African knowledges and demands 
a space for these knowledges in order to re-Africanise and decolonise the 
curriculum. This work incorporates ideas that are explored from an African 
epistemology which emanates from various fields of study. Taking into 
account that curriculum change is a continuous process, this book is 
therefore a work in progress that seeks to ensure that there is content to 
anchor the transformation of the curriculum. This book brings the African 
epistemology to the fore to provide evidence of an Africanised and 
decolonised curriculum. This is contrary to the belief that the West colonised 
everything. As such, curriculum transformation is a possibility, not just 
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a pipe dream. The book’s main contribution is showcasing other ways of 
knowing that can anchor the curriculum transformation. The research 
presented throughout the chapters expose the fact that the dominance of 
Western epistemology in the education system is unjustified due to other 
leading epistemologies. In essence, this scholarly book serves as a call for 
justice, and the inclusivity of education curriculum includes different 
epistemologies and pedagogies.
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I have chosen to entitle this postscript as Zaya, which is a Kikongo term 
that represents the ability to imagine additional thoughts and ideas 
stimulated by the discourse. Generally, a postscript, coming from Western 
literary practice, is a brief note added at the end of a letter or book. Typically, 
it is intended to be an afterthought. What afterthought would be appropriate 
for deliberately and intentionally ‘returning to the source’? In Azibuye 
emasisweni are reminders to return to our source that can reveal what was 
lost or distorted as well as ‘signposts’ for reclaiming our way and restoring 
our way going forward. This, in my opinion, is intrinsic to lekgotla. It is to 
offer counsel in the form of insights and keys to discovering what was lost 
and, most importantly, to stimulate new and culturally congruent ideas, 
practices and innovations going forward.

African traditional spirit science, known as traditional religions, reflecting 
indigenous systems of thought and practices were (are) generally 
denigrated and demeaned by the imposition and domination of Western 
religious orthodoxy. From academic scholars and intellectuals to colonial 
settlers, the typical attitude toward African healers, for instance, was 
described as the work of charlatans who coerced the backward, superstitious 
and ignorant through deceitful manipulations of self-proclaimed esoteric 
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knowledge that supposedly gifted special people with unique insights and 
abilities (Peek 1991). This same arrogant positionality can be found in the 
discourse surrounding African-centred philosophical expositions, epistemic 
reflections, theory development and behavioural practice. Despite the false 
claim of only one way of knowing (i.e. Western orthodoxy), African thinkers, 
in rescuing and reclaiming indigenous knowledge systems (IKSs), have 
forged ahead in asserting an African narrative that describes and prescribes 
African being, knowing and doing by Africans, for Africans. Azibuye 
emasisweni, returning to the source, returning to one’s culture, is within this 
tradition. 

My remaining task is to suggest some thoughts and ideas that have 
been stimulated by this book. At the most basic level, the chapters 
individually and collectively inspire a call to revisit most deeply and 
profoundly the nature of reality, the meaning of being spirit, the parameters 
of African epistemic reflections and the ongoing need to decolonise the 
mind. 

The first thought stimulated by Azibuye emasisweni is that there is a 
common cultural core with a binding epistemic grounding that does not 
stop at the shores of the oceans that separate African people. It validates 
the value of returning to the source by remembering Osagefo Kwame 
Nkrumah (Chatora 2015) declaration that:

I am not African because I was born in Africa but because Africa was born in 
me. All people of African descent, whether they live in North or South America, 
the Caribbean, or in any part of the world are Africans and belong to the African 
nation [errata, people]. It is clear, we must find an African solution to our 
problems […]. (n.p.)

Nkrumah helps us to see that, united as one people, not regional populations 
or nation states, African people, standing on African ground (philosophy, 
culture, worldview, episteme, ethics and narrative), can become one of the 
greatest forces for good in the world. This is a global Pan-African rescue 
and reclamation initiative. 

Regarding the nature of reality, all the chapters address, though never 
stated explicitly, being-in-reality. What is reality? Azibuye emasisweni 
inspires one, at a minimum, to revisit the ancient African (Bantu or Kongo) 
thought that all of reality [kalunga] is fundamentally a process of perpetual 
and mutual sending and receiving of spirit (energy) in the form of waves 
and radiations. Kalunga, or reality, is the totality, the completeness of all 
life. As the all (totality), kalunga is comprised of both a visible realm 
[ku nseke] and an invisible realm [ku mpemba]. The material universe is 
only the perception of real(ity); that is, in fact, non-localised, immutable 
and eternal spirit. The visible realm is considered the ‘microcosmos’, the 
immediate perceptible world. The invisible realm is considered the 
‘mesocosmos’, the intermediate world of spirits, genies and beneficial or 
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malevolent forces. The ‘macrocosmos’ represents the world beyond the 
senses, the realm of the divine, ancestors and spirit beings (Fu-Kiau 2001). 
Azibuye emasisweni encourages one to note that, if reality consists of the 
visible and the invisible, with the invisible being far greater than the visible, 
then what signposts for research, curriculum innovations, et cetera, should 
one look for in being able to traverse both the visible and the invisible 
realms? 

The reading of this book challenges the reader to be in a place of 
‘wonderment’ where I am provoked to reject the ghosts of Aristotle and 
Descartes’ dilemma and recast mind, body and soul as all spirit. As such, 
I am intrigued to ponder the implications of ‘to be is to be spirit or energy’. 
Manifested as human, being spirit becomes ‘Spiritness’, and therein serves 
to ignite and enliven the human state of being. spiritness is the condition of 
being spirit or energy. The concept of Spiritness as a construct representing 
the belief that the complexity of being a person (as immaterial and material) 
gives one an intrinsic human value and that the person is, in fact, a process 
of being, becoming and belonging as Astral (divine) energy. As spirit beings 
(spiritness), humans simultaneously have a metaphysical connection and 
ethereal extension into and between the supra-world of the deities, the 
inter-world of other beings and the inner world of oneself (Nobles & 
Nhlanha Mkhize 2020). Returning to the belief that all is spirit invites us to 
engage in deep epistemic reflection that understands real(ity) to be spirit, 
with all being interconnected or in alignment. With all being spirit, there is 
no separation of the mind, body or soul. Equally true, there is no separation 
of persons, families or their communities. They are one. Any and all physical 
entities locatable in time and space are expressions of divine energy (spirit) 
made manifest (DEMM). Defined as spiritness, personhood (spiritness) 
exists within familyhood (spiritness) embedded in peoplehood (spiritness) 
or community. Persons (yet-to-be, being and after being), family, community 
and a whole people are consubstantive – the same spirit. 

Returning to our source invites us to consider that knowing and 
knowledge production affirms the importance of the collective and 
recognises that personhood, familyhood and neighbourhood (people) 
should be seen as three interconnecting rings or circles with wellness at 
their union point (Nobles 1997). Returning to our source supports a critical 
paradigm shift, wherein ‘ring of wellness’ becomes the target or recipient 
of services, education, employment, creativity and the restorative (healing) 
process.

By escaping the ghosts of the Greeks, this book also encourages a 
further examination of an African episteme which allows us to see that the 
dynamic interrelatedness is not between the divine and humans but is a 
seamless blending of energy (spiritness) between realms of reality as 
expressions of the yet-to-live, the living and the after-living spirit (ancestors). 
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It also encourages the reader to wonder, as an expression of consciousness, 
how the ancestors (as energy events) continue to interact and communicate 
with the living. Communication between the realms (visible and invisible) 
of reality, between the living and after-living (the invisible ones), happens 
all the time and everywhere. In this regard, I ask particularly, how is living, 
knowing and knowable energy capable of emitting biophoton signals? 
What allows for our ability to speak to the invisible? What is the deeper 
meaning of dreaming and dream walking for African (continental and 
diasporan) people?

Although not the direct charge of the writing, Azibuye emasisweni 
stimulates the need to view the details of our scholarship from the twin 
lens of decoloniality and African affirmation as a requisite requirement for 
breaking free of the false universality of Western thought and to utilise 
ideas consistent with affirming African being. Finally, the imaginings 
liberated by the book are almost without limit. Returning to our (African) 
source allows, if not compels, us to even revisit the ancient Kemetic 
(Egyptian) charge to cultivate the ability to ‘think the unthinkable’, ‘hear 
the unhearable’, ‘see the unseeable’, ‘smell the scentless’ and ‘taste the 
tasteless’ (Kamene 2021). 

In exploring the questions of curriculum design, pedagogical 
problematics, educational excellence, epistemicide, professional survival 
paradox, freeing IKS from defaulting, de-Africanisation, languaging, 
discovering our esoterica and hearing the voiceless on both realms of 
reality, Azibuye emasisweni reads like a bolt of lightning across our minds 
that lights up the dark shadow of Western thought over our minds. Azibuye 
emasisweni is only, however, a gateway, an opening, an invitation, a stimulus 
and a work in progress.

Hence, there is no postscript to the reading of Azibuye emasisweni. 
It boldly and courageously inspires us to explore, innovate, rescue, reclaim, 
re-invent and create a consensus or commonality of thought, ideas and 
practices in understanding African ways of being by African people and for 
African people in an African way.

This is its ‘Zaya’.
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and teaching environments. Its respect for indigenous knowledge, worldviews and interests is 
unique. The book is a must-read for scholars involved in research into decolonising knowledge 
and practice.

Prof. Siphamandla Zondi, Department of Politics 
and International Relations, Faculty of Humanities,  

University of Johannesburg, Johannesburg, South Africa

The authors of this book exceptionally address key issues around the necessity of cultural 
syntonic knowledge production for the reclamation, healing and future of African people. It is 
also a prototype for the decolonisation of other colonised indigenous people. At the same time, 
the case for returning to one’s own culture to provide quality education for students is 
emphasised in various ways throughout this book.

It is made clear that formal education – the institution primarily responsible for socialising 
members of society into the worldview, values and practices of the dominant social order – 
functions to maintain the status quo. Educational institutions in service of the perpetuation of 
colonialism or neo-colonialism are central to implementing systems of dehumanisation that 
deprive indigenous people of their rich cultural inheritance, replacing it with misinformation 
and negation of their identities and personhood.

Azibuye emasisweni: Reclaiming our space and centring our knowledge articulates the 
problems with great detail and clarity, as well as the essential methods for correction and 
healing strategies. Utilising South Africa’s common languages and cultural traditions, this book 
presents a model that could also serve the most oppressed cultural groups across a series of 
chapters, ancillary to providing the culturally embedded knowledge needed. Western 
pedagogy and methodologies are not assumed to have applicability in African communities 
due to the different ways of knowing and doing in these communities. The superior value and 
erudite nature associated with indigenous African knowledge are reclaimed and given the 
stellar placement it deserves. The purpose of this book is to serve researchers and scholars with 
work that contributes to humanity as a whole.

Prof. Linda James Myers, College of Arts and Sciences  
and College of Medicine, Ohio State University,  

Columbus, Ohio, United States of America
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